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Welcome to the Memorial Church and to this afternoon’s performance of Carson Cooman’s
oratorio The Acts of the Apostles. Based on selected episodes from the Book of Acts, this wonderful
score is filled with imaginative word painting, sensitive text setting, a variety of rich choral colors,
and a wide palette of instrumental timbres, including some unusual effects from the piano. As is
typical of Carson’s music, this piece is superbly crafted technically, but moreover it is thoroughly
enjoyable to sing and immediately accessible to an audience.

Premiering this work a decade ago was a thrilling experience, and it is a great joy to revisit it with a
new set of voices and players. In addition, the piece holds a special meaning for me personally, as
both composer and librettist are close friends and colleagues. Matthew Burt was one of the first
people I ever met at Harvard, when we were both young graduate students in 1998. Little did I
know then that he would go on to become one of my closest friends and a colleague whose wisdom
and counsel I value greatly. Before returning to Harvard in 2003, I had only known the lore of
Carson Cooman—a young undergraduate composer who had composed several hundred works
even before entering college—but I got to know him personally during his senior year of college.
Since then, I have had the privilege of collaborating with him on a number of projects, and I was
delighted when he accepted our offer to become a member of the music staff at the Memorial
Church, where he is a treasured colleague. Simply put, Carson knows more about contemporary
American church music than anyone I have ever encountered, and working with him continues to
be an extraordinary education for me.

It continues to be my very great privilege to serve in this church and to lead a choir of students
whose love of singing brings so much joy to the community. Our work would not be possible
without the support of so many benefactors, and I would like to thank all of our patrons for their
ongoing generosity.

My sincere thanks go to my colleagues in the church, and in particular to Professor Jonathan L.
Walton and Thomas Sheehan, whose friendship and encouragement I cherish. To the Harvard
University Choir secretaries, Theodora Mautz and May Wang, I give my endless gratitude for all
they do to ensure the group’s smooth-running. Finally, I thank you, the audience, for your support
of this afternoon’s concert and for your continued enthusiasm for the music program here in the

Memorial Church.

Edward Jones
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For over 180 years the Harvard University Choir has provided a unique opportunity for student singers to
perform choral literature at the highest level, both in concert and during the services of the Memorial
Church. Its program of daily choral services, broadcasts, tours, commissions, and recordings make it one of
the premier college chapel ensembles in the United States, and each year the choir presents America’s
longest-running Christmas Carol Services to packed congregations. Highlights of recent seasons include
concert performances of Monteverdi’s L Orfeo and Vespers, Haydn’s The Creation, ]. S. Bach’s St. John
Passion and Mass in B minor, C. P. E. Bach’s Die Israeliten in der Wiiste, Gluck’s Orfeo ed Euridice, Handel’s
Athalia, Saul, and Messiah, Mozart’s Requiem and Mass in C minor (in completions by Harvard Professor
Robert Levin), Roxanna Panufnik’s Westminster Mass, Alice Parker’s Melodious Accord, Stephen Paulus’s The
Three Hermits, and Benjamin Britten’s St. Nicolas. This season’s offerings include a tour to the United
Kingdom, Composer in Residence Carson Cooman’s 7he Acts of the Apostles, and Handel’s Judas
Maccabaeus. Committed to the presentation of new music, the choir has premiered works by today’s most
prominent composers, including David Conte, Tarik O’Regan, Alice Parker, Daniel Pinkham, Craig
Phillips, and John Rutter.

Edward Elwyn Jones is the Gund University Organist and Choirmaster at Harvard University, a post he has
held since 2003. Mr. Jones directs the music program in the Memorial Church in the midst of Harvard Yard
and leads the 180-year old Harvard University Choir in its daily choral services, broadcasts, tours,
commissions, and recordings. Mr. Jones is also Music Director of the Harvard Radcliffe Chorus, the Lowell
House Opera (New England’s longest-running opera company), and is a frequent collaborator with Yale’s
Schola Cantorum. As a conductor, he has guest conducted with such organizations as Boston Modern
Orchestra Project, Grand Harmonie, Pro Arte Chamber Orchestra of Boston, Boston Camerata, Emmanuel



Music (Boston), Longwood Symphony Orchestra, and the Handel and Haydn Society Orchestra. He has
led opera productions with Iceland’s Reykjavik Summer Opera Festival, New England’s Intermezzo Opera,
Lowell House Opera, and the Harvard Early Music Society. Mr. Jones has worked alongside William
Christie, Christopher Hogwood, Nicholas McGegan, and Gil Rose, and has served as continuo player and
Assistant Conductor to Sir John Eliot Gardiner and the English Baroque Soloists.

During his time at Harvard, Mr. Jones has overseen the publication of a new university hymnal and the
installation of two new pipe organs in the Memorial Church and has commissioned works from some of
America’s most prominent contemporary composers, including Daniel Pinkham, Alice Parker, and David
Conte. A native of Wales, Mr. Jones studied music at Cambridge University, where he was Organ Scholar of
Emmanuel College, and served as conductor of three university orchestras. He received his Master of Music
degree in orchestral conducting from Mannes College of Music in New York City, where he was the
recipient of the Felix Salzer Memorial Award.

Bass-baritone Christopher Talbot began his career as a boy chorister at All Saints Church, Worcester, MA,
where he performed around the Northeast as well as at the Three Choirs Festival in England. As an
undergraduate at Drew University he pursued both vocal performance and composition, with an emphasis
on early music performance. A student of Spanish, he studied opera and early music for a term at [UNA—a
national conservatory in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Recently he traveled to Germany with Canto Armonico,
where they recorded music of Schiitz and Praetorius under the direction of Ulf Wellner. He performs
actively around Boston and has sung with The Harvard Early Music Society, Boston Choral Ensemble, and
the choir of First Lutheran Church, Boston.



LIBRETTIST’S NOTE

The Acts of the Apostles (2009), an oratorio for bass-baritone, chorus, and chamber orchestra, was
commissioned by The Memorial Church at Harvard University. It is dedicated to Edward Elwyn Jones and
the Harvard University Choir.

The biblical books of Luke and Acts form a pair of documents from a single author and with a single
audience (the likely-metaphorical “Theophilus”), yet they are unusual for being composed in such
contrasting genres. Luke’s gospel, using Mark as a primary source throughout, features a comparable literary
style to that of the other evangelists. Acts, by contrast, is a historical monograph that charts the birth of the
Church with dramatic stories about—and speeches from—the apostles, painting a vivid, if not necessarily
chronological, picture of their victories and struggles. As such, it is a book that provides excellent source
material for a dramatic choral libretto of this scale.

Although much of Acts is focused on the ministry of Saul/Paul, this oratorio draws most of its material from
the first third of the book, prior to and including the conversion of Saul. In the Prologue, Christ’s ascension
is narrated and—following an orchestral Sinfonia—the chorus sings words of Jesus from the Sermon on the
Plain in Luke’s gospel that foreshadow many of the trials the apostles go on to face. The astounding account
of Pentecost follows: here, words from the book of Ruth, customarily read on the feast of Shavuot
(Pentecost), are included, telling the story of a Moabite woman who converted to the Israelite faith—a
parallel to the expansion of the Christian message to all nations by the gift of the Holy Spirit. The Prayer for
Boldness, quoting Psalm 2, asks God for protection from the threats of persecution that the apostles will

now face.

Stephen, regarded as the protomartyr of the Christian Church, offers one of the most developed speeches in
Acts, only a small portion of which is presented here. Full of scriptural references, including the quotation
from Isaiah “Heaven is my throne...”, the end of the narrative is remarkable for two reasons: firstly,
Stephen’s final words mirror those of Christ on the cross in Luke’s gospel—where Jesus forgives his
executioners and prays “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit” (Luke 23:46); secondly, Saul is
specifically mentioned as one who approved of Stephen’s stoning, indicative of the redemptive possibilities
of the Christian message.

The account of the baptism of the Ethiopian eunuch here in the oratorio ends with the First Song of
Isaiah—while not quoted in Acts, it seems a fitting conclusion to the scene as Philip and the eunuch were
reading Isaiah together, and the canticle has often been associated by Christians with the rite of baptism.
Similarly, the story of Saul’s Conversion is followed here by a Christological poem found in Paul’s letter to
the Philippians, though it is likely a quotation from an earlier source. It is often regarded as the earliest
extant Christian hymn.

The Acts of the Apostles concludes with Luke’s realistic assessment that in spite of Paul’s energetic evangelism
many remained unconvinced by the Christian message. At the heart of both Luke’s gospel and Acts is the
tension between the uniquely important role of the Jewish traditions that Jesus himself practiced and the
expansion of the gospel to gentiles, of whom Luke himself is one. It is appropriate, therefore, to follow



Paul’s message of salvation to the gentiles with the Magnificat: a canticle that emphasizes the promises of

God to the people of Israel throughout history.

Three traditional hymn texts are found in the oratorio, each set congregationally to a pre-existing tune. The
first, “Spirit of mercy, truth, and love” is an eighteenth-century poem that extols the evangelistic
implications of the Pentecost event. “O Jesus, I have promised” was written by the author for the
Confirmation service of his children; its themes of Christian commitment are reflected in the ultimate
sacrifice of Stephen’s martyrdom. The final hymn of the oratorio, “My soul, awake and render”—a
translation of a German chorale—offers another perspective on discipleship: one of prayer, thanksgiving,

and divine compassion.
Matthew F. Burt

COMPOSER’S NOTE

It is a great pleasure to revisit this oratorio, which I wrote 10 years ago. Many things about the church have
changed, but many remain the same—most relevant to this piece is the wonderful Harvard University
Choir, which remains an important part of the worship and musical life of this church, even as the
individual members have of course changed over the years.

Of the many tens of works I have written for the Harvard University Choir over the last nearly 20 years, this
piece is the largest one, and I retain great personal affection for it. It was the result of a close collaboration
with my dear friends and colleagues Matthew Burt and Edward Jones. For me it was a piece that represented
the true musical “spirits” of the church: the Harvard University Choir (and its legacy of varied concert
experiences) as well as the characterful congregation (with its strong singing tradition).

For me the piece will always also have an association with the late Peter Gomes, who was a tremendous
encouragement to me in my personal and professional life. The final congregational hymn in this oratorio
(the German chorale “Wach auf, mein Herz”) was one of his favorite hymns in the Harvard University
Hymn Book. He chose it every time he spoke at Morning Prayers.

Carson Cooman



The Acts of the Apostles

Libretto adapted from the Bible by Matthew F. Burt

(All scriptural references are from the book of Acts, unless otherwise noted.)

I. PROLOGUE

Luke

In my first book, Theophilus, I accounted for all that Jesus did and taught until the day that he
was taken up. On that day he said to the apostles he had chosen, “you will receive power when

the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my witnesses even to the ends of the earth.”
And after he said this, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him from their sight. /1:1-2, 8-9/

[Orchestral Sinfonia]

Chorus

Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you,

bless those who curse you, pray for those who spite you.

Judge not, and you will not be judged,

forgive and you will be forgiven,

for what you give to others will be given back to you. [Luke 6:28, 37-38]

II. PENTECOST

Luke

Reader

Chorus

Luke

Peter

The day of Pentecost had come, and the apostles were all together in one place. /2:1]

Do not urge me to leave you. Where you go, I shall go, and where you stay, I shall stay. Your
people will be my people, and your God my God. [Ruth 1:16]

Suddenly there came from heaven a sound like a mighty wind, and there appeared to them
flames like tongues of fire, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit, and began to speak in
other tongues. [2:2—4]

At this sound a crowd gathered, and they were bewildered, for they heard the apostles speaking
their several languages. Peter stood up, and in a loud voice addressed the crowd. /2:5-6]

Now Jesus has been raised up by God, and of this we all are witnesses. Exalted at God’s right
hand he received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit, and all that you now see and hear
flows from him. Repent and be baptized, and all your sins will be forgiven. For the promise is to
you and to your children and to everyone whom the Lord may call. /2:32-33, 38-39/
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III. PRAYER FOR BOLDNESS

Disciple  Sovereign Lord, Maker of earth and sea and of everything in them, you said by the Holy Spirit,
through the mouth of David your servant: [4:24-25]

Chorus ~ Why did the Gentiles rage
and plan their worthless schemes?
The kings of the earth stood firm,
and the rulers gathered together
against the Lord and his Messiah. /4:25-26]

Disciple  Now, O Lord, look upon their threats, and permit those who serve you to speak your word with
boldness. [4:29]

Chorus  Stretch out your hand to heal—while signs and wonders are performed in the name of Jesus.
[4:30]

Lutke And when they had finished praying, the place they were gathered shook, and all were filled with
the Holy Spirit and spoke God’s word with boldness. /4:31]

IV. STEPHEN

Luke The disciples grew in number, and chose Stephen, a man of faith, and presented him to the
apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on him. /6:1, 5-6]

Chorus ~ Full of grace and power, he did great wonders and signs among the people. /6:8/

Luke But some disputed with him, and stirred up the elders, and seized him, and brought him before
the Council in the Temple. They set up false witnesses against him, who said: /6:9, 12-13]

Chorus ~ This man spoke continually against this holy place and the law. For we heard him say Jesus of
Nazareth will destroy this place and the customs Moses gave us. [6:13—14]

Lutke The high priest asked Stephen whether the testimony was true, and Stephen said: /7:1/

Stephen My brothers, fathers of this nation, listen to me. Our forefathers had the tent of witness in the

desert, as God commanded Moses. In the next generation, our fathers under Joshua brought it
with them as they dispossessed the nations. David asked God to provide a dwelling—place for the
God of Jacob; but it was Solomon who built him a house. However, the Most High does not live
in houses built by men, as the prophet says: /7:1, 4448/



Chorus

Stephen

Chorus

Stephen
Luke

Chorus

Heaven is my throne,
and earth my footstool.

Did my hand not make all these things? /7:49-50]
How stubborn you are—you always resist the Holy Spirit! They killed those who foretold the
coming of the Righteous One, and you have betrayed and murdered him. You received the law

but did not keep it. /7:51-53]

And Stephen, filled with the Holy Spirit, saw the glory of God. And the Council gave a great
shout, and stopped their ears, and took him out of the city. And they stoned him! /7:55, 57-58/

Lord Jesus, receive my Spirit... Do not hold this sin against them. /7:59-60]
And Saul was among those who praised his death. /8:1/
Then I heard a voice from heaven saying: “Write these words: Blessed are the dead which die in

the Lord from henceforth. That they may rest from their labor, and their works will follow
them.” [Revelation 14:13]
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V. PHILIP AND THE ETHIOPIAN EUNUCH

Luke

Chorus

Luke
Ethiopian
Luke

Chorus

Luke
Ethiopian
Luke

Chorus

The disciples went through the country proclaiming the Messiah. And Philip was traveling south
on a desert road. While on his way, he caught sight of an Ethiopian eunuch, a senior official of

the queen, in charge of all her treasure. The eunuch was reading from the prophet Isaiah: /8:4-5,
26-28]

He was led like a sheep to the slaughter; like a lamb before his shearer he does not open his
mouth. He was cut off from the land of the living. /8:32-33]

And the Ethiopian said: /8:34]/
Please tell me whom is it that the prophet speaks of here—himself or someone else? /8:34/
Then Philip told him the good news of Jesus. /8:35]

Repent and be baptized, then your sins will be forgiven. For the promise is to you and your
children and to everyone the Lord our God may call. /2:38-39/

And as they came to some water, the man said: /8:35-36/
Here is some water—what is to prevent my being baptized? /8:36]
And they went down to the water, and Philip baptized him. /8:38/

Surely, it is God who saves me;

I will trust in him and not be afraid.

For the Lord is my refuge and defense, and he will be my Savior.
With joy you shall draw water from the springs of salvation.

And on that day you will say,

“Give thanks to the Lord and call on his Name;

make his deeds known among the peoples;

sing praises to the Lord, for he has done great things.” [Isaiah 12:2-5]

VI. CONVERSION OF SAUL

Luke

Chorus

Saul, breathing threats against the disciples, set out to Damascus, seeking to arrest any followers
of the Way. But as he approached the city, suddenly a light flashed from the sky. He fell to the
ground and heard a voice saying: /9:1—4]

Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me? Get up and go into the city, and you will be told what

to do. /9:4, 6/



Luke

Ananias

Luke

Chorus

Saul arose, but when he opened his eyes he could not see. His companions led him by the hand
to Damascus, where he was blind for three whole days and took no food or drink. Then a man
named Ananias came to him, laid his hands upon him, and said: /9:8-10, 17]

My brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who has appeared to you, has sent me so that you might
recover your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit. /9:17]

And Saul regained his sight, and he got up and was baptized. Without delay, he proclaimed Jesus
publicly, declaring him to be the Son of God. /9:18, 20]

Though in the form of God, Christ claimed no equality with God,
but made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant.

Bearing human likeness, he shared the human lot,

he was humble and obedient, even dying on a cross.

Therefore God has exalted him,

giving him the name above all names:

that at the name of Jesus every knee shall bow,

and every tongue proclaim that Jesus Christ is Lord

to the glory of God the Father. [Philippians 2:6-11]

Amen.

VII. EPILOGUE

Luke

Paul

Chorus

From dawn to dusk, Paul—as Saul was now known—put his case to the people. He spoke
urgently of the kingdom of God and sought to convince them about Jesus by appealing to the

law of Moses and the prophets. Some were won over by his arguments; others were unconvinced.
Then Paul said to them: /28:23-25]

Therefore know that God’s salvation has been sent also to the Gentiles. /28:28/

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord,

my spirit rejoices in God my Savior;

He has mercy on those who fear him in every generation.
He has shown the strength of his arm,

and scattered the proud and all their schemes.

He has come to the help of his servant Israel,

for he has remembered his promise of mercy

to Abraham and his heirs for ever. [Luke 1:46—47, 50-51, 54—55]
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