
Notes 
on Great and Wondrous Mystery (cantata) 
In the summer of 2010, Jason Hamacher, a punk rock drummer from D.C., returned to Syria to 
record religious chanting and take photographs in the ancient city of Aleppo, one of the oldest 
continually-inhabited cities in the world. He was almost turned away by a deacon at the Forty 
Martyrs Armenian Orthodox Church, but when the Very Reverend Yeznig Zegchanian walked by 
and expressed a willingness to be recorded right then Jason rushed to his hotel to grab his equipment 
and the impromptu session began. In the empty sanctuary, he captured the unvarnished, unedited 
sound of the priest intoning hymns of praise for Easter, Christmas, and other parts of the liturgical 
year. Some of these chants are well over a thousand years old and barely survived the Armenian 
genocide. 

The story of Aleppo since then has been one of increasing destruction and loss––of lives, families, 
communities, homes, history, and culture. The Forty Martyrs church compound itself was damaged 
by bombing in 2015, and Hamacher has not been able to make contact again with Fr. Zegchanian. 
The city where people of different faith traditions and languages historically lived and created side by 
side crumbled into an unrecognizable shell of its former self. 

The oldest chant on the record is “Great and Wondrous Mystery,” a traditional Orthodox hymn for 
the first day of Theophany (Greek: "a visible manifestation to humankind of God") on January 6. 
This idea of opening oneself to mystery is central to worship in many Eastern Christian traditions. 
According to an Armenian Orthodox writer describing this hymn: 

“Rather than being a state of ignorance and lack of knowledge, mystery is the 
beginning of worship. It’s the place of awe where we realize our finitude within the 
shadow God’s vast glory and divine infinitude. It’s the place where we dare not 
attempt to understand or grasp with our feeble and flawed minds, so instead we bow 
before Him in worship. ...The Mystery is the Incarnation – Jesus Christ revealed 
among us, the Son of God, who became a human being in order to fill us with His 
divine blessings, with eternal life, so that we would become like Him. The mystery is 
the reality of God with, among, and in us.” 

I struggle at times to reconcile the mystery of God-with-us with the reality of a world where the faith 
communities that sing hymns to him can fade into the past, their lives and songs almost forgotten. I 
wrote this cantata out of a simple conviction: if the good news of Jesus' birth, life, death, 
resurrection, and reign is not good news for Aleppo, then it is not good news at all. 

Viewed through this lens, the bracing challenges and warnings proclaimed by the prophets of 
Testaments Old (Jeremiah) and New (John the Baptist, Mary, Zechariah, Simeon) are less scary, and 
more hopeful. These apocalyptic texts from the readings for Advent speak as much to Christ's 



return as they do to his Nativity, but they are about a judge to be eagerly awaited, not avoided. The 
prophets and Christ himself give promises that stir the hearts of those oppressed, alone, 
downtrodden, and separated from the ones they love. These promises should, like the old adage 
about a good sermon, comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable. 

For example, Mary's song of praise traditionally known as the Magnificat (the Latin verb in the 
opening line, "My soul magnifies the Lord") may at first sound like a simple expression of humble 
gratitude. In this cantata, however, I chose to focus on the lines in which Mary boldly (some might 
say recklessly) proclaims the coming kingdom of God as a world-turning-upside-down future which 
gives her great hope, but should cause the powers-that-be to tremble. Imagine being Mary—a 
young, poor, unwed, teenage mother-to-be from an oppressed people group living on occupied 
land—subversively prophesying what God is already doing and will do through her womb: 

He has scattered those with arrogant thoughts and proud inclinations. 
He has pulled the powerful down from their thrones and lifted up the lowly. 
He has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away empty-handed. 
(Luke 1:51a-53 CEB) 

In the desert a few decades later, John the Baptist has gained a following by, paradoxically, 
admonishing his audience to "Produce fruit that shows you have changed your hearts and lives" 
(Luke 3:8) before the one who is even more powerful comes with a baptism of Holy Spirit and fire. 
The people were, not surprisingly, confused about what exactly they were supposed to do to prepare 
for this mystery Messiah. John is direct in his response: "Whoever has two shirts must share with the 
one who has none, and whoever has food must do the same" ... "Collect no more than you are 
authorized to collect" ... "Don't cheat or harass anyone." 

If, in preparing our hearts and lives to celebrate Christ's Advent and participate in his coming 
Kingdom, we really believed what Mary said and did what John said, I know our world would look 
much different. I know my life certainly would; I fail at these tasks daily. I believe that if all of us 
made these ancient words into present actions, we would be part of ensuring that the unknowable 
Mystery of Christmas is also tangible, relevant good news for those who suffer—no matter whether 
they find their daily bread in the Al-Madina Souq (market) of Aleppo, the Eastern Market of 
Washington, D.C., or the Safeway market of Burke, VA. The mystery of the incarnation is therefore 
not just a past miracle of Christ's bodily birth, but a present miracle in that we can be his body today. 

This cantata is dedicated to all those who lost their lives or communities in Aleppo, and to those 
who defiantly survive and worship there to this day. I have been awed and humbled these past few 
years to see images of people still celebrating Christmas in Aleppo, sometimes quite literally in the 
midst of the rubble. While I have in parts of this cantata borrowed brief musical phrases and drawn 
musical inspiration from the original hymn, I firmly believe that the chants from Forty Martyrs 
Church stand on their own; it is not my intention to rewrite their music. I hope only to honor and 
celebrate, and to inspire all of us to learn more and care more about the distant people with whom 
we share a bond of human family. As we hear the music, may we join with our worldwide family in 



Christ in words of the Great and Wondrous Mystery hymn refrain, words which herald the dawn of 
hope at Christmastime: "O Lord, Sun of righteousness, glory to you." 

David Chávez, composer 

Note: to learn more about the album which inspired this cantata, see Jason Hamacher's photos, hear the actual chant 
recordings, and read the entire hymn text translation, visit AbidingPresence.net/music 

 

Texts 
(Sung texts are paraphrased from the following passages.) 
  
I. Aleppo 
Because of our God’s deep compassion, 
the dawn from heaven will break upon us, 
to give light to those who are sitting in darkness 
and in the shadow of death, 
to guide us on the path of peace. —LUKE 1:78-79 (CEB) 
  
II. Jeremiah and Luke 
[Jesus said,] “There will be signs in the sun, moon, and stars. On the earth, there will be dismay 
among nations in their confusion over the roaring of the sea and surging waves. The planets and 
other heavenly bodies will be shaken, causing people to faint from fear and foreboding of what is 
coming upon the world. Then they will see the Human One coming on a cloud with power and 
great splendor.” —LUKE 21:25-27 
  
The time is coming, declares the Lord, when I will fulfill my gracious promise with the people of 
Israel and Judah. In those days and at that time, I will raise up a righteous branch from David’s line, 
who will do what is just and right in the land. 
—JEREMIAH 33:14-15 
  
[Jesus said,] “Now when these things begin to happen, stand up straight and raise your heads, 
because your redemption is near.” —LUKE 21:28 
  
III. Zechariah 
At that moment, Zechariah was able to speak again, and he began praising God. 
… 
“Bless the Lord God of Israel 
because he has come to help and has delivered his people. 
… 



Because of our God’s deep compassion, 
the dawn from heaven will break upon us, 
to give light to those who are sitting in darkness 
and in the shadow of death, 
to guide us on the path of peace.” —LUKE 1:64, 68, 78-79 
  
IV. Mary 
[Mary said,] “In the depths of who I am I rejoice in God my savior. 
He has looked with favor on the low status of his servant. 
Look! From now on, everyone will consider me highly favored 
because the mighty one has done great things for me. 
Holy is his name. 
He shows mercy to everyone, 
from one generation to the next, 
who honors him as God. 
He has shown strength with his arm. 
He has scattered those with arrogant thoughts and proud inclinations. 
He has pulled the powerful down from their thrones 
and lifted up the lowly. 
He has filled the hungry with good things 
and sent the rich away empty-handed.” —LUKE 1:47-53 
  
V. John 
John went throughout the region of the Jordan River, calling for people to be baptized to show that 
they were changing their hearts and lives and wanted God to forgive their sins. This is just as it was 
written in the scroll of the words of Isaiah the prophet, 
A voice crying out in the wilderness: 
“Prepare the way for the Lord; 
make his paths straight. 
Every valley will be filled, 
and every mountain and hill will be leveled. 
The crooked will be made straight 
and the rough places made smooth. 
All humanity will see God’s salvation.” 
Then John said to the crowds who came to be baptized by him, “You children of snakes! Who 
warned you to escape from the angry judgment that is coming soon? Produce fruit that shows you 
have changed your hearts and lives. And don’t even think about saying to yourselves, Abraham is 
our father. I tell you that God is able to raise up Abraham’s children from these stones. The ax is 



already at the root of the trees. Therefore, every tree that doesn’t produce good fruit will be chopped 
down and tossed into the fire.” 
The crowds asked him, “What then should we do?” 
He answered, “Whoever has two shirts must share with the one who has none, and whoever has 
food must do the same.” 
Even tax collectors came to be baptized. They said to him, “Teacher, what should we do?” 
He replied, “Collect no more than you are authorized to collect.” 
Soldiers asked, “What about us? What should we do?” 
He answered, “Don’t cheat or harass anyone, and be satisfied with your pay.” 
The people were filled with expectation, and everyone wondered whether John might be the Christ. 
John replied to them all, “I baptize you with water, but the one who is more powerful than me is 
coming. I’m not worthy to loosen the strap of his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit 
and fire. The shovel he uses to sift the wheat from the husks is in his hands. He will clean out his 
threshing area and bring the wheat into his barn. But he will burn the husks with a fire that can’t be 
put out.” With many other words John appealed to them, proclaiming good news to the people. 
—LUKE 3:3-18 
  
VI. Simeon 
Simeon took Jesus in his arms and praised God. He said, 
“Now, master, let your servant go in peace according to your word, 
because my eyes have seen your salvation. 
You prepared this salvation in the presence of all peoples. 
It’s a light for revelation to the Gentiles 
and a glory for your people Israel.” 
His father and mother were amazed by what was said about him. Simeon blessed them and said to 
Mary his mother, “This boy is assigned to be the cause of the falling and rising of many in Israel and 
to be a sign that generates opposition so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed. And a 
sword will pierce your innermost being too.” —LUKE 2:28-35 
  
VII. Great and Wondrous Mystery 

Paraphrased by D. Chávez from the Canon of Theophany, The First Day, 
translated by V. Rev. Fr. Daniel Findikyan, St. Nersess Armenian Seminary 

  
Praise, children of humanity, for he took body for us. 
...glory to you. 
The one who could not be bounded by heaven or earth was wrapped in swaddling clothes. 
He lay in the holy cave. 



 
Today heaven above delights in the dazzling good news… 
C  O Lord, Sun of righteousness, glory to you. 
  
...and all creatures have been clothes in salvation. 
C  O Lord, Sun of righteousness, glory to you. 
  O Lord, Sun of righteousness, glory to you. 
  
We also will sing to you, born of the virgin. 
C O Lord, Sun of righteousness, glory to you. 
  
Adored by magi, you appeared to shepherds. 
C O Lord, Sun of righteousness, glory to you. 
  
Unspeakable Word, unoriginate partner in divinity, 
You existed before the ages, 
(inseparable and ever-existing,) 
And came for salvation! 
We praise you, God of our fathers and mothers. 
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An old street in the Jdeydeh quarter (near Forty Martyrs Church) of Aleppo, Syria 

Photo by Alper Çuğun, 2007 (before the war) 
Source: commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Aleppo_(1265752534).jpg 


