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National Lutheran Choir Announces Commission: “Lament of the Earth” 
Work by composer Steve Heitzeg and poet Susan Palo Cherwien to premiere on Earth Day 2021 
 
MINNEAPOLIS, Minnesota, August 12, 2019 – The National Lutheran Choir has commissioned 
Minnesota composer Steve Heitzeg and poet Susan Palo Cherwien to create a multi-movement, 
choral-instrumental work entitled Lament of the Earth. 
 
The four-movement work for mixed chorus, instrumental ensemble, and children’s voices is 
scheduled to premiere on Earth Day 2021.  
 
Lament of the Earth recognizes that people of many different faiths share a common reverence 
for creation.  The work asks us to see with new eyes the intricate beauty of our universe while 
confronting our horrible violation of a sacred gift.  It voices a plea for forgiveness and resolves 
with hope that we can live with daily reverence for creation. 
 
Text for the work was written by poet Susan Palo Cherwien, who draws inspiration from 
Christian, Jewish, and Native American sources.  Cherwien says, "While the center of this work is 
Earth's reproach followed by our candid acknowledgement of our greedy and thoughtless abuse 
of the Earth Mother, the overall arc of the whole work is from Beauty to Beauty: an arc from the 
inherent wonder of Earth to our evolving sense of kinship and a desire to live lives of that same 
Beauty. The final movement is based on a Navajo prayer, because the Native Peoples in North 
America have a refined and reverent way of being which must now become our teacher." 
 
The work is structured in four movements, each of which begins with an epigraph, a quote out of 
various world cultures, voiced by children.  Movement I, “God Says Beauty,” marvels at 
creation’s patterns, beauty, and the abundant mystery therein.  Movement II, “Earth Speaks: The 



	

	

Reproaches” gives voice to the profundity of Earth’s sacrifice for her human children, ultimately 
asking, in a reference to Micah 3:6, “O my people, what more could I have done for you.”  
Movement III, Ashamnu: We Have Trespassed is a powerful confession of our rapacious greed 
and ultimate violation of creation based on the Jewish prayer from Yom Kippur.  Movement IV 
“Hozhóogo naasháa doo: May I walk in Beauty” envisions a new day in which our awareness 
and reverence for creation is present in our hearts and actions, drawing from a traditional 
Navajo/Dine prayer.  
 
To set this text, the National Lutheran Choir turned to Minnesota composer, Steve Heitzeg, 
whose celebrated and awarded career is known for compositions that revere and evoke the 
natural world.  “It is a privilege to be commissioned by the esteemed National Lutheran Choir to 
compose a work in honor of the earth and all of her inhabitants,” states Heitzeg. 
 
Emmy award-winning Minnesota composer Steve Heitzeg has built a prolific career around 
writing evocative music that celebrates nature and addresses social and ecological issues with 
vision and purpose. Heitzeg has written more than 150 works, including compositions for 
orchestra, chorus, chamber ensemble, ballet and PBS films. His music has been performed by 
leading orchestras and ensembles, including the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra, Chanticleer, 
Daedalus Quartet, Minnesota Orchestra, The Philadelphia Orchestra, and VocalEssence.  A small 
selection of his works includes the 2015 American Nomad (Concerto for Trumpet) a premiered 
by the Minnesota Orchestra and trumpeter Charles Lazarus; Symphony to the Prairie Farm 
commissioned and premiered by the Des Moines Symphony; Wild Songs written as part of the 
National Musical Arts BioMusic Project; I will Be a Hummingbird, an SATB work setting texts of 
Kenyan Nobel laureate Wangari Mathaai.  His string quartet, Song Without Borders is a tribute to 
United Nation’s personnel who lost their lives in pursuit of peace, and his monumental Nobel 
Symphony was commissioned by Gustavus Adolphus College to celebrate the 100th Anniversary 
of the Nobel prizes.  Heitzeg is the recipient of a 2005 Bush Foundation Fellowship, a 2001 
McKnight Fellowship, a Meet the Composer/Reader’s Digest-Lila Wallace Commissioning Grant 
and numerous other grants and awards.  He was named Minnesota’s “Composer of the year” in 
2000 by the Minnesota Music Academy. 
 
Poet and author Susan Palo Cherwien has written numerous hymn texts which appear in 
denominational hymnals in the United States, Canada, and Europe.  Author of three volumes of 
hymn texts (Augsburg Fortress) and three volumes of meditations and reflections for worship 
(MorningStar) Cherwien is known for truthful and beautiful words that lend themselves to musical 
settings.  Trained as a singer herself, Cherwien received her bachelor’s degree in church 
music and voice from Wittenberg University, attended the Spandauer 
Kirchenmusikschule, Berlin; completed the Abschlussprüfung in voice at the Hochschule 
der Künste Berlin and went on to receive Master of Liberal Studies from Mundelein 
College, Chicago, focused on spirituality, ritual, and the arts.  In 2019, Cherwien was 
honored by the Association of Lutheran Church Musicians with The Faithful Servant 
Award for those “who have made extraordinary contributions to the worship life of the 
church.” 
 
The	National	Lutheran	Choir	seeks	to	strengthen,	renew	and	preserve	the	heritage	of	sacred	choral	music	



	

	

through	the	highest	standards	of	performance	and	literature.	The	60-voice	choir	performs	literature	from	the	
entire	spectrum	of	sacred	choral	music,	with	and	without	instrumental	accompaniment.	The	choir	was	
founded	in	1986	by	Dr.	Larry	Fleming	and	is	currently	under	the	artistic	direction	of	Dr.	David	Cherwien.  

 


