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Hundreds of people rose to their feet as the harpsichord and chamber orchestra struck the stirring, oh-so-familiar notes of the three-bar introduction. Then the Johnstown Symphony Chorus erupted in the deeply rich, exultant voice that can only emerge from seven-dozen diaphragms.

Hallelujah! Hallelujah!

Hallelujah, hallelujah!
Hallelujah!

It had been many years since my last live experience of George Frideric Handel’s “Messiah.” In truth I’d forgotten that his signature “Hallelujah Chorus” doesn’t end his oratorio but rather arrives at the end of Part II. (A relatively short Part III follows.)
But there were other, more profound reasons why this performance felt so fresh, vibrant and celebratory.

It was my first opportunity to enjoy the Johnstown Symphony Orchestra live in the Pasquerilla Performing Arts Center – its home – since 2019, before the pandemic.

Now in full disclosure, three JSO ensembles have performed this year in the concert hall that is owned and operated by the nonprofit corporation for which I work, including a 15-piece chamber orchestra directed by Maestro James Blachly. So I’ve heard superb classical music performed live in recent months.
And even during the worst of the pandemic, when almost everything that wasn’t deemed “essential” was shut down, the Johnstown Symphony Orchestra remained connected with its community of classical music lovers in creative ways.

Maestro Blachly offered a series of talks about what it is like “behind the scenes” to be a music director and conductor of a symphony orchestra. JSO musicians took turns recording solo performances of “Simple Gifts,” a traditional Shaker tune that Aaron Copland used in his score to Martha Graham’s ballet, “Appalachian Spring.”

Directors of the various JSO component groups – the chorus, youth orchestra, community strings, and children’s choirs – conducted online clinics. Guest curators offered playlists. Wine tastings were paired with Blachly playlists. And the JSO Chorus performed the “Hallelujah Chorus” via Zoom.
It was a heroic and admirable effort by an arts organization and its musicians to remain relevant during very trying, unprecedented circumstances. But the Hallelujah Chorus on Zoom or YouTube or any digital platform can’t compare with experiencing it live in front of 85 voices, dozens of professional musicians, four superb soloists and a dynamic conductor directing it all.

Nor can watching the performance on your home computer in loungewear compare with the communal joys of dressing up a bit and joining hundreds of other people in a comfortable, acoustically well-designed concert hall; the unexpected encounters with old friends; the casual conversations with strangers, sitting next to you; and, of course, the experience of the live performance itself.
Here is where one can appreciate how Handel paired the cellos with the tenors and the delicate balance between the chamber orchestra and the soloists – two women, two men – who entered only long enough to perform their pieces then left the stage to the chorus. 
An effectively written patron program illustrated how carefully selected Old Testament scriptural passages describe the coming of Jesus Christ, his arrival and ministry in Part I and his suffering and death in Part II, before the New Testament creates the celebratory “Hallelujah Chorus,” with lyrics drawn from Revelation. Finally, Part III uses New Testament scripture almost entirely to describe the Kingdom of God.

The music, the dynamic energy, the joys of Emmanuel (God with us) and the Risen Savior: It’s no wonder that this work remains popular around both Christmas and Easter. 
As I was enjoying everything, it occurred to me how important the live experience is to performance art. It mattered not that everyone was masked. We all were together in one space, contributing to that synergistic relationship between artists and audience that creates the alchemy.

All of that made this performance profound. We were experiencing some of the finest music ever written, creatively conveying the best news we could ever receive, collaboratively, after a prolonged period of isolation and self-sacrifice.

Hallelujah!
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