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“Sensible” 

A Music Sunday Homily by the Rev. Dr. Stephanie May 

First Parish in Wayland 

April 10, 2022 

 

Can I confess something to you? I have never been to an opera. Have you? Please raise your 

hand or answer in the chat if you have attended an opera. And, yes, watching one at the 

movie theater counts.  Now raise your hand if you have NOT attended an opera. 

 

Phew. I’m glad to know that I’m not alone.  

 

Although we may have varying exposure to and experience with opera, today’s music, as I 
understand, is very accessible to all of us. And, really, haven’t we all heard opera? It shows 
up in tv shows, movies, commercials, cartoons, and yes, now on Sunday morning. Opera in 
fact is widely sung in our culture—even if not all of us have stepped foot in an opera house.  
 
When I asked Polly, our Music Director, why she loved opera, she spoke enthusiastically of 
the combination of music and drama, of song and movement. This made sense to me. While 
I may not have attended an opera, I have seen many a musical which also blends drama and 
music, song and movement.   
 
Reflecting on this blend, I discovered a quote by poet W.H. Auden, who writes, “No good 

opera plot can be sensible, for people do not sing when they are feeling sensible.” 

 
Indeed, who sings while grocery shopping, flossing one’s teeth, or preparing taxes? Who 
sings when they are in a mood just to get through the list of to-do’s or to finish a necessary, 
if unpleasant task? Do you sing when you are feeling sensible, prudent, and practical? Or do 
you sing or crank up the radio when you’re feeling a bit emotional, restless, perhaps even a 
little overwhelmed or unstable?  
 
Life, with its drama, can evoke all kinds of emotions within us. And, while we may be able 
to be sensible in our living most of the time, I suspect we’ve all had moments where our 
emotions upended our sense and sensibility. Perhaps we lost it in anger or maybe we were 
overcome by knee-bending sorrow. Or maybe we felt full to bursting with pride or joy . . . 
happiness tumbling out of us. The plot twists of an ordinary human life are more often than 
not full of drama that familiarizes us with a whole range and diversity of emotions.  
 
Here in this gathering today, online and in-person, I am certain we bring all manner of 
emotions and dramas. I know we do. Each of us arrive here carrying losses and longings, 
with fears that restrain us and loves that make us bold. Opera, as I understand it, seeks to 
reveal this interplay of drama and emotion in our living.  
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So often we show our sensible self to the world around us, keeping our emotions tucked 
away from view. But what if for today, we acknowledge that we all have a bit of opera in 
us—the place where our emotions would have us burst in songs with soaring notes and 
grand gestures of expression. The place that would have us admit to ourselves and to 
others that sometimes it feels good to not be so sensible all the time, but to feel deeply all 
the colors, sounds, and experiences of living. 
 
As you may know, Auden was not only a poet but also a librettist, writing lyrics for operas. 
Sometimes he even collaborated with his lifelong lover Chester Hallman to write libretti.  
Learning this about Auden deepened my respect for his quote about opera. Not only did 
Auden intimately understand the plots of operas as a creator; Auden undoubtedly also 
understood something about the drama and emotions of life by navigating the world as a 
gay man from 1907-1973. I can only imagine the emotions he wished that he could express 
on the public stage of life. 
 
And so, as we hear the music today, we may not know the full plot of any particular song or 
the opera from which it’s taken, but perhaps we can experience something of life’s drama 
and emotions in each song. And in listening, perhaps we might feel that we are less alone in 
own emotional dramas of seeking to live and love on this day and the next. 
 
So may we feel what we feel in the music, in these moments, in our lives. For this too is who 
we are, each of us and all of us. 
 
May it be so. 
Amen. 
 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/w-h-auden

