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What is this 
“Passion?”

✤ A masterpiece of 
music history 

✤ A master stroke of 
Lutheran worship 

✤ A master class in 
pastoral care



Who are these 
“people?”

✤ Grew up in a musical family..

✤ Not a trained scholar of Bach, 
musicology, harmonic 
analysis, German language, 
baroque history….

✤ An appreciation for “practical 
history” and the partnership 
of “musicians and 
theologians”





Prelude: 
“Herr, Unser Herrscher” 
 

The Setting 
of the St. John Passion

Albrecht Durer:  
The Engraved Passion (1507-12) 

“Man of Sorrows” (no. 1) 





“A well-read, highly 
principled musician”

✤ Bach’s St. John’s Passion premieres 
on April 7, 1724 - Johann S. Bach has 
held his position for less than a year

✤ Bach is responsible for music at four 
Lutheran churches & a large school

✤ Johann is a 39-year old remarried 
father of six. Two are his students

✤ Easter marks of a ‘silent’ Lenten 
season.  He uses the time for 
composition.



A “well-tempered” 
passion setting…

✤ Predominant usage of 
‘recitative’ Scriptural texts

✤ Compelling usage of well-
known Lutheran chorales

✤ Reflective usage of newly-
composed poetic libretto

✤ Dramatic use of “turba 
choruses” and instrumentation



1. “Herr, unser Herrscher”



Part One:  
“Wen Suchet Ihr?” 
 

The Scripture 
of the St. John Passion

Albrecht Durer:  
The Engraved Passion (1507-12) 

“Betrayal of Christ” (no. 3) 





Scripture provides the 
structural foundation

✤ Bach employed a considerable 
“homiletic” understanding.

✤ Bach was able to compose a 
dramatic retelling of John’s 
gospel powerful enough to 
‘stand on its own’ 

✤ Bach was willing to provide 
‘sermon notes’ to keep his 
audience engaged. 



2. Recit. John 18:1-8.



Part Two: 
“Wer hat dich so geschlagen?” 

  
The Chorales 
of the St. John Passion

Albrecht Durer:  
The Engraved Passion (1507-12) 

“Christ before Caiphas” (no. 4) 

 





Chorales provide the 
contemporary connection

✤ Bach spends considerable 
time returning to a 
thematic “passion chorale”

✤ Bach punctuates each act of 
the  the biblical story with 
a “summative statement”

✤ Bach is engaging his 
church in a systematic tour 
of Lutheran hymns 



11. “Wer hat dich so geschlagen?”



14. “Petrus, der nicht denkt zurück”



Part three: 
“Betrachte, meine Seel…” 

The Poetry  
of the St. John Passion

Albrecht Durer:  
The Engraved Passion (1507-12) 

“Ecce Homo” (no. 8) 





Brockes’ Passion: 
Contemporary Settings

✤ Prominent composers produce 
oratorios on “Der für die Sünde 
der Welt gemarterte und sterbende 
Jesus” including: 
Reinhold Keiser (Hamburg, 1712) 
Georg Telemann (Frankfurt, 1716) 
Georg Handel (Hamburg, 1719) 
Johann Fasch (Zerbst, 1723)

✤ Biblical text is adapted into aria 
and soliloquy



Poetry provides a 
personal reflection

✤ Bach adopts fewer than a dozen 
madrigalic texts, and is careful 
to adapt each one of them. 

✤ Bach often engages arias in 
“dialogue,” provides “questions 
and answers,” and supports 
free poetry with “firm canticles”

✤ Bach’s use of poetry most often 
speaks to commitment and the 
theology of the cross 



19. “Betrachte, meine Seel”



24. “Eilt, ihr angefochten Seelen”



Part four: 
“Jesu der du warest Tod” 

The Drama 
of the St. John Passion

Albrecht Durer:  
The Engraved Passion (1507-12) 

“Crucifixion” (no. 11) 



Rubens, Descent from the Cross (1614) Rembrandt, Descent from the Cross (1634)

Albrecht Durer:  
The Engraved Passion (1507-12) 

“Ecce Homo” (no. 8) 



Drama is consistently 
directed “extra nos”



18. Turba: John 19:1



28. Er nahm alles wohl in acht



23. Turba: John 19:14-16



32. Mein teurer Heiland



Postlude: 
“Ruht wohl, ihr heilige gebeine…” 

The Legacy 
of the St. John Passion

Albrecht Durer:  
The Engraved Passion (1507-12) 

“Deposition” (no. 13) 



40. Ach Herr, lass dein lieb’



Often, the impact of our 
efforts is hard to see…

✤ Even during Bach’s lifetime, 
Bach’s “old” styles and 
conventions were rebuffed by 
listeners and leadership

✤ Passion according to St. John re-
written in 1725, 1737, and 1749

✤ Bach performs Telemann and 
Keiser in concert halls in 
Leipzig, while sacred passions 
are abandoned by his successors.



Departures and Applications

✤ Question: How do we go about setting the scriptural foundation for 
worship in Lent and Holy Week? Responsive reading? Assisted 
reading? 

✤ Question: How have the thematic uses of familiar hymns old and new 
invited participation among gathered people? 

✤ Question: How do we identified poetic forms that reflect and enhance 
the story itself? Solo reflection? Choral reflection? 

✤ Question: How do we ensure that the passion drama is emphasized 
“Extra Nos?” Examples of overdone drama? 
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39. Ruht wohl, ihr heiligen


