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All the Songs
This book, called “All the Songs,” began as a way to archive all of the
songs I’ve ever written – to have them accessible in one place, and to make them
available to people who might want to read the lyrics of one or more of my
songs. Then I decided it was just as easy to include the guitar chords, and figured
I might as well just scan my own versions of the songs – thinking it might be fun
for people to see my own markings on the pages, or in case anyone wanted to
learn to play any of the songs. Finally, I decided to include an explanation of
each of the songs – what it means, what I was thinking when I wrote it, and in
some cases even to include what I was going through in my life when I wrote it.
And so the concept of “All the Songs” turned into a kind of autobiography as
seen through my song lyrics.
As I write this, it is 2013. I turned 50 this year, so it seems appropriate to
think back over the last 50 years of my life, and do some reflection. Looking
through my old songs again is a good way to do that, because in some ways,
songwriting is a lot like keeping a diary. One’s own life experience comes
through in the songs, though normally in ways that conflate and consolidate
experiences so that the song itself can create a connection with as many listeners
as possible. A good song can make a lot of people feel like they know what the
subjects of the song are going through. A bad song is often bad precisely because
it’s too personal, and others can’t relate to it (or it’s just awkward to listen to). If
you choose to look through this whole book, you will find some good songs, and
some bad songs. But that’s songwriting – you have to write all the songs, knowing
that some will come out better than others.
This book is organized by the stages of my life in which I wrote the songs,
as you can see from the table of contents. For the most part, it is chronological, so
as far as I could remember I put them in order from oldest to newest. In some
cases the last few categories overlap, so the songs might not all be exactly in the
order I wrote them, but the point is that if you want to look at the better songs
first, you would start from the back end and read the most recent ones. If you’re
looking for a particular song, the CDs (and one vinyl album) I’ve recorded, with
their lists of songs, are included below. The chapter titles and the song titles in
the discography section below are links to the song descriptions before the songs.
On final thought: this book doesn’t really contain ALL the songs. There
were one or two songs I wrote back in high school and college that got lost
somewhere along the way. In addition to that, I wrote three full length musicals
that are not included here. The first one, written in high school and college, was a
soft-rock opera called Lights, which was so derivative, hyper-sentimental,
autobiographical, and just downright bad, that no one will ever see it. The other
two have actually been produced and performed. Treasures of the Heart is a
Christmas musical, and The Prodigal’s Dream is an Easter opera. Anyone
interested in these should contact me through my website. There is an original
cast recording of Treasures of the Heart available. There was also another musical
that I started, which never got finished, but it was meant to be an allegorical

Christ/passion story that takes place in a high school. It was called, St. Salem
High. I actually started working on producing it with a youth group once, but
people and circumstances intervened and it never saw the light of day. In any
case, a few of the songs from these four musicals are included as individual
songs, either because they existed as stand-alone songs before they were ever
inserted into the stories, or because they were performed separately at some
point.
Thanks for your interest in my songs, and in my music career and
ministry that has now spanned over 30 years. I have no idea what the next 30
years will look like, but whatever I do with music or songwriting, what you find
in this book is the foundation on which it will be built.

Discography
Ars Nova by The Neumes (Record album, 1984)
This Side
Mannequin Beat
Fish With No Eyes
Rome
Time for a Fight
Money Back
That Side
Four Wedding Songs:
Terry’s Wedding Song
Wedding Gift
L’Amore Mi Segue
People
Voice Dreams
Practical Philosophy [Spoken word]
Contrast by The Neumes (1993)
Boanerges [Instrumental]
All the Time
Ring in My Pocket
Long Distance Love
Hakeldamach [Instrumental]
Sanctuary
Mistakes I’ve Made
Ancient Love
Contrast
Melchisedek [Instrumental]
Water Into Wine
Together At Last
His Smile
Good Friday [Instrumental]

Look at the Sparrow (Worship book and cassette, 1994)
Side A
Walk in the Light
We Have the Hope
I Am the Vine
Worthy is the Lord
Remind Me, Lord
Look at the Sparrow
Side B
Make Me More Holy
Blessed is He
You’re the One
You Know Me
Sanctuary
Remember Rome by Remember Rome (1999)
Midnight Light
One Dark Night
The Fantasy
River to My People
I Will Be With You
Futility
Someone to Hold
The Bottom of the Drawer
One More Time
Forevertown
Terra Firma
Broken Machine
Separate Lives
Two Dimensional Girl
My Book
A Handfull of Nails
La Bocca della Veritá by Remember Rome (2001)
Walkin’ Away
You Amaze Me
Our Town
As I Go
Holy Smoke
Your Dark Eyes
Never Mind the Piano
Don’t Know What to Do
I Wish
Let’s Speak Italian
Be Real
While I Play the Clown
Autumn
The Current

Holy Smoke: The Best of Remember Rome by Remember Rome (2003)
Sons of Thunder (Boanerges) [Instrumental]
Holy Smoke
Our Town
You Amaze Me
The Current
Never Mind the Piano
Field of Blood (Hakeldamach) [Instrumental]
One Dark Night
River to My People
I Will Be With You
Broken Machine
Terra Firma
A Handfull of Nails
The Priest (Melchisedek) [Instrumental]
Ancient Love [Instrumental version]
Sanctuary [Instrumental version]
Good Friday [Instrumental]
Carpe Diem by Remember Rome (2004)
You Know Me
The Game (Seize the Day)
Remind Me, Lord
You’re the One
Paradise
We Pass By
All You Have to Do
Living Sacrifice
I Am the Vine
Look at the Sparrow
Make Me More Holy
We Have the Hope
Still Quiet Voice by Jim Papandrea (2012)
Taste and See (Come to His Table)
Lost and Found (Knees on the Ground)
Ave Maria (Ora Pro Nobis)
Be My Strength
Peace (Dona Nobis Pacem)
Still Quiet Voice (Vox Aurae Tenuis)
Emmaus (He Walks with Me)
Every Knee Will Bend
If I Could Thank You
Trinity Suite:
The Wisdom
The Word
The Wind (Veni Sancte Spiritus)

Songs I Wrote in High School
I was born in Madison, Wisconsin, on May 9th, 1963. My parents were in
college, and my dad was getting ready to graduate with plans to go to dental
school. But after finishing college, he didn’t have the money to go to dental
school yet, so he worked for a year, during which time we lived in the Chicago
area, in cheap apartments, and regularly moving in with my paternal
grandparents. I have some vague memories of those days, but as I visualize
them, they are probably more based on the old home movies I’ve seen than on
actual memories. But I do remember being surrounded with an extended family
who showered me with affection, and I remember that my grandparents’
Catholic faith was especially important to them, and this made an impression on
me. I was baptized in the Catholic faith at the same church where my parents
were married: St. Lambert in Skokie, Illinois.
My dad did go to dental school, but graduated during the Viet Nam war,
at a time when there was a real possibility that he might be drafted. So, rather
than risk getting drafted, he joined the army, and became an army dentist at Fort
Dix, New Jersey. Living on the base was like living in a gated community, so as
far as I knew, life was perfect (thankfully my dad never had to go overseas) –
except every once in a while I would see the war on television, and I could never
figure out why the camera man didn’t put down the camera, pick up a gun, and
help out. I think seeing this war on television made a deep impact on me, as I
tried to get my head around the fact that it was not a movie – it was real.
After a couple years in the army, my dad bought a dental practice in
Wisconsin, and we moved to West Allis, a suburb of Milwaukee. And that’s
where I grew up – from second grade until I went off to college. West Allis is a
great place to be from, filled with salt-of-the-earth hard working people. Since
my mom was not Catholic, my parents looked for a compromise, and the family
joined the local Lutheran church where my brother and I were eventually
confirmed. I credit the Lutherans with teaching me to sing the great hymns, and
also teaching me that good theology can be sung, and learned by singing. During
this time I also had some great music teachers in school who gave me an
enthusiasm for music. I guess it was always in my genes, though, because my
grandfather was a singer and my dad was a drummer. In fact, during college he
had played with the great Steve Miller – and once I heard about that, I was
hooked. I sang in the choirs and played the drums in the school bands.
I was in high school in the late 70’s, and back then it was cool to be able to
sit around and strum a guitar and play folk songs. The guys who were able to do
that always had a crowd of people around them (mostly female), so I wanted to
be able to do that, too. I got my first guitar for Christmas when I was 16. Years
later, when I traded that guitar in for a different one, my dad secretly went to the
music store and bought it back. He kept it until he gave it to my oldest son, who
still has it. Although I did learn a lot of the folk songs and acoustic pop songs of
the time, I quickly got bored with playing other people’s music, and started

writing my own songs. I kind of regret that now, since if I had stuck with
learning more great music by great songwriters, I would be a better musician
now. I started performing for audiences, strumming and singing, and I
continued playing a lot of stuff by John Denver, Simon and Garfunkel, America,
and a few things by the Beatles, the Eagles, Dan Fogelberg, and Seals and Crofts.
I loved that music, but I think I was still so young I couldn’t really relate to it on
an experiential level – so I wanted to put my own experiences into songs. This is
about the time I fell in love for the first time.

Song for ______
The first song I ever wrote was for my girlfriend, and it was cleverly titled,
“Song for [her name].” I’m leaving her name out to respect her privacy, so on the
sheet you can see just I covered up her name with a piece of blank paper before I
scanned it. Like Saint Augustine’s first love (and common law wife) in his
Confessions, my first love will also have to remain unnamed here. Going forward,
I’ll simply refer to her as “She Who Must Remain Unnamed” (or SWMRU).
That’s her handwriting in the upper left corner, with the date. However, I doubt I
actually wrote the song in one day – more likely that’s the day I finished it. You
can see the date is July of 1980. I was 17, and she was 18. She had just graduated,
and was planning on going off to college. So the song is about that.
You can also see by the way I use the E chord together with the G chord
that I didn’t really have any idea how to stay in one key, or write a melody – I
just played the chords I knew in an order that sounded interesting, and forced a
melody into that chord progression. Truth be told, that was my songwriting
method for quite a while after that as well.
It’s also clear from the lyrics that I fully expected we would end up
together forever. But that didn’t happen. SWMRU did go off to college, and our
relationship was off again on again, especially after I went to college, and we just
never ended up on the same page at the same time.
An interesting theme comes up in the chorus of this song. By
“interesting,” I mean it’s interesting to me as I look back on my songs. There is
this idea of “making it to the top,” though it’s never clear what I mean by “the
top.” But as I think back on it now, I know that I did have some unrealistic ideas
about what success in life would mean, and that comes through in a lot of my
early songs. I think there was some anxiety in my mind that if I didn’t work very
hard at “making it” there was a real danger that I might end up ordinary. Of
course, now “ordinary” sounds pretty good – it brings up all kinds of concepts
like uncomplicated, and drama-free. The truth is, ordinary people work hard for a
living, and I think I was trying to figure out a way to avoid that. I wanted to
make a living doing something creative, that would allow me to sleep late every
morning.
Overall, this song is pretty preachy for being written by the younger
person in the relationship. Although I was only a year younger, I think SWMRU
was much more mature than I was, and it’s a real testament to her graceful spirit
that she took this song as a compliment and a gift, rather than as a
condescending lecture (which she could have legitimately seen in it). Of course I
didn’t mean it to be condescending, I was just really confident that we were in
love and nothing could get in the way of that. We were going to make our
dreams come true together.

It’s an Art
This song was also written for SWMRU. Since we were both musicians
and actors, I was trying to use art as an analogy for love – you know, like, it’s not
an exact science, but it’s an art. As you can tell from the lyrics, this song was
written while we were apart – she was in college, and I was still in high school.
Although she was not really that far away, we were on a break, trying to “find
out who [we] are.” And so it’s clear that this song was not written with the same
confidence of my first song. Here there is a real danger that we won’t get back
together, and a bit of manly pleading. It’s a classic, “I didn’t know what I had
until it was gone” song.

A Prayer
I think I must have heard the expression, attributed to St. Augustine, He
who sings, prays twice. Actually, Augustine never said that as far as we know,
though he said some similar things. Anyway, this song is my attempt at
combining song and prayer. The song itself acknowledges that there are so many
questions without easy answers – and for a young man in high school
anticipating decisions about future life direction, it really was a sincere cry for
help from God in terms of looking for direction.
SWMRU belonged to the Methodist church, and so while we were dating,
I starting attending the Methodist youth group, and going to the Methodist
services. I eventually joined the Methodist church, and even got involved in
helping lead the youth group. This song reminds me of those early days in the
Methodist church because the music minister let me sing this song during a
service, in front of a church full of people. It was the first time I ever performed
solo in church, and it really made an impression on me because they trusted me
to play my song as part of a worship service.
Back then, it was popular in the Methodist church to talk about
“pluralism,” and about how the denomination is “non-creedal.” What that really
means is that while the denomination officially affirms the historic creeds, they
don’t make acceptance of the creeds a requirement for membership. For me, I
had no issue with the traditional creeds, but I understood the concept of
pluralism to mean that one could be a member of the Methodist church and
pretty much believe anything you want. That was attractive to a young man who
didn’t necessarily want to be held accountable to the church’s expectations – it
allowed me to treat spirituality as an intellectual enterprise without worrying too
much about morality. I wanted to have a faith that was doctrinally traditional,
but I also wanted to be sexually active. So I became a Methodist.
And yet, this song clearly reflects my longing for something more than a
“head faith.” I wanted a relationship with God that went deeper, but I wasn’t
really ready to totally commit to it (are we ever ready to totally commit to God?).
Also, I wanted direction from God about what to do with my life, but I’m not
sure I was ready to follow wherever that might lead. The line, “Don’t let me take
your talents astray,” is a reference to the parable of the talents, in Matthew,
chapter 25. The idea is that God has given each of us skills, gifts, and talents, and
God expects us to use them to do his work in the world. As I look back on this
song, I can see that I was concerned about how I was going to use my gifts in my
career.

Reflections
This song was a response to the fact that my dad was always saying that I
was too much of a dreamer. Reading this now I think it’s so funny that I began
the song, “All of my life…” I was probably 17 when I wrote that, so… all of what
life? Anyway, I think that my dreams about having a career in the creative arts
scared my dad, and made him worry that I wouldn’t be able to make a living, or
pay the bills, and that I would ultimately end up living at home forever. He used
to say that a man needs to be willing to do whatever it takes to pay the bills and
support his family – even if that means he shovels shit for a living. I told him that
I wouldn’t shovel shit for a living, but it would be OK if I got a part in a movie
where I played a guy who shoveled shit for a living. I’m laughing at myself as I
type this, because I now know that actors work harder than I ever wanted to
work, and to be in a movie means getting up way earlier than I (still) want to get
up.
I honestly don’t know what I meant by the lyrics, “Wishing for the one to
take me far.” It certainly has something to do with my dreams of “making it to
the top,” but it’s not as though I expected a lover to take me there. On the other
hand, it’s not really about God, either. So it doesn’t make a lot of sense.
Sometimes we songwriters use vague as a poor substitute for poetic. The
antidote for that is to spend more time on the lines, but sometimes I was
impatient for a song to be done. Impatience is the enemy of creativity.
Anyway, the first verse, “Well I had a bird once but she flew away,” is
definitely a reference to SWMRU. By this time, we had broken up, even though I
still hoped we would get back together someday.
You can also see a restlessness about my home town, and being at home. I
would eventually make the decision to go to college in another state, to try to
find more of a big city experience.
The last verse is about God, as you can see from the way I capitalized the
word “One.” Maybe the point of the song is that no person, not even a significant
other, can give me what only God can give. I would have to rely on God as I
anticipated leaving home and going off to college, without any friends at all, let
alone a girlfriend.

Destiny
I don’t think this song was ever performed in front of people. In fact, I’m
pretty sure no one has ever heard this song but me. The song is so vague and
esoteric, I’m not sure what I was thinking when I wrote it.
It must have been in the fall when I wrote this, as you can see by the lines
about falling leaves and colored leaves. And you can also see I was still dealing
with having to make decisions about what to do with my life. Back in high
school, I had to choose between going into science, which was one of my
interests, and going into the arts. For a while, I was very interested in physics,
especially in the realm of optics and audio. In other words, I was really into
lasers and music. But in the end, I decided to pursue the arts – even though it
seemed like it might be harder to make a living (though not harder in the
“getting up early” sense). I decided to major in acting, and narrowed my college
choices down to three: UCLA, Northwestern, and Minnesota.
I’ve got two versions of the song here. The first one is actually the later
version. The esoteric nature of the lyrics is matched by a kind of proto-new age
chord progression that doesn’t really go anywhere. Notice that the original, hand
written version has an extra verse that I crossed out. I think I took it out because
of the lines, “There is no mold, no starry guide, there is no master plan” sounded
like it didn’t give enough credit to God. The part about there being no starry
guide was meant to discredit astrology, but I guess I felt that the part about there
being no master plan compromised the sovereignty of God. Still, you have to
balance that with the fact that God lets us make our own choices, even if we
make mistakes – so there is always the very real risk of making the wrong
decision.
The original version of the song ended with, “Our fate, our future,
destiny, lies within our hands.” I still believe that – in many ways you make your
own fortune.

Hope
This is the fist song that has a Scripture verse below the title. The point is
that over the years a lot of my songs are inspired by, or based on, Scripture. This
one, from the third chapter of St. Paul’s letter to the Philippians, says, “Not that I
have already obtained it or have already become perfect, but I press on so that I
may lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus.”
Notice that the first verse begins with loneliness, but by the end of the
refrain, there’s someone new. So the song is about hope, and it does what I’ve
often tried to do in a lot of my songs, which is to combine theology with
relationships, in other words interweave themes of God’s love with romantic
love. As it happens, I was still dealing with the loss of my first love when I met
my second.
The song is kind of based on the idea that I march to the beat of my own
drummer – in other words, not following the crowd, but learning to be my own
person, no matter what other people might think. Looking back on it, I’m very
thankful that my parents gave me the kind of self-confidence that allowed me to
forge ahead and be true to myself. Of course there is a down side to that, in that
those of us who march to the beat of our own drummer often end up reinventing
the wheel and failing to learn from other people’s mistakes.
Ultimately, hope comes from God, but sometimes God allows us to meet
people who bring hope into our lives.

I Remember
This song is the result of me reflecting on what it must have been like for
Jews during the holocaust. I was trying to write it from the point of view of
someone running and hiding during a time of persecution. The song is from the
perspective of an old man remembering when he was younger and his family
was taken away by the Nazis. Now, as an old man, the memories haunt him and
he can’t shake the feeling that someone is still after him.

Luke
The title of this song is simply, “Luke.” As I remember it, the song was
inspired by the story of my dad’s best friend in high school, Lenny Rosenberg.
Lenny died of leukemia when he was the same age I was at the time I wrote this
song. In fact, my middle name, Leonard, is after him. So the point of the song is
about someone who never got to see his dreams through.
At the beginning of the song, Luke is still alive, but trying to deal with the
realization that he is not going to live much longer. But I didn’t want to make it
so obvious, so the way it’s written it sounds more like a person who is just
homesick or something. It’s intentionally vague. But then there’s the line about
preparing for the end.
By the end of the song, Luke is gone, and his friends are thinking back on
how he lived life to the fullest in the time he had.

Night Dreaming
Psalm 63 is the Scripture passage that some of this song is based on. If it
doesn’t seem like the song has anything to do with the psalm, I’ll make the
connection below.
I can count on one hand the number of women I have actually loved in my
life. This is the first song I wrote for the second one. The complicated part is that
my new love was the best friend of SWMRU. Now, before you judge me, I didn’t
set out to go after her best friend, but when she left for college, that left me a
single guy in the church youth group, and one thing led to another. Anyway, as I
think back on it, it makes sense that I would fall in love with two women who
had enough in common to be best friends. But I do feel bad about the fact that I
may have been the catalyst for the end of their friendship.
This song is more overtly romantic than anything I’d ever written before.
It was a bold move for me to write about being in bed together, since it would be
impossible to play this song for anyone without advertising the extent of our
relationship. But the song is really about that feeling you have in a new
relationship when you can’t wait to be with the person again, even if you were
just with them. Any time apart is too much, and every hour apart is dominated
by impatience and longing. So whenever you’re not with that person, you’re
thinking about the person. And for people who still live with their parents, that
means you go to bed alone. So the title, “Night Dreaming” is supposed to be a
play on the concept of “day dreaming,” except that it takes place at night when
you’re laying awake in bed.
It’s clear from the declaration of love that this was a serious relationship.
We were in love, and I had thought I would never know love again after
breaking up with my first love. Funny how when you’re only 18, you have no
perspective on how much of your life is left.
During the summer after my senior year in high school I got the
opportunity to perform several of my songs on a local access cable television
show. I think it was a project of some fellow high school students who were
interning at the cable station. This was one of the songs I performed. I had a
friend playing guitar along with me, and even some backup singers I recruited
from the community theatre production of Jesus Christ Superstar that I was in
that summer.
So what does this song have to do with Psalm 63? The Psalm includes the
lines, “When I remember you on my bed, I meditate on you in the night…” and
even, “my flesh yearns for you.” Of course, those lines are about longing for
God, and the song is about longing for a girl, but before you think that’s
sacrilegious, I’ve always had a kind of “Song of Solomon” sensibility that saw
the connection between romantic love and God’s love – in fact seeing romantic
love as a gift from God, and an extension of God’s love.

Time
The first version of this song (now lost) had the name of my new
girlfriend in the song, but I later took that out to make it more general. You’ll
notice that the next song, Seasons, begins the same way, and so I’ve obviously
reused a lot of the lyrics there.
The line, “I wonder where you really are,” was meant to be spoken, not
sung, that’s what I meant by putting an “X” over it – there is no chord played
there, but there’s a break in the music while the line was kind of whispered
wistfully.

Seasons
“Seasons” is really a later version of the previous song, “Time.” I can’t
remember how much time went by between the two versions, so I just decided to
put them together since they’re so similar. The song is about the passing of time,
and how the end of one era is the beginning of another. So in a way, I was still
dealing with the loss of SWMRU, and yet I also had high hopes for my new
relationship.
There’s a funny type-o in the lyrics. The line that is supposed to go, “we
can lie down and relax,” came out “lye down.” So I guess we’re making soap
now.
Another ongoing theme comes up at the end of this song. And that is, that
I hate winter and cold weather. I mean, I really hate winter. So I don’t know what
the hell I was thinking when I decided to go to college in Minnesota rather than
southern California. Truth be told, I think I was influenced by the fact that we
had a family friend whom I looked up to living in the Minneapolis area, and I
thought that would make a difference going somewhere where I knew at least
one person. In addition to that, I had toured the campus in Minneapolis and was
impressed with the campus and the theatre department. And to be fair,
Minneapolis is a really nice city… in the summer.
What I didn’t know when I wrote this song is that my second love
relationship would not survive my going off to college.

Sing to Me
After love number two and I broke up, I found myself lonely, feeling sorry
for myself, and thinking back on my relationship with SWMRU. I would see her
at the church from time to time, and there were a few occasions where we went
out and almost got back together. This song was written out of a sense of pining
away and missing SWMRU.
The idea for the song, “Sing to Me,” was based on the fact that the first
time I saw SWMRU, she was singing a solo in school, and I remembered thinking
that she was really attractive, but I didn’t have a chance with her because she
was a year older than me. But since we were both musicians, and in all the choirs
and plays, getting to know each other was inevitable.
The song is written from the perspective of someone who sees a woman
from a distance. She is singing for an audience, but he’s wishing she would sing
just for him. The second half of the song is later in time, after they have been
together but now she’s out of his life again.
The second version of the song was re-written to be inserted into my first
musical, Lights.

Wedding Gift
This song was the first of a series of wedding songs I wrote for people
who were important to me. As I think back on it, it’s actually surprising that so
many people agreed to let me sing in their wedding. I suppose people thought
that I had a good voice, even in high school, but I now realize that when you
announce to people that your wedding gift to them is a song, and you want to
sing it in their wedding, you put them in an awkward position. It would be hard
to say no.
“Wedding Gift” was exactly that – my wedding gift to my uncle who had
been a bachelor all his life, and finally got married when I was in high school. It’s
based on Matthew 6:19-21, where Jesus says, “Do not store up for yourselves
treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and
steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor
rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in or steal. For where your
treasure is, there your heart will be also.” For me, part of the point was that it’s
the intangible things in life that are most valuable.

Terry’s Wedding Song
Terry is the older sister of the guy who has been my best friend since
junior high school. For a while, I had a bit of a crush on her. But I spent a lot time
at her family’s house (and at the dinner table), so when she got engaged I
considered myself part of the family and I felt I had the right to be protective of
her. But we were all very happy for her, and I was honored to be able to sing in
her wedding. In fact, SWMRU sang with me.
I’m a little embarrassed to admit that I wrote that first verse without ever
really knowing what an “ebbing tide” is. I thought it meant “increasing” but
actually it’s the opposite. It means decreasing. Oops. But at its heart the song is a
simple prayer for the couple.
Matthew 19:4-6 is where Jesus quotes Genesis and says, “Have you not
read that He who created them from the beginning made them male and female,
and said, `For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined
to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh? So they are no longer two, but
one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let no man separate.”

Songs I Wrote in College
So I went off to the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis, to major in
acting. Eventually, I would add to that major, and also study music composition
and audio production. I took a lot of theatre arts classes (see what I did there,
spelling “theatre” like the fancy people do?), as well as music theory classes, and
even electronic music. This was the early 80’s so synthesizers were relatively
new, and a really big deal. I got my first synthesizer in about 1982, and then soon
after, my parents bought me a four track cassette recorder, which allowed me to
do overdubs and essentially combine the writing and recording process. I could
write song “in the studio” as it were (of course the “studio” was my dorm room).
This was actually a bad idea, though, because I was not experienced enough as a
songwriter so I got too caught up in the technology, and some of the songs came
out half baked. I was trying to be some sort of combination of Prince and Devo,
but as you may have noticed, I did not become a famous songwriter in the 1980’s.
Incidentally, though, one of my friends did – a classmate was the brains behind
the pop group Information Society. So if you know that group, that’s pretty
much was I was aiming for in college.
I also got the chance to perform live in college. I did a few concerts in the
dorms, and for those I fell back on my old playlists including John Denver,
Simon & Garfunkel, Seals & Crofts, and all the rest. Those gigs were a lot of fun
because it was just me, a guitar, a stool, and a spotlight. Just what you imagine a
folk singer to be like. In addition to performing solo, I sang with the college
choirs, and acted in a few plays. But by my sophomore year I was phasing out of
acting and focusing more on music. I auditioned for a few things, but nothing
really came of the electronic music, until my last year in college, when I got the
chance to record an album – yes, on vinyl. The concept for the album was
something I learned in music theory classes: the old medieval notation was called
“Neumes,” so that became the name of the “band” that was made up of mostly
me, and a few friends (some of whom are really great musicians). The title of the
album is Ars Nova, which is Latin for “New Art,” and another concept from
music history. It described the time period in which music blossomed from plain
chant to polyphony (singing in harmony).

Wonderland?
The first song I wrote in college was inspired by a winter walk home (to
my dorm) after an evening choir concert. As I walked across the Minneapolis
campus, there was a long few moments when I was the only one around,
walking a path through the tree-lined mall. Everything was silent, and the snow
covered the ground and hung from the trees. It was beautiful to look at, and
majestic, the moonlight sparkling on the snow, and the whole world was silent. It
was exactly what one might imagine if you think of a “winter wonderland.” And
yet, I hated it. I hated it, because I was cold. And it was a long walk back to the
dorm. And I was really cold. So that’s the reason for the question mark in the
title. As if to say, “Winter wonderland? F*** that - I’m cold.”
The song is in a minor key because I hate winter. Did I mention I hate
winter? I hate it with a white hot hate. So why did I go to college in Minneapolis?
Well, they have a really good theatre arts program. But if I had to do it all over
again, I would go to UCLA or someplace like that. Anyway, I got into the school,
and didn’t want to transfer, so I decided to stick it out.
If you were to hear this song, you would know that I still had not figured
out how to write a melody. In fact, this song doesn’t really have a melody, it just
has scales. I guess I was experimenting with medieval modes or something, but
at the end of the day, I tried to cram in every chord I could, so it’s not an easy
song to listen to, and it was never performed for an audience.
As I think back on it, this song was written at the height of the homesick
curve. You know, when you first go to college, you embrace the new freedoms,
like staying out until 2 am. But after a while, it sinks in that you miss people back
home. And I remember in particular a really tough spell of pining for SWMRU. I
think that’s what the last two lines are about – my “livelihood” meaning
pursuing a livelihood by going away to college. But that meant going through
the withdrawal that comes with leaving home.

We Travelers
The original title of this song was “Exodus,” using the biblical theme as a
metaphor for leaving home, or some other familiar place. Eventually I changed
the title. You’ll notice that songs have notes on them about what drum pattern to
use, or measure numbers written in. That’s for the drum machine. At some later
time, I also wrote in the names of characters from the opera I had written (Lights).
My intention at some point was to insert this song into that opera, and the idea
was that the characters would sing the lines as a kind of dialogue. In the end, it
didn’t work, but that’s why you see the names Marie and Luke in the margins.
The line about writing on the sidewalk is a reference to political messages
written on the sidewalks of the campus.
In the refrain, I initially spelled the word “republic” wrong (with a k!).
The ice pick reference comes from a news story about a serial killer who used an
ice pick.
The song begins as a kind of a confused musing on mixed political
messages, and the inability of law enforcement to catch a serial killer, but then
the song morphs into speculation on time travel. I know, it’s weird, but I thought
it was deep. The point is that if humanity ever figures out how to travel through
time, we would already know about it because there would be evidence in our
past of travelers from our future.
The whole thing ends with a rather pessimistic assumption about future
world wars. It was the cold war after all.

The Same Old Thing
This is another song that I attempted to fit into the opera Lights, but it was
originally written separately. In fact, at this point in my life, there was a very
blurry line between me and the main character of that opera, who wanted to be
actor. So, like all inexperienced songwriters, the songs were a bit too
autobiographical. Here again, we see my angst over my dream of “making it,”
along with the dawning realization that my chances of being a professional actor
were not good. Not that I’m no good at acting – I’m actually pretty good, but the
competition is so stiff. For every part there are hundreds of actors who want it,
and almost as many who could do it well.
Also, I would eventually come to realize something about myself: I’m not
great at memorizing. To memorize lines for a play, I really had to work at it, and
even when I had the lines memorized, and I was out there on stage, I was often
stressed about forgetting the lines. So it turns out acting is stressful for me. I kept
acting for many years in community theatre, because it was still a lot of fun, but
(although I did not admit this to myself while in college) it was too stressful to
try to make a living at it. Having my ability to pay the bills hang on my chances
of getting parts and remembering my lines was just too risky. I suppose I could
do Saturday Night Live, or something where they have cue cards and don’t have
to memorize their lines anyway. Mental note… add to bucket list: Host SNL.

Minneapolis Airport
I actually wrote most of this song sitting in the Minneapolis airport,
waiting for my flight back home for a break. I think I was fascinated with the
planes taking off, and thinking about how every one of those planes was full of
people, and every one of those people has a life, and they’re all from somewhere,
going somewhere.
There’s a curious note to myself at the refrain, where you can see I wrote
in the word “Nasal.” This was to remind myself to sing in the front of my face so
I wouldn’t sing flat – it’s not meant to imply that I would sing it so nasal as to
sound funny. There’s also a note to “use phaser.” The “phaser” is a guitar pedal
called a phase shifter, which gave the guitar an ethereal sound.
The concept of watching someone leave: getting smaller and smaller as
they move farther away – this eventually found it’s way into one of the songs in
my Christmas musical, Treasures of the Heart. There it’s the song of Joseph and
Mary as they travel to Bethlehem.

A Boy and His Dad
I am close with both of my parents, but growing up I idolized my dad,
and considered myself very close with him. This song was all about me dealing
with being away from home, and missing my parents. And also about me
discovering major seventh chords.
Like many of my songs, this one is not totally autobiographical. It’s based
on my own life, and includes my own feelings, but then it takes off from there,
imagining a protagonist who is not me, but is experiencing something like what
I’m going through, only taken to greater heights. For example, the line: How could
I see when I had it all, that it would all be gone someday, is much more dramatic than
my own situation, since I could still go home and see my parents regularly.
When writing the song, I imagined that the person singing is more drastically
separated from his father – though not forever, since he knows someday he will
take care of his father the way his father once took care of him.
As I write this, I feel bad I never wrote a song like this for my mom.
The second verse is a reference to Jesus’ baptism, when the heavenly voice
of God the Father was heard saying, “This is my beloved Son.”
I performed this song on piano, rather than guitar, partly because the
seventh chords are easier and sound better on piano. It’s sounds kind of loungyjazzy, and in fact it’s very easy to play. I was getting better at writing melodies
by this time, too, so whenever I played this song, it was a big hit (especially with
my dad).

Painted Dreams
As you can see, I toyed with the idea of calling this song “Secrets.” But in
the end I didn’t, though I liked the idea of a song called “Secrets,” and eventually
wrote one.
This song was inspired by a song by Spheeris & Voudouris, which I think
was called, “The Dancer.” It’s a song about a ballerina, and the song is sung from
the point of the view of a man who loves her from a distance. In my version, the
dancer lives in the apartment above the protagonist, who loves her though he
has never actually seen her. He has created her in his mind only from the sounds
of her feet on the floor above him, and he even paints pictures of her. The twist
is, she doesn’t exist, and it’s all in his head. That part was inspired by another
Spheeris and Voudouris song, No Need for Me. It was SHMRU who introduced
me to the music of Spheeris and Voudouris, and I listened to them a lot in
college. There was something comforting about that, and so they were a big
influence on me, both in their more folk-pop oriented earlier music, and their
“Primal Tech” synthesizer phase.
I performed this song for a talent show in the dorm one year, and you can
see in the upper left corner there are notes reminding me to tell a couple of jokes
before playing the song.

Shine on Me
This is a classic, “Woe is me, I’m so lonely, why don’t I have a girlfriend?”
song. It’s written to be ambiguous, in the sense that it could be interpreted as a
spiritual song, looking for inspiration and illumination from God. But it’s also a
cry for human companionship. I think I was still in the peak of pining for
SWMRU, and the college girls were not lining up at my dorm room door to date
me. On a positive note, this was also the point in my life when I discovered
Doctor Who. So it wasn’t all bad.
I can remember sitting in my dorm room during my sophomore year,
writing and playing this song. It’s a bit all over the map, chord-wise. The verses
are built around the C major seventh chord, but the refrain is apparently in the
key of I-don’t-know-what.
Eventually, I abandoned the refrain altogether, and the lyrics from the
verses later became another song called Voice Dreams, which found its way onto
my first album.

Black and White
What a surprise… another sad song of self-pity. The premise is someone
looking back on the past, using the image of a photo album. The photos of the
past were once in color, but now everything feels like it’s in black and white,
because the present is bland and colorless. The problem, of course, is that “the
love of my life” is gone, and she has taken all the color with her. It might seem
obvious that the one who is gone would be SWMRU, but I actually think that in
this song I was thinking more generically – I had had two loves of my life by this
time, my first love, SWMRU, and her friend, my second love. I think in this song
I was kind of combining the two, and really missing being in love more than one
particular person. In the second time through the refrain, I even sang, “Who is
the color of my world?” as I maybe I didn’t even know. The last part, “You are
the color of my world” was entirely fictitious. It was written out of wishful
thinking – partly with an idealized version of SWMRU in mind, and partly in the
hope of finding someone new.
Even my friends were a six hour drive away, so I was feeling pretty much
adrift at this point in college. In my freshman year, at least I had a roommate. In
my sophomore year I got a single room in the dorm and I was in that in-between
time, after the chaos of freshman year, but before joining a fraternity and getting
my own apartment.
Musically, the whole song is based on a descending bass line: A, G#, F#, E
– which means I wrote this song on the piano (not on guitar) and that descending
bass line was what my left hand was doing. I was just starting to learn how to do
one thing with my left hand, while playing something else with my right hand. I
never really got good at piano, I just play block chords, but at least here I was
actually thinking about something more than just playing the root note of the
chord with the left hand.

Change
This song was written from a feeling that I had left home, and the people
back home were going on with their lives without me. I was changing, and they
were changing, and it was never going to be the same. There’s a kind of fear that
you can never really go home, because home will not be the same when you go
back – and neither will your friends.
The line, “I’ve changed my point of view” is a homage to Spheeris and
Voudouris, and their song, Points of View. I think that may also have been the title
of that album.
The verses of this song are recycled from my earlier song, “Night
Dreaming.” The song is actually kind of disjointed, because it starts out like it’s
about friendships, but by the time it ends it seems more like a romantic
relationship that’s on the rocks. The ending reflects my relationship with
SWMRU, which around this time went through a couple of attempts at getting
back together.

Dance
Although the reconciliation with SWMRU never really got off the ground,
it definitely rekindled my feelings for her. This song is me thinking back to when
we met in high school. The first times I had been aware of her, it was when she
was a year ahead of me in the school plays and choirs. One of those choirs was a
thing called “Swing Choir” which means singing and dancing, show-tune style.
The phrase “absence makes the heart grow fonder” was true in this case.
In fact, absence makes the heart forget anything negative and idealize the person
so that her memory becomes sanctified and the time spent with her takes on the
glow of a golden age.

Secrets
I finally wrote a song called, “Secrets.” This one turned out to be inspired
by another Spheeris and Voudouris song called, “Mystery Tide,” which begins,
“You.. you make me love you…” I should say at this point that many beginning
songwriters get material from songs they love, and practice writing songs by
trying to write songs like the songs they listen to. When I say that a song is
inspired by another song by someone else, or that a line is a homage to a song, it
usually doesn’t mean I actually used the same lyrics. This case is the exception to
the rule, and I was fascinated by the idea of someone being made to love – as if
the person was so attractive (not just physically, but also intellectually) that the
poor love struck protagonist has no choice but to fall in love. So yeah, I started
my song with the exact same words – but after those six words it goes in a
different direction.
I didn’t really have any particular secret in mind when I wrote this, but I
just fell in love with the line, “Secrets are told, and I am getting old,” – which is
so funny since I was barely 20 when I wrote it. I actually think that at 20 years
old, I felt like life was getting away from me, and I was falling behind. I was
starting to think that if I didn’t find a woman soon, I would miss my chance. This
is ridiculously naïve, of course, but when you’re young you can’t see what’s
ahead of you, only what’s behind you.
You can see I went back to thinking in terms of inspiration from Scripture,
and I listed two passages as having an influence on this song. In Romans 1:16, the
apostle Paul says, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God
for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.”
The point is that the gospel is not meant to be kept as a secret. But in this case, it’s
not so much that the Bible passage influenced the song, it’s more like I went
looking for possible spiritual interpretations of the song after the fact. On the
other hand, the other passage does have some real connection with the song in
the sense that confession is good for the soul. I John 1:8-9 says, “If we say that we
have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess
our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from
all unrighteousness.”

Someone to Hold
This song was written after I was snubbed by a girl I wanted to date. I was
getting disgusted with the attitude of some college women – they were too
convinced of their own importance, and their own desirability – so that’s the vibe
I was going for with the line about blowing smoke rings. I eventually changed
the line, “I’ll use it in my latest play,” to “Everything I always wanted to say.”
The bridge to this song is kind of the opposite of the idea behind
“Secrets.” If it’s possible to love someone in spite of yourself, or even against
your will, this song longs for freedom from that kind of attraction.
I was also starting to get better at writing melodies. This song would make
it on the first Remember Rome CD, and actually got the best reviews of all the
songs on that disc. It would become one of the most popular songs in the early
years of playing live with Remember Rome.

Time For a Fight
“Time for a Fight” was written to be a fun song – kind of an imitation of
the emerging “new wave” style – like Elvis Costello crossed with the Police - to
be played by a band called The Crabs. The origin of The Crabs goes back to my
senior year in high school. There were four of us that hung around together: me;
Rich (the younger brother of Terry, of Terry’s Wedding Song fame); Joe; and Phil.
When Terry’s daughter was born, the family planned a big baptism party. So
Rich’s mom says to us, “Why don’t you boys put together a little jazz combo to
play at the baptism party?” Okay… But instead of a jazz combo, a quasi-punk
band called The Crabs was born. The name was a take-off on a band called The
Knack, who had a song called Get the Knack. So of course we had to have a song
called Get the Crabs. And since we had just graduated from high school, our
roster of hastily co-written original songs included Graduation Blues (“Woke up
this mornin’ at a quarter past eight… had to go to school and graduate…), and a
tribute to spirituals called, Momma Gots to Baptize dem Chillin. I never said we
were mature. (These songs are not included here because I didn’t write them,
they were a group effort, but the lyrics were mostly written by Rich and Phil.)
Even after I went off to college, the four of us would still get together
whenever I came home for breaks or for a summer, and we would play as The
Crabs – even if that meant just setting up in my parents’ back yard and annoying
the neighbors. The bassline for this song was meant to be Devo-esque, and as
you can see the first verse mentions all four of our names.
So the song starts out like we’re a gang getting ready for a rumble or
something, but in the second verse you find out there’s more to it than that. At
this point I was going through a reawakening of my faith, and that was finding
its way into the songs. Notice that the word “Book” in the fourth line is
capitalized – it’s not the little black book, it’s the Good Book. Like the book of
Revelation, the song is really about spiritual warfare more than a literal fight.
The Scripture passage, Galatians 5:16-25, is about resisting temptation and living
by the fruit of the Spirit, rather than by immorality. Not that I was good at
practicing what I preached while in college – I guess I’ve always been a “preach
it until you can practice it” kind of guy.

Mirrors
College is the time when you separate from your parents, which means
it’s a powerful time of self-definition. This song figures into that process of
understanding myself. The point is that you can’t always believe what others say
about you.
The Scripture passage, I John 4:3-6, is about understanding that we are
children of God. I’ve always believed that however I define myself, the
foundation of that self-image has to be that I am a child of God, made in the
image of God. Everything else is laid on that foundation. And that’s something
that can never change, even if I change, and especially if other people’s
perception of me changes.

His Plan (For You)
Once when home for a break, Rich and I went to a party – I don’t even
know how we got invited because I didn’t know anyone there. But I met a girl at
that party, and we began a whirlwind romance. I said earlier that there were only
four, or maybe five, women that I have loved in my life. This woman was the
maybe. To this day, I don’t really know if I was in love with her, but at this point
I’m willing to assume that I was. In the end, the relationship did not last long
enough to find out for sure.
This girl, let’s call her love number three, was not a believer, and for some
reason I felt moved to write a song expressing my desire for her to know God
like I did. It wasn’t like I was trying to convert her – we never talked about God
when we were together, except when I played the song for her – but writing this
song was my way of saying what I was not able to vocalize. In fact, I didn’t even
sing the song for her live, I just gave her a cassette with the song on it.
I don’t really know how she took this – I think she liked the song, and
understood that I wrote it out of love for her, but at the same time, I was not a
model of Christian morality, so it may have seemed confusing to hear an
evangelistic message from someone who’s not really living up to the expectations
of the gospel. If I could, I think now I would apologize for witnessing with words
and not lifestyle, rather than the other way around.
Jeremiah 29:11-13 says, “’For I know the plans that I have for you,’
declares the Lord, ‘Plans for welfare and not for calamity to give you a future
and a hope. Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will
listen to you. You will seek me and find me when you search for me with all
your heart.’”
In the end, I was at a place in life when I had not yet grown out of my selfcentered phase, and I was not the greatest boyfriend in the world. Maybe I was
never really her boyfriend. In any case, our relationship didn’t outlast the
summer, and she ended up engaged to someone else.

Love Under Construction
By this time, I had joined a fraternity – Alpha Tau Omega. One of the big
events that the fraternities and sororities participated in every year was a thing
called Campus Carnival. It was this huge fundraiser for charity, and each of the
fraternities was paired up with a sorority to present a musical show and a skit. I
was in the band, playing my synthesizer, and I wrote this song for the show. The
song was never used in the show (the preference was for well-known hit songs),
and so I kept working on it and gave it the spiritual content. But to be honest,
starting out as a love song, and then trying to turn it into something spiritual,
really didn’t work. It just kind of came out confusing.
The theme of Campus Carnival that year was “construction,” so that’s
why the song has the construction theme. I had tried to write a love song using
construction as a metaphor for a relationship. The concept of opening the valve
was meant to be about communication, and in the spiritual context that would
mean communication with God, or prayer. The image of the bridge is also a
metaphor for the relationship, whether between lovers or between a person and
God.
The line, “The brick that the builders thought was worthless turned out to
be the most important of all” is from Acts 4:10-12 and I Peter 2:5-7 where there
are references to Psalm 118 about the rejected stone, and using that as a reference
to Jesus Christ as the cornerstone. I Peter 3:7 is about husbands and wives living
with each other in understanding, and honoring each other.
One of the things that happened during Campus Carnival that year was
that I met my first wife. She was in the dance line of the sorority we were paired
with. We started dating during rehearsals for the show, and dated off and on
(mostly on) for the rest of our time in college.

All That is Old
This song was written at the height of my love affair with technology,
which means it’s one of those songs that could never be performed live. It was all
synth and drum machine, and very little musical substance. There was very little
in the way of a melody here – it was almost more of a chant (not the medieval
kind, more like the protest rally kind). But at least the lyrics are artsy.
In spite of the esoteric lyrics of the first verse, the message gets pretty
obvious in the second and third verses. The idea is that we as a culture are very
ready to leave behind tradition (“all that is old”) and move forward into the
future at breakneck speed – but the cost is that we are leaving behind our
brothers and sisters who are starving. I think the sentiments about priorities were
inspired by some of Steve Miller’s protest music on his early albums.
At some later date, I became unhappy with the refrain, which was
originally only six words, with the title repeated. You can see that I crossed all
that out, and wrote in some alternate lyrics I was experimenting with. “While the
ancient world crumbles at our feet, there are lessons we don’t see.” This was
inspired by my trips to Rome, where I saw firsthand the ruins of the ancient
world.
I’ve got three different Scripture verses associated with the song. In
Matthew 12:30, Jesus says, “He who is not with me is against me; and he who
does not gather with me scatters.” I’m not really sure what I was thinking with
this one, except maybe to make the point that Jesus would not be on board with
the priorities I was criticizing.
Hebrews 13:8 says, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and
forever.” The point in associating this verse with the song would be that it’s
wrong to abandon tradition. But like many of the songs written at this point in
my life, the Scripture verses were not so much inspiration as proof-texts added
later. Finally, in Revelation 3:16, Jesus says, “So because you are lukewarm, and
neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of my mouth.”

Fish With No Eyes
Somewhere I had heard about these fish that lived so deep in the ocean
that no light gets down there. So they had evolved with no eyes, since there was
no point to having them. I thought that was a pretty fascinating concept – these
fish who had never seen anything, and didn’t know that there even was such a
thing as sight, just swimming around down there. This became a metaphor for
faith. The passage from II Corinthians says that while we live in this world, we
have to live by faith, not by sight.
This song is another exercise in overly electronic gadget obsession that left
little room for any real attention to musical composition. In spite of this, the song
made it onto my first album.

Rome
When I was about 15 years old, my parents took my brother and me on
our first trip to Italy. I fell in love with the cities of Rome and Assisi, and they
inspired many songs over the years.
Rome is a noisy, chaotic, wonderful place, that combines the ancient with
the modern in a way that makes you feel like you’re experiencing time travel.
This song had a little more musical substance than the last one, but all that was
overshadowed by a lot of sound effects in the recording. There’s even a note in
the music where the “boing” comes in.
The lines about the “coins in the fountain” are a reference to the Trevi
Fountain in Rome, where legend says if you throw in three coins, it will
guarantee your return to Rome.
The verses from the letter of James are a reminder that “faith without
works is dead.” I think what I was getting at is that just like you can’t experience
Rome by looking out the window of a hotel room, so it is with the faith – you
have to get out and live it in the midst of things, where the people are.
I was taking Italian in college, so I threw in some Italian. Le strade di Roma
means, “the streets of Rome,” and Le vie di Roma means, “the avenues of Rome.”
Vuoi parlare Italiano means, “You want to speak Italian.”

Woman of Assisi
Besides Rome, my favorite city in the world is Assisi. It’s the medieval
hometown of St. Francis and St. Clare, and their spiritual presence hangs in the
air like humidity made of grace. When I wrote this song, I had only been there
once, on that family trip to Italy in my teens. And one of the things I remembered
about it was a restaurant that had the best lasagna I’d ever had, and where I saw
this beautiful Italian woman. It was the perfect storm of memory – medieval
charm, Italian food, hot girl.
Two things struck me on that trip. One was all the pigeons crapping on
the statues, and it didn’t seem as though anyone cared. Statues are art, and
they’re letting birds poop on the art. I thought there should be someone hired by
the Italian government whose full time job would be chasing away the pigeons. I
know that sounds ridiculous now, but at the time it seemed important enough to
make it into the song. The other thing that struck me was the fact that there were
places where a piazza in front of a church was filled with carts and tables selling
cheap souvenirs. I wasn’t sure if there was more crap on the statues or on the
souvenir stand. But it did occur to me that the situation with the souvenir stands
was a lot like the Bible story of Jesus chasing the merchants out of the temple
courtyard. Right there in front of the churches they were turning the courtyards
into a “robber’s den.” That’s the Scripture reference from Mark 11.
So the song became a contrast between tourism and pilgrimage – between
glitz and substance. The Scripture passage from Ephesians 2 is that one that says
we are saved by faith, not by works. I guess I was going for an emphasis on the
deeper, spiritual things, rather than the material things. And I was still
experimenting with the concept of combining spiritual love with romantic love.
It never seemed like a contradiction or in any way incongruous to me that a song
could include both kinds of love. In fact, I saw writing (and potentially
performing) these songs as a kind of evangelism, that invited people to
experience the love of God, and at the same time hold up an ideal of romantic
love that was honorable and healthy. However, this song (like so many others I
wrote around this time) was so electronic that it was impossible to perform it live
without a band, and I didn’t really have a band. So this song was never
performed live.

Voice Dreams
Most of this song was recycled from the song “Shine on Me.” But the
refrain expresses how I was feeling at the time I repurposed the song, and the
new version appeared on my first album. I think I was over tired and
overwhelmed from college.
Ephesians 5:13-14 says, “But all things become visible when they are
exposed by the light, for everything that becomes visible is light. For this reason
it says, "Awake, sleeper, arise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you." The
concept of “Shine on Me” still comes through here – I was looking for inspiration
and feeling low on energy.
Romans 13:10-14 contains some of the same ideas, but also uses sleeping
and wakefulness as metaphors for spirituality and morality. In fact, this is the
passage that convicted St. Augustine and led to his decision to be baptized. In
John 5:25, Jesus says, “Truly, truly, I say to you, an hour is coming and now is,
when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear will
live.” A conversion is like a spiritual awakening – and I would certainly
encourage anyone in that direction. But the truth is that even when one identifies
as a committed Christian, we still go through spiritually dry periods of life –
what St. John of the Cross called the “Dark Night of the Soul.” This song is kind
of like my “Dark Night of the Soul.”

Plastic Chant
This is another song inspired by some of the war protest songs that came
out of the Viet Nam era, especially a few by Steve Miller.
As the song title suggests, this was more of a chant than a song – the
verses were spoken in a chant cadence (I didn’t think of it as rapping at the time,
but I guess that’s what it would have sounded like), while the refrain had a
melody and was sung. I actually recorded this in the living room of the fraternity
house, and got about 80 fraternity brothers to chant like a crowd of protesters in
the background.
The Scripture passage is the well-known Matthew chapter 25, in which
Jesus says that whatever we do to “the least of these,” it’s like we did it to him.
The point is that the way we treat other people says something about our
spirituality.

Money Back
Another protest song, criticizing the priorities of government spending,
this one made it onto the first album. The Scripture passage, John 19:11, is Jesus
speaking to Pontius Pilate about the authority of Kingdom of God over against
the authority of worldly power.
These songs from my protest period were all very electronic, filled with
Devo-esque arpeggios and bass lines. The melodies could be strained, almost
searching for a place in the sparse chords.

Mannequin Beat
Another heavily electronic song, this one was also on my first album. In
fact, I made a music video of this song for one of my college course projects.
Somehow I got permission to record the video in a department store at night,
and we went in with a small crew, and I ran around the store “interacting” with
the mannequins while my classmates videotaped me. Then we edited it together
to the song, and a music video was born.
The song is in a strange key – C# - which I think was the result of writing
it by using mostly the black keys on the synthesizer.
The twist at the end of the song was that the paranoid protagonist claims
to be a Christian but because he’s too afraid to go out and meet people he’s not
really living his faith. The last line has a type-o: it’s supposed to say, “…safe IN
solitude.” In Matthew 12:30, Jesus says, “Whoever is not with me is against me,
and whoever does not gather with me scatters.” The point is that inactive faith is
lacking something. Faith is meant to be active, and to be a Christian, one has to
be out in the world living the faith.

L’Amore Mi Segue
I was taking Italian in college, and that combined with my love for all
things Italian, led to me wanting to try to write a song in Italian. I gave it my best
shot, but in the end, I needed to get some help from my Italian teacher, who was
a really good sport about it. The lyrics were inspired by another song by Spheeris
and Voudouris called, The Faces of Eve. The premise is that every man is like an
Adam, searching for his Eve.
The title means, Love Follows Me, and the English translation is as follows:
Love follows me while I walk
One of my dusty paths, a choice I’ve made
I search for my Eve with my head held up
Always looking ahead, hoping
She also searches, and like me, she also knows
That her love is just ahead
But she walks with her head down
Ashamed of her loneliness
She can’t see me
She can only see the dust on her shoes
And I walk in circles
Love follows me
This song is a ballad, and so it’s not something that required a lot of drum
machines or synthesizers, which means I was able to perform this song live. I’ve
played this song on both piano and guitar, though I wrote it on piano.
Eventually, I played it in the wedding of an Italian couple we knew, and it
became one of four wedding songs on the Ars Nova album.
Although there is no obvious spiritual message in the song, I associated it
with a famous passage from the book of Revelation – Revelation 3:20, in which
Jesus says, “Look, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and
opens the door, I will come in to him and will dine with him, and he with me.”
So the point is that God’s love also follows us – even when we don’t know it’s
there, or realize just how close God is.

Two for the Show
Terry (of “Terry’s Wedding Song”) had married an olympic speed skater,
who was on the same olympic team as Eric Heiden, back in 1980. In fact, Dr.
Heiden, as he is now known, stood up in the wedding, and I got to meet him,
which I thought was cool. As a result, our family came to be around speed
skating a bit, and it turned out that the olympic speed skating training rink in my
home town of West Allis, WI, was (as I remember it) the only regulation rink in
the U.S. where the team could train. So we started to hear about how difficult it
was for an olympic team to raise money for training and equipment, and in fact
how inadequate the West Allis rink was. In fact, my own father came to be
instrumental in getting a new indoor training facility built. Anyway, I thought if
I could write a song that captured everything that went into preparing for the
Olympics, maybe it would get some attention when the next Winter Olympics
rolled around. That was the inspiration for “Two for the Show.”
The olympians always needed to raise a lot of money, and there was this
feeling that until the money was raised, they couldn’t even really begin to train.
So that’s the idea – you know, one for the money, two for the show. Of course in
reality, these folks had been training all their lives, but here they were American
heroes, and struggling financially. So I wrote this song with them in mind.
The verse is based on only one chord, with a moving bass, which sounded
cool in the arrangement, but didn’t really support a melody very well.
Nevertheless, my dad paid to have it arranged and recorded, but the singer the
studio hired was an Elvis impersonator, so it sounded like Elvis was singing it.
And I don’t mean Elvis Costello (‘cause that would have been awesome). Still, it
shows how much faith my parents had in me that they were willing to shell out
the dough to have this song professionally recorded.
I’m actually pretty proud of the lyrics, I think they convey what I was
trying to say. But nothing ever came of the song, and another Winter Olympics
came and went. Unfortunately, so did Terry’s marriage to the speed skater,
though I’m happy to report that she is remarried and thriving.
The last part is a bit embarrassing. It’s my fantasy description of what the
music video would have looked like. Remember MTV had started in 1981, and
was going strong (and still playing music videos) while I was in college. Videos
were huge, and every aspiring songwriter fantasized about the video for his or
her latest song. So this one would have “the band” (envisioned as The Neumes)
in music theory class, falling asleep and dreaming about winning gold medals.
But the gold medals would be an electric guitar, a saxophone, and a “keytar” (a
portable synthesizer held like a guitar). Seems kind of cheesy now, but I thought
it was cool at the time.

People
“People” was another wedding song, and yes, I know that Barbara
Streisand had a song called “People,” but legally you can’t copyright a title, so I
would say, “Sue me,” but you can’t.
This one was written for the daughter of my parents’ best friends. It was
one of those situations where you call your parents’ best friends Uncle Bob and
Aunt Diane, and then their kids become like cousins. So this young woman was
like a cousin to me, and we all felt like family, so when she got married of course
I wrote her a wedding song and sang it in the ceremony. If I remember right,
SWMRU was there singing harmony.
The point of the song is that you think you know someone pretty well, but
then they find a significant other and you realize there is a whole lot of stuff they
share with that person that never gets shared outside of that relationship. All the
lovey-dovey talk, all the intimacies, it’s all private and unknown to the outside
world (as it should be, facebook notwithstanding). So I was inspired by the
mystery of the love relationship. Not that I had never had that, because of course
I had – but when you see it from the outside, you have a different perspective.
When you’re the one doing the lovey-dovey talk, you don’t really think about it.
When you see someone you’ve known for a long time transition into this kind of
relationship, then all of a sudden you notice the contrast.
There’s also this phenomenon (often the subject of jokes in comedy shows
and movies) of worrying about who says, “I love you” first. It’s a risk to be the
first one, but when someone takes that risk, it’s much easier for the other person
to say it. Of course, if the other person doesn’t say it, then the risk didn’t pay off,
but the point is that once you’re past that point, there is a certain security in the
relationship – and isn’t that what we all want out of our relationship with a
significant other? Security, and knowing that person loves you without
reservation, and knowing that showing love is no longer a risk.
I’m laughing to myself now as I noticed that the music theory student in
me felt the need to label the final cadence (the “plagal” cadence), which is the
final chord progression on many hymns – the part where you sing “Ah…. men!”
Matthew 18:1-5 is the passage where Jesus says we all must be like
children to enter the Kingdom of Heaven. He then goes on to say, “Whoever then
humbles himself as this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” In the
love relationship, we sometimes act more like children – innocent, trusting –
though we need to remind ourselves to stay humble sometimes.
Mark 10:35-45 is the passage where James and John ask to have a special
place in the Kingdom, and Jesus reprimands them. He says, “Whoever wishes to
become great among you shall be your servant,” and “For even the Son of Man
did not come to be served, but to serve…” I think marriage is like this – we need

to see ourselves as servants of each other. I wrote about this in detail in my book
Spiritual Blueprint: How We Live, Work, Love, Play, and Pray. There’s a lot in that
book about relationships, and especially the marriage relationship.
This wedding song, along with “Terry’s Wedding Song,” “Wedding Gift,”
and “L’Amore Me Segue,” were all on my first album, Ars Nova.

His Smile
Yet another wedding song, “His Smile” was written for my own wedding.
I had proposed to my college girlfriend in the spring of the year I turned twentytwo – the year we graduated from college. We planned to get married in the fall,
and I would spend the summer moving out to southern California getting a job
and a place to live. My intention was to get into the film industry, doing audio
production, music, and maybe even a little acting.
Ephesians 5:22-33 is Paul’s advice to husbands and wives, in which he
tells the wives to respect their husbands, and husbands to love their wives in a
self-sacrificial way, as Jesus had loved humanity by giving his life for us.
Although many people think this passage demonstrates the inequality of the
sexes inherent in the ancient world, St. Paul is actually ahead of his time,
advocating an equal relationship of mutual servanthood. I go into this more in
my book, Spiritual Blueprint, as I mentioned above.
Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 is the passage that says, “A cord of three strands is not
quickly torn apart.” This is often read in wedding ceremonies, making the point
that a lasting marriage takes three: the man, the woman, and God – God is the
third strand that makes the cord strong.
The truth is, I was very naive going into this marriage. I thought that the
fact that we were both Christians would be enough to hold the marriage
together, even though there were red flags I should have seen that we were not
compatible. It’s actually hard for me to read these lyrics now, since the song is all
about making the marriage last a lifetime, and that did not happen. I think this is
a classic case of “the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.” We were too young,
and not mature enough, to really be servants to each other. Also, I didn’t know
myself well enough at 22 years old to know what I was like, let alone who might
be compatible with me long term. But we did hold it together for twelve and a
half years, and the marriage produced two sons, of whom I am very proud.
Notice I changed the line, “Just like he knew as a baby…” to “Just like he
came as a baby…” As I thought about the theology behind that line over time, I
realized that I did not believe that Jesus was omniscient as an infant. In fact,
omniscience is one of the powers he set aside to experience true humanity
(Matthew 24:36/Mark 13:32, Philippians 2:6-11). For more on that, see my book,
Trinity 101.
This song was written too late to make it onto my first album, but it was
on my first CD, the follow up to Ars Nova, called Contrast. Also included on that
CD was an instrumental piece I wrote called “Good Friday,” which became the
processional for the wedding. The piece is called “Good Friday” because I wrote
it on Good Friday, not because I anticipated that my walk down the aisle would
turn out to be a kind of Via Dolorosa.

Songs I Wrote in Seminary
After graduating from college, I moved out to the west coast - specifically,
Burbank, California. Through family contacts, I got a job with a video and film
post-production company as a delivery driver. It turned out to be the perfect job,
because as I drove those video reels and film cans all over Hollywood, I got to go
into different studios and offices, and I got to see people doing all the things I
thought I wanted to do. And what I found was that most of the audio production
people sat in a dark room all day, with their sack lunches heating up on the
console, pushing buttons and programming the automated mixing boards. The
computers did the work, and the creative decisions were reserved for producers
and directors. I realized that wasn’t for me. In fact, post-production audio was
just one small piece of the gargantuan puzzle that is filmmaking. And I started to
understand that so many people work on a film, and each person does such a
small part – that for me, dissecting a film in that way took all the mystery out of
it. My respect for the people who work on movies only increased as I realized
that I didn’t want to be one of those people. Just like I want to be able to enjoy
fast food without knowing what goes on in the kitchen, I wanted to go to movies,
and not worry about how they were put together. I wanted to experience the
magic of films, not work hard to make them.
But if the film industry was not going to be for me, then what? I had just
moved with my new wife to the west coast, and didn’t want to move again. And
by this time, I was thinking about going back to school and studying theology.
After all, what more important topic is there? I found out that there was a
seminary in nearby Pasadena, where I could get a master’s degree in theology. I
could study theology, get my master’s, and not have to move after only a year of
living in Burbank. My parents agreed to help with the tuition, so I could go full
time and not have to worry about money too much. So I decided to go, and I quit
my job. And the day after I made the decision to enroll in seminary, I got a call
from a major recording studio offering me an entry level position. I turned it
down with all the confidence of someone who doesn’t know what he’s gotten
himself into.
As naïve as I was going into marriage, I was also that naïve about going to
seminary. I was completely oblivious to the fact that seminaries are not all the
same – they all fall on a spectrum from very conservative to very progressive. I
figured that they all studied the same Bible, so they must all be pretty much the
same. So I enrolled in the closest seminary to where I happened to be living,
Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, CA. But God looks out for the idiots,
and as it turned out, Fuller was a great seminary, and I got a great education
there. It was at Fuller that I learned how to approach the Bible and theology as a
scholar, as well as a believer. I look back on my time at Fuller as a period of great
growth in my life.

At the same time, I kept on writing songs. I also became more interested in
writing songs that were overtly Christian in their message. You might say many
of them are evangelical, or even apologetic, in the sense that they were written as
if to convert the listener to Christianity. Never mind the fact that non-Christians
don’t listen to Christian music. As the three years of seminary went on, the songs
came to reflect the things I was studying and thinking about.
During seminary, we attended a small church in Burbank called Magnolia
Park United Methodist. After a while, I took a part time job there, a kind of
internship, as the church choir director. I directed the choir, as well as wrote and
directed seasonal shows, musicals, and plays, and I also helped out with the
youth group. I met a good friend there, one of the young men of the church who
was also a musician, and we started playing together, sometimes with a
drummer. We called ourselves The Neumes, continuing the concept from my first
album, and so even though the “band” was really just me and some friends
recruited for the recording sessions while in college, now I had something of a
real band that could play live performances. Live performances were mostly at
the church, and they didn’t pay, but at least they were gigs, and it gave us an
excuse to practice and write songs.

One Way
This song is about following Christ, a path he himself called the narrow
way, and going through the narrow gate (Matthew 7:13-14). In John’s gospel, we
also read that he said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life, no one comes to
the Father but through me” (John 14:6). As I was beginning to study theology,
and thinking about the particularity that God would be revealed in one specific
time and place, and in one particular person (Jesus Christ), I came up with the
metaphor of a one way street. It’s dangerous to go the wrong way down a one
way street. So it’s also dangerous to fight against the way to God that God
himself revealed. This is not about people who don’t know Jesus – this is about
the danger inherent in rejecting Jesus, ironically sometimes precisely because he
claimed to be the one way to God.
Incidentally, the expression, “the blind leading the blind” is also from a
saying of Jesus. In Matthew 15:14, Jesus says of his opponents, "Let them alone;
they are blind guides of the blind. And if a blind man guides a blind man, both
will fall into a pit." Those who reject Jesus Christ, and encourage others to do so,
like some kind of evangelists of atheism, they are the blind leading the blind. In
the second century, one of the early Christian writers said, “It does not follow,
because the blind do not see, that the light of the sun does not shine” (Theophilus
of Antioch, To Autolycus 1.2).
The last verse of the song acknowledges that in the eyes of many people,
following Christ looks like going the wrong way. To the world, we are going
against the grain when we choose the narrow path. That’s because the Kingdom
of God, and the Church, are generally counter-cultural. Or to put it another way,
society is opposed to the gospel because society usually chooses the easy way,
and self-centered way.

One Land, One King
A long as I can remember, I’ve been interested in the story of King Arthur,
Camelot, and the Knights of the Round Table. It’s something my dad and I share.
And one of my favorite cinematic interpretations of the story is the 1981 film
“Excalibur,” with a great cast that included Helen Mirren, Liam Neeson, and
Patrick Stewart. In this film, we really get the sense that the king and the land are
connected. So the song was an attempt to take that idea, and also emphasize the
religious symbolism of the story.
The song is very long, and in fact there were earlier versions that were
even longer. But I guess that, like the original story, I was ok with the song being
a kind of epic. I was trying to tell a story – not the same story of King Arthur, but
a story with a similar setting. There are several Scripture passages that fed into
the song, and they are listed below the title. But the one that provided the
inspiration for the song is Revelation 3:20, where Christ says, “Behold, I stand at
the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in
to him and will dine with him, and he with me.” Christians have long
interpreted the reference to dining as a reference to the Eucharist, which brings
the concept back around to the Holy Grail.

Sometimes It’s Hard
Going to seminary raises a lot of questions – questions about faith,
vocation, and other big life questions. This song was written from a place of
reflection on those questions. It was also written with a paradox in mind,
specifically the paradox of prayer. In other words, wondering whether there is
any point to prayer when often it seems like God is going to do what God is
going to do no matter what we say.
Going to seminary also brings one face to face with the reality that we are
all hypocrites – we often fail to practice what we preach. But our limitations do
not diminish the truth of the message.
I actually got to perform this song for an audience of fellow seminary
students. A great classical guitarist, John Roth, who had been the music leader at
the campus Methodist church at Minnesota became a friend and a mentor to me.
He was traveling, doing some concerts, and I organized a concert for him at the
seminary. I got to be the opening act, and play a few of my newer songs. I’d like
to think that my fellow students could relate to this song.

On the Frontlines
This song is based on the ancient and familiar analogy that the spiritual
life is like warfare, and that to be a Christian living in the world is to be a kind of
soldier in battle. I didn’t note this on the song sheet, but St. Paul talks about this,
and relates faith and hope to a knight’s armor (see I Thessalonians, chapter 5,
and Ephesians, chapter 6). Psalm 2 is the passage that says the Lord scoffs at
those who oppose him.
There’s a bit of a mixed metaphor here, though, since I also wrote about
Christian ministry as being on stage, in the spotlight.
You can see that I changed a few of the words – those written in by hand
were an attempt at improving the lyrics a bit.

His Love (Agape)
Of the five or so Greek words for “love,” Agape is the one that describes
God’s love for humanity, and the kind of selfless love that Christians are
supposed to show other people – as in “love your neighbor.” The song is based
on the famous passage in chapter 13 of St. Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. In
fact, in this song I tried to stay as close to the Bible text as possible.
The point is that the love, compassion, and forgiveness that God has
shown to us – that’s the same kind of love we should show to others.

His Hands
This song was written as if from the point of view of St. Joseph, Jesus’
adoptive step-father. I was thinking about that experience that new fathers have
when the baby wraps his little fist around one finger and holds on. Then I
thought how, with Joseph, the little hand that held on to his finger was the divine
Logos (Word), and how that’s kind of a mind-blowing thought.
The passage in Luke says, “And Simeon blessed them and said to Mary
His mother, "Behold, this Child is appointed for the fall and rise of many in
Israel, and for a sign to be opposed, and a sword will pierce even your own soul,
to the end that thoughts from many hearts may be revealed."
Later, I included a version of this song in my Christmas musical, Treasures
of the Heart.

It’s You
Philippians 3:12-14 says, “Not that I have already obtained it or have
already become perfect, but I press on so that I may lay hold of that for which
also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus. Brethren, I do not regard myself as having
laid hold of it yet, but one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and reaching
forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the
upward call of God in Christ Jesus.”
This is basically just a song of gratitude for the way that God has guided
me throughout my life. Of course I was only about 25 years old when I wrote this
– half my age now. But God has been faithful to guide me in the last 25 years as
well. Not only that, but I’m grateful for the way God is always giving us another
chance, letting us leave the past behind and move forward.
Even though I didn’t list them, I know that I had other Scripture passages
in mind when I wrote this song – passages like Romans 8:28 (“And we know that
God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those
who are called according to His purpose.”) and Philippians 1:6 (“For I am
confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect
it until the day of Christ Jesus.”)

You Are
When Moses asked the Voice from the burning bush, Who should I say sent
me? In other words, What’s your name, God? God responded with, Just call me I
AM (Exodus 3:14). I was thinking about that, and I thought, if God calls himself, I
AM, then what is our response to that? So I thought, what else could we say back
to God, except, You Are.
Then I thought about how we are called to share God’s love with others,
and I started expanding the idea of You Are to other people. We should look at
other people and see them as brothers and sisters, because they are also children
of God. We should see Christ in others.

He Knows You Well
Psalm 139 says, “O Lord, you have searched me and known me. You
know when I sit down and when I rise up. You understand my thought from
afar. You scrutinize my path and my lying down, and are intimately acquainted
with all my ways. Even before there is a word on my tongue, behold, oh Lord,
you know it all. You have enclosed me behind and before, and laid your hand
upon me. Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, it is too high, I cannot attain
to it. Where can I go from your Spirit? Or where can I flee from your presence? If
I ascend to heaven, you are there. If I make my bed in Sheol, behold, you are
there. If I take the wings of the dawn, if I dwell in the remotest part of the sea,
even there your hand will lead me, and your right hand will lay hold of me. If I
say, ‘Surely the darkness will overwhelm me, and the light around me will be
night,’ even the darkness is not dark to you, and the night is as bright as the day.
Darkness and light are alike to you. For you formed my inward parts, you wove
me in my mother's womb. I will give thanks to you, for I am fearfully and
wonderfully made. Wonderful are your works, and my soul knows it very well.
My frame was not hidden from you, when I was made in secret, and skillfully
wrought in the depths of the earth. Your eyes have seen my unformed substance,
and in your book were all written the days that were ordained for me, when as
yet there was not one of them.”
This song was written to be a (not so) subtle pro-life message. It was
meant to be from the perspective of someone giving advice to a woman with an
unplanned pregnancy. Actually, it would have been part of the never finished
musical Saint Salem High. The Psalm reminds us that God knew us even in the
womb, and created us there. The lines, “Life is a miracle, life is a gift… no matter
if it’s planned…” were meant to drive home the point that every baby should be
allowed to live.

Auto-Stop
From my first couple of trips to Italy, I found it funny that the Italian word
for hitchhiking is the awkward English compound, Auto-Stop. Although, now I
think that’s also the name of a chain of rest stop restaurants, at the time I wrote
this song is sounded cool and kind of New Wave. So I went back to my electronic
roots and wrote this song with a driving beat and a Euro-trash vibe reminiscent
of the Berlin song, “The Metro.”
So I took that idea and transposed it onto the parable of the Prodigal Son
(Luke 15). At the end of the song I threw in a reference to the Old Testament’s
version of the prodigal, the story of Jonah. Later I would change the lyrics of the
song to make it about a prodigal daughter, and this song would become the basis
for the Easter opera, The Prodigal’s Dream. In that opera, a spoiled daughter runs
away from home, only to find herself homeless. Sleeping on the street, she
suffers from hypothermia, and goes into a coma, and then she dreams that she is
a witness to the ministry and passion of Christ – except that all of the significant
events happen to her (for example, she is the one who denies Jesus three times).
When she wakes up from her coma, she is reconciled with her family, and all is
forgiven as she can now live with the perspective of what God had done for her
in Jesus Christ, so that she could be reconciled to God.

I Want You to Feel That Way
This song was meant to be a kind of evangelism song, from the point of
view of someone who had a conversion experience. The scenario in the first verse
is completely fabricated, and so I was writing outside of my own experience. But
I thought if I could compare a modern conversion with the conversion of St. Paul
(in Acts, chapter 9), it might encourage others to consider a commitment to
Christ. As I was going to seminary, I became interested in writing songs that
would be evangelistic – as though someone who was not a Christian might hear
the song and convert (kind of like what happens in the first verse).
In the gospel of John, Jesus says, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is
born again he cannot see the kingdom of God" (John 3:3). In the evangelical
world, the born again experience describes a decision point, a conversion in
which one turns over a new leaf, so to speak. Some people have that kind of
experience, though now I see the Christian life as more of a process, a succession
of many conversions, many decisions to make a commitment to follow Christ.

Who’s Your God?
This song has a kind of walking bass, with an electronic version of a
boogie beat over it. The lyrics are a sarcastic indictment of the different kinds of
things people can use to replace God in their lives. Any addiction or obsession,
or anything that we love to the point of making the center of our lives, is in fact a
form of idolatry.
The first verse is about drugs and alcohol. The second verse is about
money and possessions. The third verse is about lust and pornography – and you
can see that the original version was a bit racy. But rest assured, the song was
never performed with those original lyrics. The last verse is about the real God,
whom we know and who forgives our sins in Jesus Christ. And of course then
the point of the song is the question: Who’s your god/God? The implication of
making the wrong choice is in the refrain – choosing a god (idol) that is not the
real, eternal, God, could result in an eternity of living that choice – an eternity
separated from God.
In Matthew 6:19-24, Jesus talks about storing treasure in heaven, and ends
with the saying, “No one can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one
and love the other, or he will be devoted to one and despise the other. You
cannot serve God and wealth.” In Exodus 20:3, God says, “You shall have no
other gods before me.”
I realize that at this point in my life I was going through a phase when my
song lyrics were kind of preachy – but hey, that’s what seminary is for, trying out
your theology, and learning to articulate the faith.

Highwire
I remember seeing highwire acrobats, and thinking about how the life of a
Christian can be like a balancing act. The line, “don’t think you’re flying when
you’re really falling,” came to me from an episode of Monty Python’s Flying
Circus. They did a short film about a man trying to invent a flying machine – as I
remember it, it was a set of pathetic little wings on his back, hooked up to a set of
bicycle pedals hanging off his chest. As he pedaled with his hands, the wings
flapped, and he ran along, periodically hopping up as if he were trying to take
off. That was funny enough, but later in the show they cut back to the film, and
now the guy is buzzing along about 10 feet off the ground, and you think for a
minute, “he’s really flying,” until the camera tilts to the side, rotating the screen
to reveal that the guy was actually falling off a cliff. And then he hit the ground.
Hilarious.
The point of the song is that life is risky – like walking on a tightrope – so
just as you wouldn’t walk on a tightrope without a net, don’t walk through life
without the Savior. Jesus Christ is our safety net.
This song became part of the never-finished musical, Saint Salem High,
which resulted in the creation of a reprise. The first version asks the questions:
Who can we trust? Who will forgive us? The reprise gives the answer: Jesus
Christ. The truth is, we all fall. It’s not a question of whether we will fall, the
question is whether we have the safety net.
I Corinthians 10:13 says, “No temptation has overtaken you but such as is
common to man, and God is faithful: he will not allow you to be tempted beyond
what you are able, but with the temptation he will provide the way of escape
also, so that you will be able to endure it.”

I Don’t Know
Another quasi-sarcastic evangelism song, this one was also slated to be in
Saint Salem High, which resulted in two versions.
The II Timothy passage is meant to answer the question that is only
implicit in the song. In other words, if this is not the way to go, where do we go
for answers? And of course the solution is to go to the Scriptures.
In the refrain of the reprise, there is a rhythm break where I wrote in the
word “boom.” That’s meant to be some kind of deep drum beat, or maybe even a
sound effect like in the song, “The Boxer,” by Paul Simon.

Prison
In this song, I’m working through the theology I was learning in
seminary. Since it was a Protestant seminary that leaned toward Reformed
theology, I’m expressing a view of sin and salvation that’s heavy on the forensic.
This song is also a good example of my preference for changing the
refrain, so that it’s not exactly the same when it comes back around. That actually
makes the song harder to perform because you have to remember which verse
you’re on so you get the lyrics right in the chorus.
You’ll notice that I had an idea for the music video, which of course never
got made. In fact, I don’t think this song was ever even performed in public.

Who Died and Made You God?
The title is a twist on the expression, “Who died and made you the boss?”
In this case, I was coming to a firm pro-life stance (a change from my more
liberal college days). The message here is both sarcastic and obvious, coming
from my conviction that a pro-abortion position is hypocritical.
Although there is no Scripture passage listed, the one I had in mind was
Psalm 139, the one about God forming us and knowing us while we are in the
womb.

The Water Behind the Dam
This song is the closest thing I’ve ever written to a rock song. If it were
played on an electric guitar with lots of distortion, it could even be a heavy metal
song. But as it was, I played it on an acoustic guitar, and so it was just a lot of
jamming chords flying by as I tried to keep up with the lyrics and get all the
words in.
The song is a kind of a manifesto, or a “here I stand” kind of vibe. The
idea of the water behind the dam is meant to be a metaphor for what’s hidden
under the surface – that part of me you don’t see right away, but it’s there and
it’s powerful. It’s kind of the same idea as “Someone to Hold,” but instead of
being in the context of trying to date girls, this is the bigger picture of life. In
other words, don’t count me out and don’t think I can’t do something, because
you’ll be surprised when I surpass expectations. Not that I’m perfect – the song
acknowledges that I’m flawed, but I live in hope with positive expectations.
I think that this song was coming from a place where I was somewhat
unsatisfied with the way things were in my life. I was not sure what I would do
with my seminary degree when I finished school, and to make matters worse, my
marriage was struggling, and I think I felt that I was misunderstood and maybe
even a little confined in the marriage. I was spending more time with my music,
even dreaming of making a living performing music, and I think that idea was
scary to my ex-wife. So this song is the “real me” trying to break out and be free.

The Robin Hood Song
While in seminary, we lived in an apartment that was one of three in a
converted house. We became friends with the landlords, and in fact their son and
his girlfriend also lived in the building, and we got to be pretty close. One
weekend, we got invited to go along on a camping trip. Now, I’m not much of a
camper – I don’t like roughing it, and I normally have no desire to sleep outside.
But there is a certain charm about sitting around a campfire, especially if there is
a guitar involved. So I knew I would bring my guitar, but I also knew that I
didn’t know a lot of popular songs that people would know and could request.
Remember that memorization has always been a bit stressful for me, so even
though I had performed a lot of folk and pop songs back in my college days, I
didn’t have them memorized, and so I could never do that thing where a guy just
plays a song from memory. Even when playing with a band, I almost always
have the chart on a music stand. So anyway, in anticipation of fireside singing, I
decided to write a campfire song.
The Robin Hood Song was supposed to be a fun song that I could sing and
make people laugh. The listener expects a certain rhyme that would be shocking,
but then the word they expect never comes. The blank parts would be filled in
with the names of the people around the fire. It worked, too – it was a big hit. But
I don’t think I ever performed it again after that campout.

Sanctuary
Psalm 122:1 says, “I was glad when they said to me, "Let us go to the
house of the Lord.” I had heard some songs by John Michael Talbot in college,
and this was my first attempt at writing a contemplative, devotional song –
something I would do a lot more of later. The song tries to capture the feeling of
reverence that I experience when in church, especially in those special evening
services when things are more quiet than usual.
This song was included on the CD, Contrast.

Little Choir Boy
While I was the choir director at Magnolia Park United Methodist, I
arranged a Christmas show called “Christmas Around the World,” which
included songs and carols from different countries, some of which I arranged
myself. This one was a new set of lyrics I wrote for the tune of the “Little
Drummer Boy.” Instead of “pa-rum-pum-pum-pum,” it was “fa-la-la-la-la.”

Living Sacrifice
With this song, I was really trying to write something that would fit
within the CCM (Contemporary Christian Music) genre. In fact, by now I was
fantasizing about having a “hit” song on the CCM charts, and making a living as
a Christian artist.
Eventually, this song would be performed by my group, Remember
Rome, and you can see from the notes on the side we experimented with
different variations of sharing the lead vocals. The song ended up on the Carpe
Diem CD, and there I share the lead vocals with Joel, our percussionist.

Jerusalem
This song was inspired by Jesus’ lament over the holy city in the gospels. I
use several passages from the Old and New Testaments to enhance the prophetic
feel. Studying the Bible in seminary only enhanced my fascination for
incorporating Scripture into my songs. After all, it’s already very poetic and
deep, so a lot of my songs are paraphrases of Scripture, or to a certain extent an
attempt at setting Scripture to music.
The refrain is based on the passages associated with Palm Sunday, and
Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem. Later this song became part of the Easter
opera, The Prodigal’s Dream, and was part of the Palm Sunday scene.

Together at Last
Our friends in the next apartment were getting married, and so of course I
offered to write a song for their wedding. In fact, by now I considered myself
something of a pro at writing wedding songs, and so I actually met with the
couple to talk about what they wanted the song to say. “Together at Last” was
the result, and I think I really captured in my lyrics what they wanted to say to
each other. They had expressed to me that one or both of them had a bad
relationship in the past, so the Philippians passage about leaving the past behind
really fit well. I also wrote in Matthew 19:4-6. This is the passage where Jesus
talks about marriage, ending with, “So they are no longer two, but one flesh.
What therefore God has joined together, let no one separate.” My ex-wife and I
sang this in their wedding ceremony. Ironically, both their marriage and mine
eventually ended, so putting “we’ll never be apart” in a wedding song is no
guarantee.
Originally, this song was a slow song with a ballad feel. But by the time I
was to record this song for the Contrast CD, the marriage had already ended. So
when I did the recording, I made it a kind of jazzy feel, giving it a whimsical
vibe. The original softer rhythm and music would later become the basis for the
song, “Peace.” If you listen to “Together at Last” on Contrast, and “Peace” on Still
Quiet Voice, you can tell that they have basically the same melody.

Songs I Wrote in Ministry
When I graduated from seminary, I got ordained, partly because I didn’t
know what else to do with a seminary degree. Not that I wasn’t interested in
ministry, but I was apprehensive about those aspects of ministry that an introvert
like me was not really suited for. Still, I went into full time church ministry with
enthusiasm – maybe too much enthusiasm, because I know I probably presented
myself as a bit holier-than-thou at times. I was a know-it-all, and I had the
master’s degree to prove it.
Since my ex-wife was from Minnesota, we decided to go back there, and I
was ordained in the Minnesota conference of the United Methodist
denomination. In reality, the ex hated southern California, complained about it
non-stop for four years, and basically wore me down until I agreed to leave.
Given my extreme hatred for winter, I suppose if I hadn’t been married to her, I
might still be living in the LA area.
My first ministry appointment was as the associate pastor of a relatively
large United Methodist church in a town in south central Minnesota called
Albert Lea. It wasn’t a large town, but it was in the midst of a rural area, so it felt
like civilization in the middle of nowhere. Actually it was a very nice town, with
great people. However, my relationship with the senior pastor (my boss) was
strained at best. To be fair, he was probably disappointed with me because I was
not very good at the very things he expected me to help out with – like hospital
and home visitations. But I was pretty good at preaching by this time, having
made all the typical mistakes (like cramming everything I learned in seminary
into one ridiculously long sermon) in my internship in Burbank. So when it was
my turn to preach once a month, people starting telling the boss man that they
wanted me to preach more often – which he took to mean they wanted him to
preach less often. So by the end of the first year there, he was trying to get rid of
me. It didn’t work the first time, but after two years, I was moved.
My second appointment was what they call a three point charge. That
means I had three churches: two of them were small rural churches in the
Mississippi valley where I was the solo pastor (on the South Ridge, and in the
small town of Hokah) – the third was the main church in La Crescent, MN (really
a suburb of La Crosse, WI, just across the river), where I was the youth director. I
spent two years there, until I was completely burned out on pastoral ministry,
and that’s when I went back to school for the Ph.D.

Show Me the Way
This was another attempt to turn a Scripture passage into a contemporary
Christian song. Psalm 25 is both a cry for help, and a song of confidence in God’s
guidance.
Once, when I was still at Albert Lea, and the senior pastor was away, I
was in charge of the worship service on a Sunday. I set up my computers, pulled
out the electric guitar, and did a one man rendition of this song with synthesizer
accompaniment. Some people liked it – the others tolerated it because they knew
my heart was in the right place. But I think the senior pastor didn’t like it when
he came back into town and heard about it.

What Am I to Do?
I wrote this song to be performed in a play, which is why it’s such a
departure from my regular style. While I was in my first appointment as an
associate pastor, in my spare time I continued my love of the stage by getting
involved in the local community theater. I got cast as Carlton in The Man Who
Came to Dinner, and in the play, the character is supposed to sit down at the
piano and sing a song called, “What Am I to Do?” But the music for the song was
not included in the script. So I just wrote a song that I thought captured what the
character might sing. It has whimsical yet heartwarming lyrics, and a shmultzy
chord progression.

Ring in My Pocket
This is a song I started in college, but didn’t finish until I was working on
the Contrast CD. The idea came to me from thinking back on the night I proposed
to my ex-wife, and how up until the proposal she had no idea I had a ring in my
pocket. The funny thing is, when I played it for some people, they thought it was
about a guy who was planning to cheat on his wife, so he took his wedding ring
off and put it in his pocket.
In the recording, this song has a dance groove, with really big drums. It’s
meant to capture in the music the excitement that’s conveyed in the lyrics.

Long Distance Love
This song looks back on the time when my ex-wife and I were engaged,
but I had moved out to southern California to get a job and an apartment. The
marriage had its ups and downs, and this is one of the songs written during the
up times. Having said that, the song is only really inspired by experience on the
most basic level. Like a lot of songs, it began with the songwriter’s experience,
but then takes off from there and expands to try to encapsulate a broader scope
of more general experience, so that the most people possible can relate to it.
This song was also included on the Contrast CD. During the last year of
my second pastoral appointment (the three point charge), I was working on the
synthesizer tracks on my computers. Then I would drive into Milwaukee from
Minnesota, to spend time in the recording studio.

Bad Dream Video
The idea for this song came to me from watching MTV. I remember
thinking how some of the heavy metal videos looked like a bad dream. In fact,
when I was living in California, a second degree contact (friend of a friend)
invited me to hang around the set where they were shooting an Iron Maiden
video. It was in a warehouse, and it entailed a lot of waiting around among the
drapes and candles. But at least I got to see a Lamborghini up close.
The recorded version of this song was another big drum tune on the
Contrast CD. I played the song for a lot of people, and I really thought this one
had potential. As I look back on it now, my vocal performance was less than
perfect, and although the music and lyrics had a cool ‘80’s vibe, it was already
the ‘90’s, and the rest of the music world had moved on.

Contrast
The beginning of this song, with the lyrics about walking a narrow street,
was inspired by the Spheeris & Voudouris song “Familiar Streets.” I was trying
to combine that mystical foggy street vibe with the electronic sound I was into at
the time.
The song had a unique rhythm, which admittedly never really worked
that well with the very poetic lyrics. However, that same rhythm would find a
home years later in the song, “Emmaus.”

All the Time
Like the earlier song, “Long Distance Love,” this song was based on
feelings I remembered having for my ex-wife, but expanded to be a generic love
song that would hopefully find sympathy with a wider audience. I’m not really
happy with the line, “I sit alone and search for a rhyme,” because it breaks
character and makes the listener conscious of the songwriting process. But I
consoled myself with the knowledge that it’s not as bad as the one in the song “I
Know This Much is True,” by Spandau Ballet.
This song was meant to have a reggae rhythm, but because it’s so
electronic, it comes off a little like UB40 goes to the islands.

I Am the Vine
The original version of the this song was written while I lived in
California, and was called, “There Will be Rain.” The refrain went something like
this:
There will be rain, and there will be sunshine
There will be pain, and there will be joy
And to feel the rain is to know the sunshine
And to feel the pain is to know the joy
The point of the original was that we only know the good things in life by
contrast with their opposites – we can only truly appreciate happiness because
we know what it’s like to be sad.
This version of the song took the Christian angle, based on the sayings of
Jesus in the gospel of John. It then found its way into the Easter opera, The
Prodigal’s Dream. The first bridge (in parentheses) was part of the song as sung by
Jesus in the opera, though that bridge was never included when the song was
song by itself. Later, I also wrote another version of the chorus that could be used
as a worship song. Rather than singing it from the point of view of Jesus himself
(“I am the vine…”), it was from the point of view of the rest of us, singing in
praise to Jesus, (“You are the vine…”).
My band, Remember Rome, would eventually perform this song a lot, and
we ended up including it on the Carpe Diem CD.

Mistakes I’ve Made
In the midst of the ups and downs that was my first marriage, it became
clear that I still had feelings for SWMRU. In reality, I was idealizing the
relationship with my first love, especially during the times when my marriage
was at its low points. On the other hand, during the times when the marriage
was in an upswing, I really tried to give it my all, and even to bring some kind of
mental closure to the past. This song was one of those attempts at closure.
I’m not sure the song had the desired effect, because writing a song with
SWMRU in mind only brought up fond memories and good feelings. Again, by
this time I had forgotten why we broke up, and was idealizing her, but my
feelings, while confusing, were sincere. The point of this song, as the title and
lyrics suggest, is that I’d made a lot of mistakes in my life, but loving SWMRU
was not one of them. Of course, the subtext was that maybe breaking up with her
was a mistake, or maybe even that marrying my first wife was a mistake. The
truth is, I can remember a decision point, back in college. I had broken up with
my college girlfriend (the one who would become my first wife). During the time
we were apart, I had reconnected with SWMRU, and she was planning to come
and visit me in Minneapolis for the St. Valentine’s Day weekend. But before the
weekend came, I got back together with the college girlfriend, and wrote
SWMRU a letter calling off her visit. It was that Valentine’s Day that I proposed.
I don’t remember how I made that decision, apart from the obvious influence of
the woman who was there over the one who wasn’t, but I know that for a long
time there was a part of me that felt I had made a huge mistake, and I considered
it a tragic missed opportunity. For years in my troubled marriage I looked back
on that decision point as the time when my life went off track. Now I can’t fully
regret the direction my life went because it resulted in my two sons, and
eventually meeting my second (current) wife.
This song was recorded on the Contrast CD, and I secretly hoped that
SWMRU would hear it, and would know that I still had fond feelings for her,
even if I was trying to move on and we could never be more than friends.

In the Back of My Mind
In spite of my attempts to bring creative closure to the relationship with
SWMRU (which by this time was over a decade earlier), well… what can I say?
This song came out. It’s intensely personal and pretty much every detail is
autobiographical. Still, I think it holds up as a “love lost” song.
The line, “as another picture is hung” was inspired by the song “Another
Suitcase in Another Hall,” from the opera, Evita.

No Black, No White
I decided to write a song to address racism and racial tension. The song is
a bit naïve, but it does go farther than simply claiming to be “colorblind.” My
point was that God sees through what’s on the surface, past race to the core of
our humanity, and sees into every individual’s heart.
In Galatians 3, St. Paul wrote, “For you are all sons of God through faith in
Christ Jesus. For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed
yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor
free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”
The fact that “there is neither Jew nor Greek” means that we are all one race,
regardless of skin color, and in Christ, we are all brothers and sisters. (However,
it’s a mistake to equate “slave nor free man” with black and white. In Paul’s day,
slavery was not based on skin color, so the early Christians would not have
heard it that way.)
I later wrote in on the side some lyrics for a verse dealing with Native
Americans, however I’m not happy with the designation of Natives as “red.” To
be honest, I’m not sure whether that would considered offensive. In any case, the
reference to Chief Hokah was meant to cover that as well, and was a nod back to
my time as a pastor of the Methodist church in Hokah, MN.
I feel like the song came from good intentions, but as far as I can
remember, I don’t think I ever performed if for an audience, mainly because I
don’t know how people would take it.

Lonely Phone
At some point, I joined an organization called the Nashville Songwriters’
Association International (NSAI). It’s meant to encourage aspiring songwriters
by having professional songwriters give teaching sessions, panel discussions,
and by critiquing songs. So I would travel to Nashville periodically for the
meetings. It was great, the people were really nice, and I learned a lot – I even got
chosen to go to their prestigious song camp two consecutive years. However
most of the people in NSAI are writing country songs. So I decided to try my
hand at writing a country song, and this is it. It’s completely fictional.
The only thing that still bothers me about this song is the line, “…there’s
nothing but a dial tone.” When a phone isn’t answered, it just keeps ringing –
you don’t get a dial tone. In fact, does anyone even know what a dial tone is any
more? I tried to fix it by changing the words to “that ringing’ tone” but it just
didn’t have the same punch. In fact, you can see that at several places I was
experimenting with alternate lyrics. In the end, I never really got comfortable
writing (or performing) country songs, so this one is kind of an anomaly.
I do like the way this song wraps up, though – the protagonist gets hit on,
but realizes that the lonely caller is trying to reach the girl in the bar, and so he
takes the high road and tells her to go answer the phone in her room. Still, now
with cell phones, the point of the song has lost its meaning, since the guy would
now be calling her cell, not the phone in her room.

Innocent Kiss
This is a simple pop song. The lyrics are kind of all over the place, so the
song lacks focus. I think the concept and refrain were a good idea, but the verses
failed to capture the “innocent” part. It should have been more about a couple’s
first kiss, but it never landed there for some reason. The last verse almost gets
there, but I should have put more work into this song. In fact, I should say that
this song was never really finished, and it was never performed.

The Hero of Our Home
During an upswing of the marriage, I had a moment of gratitude for the
way in which my ex-wife was working hard to take care of our two sons. So this
song was meant to convey that gratitude, as well as the typical fatherly regrets
about having to work long hours and missing out on play time with the kids. At
the time I wrote this, the boys were probably about 4 and 1.
The last verse is a little sappy, but I love the internal rhyme of the third
line: “some nights I feel a tear on the cheek of steel.” Yeah, that’s pretty clever, if I
do say so myself.

Blessed is He
A lot of this song is recycled from the earlier song, “Jerusalem.” This
version was used in the Easter opera, The Prodigal’s Dream, for the Palm Sunday
scene.

Return
Another song written for The Prodigal’s Dream, this one is about the
resurrection (hence the title). But it actually encompasses the scenes of Peter’s
denial, Jesus’ death and resurrection, and finally Peter’s reconciliation with Jesus
recorded at the end of the gospel of John.
The line “he turned a coward into a rock,” is a reference to Jesus giving
Simon the name “Peter,” which means Rock, and Jesus’ declaration that Peter
and his confession of Christ as Messiah would be the foundation of the Church
(Matthew 16). The fact that Jesus was willing to make Peter the leader of the
Church even after his denial should be an encouragement to all of us, since we
all fail Jesus from time to time – and yet he offers us forgiveness and
reconciliation.

Songs Inspired by My Summer in Rome
After four years in ministry, I was burned out. I decided that my calling
was to the classroom, and that what I really wanted to do with my seminary
degree was go back to school and get another degree. In other words, I would get
a PhD and become a professor. I decided that I was most interested in more
study of early Christianity, so I applied to a PhD program in “patristics,” the
study of the early Church fathers.
As a United Methodist, I had gotten a lot of flack in my denomination for
not having gone to a Methodist seminary. So I decided I’d better go to a
Methodist school for the PhD. I only applied to one school: Garrett-Evangelical
Theological Seminary, on the campus of Northwestern University, and I was
accepted to begin in the fall of 1993. So we moved to Illinois, to the suburbs of
Chicago. I was finishing up the recording of the Contrast CD, and it was released
around this time.
Back then, the Garrett PhD was joint program with Northwestern
University. That meant we took half of our classes at the seminary, and the other
half in the university. For those of us studying early Christianity, our
Northwestern classes came from the Classics Department – specifically Latin and
the history of the Roman Empire. After a couple years of classes and research, I
got the opportunity to go to Rome and take a summer course in the history of
Rome at the American Academy in Rome. That was the summer of 1995, and it
was two months that would change my life forever.
During my time living in Rome, I got to explore the city in great detail –
mostly on foot – but I also got to do a lot of soul searching. Being on my own for
two months, I had a lot of time to think and pray. This was the beginning of the
end of my marriage, and also the beginning of my conversion to Catholicism.
The seeds were sewn for a whole new chapter of my life. And the several songs I
wrote during this time reflect all of this.

Midnight Light
In the year 64 AD (not 1964, but 64, in the first century), there was a great
fire in the city of Rome. It was in the center of Rome, a big part of which was
multi-story wooden tenements, which went up like kindling. It turned out that
the emperor Nero had plans to build a new palace – called the Golden House –
on that very part of Rome leveled by the fire. So the rumors started to circulate
that Nero himself had commanded his guards to set the fire. Now Nero needed a
scapegoat – and he pointed his ash-stained finger at the Christians. The
Christians were charged with arson, and many of them were rounded up to be
executed. This set a precedent of persecution by the Roman government. So this
song is a tribute to the martyrs of Nero’s persecution – and the list of martyrs
executed by Nero include the apostles St. Paul and St. Peter.
The line, “today’s blood feeds tomorrow’s grass” is a reference to a
famous quote by the theologian Tertullian. Writing around the turn of the third
century, he said, “the blood of the martyrs is seed” – that is, it causes the Church
to grow. As it turned out, the fact that Christians were willing to die rather than
give up the faith convinced and converted a lot of pagans.
This song was the first track of the first Remember Rome CD.

Forevertown
As many people know, Rome is sometimes called, “The Eternal City.” So
the title of this song is another way of saying that. In general, the song was
inspired by my fascination for the ever-present juxtaposition of the ancient and
the modern in Rome. Everywhere one can see the ruins of ancient Rome – huge
columns, pagan temples, ancient monuments – some of it still standing and some
of it laying where it toppled over 1,000 years ago. But at the same time, the ruins
are folded into a modern city, with public transportation, contemporary shops,
and a lot of cars and scooters.
The details of the lyrics are inspired by a couple of specific memories. One
was a latent memory from the days of dating SWMRU. I could remember sitting
in my parents’ living room, waiting for her to come over (at least I think it was
her… maybe it was some other girl, now I’m second guessing myself). I was
looking out the front window, and the frosted snow was sparking in the
moonlight. As I thought back on that memory, I wondered where SWMRU was,
what she was doing, and whether she ever thought about me. Did she ever wait
for someone to come to her? Did she ever worry that the person wouldn’t show?
So that’s where I got the lines, “Now you look out your window as the stars fall
like snow, you’re waiting for someone who will never show.”
The other memory was very fresh in my mind when I wrote the song.
While in Rome, I happened to meet a woman – a friend of someone who was
staying in the same dorm where we were staying. This woman was a beautiful
brunette, and we kind of hit it off. So anyway, one night we found ourselves
walking around the city until all hours. It was almost a date, but nothing ever
came of it, because she knew I was still married. This was the inspiration for the
lines, “I can still recall the way you looked that night, we walked the silent
streets until the red sunrise; the memory of your face is like the memory of that
place, calling me back to Forevertown.”
“Buonarroti’s dome” is a reference to the dome of St. Peter’s basilica, the
dominant dome of Rome’s skyline. Buonarroti is Michelangelo’s last name, and
he was the one who designed the dome – though he didn’t live to see it
completed.
Forevertown was included on the first, self-titled, release by Remember
Rome.

As I Go
This song was written as a result of thinking about past relationships that
didn’t last – and especially as I thought about what it would be like for me and
my ex-wife to go our separate ways.
When I first arrived in Rome, I got to the dorm a bit early, the day before
the program was to start. I was the first one of the students to show up, and I
didn’t have anything to do but wait. So I decided to leave the dorm – through the
locked gate – and go out into the city. I walked about a block, and got
overwhelmed by the thought of the unknown city and the language barrier, and
so I turned around and went back to the dorm. But then I was ashamed of myself
for being afraid, and I forced myself to go back out and explore. And that’s the
origin of the refrain.
This song was included on the second release by Remember Rome, called
La Bocca della Veritá.

Be Real
To “Be Real” is to be yourself – who you really are, and who you were
created to be. The song is a response to my feeling that in my marriage I was not
allowed to be myself. I think my ex-wife had a specific vision for what a husband
should be like, and I wasn’t able to live up to that expectation. I was never going
to be a 9 to 5 guy who stayed home on the weekends. My musical aspirations
seemed especially threatening to that white picket fence fantasy.
From the lyrics, one might think that maybe the protagonist was trying to
overcome an addiction of some sort, but that’s not what it’s about. The lines
about stimulating the senses and artificial pleasure are not about drugs or
alcohol – they’re really about things like having to make small talk or other
things that are uncomfortable for introverts.
This song was also on the La Bocca della Veritá CD.

Let’s Speak Italian
Another song from the La Bocca della Veritá CD, this one is just a fun,
tongue-in-cheek, upbeat ditty. The truth is, as much time as I’ve spent in Italy, I
don’t speak Italian all that well. I speak it at what I call “survival level,” which
means I can get around and get by, as long as everyone keeps it in the present
tense. I suppose my grammar is ok, and my pronunciation is pretty good, but I
just don’t have the vocabulary to be fluent. They say you have to live somewhere
for at least a year to get fluent, so it just hasn’t happened (yet).
The song also makes fun of large group tours, where you basically see the
sights through the window of a tour bus, only getting off the bus at the major
tourist sites, but never getting the chance to explore a foreign city.
The Italian in the bridge says, “Let’s speak Italian, and feign indifference.”
I’m ashamed to admit that I pronounced fingiamo wrong when I sang it on the
CD. It should have a soft “g” sound (like a “j”), rather than a hard “g” sound.
The song was meant to have a kind of traditional Italian song sound,
complete with a recognizable violin riff ripped off from some stereotypical old
Italian song.

Our Town
This song was inspired by a trip to Pompeii, and learning more about the
ancient city buried by the volcano on Mt. Vesuvius. The point of the song is that
they never saw it coming. I tried to write it so the listener wouldn’t know that it
was about the ancient city of Pompeii until the end. Of course there wasn’t really
a “middle class” back then. That was a bait-and-switch meant to make the
listener think I was talking about some modern city.
Pompeii was where a lot of the wealthy people had their second homes.
The “atrium house” was a typical architectural style of the wealthy, consisting of
the rooms of the house organized around an atrium that was open to the sky. In
the middle of the atrium was a collecting pond that held rainwater, or if the
homeowner was really wealthy, maybe there was a fountain. Anyway, Pompeii
was a popular vacation spot for Romans. But all their wealth couldn’t buy them
their safety. When the volcano erupted, and the ash started falling, and the cloud
of gas started rolling in, and the lava was flowing down the mountain, the
people ran for the beach. So the refrain, “let’s head for the beach” has a double
meaning: in times of leisure, they wanted to head for the beach; but in the time of
emergency, they also ran for the beach.
The “new king on the throne” was the emperor Titus. As a general of the
Roman legions, he was the one who sacked the city of Jerusalem in the year 70
AD and destroyed the temple. He became emperor in the year 79, and soon after,
Vesuvius erupted. Some thought it was divine payback for destroying the
temple.
“Our Town” appeared on the La Bocca della Veritá CD, and was a fan
favorite when I performed with my band, Remember Rome.

Autumn
This is my, “I hate winter” song. Although I had hinted in other songs that
I didn’t like winter, none of them went far enough. This one makes it clear –
winter is like death. The song doesn’t really have anything specific to do with
Rome, except that I wrote it while I was in Rome – and of course that was during
the summer. Summer in Rome is glorious – oh, sure it gets pretty hot in late July
and August – some would say unbearably hot. But I would rather be in Rome in
August than the Midwestern US in January.
This song is also on the La Bocca della Veritá CD.

Songs I Wrote While Working on My
PhD
I entered the PhD program in the fall of 1993. I spent about two and a half
years in coursework, and it was in those first two years that I had a part time job
as youth director of the United Methodist church in Libertyville, IL. It was in that
job that I led a youth worship band that we called “The Thundersons” (from
Mark 3:17, where Jesus gives James and John the nickname, “sons of thunder”). I
also wrote and directed two musical productions: the Christmas musical
Treasures of the Heart, and the Easter opera The Prodigal’s Dream. I even took that
youth group on a mission trip to the Island of Eleuthera, in the Bahamas, where
we put on a vacation Bible school for the children of an impoverished town.
Anyway, some of these songs were written during those two years I was doing
youth ministry, so that means they would have been written before my summer
in Rome. Some of them were written after the summer in Rome, but I can’t
necessarily remember which ones were written before and which ones after.
After the summer in Rome, I spent another two and a half years writing
my dissertation. I finished in the spring of 1998. The songs I wrote during the
five years of my PhD reflected both the things I was working on in my classes, as
well as the things I was doing in my youth ministry.
When I came back from Rome, I got my musician friends together and
formed the band Remember Rome. The name honors the martyrs of Rome (as in
the song, “Midnight Light”). The band was meant to be a kind of contemporary
folk style – something I would eventually call “progressive acoustic.” After
spending so many years doing electronic music, and focusing on synthesizers
and computer sequencers, I got to the point where I realized that you can’t rely
on the drum machines and processors to make a song – if you can’t do the song
with an acoustic guitar, then it’s not a real song. So Remember Rome would get
back to basics: songs with melodies, played on acoustic guitar. Remember Rome
would go through a lot of musicians over the years, but for most of its history,
we also had bass guitar, djembe drum, and violin.
The first Remember Rome recording was the self-titled CD that came out
in 1999.

A Handfull of Nails
Yes, I know, the word “handful” is spelled wrong. But that’s how it is on
the CD, so I’m sticking with it. My original excuse was that I wanted to
emphasize the word “full” – as in, a hand FULL of nails. Anyway, the point is
that it’s about the nails in Jesus’ hands as he hung on the cross.
We performed this song a lot with Remember Rome – in fact, for several
years we would end all of our shows with this song. But I always felt that I had
to explain the myth of Sisyphus (yeah, I looked up the spelling on that one).
Anyway, I didn’t want people to think I was singing word syphilis, so I would
take the time to tell the story of Sisyphus before we ended with this song. In the
ancient myth, Sisyphus did something to anger the gods, and so his punishment
was that he was condemned to spend eternity rolling a boulder up a hill – and
just when he got to the top, the boulder would slip from his grip, and roll back
down the hill – and poor old Sisyphus would have to start over. For me, this was
the very definition of futility, and in some ways, I worried that it was becoming
the story of my life. Even though I was in the PhD program, headed for a new
career teaching, I felt like everything was going too slowly. I was anxious to be
teaching and writing books, and it just wasn’t happening yet. But my
reassurance was the big picture of salvation, and any problems I was
experiencing had to be seen in relation to the cross.

Broken Machine
This was another staple of the early Remember Rome gigs. In fact, this
might be the first song Remember Rome ever performed, back we were just
forming, and before we had any percussion.
The point is that, as fallen humans, we are all like a broken machine. We
often don’t function the way we were created to. But like a lot of my songs, the
perspective is vague – so in the song, the things I do that make me look foolish,
“push me farther away from you” – but who is the “you”? It could be a woman,
but on a deeper level, of course, it’s God. Giving in to temptation creates distance
between us and God. But we hope God will overlook our sins and see in us the
good that he created.
This song is on the first Remember Rome CD. In the same year the CD
was released, I took the band to Rome for a couple of weeks. We played in the
piazzas, saw the sights, and we had one scheduled gig, at a retreat center. We
played “Broken Machine” for an audience that didn’t speak English, and I think
they thought it was about a broken down car.

Two Dimensional Girl
I thought about writing a song about a woman who was so shallow, she
wasn’t even three dimensional. Then I thought, what if the person singing about
her only knew her from seeing her in photographs and on film (which of course
are two dimensional). So she starts out two dimensional (literally), but then
when he gets to meet her, it turns out she’s also two dimensional
(metaphorically).
The song is not about anyone in particular. It’s completely made up,
except for the fact that I could remember being in college, and sometimes I
would see a young woman whom I thought was really beautiful, but then when I
finally got to talk to her, she was hard to talk to because we didn’t have anything
in common. I learned that if you have to work too hard to get a woman’s
attention and get along with her, then she’s probably not right for you.
“Two Dimensional Girl” is on the Remember Rome CD.

Futility
This is another song written by looking back at my dating experiences in
college. As the title suggests, sometimes a guy does things to meet girls, but it
just turns out to be a waste of time. Incidentally, the word “futility” never
appears in the song – which breaks one of the cardinal rules of songwriting, since
people can’t remember the title. When Remember Rome would play out, people
would ask for this song by requesting “The Beer Song.”
I think the song speaks for itself, though it might make me sound like a bit
of a jerk. Just remember, it’s not a real situation – it’s just a scenario created from
a conglomeration of memories. Plus, the title “Futility” makes the point that it
doesn’t pay to act this way, and it’s not worth hanging around the people who
go to those parties.
The song was included on the first (self-titled) Remember Rome CD.

River to My People
My ex-wife’s father used to be fond of quoting a line from Lawrence of
Arabia, when (apparently) one of the characters says, “I am a river to my people.”
The quote came up whenever he had to write a check for college tuition or some
other support for one of his four children. Sadly, he died suddenly at the age of
only about 52, in about 1992. A few years later, his only son, my ex-wife’s
younger brother, died of cancer at age 28. So this song was written to honor the
memory of both of them.
In the bridge, I wanted to acknowledge that in spite of the loss that we
experience when people die, we put our hope for eternal life in Jesus Christ, who
is the living water (Gospel of John, chapter 4).
This song is on the Remember Rome CD.

The Bottom of the Drawer
The idea for “The Bottom of the Drawer” came from a routine stay in a
hotel. As usual, there was a Gideon Bible in the drawer, and it occurred to me
that many people had stayed in that room – how many knew the value of the
book “at the bottom of the drawer”? So then I wondered whether any of them
had discovered that Bible just at a time in their lives when they needed it most.
So that’s the point of the song. The protagonist is hitting rock bottom in life, and
finds himself in a depressing hotel room. And there’s that Gideon Bible.
The song is not at all autobiographical, but at the same time we have
probably all had that experience where we kind of know what the answer to our
problem is, or at least where we can find the answer, and yet we don’t want to
“open [that] door” because it might mean having to change our behavior or grow
in some way.
The lyrics of the bridge are: “If I say your name out loud… will you hear
me where you are?” This is meant to refer to the kind of prayer that might begin
with, “God… if you’re really there…”
“The Bottom of the Drawer” is actually one of my most “rockin’” songs, at
least for the contemporary folk genre that most of the rest of the Remember
Rome songs fit into. In my head I could hear it performed with a full band – and
there were times that we added a full drum set to Remember Rome, and I do
seem to remember a few times I tried to incorporate an electric guitar. It never
really worked out, partly because I’m not that great of a guitar player. It’s one
thing to strum chords on an acoustic guitar, but an electric guitar really is a
different instrument, and takes more skill to play well. Anyway, the non-electric
version of this song is on the first Remember Rome CD.

I Will Be With You
One of my earliest memories in my life is from when I was about 11 years
old, going to my maternal grandfather’s funeral. Actually, I don’t remember it
very clearly, but I think that it was the first time I ever heard Psalm 23, and really
listened to the words. Even at age 11, I found the words comforting, and of
course I’m not alone – a lot of people find those words comforting and that’s
why they read it at so many funerals. But anyway, it’s one of those Scripture
passages that has stuck with me all my life. So naturally, as a songwriter, I
eventually got around to thinking about writing a song based on Psalm 23. But I
decided to write it as if it was a love letter from God, with the lyrics from God’s
perspective. And to me, the point of Psalm 23 is that God is saying to the
believer: No matter what happens, no matter what you go through, “I will be
with you.” In a way, God could be saying to us, “I never promised you a rose
garden.” He never promises to prevent tragedy or protect us from all hardship or
danger. This life is not supposed to be perfect, but we have paradise in eternal
life to look forward to.
In the second verse, I extend the concept even to the point where the
hardships are of your own making. Even if you screw up your life, God will not
abandon you. For me, I was thinking ahead to the very real possibility that my
marriage was going to fail. I found it ironic that, as I looked back on it, one of the
reasons I got married at 22 years old was because I thought college was coming
to an end, and if I didn’t marry my college girlfriend, where would I ever meet
anyone after college. Sounds ridiculous now, but at the time, I thought that at 22
years old, time was running out. Now here I was, over a decade later,
considering the idea of divorce and starting over – what would that be like to
date again? What would it mean to start over? The bottom line was that I found
comfort in the fact that even if my marriage failed, and this person I thought I
would spend the rest of my life with – if we went our separate ways – God
would still go with me. I don’t mean in the sense that God takes sides, just that I
could move forward in life and not feel abandoned. Ironically, my ex wife
thought this was one of my best songs.
Of course, like so many other songs I’ve written, if you just hear this song
and don’t know it’s based on Psalm 23, you might think it was a love song (and
in a way, it is). But I kind of like the idea of making the song vague enough that
it could be taken as a song about God’s love for people, or about one person’s
love for another. If we’re doing it right, when we love each other we are loving in
a way that is like the way that God loves us.
When I finally did move on, I eventually met my wife, Susie, and we got
married. We had a rhythm and blues band play at our wedding, and I gave them
the chart and recording for this song (it’s on the first Remember Rome CD), so
that they could learn it and play it at the wedding. On our wedding day, we
laughed together as we danced to “I will be wit’ youse.”

Separate Lives
This song was based on an idea about two people who are perfect for each
other, but never meet. In other words, I wondered what happens to introverts
who never meet their soul mate? I suppose part of me was worried that it could
happen to me – I’m pretty introverted, and if I were to find myself single again,
how would I meet anyone? Anyway, the song is just a fictional vignette that is a
kind of depressing twist on the idea of “two ships that pass in the night.”
Although the song is not autobiographical, there is a bit of me in the male
protagonist.
This song is on the first Remember Rome CD, which I sent out to
independent radio stations all over the world. Apparently, this song got some
radio airplay in Germany, and found itself charting briefly in the German folk
music world (or should I say Volksmusikwelt). I think the amount of the royalty
check was less than the stamp on the envelope.

I Wish
This is one of the earliest Remember Rome songs – in fact, I started
writing it before Remember Rome ever existed, before I went to Rome, when I
was trying to create a band out of a combination of church people and old
friends. The premise of the song is a man who feels his woman doesn’t get him.
And there is certainly an element of my own frustration with my ex-wife in
there. But you can also read the lyrics as though they are from God’s perspective,
talking about a believer who isn’t listening.
Even though it’s an early Remember Rome song, it didn’t make the cut for
the first CD. It was always meant to be a song with big drums, and even a kind
of grinding beat suggestive of the erotic nature of the lyrics. To be totally honest,
the lines, “I want to see you look up at me… I want to know you’d welcome me
inside your soul” – that’s really about sex, and yet those lyrics work as having
something to say about intimacy between a person and God, too. Anyway, I did
finally put the song on the second Remember Rome CD, La Bocca dell Veritá.
If you listen to the recording, there’s this great moment in the song where
everyone in the band yells, “HEY!” like someone who is not being listened to,
but trying to get somebody’s attention.

The Fantasy
Ok, so this is another song that is, in a way, about sex and God. It also was
meant to have a kind of a grinding beat, almost reminiscent of something Prince
might do. But this song is about “a fantasy that went too far,” a fantasy turned
into opportunity, resulting in an infidelity, or at least an awkward one night
stand. I have to be quick to add that this song is not autobiographical. My first
marriage did not end because of any infidelity. Just wanted to put that out there
so no one gets the wrong idea.
Anyway, with this song, the point is that God is watching, whatever we
do. Also, I was trying to make the point that sexual intimacy is not something to
be taken lightly – in other words when you connect with someone on that level,
it’s not something you can just walk away from as though it’s no big deal.

One More Time
This song is a kind of existential look at life, and how if we don’t live life
intentionally, it can just pass us by. The protagonist in the song is someone who
is just focused on the weekend: parties, clubbing, and video games, etc. But then
he gets a reality check by the death of someone whom he “thought was doing it
right.” Looking at the lyrics now, I see they’re kind of preachy, but I wanted to
make the point that someone like that, if they want to turn their lives around,
they need to turn to God. It’s that simple. And it’s kind of ironic that a person
would thank God for getting home in one piece after driving buzzed, but then
not be thankful enough to actually go to church.
This song is not autobiographical, in fact it’s really a criticism of people
who are not like me – and yes, maybe it comes off as a bit holier than thou - but
we did actually play this song in some of Chicago’s finest dive bars, and I know
from people’s responses that they got the message. Whether they turned their
lives around, I’ll never know, but maybe the song planted some seeds.
The phrase, “rejoin the human race” is actually from the old movie Holiday
Inn. Bing Crosby’s character is tired of the hard work of living on a farm, and so
Fred Astaire tells him it’s time to rejoin the human race. The song is on the first
Remember Rome CD.

One Dark Night
“One Dark Night” is based on the poem, Dark Night of the Soul, by the 16th
century mystic, St. John of the Cross. However, I did add my signature double
meaning, creating what I considered a kind of New Testament version of the
Song of Solomon – a poem about erotic love that works as a metaphor for the
love of God for the believer. I see it as something like what I think U2 is doing in
some of their songs. On the surface, this song is about someone who sneaks away
at night to see a lover. But it’s also about the kind of intimacy with God that
comes from night time prayer.
The last line, “my wings of wax will melt and I will fall,” is a reference to
the myth of Icarus, who flew too close to the sun.
This is probably one of the most artsy songs I’ve ever written, in the sense
that it does not have a simple folk song format. It’s not just verse-chorus-bridge,
but instead it has a unique structure, that was enhanced by the violin part. I
really like the energy that this song has in the recording. It’s on the first
Remember Rome CD, and for years it was a staple of our live performances.

Nevermind the Piano
Another song title with an “alternate” spelling, back in the day I really
thought that “never mind” was one word. Technically, there is a noun form, as in
“Don’t you pay him no nevermind,” but that’s not exactly good grammar, and
anyway the word in the title is a verb. This song is on the second Remember
Rome CD, La Bocca della Veritá.*
This song is not based on personal feelings. I only lived by myself in an
apartment for a very short time while my ex-wife and I were separated, and it
wasn’t big enough to shuffle around in. It’s really just a hypothetical situation – a
kind of “what if” song about a guy who feels lonely. I guess the point would be
that this guy can play the piano, and sees the piano sitting there ready to be
played, but since there is no one to play for, he doesn’t feel like playing.
The second verse is about God – like “I Will Be with You,” the point is that
God will always be there. One doesn’t need to fear losing God, because God
won’t abandon you. This is from St. Augustine, the 4th/5th century North African
bishop and theologian. He said that if you love God, you don’t have to fear
losing the object of your love, because God will not abandon you. But if you
focus your love on anything or anyone other than God, you may live with the
fear of losing your love. That’s the meaning behind the line, “You’re the only one
that I can love without feeling that fear.” And the next line is right out of St.
Augustine’s autobiography, The Confessions. At the beginning of the book, he
says (in a prayer) that the human heart will always be restless until it finds its
rest in God.
The last line is all me – though it seems funny now that I would write a
line about my body feeling older when I was only in my early 30’s. Anyway, the
point of my soul feeling brand new was meant to mean that with God in your
life, there is always hope for the future.
*La Bocca della Veritá is Italian for “The Mouth of Truth.” It refers to an old
Roman ruin – a circular image of a pagan god that’s about 6 feet in diameter,
with an open hole for the mouth. Archaeologists and historians used to think it
was a big manhole cover (they did have sewers in ancient Rome), but now the
latest theory is that it was meant to hang on a wall, and probably came from a
pagan temple in the area near where it’s now on display. Today it can be seen in
the courtyard of the church of Santa Maria in Cosmedin, in Rome. There’s a
legend that says if you want to swear an oath (like proclaiming your love to
someone), you stick your hand in the mouth – but beware, because it will bite the
hand of a liar. So now tourists line up to have their picture taken with their hand
in the mouth of this pagan deity. Anyway, that’s why it’s called The Mouth of
Truth. For our second album title, I liked the idea of the “mouth of truth” as if to
imply that our song lyrics tell the truth about things. The old god’s face is on the
cover of the CD, superimposed over a map of the city of Rome.

My Book
This is a raucous, almost bluegrass, song was fun to play and a fan
favorite at Remember Rome gigs. I remember one particular book store
performance where people got up and started dancing. Here we are, an acoustic
quartet in a Borders bookstore, and there’s a conga line going on. Never saw that
one coming.
The lyrics come from my annoyance at those who refuse to acknowledge
the authority of the Scriptures. Some who even claim to be Christian will act as
though the Bible has no authority over their lives. I find these people to be
hypocritical, and so the sarcasm of the song is meant to point out the hypocrisy.
To me, hypocrisy is not a failure to practice what you preach – because we all fall
short of what we know to be the ideal. No, I think hypocrisy is the refusal to
acknowledge the ideal, or to even try to live up to it. The real hypocrites are
those who think you can call yourself a Christian and yet reject 2,000 years of
Christian tradition and teaching. Or some may say that they don’t go to church
because it’s full of hypocrites. That’s like saying you won’t go to the hospital
because it’s full of sick people. That’s where they’re supposed to be. And the real
hypocrites are the ones who are using that as an excuse to ignore God, his
Scriptures, and his Church.
There’s an old joke I used to like to tell back in my preaching days. A
family invites the pastor over for dinner, and in the week before his visit, the
family works hard to get their home ready. They want everything to be just right,
and so they clean, and straighten – and by the time the pastor shows up, the
house is in perfect shape. The only thing they forgot to do was to throw away the
note that was still on the refrigerator. So when the pastor came to the house, he
saw the note. It said, “Pastor coming Sunday… dust Bible.”
“My Book” is on the first Remember Rome CD.

Make Me More Holy
Colossians, chapter 1, is St. Paul’s prayer for the Christians in the city of
Colossae. He prays, “… that you may be filled with the knowledge of His will in
all spiritual wisdom and understanding, so that you will walk in a manner
worthy of the Lord, to please Him in all respects, bearing fruit in every good
work and increasing in the knowledge of God; strengthened with all power,
according to His glorious might, for the attaining of all steadfastness and
patience; joyously giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified us to share in
the inheritance of the saints in Light.” The passage goes on from there, but I was
connecting the concept of giving thanks to holy living – the point being that since
God in Christ has done so much for us, our response should be gratitude, which
should motivate us to try to be more holy. Not that I was feeling particularly
unholy when I wrote this, just that I thought it would be good to write a song
that was a prayer for spiritual growth.
The bridge, “Where else could I go but to you, Lord?… Your words are
the words of life,” comes from John, chapter 6, when some followers of Jesus
leave him because of his teaching. When Jesus asked the disciples if they planned
to leave him too, Peter responded, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the
words of eternal life” (John 6:68).

Terra Firma
This is another fun and rowdy song, and this one had a tendency to get
faster and faster the more we played it. In fact, sometimes it seemed like a contest
to see just how fast we could play this song without the whole thing falling
apart. The chords in italics were not part of the original chart, I put those in one
time when I was messing around with a slower, jazzy version of the song.
The song is based on a parable – Jesus tells a story about two men who
built houses. I guess it’s Jesus’ version of the Three Little Pigs, but instead of a
Big Bad Wolf, there is a hurricane. The guy who built his house on the beach (on
the shifting sand) lost his house, but the one who built on a solid foundation was
ok. “Terra Firma” is Latin for “solid ground.”
However, as I wrote this song there was more than a gospel story in my
mind. I was also thinking of a scene from the 1975 film, Monty Python and the
Holy Grail. The scene takes place at Swamp Castle, where a father tells his son the
story of how he built Swamp Castle. Against all advice from the other kings, he
built his castle in a swamp – and it worked… on the third attempt. The first two
castles sank into the swamp.
The song (especially the refrain) takes a shot at those who claim to be
liberating people from some oppressive form of religion, when in fact they are
pulling the rug out from under them. Various forms of “liberation theology,”
when taken to an extreme, end up abandoning the foundations of the faith, and
come to a point where they have no right to call themselves Christian any longer.
These types of liberation theology are really an attempt to create a Christianity
without the cross, and that’s like saying you’re better off drinking dehydrated
water.
“Terra Firma” was a favorite with Christian audiences, and also with
secular audiences who didn’t listen to the lyrics too closely. In the early years,
Remember Rome used to play a lot of secular coffee houses, including the big
book store chains that had cafes in them. We did this song a lot in those places,
and it always got a good response because it was upbeat and had some cool
rhythm breaks. I included it on the first Remember Rome CD.

Remind Me, Lord
This song is a prayer, from the perspective of someone who needs
encouragement. It’s meant to be a reminder to those who hear it – and hopefully
an encouragement to them as well. So, in the song the singer asks God to remind
him of these things he obviously already knows, and in doing that the listener is
reminded. Of course, sometimes we all need to be reminded of things we already
know. It’s like saying, I know this in my head, but I’m not feeling it right now, so
I need to get it in my heart.
There are several Scripture passages reflected in the song. Like a lot of my
songs, it was probably written from a general memory of those passages, and
then after the song was done, I looked them up so I could put the citations on the
chart (and on the CD).
To some extent the song also reflects the tension of those promises from
God that reassure us that God will protect us (like Romans 8), juxtaposed with
the reality that God does not protect us from all hardship, or even tragedy. I
remember back in college, hanging around with a group called Campus Crusade
for Christ - those guys were Calvinists (which means they had a strong sense of
God’s “sovereignty,” and providence). If you were worried about a test, they
would say things like, “Don’t worry, you’ll do just as well as you need to do to
fulfill God’s plan for your life.” Of course later in life I realized that was bullshit.
If I play video games all day the day before a test, and stay up all night drinking,
God’s going to make me do well on the test anyway, just because he’s got big
plans for me? No, I think we can screw up our lives and sometimes God won’t
stop us – sometimes God won’t protect you, even from yourself. Anyway, this
song still has a bit of the old Reformed/Calvinist/Protestant way of thinking in
it. But I figure that’s ok – it’s meant to be an encouragement. This song ended up
on the Carpe Diem CD.

Take Me Along
During the time that I was working as director of youth ministry at the
Methodist church in Libertyville, I formed a youth worship band, which we
called The Thundersons. We played a lot of the popular worship music of the 80’s
and early 90’s, and we had a weekly youth group meeting that started with
worship. But the youth in the band were getting inspired to be creative with their
talents and they wanted to do some secular songs. A couple of them even formed
a band of their own, and at least one of them is now a professional musician.
Anyway, I wrote this song for that group to play around with. It’s a bit of a
throwback to the 80’s, with a guitar part reminiscent of The Cars.
The song was only played by The Thundersons, and even then, only in
rehearsal. I don’t think it was ever performed for an audience, unless it was for
the youth group. It’s never been recorded.

To Belong
During the time I was working on my PhD, my ex-wife got a job teaching
at a preschool attached to a Lutheran church. At some point the church was
going through a fundraising drive, and they had this whole stewardship
campaign – which they hoped would be capped off with a special choir anthem.
So I was commissioned to write the choir anthem, and this is the song. In
addition to the chart, there is a full choir score, created on some of the earliest
music notation software that was ever available. You can still see that it was
printed on an old dot matrix printer.
The tag line of the refrain is “to belong is to give,” and that was meant to
support their pledge campaign. It was very satisfying to sit in the congregation
as hear their choir sing my song.

Walk in the Light
This song is based on the first letter of John, in the New Testament. It was
written with the youth worship band, The Thundersons in mind, and it had a kind
of a reggae feel to it. I was very happy with the way it turned out, and I made a
bunch of cassettes of the song and sent them around to Christian music industry
people. Not long after that, DC Talk had a very similar song, called “In the
Light,” which also had a reggae beat in part of it, on their album Jesus Freak. At
first, I suspected foul play. But I later found out that the song was written by
famous Christian music producer Charlie Peacock, and he originally recorded it
in 1991. I never heard Charlie Peacock’s version, and he had written it before I
wrote mine – so neither of us copied the other, but I did release my song on
cassette before the DC Talk version came out. I’m just pointing that out in case
anyone who knows that song might think I copied it. Granted, Peacock’s song is
better than mine, but it is kind of weird that the DC Talk version had that reggae
thing going just like I did. Having said that, when you listen to Charlie Peacock’s
version, it just screams out for reggae. The song wants to be a reggae song.
This is one of those songs where it’s not just inspired by Scripture, it’s
really an attempt to set Scripture to music. So it stays relatively close to the text. I
still think it’s a pretty good song, but the fear of someone calling me a copycat
has kept me from ever performing this song live, or ever recording it on a CD.
However, I did include it in a book of worship songs I wrote that came with a
cassette of the songs. It was called Look at the Sparrow, after one of the songs. But
the recordings of some of those songs no longer exist and were never converted
to digital. And anyway, the recordings weren’t very good, so they might be
embarrassing if they did exist. But the melody of this song is preserved in the
score from the worship book.

Worthy is the Lord
This was another attempt at writing a worship song. The text is based on
the scenes of heavenly worship in the book of Revelation. This was also another
song that had a kind of a reggae beat. I was listening to a lot of reggae in the
early 90’s, and also worship music was really becoming popular, not only in
church, but on contemporary Christian radio. It seemed like it might be a way to
break into more exposure as a songwriter. But I continued to waver between
writing songs that were more subtle in their Christian message (or vague enough
to be taken more than one way), and writing songs that were more obvious in
their expression of the faith.
In the end, I don’t think this song ever really worked. The lyrics stick
pretty close to the text of Scripture, but they’re not that singable, at least not by a
congregation. Or maybe the melody is not that great, or the words just didn’t fit
with the rhythm of the music – I’m not really sure. Anyway, this song was
included on the cassette of worship songs called Look at the Sparrow. But it didn’t
make the cut as a Remember Rome song.

You’re the One
Another worship song, this one was meant to be a song in praise of the
Trinity, so you can see there’s a verse to the Father, a verse to the Son, and a
verse to the Holy Spirit, then a final verse to the Trinity. I arranged it for the
youth choir at the Libertyville United Methodist church – you can see it says “For
Glory Sound” at the top of the score – “Glory Sound” was the name of the choir.
It also became a Remember Rome song, and was included on the Carpe Diem CD.
But the choir version has some extra lyrics as an intro that were not included on
the CD.
The copyright notice on the score says 1990, so even though I didn’t start
working at the Libertyville church until 1993, I must have been working on this
song before that. Back then I had a tendency to err on the early side with my
copyright dates – in case someone tried to steal a song or an idea, I would often
put down the date when I started working on a song, rather than the date when it
was finished. Sometimes a song is not finished in the same year it was started,
but if the idea was there at the beginning, I would put down the earliest date.

Ancient Love
There are two versions of this song, and in fact, this is one of those songs
that was never really finished to my satisfaction. The song was originally written
when I was in ministry in Minnesota, and is on the Contrast CD. The later version
is not too much different – really just a re-ordering of some of the lyrics, to try to
give it a more logical flow. In the first version, the Eucharist comes before
baptism, which is ok when you’re Methodist, but didn’t make sense once I
actually started studying the early Church.
The point of the song was to try to connect with the persecuted Christians
of the early Church. I wanted the song to sound ethereal – almost “new agey”
and have a kind of dreamlike quality. In the song, the protagonist describes a
dream about joining a group of early Christians, and then the refrain is meant to
urge the listener to try to connect with the early Church and not lose that
connection of those faithful who went before us – the “cloud of witnesses” who
cheer us on from above, so to speak (Hebrews 12). The passage from I
Corinthians 11 is about passing on the tradition. Without those Christians who
were willing to give their lives for the Church, who would pass on the faith to
the next generations? I guess I was trying to get people to appreciate the martyrs
of the early Church. While the first refrain says, “They lived to give to us timeless
ways of truth and life,” the second refrain at the end says, “They died to give to
us…”
The melody of this song never really resolves – and I would like to claim I
did that on purpose, to symbolize the way the Church goes on and on through
the ages. But in reality, the melody was written when I was still kind of
inexperienced at writing melodies, and it got so “new agey” that it never really
lands anywhere. Maybe that’s one of the reasons I’ve never been satisfied with
the song, and never really considered it finished.

Turn the Page
This is another song that I’ve never been able to finish, but this one is so
unfinished that there were probably four or five different versions on paper, and
it never got to the point where I could record it, or even perform it live. Part of
the reason that the lyrics changed over the years is that my theology changed.
The song is meant to tackle the concept of the “second coming” – the promised
return of Christ at the end of the age. Once upon a time, I accepted many of the
popular misconceptions about the “end times,” and the song reflected that. But
as I studied the Bible, especially the book of Revelation (and I would eventually
write my own book on the book of Revelation, called The Wedding of the Lamb: A
Historical Approach to the Book of Revelation), my thinking changed as to how we
should interpret the passages of Scripture that deal with the end of the age.
You can see that this chart has a lot of stuff crossed out. In case you can’t
read my handwriting, the refrain begins, “Turn the page, and the song will
change; when the Kingdom is revealed, first and last are rearranged…”
I really like the lyrics of the two verses, and I’m especially proud of the
“later…refrigerator” rhyme, but after all the work I put into this song, it just
proved an old songwriting adage: You can’t polish a turd. In my experience, the
songs you struggle over often never come out right – but the ones that flow
easily and get written quickly are often the best ones. This song was the turd that
I could not polish, no matter how hard I tried.

You Know Me
This song started out as a worship song, but eventually took on a life of its
own in two different ways. It found its way into my Easter opera The Prodigal’s
Dream, where it is a prayer prayed by the main character. But it also became a
Remember Rome song, and I added a chant intro, which was included when we
recorded it on the Carpe Diem CD. The Latin in the intro means, “May he be Lord
of my life; may he be Lord of my heart; may he be Lord of my mind; may he be
Lord of my flesh.”

The Star and the Son
This is a song from the Christmas musical that I wrote called, Treasures of
the Heart. It was performed by the Libertyville youth at Christmas time in 1993 or
’94. In this song, Mary and Joseph bring the baby Jesus to the temple, and are
greeted by the old prophets Anna and Simeon. This is their song.
I think, if I remember right, that on a few occasions Remember Rome
performed this song as part of a Christmas concert – or more likely some random
coffee house gig in a random December. It’s not on any Remember Rome CD, but
it is on the original cast soundtrack of Treasures of the Heart.

Awake, Oh Sleeper
As I was working on writing some worship songs, I got interested in what
early Christian worship might have sounded like, so I started doing some
research in that area. One of the things I found is that there are several places in
the New Testament where scholars believe the apostles are quoting early
Christian hymns. Some of the more famous include Philippians 2 and Colossians
1 (see my book, Trinity 101 for more on that), but there’s also one in Ephesians,
chapter 5 – and it appears that it’s also quoted by the third century theologian
Clement of Alexandria. But only the first verse is in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians.
Clement has both verses. So I decided to try to write a song using this hymn text.
Once I even got to give a talk at a church on early Christian music, and I got the
people attending to sing this. I was going for a simple, almost Taizé-style
worship song, but in the end, I think it came out uninteresting. So it never really
went anywhere. What I was going for was a kind of call-and-response thing, like
what they might have done in the early Church. So the words in parentheses are
meant to be the response, or like an echo.

Water Into Wine
In 1993, my brother got married. I wrote this song for his wedding, and
my ex-wife and I sang it as a kind of prelude, before the ceremony started. As I
look back on it now, the song is really way too long, but the sentiment is nice,
and I’m happy to report that my brother and his wife are still together after 20
years.
There’s a lot of Scripture in this song, and I’ll leave it to the reader to look
up the passages, but for the most part the song is based on the story of the
Wedding of Cana, in the gospel of John. This is the one where Jesus changed
water into wine, and by doing so, he gave his stamp of approval to, not only the
institution of marriage, but also the fun of the party.
The lines about God saving the best for last, and leaving behind the past,
are a veiled reference to the fact that my brother had been engaged once before to
a young woman who turned out not to be right for him. He eventually broke off
that engagement and found a much better woman – and now they have four kids
and are living the happily-ever-after dream.

The Current
In the summer of ’94, while I was leading a youth mission trip in the
Bahamas, my cousin drowned in a tiny lake in Wisconsin. Apparently he was the
victim of a swimming accident that included an unexpected undercurrent or
something. I was in this small (and very poor) town on the Island of Eleuthera,
where we were putting on a “vacation Bible school” for the local kids. The town
had only one phone (at the post office), and one day, the pastor of the church
found me and said I had a phone call, and had to go the post office. I got on the
phone and realized that I could hear the other person but they could not hear me
– but it was then I learned my cousin had died. Unfortunately, for several
reasons, I could not leave the island, and I was not able to get home for the
funeral. Anyway, like a lot of songwriters, I eventually dealt with the situation
by writing this song.
I knew I wanted to write a song to honor my cousin John, and I had
started working on some lyrics, but I could not get anywhere with the tune. Then
I heard a familiar hymn tune – one that had always been one of my favorites. The
melody is an old folk tune called “Finlandia,” but it’s best known as the tune of
the hymn “Be Still My Soul.” So I put my words to “Finlandia” and it worked – it
had the feel that I wanted. If you listen to this song, you might recognize the
melody in the refrain and bridge. (The melody in the verses was actually written
by me for this song.)
The line, “Sometimes the wind blows our destination farther away,” is
based on what I heard about what happened on the lake that day. According to
my cousin’s girlfriend, who was there, he swam out to recover a canoe that came
untied, but the harder he tried to catch up to it, the wind just kept blowing it
farther away, and he never got to it. And the very next day after I heard about
this, I had to try to supervise a group of youth and young adults swimming in
the Caribbean. I had told them what happened, so when one of them started
swimming out to sea after a wind-tossed beach ball, all the others shouted to him
to let it go, and he swam back to the beach safely.
The gospel passage from Matthew 14 is the one where Jesus walks on the
water. What many people forget (or don’t know) is that Peter also walks on
water – for a second – until his faith fails, and he sinks and has to be rescued by
Jesus. But all of us have times where our faith is weak, and Jesus is always
willing to reach out and rescue us. The idea of being led to “the land” is of course
a double meaning – the land is safety when you’re drowning, but it also refers to
the “promised land” of heaven. Sometimes God doesn’t save us from the
dangers of this world – and we can’t explain why – but salvation is bigger than
this world, and I believe my cousin, although he was not saved, he was saved.

Walkin’ Away
As my marriage was falling apart, and it was becoming clearer that it was
going to end, there were several songs I wrote that reflected my feelings. But
while they are somewhat autobiographical (and admittedly maybe a little too
autobiographical), still they are not 100% factual. These songs are still meant to
be songs, and the poetry of the lyrics took precedence over trying to tell my true
story. With these songs, my ex-wife probably heard them and thought they were
all about her, but in reality they are just songs like any other song, and the
content comes from a mixed bag of many experiences with multiple woman as
well as speculation about what a guy might feel in hypothetical situations.
Having said that, this song is about walking away from a relationship,
and the opening lines were written from looking back on the beginning of my
failed marriage. “The night you finally answered all my questions,” is a reference
to the wedding night (yes, we had waited, not that I was a virgin, but she was).
The line, “I burned a bridge today” is a reference to signing the divorce papers,
even though I wrote the song before that happened. I think the original version
of the song had something about signing on the dotted line in it. The line in the
bridge, “Sure I’ve got sweet and sour feelings,” is meant to convey my feelings
for my two sons, who were 9 and 6 years old at the time of the divorce. I could
not be all happy about the divorce because I was leaving them, and although I
would have joint custody and see them every week, I would not be with them on
a day to day basis.
“Walkin’ Away” was included on the second Remember Rome CD, La
Bocca della Veritá, which was released in 2001. But the time the CD was recorded
and came out, I was already remarried, but that story is coming…

While I Play the Clown
Like “Walkin’ Away,” this song was inspired by the break-up of my
marriage, but it’s not entirely about my ex-wife. It’s a mixture of feelings and
experiences. If my ex-wife ever heard this song, and paid attention to the lyrics, it
would probably hurt her feelings, but it was not meant to, and again, it’s not
really about her, per se. In fact I would say that the harshest lines in the song are
not about her, but were put together from memories of all my bad relationships –
a kind of audio montage of break-ups. However, the song does express some of
the things I was feeling at the time. This song is also included on La Bocca della
Veritá.

Haunted Heart
The more my marriage broke down, the more I idealized my relationship
with my first love, SWMRU. This song is a pathetic attempt at grasping for some
good memories of love, in the midst of relationship despair. It’s basically all
about SWMRU, and me thinking about her. The song was written on piano, not
guitar, and all the 7th chords give it a kind of slow sad ballad feel. Think smokey
lounge with a lot of depressed drunk people sitting around.
In the bridge I wrote, “I’m calling your machine, just to hear your voice.”
In case you’re too young to get that, the “machine” was an “answering machine”
- which was a mechanical device that answered your land line and recorded a
message on cassette tape (this was before we had digital voice mail). Anyway, I
want to be clear that I never actually did that – that would be crossing a line, I
think – but I’m sure I wanted to do it, so writing about it made me feel better.
The final line about, “one foolish choice,” is a reference to St. Valentine’s Day
weekend of 1985, when SWMRU was planning to come and visit me at college –
but I ended up getting back together with my college girlfriend (my ex-wife), and
so I cancelled the visit, and proposed to my ex-wife instead. Looking back on it –
both at the time I wrote this song, as well as now – that was a huge mistake. But I
can’t regret the marriage entirely because it gave me two great sons.
This song was never recorded – at least not as anything more than a demo.
The few people who did hear it said it sounded like something from the
soundtrack of an old movie. They meant that as way to tell me it would never be
a hit song, but I kind of liked hearing that. In a way, it was part of the soundtrack
of an old movie – an old movie called memory.

Don’t Know What to Do
This is another song that looks back and idealizes my relationship with
SWMRU. There were several versions of this song, mostly because the early
versions were very long and had a lot of verses. The final version is just the one
that was edited down to make the song more streamlined. This song did become
a staple of the early Remember Rome years, and is included on the La Bocca della
Veritá CD. I really like the way the recording came out, and I think that in terms
of the arrangement on the CD it’s one of my favorite songs of the Remember
Rome era.
Although it isn’t listed, the refrain is based on a gospel passage, John 3:8,
which says, “The wind blows where it wishes and you hear the sound of it, but
do not know where it comes from and where it is going; so is everyone who is
born of the Spirit.” It’s meant to imply a kind of Che será, será (and no, I didn’t
spell that wrong – it’s Italian). Anyway, the point is, you can’t explain why
things happen, and you can’t change the past – sometimes the only thing you can
do is try not to waste too much time living in the past. Just like in “Haunted
Heart,” the “mistake,” of course, was in marrying my ex wife when I could have
gotten back together with SWMRU. Or in a more general sense, the mistake was
letting SWMRU get away – although as I said, by this time the relationship was
completely idealized and I had forgotten about anything negative, let alone why
we broke up.
The truth is, I really did still have a few pictures of SWMRU stashed away
in a trunk in my parents’ basement. And I’m a little ashamed to admit that there
were times when I was visiting my parents that I dug them out and looked at
them. I didn’t get rid of them until I met my current wife, Susie. It was only then
that I was able to move on and put all that behind me.

You Were Always There
The “you” in this song is SWMRU. With this song, I was trying to find
closure for the memories of my first love, and leave the past behind me. But I
don’t think it worked – in fact, I think this song only continued to keep the
memories alive. The opening lines are straight out of my memories. We did sit in
her room and listen to Seals and Crofts. And I did at one time buy her a pearl
ring.
I really like the sentiment of the second verse and bridge. I was going for a
healthy, “we can still be friends” vibe, but the truth is, we did not keep in touch.
Because of the way we left it – a couple of awkward attempts at getting back
together, and then me cancelling the Valentine’s Day weekend – I think I was too
embarrassed to ever make contact again. Anyway, it would not have been
appropriate while I was married, and after the divorce, it would not be long
before I would begin a new relationship with the woman who remains the love
of my life. Still, I liked what I wrote in this song, and I will always have fond
memories of SWMRU, and how she never called attention to the ways in which I
was selfish, or awkward, or stupid.
This song was never recorded. We may have tried it out with Remember
Rome, so it was probably performed live a few times, but that was about it.

We Have the Hope
“We Have the Hope” is a simple song of encouragement. I always thought
that people who are struggling might hear it and get some comfort from it.
When this song started out, it was meant to be a worship song. I could envision
people singing along, especially in the refrain. However, it never really worked
that way, but it did become a regular when Remember Rome played Christian
venues. For the first decade or so of its existence, the band played mostly secular
venues – places where people would not expect (or want) to hear Christian
music. We played the love songs, and the songs that had a double meaning so
that people could hear the spiritual message if they listened for it, but most
people would assume the songs were all about romantic love. Sometimes we got
bolder and played a few songs with a more obvious message, or for a while, we
had a tradition of always ending our shows with “A Handful of Nails.” After a
while, though, I realized that people weren’t really getting the message. Sure,
some did – and if they bought a CD there was a greater chance that the faith
would shine through – but for a variety of reasons, my songwriting got more
obvious in its emphasis on the faith. I was writing worship songs, or songs meant
to try to fit in with the whole Contemporary Christian music world.
So it got to the point where we couldn’t play most of the newer songs in
the same old venues. And at the same time, many of those same old venues
closed their doors, as mom & pop coffee houses couldn’t compete with
Starbucks, and the bookstores couldn’t compete with Amazon. As I write this,
Borders Bookstores, once a vast chain that we could count on for as many as six
gigs a month, is out of business. Barnes and Noble is still around, but they no
longer have live music. So we focused on Christian coffee houses, churches, and
other Christian venues. And in those places, people were happy to hear the
worship songs and other Christian songs I had written. So our first two CDs
were that “crossover” style – the love songs and double meaning songs. Then I
put together a “best of” CD called Holy Smoke: The Best of Remember Rome. But the
third CD of new music (the fourth Remember Rome CD, if you count Holy
Smoke) was a CD of mostly obviously Christian music. It was called, Carpe Diem,
and this song was on it.
Over the years, Remember Rome performed this song several different
ways, mostly experimenting with different keys, because the melody didn’t sit
right in my vocal range. Eventually, we figured out that it worked better to have
our percussionist sing the melody, and I sang harmony. Then we all had some
really cool harmony in the refrain, and especially at the end of the song.

Look at the Sparrow
Most of my songs start out with a verse, and then build up to a refrain
(also referred to as the “chorus”). This one’s a little different because it begins
with the refrain. It’s another song that’s heavy on Scripture, so that means there
are several passages listed as inspiration. The main one, though, is the one that
promises that God will take care of us. If God takes care of the birds, how much
more does he take care of the people who are created in his image, and whom he
loves? The point is, as Jesus said, worrying about the future doesn’t help.
“Look at the Sparrow” was an audience favorite when Remember Rome
played church concerts or worship services, and often we could get the
audience/congregation to sing along on the refrain. Eventually, we settled into
the habit of sharing the lead vocals in the verses, so that three of us each had one
verse. The song is on the Carpe Diem CD.

Paradise
The story of Adam and Eve in the book of Genesis is a story that makes
several very important points. One of the points that the story makes is that God
did not create evil. Evil is not part of creation, and so we can’t blame it on God. If
you want to find a cause for evil, it comes from the misuse of human free will. In
the story, Adam and Eve use their free will to disobey God, and in doing so, they
change the world forever – what was once a perfect paradise, a world created all
good by God, became an imperfect world suffering from the effects of a long
series of bad choices. And so, it’s the first case of someone ruining it for the rest
of us.
In the song, I used the idea of “paradise lost” as the cause for all conflict
between men and women. The reason it’s so hard to find a mate, and the reason
it’s so hard for men and women to understand each other, is because the first
man and the first woman ruined it for the rest of us. I know that’s not literally the
case, but Genesis does imply that things would be easier between us if not for
sin. “And now I’m paying the price” for their sin – in fact that’s what original sin
is: the tendency to sin is so ingrained in the human psyche that for all intents and
purposes it is impossible for us not to sin, at least consistently.
The second “ramp” (that’s the bit leading into the refrain) is an homage to
one of my favorite songwriters, the great Steve Miller. You may recognize the
lines, “You’re the cutest thing that I ever did see, really love your peaches, want
to shake your tree.” Those lines come from the song, “The Joker,” but don’t
worry – Steve Miller is a family friend and we’ve talked about it, so I’m pretty
sure he won’t be suing me. “Paradise” may be one of Remember Rome’s most
requested songs when we would play the coffeehouse circuit. It’s included on the
Carpe Diem CD.

We Pass By
I wanted to write a song based on the parable of the Good Samaritan. In
that story (Luke, chapter 10), a guy gets robbed, beat up, and left for dead.
Several people pass by without helping him, and the one person who does help
is a Samaritan (hence the name, the good Samaritan). But the people of Jesus’ day
hated Samaritans, so the idea of a good Samaritan would have been a shock to
them. Jesus’ point is that anyone can be a good neighbor – and if you want to
have friends, you need to be a friend, and not limit your friendships to those who
are like you. But I was thinking that it’s too easy to hear that story and identify
with the Samaritan – of course we would be the one to help, we think. So how
could I write a song that forced the listener to identify with the people who
passed by and didn’t help?
In the song, rather that passing by a person who was robbed and beat up,
I wrote about a woman who suffered because she wanted to be an artist, but the
everyday grind of paying the bills never left her time to paint. So her suffering
was emotional, and spiritual. But “we pass by” because we ignore other people’s
pain, and we just go on with our own daily grind. I knew the feeling of
desperately wanting to work on my art (music) but having precious little time to
do it. I knew what it was like to see the guitar sitting in the corner – needing new
strings – but having no time to pick it up, change the strings and play it. It’s a
frustration any artist knows well, but ironically it’s also a frustration that can be
an inspiration to create art. After all, many (if not most) great songs are the
product of pain.
“We Pass By” is an interesting song because the refrain doesn’t really rise
above the verses like a “chorus” is supposed to. In fact, I’ve always thought the
melody of the refrain was anti-climactic. But although I’ve tried to rewrite it, I
haven’t come up with anything better – so maybe the melancholy refrain is
exactly the way it’s supposed to be for this song, which I included on the Carpe
Diem CD.
People who are suffering may pray for a sign from God. What we forget is
that WE could be that sign, if we pay attention to people’s pain, and walk
through it with them.
I didn’t mean to imply that the woman in the song committed suicide. But
then, I didn’t say she didn’t, either. The song doesn’t have a happy ending, but
it’s supposed to be a call to action for the listener. Don’t just pass by. Be the
answer to somebody’s prayers.

2 By 2
At some point in his ministry, Jesus decided that his followers were ready
to do some ministry on their own, and he sent them out. In fact, the word
“apostle” means one who is sent out. But Jesus didn’t send them out alone, he
sent them out in pairs. And I got to thinking about how we all need other people
– no one can get through life alone. Even God is not alone, in the sense that God
is a Trinity.
So this song is a song about the Trinity, but also about how we need each
other – and how God gives us people in our lives to help us along. The last line,
“he gave me ALL of you,” was meant to be directed at the audience.
This song was never recorded. We didn’t play it live a lot, but we did play
it once in a while, and in fact when we did, I didn’t sing the lead vocal line – our
other guitarist did. I just joined in on the harmony.

The Faith of Love
I had been writing so many Christian/worship songs that I wanted to try
my hand at a straight-up love song, one that could be played on secular radio.
The intention, as I remember it, was to write a song without any spiritual edge to
it – just about human romantic love – but as you can see, in the end I could not
get through the song without mentioning God. Joshua 1:9 says, “Be strong and
courageous. Do not tremble or be dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you
wherever you go.”
I was intrigued by the idea of two lovers separated by a lot of distance, but
both looking up at the moon at the exact same time. It might have been inspired
by a scene in a kids’ movie about immigrant mice, but the memory is fuzzy.
I was (and still am) very proud of this song – I think it turned out great,
and it’s too bad it never got recorded. In fact, it’s never been performed, except
for maybe a couple times, because by the time I wrote this, the secular coffee
house gigs had all dried up, and Remember Rome was only doing Christian
venues. However, I did eventually recycle the melody and chord progressions
and use them as the music for the song, “The Only Thing Left.”

Miracle of Light
This song was the first seed that grew into my Christmas musical,
Treasures of the Heart. I originally started out writing a song that would cover the
story arc from the flood to the birth of Christ. But then, as the song took form and
sounded more and more like someone telling a story, it became the basis for the
musical. Treasures of the Heart starts out with the scene from Luke chapter 2,
where Jesus is a boy, and his parents accidentally leave him behind in the temple.
The first line of dialogue is from Joseph, “You’re in big trouble, young man!” But
of course Mary calms him down, and then takes Jesus aside. The boy Jesus asks
his mother, “Why am I so different from the other kids?” And the rest of the
musical is a flashback to his birth, as told to him by his mother, beginning with
this song. I would eventually add the middle verse about Hanukkah.
After the flood, there was the rainbow – a promise from God, and a
“miracle of light.” And then when the promise was fulfilled, there was the star of
Bethlehem, another “miracle of light.”
Remember Rome recorded a “radio version” of the song, which was
selected to be included on a compilation called Catholic Christmas, released by
SpiritWing Records. That version is included as a bonus track on the original cast
soundtrack of Treasures of the Heart. We went on to play the song whenever we
had a gig around Christmas time.
I remember playing a coffeehouse one time, and when we got to the
second verse, there was this guy there with his young son, who realized I was
singing about Hanukkah, and he stopped and made his son listen to the song. I
saw all this happening as I was singing, and it was a great feeling to know that
somebody got it – and really listened.

(She’s Looking for) A Reason to Leave
I had spent a bit of time in Nashville, with the Nashville Songwriters’
Association, and had even been selected to go to their exclusive song camp two
years in a row. But eventually I stopped going to the NSAI meetings because it
really centered around country music, and I wasn’t doing country music. I got to
the point where I felt I had learned everything I could – at least everything that
would translate to the kinds of music I was writing. But then, I decided I should
try to write a country song, just to see if I could do it. The truth is, when you go
to Nashville, and you hear the country songs performed by the songwriters,
without all the vocal twang and without that “Nashville sound” studio
production with its pedal guitars and fiddles – what you find out is that a good
song is a good song, and a country song just sounds like a folk song.
So anyway, this was my second attempt at intentionally writing a country
song. I had tried it before with “Lonely Phone,” but here I was trying again.
Maybe I thought “Lonely Phone” wasn’t depressing enough. The story in the
song is completely made up, but of course the goal is to write it so that people
can relate to it – even if they haven’t been through anything like it, they get it.

50609
During the time that I was doing youth ministry in Libertyville, there
were other churches in Libertyville that had relatively young youth ministers. I
was the Methodist guy, but there was a Baptist guy, and an Evangelical Free guy,
etc. We got to know each other, and even did some great ministry together. For a
while, we had a youth coffeehouse going in the basement of a community center.
One of the other youth pastors became a good friend of mine. But I had no idea
that he was having an ongoing relationship with one of the underage girls in his
youth group. The number 50609 was his prison ID number.
When someone you know gets arrested and sent to prison, you have a
choice to make. Do you cut ties and abandon the friendship, or do you stick with
the friendship? If you believe the person is innocent, that’s one thing; but when
the person admits to you that he is guilty – well, let’s just say that most of this
guy’s friends evaporated. I determined not to be that kind of friend – my parents
taught me (by example) that you don’t abandon a friend when he hits rock
bottom. So I decided to stick by my friend, even though he was guilty of a
terrible crime. I made no excuses for him, but simply decided to be his friend
anyway. I visited him a few times in prison, and eventually, after he did his time,
he got out and moved on with his life. Still, a thing like this takes its toll on your
psyche, and I had to deal with it in some way. And songwriters deal with things
by writing songs. So this song was my way of saying what I wanted to say about
the whole thing. After he got out of prison, I actually played it for him.
I think the song is summarized by the lines, “So you should have fed the
lambs, but they fed you instead.” The refrain and last verse are based on Peter’s
reconciliation with Jesus (after his denial) in the last chapter of John’s gospel. I
tried to end the song with a hopeful note – and in fact I truly believe that there is
very little that can’t be forgiven. If both Peter and Paul, each in their own way,
could betray Christ, and then be his apostles, we can be forgiven, too.

All You Have to Do
This is another sarcastic jab at all the atheists and others who think they
don’t need Jesus. The first half of the second verse is also my critique of John
Lennon’s song “Imagine.” I really hate that song, and I can’t stand the fact that
people treat it like it’s the best song ever written – there is even a songwriting
contest named after the song, as if it’s the gold standard for songwriting. Drives
me nuts. The point of the song seems to be that religion is the reason for all of
our problems, and if we could only “imagine” a world without it, things would
be better. Of course, the truth is the opposite – as long as religion stays true to the
ideal of loving your neighbor, then that is the solution to all of our problems. So
when Remember Rome performed the song, I started changing the line from, “So
why should I believe a book written two thousand years ago,” to “So why should
I believe an old book instead of John Lennon.” I thought that made my point
more clearly.
The line, “So what if I can’t see the way with this log in my eye,” is a
reference to Jesus’ teaching in the gospels (Matthew 7 and Luke 6). You can’t
help your brother with the speck in his eye, until you take the log out of your
own eye. In other words, it’s hypocritical to criticize someone else for small
things, when you are guilty of big things.
Musically, this song has got a kind of “Me and Julio Down by the
Schoolyard” vibe to it, and so it was a lot of fun to play it. It’s included on the
Carpe Diem CD.

The Quest for the Historical Magi
Studying the gospels made me think about some of the old Christmas
songs, and how they make all these assumptions that may not be supported by
the text. For example, we assume that there were three kings who visited the
baby Jesus. But if you read the Bible carefully, you’ll find out that it never says
they were kings, and it never says there were three of them - there are three gifts
mentioned, and that’s why we assume there were three magi. But it never says
they each brought one gift. Maybe there were fifteen of them, and they each
brought a gift basket filled with a little bit of gold, a little bit of frankincense, and
a little bit of myrrh. Anyway, this is a new set of lyrics to be sung to the tune of
“We Three Kings.” I wrote it just for fun, to make other people who study the
Bible laugh. There’s this trend in New Testament scholarship called the Quest for
the Historical Jesus. And while I don’t agree with a lot of the conclusions of the
various “quests,” it made for a good title for my little comedy song.

The Game (Seize the Day)
This is the closest thing there is to a title song on the Carpe Diem CD. It’s
written from a place of frustration: after finishing my Ph.D., I wasn’t able to get a
full time job in my field. I was doing some part time teaching, but to pay the bills
I had to take a cubicle job. Every day in that job I prayed to get out – and I had
that job for five years, from 1999 to 2004. And I kept hearing about other
musicians (and other artists) who would quit their day jobs to practice their craft
full time. But I couldn’t do that. So this was my, “I hate my day job” song. In fact,
once I introduced the song that way at a gig, and my boss was in the audience!
The first two lines of the bridge eventually got cut, and it made the song
flow better. In the last refrain, the line about throwing my hat over the wall was
inspired by an interview I saw with (I think it was) the band The Proclaimers. It
was either them or Dexie’s Midnight Runners, I can’t remember. Anyway, they
used this expression, to throw your hat over the wall. And they explained it to
mean a total commitment – like if you need to climb over a wall, but you can’t
get yourself started, you throw your hat over the wall, and now you have to
climb over the wall. For a musician, it’s related to that commitment of quitting
your day job to invest yourself 100% in the music. Of course, I never really did
that, but it wasn’t long after writing this song that I did get a full time job in the
church, and was able to quit my cubicle job.
Some have misunderstood the lines about losing the big heavy chains as
having some kind of reference to my ex-wife (as in the expression, “the old ball
and chain”). But that’s not at all what I was thinking. It’s actually based on A
Christmas Carol, where Jacob Marley appears to Ebenezer Scrooge wearing heavy
chains, saying that he had forged those chains throughout his life by being
focused on money rather than people. And he tells Scrooge that he is forging his
own chains, and will continue to do so unless he changes his ways. In a way, the
story of A Christmas Carol is a story about being born again, and that’s what I felt
like I needed – a rebirth, not as a religious conversion, but as a new start.
I can remember being in Rome in 1999 or 2000, walking slowly through
some ruins. I put my hand on an ancient column, and wondered if I would ever
be able to work in my field, use my education, or live my passions. I said a
prayer, and gave it up to God. I told God that I wanted to do his will, even if that
meant giving up my dreams. I gave those dreams to God – and he took those
dreams, and one at a time, he gave them back to me. First, I got a job as Director
of Adult Faith Formation at a large Catholic parish – Holy Family in Inverness,
IL. There I was in charge of teaching ministries (including leading Bible studies),
marriage ministries, retreat ministries, and eventually also young adult ministry.
I held that job for four years until I got my full time teaching position where I
now still work.

Songs Inspired by My Wife, Susie
On Easter Sunday of 1998, my ex-wife asked for a divorce. I agreed, on the
condition that I would not move out of the house until I had finished my
doctoral dissertation. That was done in May, and I graduated with my Ph.D. in
June. I planned to move in with one of my Remember Rome bandmates in July.
Also that July I taught a summer intensive course at Elmhurst College,
where I had been an adjunct instructor since about 1994. On the first day of that
class, right after the Fourth of July, if I remember right, a woman walked into the
class a bit late – just as I was about to take attendance. She walked in as the
whole class watcher her in silence. She sat in the front row, and I thought to
myself, “That’s the most beautiful woman who’s ever walked into my class.” Her
name was first on the list, and I stumbled over it as I called it out, “Susannah
Benson.”
I got through the one-month class, trying to be as professional as possible,
but I was attracted to her. I found out that she was 28 years old - having gone
back to school to finish her degree – so the age difference was only 7 years. But
she was my student, so I tried not to be distracted by her. In the meantime, my
roommate and bandmate visited the class and we played a couple of Remember
Rome songs for the students. We played “My Book,” (since it was a Bible class),
and we played “Someone to Hold,” and a few other songs. I announced that
Remember Rome had a gig coming up at a nearby Italian café, a place in
Lombard, Illinois called Café 101. We had played there a bunch of times and it
was a fun summer gig: outdoor patio, gelato during the breaks. When the day
came to play the gig, I was happy to see a bunch of the students from the class
show up, and Susie was among them. During our break, we all talked and
someone suggested that we all go to the Renaissance Faire on the IllinoisWisconsin border. We planned to go on a day in August – and that would be
after our class was over.
It was at the Renaissance Faire that I asked Susie out for the first time. She
said she would go out with me, but not before the divorce was final. She gave me
her number and said not to call until the papers were signed. As it turned out,
the papers were signed the following week, and by the next weekend, we had
our first date. That was August 23rd, and from that day on we were inseparable.
In the summer of 1999, I had planned to take the band to Rome, to
perform there and just see the sights. I wanted to get back to Rome, and I was
anxious to show my friends around the city I had explored a few years earlier. So
Susie came along on that trip, and it was there that we eloped, not 10 months
after our first date.
I proposed in a rowboat on the lagoon in the Villa Borghese (the “central
park” of Rome). That was a Tuesday. So we found a jewelry store and picked out
rings – but they had to be sized, so we had to wait for that. We were married a

couple days later on June 17th, 1999, in a private ceremony performed by the
pastor of the Methodist congregation in Rome (it was not actually legal, because
we had no marriage license).
When we came back from Rome, we started planning a legal wedding,
which we had on November 6th. To this day, we still celebrate both anniversaries.

Holy Smoke
After falling in love with Susie, I was convinced that God had sent her
into my life – in fact she was scheduled to take an entirely different class, but it
got cancelled, and she ended up in my class almost against her will. We both
agreed it was divine intervention. So I wrote this song, using Moses’ encounter
with the burning bush as a metaphor for divine intervention in general.
So in my life, I finally got to throw off the yoke of a bad marriage, and I
got to start fresh.

Don’t Take Away My Woman
This is possibly the worst song I’ve ever written. I know it, but I don’t
care. When I wrote it, I was so happy to be married to Susie that I was willing to
write down anything that expressed my feelings. We actually did have some rain
on our wedding day, but the other stuff is just hypothetical. I heard about some
people who got laid off on Christmas Eve, but that never happened to me.
Anyway, the point of the song is that I was so happy (and still am), at the time it
was like there was this fear that it could all be taken away at any moment. But
it’s true that a man can have everything, but if he doesn’t have the love and
respect of his woman, he can lose all confidence – on the other hand, you can
have nothing, no prospects, and no job, but if your woman loves and respects
you, then you still feel like a man.
When I played this song for the guys in Remember Rome, they made fun
of me. We all had a good laugh, because as I was playing it I knew it wasn’t
going to work for performance. But I don’t care – I still love the last line.

Puerto Rico
OK, so maybe this one is worse than the last one. I guess that falling in
love with Susie knocked me for a loop and temporarily set me off my
songwriting game. Susie is Puerto Rican, so the song is meant to be a kind of
song of gratitude for all that she brought into my life. I also tried to give the song
a Latin feel, but I think that just made it cheesier, because the rhythm became
more of a caricature of a Latin song than a real Latin song.
This was another song that brought laughs and teasing from my
bandmates. They knew it was cheesy, and we all knew we weren’t going to play
this song live, but it was just something I had to write. The best songwriters will
tell you that you have to write a hundred songs to get a few good ones. In other
words, you have to get the bad songs out – write all the songs – in order to write
the really good ones.

You Amaze Me
With this song, I finally got over my slump – in fact, I think this is one of
the best songs I’ve ever written. We played this song a lot with Remember Rome,
and it’s the second track on the La Bocca della Veritá CD.
The refrain really expresses what I feel – the feeling of peace in a good
marriage, and especially the lines, “Every day’s a new adventure, every moment
a discovery.”

Your Dark Eyes
This song is very much based on my own real experience falling in love
with Susie. But it’s also based on a lot of the soul searching I had done on that
summer in Rome back in 1995. I had kept a journal during my time in Rome – I
wrote in it every night (even if I didn’t get back to my room until 2 am, which
did happen a few times, and FYI, the busses in Rome don’t run that late). One of
the things I discovered about myself on that trip was that I was not able to be
myself and follow my dreams in my first marriage. Anyway, I re-read that
journal during the early days of dating Susie. I had made a list of all the character
traits I would look for if I ever got married again, and Susie had all of those
attributes.
So the song looks back on that Rome course in the summer of 1995, but by
the time I wrote it, Susie and I had already gone to Rome in 1999 and eloped.
And we were fortunate enough to go back to Rome the very next year, in 2000.
The last two lines (the bridge) convey what had kind of become my motto in life.
I would rather err on the side of taking risks and possibly regret making a
mistake, rather than risk missing an opportunity.
I used the phrase, “remember rome” in the song, but of course my band
was already called Remember Rome. So it’s not that the band was named after
this song, but that the name of the band came first, and then when I wrote this
song I put that phrase in there on purpose.
The A chord where I have the note “bar without the bar” is fingered like
an E chord, but at the fifth fret. So it’s like a barred A chord, but with the top and
bottom strings open. Guitarists will know what I’m talking about, and will
recognize the sound from the recording. I’m not a great guitarist, so whenever I
accidentally discovered some cool thing that every other guitar player already
knows, I really got my money’s worth out of it.
For a while we played this song pretty consistently with the band,
although it’s a bit long, and it’s so intensely personal, that after a while I had to
set is aside. But it is on the La Bocca della Veritá CD.

Another Thing
This is just a sweet little ditty I wrote for fun. I wanted to write something
that wasn’t too complicated, but was just a nice love song. I was inspired by
thinking over how quickly my relationship with Susie progressed from attraction
to happily ever after.

You’re All I Need
This song was my attempt at writing something that sounded like a U2
song. I was trying to get that guitar sound down, and create lyrics that were
simple, yet profound. Just like U2 has some songs with a repeating phrase (for
example, “Sweetest Thing”). In this song, the title phrase “you’re all I need” was
supposed to be the catchy hook that repeated and got stuck in the listener’s head.
I was thinking about how Susie and I seemed to be so much on the same
wavelength – and even to this day, it is still true that we understand each other,
even sometimes when other people don’t get us.
After the last refrain, I would repeat the bridge, and then I started just
trying to come up with anything that rhymed with the lines in the bridge – you
can see a bunch of lines written in, but I would add lib anything I could think of
when we played it - and we would actually fade it out when we played it live.

Squint
This song was actually inspired by the number of times I had to leave the
house before Susie got up, or came home after she went to bed (sometimes
because of band rehearsals or gigs). And it occurred to me that the more Susie
saw me through eyes that were half asleep – the better I looked.

Polishing Up My Act
This song was my attempt at writing a song that would sound kind of
retro – almost like something from the first half of the twentieth century. I
envisioned it as though it would have a prominent tuba part, something like you
would hear in a Leon Redbone song.
Remember Rome played this song a few times, but the other guys didn’t
seem to be into it, so I usually didn’t include it in the set lists.
At some point in our relationship, Susie and I acknowledged that neither
of us is perfect, yet somehow we’re perfect for each other.

Into the Fog
Somehow I lost the guitar chords to this song. When I went back through
my song notes and books, all I could find was this version of the lyrics, but I
know that there were chords for it at one time. However, this particular song
never really got finished, and so it was never performed.
Parts of this song that express the uncertainty of relationships (using the
fog metaphor) look back on previous relationships, and especially my failed
marriage. But by the time the song ends I’m thinking of Susie, and making the
comparison that my relationship with Susie was something that gave me the
courage to forge ahead, even though the future was uncertain.

Hold On To You
After having written a bunch of love songs inspired by Susie, this one
combines my love for Susie with love of God. Building on my own tradition of
blurring the line between romantic love and God’s love, I wanted to write a song
that expressed both my love for Susie and my gratitude to God for bringing her
into my life.
I was also thinking about how we often forget to pray to God when we’re
thankful and things are going well – a lot of times we only pray when things
aren’t going well. I don’t want to be that guy who only prays foxhole prayers
(not that there’s anything wrong with foxhole prayers) – I want to remember to
connect with God when things are good, and I’m feeling joy and gratitude.
So in the first refrain, “I will hold on to you,” is sung to Jesus. But then in
the second refrain, the same words are sung to Susie. The “rope of three cords” is
based on Ecclesiastes, chapter 4, where it says, “a rope of three cords (or a cord of
three strands) is not easily broken.” The point is that God is the third cord in the
rope of marriage. His presence makes it stronger.

Songs Inspired by My Catholic Faith
The combination of studying early Christianity and spending time in
Rome had created a nagging feeling in me that I needed to come back to the
church of my baptism. I slowly but surely came to the conclusion that I wanted
to part of something bigger - something that was connected back to Jesus and the
apostles by an unbroken chain of tradition. I put it off for a long time, but
eventually I made the decision to swim the Tiber, as they say.
Susie and I joined Holy Family Catholic parish, where we had a
convalidation ceremony to bring our marriage into the Catholic Church, and
where I would eventually join the staff as Director of Adult Faith Formation (like
a lay teacher, or director of adult religious education). I also started playing bass
guitar in the worship band.
One of the first things I did when I became Catholic was to join the
Catholic Association of Musicians, an organization founded by Christian music
pioneer John Michael Talbot. Back then CAM had annual retreats, where we got
to meet fellow musicians, learn about aspects of music ministry, and pray
together. Those retreats really inspired me to take my songwriting in a new
direction – more devotional and contemplative, but still with my own style of
building the lyrics on a foundation of Scripture.
When I say that this last group of songs was inspired by my Catholic faith,
that is not to imply that they are very different from my other Christian music.
Catholic is Christian, after all – it’s just a specific brand of Christian. So these
songs are still Christian songs, and my bandmates in Remember Rome were still
happy to play and sing them, though they were all Protestants. It’s just that these
songs also have liturgical elements in them, and sometimes an emphasis on the
Eucharist. To some extent, they were also inspired by my enthusiasm for my
conversion (or “reversion”) to the Catholic Church.
Most of these songs became the staples of our set lists in the last years of
Remember Rome. But eventually pretty much all of the small venues went the
way of the folk coffeehouse, and it became harder and harder to find gigs. We
did play some church concerts, but by 2010 or so, I was actually playing the
songs more at my speaking engagements than I was playing them with the band.
Eventually, we hardly ever practiced any more (it seemed we just didn’t have the
time), and we were only playing out maybe once or twice a year. I saw the
writing on the wall, and knew that the only way forward was as a solo
performer, and I also knew that if I was going to record these songs it needed to
be on a CD with my name on the front (not the name of a band) so that maybe
people who read my books would find their way to my music, or vice verse. So I
made the decision to record a solo CD called, Still Quiet Voice. Remember Rome
played its last concert in 2013.

Taste and See (Come to His Table)
There are a lot of songs called, “Taste and See.” But since you can’t
copyright a title, there was nothing stopping me from writing my own. I wanted
to write a song that combined the famous, “Taste and see that the Lord is good”
verse (Psalm 34) with the concept of the Eucharist, when we actually receive the
body and blood of the Lord, and we literally taste the elements.
This song is somewhat inspired by one or more songs by John Michael
Talbot, in which he expresses gratitude for the Eucharist (which is a Greek word
that literally means thanksgiving). I hope it doesn’t sound too much like him.
I wanted to make this song an invitation to the table, hence the line,
“Everyone is welcome, open is His door.” But of course in the Catholic Church,
the Eucharist is reserved for the baptized and initiated, so in a sense everyone is
welcome – but everyone is welcome to join the Catholic Church, and then you
can receive the Eucharist. Some may see that as less than welcoming, because it
may not actually be the case that everyone in the church is welcome to receive
the sacrament, for example if there are non-catholic visitors. But the Eucharist is a
mystery – in fact in the early Church they simply referred to it as THE mystery.
There is a miracle taking place in the sacrament, and so it must be reserved for
those who believe and have made some effort to understand what the Church
teaches about it. Anyway, the point is that this song calls people to the table of
the Lord, even if that means they might have to be patient and go through
catechism and initiation first.
The song ends with a call to action, as those who receive the Eucharist
should be motivated by it to go out into the world and share God’s love. So,
“now that your eyes of faith have seen His face… you will be His hands when
you go out from this place… and tell them…” And so it comes full circle back to
an invitation to the table.
This song was performed a lot with Remember Rome, and then later
recorded on my solo CD, Still Quiet Voice.

Peace (Dona Nobis Pacem)
When I first wrote this song, I was playing with the worship band at our
new parish, Holy Family, where I had become Catholic. I envisioned that this
might be a song we could use in worship, and so I wrote it with a cantor in mind.
You can see that each verse has two parts, and I was thinking the first part could
be sung by the cantor as a solo, the second part would be sung by the choir, and
then the refrain would be sung by the whole congregation. But the song was
never actually done that way, so we ended up playing it with the band, and the
cantor and choir sections just became lumped together as the verse.
When I recorded this song on my CD Still Quiet Voice, I came up with a
part where I sang the Latin words, “Dona nobis pacem” (grant us peace). I wish I
had thought of that earlier so it could have been part of the live performances of
this song with Remember Rome, but it was just something I came up with as I
was practicing for the recording sessions.
There’s a lot of Scripture crammed into the lyrics of this song. Like some
other songs (for example, “I Am the Vine”) I like to use the words of Jesus as
words that the listener might hear as being spoken directly to him or her. But
what most people never knew was that the music was recycled. The music for
this song was originally written as the wedding song, “Together at Last.” But
when I recorded “Together at Last,” I made it jazzy, so here I wanted to use the
music as it was originally written. You can still hear that it’s the same tune if you
listen to the two songs one after the other.

Every Knee Will Bend
I had written my dissertation on a third century theologian named
Novatian. One of the important aspects of his theology was his interpretation of
a famous passage in Paul’s letter to the Philippians, which many people believe
is a quotation of a hymn from the early Church. (See my book Trinity 101 for
more on this, or if you really want to get into it, check out my book Novatian of
Rome and the Culmination of Pre-Nicene Orthodoxy). So the passage in question,
Philippians 2:6-11, has always fascinated me, and I had experimented with a few
attempts at writing a song based on it. I eventually came up with this song as I
was sitting on a couch in the lounge at the retreat center after a CAM retreat. The
retreat was over, and I was waiting for the shuttle to get back down the
mountain to the airport, and I started strumming, and this is what came out. Or
anyway, the beginnings of this song came out.
This has always been a kind of esoteric song – which is because the
Scripture passage itself is a bit esoteric, and doesn’t really lend itself to an easy
melodic rhythm. That’s why I had several failed attempts at writing a song from
it, and that’s why this song turned out to be so difficult to play and sing. The
rhythm is odd, and the melody is hard (for me, anyway). I think that the
recording on Still Quiet Voice came out beautiful, but the reality is that I didn’t
perform this song much. We played it with Remember Rome once in a while,
and I’ve played it as a solo even fewer times. I really have to be vocally ready for
the high note in the bridge, and so I even had to take that into consideration
when planning a set list. I can’t do the song too early in the set because I might
not be warmed up enough – but I can’t do it too late in the show because my
voice might be tired. I think this song is a good example of the fact that
sometimes a person like me can write a song (as a songwriter) that’s a little out of
my depth as a performer. And to be perfectly honest, I’ve never been the kind of
person who thinks I must be the one to sing my own songs – in fact, just the
opposite – I would love to have someone else perform my songs. Sometimes that
does happen, but so far I don’t know of any recordings where another artists has
covered my music.
Sometimes it’s also tricky to write a song that conveys a difficult
theological concept, without risking that people will misunderstand. For
example, in this song (based on Philippians 2), the lyrics say that Jesus emptied
himself of “power” in order to become human. This is based on Novatian’s
interpretation of the passage, but basically it’s common sense – in order to be
truly human, Jesus had to set aside certain powers like omnipotence, because he
could not really be human if he’s omnipotent. But that does not mean he ceased
to be divine in any way, or even that his divinity was diminished, when he
became human. He remained fully divine in his incarnation. So there’s this
paradox – it’s ultimately a mystery – and it’s one thing to say that in a lecture
when you can clarify yourself as much as you need to, and even take questions
from your audience. But it’s another thing to try to say it succinctly in a song,
and get it right, and not create confusion. So I don’t perform this one much.

Come Let us Climb the Lord’s Mountain
I like this song a lot, and it’s a crowd-pleaser, but I didn’t include it on the
Still Quiet Voice CD because its doesn’t fit with the mood of… well, a still quiet
voice. On the CD, I was going for contemplative, and this song is a celebration. It
all started out from one of my favorite Scripture passages, the beginning of
Psalm 122: “I was glad when they said to me, let us go to the house of the Lord.”
I’ve always been the kind of person who loves to be in worship. Not that I
always wanted to get up and go to church on Sunday mornings when I was a
teenager, but once there, I have always loved being in the church and feeling that
air of reverence and worship. The more smells and bells the better, as far as I’m
concerned. Now that I think about it, I’ve always liked evening worship the best.
Not only do you get to sleep later, but evening worship has a certain ambience,
maybe because the windows are dark. That’s one of the great things about the
Catholic Church – Saturday evening Mass. In fact, my favorite liturgy of the year
is the Easter vigil, which can sometimes go until 11:00 pm.
So anyway, the idea of an upbeat song that celebrates going to worship in
the presence of God – that was something I was happy to write. In fact, the song
has almost a Celtic feel to it, with its bouncing ¾ time.
Like the song, “Peace,” I wrote this song with the idea that it might be
sung as a part of the liturgy, so on the original chart a cantor was supposed to
sing the verses, and the people would chime in with the refrain. But in the end, it
just became a regular verse-chorus song, with the refrain repeated between each
of the verses.

Emmaus (He Walks with Me)
The title of this song is really just “Emmaus,” after the gospel of story
about the risen Jesus appearing to the two disciples on the road to the town of
Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35). I put the parenthetical phrase on there for the
recording, since I knew that the song would be more recognizable from that
phrase than from the title, since the word “Emmaus” never occurs in the song.
You’d think I would have learned my lesson from the song, “Futility,” (which
became known as “The Beer Song”) but anyway, there you have it.
The music for this song is a bit recycled – I used the guitar riff from
“Contrast” but then made the whole thing more musical by adding a better
melody. The result is meant to feel like walking, or even trudging, along a dusty
road. I played around with the tempo a bit, and often when Remember Rome
played the song it went significantly faster than it is on the CD, Still Quiet Voice.
To be honest, a lot of my songs had, shall we say, “flexible” tempos. By that I
mean that I would often forget how fast a song was supposed to go – or the guys
in the band would have a different opinion about how fast a song was supposed
to go – so you’ll see on many of the songs I’ve written in notes about the tempo.
Often before I would start a song, I would have to mentally skip ahead to the
refrain and sing it in my head to get the tempo right. And since we usually did
not have a drummer who played a full drum set, it was mostly on me to set and
maintain the tempo with the strumming of my guitar. So this song has been
played faster (with more of that “Contrast” riff), and slower, but the tempo you
hear on the recording is meant to be like that walking pace.

Gather Around
One time I was talking with the music director at my parish, and he
mentioned there wasn’t a good worship song for Holy Thursday. Challenge
accepted. This song was written to be sung at a Holy Thursday liturgy, especially
for a parish that does foot washing (full disclosure: I’m not a big fan of foot
washing rituals… You keep your feet to yourself, and I’ll keep my feet to myself,
thank you very much). I’m more of a Tenebrae kind of guy.
Although I think this song turned out ok, it never seemed polished
enough to make it into the set lists very often. Maybe I didn’t do it with
Remember Rome because it seems too much like it belongs in liturgy, and not
enough like a “concert song.” It hasn’t been recorded, other than a demo version,
but it is one of four songs that I had scored for piano. I did this because I thought
these songs had the most potential for other parishes using them in worship.

You Are the Potter
As anyone could see by now, a lot of my songs are based on (or at least
inspired by) Scripture passages. When we did this song with Remember Rome, I
would often introduce it by saying that this song holds the record for the most
Bible verses and references. The long list at the top of the chart is only scratching
the surface. In fact, here’s a challenge for anyone who’s paying attention, and
who’s interested enough to read this far. See how many Scripture references you
can count in this song. Contact me and tell me what number you get, and if you
even get close, I’ll send you a CD of the demo versions of the songs not included
on my released CDs.
This is a fun song to play, along the lines of “Come Let us Climb the
Lord’s Mountain,” and like that song, it has an upbeat, almost Celtic feel when
we played it live (the demo version is a bit jazzy, believe it or not). But there are a
lot of words, and some of them go by pretty fast. So this was not a song you
could phone in – it was like, take a deep breath, and dive in. This song wasn’t
included on Still Quiet Voice for the same reason that “Come Let us Climb…”
wasn’t included – it’s just too upbeat, and I really wanted the CD to be very
contemplative.

If I Could Thank You
I’ve come to believe that a lot of great songs are written from a place of
suffering. I mean, look at the blues, after all. But really, often personal pain is the
inspiration for great art. And when you write a song that’s coming from a place
of suffering, and you do it well enough that other people can related to it in their
own pain, you’ve really done the world a great service – you’ve facilitated
people bonding together, and even to a certain extent you’ve helped people heal.
So that’s all great, but what do you do when things are going great? Do you say
to yourself, “Well, I guess I can’t write any good songs this year because my
marriage is great and my career is going well”? So I decided that I needed to
write a song that would express my gratitude to God for all of the blessings I was
experiencing. And this is the song I wrote.
Truthfully, we could never repay God for his grace, forgiveness, and
blessings. The best we can do is “pay it forward,” by loving others in the name of
God. We extend God’s love and offer it to others, and that’s how we pay God
back. We love God by loving others. So that’s what this song is getting at. Trying
to express how our gratitude should motivate us to pass on the blessings. God’s
gifts are meant to be given away – in fact, we cannot keep them, unless we give
them away.
The other way we give thanks to God is, of course, in worship. And the
core of worship is the Eucharist – which is a Greek word that means
“thanksgiving.” So we give thanks to God by coming to the table and receiving
the Body and Blood of the Lord. In the early Church, the sacrament of Holy
Communion was often simply referred to as “The Thanksgiving,” and that’s why
we call it The Eucharist.
The bridge of this song contains words taken directly from the liturgy. As
Catholics will recognize, this phrase that’s recited by the congregation has been
changed and now we say, “Lord, I am not worthy that you should enter under
my roof, but only say the word and my soul shall be healed.” The new version is
meant to be closer to the Scripture passages that the whole thing is based on (cf.
Matthew 8:8), but I never considered changing it in the song to reflect the change
in liturgy. The newer version wouldn’t really flow with the melody, but also I
knew that many people would recognize it as the older version – and anyway,
it’s not like this song would ever be sung in liturgy, so it doesn’t have to
conform.
This song is a very personal song of gratitude to God, my attempt at
saying thanks to God for all of his blessings, the most important of which is the
incarnation, and the passion – the sacrifice that Jesus Christ made for us on the
cross: “Your greatest gift was your sacrifice.”

The Word
I can’t remember whether I wrote this song first, and then came up with
the idea for the “Trinity Suite,” or whether I had the idea for the “Trinity Suite”
first and then started by writing this song. Anyway, the “Trinity Suite” is three
songs on the Still Quiet Voice CD dedicated to the Holy Trinity, each song
focusing on one person of the Trinity. It’s not easy to put doctrine to music, as
I’ve mentioned, because you have to be very succinct (not to mention poetic),
and you don’t have a chance to clarify after the fact if people don’t get it. With
the Trinity, it’s even trickier, because of a doctrine called inseparable operation (all
three persons of the Trinity are involved in all divine activity), so you can’t make
a distinction between the three persons of the Trinity by what they “do.” The
truth is, anything God does is done by all three persons. In the end, I think the
songs are doctrinally orthodox, though maybe not perfectly articulated – it’s
much easier to say it in a book (like my book, Trinity 101, for example).
This song focuses on the second person of the Trinity, Jesus Christ the Son
of God. What sets the Son apart from the Father and the Spirit is the incarnation.
While it’s true that all three persons were involved in the incarnation, only the
Son became human. I also included the fact that the Son is the Word of God, the
agent of creation – as John wrote, “All things came into being through Him, and
apart from Him nothing came into being that has come into being” (John 1:3). In
fact, that whole first chapter of the gospel of John is a theological treatise on the
second person of the Trinity.
The refrain of the song is based on John 14:6, where Jesus says, “I am the
way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through me.”

The Wisdom
This song is also part of the “Trinity Suite,” on the Still Quiet Voice CD,
and is the song that focuses on the first person of the Trinity, God the Father.
Some might argue that “wisdom” is a more appropriate title for the Holy Spirit,
or even the Son (based on some Old Testament passages where wisdom is
personified). But the reality is that the doctrine of inseparable operation has a
corollary – the doctrine of appropriation, which says that pretty much anything
you can call one person of the Trinity, you have to be able to use that same title
for the other two persons of the Trinity. There are a few exceptions to this rule, of
course – you can’t call the Father the Son (or the Word). But for the most part,
any title (especially titles based on activity, like “Creator”) can be applied equally
to any person of the Trinity (for the exceptions, see my book, Trinity 101).
My point is calling this song, “The Wisdom” (apart from going for the
alliteration where all three songs would start with “W”), was to show the
paradox of how God apparently thinks, and how God’s wisdom might seem like
foolishness to us (see I Corinthians 1:21 & 3:19). So you have these contrasts – like
the fact that the omniscient and omnipotent One was willing to be incarnate as a
helpless baby who needed to learn things just to function in the world. In order
to save humanity, the all-powerful God first became helpless. That’s mindblowing, and so I wanted to capture that in a song.
I began with the metaphor of lovers (still trying to create a New Testament
version of Song of Songs). The things lovers say to each other would often sound
silly if others heard them, and yet they make perfect sense to the lovers. In the
same way, the stuff we know and believe about God sometimes sounds foolish to
people who don’t know God. But while God could have made us so that we
must acknowledge and worship him, he chose to give us free will – even to the
point where we can reject him – so that when we chose to acknowledge and
worship him, we could also love him. Love must be given out of free will, or it’s
not love. That’s the foundation of the whole paradox.
So for the song, I tried to come up with as many of these contrasts as I
could. I have a chapter on this in my book, Spiritual Blueprint: How We Live, Work,
Love, Play, and Pray. It’s the chapter called “Kosher Bacon.”
Originally, I had a reference to God the Father as “Yahweh” in the song.
But I decided to take that out because in recent years I’ve been coming to a
greater appreciation for the reverence of Jews, who do not say the name of God.

The Wind (Veni Sancte Spiritus)
This is the third song in the “Trinity Suite” on the Still Quiet Voice CD,
focusing on the Holy Spirit. The word “Spirit” in both Hebrew and Greek can
also be translated “breath,” or “wind.” So the Holy Spirit is the “Holy Wind”
who blows wherever he wants (John 3:8). In fact, in the book of Genesis where it
describes the creation of everything, it says that the Spirit of God (or a wind from
God, depending on your translation) was “moving over the surface of the
waters” (Genesis 1:2). So the Holy Spirit is also Creator, just as the Father and the
Son – again demonstrating that you can’t label the three persons of the Trinity by
task, since they are always working together.
My goal in this song was to show how the Holy Spirit has always been
there, hovering over every situation. The Spirit was there at creation, in the Old
Testament, in the New Testament, in the Church. There is this divine consistency
throughout all of human history. And the Holy Spirit continues to be with us as
we worship, share God’s love – no matter what we do. Finally, the Holy Spirit is
traditionally associated with what we call the “communion of the saints” – that
is, the unity in Christ of all believers: past, present, and future. Those on earth,
and those in heaven.
The last line of each verse has the phrase, “The Holy mighty rushing Spirit
wind.” That’s the combination of the two phrases, “The Holy Spirit,” and the
description of the Spirit, “like a mighty rushing wind” from the story of
Pentecost in Acts, chapter 2 (specifically, verse 2).
The Latin text is translated as follows:
Veni Spiritus = Come, Spirit
Veni Sancte Spiritus = Come, Holy Spirit
Reple Nos = Fill us
Reple Animos Nostri = Fill our hearts/spirits/souls
Incidentally, if you see notes on the charts about a style number, that’s a
reference to one of my keyboards that has a built-in drum machine. The number
tells me which drum pattern I used on the demo version of the song.

Lost and Found (Knees on the Ground)
I was so happy with the phrase, “Lost and found, knees on the ground,”
that I could not believe it wasn’t already taken. I couldn’t believe no one had
thought of it before. But as far as I know, I invented it. Yeah, that’s right.
Copyright, baby.
Romans 8:26-27 says, “In the same way the Spirit also helps our weakness;
for we do not know how to pray as we should, but the Spirit himself intercedes
for us with groanings too deep for words, and he who searches the heart knows
what the mind of the Spirit is, because he intercedes for the saints according to
the will of God.” I’ve always loved this verse because let’s face it, everyone is at a
loss for words from time to time, and often in those times when we most need to
pray – that’s when words fail us. So the promise is that it’s ok if we don’t know
what to say when we pray. The Holy Spirit, who connects our own spirit to the
Trinity, fills in the gaps. I love that.
This song is not based on any particular personal experience of needing
prayer, but I suppose it’s meant to be a song of peace for those times. Writing it, I
could remember times of really feeling like I needed God, but admitting that
only God knew what it was that I needed from him. There is also a nod here to
the Eucharist, in that praying alone is not enough – we need to come to the table
to receive from Christ, and in that receiving we gain strength.
This song is on the Still Quiet Voice CD.

Be My Strength
This song is another one kind of like “Lost and Found,” making the point
that when we are weak, Christ is strong for us. II Corinthians 12:10 says,
“Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with
persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ's sake. For when I am weak, then I am
strong.” Philippians 4:13 says, “I can do all things through him who strengthens
me.”
For this song, I made it about resisting temptation. That’s often when we
need a lot of strength, but ironically it’s also about surrendering – giving up
control and giving away our prerogative to have it our way. But we are so easily
distracted, and in many ways have our priorities wrong. The line, “Lord, the
world is upside down compared to you,” is an homage to the song “Kingdom
Upside Down,” my Morgan Cryar, which came out in 1990. It was one of the
great CCM albums I had on cassette back in the day. But actually, the concept of
the Kingdom being “upside down” really comes from Jesus. It’s the world that’s
backwards compared to the Kingdom, and that’s why Jesus was always saying
things like, “The last shall be first.” For more on this understanding of the
Kingdom, see my book, The Wedding of the Lamb: A Historical Approach to the Book
of Revelation, especially the chapter “Jesus Saw it Coming – The Gospels and
Revelation.”
The last line of the refrain is a reference to Mark 9:24. It’s part of the story
of when Jesus was confronted with a young boy possessed by a demon. The
boy’s father asked Jesus to heal him, saying, “If you can do anything, take pity on
us and help us.” Jesus basically says, Whadya mean, IF? Anything is possible for
the one who believes. So the guy replies with one of the greatest and most
human lines in all of Scripture (I’ll bet you can relate to this) – he says: “I do
believe… help my unbelief.”
This is probably the most upbeat song on the Still Quiet Voice CD. I
considered not including it because I worried that it wasn’t contemplative
enough, but in the end I decided that it did fit in fine, and I really wanted to
record it.

Ave Maria (Ora Pro Nobis)
I’ll admit that there was a time when I had not realized that Ave Maria was
the Hail Mary prayer. Since becoming Catholic, however, I’ve been fascinated
with the Hail Mary, and naturally wanted to write a musical setting. So of course
I did not write these lyrics, I only wrote the music. This song is included on the
Still Quiet Voice CD, but I also have it in my head that someday I want to
continue the theme and expand it into a mass setting.
The first half of the Hail Mary is basically just a couple of Scripture
passages mashed together. In Luke 1:28, the angel comes to Mary and says,
“Hail, [you who are] full of grace, the Lord is with you.” Then when Mary visits
Elizabeth, and little pre-born John the baptizer jumps in his mother’s womb,
Elizabeth says, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your
womb.” The prayer just clarifies things by inserting the names “Mary” and
“Jesus” where appropriate. The second half of the prayer asks Mary to pray for
us – that’s what Ora Pro Nobis means: Pray for us. Mary is called “Mother of
God,” a title confirmed at the ecumenical council of Ephesus in the year 431 AD,
but it’s a tradition that goes even farther back than that.
Unlike a lot of settings for the Ave Maria, I wanted to make this feel like a
song (as opposed to a classical piece), so I created a refrain that could be repeated
between two “verses,” as it were. The two verses are the two halves of the
prayer. So the English translation of the lyrics is as follows:
Ave Maria gratia plena: Hail Mary, full of grace
Dominus tecum: The Lord is with you
Benedicta tu in mulieribus: Blessed are you among women,
Et benedictus fructus ventris tui, Iesus!: and blessed is the fruit of your womb, Jesus
Ave Maria, gratia plena: Hail Mary, full of grace
Dominus tecum, ora pro nobis: The Lord is with you, pray for us.
Sancta Maria, Mater Dei: Holy Mary, Mother of God
Ora pro nobis peccatoribus: Pray for us sinners
Nunc,! et in hora mortis nostrae: Now, and at the hour of our death
Amen: Amen

Still Quiet Voice (Vox Aurae Tenuis)
Writing this song was a major accomplishment for me. Just as I’ve
mentioned with other songs, that they are based on favorite verses of mine, I
have always wanted to write a song based on the concepts that come from Psalm
46 and I Kings 19. It took me a lot of years to finally get it out, but this is it. Psalm
46 says, “Be still and know that I am God” (verse 10), and “God is our refuge and
strength, a very present help in trouble” (verse 1). I combined this with I Kings
19, especially verses 11-12, which is the story of the prophet Elijah looking for
God. But God was not found in the tornado, or the earthquake, or the fire – God
was to be found in the still, quiet voice (in Latin: Vox aurae tenuis). Needless to
say, this song really captured the spirit of what I was going for with my solo CD,
and so it became the title track, as I also named the CD Still Quiet Voice.

Peter and Tom
I always figured, if St. Peter could be forgiven for denying Jesus (and he
even became the leader of the apostles), then there’s hope for the rest of us. In
John chapter 21, Jesus asks Peter three times, “Do you love me?” And so, just as
Peter had denied even knowing him three times, now three times Peter confirms
his love for Jesus, “Lord, you know I do.” So as I started thinking about writing a
song about this, it occurred to me that Thomas had also denied Jesus in a way, in
the sense that he refused to believe in the resurrection on the basis of the other
apostles’ testimony – he needed to see for himself. Personally, I can relate to both
Peter and Tom.
The song begins with the refrain, which is a combination of Thomas’
response when he felt the wounds of Jesus (“My Lord and my God,” John 20:28)
and Peter’s response to Jesus’ question (“You know I love you). I kept the refrain
very simple so it could be sung as a worship song, and in fact I’ve used this song
with groups many times. They don’t need a projection or a worship aid – I just
teach them the two lines of the refrain, and get them to sing it over and over
again, rather like a Taizé song – and then I sing the verses.
The first verse is based on Peter’s confession of Jesus in the gospels (see
Matthew 16:15-19), as well as Peter’s response to the Bread of Life discourse in
John 6 (see verses 66-69). The second verse is based on Jesus’ appearance to the
disciples on the road to Emmaus, when they said, “Stay with us” (Luke 24:29-32).
There are a few other passages listed, but those are the main ones.
This song wasn’t included on the Still Quiet Voice CD because it’s too
upbeat. I wanted to include it, but it just didn’t fit with the whole contemplative
feel, and so I knew it would be the sore thumb, so I had to leave it out.

Where Could I Go?
This song is based on Psalm 139, which basically says what the song says
– there’s nowhere you can go to get away from God. It’s the lesson Jonah
learned, but it’s supposed to be a comforting message, not a threat. God is
always there for you. With this song, I wanted to write it in a folky style,
something like some of the more stripped-down songs you hear lately. But this
one has a bouncy, old-timey feel to it, like you could imagine a big band playing
it.

I Fell Behind
I’ve always liked the parable of the workers in the vineyard (Matthew 20).
That’s the one where even the guys who only worked an hour at the end of the
day got paid a full day’s wage. The point is that God is generous, and we should
be, too.
With God, we don’t get what we deserve – we get much more. And so we
have no right to complain. At least that’s what I was thinking when I wrote the
song. It’s really, at its heart, another gratitude song.
At first I wasn’t happy with the line, “the universe threw me another
curve,” because I don’t like when people personify the universe. It usually seems
like an attempt to avoid giving God credit for anything, or even to avoid
acknowledging God. In fact, it’s ridiculous for people to deny God and then
personify the universe, as if they’re talking about someone or something other
than God. Anyway, I eventually decided that the line worked, and might catch
the attention of someone who likes to talk that way.
The line about the wooden goggles is very vague, I know. It’s a reference
to Jesus’ preaching about taking the log out of your eye, so you can take the
speck out of someone else’s eye. It’s about being a hypocrite – criticizing
someone for something when the criticizer is even worse but won’t admit it. I
had remembered that back when I lived in California, I once heard a Christian
comedian do a bit based on this Scripture passage – it was about an old west
villain called, “Old Log-Eye.” The bit cracked me up, and the image really stuck
with me. So that’s the inspiration for the concept of “wooden goggles.” To wear
wooden goggles is to be blind to your own blindness, to live in denial about your
own faults while finding fault with others. In other words, to be a hypocrite. I
know, it’s too obscure, and I always had to explain it when we played this song
live. Which of course breaks another rule of songwriting – if you have to explain
it before you play the song, you haven’t done your job in writing the song. Oh
well.
So this song is about those times when we are humbled – often as a result
of our own failures, and yet sometimes God lifts us up anyway. In fact, God is
always the God of clean slates and second chances. He is the God of blessings for
the undeserving. He is the God of generosity, always giving us more than we
deserve.

The Only Thing Left
I wrote this song reflecting on the experience that everyone has in life,
when someone dies and is taken so suddenly you don’t get to say goodbye. In
fact, I suppose most deaths are like that. It wasn’t that I had any recent deaths in
my life, but I was just thinking about it, and also now with facebook you hear
about other people’s tragedies more readily than before.
The music for this song is recycled from the song, “The Faith of Love,”
which I really liked but no one was ever hearing it. So I decided to use the music
again and write some lyrics that fit with the more overtly Christian stuff I’ve
been doing lately. But I did retain a little bit of the idea of staring up at the moon.
At the end of I Corinthians 13, the apostle Paul says, “Now faith, hope,
and love remain – these three – but the greatest of these is love.” Throughout the
history of the Church, theologians have taught that the reason love is the
greatest, is that love is the only one that’s eternal. Faith will become unnecessary
in eternal life, as will hope, since we will have received what we hope for. But
love lives on in eternity. So at the end of the day, love is the only thing left.
In I Thessalonians, Paul is comforting some Christians who had lost loved
ones. It seems they expected Jesus to return before any of them died, and when
some did, they didn’t know how to take it. So Paul tells them about the
resurrection, and how heaven is a reunion with loved ones. In fact, that is part of
our hope of eternal life – that the love we shared with people in this life will
continue on into eternity, and that when we die we will be reunited with them.
Hebrews 12:1-3 says, “Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses
surrounding us, let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the sin which so
easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us,
fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set
before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the
right hand of the throne of God. For consider Him who has endured such
hostility by sinners against Himself, so that you will not grow weary and lose
heart.” Those people who went to eternal life before us are our “cloud of
witnesses” and they cheer us on as we run the race of the Christian life. And if
we don’t get to say goodbye before they go, we can be comforted with the
promise that we will see them again.

