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The Chinese Anthem Collection

Foreword

When I was young, I have never received any formal music training. However, I loved to improvise on the piano in the
Jjazzy popular style of the time. At the early stage of my college life, I majored in marketing. Not until T was 20, did T
officially turn to study music and also minor in linguistics. From then on, I embarked on a long journey in the exploration
of music. With a background of mathematical and scientific training in my early years, combined with a strong interest in
phonology, I naturally gave more consideration to chord structure and tonal colour in my musical compositions. This has

thus become a very crucial basis to my stylistic preference and creative approach in my compositions.

There was a time when I was deeply involved in composing symphonic works, in less than a decade I have completed
nearly twenty orchestral works. Many people believe that my orchestral world is an embodiment of a composer with
such an alternative background: the pursuit of colour, the yearning for structure, and the desire and impulsiveness for
the planning of huge orchestral settings. Over the years, per encountering similar comments, or analysis on my music
and related research publications, I always wonder whether I should find an opportunity to talk about this seriously, that,
behind this “Symphonic World”, there is a little known yet more important foothold in my composition career: a “Choral
World”, which is very fine and beautiful and particularly meaningful to me.

Although I never received any formal music training when 1 was young, I was very fortunate that I grew up in an
environment that was full of songs. My days in the choir have accompanied me more than a dozen summers and winters.
School life in my memory, apart from the days I spent on my beloved badminton, was spent in the music room and at
performance venues. The charm of choral singing, does not only lie in the “blend” of the tone of individual voices, but
that it can convey feelings and messages as one voice. Even more incredible is that blending of various voice parts in
the choir allow many different roles, in the constraints of music, skillfully and freely co-ordinate with each other, and to

express fine artistic details with beauty.

This is the way of life: often in the absence of a great ideal, in ordinary days without surprises, and in small and humble
roles, it will slowly be figured out. If we say that that generation of young people loves to talk about life and ideals, I
would rather say that what they really care about, is to find a group of close friends that they could pour their hearts out
and to spend time together living a simple life. In the choir days, not only have we enjoyed the most beautiful music,
but we have also experienced the purest friendship. During rehearsals, we sang heartily, when rehearsals were over, we
chatted happily; we diligently tried hard to figure out every note, and we also sensitively touched each other’s heart. It
was there that we put forth our most sincere feelings, shared dreams of our youth, and spent memorable years together.
Without noticing it, we have gradually grown up. Our sense has become more sensitive, and our attitude toward life is
more mature; just like understanding and interpreting an exquisite work, we gradually learned that in life we equally have
to work with diligence and care. This understanding also taught us how to reset the priorities of life, and to re-establish the

value and direction in life.

The musical tradition of my alma mater is indeed deeply rooted in the foundation of faith. Hymn singing seems to have
become part of our daily lives. Attracted to and influenced by it for many years, I felt for church music a kind of intimacy
that could not be described, but also it gradually helped me commit into the Christian faith and church life, and it changed
my life thereafter. I remember from the late 70°s, though a teenage boy, I started arranging music for the church choir,
writing variations on hymns for worship, and writing instrumental adaptations for festive celebrations. Everything came
very naturally, but 1 never thought of a long-term goal, only knew that the feeling of writing music was very appealing.
It is probably the amazing charm of creativity that urges one to continue composing with delight. Actually, at that time 1
had only very limited musical knowledge, and without thinking too clearly, I had the drive, in the middle of my university
study, to transfer to the Music Department.



The subsequent story is very lengthy, and the roads I walked through were by no means easy. In the blink of an
eye, it is almost three decades. Though I have experienced many changes, one thing remains unchanged: I am still
writing music for the church consistently even until today, yes, every week for decades. There was a period of time I
even arranged two or three works every week. There in the university classroom, my students submitted their works
each week; here in the church, I handed in my assignments each week to God. Over the vears, in the course of my
composing career, [ have written a great number of works, but not many people know this: simply using the twenty or
more orchestral works I have written as an example, almost in every work one can find a shade of the church in it, as
much of my inspiration came from the music I wrote for the church. Looking back at these past days, I feel very warm,
because there are full of unexpected blessings from God. For one who has started studying music as late as I, I really
feel it is some sort of a dream. In my heart there is only one verse I wish to say, which is the same verse my wife and I
chose together twenty-five years ago when we got married: “For He has dealt bountifully with me” (Psalm 13:6).

From school to church, then onto professionalism, and onward to a career of composition, this is a wonderful journey.
It brought me into different fields of music, let me experience the most memorable collaborations, and meet with
noblest sentiments. This current music collection contains twelve anthems, suddenly bring to live before my eyes
memories of moments which have become gradually vague, and let me return to the groups of people that [ have
served, meet again with hearts that are simple and lovely, and taste again the days we have passed through together.
The warmth that was absent for quite some time has never really decreased.

The first half of the collection is original works. “Blessed Is the One Who Trusts in You” was taken from my early
choral symphony, Symphonic Psalms in Three Parts which was commissioned by the Hong Kong Oratorio Society,
premiered at the end of 1994. The original choral piece was scored for orchestra and mixed chorus with tenor and
soprano soli interspersed between sections. The excerpt included here is a condensed form of the third movement,
solely for mixed chorus. This simplified version, with either organ or piano as accompaniment, was completed in 2008,

followed by many performances in various concerts. It should best be sung in Mandarin.

“Hearts that Yearn for Zion” is from my cantata My Heart Longs for Thee, the music was written in 2001, formerly
for the “Celebration of the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Kowloon Church, the Methodist Church, Hong Kong”, and
then extended into the orchestral version, in 2008, performed again at the “Centennial Celebration of the Swatow
Baptist Church, Kowloon City”. The version included in this collection is the adaptation of two sections from the
original work in 2009. Upon the request of St. Paul’s College, it is adapted for four-part a cappella male chorus, to be
performed in two international music festivals in the same year and the following year respectively. It should best be
sung in Cantonese.

“Lord Jesus, the Capstone!” is written for the “Foundation Stone Laying Ceremony” of the new church of the Swatow
Christian Church, Kowloon City. The music was written in 2010, the centenary year of the Union of the Swatow
Christian Churches. At this historical moment, believers stood on the ground of the site before the construction work
has even started, and facing unprecedented challenges, they have the conviction that the sure foundation has already
been established: Christ has been made the capstone. The music was premiered a cappella outdoors at the building site,
with this simplest and purest outlook, we declared to the world that, “There is no hope other than God!” This anthem
should best be sung in Cantonese.

Completed in 2002, “ Blessings Only” is a work commissioned b); the Hong Kong Treble Choirs” Association. It was
premiered by the Hong Kong Treble Choir, and distributed online. The texts were taken from the Bible, Matthew 5:3-
10, i.e. the Beatitudes from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, and the music was written for three-part female a cappella
chorus. As it is a technically difficult song, it is up to the singers to decide whether or not a soft organ accompaniment
is needed for support. The piece should best be sung in Mandarin.



“Peace to You, Sisters, Brothers” is commissioned by the “Hong Kong Sheng Kung Hui”, for her tenth anniversary
celebration of the Province. The anthem was completed and premiered at the end of 2008, and was also performed
in the “Myongji International Contemporary Music Festival” of 2009 in Seoul, and has been recorded into compact
disc. The original anthem was written for mixed choir with orchestral accompaniment, but the one included in this

collection is a version with organ accompaniment. To be sung in English is preferred.

For these anthems, although compositional approaches varied, no avoidance to the difference between traditional and
modern style, the utilization of two languages and three dialects rendering them, and technically being challenging,
but in my heart there is always an insistent idea that they will all eventually be brought into the church that I am now
serving, to be sung from the mouths of a group that had little musical training. Hence, I never expect these anthems
to look great, nor to shine before people’s eyes. 1 only wish that they may remind people of how kind and friendly our
Creator is, and that they may have a glimpse of the Wisdom that can put chaos into order. In fact, I never told them at
what occasions these works have been performed, and they certainly never thought that performing these works well
would do them any good. The group of people is so simple and lovely, holding the scores, learning with effort and
trving their best to sing well. Even if the years just seem uneventful, still they show a noble sentiment. Regardless of
facing academic or professional difficulties, or the burden of family or personal problems, everybody would enter so
quietly into the hall on schedule, quietly doing their job. This is how, so lightly and naturally, I passed through a large
part of my life. Being able to walk into this lovely place, fortunate enough to continue writing for these people here,
makes it really meaningful for me. As long as I still have breath and strength, I will keep on writing like this.

The second half of this collection is arrangements of hymns, which includes works of my weekly bit of writing in
thirty years. The most valuable outcome is that in these days my will and perseverance have been tried and tempered,
resulting that, come what may, I will serve persistently. Things being so familiar have long since become a part of
my life. Even today, this experience is still so fresh, so exciting, and without fading in the least. Comparing to those
orchestral works that often take me half a year to write, writing each of these adapted songs usually completed within
a few hours, is more of a pleasant and light task. Works included here are “God, Make My Life a Little Light”, “Be
Still, My Soul / What a Friend , * It Is Well with My Soul ”, “How Sweet the Name of Jesus Sounds”, “God s Love”,
* God of Grace and God of Laughter ”, and “Turn Your Eyes upon Jesus”. Besides these, there are many more others.
They were mostly started by penning on paper on Friday nights, and completed on Saturday mornings, then printed

music was prepared for rehearsals in the afternoons, and ready for use in worship the following day.

Whether these songs were written for choirs, or for congregational singing, these arrangements have witnessed
the moment of struggling faith, conveyed the shout of the day and the cry of the moment. In this way, every song
selected weekly, as well as the processing of each song, has become a kind of embodiment of living in the present, a
kind of natural expression of inner response. The interpretation of music reveals a clarity in attitude, and with reason
and passion, this would be a timely response to the challenges of the day, the earth’s suffering, the confusion of
life, allowing faith and everyday life to be closely connected together. Written at the beginning of this year (2010),
“Be Still, My Soul / What a Friend " is just such a response, so that on the Sunday after the Haiti disaster, believers
would not forget those lived in suffering. Recognizing that even storm and surges obey the Lord, why should we fear
the storm of life at all? Thus we came to realize now that repeated loss of peace and unnecessary sufferings were
all because we did not carry everything to God in prayer. Again in June 2009, there was the “Zheng Sheng College
incident”. There the residents in Mui Wo (Silver Mine Bay) rejected vigorously “Zheng Sheng” to move into the
district, here we sang in worship “Who Can Be so Noble as You”, and without hesitation we told the world: God never
shows favoritism, since He sees life as being very noble, we, His followers, should wholeheartedly embrace every
person who is honorable in the sight of God. Recently, in the Filipino hostage event, misfortune came so suddenly,
frustration and confusion caused many people to fall into the ravine, and minds were unsettled. With sorrow in our
hearts, we cried with the mournful. That day, while the tune from Dvorak’s New World Symphony was being played



in the hall, we had families and relatives of the victims in mind, though in anger and confusion, through faith we
could still sing “Going Home”. Looking back at these days, for years we have actually lived like this, quietly passing
by the many stops in life, and inadvertently on the road we came to know God. What a blessing! In the simple years
of life, with no surprises in the days of fatigue, in the changing situations, and in times of hazy vision, such weekly

arrangements of songs have aroused sprays in my mind, and have expanded as ripples.

It is through the course of writing music that [ learned about life again, and reset values and priorities. The choral
world took me into the world of emotion, allowed me to experience frustration and helplessness of the past and present,
to savor the emotions in poetry, and to listen to the call of the universe and life. “Originality” let me experience
“freedom”, and “arrangement” taught me about “constraint”. “Freedom™ in “constraints” is just like a mirror, reflecting
our faith and unfolding our life. Seemingly yielding endless variations and changes, freedom eventually lands on an
existing insistence. What a mystery! Some say that it is a manifestation of human wisdom and artistry, but I see in it

the Creator’s good intentions.

Life is such a wonderful journey, staggering along, we are busy for a whole life. It was as if we still come back to the
same place, doing the same thing. Just along the way, I met God, 1 also got to know myself again, and everything is no

longer the same.

In holding fast our belief, in persisting on our values, we are very stubborn, and this has become our “constraint”.
However, in the experience of shared faith and value, we feel very lively, each day anew, and this has become our
“freedom”. “Freedom in constraints" —— what a tender reality it is, and what a lovely contradiction it is. If I could

continue to live on this way, I have nothing to rely on, except on God's gracious mercy.

O God, in the days of storm, You let us excperience what a mighty fortress is;

O God, tn the years with no wind, You tanght ns to recognize what real peace is.

Therefore, we seek not today smaothness in life, prosperity in everything; we wonld not think that we are different becanse
we have obtained mercy;

On the contrary, when we think of during ihe rugged, staggering and scarred years, we have the Lord to walk by onr side,
we feel even nore blessed.

In forgiveness and grace, we are no longer afraid of exposing onr weaknesses before peaple, and we alo do not need to hide
our brokenness;

Becanse today we, “boast all the more gladly my weakness, so that the Christ’s power may rest on me.”

Laooking ahead, we do not ask to see the distant future, but only plead God, 1o lead nie forward step by step;

Although we know that it is a narrow road, but as long as the Lord is with us, we can learn to sing a new song every day.
O God, we pray that we may walk firmly, and be determined to follow;

Althongh the naked eye cannot see the pillar of clowd or fire, yet deep in onr hearts we believe with conviction;

Kunowing Your presence, we have peace in our hearts, wherever You fead, we go.

Be it not an easy road, and onr strength is not sufficient,
O Lord, if You perniit, Your mercy we obiain,
We are willing to go one more mile, sing one more song.

Amen.

Victor Chan
26 September 2010

Translated by
Chiang Wai Man
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