Putting Together the Pieces: Freedom & Joy
Psalm 16:6-9, 11 & Galatians 5:1, 13-25

Robert Fulghum loves music. He has a special love for symphonic music—and especially for Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony.


He fantasized about renting a hall, a symphony orchestra, and a great chorale. He then would conduct that magnificent  piece of music—while at the same time playing the kettledrum parts.


About a year after the publication of his first book—in which he wrote about that fantasy—Fulghum received an astonishing call from a representative of the Minneapolis Chamber Symphony. Would he be interested in conducting at least the final movement of the Ninth Symphony?

The rep explained that Fulghum’s presence would give the symphony some useful public attention. Plus, the author could fulfill his dream.

Fulghum assumed the symphony folks knew what they were doing or they wouldn’t have asked him. The symphony folks assumed Fulghum knew what he was doing or he wouldn’t have written knowledgeably about Beethoven.


And besides Fulghum assumed that what he’d always heard was true—an orchestra really doesn’t need a conductor. All you have to do is give the downbeat and gyrate your arms in time to the music all the way to the end and take a bow.

As for Beethoven and his Ninth Symphony, Fulghum had read the available literature and attended live performances of the piece. Plus, there were all those times he’d had conducted it—while standing alone in his living room. Of course he could do this, so he accepted the invitation.


There were a few things Fulghum didn’t know. The orchestra he was to conduct was in turmoil. The board had fired its founding conductor. Key musicians had resigned in protest. And a new conductor hadn’t yet been hired.


By the time the new conductor arrived, the season already had been announced. He and the orchestra were privately appalled to hear about the guest conductor, so he went to Seattle to visit Fulghum. As gently as possible he asked, “Mr. Fulghum, just how well do you read an orchestral score?”

“I don’t read music at all,” Fulghum replied. “Is that really a problem?”

The conductor—less gently this time—explained that Beethoven’s Ninth is so difficult that most professional conductors don’t attempt it until they have years of experience. In the final movement alone there are at least thirty-one places where the conductor has to stop and start the orchestra with sensitive changes in tempo.

He also explained that a chamber orchestra doesn’t normally include the Ninth Symphony in its repertoire since it only has twenty-six musicians. His orchestra would have to add players. Not only would there be fifty instrumentalists to lead, but there would be a hundred-member chorus and four soloists to conduct.

And he pointed out that while Fulghum might be successful as an armchair conductor in his living room, in a real concert setting he’d have to have the complete score in his head. He’d have to be thinking seconds ahead, knowing everything that had happened, was presently happening, and would be happening in the next minute—all at once.

In an attempt to sum things up, the conductor said, “What you want to do is . . . is . . . is . . . so . . . so completely. . . . .”


“But I really, really want to do this,” Fulghum blurted out.

Well, they made a deal. The conductor promised to help Fulghum learn elementary conducting. Fulghum promised to do something he hadn’t done since high school—to learn something by heart, to memorize the piece so thoroughly it would always be a part of him.


They would give it six months. If Fulghum could pull it off, well and good. If not, he promised to become catastrophically ill a week before the performance and not show up at all.


One week before the concert, the would-be-conductor presented himself to the maestro in a nervous but ready-as-I’ll-ever-be condition. They worked every day.

While the conductor never said so, Fulghum is convinced the professional knew this amateur couldn’t do it. But he’d leave it to the disaster of the first rehearsal to speak that truth.


The conductor had a Ph.D. from Yale and was a gentleman and a scholar. He also had a wicked sense of humor, so Fulghum suspects the man didn’t want to miss out on what promised to become one of the great comedic moments in recent symphonic history.


It was only at this point that Fulghum learned about the orchestra’s problems. The wounds of the war over the leadership and personnel changes weren’t healed. Contract negotiations between the union and the board hadn’t been settled. And, to top it off, the season would begin with the tacky idea of a chamber orchestra doing part of the Ninth Symphony with an amateur wannabe at the podium.


It was true—they didn’t need a conductor. What they needed was a minister.

By looking at the orchestra through the lens of ministry, Fulghum saw the obvious: these musicians looked a great deal like people he knew well. He learned that within the orchestra’s core group there were a couple of divorces in progress, a mother dying of cancer, a family in financial crisis, some rivalries and jealousies, a drinking problem, and the tension of us-versus-them between the regular players and the extras hired to do the Ninth Symphony.


The orchestra wasn’t feeling good about itself. The musicians’ humanity was somewhat in disarray. So when this fool amateur conductor showed up and said, “Teach me,” “Help me,” “Give me your best, and I will give you mine,” their mood changed from depression to amused distraction. They needed respect, and Fulghum had great respect to give.


At the first rehearsal, Fulghum stood on the podium, raised his hands, and, with crazed confidence, gave a hopeful downbeat. And the orchestra members played!

It wasn’t great. They stumbled and fumbled and lurched along, but they hung together and finished. Fulghum couldn’t believe it. The orchestra was amazed. The conductor was dumbfounded.

Well, they came to the first performance. A full house.

Fulghum explained to the audience that he represented them and anybody among them who’d always wanted to conduct. He apologized for not carrying a conductor’s baton. Every time he’d used it in rehearsal, he’d thrown it into the chorus.


He turned, stepped up on the podium, inhaled enough oxygen to approach hyperventilation, and gave the downbeat. For better or worse, they were off.

The problem was that every time they came to a change of tempo, Fulghum experienced an adrenaline rush and came in waving his arms at a speed about ten beats faster than normal. They were moving like a runaway train.

Fulghum later told the orchestra it was a powerful moment. The next day one critic called the performance crisp. But the people who’d come to see him conduct left feeling that one of their own had done it.


When the final night of the three-performance series arrived, Fulghum was in trouble. He didn’t think he could do it again. He was drained, exhausted, and oversatisfied. He also was worried about the value of what he was trying to do.

Doing just barely well enough to get through this piece was an insult to the greatness of the music and the talent of the musicians. Nobody had to tell him that. He knew.


He also remembered that most of the musicians had never done the Ninth Symphony before. This might be their only chance. And because of him, they’d never know what it was like to do it at the top of their form.

There was another consideration. In the world’s theater, great dramas recently had taken place—events that called for this music to be played. The Berlin Wall had come down. Nelson Mandela had walked free. Democracy was brewing in China. And they were about to play the music associated with great triumph—the Ode to Joy. Music played when barriers fell, when freedom came, when humanity touched glory for a moment. Music made out of Beethoven’s defiance of his fate of deafness and old age.

Fulghum wondered how he could possibly go through with this ego trip of his and stumble through the Ninth Symphony one more time.


The concert hall was packed. The orchestra and chorus filed onstage. The lights dimmed.


Fulghum slowly climbed the stairs to the stage and stepped up on the conductor’s podium. He slowly turned to the orchestra to ask for the musicians’ attention. But then he paused. He couldn’t do it.


He turned to the audience and told them of the struggle going on in his mind. He talked about Beethoven’s great cry of “Yes!” contained in this music. He told them the story of a wannabe conductor who only now understood what he’d gotten himself into. He talked about the real people who played in this orchestra. He spoke of the human triumphs going on in the world that paralleled the spirit of the music. He said he couldn’t dishonor this man or this music or this spirit.

He then asked the real conductor to come and do the music justice. He turned and asked the musicians to give it their all. And when he turned back to the audience, they’d replied to his unspoken request for their consent by spontaneously rising from their seats so as to be as much a part of the music as they could. Everywhere in the hall the mood was yes.

The maestro lifted his baton, and Beethoven carried them away.

And what about Fulghum? Where was the wannabe conductor while the music flowed forth?

Having never sung this piece with a chorus, he thought he’d just go back and stand in with them. He didn’t know any more about German than he did about orchestral scores, but so what? If he could conduct it, how hard could this be? So he sang.


It was the orchestra’s finest night. The musicians were finally united. The chorus and soloists poured out a mighty sound. For a time, everyone in the hall could believe in the power of the human spirit to overcome evil. Beethoven lived. They lived. Nothing grander could be said or done at that moment in their lives.


This story paints a powerful picture of how music can sound the yes the world so needs to hear. But it also seems to reveal something else. If we look at it from another perspective, perhaps we can see something of the freedom and joy about which Paul writes in his letter to the Galatians.
Paul offers a radically different understanding of freedom than might come to mind for us today. He argues that the freedom Christ gives isn’t about personal liberty. It isn’t freedom for our benefit, but for the sake of others. It’s freedom from self for service to others. It’s the freedom in which life in community flourishes.
Paul also describes joy in a way that’s closely connected to such an understanding of freedom. It’s not the feeling of happiness we get when we things go our way or we get what we want. It doesn’t come from external incentives but is an internal gift we receive when we allow God’s spirit to work in and through us. It’s something we can have regardless of the circumstances that surround us—and something that contributes to the life we share with others.


Freedom and joy. Perhaps we catch sight of them in the picture of a wannabe conductor and a human group of musicians living and playing in a world that reveals glimpses of the transformation God’s in-breaking reign can bring. Maybe we also can see how the pieces of freedom and joy might help complete the puzzle that reflects another picture—the picture of our lives of faith. Amen.
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� Adapted from a story by Robert Fulghum in Maybe (Maybe Not): Second Thoughts from a Secret Life (New York: Villard Books, 1993), 151-164.
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