
MUSIC:  WHY SHOULD WE CARE? 
 

hy should we care about the music in our churches?  Because Church Music is a 
liturgical act.  The word “liturgy” comes from the Greek leitourgia, meaning “the 
work of the people.”  Music is part of our liturgy, part of our collective work of 
praise and thanksgiving.   

Music has always been part of the worship of God.  The Psalms are King David’s music book.  
Moses, Miriam, and the Israelites sang together after their deliverance at the Red Sea (Exodus 
15).  After Our Lord Jesus Christ himself spoke the original Words of Institution, Mark relates, 
“When they had sung the hymn, they went out to the Mount of Olives” (Mark 14:26).  Singing 
was among the last of the happy events in Jesus’ earthly life.  Music is a continuous thread 
through the fabric of Judeo-Christian community and worship from Old Testament times.  It 
bridges the Old and New Testaments, and it extends to our worship today. 

But music hasn’t always belonged to the people.  In the public Church of the late 15th Century, 
worship had become something of a spectator sport.  Music had become the exclusive domain of 
the choir, not least because the choir were literate.  The theologian and reformer Martin Luther 
reacted against this, himself writing hymns and melodies for use in worship.  These were music 
that people could remember and along with which they could sing, reclaiming an active role in 
the liturgy.  This system still works for us today, when most of us sing the Doxology to the tune 
Old 100th, without having to consult the musical score. 

As Luther wrote in the preface to Georg Rhau’s sacred music anthology Symphoniae Iucundae 
(1538), 

… next to the Word of God, music deserves the highest praise….  Thus it was not 
without reason that the [church] fathers and prophets wanted nothing else to be associated 
as closely with the Word of God as music.  Therefore, we have so many hymns and 
Psalms where message and music join to move the listener’s soul, while in other living 
beings and bodies music remains a language without words.  After all, the gift of 
language combined with the gift of song was given only to mankind to let mankind know 
that it should praise God with both word and music, namely, by proclaiming [the Word of 
God] through music and by providing sweet melodies with words. 

The most important Church music we have is our hymnody.  Hymns create an opportunity for all 
people to join in the work of worship.  “But I can’t sing,” you say?  Horsefeathers! In the New 
Revised Standard Version translation of the Psalms, we are told to “make a joyful noise” to the 
Lord.  The first two verses of Psalm 100, the Jubilate, urge us to  

Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth. 

Worship the Lord with gladness; come into his presence with singing. 



All of us, trained or not, can join in this joyful noise!  And it is this exact 
quality that makes congregational song the thunder of praise that it is:  not 
everyone sings the melody perfectly.  Innumerable variants of the song are 
both the same song and each our own song, our own contribution of prayer 
and praise.  This collective song is borne on waves of sound that move the air 
– that move our hearts.  The organ leads all with both gravity and brightness, 
its many voices, akin to those of the congregation, reflecting the moods of the 
hymns, enveloping all in waves of praise. 

In addition to hymns, we have more specialized music that is offered to enrich our worship.  
Choirs sing anthems, more complex settings of texts amplified by the music to which they are 
set, usually in harmony of two, three, four, or more parts sung simultaneously.  This choral 
music is aspirational: the choir is an earthly echo of heavenly choirs, analogous to our Eucharist, 
a foretaste of the Heavenly Banquet.   

Musicians also provide voluntaries, works of instrumental music during worship.  Sometimes the 
voluntaries are based on hymn tunes; sometimes, they are freely composed; other times, they 
may be improvised.  Voluntaries allow opportunities for listeners to orient themselves for 
worship and leave the world behind; or to reflect on worship themes wordlessly expounded in 
absolute music.  From the first note of the organ – an instrument not often heard in everyday life 
– the listener understands that they are in a different place, a space set apart from the ordinary 
world.  And the musicians work hours, days, and weeks to prepare what becomes minutes of 
music in worship, trying to perfect their earthly praise. 

Ostensibly paradoxical, church music, whatever its form, is not performance.  Church Music is 
not a concert for the aggrandizement of the musicians.  If we musicians are not effectively 
leading the congregation in the liturgy, we fail.  We musicians miss the fulfillment brought by 
kenosis, the “emptying out” of oneself in order to become a vessel for something greater.  
Regardless of our roles, we all – musicians, choir, congregants, all – are part of the same 
worshipping body.  I find great fulfillment in leading this worshipping body in collective song.   

In our music, we pray together.  And we can also evangelize together.  Church music is 
evangelism.  Fine church music moves listener and participant alike.  Visitors to a parish are 
seldom driven away by good music.  Like fine preaching, like fine pastoral care, fine music can 
grow our parish. 

Sing on, O People of God! 
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