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“Processiontide”  
 

 

     The title of this month’s music column is borrowed from the former Rector of the church I 

attend when in Boston.  This colorful and rather appropriate term is one that he gives to the 

extended season which this year began in April, and continues into May and June: Easter, 

Ascension, Whitsun, Trinity Sunday and Corpus Christi.  All these great springtime celebrations 

in the church’s year call for great music, and particularly for some outstanding processional 

hymns; after all, we Anglicans do love singing in procession!  A former student of mine (of 

rather pronounced fundamentalist tendencies) once asked me about whether such formalities 

were really necessary, and whether they were really scripturally based, or were they just some 

sort of liturgical parade.  I replied with great surprise that such a biblical student was apparently 

not familiar with Psalm 122: “I was glad when they said unto me, we will go into the house of 

the Lord”.  I further mentioned that singing in procession prolongs the actual entrance into the 

church, slows down perceived time so that the words may be savored (something not possible 

with more “pop” styles of music), and that it is symbolic of bringing the praises of God to every 

corner of the earth.  I concluded by recommending that she try it sometime, but to this day I still 

don’t know whether that part of my answer yielded any fruit! 

     Whether beginning worship with a sublime procession in a reverberant cathedral, or making 

an entrance of both simplicity and dignity, these great feasts are highlighted by some of our 

finest hymns.  In May, the ten day period of Ascensiontide begins, which serves to focus on the 

Ascension of Christ, as well as to prepare for the descent of the Holy Ghost at Pentecost.  Our 

Sunday after Ascension service (this year on 29 May) will include hymns with texts by 

Christopher Wordsworth and Charles Wesley, as well as Thomas Kelly’s triumphant hymn “The 

head that once was crowned with thorns”.  This text is set to equally majestic music by the 18th-

century English composer Jeremiah Clarke, better known as the composer of the famous 

Trumpet Voluntary in D, a piece that has accompanied countless brides on their own procession 

down the aisle.  The prelude music for our Sunday after Ascension service is also noteworthy, 

being a movement from the Ascension Suite of the French composer Olivier Messiaen.  This 

piece bears the title “Prayer of Christ ascending into Heaven”, and is a powerful yet understated 

meditation on the theme of the day. At times the music seems to actually stand still, allowing the 

listener to remain deep in contemplation of the mystical event of Christ departing from his 

friends.  Such music provides a contrast with the more exuberant hymns of the day, and allows 

the worshipper to become immersed in the service. 

          Pentecost (also known as Whitsunday), is, like Easter, observed in many cultures over a 

period of three days to a week, each day serving to emphasize a different aspect of the day’s 

message.  This feast day (5 June), with its central message of the descent of the Holy Ghost, 

serves as a fitting conclusion to the entire Easter season, and is celebrated in some of our finest 

hymns.  Perhaps the loveliest of these, both in text and music, is “Come down, o Love Divine”.  

This text is by Bianco da Siena, a writer of whom very little is known, and dates back to the 14th 

century.  Bianco’s words provide a distinctly intimate and personal interpretation of the 

Pentecost message, in contrast to the more dramatic narration given in the bible’s book of Acts.  



The music is by the well-known English composer Ralph Vaughan Williams, who, although a 

life-long agnostic, composed some of the 20th century’s finest hymns and sacred music. 

     Trinity Sunday (12 June) is the culmination of our church year, which began with the Advent 

season all the way back in December.  “Holy, Holy, Holy”, “Holy God, we praise Thy Name” 

and “Let all mortal flesh keep silence” are some of the beloved hymns for this day, and the organ 

repertoire provides additional focus.  The prelude is one composed by Dr. T. Tertius Noble 

(how’s that for a good British name!), a musician who served as organist/choirmaster in 

England’s Ely cathedral and also at New York City’s famous St. Thomas Church on Fifth 

Avenue.  Our Trinity celebration will be concluded by Bach’s mighty musical commentary on 

the Creed, “We all believe in one God, the Creator”, a work of enormous power and strength. 

     We invite everyone at Trinity to attend worship on these most important and festive days in 

the church’s calendar, and thereby benefit from the great liturgical riches of “Processiontide”. 

 

                                                                                                              Steven McDonald 

 


