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In my first semester of Hebrew at the University of Dubuque Theological Seminary, we embarked on a class project on the twenty third Psalm.  Each student was assigned a specific word to study, and as a class we exegeted the Psalm from the findings of our work.  Our professor, Dr. Elizabeth Platt, wanted the words studied to be relevant, if possible, to each student and their life experience.  Hence, I was presented the word mizemor, meaning psalm.

What I found in my word study was a vast word field, with a root verb which could mean many things:  to make music in praise of God, to play on a reed (pipe), of singing to God, sing thee, praise thee in song, instrumental accompaniment and playing on musical instruments.  The musical completeness found in these words is found in their diversity of meaning—to sing, to play, to accompany.  These words represent a sort of totality of the musical experience.  By using this broader definition for the word psalm, one is saying that all music can be or do is what is appropriate for the task of praising God.

As my study continued, I found that the scriptural references affirmed this meaning.  Singing and playing was always directed toward God and expressed the immense thanksgiving and faithfulness of the psalmists.  They also spoke of the faithfulness of God to humanity.  Psalm was used to capture the mutuality of faith we have with our Creator.  In looking at David and his use of psalmody for worship, he sometimes used the word exalted in place of psalm, established the practice of singers in the Temple and was an avid musician himself.  David not only sang and composed, but played and danced as well.  He used all that music had to offer to worship the God he loved and to express his understanding of God.  To David, the totality of God could only be expressed by the totality of God’s beautiful gift of music.  It was the only earthly thing beautiful enough to be worthy of bringing before God in worship.
Needless to say, music is an important and vital part of worship yet today.  The history of music and the history of the church go hand in hand (so much so that upon application to UDTS for entrance into the MDiv program, they were willing to apply nine of my graduate credits in Music History from the University of Illinois toward my degree).  There are many familiar sayings about what music means in worship and how it affects the worship experience.  We have heard these and many more:  Music is the universal language.  Music (instrumental) is praying without words.  Music is the handmaiden of the Church.  When one sings, they pray twice.  But why is music so important to worship?  How does music specifically impact the psyche of the worshiper as an individual and the congregation as a whole?  Why can opinions on music in worship be some of the most joyful and at the same time the most volatile emotionally?  
Since music is a somewhat elusive and a very experiential entity, it can be difficult to put into words why music possesses such power over humanity and impacts worship so greatly.  But, since music is such a meaningful part of worship it is important to try and find words to describe its effect.  According to Tom Long, “We would not fight so vigorously over music if it did not mean so much to us, and this meaning resides at levels often difficult to articulate.”
  And though words can sometimes escape us when trying to nail down the essence of the beauty we call music, there are those who are more studied and articulate than I who have done just that.  Here are some of their attempts to describe the effects of music on the worship experience:
Music has a powerful effect on human experience.  Students of religious phenomena have long recognized that music transcends our understanding and appeals to our intuitive nature.  It is not surprising, then, that music played an important part in the worship of biblical communities, as a way of approaching the mystery of God and of expressing the joy of his presence.

Music helps people who sing together remember their story, and the repeated memory of the common story binds together members of the group.  Music helps people become one in identity and purpose.

…music is humanly organized sound.  The ‘raw-materials’ of music are all around us in nature, even in our own bodies.  Sound, pitch, rhythm and pulse are built into the very fabric of the world that surrounds us…Music, then, at its most foundational level, is essentially constructed with and from the very fabric of the physical world we inhabit….At the most basic level, our perception of sound involves an interplay between the world we live in, and ourselves…
…Music is strongly connected to our emotional life…the physical world includes the human body as well as the patterns of brain activity and chemical processes that underlie the emotions…

It is the …general dynamics and interrelationships of purely musical events on a temporal level that affect the emotions most directly.  Musical configurations themselves can implicate certain feelings, such as anticipation, surprise and so on, simply through the association of relationships and similarities between the structure of sound events and natural phenomena, in particular through tension and resolution…

emotions are the basic building blocks of our awareness of ourselves and the world around us…It is the emotions that enable us to process information that is received through the senses (i.e. music) make sense of it, and translate it into patterns of thought, belief and action…

…We are not only talking about the experience of music, but also active participation in the music-making process…simply as a means of expressing or ‘releasing’ the emotions…we must remember that the vast majority of music is experienced through active participation in some way, rather than through completely passive listening.  In some ways, the process of emotional ‘education’ that goes on when we experience a piece of music is completed by the act of externalizing the music in some way, be it through ‘giving voice’ to the music within or through ‘moving with’ the music, either by bodily movements or singing or playing along…This outward act of participation or ‘externalisation’ helps to establish and consolidate ideas and beliefs in the individual’s consciousness…
…Essentially, music opens up a ‘virtual temporality’ that is, while the musical event itself is part of the stream of experiences that occur within and help to define and delineate our normal perception of the progression of time, it can simultaneously enable the listener or performer to ‘take a step back’ and to explore and process otherwise latent emotions relating to life’s experiences, particularly through the association and recollections of particular experiences…new emotional states may be formed, which are then incorporated by the individual into their wider emotional experience…

The musical event thus provides an opportunity for the individual, one way or another, to try to make sense of and come to terms with aspects of life’s experience…creating a more integrated awareness than the ordinary linear approach of focusing on one thing at a time which characterizes our normal day to day experience.

In other words, music can enhance human consciousness…help(ing) to create or induce a different ‘state of mind’ than is associated with our ordinary everyday functioning...a state of mind more closely and directly linked with the emotions than with logical thought and reasoning…a world in which things are no longer subject to time and space.

Music affects the emotional as well as the cognitive faculties of mankind, driving to the heart, and the memory, the word of God.

It catalyzes emotion as nothing else.  It is part of the “sighs too deep for words” (Romans 8:26) which the Holy Spirit breathes when rational words fail…music is able to release suppressed emotions…

Music is the nuclear reactor of congregational worship.  It is where much of the radioactive material is stored, where a good bit of the energy is generated, and, alas, where congregational meltdown is most likely to occur.

…music opens up a vital sense of the ‘felt’ significance of the text. Singing takes hold of the body and imagination, of the heart as well as the head.  That is one of the great gifts of art, and a special gift of song.

…music symbolizes that which words cannot express…it articulates far more than the actual denotation of the words among the constituent elements of the work…the singing of words and music together creates additional levels of meaning and brings to mind added associations…that come to individual participants in the singing that are neither expressed in the text of the hymn nor necessarily spoken of by members of the assembly.  Yet they are present associations and part of the experience when music is joined to words…music does what language cannot: It gives articulation to those elements of experience that are ineffable.

According to these writers, music’s power in worship is derived from many factors.  Music evokes the mystery of the divine in a way words cannot.  Music helps to foster community in the congregation.  Music is organic in the way it connects us to the earth and all of God’s creation, enabling us to process our emotions, develop new emotions and articulate them both, helping us to make sense of our lives by surpassing time and space and state of mind in order to experience the ‘other’ of God.  Music involves the whole person with God’s word.  Music evokes energy and strong feeling, akin to that of faith.  And, music does what words alone cannot, filling in the gaps of that which we wish to experience and express.  Music articulates the ineffable.  No wonder it has played such an important part in worship.  It is why we feel so passionately about it and are so strong in our opinions.  This is powerful stuff!  
The role of music in worship, therefore, is multifaceted, and somewhat easier to define.  Many have written about what the primary or ideal role of music in worship should be.  It has been important enough for C. S. Lewis, Martin Luther and host of other theologians to explore, publish and speak about.  All that I have found agrees that music is to be the servant of the Gospel.  It exists in worship in order to enhance and not detract from God’s Word.  Therefore, many derivative definitions have emerged, seeking to explain more fully just how music should accomplish this goal.
Some remain with similar language, simply stating that, “Its function is to proclaim the word of God to the people of God.”
 Others focus on how music works within the service, “music was meant to serve the Liturgy in such a way that it allows people to take hold of, and enter into, the liturgical celebration.”
  Still others seek to define music’s role in worship from a more theologically articulate standpoint, “music is clearly a powerful vehicle which God employs to be made present to a worshiping assembly,”
 or “Music’s most important function is to illuminate the text that allows us to see Christ and the action of God in our lives.”
  My personal favorite amongst definitions focusing on God’s work through music in worship is, “…God is whom I sing to…God is whom I dance with…Music is my response to the mystery.”
Some even find that music in worship holds a three point function, to “encourage, facilitate and become” are the words used by Jim Courson, a missionary in Taiwan.
  And Martin Luther notes a five point function for worship music, “music as God’s creation and gift, music as proclamation and praise, music as liturgical song, music as the song of royal Priests and music as a sign of continuity with the whole church.”
  C.S. Lewis merely says that “Church music will have been a means of grace.”

In other words, music is God’s gift to worship, provided by our Creator to serve worship, enhancing the worship experience by involving the worshiper individually and as a worshiping community by somehow making the mystery of the Divine come to life and take root.  This is the role of music in worship.  Don Saliers, William R. Cannon Distinguished Professor of Theology and Worship at Candler School of Theology and Director of Emory’s Sacred Music Program says, “We sing, because there is something about being human that insists on song.”
  Music connects the seen of this world with the unseen of the Divine, and like the sacraments offers us a tangible way to bridge the gap between the two.  This is why we are drawn to it, why it affects us in a profound manner and why music is vital to worship.

That being said, I would like to give you a set of assumptions with which I will be working.  While we are free to discuss and debate these assumptions at the close of this paper, I think it is important that you know from whence my perspective comes.  First of all, I have found that what people want in worship is a sense of the sacred, a sense of awe.  Across the spectrum of worship styles, we can find common ground if we focus on music that feeds our sense of reverence.  

Secondly, there is quality music in all genres.  Rock, folk, classical, jazz, contemporary, pop and the many more that now exist all contain music of integrity. Usually the music we find appropriate for worship is that with which we are most familiar, or that which we find appealing.  I believe strongly that all music can minister to us, if we will only let it.  Jim Courson says it this way when confronted with a person who was complaining about music at a conference, “It’s not the kind of music I would have chosen…but it has ministered to me.  I believe it ministered to me because I was willing to participate, to take the words of those songs and make them the expression of my heart to God.  To say that we are unable to worship through some particular style of music is to say more about ourselves than about the music.  Certainly we all have preferences, but if our heart’s desire is to worship, we will find there are a variety of forms in which to worship.”

In the same vein, I find that there is quality to be found in all worship styles.  I have attended and been involved with music for a wide variety of services from a plethora of denominations and have found quality and meaning in them all.  Traditional, blended, contemporary, jazz, folk, rock, Taize, dramatic; Catholic, Christian Science, ELCA, United Methodist; in England, in Mexico and across the United States and in so many other ways, my experience has been shaped in a positive way.  When worship is done with intentionality, solid preparation and reverence, and when God is expected to be present, I have found the worship meaningful.  In fact, I have found that quality music does not try to make worship meaningful; it only seeks to reveal the meaning that already exists.
And lastly, I think it is of primary importance that we not make music into an idol.  It is first and foremost the servant of God’s Word.  Music’s beauty and hypnotic qualities make it tempting to worship the music itself and not see where it is pointing.  Music’s place is that of offering, one of many, that is made during worship.  It is not a performance, drawing attention to the musician or the instrument.  It is humanity giving its best to God for the sake of praise.
Now you know where I am coming from, and I hope that will provide you the framework for what I will share next.  I believe that there are several challenges and opportunities placed before us at this time regarding the role of music in worship.  I would like to discuss those now, stating my rationale and asking for your observations and opinions during our discussion time.
The first way I see the Church being challenged in the music spectrum is in the area of connecting with all people globally.  In this day and age of high speed communication and transportation to anywhere in the world at our fingertips, we are more aware now than ever of the global Christian community.  “In many ways we benefit as the world shrinks from the effects of high speed transportation, electronic and digital communication, global commerce, and religious and political exchange.  The resulting emergence of one diverse global village creates an exciting prospect of a culturally and spiritually richer life for all of us.”
  

What an opportunity we have before us!  Not only are we connected with our brothers and sisters in Christ in a more immediate fashion by the advancement of technology, but technology has also provided us with a plethora of global music being published and recorded.  There is no longer a struggle to find music from around the globe suitable for use on World Communion Sunday or when we lift up the missionaries we support.  It is easily accessible, and made user friendly by acknowledging and accounting for the differences in musical notation around the world (i.e. music from the East, commonly notated in pitches non existent in 
Western music, has found its way to printed music in our own tradition).  
Gone are the excuses used to justify resistance to global music and religious expression. It is our responsibility to make faith connections with our siblings around the world, just as we have done in the public culture.  If we can watch news stories about suffering in the world and include these situations in our prayers, why can we not also abide with our neighbors in worship practice?  “The reality of our world as a global village has caused a wealth of diverse literature to be available for congregational singing.  Even if we don’t physically know Christians from around the globe and throughout all generations, we can know them through their song.”
  If one of the powerful effects of music in worship is to foster a sense of community, why not connect the entire faith community through song and not just our individual congregations?  “In these times of deeper contact among cultures, our congregations do well to make respectful and hospitable use of the music, arts, and furnishings of many peoples.  The Spirit of God calls people from every nation, all tribes, peoples, and languages to gather around the Gospel of Jesus Christ.”
  We are one in Christ.
It is not the global community alone that music seeks to connect as one.  There is also the community of time.  Music allows us the choice to connect with and honor our past as well as anticipate the faith experience of the future.  Again, technology has played an important part in this choice.  In the recent past (perhaps twenty-five years) of music publishing, much ancient music has been recovered.  Editing has been corrected in music from the last eight centuries and original orchestrations notated.  What a gift this is to the community of church music.  We can now experience music from centuries past and offer it in its original context.  Digital organs and keyboards play an integral part in this practice as well.  The digital selections on these instruments reflect the broad variety of sounds from years past, enabling the church musician to have more flexibility in performance and music selection.  
The Lutheran musical group, Bread for the Journey, honors the idea of connecting the Christian community from all times and places. Their repertoire includes music from all continents and all time periods.  They offer these musical selections with a great deal of integrity, using indigenous and ancient instruments and instrument sounds and singing in the original language, whether it be Spanish, French or ancient Celtic.  The worship experience with Bread for the Journey is one of global awareness and appreciation.  Truly, they succeed in connecting the total Christian community, past and present, throughout God’s creation.  

I believe it is in the best spiritual interest of our churches to experience music from the past and anticipate the music of the future.  We are more able to see the vastness of God’s essence when we experience what others have experienced who have come before, “…a sense of openness to diverse musical expressions within one liturgy may not only help unite the people of God, but also can be an expression of the universal and timeless nature of the church through the working of the Spirit.”

Most importantly, I think it is our challenge and opportunity to learn to appreciate the worshipful nature offered by all quality music.  As touched on above, we tend to gravitate toward the music we know and are familiar with.  This is not bad in and of itself.  Music evokes emotional memories.  When a song or piece of music has played an important role in a life event, good or bad, we remember and identify with it.  It has more meaning to us than the sum of its words, pitches and rhythms.  We care about it and find comfort and meaning in its offering.  And yet, are we to ignore the meaningful worship experiences of others?  How can we find common ground when our musical taste and practice is so different?
The book Exploring the Worship Spectrum: 6 Views explores this very question.  Six experts, each in favor of one particular genre of worship, argue their view in an essay while the other five issue their rebuttals.  I think the exercise of writing and editing this text has probably had a profound effect on the participating writers.  In reading the book it was hard not to see all the common ground that exists, no matter what the worship style.  And in the end, I believe all found a new appreciation for the diversity of their opinions and experience.

Sally Morgenthaler, the author of the Emerging Worship section, writes in her critique of Paul F. M. Zahl’s essay on Informal-Liturgial worship, “If our praise choruses are inadequate musically (which, let’s admit, is often the case), we need to increase our skill level and get past the cheesy, 1980s compositional formulas.  If our praise choruses are inadequate theologically (which many are), we have a responsibility to write better, deeper lyrics.  The answer is not to stereotype popular music as unworthy for divine use.  The answer is to get better and more faithful at using both popular and non-Western forms.  We have had a five-hundred-year filter to cull out the bad—i.e., inadequate—hymns, and to be honest, we still have some less- than –model selections in the lexicon.  Conversely, we have only had a scant thirty years to sort through thousands of newly composed hymns and praise choruses.  Pastors and worship leaders, I invite you to become more intentional about choosing and writing contemporary music that has musical and theological excellence.  And don’t forget all the historical forms that are at your disposal:  hymns, creeds, psalms, kyries, the Gloria Patri, Eucharistic prayers, Scripture readings, etc.  These ancient conduits are awaiting rebirth in celtic, rhythm and blues, urban, alternative rock, and even ambient techno styles.  But whatever we do, let us not default to one form of music as the apex of quality and religious acceptability.  God is far too creative and God’s world far too diverse to be limited to a single cultural expression.”

I agree with Morgenthaler, only I would like to apply it to all styles of worship music.  If we do not like what we hear and see, both theologically and musically, let us keep what is good that we know and seek out more that is good.  It is a lot of work, but it is worth it if it reaches those who are left cold by the musical status quo in our churches.  And, it broadens the opportunities of faith expression through music for the others.  When we offer quality music in any style, if done with musical and theological preparedness it can be a win-win situation.
I also believe strongly that if we are to be one in Christ, we need to do more to affirm and truly appreciate the diverse worship styles of God’s people.  We are enriched when we see how God works in a variety of ways with a variety of people.  Our picture of God gets bigger.  Our acknowledgment of what we have in common grows stronger and becomes more primary in our faith experience.  Will we be a people who are stiff-necked, insisting on our own way, or will we take the opportunities God has placed in our midst?  “We should not confuse unity to which we have been called with uniformity.  Just as there are differences in spoken languages, there are differences in musical languages.  These differences are to be embraced rather than spurned.  It is through the embracing of these differences that each in the body learns to submit to the other, to serve one another…Rather than demanding that our brothers and sisters sing their song as we sing our song, let us strive to learn to sing each other’s song, for in our striving and our singing all of us will come to maturity and unity in the faith.”

In his address to the Hymn Society of the United States and Canada, Frank Burch Brown, Fredrick Doyle Kershner Professor of Religion and the Arts at Christian Theological Seminary in Indianapolis, Indiana, poses a similar question.  How Movable Is the Feast? asks how tied we are to our ways of doing church music.  He challenges us to develop a ‘discerning and disciplined eye’ when looking at music from all sources, and warns us not to claim, “as many Christians used to, that we have access to a set of universal rules for good Christian music.”
  He examines various types of worship and poses, “a better way, which acknowledges the reality of standards, but which sees that those musical standards emerge over time and in particular communities.  In this approach, one pays attention to context.  And one learns, gradually, to hear in the music of others more of what they themselves are hearing, and not to make judgments too quickly, either positively or negatively.  Some kinds of music have a potentially wider audience than others.  Some are more fitting than others for certain kinds of worship.  But none of us can judge immediately what all kinds of music have to offer.  And we need to learn to make judgments together (even in churches!), given that an expertise in one kind of music is no guarantee of expertise in another.”

Brown not only proposes the idea of developing our musical discernment, but he offers us practical ways to go about it.  Context matters.  Educate yourselves.  Take your time, this is a gradual process.  I agree with all of it.  If music has affected us deeply because of our history with it, it then follows that to develop some new ideas we need time and knowledge to add on to that history with integrity.  Developing musical taste and judgment takes time and work.  It is not something to happen quickly.  Too often if the appreciation of music comes quickly, it can disappear just as quickly.

Brown continues by putting language to his proposal, “Let us commit ourselves to cultivating something we might call ‘ecumenical taste’”
 In his vision, ‘ecumenical taste’ would remove barriers between congregations and nations in worship.  It would afford greater freedom for the pastor and church musicians to choose music appropriate for specific worship situations.  And, it would encourage us to engage actively in the continual process of learning more about quality music from all cultures, time periods and worship styles.

Brown closes his address with posing two aims for us to bestow our energies upon, “The first aim, as I have said, is to become more inclusive and diverse, welcoming the songs of others and sharing ours in return.  That is something especially pertinent to groups with greater levels of influence and power.  The second aim is to become more discerning and disciplined.  That will allow us to grow in faith, musically, and to develop our various kinds of music faithfully.  Cultivating both of those capacities by the grace of God, we can realize more fully the power of communal song to provide us with a foretaste of the unending song and feast to which God calls us.”

Music is a powerful tool that helps to bring out the deep meaning found when humanity and the divine meet in the act of worship.  Just as we offer our best efforts to God and our congregations through study, education, liturgy and preaching, I believe we should offer our best efforts in the field of music.  The world of worship has changed, along with the world at large, and in order to accurately reflect the experience and expressions of God’s people, we should expand our vision of music in worship.  Through including music from all times and places and developing discernment of taste with music of all styles, we will be able to make an offering to God that is truly representative of Christ’s Church.  It is worth our best efforts.
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