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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 JAFMgA: 

"...Imet Pastor John Gensel, whose Lutheran church 
my sister, Ruth, regularly attends. I went to his church and 
found 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, 1 sensed, 
much more appropriate to 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 often 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 doctors 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 
a kind" 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 

mailto:dems@club.innet.be
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Meerle, Sat, 07 Feb 199813:28:00 +01:00 
This is a very sad message. Not only for the Duke 

Ellington community but for the whole Jazz world. 
Father Gensel, "The Sheperd," died this morning (6 

February). I had the great honor to know him. He was one of 
the few people I have ever met who was made of pure gold. 

SjefHoefsmit. 

NYC, Sat, 7 Feb 1998 11:39:26 EST 
Although it was expected, Paster John Gensel's death 

came as a great shock. 
I have known John for more than 30 years both 

personally and through his participation in the Duke 
Ellington Society. John was a founding member of TDES. 
He met with a small group of Ellington devotees in 1959 to 
form the New York Chapter of the then Duke Ellington Jazz 
Society. 

John invited TDES to meet at Saint Peter's Church 
about 17 years ago when the Church was rebuilt at its 
present site. We have met there ever since. 

Several years ago he also invited me, as the president of 
TDES, to present three concerts a year devoted to the Music 
of Duke Elington at Saint Peter's. 

He regularly attended our meetings and participatted fully. 
He married us, attended to us and buried us. We will miss 
him. 

Our love to his lovely wife, Audrey and his wonderful 
family. Morris Hodara 

Sat, 7 Feb 199813:21:26-0500 
For many years I have watched the jazz community 

wither away. Oh, sure there has been some rejuvenation 
from the young players and audiences, but the culture that 
jazz sprang from has all but disappeared. 

And so, today is a very sad day for the music. Not only 
have we lost one more of our best and most interested 
listeners, but we have lost one of our best and most 
interested friends. 

Where will we ever find a true friend who will always be 
there to help us without judging us, without his own 
agenda, who understands our unusual lives? 

Have you ever met another religious person who wasn't 
selling his own brand of God? In the ten short years that I 
knew John, I only saw his generosity, humor and humility. 
He wanted each of us to know that we are always welcome 
in God's house—no questions asked. 

I will always be deeply indebted to him for the help he 
extended to me. I am sure that I am only one of thousands. 
Sadly, no one will ever fill his shoes. 

Our shepherd will be missed dearly. David Berger 

Alexandria, Sat, 07 Feb 199815:14:02 -0500 
I, too, will miss Pastor John Gensel. What a rare and 

remarkable person he was. An advocate for, supporter of, 
and, really, kind of an angel sent from heaven.. .to look out 
for the music we call jazz. 

He was always supportive, too, of our efforts at the 
Smithsonian Institution to preserve the music of Ellington 
and others. He and Audrey came down to the opening, in 
April 1993, here in Washington of our travelling exhibition 
"Beyond Category: The Musical Genius of Duke Ellington," 
and there were multiple opportunities to see him in New 
York. The last time I saw him was in February 1996, at the 

memorial service for Mercer Ellington. He and I each 
presented a eulogy for Mercer. John was very eloquent.. 
.and also was pointed, admonishing the remaining members 
of the Ellington family to quick bickering and pull together. 
John stood for, among many other wonderful values, 
reconciliation. 

May God grant him eternal peace and wonderful music 
with those he loved so much. What sessions he can attend! 
(Will John mount a concert of Ellington's Sacred Music, 
reuniting himself with the maestro, Cootie, Johnny, and the 
others?) 

And may God grant us mat John's many good works will 
live on and on and on. John Edward Hasse 

Sat, 07 Feb 199817:33:18 -0500 
Yes, I need to add my "Amen" to the messages. Pastor 

Gensel was a good friend, always supportive of my work, 
and that so myriad others. 

I have vivid memories of him presiding the "Jazz Mass" 
at St Peter's and of his tremendous spirit. 

It is sad, but he is in a far better place: "Heaven, my 
dream, Heaven, divine; Heaven supreme" Bill Edgar 

Sunday evening 8/9 Feb 1998 
On Friday morning February 6, at approximately 9:35, 

our first and only honorary member, Father John Gensel died 
in the presence of his beloved wife Audrey. He would have 
been 81 in a few days. 

In front of us is his letter, from "The Home of Joyful 
Noises," in which, with his fine sense of humour, he 
"humbly accepted this prestigious honor." 

It's obvious that it is a honor for us to have had his 
permission to print his name on our front-page, showing 
that he was willing to be associated with us. 

Loren Schoenberg illustrated John's light-hearted attitude 
towards death with his story of Roy Eldridge's funeral. He 
was, like Morris Hodara wrote, used to burying bis friends. 

These are John's own words, recorded on 12 August 1993 
at the Ellington conference in NYC where he made a 
presentation: 

"When Dr. Logan told Billy that he had cancer, maybe 
two or three years before he died, I'm not exactly sure of the 
time, Billy knew right away that he was on his way. 
Incidentally we are all on the way. We are all terminal 

When you point your finger at someone, remember there 
are three fingers pointing back to you, and it 'sjust as I said 
to a percussionist the other day: it 'sjust a matter of time. 

So don't be envious or scared or frightened or jealous. 
We are all going to meet... We are all going to the same... 
Probably you will be up where I am and I will be down 
where you are" 

Being in the presence of John Gensel was like wanning 
yourself in front of a fireplace. This fire is out. 

We have selected some messages from the mailing list of 
duke.lym on Internet and tried to make it into a bouquet for 
John Gensel. 

We will have to continue our life or what is left of it. 
His name will remain on our front-page as long as the 
bulletin exists. 

We convey our most sincere condolences to Audrey, her 
children and grand-children but also to our DEMS member 
Ulysses LaPradde, who has lost his dearest and closest friend. 

DEMS 


