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We lost our Shepherd

NYC, Fri, 06 Feb 1998 21:45:45 -05:00

Pastor John Garcia Gensel passed away today after a
short illness.

I knew him, like literally thousands in the jazz
community did, as one of those rare individuals who could
truly be called a great man.

Duke Ellington wrote of him in MIMM:

*...I met Pastor John Gensel, whose Lutheran church
my sister, Ruth, regularly attends. I went to his church and
JSound that music was not confined there to the more or less
solemn kind usually heard in churches.

Pastor Gensel had recitals and music that were, I sensed,
much more appropriate 10 the jazz musicians with whom
he was involved. This led to the observation I made in
connection with the first sacred concert: that every man
worships in his own language. And I know that there is no
language God does not understand.

In addition to this, Pastor Gensel ofien went without,
denying the needs of his own family, and even using
money earned by his beautiful wife as a schoolteacher, in
order to pay the rent, or doctor's bills, or to buy food for
some of the less fortunate night people. That is why we
saluted him with a tonal.portrait as "The Shepherd Who
Watches Over The Night Flock."

His is pure humanism and the type of unselfishness
that mark a man as a true representative of God."

Duke Ellington

Amen Loren Schoenberg

NYC, Sun, 08 Feb 1998 11:26:59 -0500

I met Pastor Gensel in 1973 while a volunteer at the
New York Jazz Museum.

I had never encountered a "man of the cloth” who was
accepted as one of their own by jazz musicians. It was
slightly later that I understood the unique function Pastor
Gensel served. If there was one, there were a thousand
stories (usually told with great confidentiality) about the
extraordinary ways that the Pastor altruistically aided "the
Night Flock", as Duke aptly put it, in ways that would

never be generally known. This was made all the more
astonishing by the humility and sense of humor which
pervaded everything the Pastor did.

Eventually, I began participating in the various
functions at St. Peter's, playing at services, memorials,
concerts for the Ellington Society, the annual All Night
Soul sessions, and, in a sense, got to "work" with the
Pastor as a fellow professional (this may sound odd, but
there were parts of his duties in emceeing concerts that
were analogous to a musician's responsibility), and I can
tell you he was a joy to be around at every moment and in
every circumstance.

Pastor Gensel had a great sense of humor that he
injected into "serious” proceedings whenever he deemed it
positive to do so. One occasion I remember quite vividly
was at Roy Eldridge's memorial service in 1989, and
having played with and known "Little Jazz" over the years,
I feel that he would enjoyed the anecdote the Pastor
recounted more than anyone. Here is an
approximation/paraphrase of what Pastor Gensel said:

[medium fast tempo] "On the way back from the
cemetery, I realized that Roy was buried not far from where
John Coltrane had been laid to rest 12 years ago. And I
imagined that on some future moonlit night,” [slightly
slower] "when the spirit moved him, Roy would rise with
his trumpet, and play a beautiful solo. Hearing this, and
not being able to resist the inspiration, John Coltrane
would take his saxophone, and join in with Roy, playing
a" [largo] "long...(pause) LONG solo to create some
heavenly music the likes of which we have never heard.”

Of course, you had to be there to appreciate John's (and
many of us did call him that, at his urging) timing, but I
hope it represents one part of the Pastor's miraculous gifts,
which was the saving grace of humor.

How often can you truly say that someone was "one of
akind" or "we'll never see his like again” and mean it
literally? Well, in this case it is all too true, and we can
just be thankful that we were fortunate enough that our
lives intersected with that of the "Shepherd Who Watches
Over the Night Flock" - Pastor John Garcia Gensel.

Loren Schoenberg
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