JAZZIN'

                                     Rev. Suzanne Meyer

Jazz is often referred to as the only art form that can truly be described as purely American in origin. Some of its la de dah aficionados even go so far as to call it American classical music. Jazz that originally emanated from the steamy cribs and honky tonks of New Orleans’s infamous Storyville Red-light District is now respectable enough for Carnegie Hall.

Jazz: it was birthed in the Big Easy and it quickly came to be associated with easy love, easy sex, easy money, and all too easy violence.

Jazz: that down and dirty music that was said to have the power to make a good man dessert his home, cheat on his wife, spend his pay check, and then leave him almost too weak to crawl home dirty and hung over on Monday morning. Jazz the musical drug. The more you heard the more you wanted to hear. Jazz the devil’s own music. And although Storyville is just a memory and jazz is now quite legit, highly respectable, “a gen-u-ine art form, for gosh sakes,” there will always be that faint odor of sweat, sex, cheap perfume, and reefer clinging to each note no matter when, where, or by whom it is played.  And so when one attempts to speak of the theology, the innate religiosity, or sacredness of jazz, incredulous eyebrows are sure to go up. Those who are orthodox in their religion will want to defend holy mother the church from the polluting effects of jazz, while those who are orthodox in their jazz will likewise want to defend it against them holy “muther’s” from the church. But jazz is undeniably rooted in the realm of the spirit. Jazz has a sacred quality. Jazz has a theology. 

Moreover, jazz theology can provide a powerful and instructive metaphor for us, as religious liberals. You can appreciate jazz without giving thought to the religious underpinnings of this musical art form, but you cannot truly understand jazz unless you have some knowledge and sympathy for its spiritual roots.

If I were to ask you to tell me about jazz: where did jazz come from; when did it begin; why is it important? And if you were to answer: It came from the Crescent City, way down yonder in New Orleeenz. And it started in those wild, gay nineteen nineties with rag time piano, brass band and the good time, happy time, party time music found in that city’s old red light district. Originated by self taught musicians who were less than a generation out of enslavement; played on beat up instruments; composed in bawdy houses; inspired by rot gut whiskey and reefer, designed to be played on street corners, jazz is now an art form taught by doctors of philosophy in the finest universities and appreciated by an exclusive and well heeled, well educated clientele. In addition, jazz is important today because it is an American art form.  Jazz is art, but more than art. Jazz is entertainment, but more than entertainment. Jazz music is the music of redemption and resurrection.  Jazz music is the voice of a Diaspora people. It is the music of an African people separated, enslaved, beaten down, shamed, deprived of every single right we consider essential to maintaining basic humanity.  Jazz is the living proof that the holiness of the human spirit cannot be taken away, even though home, culture, freedom, family, dignity, religion, name, language, and even life itself are brutally wrenched away. It is the evidence that the human spirit contains the power to transform pain, suffering and sorrow into beauty and art. But even as we delight in the beauty, we cannot afford to forget the human tragedy out of which it was born. You cannot speak of the theology of jazz without speaking of Africa, African religion, African American enslavement, and Jim Crow laws. You cannot speak of the holiness of jazz and ignore the horror out of which it was brought to life.

Sidney Bechet, the great New Orleans reed player, called his music “the remembering song.” To remember, literally re -member, means to put the pieces back together. Religion is about remembering---putting back together shattered hopes and dreams. Jazz is about remembering. It grew out of the unconscious efforts of African American musicians to put back together a shattered community ---a culture and a religion--- and thus it became a sort of religion in and of itself.  It is my belief that we human beings, no matter how sophisticated, have a basic craving for ecstasy, for self-transcendence, for a sense of joyfulness that is much deeper than mere happiness or momentary pleasure. Look up the words. Ecstasy means literally, “to stand outside oneself”. Enthusiasm literally means to, “be filled with God”. We all seem to have an inherent longing to shake off our old selves and reach a state of union with the holy---although we may resist couching this need in such terms. Some seek and find this ecstasy in religion. Others unfortunately seem to reach for this experience through drugs and alcohol. In addition, many people look for and experience this feeling of union with the holy through dance and/or music.

As professor Neil Leonard writes in his book Jazz: Myth and Religion: 

“For all true believers jazz answered needs that traditional faith did not address. While the music had different meanings for different followers—black, white, male female, young, old, rich or poor, in various psychological states and social situations—for all devotees it provided some form of ecstasy or catharsis transcending the limitations, dreariness and desperation of ordinary existence.” However, while jazz may produce a form of ecstasy, does it also have an underlying religious wisdom? Yes, indeed. Jazz is a music born out of the suffering of African Americans. Not just the suffering of slavery, but the suffering of Jim Crow, the suffering of poverty and discrimination. You can appreciate jazz as art without knowing anything about its history, but to understand jazz, to know jazz, you must be willing to enter into your own experience of suffering and redemption.  Each note demonstrates that human beings can endure the worst forms of degradation imaginable and survive—but more than survive. Jazz is filled with joy as well as sorrow. Free jazz saxophonist Archie Shepp declared: “Jazz is a symbol of the triumph of the human spirit... It is the lily in spite of the swamp.” Jazz is a song of resurrection, of triumph over slavery and oppression—of the unquenchable nature of the human spirit. Jazz took three hundred years of enslavement to produce.  It can give a message of hope to those who must wait for a kind of resurrection in their own lives.

So jazz has an underlying religious wisdom, but does it have the power to transform cultural institutions? Does it have a social conscience?  According to Neil Leonard, “As earthy blues, exalted anthem, or something in between, jazz could energize the most jaded will. Jazz is an active agent, a powerful force whose ecstasies, whether subtly insinuated or supplied in lightening illuminations, altered personality and society. Through cajolery, charm, warmth, surprise, shock or outrage it could brush aside the most entrenched tradition, the most oppressive custom, and inspire subversive social behavior. Consider how the jazzy music of the Twenties went hand in hand with the upheavals in manners and morals of that time, how bop was the cry of street-wise young rebels in the Forties, and how the “New thing” of the Sixties was closely allied to the “Black Power” impulse of the day. Clearly jazz is more than a passive flower, a glorious cultural ornament affirming humanity, it is also a powerful social force which has cut broadly and deeply, its prophets, rituals and myths touching not only individual souls but large groups bringing intimations of magic and the sacred to an era whose enormous changes have depleted conventional faiths.” Jazz has ecstasies, wisdom and a social conscience, elements necessary for all authentic religions. 
Additionally, I think jazz has a special message for us as  we struggle with the classic tensions that have always characterized religion—the tensions between emotion and reason, between individuality and community, between spirituality and social responsibility.  Jazz, as metaphor, can speak to us about the balance between improvisation and discipline, between acceptance of individuality and the demands of community; about that delicate balance we strive to maintain between the need we have to be open to innovation, improvisation, and individuality in our religion while at the same time having respect for needs of structure, tradition, and community.  Jazz is like religion in that it is a form of expression that values individuality. In both jazz and Unitarian Universalism, harmony is not achieved through the repression of individual differences. Jazz critic Eric Hobsbawm writes: “There is no such thing in jazz as an illegitimate note: vibrato is just as legitimate as pure tone... Some players, influenced by orthodox music, have from time to experimented with orthodox instrumental tones, but so far as jazz is concerned this is merely another proof that any sound that comes out of an instrument is a legitimate sound. Jazz players are great experimenters. Jazz is player’s music. Everything is subordinate to the individual players.”
We religious folk express the same feelings about the relationship between the individual and the religious institution in phrases such as freedom of conscience, the supreme worth and dignity of each human personality, and a religion that puts its faith in you. We too value individual diversity over doctrinal conformity. Not just diversity for diversity’s sake, but rather diversity for the sake of truth.  Jazz is like liberal religion in that it is in continual rebellion against orthodoxy, both religious orthodoxy that exists on the outside and the tendencies of those within the liberal fold who fear change to create internal orthodoxies. Hobsbawm writes: “Jazz is neither self contained or unchanging. Jazz cannot survive like baroque music, as a form of pastiche or archeology for the cultured public... It is too early to think its potential is exhausted.” He adds, “There may well come a point in the evolution of jazz where it might be better to stop calling it by that name. But it is in its nature a music without precise boundary lines.” 
Like religion, jazz is composed of many cultural and spiritual threads. Both have the capacity to incorporate aspects from widely divergent sources in the process of searching for a deeper spiritual or artistic truth. “Jazz arose at a point where three different European cultural traditions intersected: the Spanish, French, and the Anglo-Saxon. Each on its own had produced a characteristic Afro-European musical fusion. The Mississippi Delta with its Protestant Anglo-Saxon hinterland, its arms opening on the Spanish Caribbean, and its native French culture, combined all these as no other region did.” African rhythms, Pentecostal hymns, military marches, British folk ballads combined to create something greater than the sum of its parts.  The final test of all these being not where did this or that come from, but does it ring true to our common human experience. 
As with jazz, the proof is in the playing. When we juxtapose philosophy, psychology, spirituality, and social protest, the only important question is: does it make sense of our experience, does it have the power to transform human existence for the good? Does it have soul? Does it have spirit? Does it motivate us to live out our values? 

But while jazz, like religion, is ever evolving and in a constant state of improvisation, it has an underlying discipline, a tradition that defines it and holds it together. This is good for us religious liberals to remember as well. Rhythmically jazz consists of two elements: a steady and unchanging beat---normally two or four to a bar, and a wide range of variations around it. These may consist of various kinds of syncopation. Rhythm is essential to jazz: it is the organizing element in the music. For us as Unitarian Universalists our four hundred year old tradition, far from providing the limits of our movement, provide a certain rhythm, a pattern, that keeps us true to who we are. Not a rigid creed, but a steady beat, a reminder of where we are and where we’re going. The rhythm keeps the combo together and allows for even the wildest improvisation. Our tradition keeps us together while allowing us the freedom to solo, to push beyond the previous limits, to soar high in the sky, but also to land once again. Our tradition, our history, is that steady beat, that unifying force. If you don’t know where you’ve come from, your history, how will you know where you are going?

Additionally, I think jazz has a special message for religious people.  As I see it, religious folk have two major faults: we have a tendency to be both very uptight and undisciplined in our religion.  First, many religious people tend to be very uptight, stiff, fearful of anything that approaches religious fervor or ecstasy. We seldom give ourselves over to our feelings or emotions and when we are accidentally overcome by our feelings, we are embarrassed. We stuff both our joy and pain deep within, still longing for a sense of union with the holy, but fearful of losing control. Jazz enables us to let go, to experience joy and sorrow, hope and pain in a way that we can accept without embarrassment. Under the spell of music we can seek that holy union with the divine spirit.  In the words of an old gospel song: “We can sing when the spirit says sing, we can dance when the spirit says dance...” 
Second, we religious liberals tend to value spiritual freedom, but we often lack discipline. We want to jazz our theology, improvise, play a solo rather than jamming with the band. We often grasp at this belief, reject that belief, become enamored with the New Age metaphysics, join a group of Sufi dancers, take up yoga, embrace this or that teacher or teaching without any sense of where or how we are grounded. We are free to believe, but our freedom inhibits our ability to embrace a spiritual discipline. We try on theologies like trying on hats. When confronted by a spiritual crisis, we often lack the tools to cope. If I can believe everything, how can I believe anything?

Jazz, like liberal religion, is a form of expression that values individualism, originality, and creativity, but good jazz like good liberal religion is based on discipline. Before you can improvise, you have to know how to play the scales. Before you can start shopping in the super market of religious ideas, you have to have taken the time to learn the basics. You have to learn the scales. As jazzman Clarence Rivers plainly put it when speaking of jazz improvisation: “Spontaneity takes a great deal of practice.” The same goes for liberal religion. In our wide-ranging search for meaning, we seldom do more than skim the service of a spiritual tradition before we are off in search of something new. Authentic spirituality, like music, requires commitment and devotion.

Likewise, becoming a religious person is not a mere intellectual exercise; it has to be lived, acted upon. You can’t forget to practice; you always gotta be working on your chops.  In the worlds of African American scholar Cornell West, “To be a jazz freedom fighter is an attempt to galvanize and energize a world-weary people into forms of organization with accountable leadership that promote critical exchange and broad reflection. The interplay of individuality and unity is not one of uniformity and unanimity imposed from above, but rather of conflict among diverse groupings that reach a dynamic consensus subject to questioning or criticism.” As with a soloist in a jazz quartet, quintet, or band, individuality is promoted in order to sustain and increase creative tension with the group---a tension that yields higher levels of performance to achieve the aim of the collective project.

This sort of critical and democratic sensibility flies in the face of any policing of borders and boundaries of “blackness,” “maleness,” “femaleness,” or “whiteness.”

Neil Leonard is writing about jazz of course, but I think you’ll agree with me that his words could apply to all of us as well. 

