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1. A Basic Question
Last February Pastor Shebeck asked me to address you today about the state of church
music. Around the same time David Tiede and others were encouraging me to help us learn
about church music in what Tiede called the “tectonic institutional shifts” of our period. I started
this address between other projects. February was early enough so that I could torpedo it by
myself and with help from others over a long period of time. The result is this study paper which
I’ll abbreviate here in a spoken form. Copies of the long version are available if you want one. I
am grateful to all those who contributed details, perspectives, critiques, and correctives in both
lengthy discussions and brief comments. None of them is responsible for anything I say, but
they have helped me in my attempt to be as accurate as possible.1
About thirty years ago I had two requests about this same topic. One was from Luther
Seminary’s journal, Word & World.2 The other was from the Center for Church Music at CarsonNewman College in Tennessee which requested articles from eight of us in the USA and England in Baptist, Methodist, Lutheran, and Anglican traditions.3 I used H. Richard Niebuhr’s Christ
and Culture categories to get at this.4 They are still important, though I would now add my friend
Francis Williamson’s modifications. Williamson has organized Niebuhr’s taxonomy with
Troeltsch’s church/sect and Heschl’s prophetic-priestly poles, more recently adding brain research to this complex inter-disciplinary mix.5
Church Type
Christ and Culture in Paradox
Christ Above Culture
Prophetic
Christ the Transformer of Culture
Priestly
Christ Against Culture
Christ of Culture
Sect Type
Today, however, we have to face a more basic question, namely, whether the church reflects the fallen culture rather than its more faithful instincts as suggested by a Niebuhr-like taxonomy. The question is this: has the church been assimilated into the American empire to such
an extent that it has embraced what the early church resisted in the Roman empire?6 This question is generated by a number of indictments and assessments. Here are some of them.
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• Valerie Tarico has issued a brutal indictment of the “Evangelical” wing of the church. Among its
evils, she says it is “obsessed with sex,” “arrogant,” “bigoted,” and “indifferent to truth.” 7
• Equally strident indictments against Roman Catholics for covering up sexual abuses apply to
the church well beyond Roman Catholics.
• Andrew Root’s observation about the temptations of churches and pastors to pay attention to
the culture’s immanent frame of church budgets, membership rolls, programs, and denominational decline rather than prayer is another way to articulate our dilemma.8
• The assessment of Harvey Cox and Pope Francis that the market is god is another one. It
does not only apply to the culture or to one part of the church. 9
• Jim Wallis’s comment that the exceptions to American racial separation in the churches were
“rare and notable”10 is no less troubling; and the evils associated with this genetic cultural
conditioning are not restricted to the past.11
• Supporting policies of inhospitality or even hostility to immigrants and taking parents from their
children directly contradict the church’s call to welcome strangers.
• Supporting weapons that kill indiscriminately contradicts not only the commandment to kill, but
also the church’s responsibility to care for the neighbor in both personal and systemic ways.
The church accedes to the culture’s fallen condition when it:
• worships the gods of the empire, what people like or dislike, and numbers and statistics;
• omits the Christian message of grace and forgiveness;
• embraces a self-centered gnostic spirituality, hatred, and the violence which Luke (21:9)
tells us “is inevitable under empire;12
• wars in the world’s “liberal” and “conservative” factions in order to win for the sake of winning, without any moral code or need for contrition;
• thinks it can sustain itself by human effort,
• spreads false reports with a majority in wrongdoing, as it is not to do (Exodus 23:1-2), and
• treats the creation with no care, as a means to supply our selfish desires.
God sustains the church in spite of its sin, and sin always assaults it. But is there a point
at which the salt has lost its saltiness? If the church worships the empire’s gods, forgets that
God in Christ through the Holy Spirit sustains it, does not confess its sins, and denies God’s justice and mercy, what then? Has it fallen into the fallenness from which God saves us and which
we are called by God to resist? This is not new and accounts for prophets like Amos and for reformations. The faithful church confesses its sin and falls back on God’s forgiveness; and the
indictments against the church in our time or at any time do not accurately describe the whole
church, the whole of any of its parts, nor its message. Wallis’s comment about exceptions suggests that very point. I’ll return to it later. The question here is whether we as the church too
generally worship the empire’s false gods.
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2. Church Music
That question relates directly to church music which “is called to proclaim and through
tonal embodiment interpret the Great Story in the varied functional venues in which churches
today find themselves.”13 This tonal proclamatory embodiment includes central matters about
God’s grace, love, mercy, and justice—with our response. Music in the church is not a peripheral enterprise and is a barometer of its health. How well the church sings tells you far more than
numbers or statistics. Paul defined church music’s essence when he said, “Let the word of
Christ dwell in you richly; teach and admonish one another in all wisdom, and with gratitude in
your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God” (Colossians 3:16).
Paul’s words reflect the Psalms and are in turn reflected in the hymns and canticles of
the New Testament and in the song of the church throughout its history. The church tonally embodies a dynamic cultural and counter-cultural song about all of life before God, to the glory of
God, and for the good of the neighbor. That is the key to the Psalms which are central to the
church’s music. Musicians set these themes to music. Sometimes they also express them in
words alone. J. S. Bach, for example, wrote “Soli Dei Gloria” on his scores. Paul Manz, like
Mary in her Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55) which is the church’s theme song, said in a sermon that
the melody of church music is the “great love of God,” and “its harmony is about the first being
last, the greatest being least, and the kingdom composed of children.”14
The themes of glory to God with care for the neighbor lead to a rich mix. Heather Josselyn-Cranson sees multiple “roles for music . . . in various worshipping traditions.”15 She divides
the traditions into liturgical, hymnic, gospel, contemporary worship, Taizé, charismatic, and
African-American ones. Niebuhr’s categories provide another view, as do praise, prayer,
proclamation, story, and gift16—with the weight, mixes, and emphases various traditions make of
these types and characteristics. You can also assemble what writers from a variety of backgrounds and traditions have said. Here’s such a sampling.
• Martin Luther articulated the church’s experience as a whole. He said that people who know
and believe what God has done for them in Christ “cannot be quiet about it. [They] must gladly
and willingly sing.”17 He saw music implanted in all creatures
individually and collectively. For nothing is without sound or harmony. . .
[W]hen musical learning is added . . . which refines the natural music. . .
there is nothing more amazing in this world. . . next to the Word of God,
music deserves the highest praise.18
• Aidan Kavanagh said something similar.
One sings at celebrations. Singing is normal when people have something to sing about . . . it is hard to stop them from singing about forgiveness and reconciliation, the overtures to celebration.19
• Joseph Gelineau referred to “singing as a mystery.” He sorted out various strands of this mystery under the headings of prayer, thanksgiving, meditation, the community of love, chanting of
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scripture, and pure music. 20 He called music “God’s daughter. . . a mystery of faith.” Then,
leaning on Davenson’s study of Augustine, he said that the sound of our music leads to the
music of silence, ”the praise of heaven, pure love.”21
• Thu En Yu pointed to the importance of music in different cultural and ethnic contexts, in
the encounter . . . between cultures on a footing of mutual respect, . . . a
prerequisite for local theology [and] both cross-cultural and ecumenical.22
• Karl Barth emphasized the communal component of church music in a Reformed perspective.
The praise of God which constitutes the community and its assemblies
seeks to bind and commit and therefore to be expressed, to well up
and be sung in concert. The Christian community sings. It is not a
choral society. Its singing is not a concert. But from inner, material
necessity it sings. . . What we can and must say quite confidently is
that the community which does not sing is not the community.23
• Timothy Ware explained the liturgical approach of the Orthodox Church. It emphasizes beauty
and the dwelling of God with us on earth as in heaven. Music is part of the Liturgy which, as
an antechamber of heaven, has “inspired the best poetry, art, and music.”24
• Here’s the Second Vatican Council of the Roman Catholic Church.
The faithful fulfill their liturgical role by making full, conscious, and active
participation, which is demanded by the nature of the Liturgy itself and . . .
by reason of baptism [is] the right and duty of the Christian people. . . This
participation should be above all internal . . . [but] must be . . . external
also, . . . to show the internal . . . by the acclamations, responses
and singing. . . 25
• Winfred Douglas, an Anglican, called music
an art of human expression which directly voices the human soul in tone
governed by rhythm. It can really utter the voice of the spirit through the
flesh; and make the spoken word more intensely vital . . . 26
• Carlton Young, quoting Ivor Jones, said that Wesleyan hymns
were sung by divergent people in varying levels of theological
understanding in a variety of religious, social, and economic settings, . . .
“intended to take folk from their youngest years to their death bed.”27
• David Music and Paul Richardson report that
Baptists have long been known for their love of congregational
singing and the enthusiasm with which they have engaged in it. 28
• Hedwig Durnbaugh’s quotation of the Solingen Brethren on their twenty-mile march in 1717 to
prison points to how the church has sung even when it has been persecuted.
“We were bound two by two around our arms[.] John Carl, as the
seventh, had one of his arms tied to the other with a rope behind
his back. We were thus led away to Düsseldorf, which journey we
passed mostly in singing.” 29
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• John Bell runs out reasons for singing under ten headings: because we can, to create identity,
to express emotion, to express words, to revisit the past, to tell stories, to shape the future, to
enable work, to exercise our creativity, and to give of ourselves. 30
• James Cone voices church music’s relation to power and health in the midst of persecution.
The power of song in the struggle for black survival—that is what
the spirituals and the blues are about.31
• Bernard Huijbers, through a Jesuit and Vatican II lens, articulated music’s intrinsic role in the
relationship of worship and society. He said that
ritual music is the song of the people, . . . popular but not populist . . .
integrating the people and the various successive moments of the
celebration. It . . . bonds the community ever deeper in covenant
relationship [with the] responsibility to transform society.32
Given this multivalent outpouring of music and thought about it, not surprisingly, as
Joseph Swain said, “the church has . . . a repertory of [musical] masterworks that is by far the
greatest of any institution, nation, people, or religion in the world.”33 And it is no surprise that the
church has not only practiced music, but has studied it. For example, music followed the trivium
(grammar, logic, and rhetoric) as part of the quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and
music) and prepared for the study of theology. Luther addressed music in the schools like this.
It is necessary indeed that music be taught in the schools. A teacher
must be able to sing; otherwise I will not look at him. Also, we should
not ordain young men into the ministry, unless they have become well
acquainted with music in the schools. 34
Two important implications need to be noted. First, the church’s music is for everyone.
Like the architecture and art of churches, the music in them is not a private plaything for those
who can afford it behind their castle walls or in concert halls. It sounds, as churches stand, in
public where the poorest of the poor and the neediest of the needy can hear and sing it just like
everybody else. All people, including the homeless, deserve the finest possible craft and beauty,
which is why the dichotomy that is often constructed between money for art and money for the
poor is so false. The faithful church knows that these are related, and that it is called to both.
Second, church buildings stand in space with their art and architecture. They signal the
relationship between humanity and space. Music sounds in time for a brief segment of time and
then is gone.35 It signals the relationship between humanity and time. In its tonal, interpretive,
and proclamatory embodiment of the Great Story music in the church sounds the place of humanity between the creation and the consummation. In our period’s “tectonic institutional shifts”
the spatial and temporal dimensions of plastic art and musical art have been stretched and reconfigured in ways that call into question traditional definitions of art and music.36 Responding to
the incarnate Word in this context, as in all past contexts, is part of church music’s interpretive
proclamatory responsibility.
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3. Seminaries
Church music grows out of the church’s salty essence. If the church loses its flavor, capitulates to the culture in its fallen condition and becomes part of the empire, music is a casualty. Seminaries illustrate this progression. Seminaries have provided enormous resources and
wonderful teaching, but unfortunately they have in some ways also gotten stuck in the culture’s
fall. This has not been an intentional move by bad people. It is part of a system in which the education of clergy was removed from its natural habitat in the church’s life.
It was not until the sixteenth century that seminaries developed.37 Before that there were
no seminaries. 38 “For the first time in history, it became possible to imagine clerical and lay education as occurring outside of local churches and monasteries”39 where the primacy of worship
was woven in along with the mnemonic orality of music. Though seminaries have been wonderful “seedbeds,”40 they also have brought with them the dangers of: 1) academic institutions sep arated from the fuller life of the church and its worship; 2) intellectual study mainly for the clergy
which the Enlightenment exacerbated by separating thought and feeling; and 3) the clergy
taught by default to be persons in the know in control of those not in the know, exacerbated by
an economy with music as a commodity and pastors as CEOs driven by “corporate monetary
metrics.”41 The result has been a clericalism42 which exalts the clergy’s vocation and minimizes
or even denies the vocations of the rest of the baptized in a very un-Christian move.43 Underneath this clericalism lies an even more basic dilemma that the church in both Protestant and
Catholic streams has turned education into a utilitarian exercise that lacks the resources and
insights of ecclesial breadth, wisdom, and community.44
Clergy have been trained in seminaries with the study of worship and music largely omitted. Musicians have been trained in music schools with the study of theology largely omitted.
Clergy and musicians have generally not studied together. Both groups have lacked interdisciplinary theological, liturgical, and musical study—and often any study of worship at all.
Musicians have studied music, but they have had to seek theological and liturgical understanding outside their formal study. Pastors have studied theology, but they have had to seek liturgical
and musical understanding outside their formal study. Both groups have mimicked the culture’s
compartmentalization of life into their own utilitarian mindsets.
These problems and their inevitable tensions are well-known. Clergy have been subtly
taught that we are to get people to do something and that musicians are to help us do that in the
way we see fit. Musicians have been taught that we are to use our God-given skill sets without
being controlled by somebody who compromises them for wrong purposes. The two groups do
not generally meet in educational settings where these kinds of issues can be discussed and
figured out. The people we serve are caught in the middle, as Louis Benson said a century ago.

7
In 1927 Louis Benson, the leading American hymnologist at the time, gave a lecture at
Princeton Seminary in which he thanked the faculty for making hymnody a “subject worthy of a
hearing” in a lectureship about theological studies. Then he said that “no complaint [is] more
general from those who still care for the services of God’s House than the way in which the interests of the people are disregarded in the administration of church song.”45 He thought that “in
this matter . . . seminaries [were] feeling their way,”46 and he seemed to expect improvements.
This expectation was reflected by the Hymn Society two years later when it noted the training of
religious educators in the Fine Arts in Religion Department at Boston University, the beginning
of the Department of Sacred Music at Northwestern University, the move of Westminster Choir
College from Dayton, Ohio, to Ithaca, New York, for “enlarged opportunities,” and the establishment of the music school at Union Seminary in New York.47 Ten years later the Hymn Society
noted a number of college and university programs more or less related to church music, but not
much that was encouraging in most seminaries.48
The absences of worship and music in the training of clergy, theology and worship in the
training of musicians, and programs of study for musicians in seminaries have continued. In
2010 the American Guild of Organists tabulated graduate programs for church musicians in this
country.49 Fifty-one schools were listed, but only eleven of them were in seminaries. Since then
the one at Luther Seminary is gone, the one at Trinity Seminary may be on the ropes, the one at
Southern Baptist Seminary is a shell of what it had been, and the one at Southwestern Baptist
Seminary is now being abandoned.
There have been exceptions to these norms. Union Seminary in New York included music from its beginnings. After it established a School of Music, musicians studied alongside pastors, received the Master of Sacred Music degree, and then served churches and schools
around the world.50 Luther Seminary has a similar history: a full-time musician among its first
faculty; a continuing history of music and musicians in its work; and then an MSM degree which
joined the theological resources of Luther Seminary and the musical resources of St. Olaf College with the same results that Union Seminary had achieved.51 Both of these programs received high internal and external marks. Concordia Chicago, Notre Dame, St. John’s, Southern
Baptist, Southwestern Baptist, and Southern Methodist have also had fine graduate programs
for church musicians; and schools like St. Olaf have had fine undergraduate ones.
Exceptions to the norm have not always emerged, however, even where they could have
developed without major initiatives. For example, two fine adjacent schools, Princeton Seminary
and Westminster Choir College, could have joined resources for their mutual benefit and for the
good of the church, but they did not; Westminster Choir College is now all but gone. Nor have
the exceptions all persisted. In 1973 Union Seminary shut down its Music School with its Master
of Sacred Music program. The money migrated to Yale to form the Institute of Sacred Music
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which does fine things but floats between the Music School and the Divinity School without an
interdisciplinary degree like the MSM. In 2013 Luther Seminary got rid of the MSM degree and
music in the MDiv curriculum. And, as I just noted, Southern Baptist’s program is a shell of what
it was, Trinity’s program may be on the ropes, and now Southwestern Baptist Seminary is closing its Masters degree in Church Music.
Peter Marty wonders if “the churches’ and seminaries’ disregard of music isn’t so much
intentional or strategic . . . as it is just sheer and total ignorance of the role that music plays in
the church.”52 He may be right, but the reasons that have been given for abandoning, omitting,
or restricting the study of music have included these.
• The church does not need professional musicians.
• Because the church is changing, it no longer needs music or musicians at all.
• A reason that even more closely imitates the fallen culture tacitly denies that music is for the
glory of God and the good of the neighbor. This view contends that music, like the culture’s
jingles which sell products, is primarily a manipulative sales tool in a popular style which is intended to “draw people like flies.” Christianity becomes one more product to be sold in a culture where the market is god.
Not surprisingly, therefore, the reason that is usually heard first is
• lack of money.
Emily Brink, the Editor of the Psalter Hymnal,53 set the record straight about that when she said
to me, “This is not about money, Paul. It’s about vision.”54 That vision reveals the questions
these reasons avoid, questions like these. If money is the culprit, then why should the church’s
song be cut and not some other discipline? Why not cut all disciplines equally?55 What makes
church music of less value than other studies? Are professional pastors the only professionals
the church needs and should support? Are the vocations of church musicians to be expunged?
Why is their craft less important than Christian vocations carried out as secretaries, teachers,
janitors, truck drivers, executives, farmers, lawyers, parents, clergy, whatever?
4. A Systemic Problem
Brink’s words ring even truer when false statements are made. Luther Seminary has
said its MSM program was discontinued because there were not enough music students. That
does not explain omitting music in the MDiv program, but it is false in any case. Those who say
things like this think they are telling the truth and do not intend to tell lies. The problem is not
dishonest people. The problem is a system in which we are all caught, in this case involving discrimination against musicians.56 “Good” reasons are given for bad actions, disseminated “in the
air,” and then generally perceived as true.
Seminaries have avoided the church’s diverse communal vocational responsibilities and
have set pastors up to treat musicians as second class citizens on the basis of the power a
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seminary credential bestows on clergy. The church’s structures support this power differential. If
there is a dispute or a problem, the clergy have built-in protections while musicians have no
place to go for help. This situation has made some musicians and Christian educators want to
get a seminary degree to acquire power equal to that of pastors. That is a terrible reason to go
to seminary. Pastors are called to preach the Word and preside at Font and Table. Musicians
are called to lead the church’s song. Christian educators are called to nurture teaching ministries. These are collegial and communal vocations. Our credentialing programs need to prepare us for vocations in connection with other vocations, not for worldly power.57
More often musicians simply give up and bail out. They run bed and breakfasts; become
computer programmers; take musical jobs outside the church where they won’t be hassled,
abused, and paid poorly; or do other work of which they are capable even though they may not
feel called to it. Sometimes they continue their musical work as teachers and tell their students
that being a church musician is a terrible idea. Here’s an example. In 2009 the Twin Cities
Chapter of the American Guild of Organists assembled an oral history. Fifteen organists were
interviewed, among them L. Robert Wolf who from 1958 to 1960 had been the Dean of the
Chapter. 58 He reported that he began his organ study with Theodore Ganschow whom he called
a “very good teacher.” However, when he went to his first organ lesson at MacPhail College of
Music, Ganschow came in with the file Wolf had filled out and said, “Hmmph, I see you want to
be a church musician.” Wolf answered, “Yes, sir, that’s right.” Ganschow responded, “You must
be out of your mind. You must be crazy. I can’t think of a worse profession to get into.”
If Ganschow’s comments were unusual, they would not be worth considering. But they
are all too common. I learned about bad treatment of church musicians already in high school.
Since then I have had countless phone calls, e-mails, letters, meetings, and conversations
about it. Numerous church musicians have come into my office, called me, written to me, or
talked to me at conferences in tears about how badly they were being treated and how they felt
compelled to bail out. Pastors have also told me about musicians who would not meet with them
or who were incompetent or hard to work with; but, in comparison, these complaints have been
very few. Musicians can be jackasses just like pastors. We are all beset by sin, but the system
does not set up pastors to be abused the way it sets up musicians for that treatment. The system avoids or kills off programs for musicians and drives them away. Then churches complain
that there are no musicians. Such complaints were illustrated some years ago by two churches
who posted similar musical positions and asked me to help them find applicants. One church
had a bad reputation for how it treated musicians. It received almost no applications. The other
church had a good reputation and received twenty or thirty applications.
The surprise is that there are any church musicians at all. Though sometimes demoralized by how they have been treated, how poorly they may be paid, and whether they will be
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among the first to be cut as in the arts and music generally in the surrounding culture, they are
nevertheless an amazingly resilient bunch. Seminary faculty report that church musicians have
been among their best students, and there are more of them than we think. More students applied to the MSM program at Luther Seminary than were anticipated. A cap had to be placed on
the number who could be accepted because of St. Olaf faculty loads. Even when the MSM program was discontinued there were musicians who still wanted to come to do some kind of study
at Luther Seminary connected to their role as musicians.
5. The State of Church Music
So what is the state of church music? Like the church itself, it is both precarious and
tenacious. Things may look bleak, but, like a grain of wheat, the church and its music sprout no
matter what. The most telling indictments against the church are driven by the multi-faceted
message it sings against itself in its confession of sins known, barely known, or unknown.59 In
time the faithful church realizes how it has gone astray. The whole story is not only capitulation
to the culture’s wraths and sorrows.
The rest of the story is joyfully expressed in the faithful communities of the baptized
throughout the world who gather on the Lord’s Day in song around Word, Font, and Table; pray
and study daily in various ways; go in peace to proclaim the message and serve their neighbors
“for the life of the world,” 60 trusting that “Christ goes before.” 61 They embody countercultural sanity, wonder, curiosity, and thanksgiving in our world of chaos. Though sinful, these oases do not
easily fit the indictments against the church. They are characterized by clergy, musicians, and
the rest of the baptized who sing to the glory of God and for the good of the neighbor; who faithfully work and study together with pastoral care for each other; who sponsor courses and
groups that study the music of the church even when it stands against the empire with the
church’s culturally-conditioned betrayals;62 who “endure” and “daily” seek to live better lives and
to make a better world”; 63 and who figure out their vocations throughout the week where they
live and work in relation to the cultural needs of their communities and of the whole world by
creating sanctuaries for immigrants, by doing other individual and communal deeds of mercy,
and, as St. Francis said, by sometimes using words. They are not defined by size, ethnicity, denomination, generation, or any other divisions. They respect the primacy of worship in the patterns of the church catholic from across its history, sing in appropriate congregational and choral
liturgical idioms, confess their sins, use Biblical readings that cover the whole story as in the
Church Year and the three-year Common Lectionary coupled with strong preaching, celebrate
the Eucharistic meal where Christ is the host, engage in a variety of study and daily prayer, and
are drenched in baptismal new life for the sake of the world they go out to serve.
They generate a life together 64 in which pastors and musicians speak well of each other.
For example, L. Robert Wolf, who reported the disdain of his teacher Theodore Ganschow for
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the vocation of the church musician, went on to report “the most superior part” of his organ
study with another teacher, Rupert Sircom (1897-1962). After numerous organ positions beginning in Boston in 1912, Sircom was the organist at Westminster Presbyterian Church in Minneapolis from 1930. He died on the organ bench there between Easter services in 1962. Wolf
was his assistant for three years. Between 1933 and 1952 Sircom taught hymnology and church
music at Luther Seminary. Though forgotten by the Seminary as has happened with its other
music teachers,65 Sircom’s teaching—which Wolf called a “superior part” of his study—points to
the pastors and musicians who have been thankful for teachers like Sircom, for one another,
and for MSM programs like the one that Luther Seminary and St. Olaf College supported. These
pastors and musicians are grateful for one another not because of their personalities or personality types, but because they respect one another. They respect the training of their colleagues
and the people they serve; and they seek in community to live out their vocations for which
teachers like Sircom have helped to prepare them.
The music of the church is hard to describe because it is so ubiquitous and relates to so
many varied communities around the globe. Congregations include musicians and people with
no musical training whatsoever who all sing together without practice in a mnemonic oral and
largely unison vocal idiom—young and old, men and women, various gender orientations, wise
and simple, those with and without “disabilities,” the finest musicians, and monotones. Cantors,
organists, choirs, and choirmasters practice both to lead congregations in their congregational
idioms and to sing and play in many idioms beyond congregational ones. The music of this mix
is both simple and complex, in a variety of styles. In the East it has no instruments except bells,
following the example of the early church which rejected instruments because of their associations with the immorality and idolatry of the empire. Instruments entered the Western practice
about ten centuries ago, especially organs which were adopted when their associations with the
empire were long gone. Organs make sounds like the human voice, through pipes, which has
enabled them to develop an unparalleled repertoire related to the church’s song. Both professional and amateur musicians serve and include people of all ages with the best and the worst
of musical abilities. Sometimes very young children are quite able cantors and organists. The
church makes the finest music the world has ever known, both at worship and what has grown
out of worship into hymn festivals, concerts, and large works; and it makes music which is the
butt of jokes.
The church’s song in its worship is “not a concert,” as Karl Barth said, but “from inner,
material necessity it sings.”66 Nor, as Bernard Huijbers said, is it a “sing-along.”67 It needs to be
evaluated by what fits worship and gives voice to God’s grace and mercy around Word and
Sacraments. Some communities are legitimately called to a concert-level performance practice.
Most communities equally legitimately are not called to that kind of practice. The church as a
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whole is called to the finest crafting of God’s gift of sound, but how it faithfully carries out that
call represents a huge range. The best musical crafting of necessity takes different forms in different contexts. The make-up of a community with its resources, its size, its history and moment
in that history, its language, its ethnicity, and the world around it which it serves and learns from
all play a part in how it sounds. What must be said, however, is that the church’s worship requires the finest faithfulness and musical artistry whatever a church’s character, history, and resources may be, not the worst, the slovenly, or the thoughtless.
To shut out or neglect music, its study, and the vocation of those who practice and study
it betrays the church and its Lord.
• It collapses into our culture’s absence of singing and substitutes the culture’s entertainment
and background music.
• It breeds musicians who use the church as one more gig and who do not know their roles, and
it breeds music used to call attention to us—in any and all styles.
• It results in thoughtless, sterile, and lifeless imitations of the past and the present.
• It denies the beautiful which is not superficial as we are taught by the culture, but is the Greek
kalos which translates the Hebrew tov, the “good” of the creation.68
• It mounts self-serving, idolatrous arguments about style which collapse into the culture’s tribal
warfare, driven by an insidious works’ righteousness that assumes we by our manipulative
musical devices can get people into the presence of God and that this presence is one more
product to be bought and sold.
• It shuts out congregations and choirs from the incomparable health and wholeness they experience in music worth singing.69
• It closes off music’s long “stream of living water,” in which, as Bishop Rita Powell said, joined
to art and architecture, we “meditate on text and story, justice and redemption, the miraculous
and the quotidian.”70
• And it treats us all—especially the poor and needy—with contempt.
Ours is not the first generation to attempt to silence or neglect music.71 But the communal Triune song of God’s grace and mercy, poured out for the life of the world, has not been and
will not be silenced. That is the state of church music now as it has been since, after the meal,
Jesus and the disciples sang “the hymn”72 as they went out to the Mount of Olives,73 and as the
church went forth in song after the cross and resurrection of Jesus. There are implications. They
are dynamic, not static. They reach beyond what can be described.
Since it passes through time and is gone, church music has a role which leads beyond
any description in any time and place and points to the importance of understanding music’s
presence with Christ on the journey “to ventures of which we cannot see the ending, by paths as
yet untrodden, through perils unknown.”74 As Francis Williamson says, “church music is called to
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proclaim and through tonal embodiment interpret the Great Story in the varied functional venues
in which churches today find themselves.” That means church music is not simply “a response
to the preached Word” or the “offering of an acceptable sacrifice,” or “a way to fulfill the second
commandment to help the neighbor.” Because of its tonally-embodied character in time and its
accompaniment of “so many faith functions” in our “varied functional venues,” music also has its
own unique call. It requires us to recognize the “radical apocalyptic character, the tsunami proportions of the chaos facing the faith institutions and traditions church music accompanies” in
our world—what David Tiede describes as the “tectonic institutional shifts” in which music has
been caught. This leads Francis Williamson to say that musicians have to learn—I would add,
and to help the church to learn—to “be patient in Christ, patient in an anticipatory way . . . that
recognizes the limitedness of any generation’s signs and symbols and yet values [and] learns
from them, open to the holiness of remembering. . . It means patiently waiting for future encounters with the Holy One of Israel. It is not a question of what we are doing, but of what God is doing.”75
Responding to what God has done, is doing, and will do is the usual state of the church
and its music. In times of flux like ours, because of its temporal character, music especially
teaches us that we are called, as Susan Palo Cherwien reminds us, to “rise” and “remember the
future God has called us to receive.”76 We do this in a universe of time and space beyond our
comprehension where, wonder of wonders, “between the times” we know and sing the astounding love and grace of God in Christ through the Spirit. That helps to explain why, in writing about
care for our fragile planet, Pope Francis calls to mind both the wondrous creation and the heavenly feast to come and then says, “Let us sing as we go.” 77
That invitation has implications for our vocations. It means that, as long as we have this
marvelous planet—or other ones—as our home, we will be honest about our sinfulness and
equally honest about the grace and mercy of God whom Robert Jenson describes as a “capacious” fugue78 in what Richard Leach calls the “dance of the Trinity.”79 That grace leads us forward now and always, as it has in the past, to forge nimble institutions that provide the leaders
of the church’s song with the study and practice it requires.80
What we have learned is that this study and practice are too rigorous for the market’s
myopia. In our culture this rigor requires:
• applied musical study as organ or conducting majors to provide competent but not necessarily
virtuosic practitioners who as church musicians are not concert artists;
• musical, theological, and liturgical study together by musicians, pastors, and those studying to
be pastors;
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• access to the disciplines of a responsible college or university—artistic, historical, scientific,
linguistic, philosophical, mathematical—both for those called to lead the church’s song and for
those called to study it parallel to what theologians and liturgiologists do;
• all of the resources schools provide in classrooms, libraries, and studies along with all of the
resources churches provide in their worship and other life together as laboratories from multiple traditions; and
• money, but not dependency upon nor control by money’s presence or absence, nor by statical
tabulations.
We are called to “to ventures of which we cannot see the ending, by paths as yet untrodden, through perils unknown.” We “rise” therefore and “remember the future God has called
us to receive.” Let us care for our neighbors and “sing as we go,” with the study and practice the
song requires.
These people include Ruth Anderson, Philip Asgian, Jennifer Baker-Trinity, Michael Brown, Jon Campbell, Susan Palo Cherwien, Stanley Harpstead, Michael Hawn, Zebulon Highben, Robert Hunsicker,
Charlotte Kroeker, Gordon Lathrop, Linda Martin, Peter Marty, John Mulder, David Partington, Gail
Ramshaw, Paul Richardson, Gordon Rowley, Naomi Rowley, John Schwandt, David Tiede, Morgan Simmons, Samuel Torvend, Brian Wentzel, and Francis Williamson. My apologies to anyone I may have inadvertently omitted from this list.
It should be added that, as has often happened before, at about the same time groups with no
relationships or contacts with one another have asked me to address related topics. At this time at least
four of these have nourished each other and, with variations, have stimulated common sections in the
addresses. One of them is this one. The other three are “Why Paul Manz Still Matters,” for the Concordia
University Lectures in Church Music, River Forest, Illinois (October 22, 2019); “Manz and Hymn Singing
Today,” for the Manz Centenary Workshop at Mount Olive Lutheran Church, Minneapolis, Minnesota (October 26, 2019), and “Why We Sing, Why the Organ,” for the Organ Rededication Celebration at St.
John’s Abbey, Collegeville, Minnesota (January 15, 2020).
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like the Church Music Institute and the Center for Church Music.

