MIRABILIS!

A sermon preached by Michael Horsburgh AM in St James’ Church, King Street,
Sydney, on the Feast of Christ the King, 23 November 2025, and the orchestral
performance of Missa Mirabilis by Sir Stephen Hough CBE

Mirabilis facta est scientia tua ex me confortata est non potero ad eam?
Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is so high that I cannot attain it.>

It is a great privilege to preach at this Orchestral Mass by Sir Stephen Hough, pianist, composer
and author. How it came to carry the title, Mirabilis, is well known, because he has told us. In
2006, Martin Baker, then Master of Music at Westminster Cathedral in London, had
commissioned Hough to write a Mass. During a series of concerts in Manchester, he had time
to stay at his mother’s house in Cheshire and wrote three of its movements: the Kyrie, Sanctus
and Credo. As he drove south to his final concert with the manuscript in his car, he was involved
in an accident with a truck. His car rolled three times, leaving him trapped until he was pulled
out by the truck driver. He was able to retrieve his briefcase and its contents. As Stephen told
me in our communications, “I was convinced, as I flip-flopped across the road, that I would
never get to hear the work. God had a different plan.”*

Thus, this Mass was written not to commemorate a past miracle; it was named to acknowledge
the miracle of its survival and the survival of its composer. Its musical themes were already in
motion before the miracle happened.

Miracle is not a popular term in today’s secular world. Suppose we were to have a video of
Hough’s accident and could show how he escaped death because of the laws of physics, could
we persuade him to rename it Missa Scientia? 1 expect not. We should not think that the
composer is ignorant of the forces of physics or dismisses them; far from it. The name of the
Mass arises from the composer’s experience. That was an experience of “mirabilis:

“wonderful”, “extraordinary”, “miraculous”. It does not isolate the event, but, as he said, put it
into a larger focus.

I eventually made my way home in a taxi—glass and filth in my hair, a drying trickle of blood
on my forehead, and tears of a strange joy wet on my cheeks.

In his book, Rough Ideas, Hough has written a full description of his Mass. As he said there,
and said to me:

The Credo movement is central to my Mass as a spiritual exploration of doubt: what does it
mean to say/sing these complex words? What if we don't believe them? The upper voices urge
the lower voices to have faith. They respond rapidly, as if by rote.

Stephen tells me that he wrote the Credo movement first because he thought that it would be
the hardest to write. The text is long, and its words are “non-poetic”’. Hough chose to avoid a
purely descriptive representation, taking the text at face value; for example, one where the
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section about God is stately and loud, where the announcement of the incarnation is awesome
and the resurrection triumphant. We will all be familiar with such a score. The music for such
a cerebral and theologically dense text must be hard to write. The temptation for the composer
is exactly the one that Hough sought to avoid.

In addition, the text itself is problematic for contemporary Christians. As it happens, the Nicene
Creed is 1700 years old this year. It was written to confront questions posed by the theologian
Arius, who taught that Jesus Christ was a created being, halfway between God and humans.>
The Creed says that this is wrong. In so doing, it uses phrases such as “begotten, not made, of
one being with the Father”. These phrases, and indeed, Arius’s arguments, are dependent on
the philosophical forms of the 4™ century. They are not phrases that we would use today. The
Creed is not in our language, which makes it difficult to know how to believe it.

Another problem, not mentioned by Hough, is more fundamental still. Having a formal Creed
might lead us to believe that we have, as it were, packaged God up in a complete set of words.
As Rowan Williams said in his 2013 Gifford Lectures, words cannot provide an “exact
currency for God”. This is because “There is no ‘object’ there to experience in the same way
we experience the contents of the world ...”® There is no language that can contain God
because, to be spoken about at all, God must be reduced to an object within this world, at which
precise moment God is no longer God.

This is not an argument against the Creed; it is a statement about what the Creed can and cannot
do for us. It is not an argument for dispensing with the Creed; it is an argument for approaching
it in a better way. It is an argument for regarding a creed as an authorised and definitive way
of speaking, but not the only way.

A large part of the Creed deals with Jesus, that is, with the material Jesus. It speaks of, as
Williams puts it:

a body: the body of Jesus of Nazareth, which is an active and speaking body, then a helpless
and suffering body, then a dead body, then a body that is both significantly absent and at the
same time believed to be present ... The story of Jesus’ body represents the
unrepresentable God ...”

The importance of this is that it brings the divine within our capacity both to experience and to
speak about. Through the material Jesus we can have a Creed and Hough can write his Credo
movement. Music cannot articulate all the problems we might have with the Creed, but what
Hough did was, in his words, “to explore aspects of the psychology that underlies the whole

nature of belief and doubt”.?

As Australian journalist, Julia Baird has written:

Faith cannot block out darkness, or doubt. When on the cross, Jesus did not cry out
“Here I come!” but “My God, why have you forsaken me?” His disciples brimmed
with doubts and misgivings. ...
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If we don’t accept both the commonality and importance of doubt, we don’t allow for
the possibility of mistakes or misjudgements. While certainty frequently calcifies into

rigidity, intolerance and self-righteousness, doubt can deepen, clarify and explain.9

Approaching the problem of doubt through music has been endorsed by Australian theologian
Maeve Heaney in her book, Suspended God: Music and a Theology of Doubt. She says, “faith

seeking an understanding of itself is that of listening to and making music”.!°

Hough says:

In my setting of the Credo I divide the men from the upper voices as if innocence from
experience. Only the treble/soprano and alto voices actually sing the word ‘Credo’, constantly
interrupting the fast-paced mutterings of the tenors and basses. What at first is a youthful
encouragement to believe becomes a despairing cry as the men’s pattered rote appears to turn
into defiant unbelief and the final clauses about resurrection and eternal life fizzle out.!!

But that is not where the Mass’s argument ends. Hough says that the “Sanctus and Benedictus
seek to contrast the divine and the human”.!? The Sanctus represents the transcendent deity,
while the Benedictus the incarnate, imminent deity. This tension is the question that lies behind
the Nicene Creed.

Finally, the Agnus Dei. Stephen told me that:

Writing the Agnus [after the accident] had something of the experience in its genesis—the
despairing buildup to the final climax before the Dona nobis, which takes its chord sequence
from the Credo motive. 13

Then, he says,

The spell has been broken and all gradually becomes calm. The piece ends musically as it
began, the Dona nobis sharing the same melody of consolation as the Kyrie. It is the Lamb of
God who has brought the piece full circle, as well as bringing peace and healing to all of
creation. !

If for music, so also for poetry.

In his sonnet for Trinity Sunday, Anglican priest, theologian and poet, Malcolm Guite, has also
linked the central parts of the Creed with music.

In the Beginning, not in time or space,

But in the quick before both space and time,
In Life, in Love, in co-inherent Grace,

In three in one and one in three, in thyme,
In music, in the whole creation story,

In His own image, His imagination,
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The Triune Poet makes us for His glory,
And makes us each the other’s inspiration.
He calls us out of darkness, chaos, chance,
To improvise a music of our own,

To sing the chord that calls us to the dance,
Three notes resounding from a single tone,
To sing the End in whom we all begin;
Our God beyond, beside us and within. '
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