
st. olaf cantorei reunion choir
	 	  
John Ferguson, Conductor and Organist  
Anton Armstrong, Guest Conductor

Te Deum: 
Through the Church, 
the Song Goes On



For John Ferguson, being a 
church musician is not just about 
leading a congregation in song. 
It’s about helping members find 
their own voice and encouraging 
everyone to participate.

That approach is one of the 
defining elements of the 
numerous hymn festivals that 
Ferguson designs and presents 

across the country each year. It’s also a lesson he’s imparted 
upon scores of students over the years.

“John has changed the whole paradigm of how we 
understand and teach church music,” says Anton Armstrong 
‘78, the Harry R. and Thora H. Tosdal Professor of Music at 
St. Olaf College and conductor of the St. Olaf Choir. 

“He understands how to bring the Gospel to life. So often 
church musicians can be tied to a denomination,” he adds. 
“It’s been powerful to see the influence John has had in an 
ecumenical fashion.”

Ferguson, the Elliot and Klara Stockdal Johnson Professor 
of Organ and Church Music at St. Olaf College, is one of 
America’s most respected church musicians and teachers. His 
interest in music as an expressive, evocative language informs 
his teaching, performing, and conducting, and especially his 
composing and arranging.

A native of Cleveland, Ohio, Ferguson earned degrees from 
Oberlin College, Kent State University, and the Eastman 
School of Music. After a 15-year tenure on the music 
faculty at Kent State, where he also served as organist and 
choirmaster for the Kent United Church of Christ, Ferguson 
accepted an appointment as music director and organist at 
Central Lutheran Church in Minneapolis.

It was at Central Lutheran Church that Ferguson found 
St. Olaf, “or St. Olaf found me,” he says. “I knew that if I was 
going to go back to teaching in higher education, it would 
have to be in a place where I could really teach church music.”

He joined the St. Olaf music faculty in 1983 and for 29 years 
has stressed both the development of excellent performance 
skills and the vocational understanding of being a church 
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musician. “Students who work with him learn quickly 
to develop their capacities. That means they sound like 
themselves, not like Ferguson clones,” says Paul Westermeyer, 
a professor of church music at Luther Seminary in St. Paul. 
“This is no small achievement.”

Ferguson, better known to his students and colleagues 
as “Ferg,” has enjoyed three important roles at St. Olaf: 
professor of organ and church music, cantor to the student 
congregation, and conductor of the St. Olaf Cantorei. 

His tenure at St. Olaf has also been the inspiration and 
catalyst for a career in composing and arranging, including 
scoring hymns sung at the St. Olaf Christmas Festival. He has 
more than 100 titles in print, including many based upon 
existing hymn texts and tunes as well as newly commissioned 
texts. Along with Armstrong, Ferguson re-envisioned the St. 
Olaf Choral Series for Augsburg Fortress and has worked to 
make it relevant to a wide variety of 21st-century choirs.

In addition to writing numerous articles for professional 
journals, Ferguson has served as music editor for the United 
Church of Christ Hymnal (1974); published a book on 
organ building, Walter Holtkamp: American Organ Builder; 
and two on church music, A Musician’s Guide to Church 
Music with Kent State colleague Joy Lawrence and Worship 
Blueprints: Guide to Planning for Worship Music.

After retiring this June, Ferguson looks forward to spending 
more time with his wife, Ruth, and taking care of the 
seven antique military vehicles he owns. He also plans to 
continue composing and arranging, as well as designing and 
presenting hymn festivals across the country.

In addition, Ferguson has a contract to write a book, which 
he says will focus on “how church musicians need to think of 
themselves as collaborators.” Each chapter will contain a brief 
response from a colleague, with contributions from several of 
Ferguson’s co-workers, including former College Pastor Bruce 
Benson and St. Olaf Choir Conductor Anton Armstrong. 

“When we do something in collaboration, people can feel it,” 
he says. “They can sense how comfortable we are with each 
other, and how completely happy we are to let music be the 
vehicle for a spiritual encounter with the transcendent. And 
all of that has been, for me, very, very special.”
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From “Sing For Joy”

John Ferguson serves as music advisor to the Sing For Joy radio program produced by St. Olaf College, and will continue to 
do so in his retirement.  The following appeared in the June 2012 edition of the Sing For Joy newsletter.
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