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A Composer’s View 
of the Sacred Music 
Project: Singing the 
Restored Gospel into 
the Hearts of the 
People
EDA ASHBY

In 1993, Ricks College instituted the Sacred Music Series, 
inspired by President Kimball’s 1977 “Gospel Vision of the 
Arts” in which he envisioned great artistic works being 
written to tell the story of the restoration. Approximately 
every two years, a new LDS composer would be 
selected and commissioned to write the next oratorio (a 
scripturally-based, concert-length, sacred work, including 
choir, orchestra, and soloists, like Handel’s Messiah), to 
be taken on tour by the college. For most composers, the 
commission to write for the Sacred Music Series would 
come out of the blue with no prior warning. My experience 
was slightly different.

In early 1999, a member of the Ricks College faculty 
mentioned the Sacred Music Series to me. In my mind, 
there was no chance I would ever be asked to write for 
it, but I thought I might prepare on the very slim chance 
that I might someday be asked. In my case, it would be 
a personal project, a long-term, 20-year, back-burner, 

“closet” oratorio which would combine powerful scriptures 
with inspiring music, just in case. I prayed for guidance 
in selecting a topic and started collecting scriptures             
that applied. 

The topic grew from Bruce R. McConkie’s April 1985 
General Conference address, in which he describes “three 
gardens of God”: Eden, Gethsemane, and the garden of the 
empty tomb. There is also a final garden—the earth in its 
paradisiacal state. The plan of salvation is found in these 
gardens, and their profound symbols could be represented 
by transformable, intertwine-able musical themes.

Various influences had converged to prepare me for an 
experience with the Sacred Music Series. All my life I had 
been fascinated by the lifting power of music, especially 
the turns of harmony that cause a surge of soul-elevation. 
From my earliest youth, my parents exposed me to classical 
music and piano lessons. I became a fan of the local 
classical radio station, playing “guess the composer” and 
collecting titles of my favorite pieces. I also played violin in 
the local Chattanooga Youth Symphony, and would sight-
read piano classics into the wee hours of the night.

When I embarked on university work at BYU, the music 
major turned out to be so demanding and competitive that 
I feared it would consume my spiritual life. I left the music 
major and pursued intense instruction in the gospel itself. I 
built my class schedule around the most wonderful religion 
classes, where my professors carefully and repeatedly 
taught that the blessings and power of the gospel were not 
just for the prophets or the elite, but for the least of the 
saints, as soon as they were ready to receive them. This was 
vital, foundational soul-food for an emerging young adult, 
and it was great background for assembling an oratorio. 
While listening to Handel’s Messiah in the college lounge 
one day, identifying the scriptures used in the oratorio, it 
came to me that this testimony of Christ is the testimony 
the Lord would have me bear throughout my life, with 
a full-time mission as a beginning. When I returned 
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from serving in the newly-opened Utah mission, I was 
transfixed by the message and power of the Provo premier 
of Robert Cundick’s Redeemer oratorio. Months later I was 
swept away by a BYU Tchaikovsky concert, and felt led to 
return to majoring in music. The music major would be 
manageable now because the last few years of gospel study 
had provided a firmer foundation from which to deal with 
the rigors of the music major.

I have always loved the Zion-building principle of 
the gospel—the feeling of contributing to something 
much greater than the self; a feeling I experienced in the 
university’s symphony orchestra. My background was 
primarily instrumental, but I had always wanted to sing, 
so, late in college, I tried out for a choir. In BYU’s Oratorio 
Choir, my Zion contribution felt even more personal and 
moving than in the symphony orchestra. In addition, choir 
provided wonderful experiences with the great choral 
classics, especially extended works such as the Duruflé 
Requiem, the Brahms Requiem, Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, 
and others. In all of these, the composers used music to 
illuminate their spiritual text. I loved the effects of gospel 
truth combined with beautifully constructed choral music, 
and soon began preparing to study choral conducting.

Choral composition was a natural outgrowth of 
involvement in choral music. I completed a doctorate in 
choral music from USC in 1986. In 1990, I began directing 
choir at Utah Valley State College in Orem, composing 

music for that choir and for various LDS services in the 
Orem stake where I lived. In early 1999, I first heard of the 
Sacred Music Series and began my “closet oratorio project” 
while I was still working at Utah Valley. In the summer of 
1999, I moved to Rexburg to teach music at BYU-Idaho. 
Busy as the first year always is, there was still time to work 
on the “closet” oratorio.

In the fall of 2004 while driving back to Rexburg 
from Canada, I was praying for help in structuring the 
oratorio symbolism and musical themes, because during 
the coming semester’s sabbatical, I had proposed to 
assemble the oratorio text from my collected scriptures. I 
needed themes that could be developed, transformed, and 
intertwined. Musical thoughts began flowing, and I jotted 
them down while driving. Just north of Dillon, Montana, 
I stopped to notate the foundational Tree of Life (Christ) 
theme for the work. If heaven was giving the themes, this 
oratorio would be serious business!

I left Rexburg in February 2005 to be able to concentrate 
better on oratorio. Soon after setting up the project in the 
fruit room of the family home in Tennessee, I received a 
call from BYU-Idaho’s interim president, Robert Wilkes, 
commissioning a Sacred Music Series oratorio to be 
performed in Winter 2007. This deadline would greatly 
accelerate the 20-year time-line I had planned! Beginning 
in February 2005, all spare time for the next two years 
would be devoted to the oratorio project. In order to finish 
on time, there would be no family vacations, no trips, 
no frivolous activities. Non-oratorio activities would be 
confined to the necessities of life only. I asked for prayers 
from my extended family to augment my own.  

All my life I had been 
fascinated by the lifting 
power of music, especially 
the turns of harmony that 
cause a surge of 
soul-elevation.
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A priesthood blessing that winter was the first of two which 
promised divine aid, divine helpers, and the ability to 
remember the inspirations long enough to write them.

It soon became clear that inspiration was clearer in 
the morning, before the cares of the world invaded. Any 
spontaneous awakening after 4:00 a.m. would be taken 
as oratorio work-time. This continued for the next two 
years, through three teaching semesters and three off track 
semesters, providing blocks of early-morning composition 
time even during the teaching semesters. I was sustained 
physically in this schedule, but found it necessary to read 
scriptures twice a day and diligently avoid all conflict and 
ill feelings in order to maintain inspiration. 

It took the whole winter semester to assemble the text. 
Each section of the oratorio involved extended scripture 
searches in concordances. Verses and parts of verses 
were rearranged until the message of that section became 
concise and powerful. Sometimes a tune or musical 
structure would come with the text.

After the text was finished, it was time to embark on 
the composition of the music. It was a significant blessing 
that a year before I received the commission, I had been 
persuaded to take my first class on computerized music 
notation. Up to this time, beginning in my teens, I had 
written out all my compositions by hand. Using a notation 
program was necessary for an extended work such as an 
oratorio. Beyond the notation class, sometimes it took 
hours of reading the manual and experimenting to discover 
how to print a desired notation. It also seemed very 
necessary to pray for the technology, that nothing would 
crash or be lost.

In spring 2005, I remember looking at the blank staff 
and the text, praying for help to begin the music. The 
music needed to carry the Spirit and illuminate the 

scriptures’ feeling and meaning. As I sought for the right 
music to convey the transcendent messages of the selected 
scriptures, it seemed like a broad view of eternity would 
open up to allow a sense of the timeless and universal 
importance of these scriptural events. With that sense 
of timelessness, it was easier to feel when the music was 

“right.” I had to be open, and simply receive the musical 
promptings and inspirations as given, without writing 
them off as my own thoughts. It seemed that many more 
things were inspired than I would have imagined. As I 
worked them out in nonjudgmental gratitude, the music 
progressed. Imagining a judging audience always marred 
the purity and power of the music, so, for me, self-
judgment and self-consciousness shut down inspiration 
and creativity. Corrections were still made, but not in 
a spirit of worry about what people would think. By 
suspending self-conscious judgment while writing, the 

“self ” could be lost in favor of the message, or in other 
words, the writer’s eye could be “single” to, or focused on, 
the true message. For the next two years, no negative self-
criticism could be allowed.

The oratorio occupied anywhere from eight to twelve 
hours per day, until the inspiration ran out or other duties 
called. At times writer’s block could be solved by a trip to 
the temple or the woods to pray, but not always. Activities 
other than life necessities would derail the creative flow, 
so they were off-limits. Evenings, not great for inspired 
creativity, were fine for musical clean-up work, detail 
editing, and preparing piano scores, editing orchestration.

Each musical piece or section of the oratorio took at 
least three weeks to complete. After two off-track semesters 
and one teaching semester (by early 2006), the main 
composition work was done for the first half of the oratorio 
(70 minutes), which was all the commissioners wanted. As 

Imagining a judging audience always marred the purity 
and power of the music, so, for me, self-judgment and 
self-consciousness shut down inspiration and creativity.



each section was completed, it was sent to the orchestrator, 
Merrill Jenson (who wrote one of our earlier Sacred Music 
Series oratorios). He separated out the musical lines and 
assigned them to just the right combination of instruments 
to give just the right effect. Merrill Jenson has written many 
movie scores and was expert at discerning the mood and 
intent of the music. After the orchestration was done, the 
orchestrated scores all needed to be checked and edited. 
This process took months, but it saved a lot of rehearsal 
time because I knew the notes were correct when we went 
into rehearsal. A student employee extracted the individual 
instrument parts from the completed score.

A multitude of compositional experiences testified 
of divine aid in this project, including the gift of the 
foundational musical themes. In one instance, during 
Saturday chores, a well-defined tune came to mind. I 
had learned by experience that it was best to write down 
any tunes immediately, in the key they appeared, so I 
wrote it but I had no idea where in the oratorio this tune 
belonged. The next day it became clear that this was the 
tune for the verses of “Oh My Father” which were to be 
included in the oratorio. The tune fit perfectly: mood, 
words, and all. Other times, while I was finishing up a 
section, a musical interpolation would come to mind, to 
be added like whipped cream on a dessert. I was amazed 
at the richness of the musical turns and the thematic 

transformations of the “tree of life” theme. Those had to 
be a product of heavenly direction, because I don’t believe 
I alone would have thought of them. One of the hardest 
parts to write was the destruction section, which had to be    
continuously dissonant.

The conductor, Kendell Nielsen, caught the spirit of 
the piece masterfully. He was able to see the intent of the 
musical transformations: for instance, the Christ theme 
presented in hope versus its presentation in the suffering of 
Gethsemane, and its later transformation to a triumphant 
fugue. In March 2007, as we prepared to take the work on 
tour, the conductor asked if we could add a wordless choral 
layer in the last movement (postlude). The wordless choral 
part was written the day we were to leave, and printed 
minutes before we boarded the tour buses. We sight-
read it in the preconcert rehearsal in Pocatello. It indeed             
felt “right.”

We were blessed to enjoy an outpouring of spirit and 
light as we performed. One listener said he felt as though 
he had just been to the temple. It was gratifying that the 
oratorio’s gospel message was felt and that layers of its 
meaning reached many listeners and participants.

A work of such size, requiring so many hours from so 
many, is a huge undertaking. Why should we undertake it? 
Because we want to “sing the gospel into the hearts of the 
people,” as Brigham Young put it. Ever after a Sacred Music 
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Series experience, the selected scripture texts are much 
more memorable, often coming to people’s minds with the 
music still attached. These LDS oratorios teach, uplift, and 
convert—they build the Kingdom of God, and prepare 
people’s hearts for the Second Coming. They remind us 
that the blessings and power of the gospel are for all of 
us. Some participants and listeners report that they play 
the oratorio to lift their spirits. If a work is uplifting it is 
because it was written with inspiration. All good things 
come from Christ. Our reward is knowing that the Lord 
has magnified our efforts to bless the lives of all hearers 
with His truth, delivered through a musical medium of 
feeling and power, with an accompanying invitation to 
experience the power of the gospel for ourselves. The 
testimony of divine truth and the invitation to experience 
the fullness of gospel blessings for ourselves are eternally 
priceless, for these are the turning points that lead us all to 
eternal opportunity.

On a personal level, I have learned something more 
from this oratorio. Behind many great contributions to the 
kingdom and the world, there is an element of spiritual 
volunteerism led by sincere desire, backed by serious 
preparation, and blessed by the Lord. As I was reading a 
back issue of the Church News, about a state-wide church 
girls camp held in Alaska, I thought, “What a large state; 
how hard to get them all together in one spot!” Then the 

question arose, “Who asked them 
to create a state-wide church girls 
camp?” Probably no one. I am 
guessing the thought arose and 
leaders followed through on it, 
obtaining permission to proceed. 
They did not wait passively for the 
Young Women’s general board to 
ask them to do a state-wide camp. 
Nor did they usurp authority by 

“running before they were sent” or 
by seeking personal glory. The 
leaders in Alaska had desires to 
help; and “if ye have desires to 
serve, ye are called to   the work.” 

Spiritual volunteerism is not 
necessarily overt. I believe that 

often it is known only to the Lord, as we take our desires 
privately to Him. He knows and sees and is pleased to 
use those who are willing and prepared as He works to 
accomplish His purposes. Spiritual volunteerism is not 
passively waiting to be asked by someone in authority, but 
responding to promptings, desires, and personal spiritual 
invitations to prepare to build the kingdom, even when 
the promptings seem too remote or too grand. So often 
it is by such small and simple things that great things are 
accomplished. 

Often our desires reflect divine direction given by the 
Spirit. One such example is a southern-Utah sister who 
wanted to learn Samoan. Three years later her husband 
was called as mission president in Samoa. Many Sundays, 
when I really want to take a nap, small promptings 
invite me to journal or to write a new hymn or primary 
song. I experience a wonderful spiritual journey each 
time I respond, and my tiredness disappears. Many such 
small promptings shaped the music of the Tree of Life 
oratorio. In fact, I believe my participation in the Sacred 
Music Series probably grew from spiritual volunteerism-- 
beginning with divinely planted desire, and continuing 
with silently volunteering before the Lord, along with 
advance preparation. How many great things may 
we yet accomplish to bless the kingdom if we silently 
volunteer and prepare in response to our desires and                   
divine invitations?

We probably have yet to produce the great works 
foreseen by President Kimball, but the only way to 
contribute is to keep trying, whether or not we measure up. 
The greatness of the task is nothing before the power of the 
Lord. By the small and simple things of the earth (through 
us and through our students), He can and will accomplish 
His purposes. If we keep working, continually seeking to 
align ourselves with His direction and methods, the Lord, 
in His grace, will give the increase, and we will marvel at 
His outcomes. t

Video of Tree of Life is available at “https://video.byui.edu/media/

The+Tree+of+Life+2007/0_mnthzst8” or use the QR code to 

locate this work using your mobile device. 


