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“he Lord is risen,” the pastor intones.
Echoing back from the hundreds assem-
bled comes, “The Lord is risen indeed!”

In towns and cities across America, the dawn
of Easter Day awakens Christians to sunrise serv-
ices. Perhaps nowhere is that service more stir-
ring in its age-old simplicity than in Bethlehem,
Pennsylvania.

Just as darkness gives way to the first light of
dawn and the chirping of birds is heard, another
sound floats over the campus of Central
Moravian Church. The mellow voices of trom-
bones echo along Church Street and across the
flat gravestones adorned with pink, purple, and
white hyacinths. Once again, as they have for
more than 250 years, the trombones have led the
gathered worshippers from the sanctuary of the
Central Moravian Church to God’s Acre, an
early Moravian cemetery.

Pastors representing the six Bethlehem Area
Moravian churches lead the worshippers in word
and song as they affirm their faith in the risen
Savior.

Of the several hundred who encircle the
gravesite, some are visitors from far and wide.
Most, however, are members of the city’s first
congregation, the oldest Moravian church in
North America, founded
Bethlehem in 1741.

One of the oldest Protestant denominations

whose forebears

in the world, the Moravian church had its begin-
nings one hundred years before Martin Luther
gained his place in history. In Bohemia, now part
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of the Czech Republic, a Roman Catholic priest
named John Hus attempted to reform the
Church. He was declared a heretic and burned at
the stake in 1415. His followers from Moravia
and Bohemia established a separate church in
1457, which survived two centuries of religious
persecution, until they were provided a safe
haven on a nobleman’s estate in Saxony.
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As part of a larger German tradition of using
bands of wind instruments for both church and
community functions, the Moravians held their
first Easter Dawn service in Saxony in April
1732, and a trombone choir was a part of that
service.

The church began to send missionaries to
various part of the world, including the New
World, and along with them went their instru-
ments, as well as hymnals and manuscripts of
choral and instrumental music.

In 1755, the first quartet of slide trombones
was used for the Easter Dawn service in
Bethlehem. The original “set” of instruments,
fashioned in Europe and sent to the settlements,
included a small soprano trombone, called a
“slide trumpet” and extremely rare today; a
slightly larger alto trombone in E flat; and the



standard tenor and F bass
trombones. The Bethlehem
choir has since added other
trombones, including a 125-
vear-old F bass trombone
almost eight feet long.

Other Moravian settle-
ments also used trombone
choirs, and many included
several other instruments.
—owever, the only brass
nstrument of the time capa-
-le of playing a chromatic
:zale in the range of the
~uman voice, the trombone
was a natural to accompany
::urgh services, to sound

- zsz-mary in Europe.

“When the Bethlehem Moravians completed
-=: vast sanctuary known as the Central
*.7-zzvian Church in 1806, the trombone choir
zzz its tradition of playing from the church’s

—zs:v¢ belfry for special occasions.
S:nce that time, in a firmly entrenched tra-

the trombonists have gathered each

=zs7z- morning. They travel about the city, paus-
-z -nder street lights to play their chorales out-

: 2z ~ne homes of selected members and pastors.
“-=zv hen assemble in the choir loft of the
iz omz. where they perform the opening chorale
-- <m= Zzster morning liturgy. As dawn breaks,
==z =~ onists lead the congregation to God’s
~ 7=, wr.z7e the service is concluded.

_-z congregation disperses to enjoy tradi-

‘

= -7z sozz- cake and coffee and to attend the wor-
=z :z=22 in the Old Chapel. The trombonists
sozozmEn r::hablv to sleep.

>~ before ten, children gather for an egg

Young boys hold torches to lllummate the music in this engraving of the
trombone choir that appeared in HARPER'S WEEKLY March 31, 1888.
Image courtesy of Central Moravian Church, a National Landmark of Music.

hunt on the church green with much competi-
tion from the local squirrel population. Each egg
has a cache of candy and printed Bible verses.

At eleven, the Easter Triumph service
begins, and there is room for more than a thou-
sand worshippers. The chancel area is filled with
dozens of palms. A graceful cross of white lilies
stands among them.

As the Easter Liturgy begins, members expe-
rience both an exhilaration and a peace knowing
that they are standing in a place defined by a
beloved heritage. These are the “Easter People.”

In this bright and beautiful old sanctuary, the
Easter Liturgy concludes, and the congregation
and the choir rise with anticipation and join in
singing the beloved hymn of Resurrection:

Sing hallelujah, praise the Lord!
Sing with a cheerful voice:
Exalt our God with one accord,
And in His name rejoice.
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