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Community concert at 
Armstrong High will share 
the American slave’s story 
through song	

• By Kristen Miller kristen.miller@ecm-inc.com 

 Feb 13, 2018 Updated 5 hrs ago 
The Armstrong High School Concert Choir is one of The Armstrong High School Concert Choir is one of 
one of four choirs that will participate in the concert Sunday, Feb. 25. 

 

 



 

‘Songs of Hope of Freedom’ concert 

will be Sunday, Feb. 25, at Armstrong 

High School 

While slavery was an ugly time in our 
nation’s history, the beauty that 
emerged through slave songs 
continues to share messages of faith, 
hope and freedom. 

The community is invited to celebrate 
these songs during Black History Month 

and learn the stories behind the songs as part of “Songs of Hope and Freedom: The 
American Slave’s Story” 4 p.m. Sunday, Feb. 25, at the Armstrong High School 

Auditorium in Plymouth. 

The event will include spirituals, songs inspired by enslaved African Americans; coupled 

with historical context and personal testimonies surrounding the songs.   

 

“Songs of Hope and Freedom: The American Slave’s Story” will include spirituals, songs 
inspired by enslaved African Americans coupled with historical context and personal 
testimonies surrounding the songs. 

This collaborative performance will include a community sing, led by four area choirs 
including the Robbinsdale All-District Choir, of fifth graders from across the district, 
FAIR School-Crystal Gospel Choir, Armstrong High School Concert Choir and the 
Mount Olivet Lutheran Church of Plymouth Chancel Choir. 

The performance will feature guest speaker Eileen Guenther, professor and author of 
“In Their Own Words: Slave Life and The Power of Spirituals,” who will provide the 
historical context and origins for the songs. 



Students and members of the choir will assist Guenther by reading first-person 
narratives and singing. 

The inspiration for this event came when Angela Gritton, Mount Olivet director of 
worship, heard Guenther present on her book during last year’s National Association of 
Sacred Music Conference in Texas. In the book, Guenther explores the link between 
the personal narratives of enslaved African Americans and the spirituals that were “the 
voice of both sorrow and hope.” 

As part of her research, Guenther explored the 204 book-length narratives that were 
written or dictated by slaves, and the 2,400 interviews conducted in the 1930s through 
the Federal Writers Project. 

Each of the spirituals tells a story, with some songs having underlying meanings, also 
known as code songs. These code songs had hidden meanings for the slaves, but were 
“innocuous to those who enslaved them,” according to Guenther. For example, the song 
“Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” meant that a conductor on the Underground Railroad was 
coming. 

The music also has a lot of religious influences, evidence that faith was an anchor 
during those difficult times, Gritton explained. “People sing them to know the origin of 
them and understand where they came from,” she said. “It gives a sense of reverence” 

for this part of America’s history. 

Understanding and the history behind these spirituals allows a person to “experience 
them more deeply,” Gritton said. She explained that while the songs share feelings of 
extreme sadness and hopelessness, they also share feelings hope and the promise by 
God for a better future. 

Deeply impressed by Guenther’s presentation, Gritton wanted to invite her to present in 
Minnesota. 



As a member of Mount Olivet’s Chancel Choir and Adult and youth enrichment program 
specialist for Robbinsdale Area Schools Community Education, Diane Dickmeyer 
helped make the connection with the district’s music department, making it a 
collaborative effort among the four choirs. 

“Since Dr. Eileen Guenther is an expert in the context of spirituals and black slavery, 
and does presentations that fuse song, original slave letters and testimony, this seemed 
like an ideal event for the entire community to learn more during Black History Month,” 

said Dickmeyer. 

Stephanie Trump, Armstrong High School’s choir director, soon joined the effort to plan 
the concert event. 

For Trump, this is an opportunity to teach her high school singers about the authenticity 
that comes with this style of music. 

“They’re really passionate about what they sing ... they have no idea how this is going to 
change them,” Trump said, adding it’s something she can’t explain to the students. “I 
want them to go in with a head full of wonder and not a firm expectation.” 

“Professionally, it gives me a better understanding of history and perspective for music 
that I teach my students,” Trump said. 

As part of the process, Trump has been using Guenther’s book, which provides the text 
of each song, explanations of the songs, and personal testimonies from slaves that set 
the song in context. 

“It’s very powerful and emotional,” she said. 

For example, in the song “Ain’t A That Good News [I Got A Crown],” crowns and robes 
connote respect. “They represented that which was lacking in the slave’s present life, 
but which was expected in the life hereafter,” Guenther wrote in her book. “Beyond the 



tangible symbols of honor and respect, the critical component of heaven was the 
presence of the Savior, whom the Christian slave fervently longed to meet.” 
Corresponding testimonies then share the contrast of the robes and crowns to the 
clothing they would have to wear. 

“The music is beautiful. It’s full of hope and expectation,” Trump said. “It’s the beautiful 
part that has remained from that time in our nation’s history.” 

IF YOU GO 
WHEN: 4-6 p.m. Sunday, Feb. 25 
WHERE: Armstrong High School Auditorium, 10635 36th Ave. N., Plymouth 
TICKETS: Advance tickets are $7, $10 at the door; click here  to purchase online, or by 
calling 763-504-6990. Proceeds benefit Empty Bowls, a community meal and fundraiser 
for local food shelves. 
Copyright © 2018 at Sun Newspapers. Digital dissemination of this content without prior written 
consent is a violation of federal law and may be subject to legal action. 

 


