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The pianist Andrew Hill makes music of deep reflection and patient discovery. For most of his long career he has stayed faithful to a mode of abstraction steeped in his own preoccupations: enigmatic harmony, elasticized rhythm, a multilayered arrangement of texture and pulse. When he plays his own compositions – and he rarely plays anything else – he can create the impression of illusive and flickering beauty.

In a lunch-hour concert on Thursday at Trinity Church, Mr. Hill developed that feeling into an enveloping sensation. Together with is superb working trio, he played a four-piece suite identified in the program notes as “Before I,” an original liturgical work. The performance, which can be viewed as an archived video broadcast at trinitywallstreet.org, was a powerfully meditative experience.

For the last few years, Mr. Hill has been battling cancer, a widely known fact that probably has something to do with the impressive midday turnout. He had canceled a four-night engagement at Birdland planned for this week, making the Trinity Concert his only appearance for the foreseeable future. All his recent performances have been tinged with the poignant awareness that any chance to hear him is the gift.

The spiritual undercurrent of “Before I” was eminently clear. In the first movement, which lasted 20 minutes, Mr. Hill explored a range of gospel tonalities, drifting between major and minor keys. The bassist John Herbert and the drummer Eric McPherson shadowed him carefully, producing an undulant pull. There was tension and restraint in their shadowy rapport, and in the pentatonic rumbles gently played by Mr. Hill.
In the next two movements a rhythmic idea emerged, coming into sharpest focus when Mr. Hill set up a tumbling triplet figure with his left hand and Mr. Herbert carried it forward as an ostinato. With a shimmer of cymbals, Mr. McPherson implied a quicker tempo; Mr. Hill pulled back and grew increasingly abstract. They were working with rhythmic concepts Mr. Hill has been investigating for years – at least since “Refuge,” which he recorded in 1964 – but the results still felt startling and immediate.

Turbulence gave way to tonality near the end of the third movement, after which Mr. Hill played a hymnlike conclusion, with feathery chordal movement and a harmonious sustain. Then, with a few minutes left in his allotted hour, he made the surprising decision to play a standard, “If I Should Care.” Its melody coalesced gradually, at a sumptuous pace, and Mr. Hill effectively absorbed it into the body of the performance.

The haunting depth of that performance was a reminder of why other musicians have rarely tried to play Mr. Hill’s music. One notable exception is the guitarist Nels Cline, who released an excellent album last year called New Monastery: A View Into the Music of Andrew Hill (Cryptogramophone). Mr. Cline happened to be booked at the Jazz Standard on Thursday night, and his six-piece group sounded fierce.

Mr. Cline is a resourceful improviser with a strong connection to experimental rock, and he brings radiant, noisy extroversion to Mr. Hill’s music. His colleagues did some of the more strident work: Scott Amendola slashed away at his drums with punkish glee; and Andrea Parkins played one accordion solo as a single distorted wail.

But there were moments of beauty, too. Mr. Cline set up the sinuous vamp of “Dance with Death” by tapping on the neck of his guitar, and fashioned an intricate solo laced with deft electronic effects. He played “MacNeil Island” as an intricate duet with clarinetist Ben Goldberg before the band kicked in to play “Pumpkin,” which featured a cornet solo by Bobby Bradford.

Temperamentally, it was a far cry from what unfolded at Trinity Chruch. But it was intelligently organized and audaciously played, a testament to Mr. Cline’s sincere feeling for the music. Ending his set, he put it more directly. “The music of Andrew Hill,” he said over the applause. “I hope you heard him this afternoon.”
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