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What Does Music m Worship Do?

Ben Gessner

Congregational song is the ritual by which an
assembly of the faithful raise their voices to
make a common prayer unto God musically.
As Raymond P. Glover, editor of the Hymnal
1982 Companion writes, congregational song
is “the declaration of a people who have had
an encounter with the living God . . . further,
in its performance we are bound together
with countless members of those with whom
we share this faith experience.”

Music in Congregations ‘ =
First, musicking” is a communal act, inherently social, and “a constant of
everyday life.”” Music is ubiquitous:

[N]o member of a communal society can be automatically kept
from a meaningful experience by virtue of any generic criteria,
such as age, intelligence, or race.’

But why is music significant? Thomas Turino writes that it is where the actual
lived experience of a people and a group of persons meet a dramatization of
that which could be.” Congregational song in worship is a participatory titual by
which the people of God make a common prayer through music. A music

!Glover, Raymond 1990, “What is Congregational Song?” In The Hymnal 1982 Companion,
Vol. 1. New York: The Church Hymnal Corporation, 4.

2 “Musicking” as a verb was coined by sociologist and musicologist Christopher Small in his
1998 book of the same title. Using this term de-emphasizes a sense of “music as a thing.”
Rather, music is an activity.

% Thomas Turino, Music as Social Life: The Politics of Participation, 2008, 1.

4 Hodges and Sebald 2011, Music in the Human Experience: An Introduction to Music
Psychology, 322.

> Turino 2008, 18.
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director or worship leader provides a foundation to encourage others (the choir and congregation) to sing. The
quality of participatory music, like hymns and the mass ordinary, is thus judged by “degree and intensity of
participation.’ Indeed, even theological commentators and hymnal editors have noted this as the goal of
congregational song.” Let’s dig a bit into meaning and embodiment of music.

Humans are naturally an embodied and relational people, and singing is a physical activity. Life is sensorially
engaged. If congregational song is to be effective, it must be done together. In Nathan Myrick’s 2017 article “The
Emotional Efficiency of Congregational Song,” he identifies “key aspects” of congregational song that allow it to
“facilitate emotional expetiences for a participant.” Is the music familiar to a congregation? What does
congregational singing mean to them? Are they singing with people they know? What are their past associations; in
particular, is this song part of a past “[experience| of emotional unity . . . linked to emotional indexes of symbolic
association through regular ritual participation?” In Myrick’s study, the presence of these led to moments of musical
entrainment, where “two or more persons [became] attuned to the same rhythm;”” in this case, the noted
synchronized swaying of participants.'” This attunement and temporary synchronicity can be observed in social
rituals (matching speech patterns, physical motions) as well as involuntary physiological processes (brainwaves and
heart rates)."" This entrainment can facilitate emotional responses to a music. However, the importance of
experiencing the act of congregational song in a ritual context cannot be discounted: singing in Eucharistic worship
leads to compounding of meaning."

We now turn to “what music does” within the context of an Episcopal congregation. A starting point may be found
in The Book of Common Prayer. However, the Catechism only briefly describes “corporate worship,” and makes no
mention of song.” Furthermore, guidance is limited in the introductory material; in “Concerning the Service of the
Church,” all that is described is proper texts for hymn and anthem selection, and that “Where rubrics indicate that a
part of a service is to be ‘said,” it must be understood to include ‘or sung,” and vice versa."* Congregational hymn-
singing is the most partipatory sung act in the liturgy on the “participatory-presentational” spectrum. While the
proper prayers of the liturgy may be sung (i.e., the Ordinary, Proper Collect, and Preface), these are usually done
responsively, with the clergy and choir leading or singing them entirely. Furthermore, anthems and instrumental
music are obviously presentational, for they only engage' a select few. The Ordinary may be sung by all, but if the
settings chosen are not decisively familiar or accessible to the congregation, these quickly move again to the
presentational side of music. While presentational forms may serve to edify and to evoke affect during a service as
was Cranmer’s hope, “formation that occurs during corporate expression of musical prayer is relational and
embodied.”® This is why a core principle of my church music philosophy is encouraging participation, whether by
choir or congregation.

What Should Worship Music Be?
The Episcopal Church has a rich history and choral tradition.'” Though stylistic diversity is a positive, Marti
Rideout provides a list of “guiding principles” for musicians: that music-making and preparation (1) should be

6 Turino 2008, 31.

7 Cf. “Preface.” The Hymnal 1982; Sanchez 1989, “Becoming a Singing Congregation: Congregational Music in Worship” in The
Hymns of the United Methodist Hymnal: Introduction to the Hymns, Canticles, and Acts of Worship, 19-36, 20.

8 Myrick 2017, in Yale Journal of Music and Religion 3(1), 83. A very important caveat: Myrick here is not speaking of coercing a
particular emotional response. Church musicians cannot possibly account for all that each congregant brings to worship. As Fr. Boyte
has said of the Daily Office, “The Prayer Book doesn’t care who or where you are in life. It is simply there.”

° Hodges and Sebald 2011, 33.

10 Myrick 2017, 85-6.

11 Ibid., 82.

12 |bid., 87.

13 BCP p. 857. “Q. What is corporate worship? A. In corporate worship, we unite ourselves with others to acknowledge the holiness of
God, to hear God’s word, to offer prayer, and to celebrate the sacraments.” Also, we may look to the conclusion of the fixed Preface,
just before the Sanctus: “Therefore we praise you, joining our voices with Angels and Archangels and all the company of heaven, who
forever sing this hymn to proclaim the glory of your Name,” p. 362.

14 BCP p. 14: “Hymns referred to in the rubrics of this Book are to be understood as those authorized by this Church [which, you may
recall, are only a handful!]. The words of anthems are to be from Holy Scripture, or from this Book, or from texts congruent to them.”
15 Not to discount active listening. But listening and participation (singing) are different experiences.

16 Myrick 2018,”Embodying the Spirit,” in Liturgy 33(3), 35.

17 Rideout 2012, All Things Necessary: A Practical Guide for Episcopal Church Musicians, 7-8.



oriented toward the living God and “bring the worshiper into a sense of the presence of the divine;” (2) should be
scripturally based, or reflecting a theological point made in scripture; (3) that music should “encourage
participation;” and (4) that “musical excellence is . . . worthy.”"® Prescriptivism against “bad music” has often
attempted to appeal to nebulous concepts of “beauty” and “musical excellence;” however, these usually end up
favoring a certain style and tone of liturgy. Erik Routley does not outright take issue with the new but notes that
“bad music” is something that poorly, cheaply imitates the “good.” Apparently, there can be a laundry list of items,
taken from a Western Common Practice perspective, that constitute “bad music,” whether bland or too difficult to
grasp.” While “singability” in a practical sense must be considered, this must be contextualized for the patticular
worshiping body.”” Some hymns that I've found fall into the “more challenging” category have been repurposed as
choir anthems. Logocentrism (that is, overly focusing on the text) has been a constant flaw in discerning the
meaning of musicking in worship. One cannot reduce worship music to some arbitrary “sacred/secular” divide,”
for the meaning one finds in our musicking is not done exclusively through the text. Rather, the symbolic nature of
music abstracts an emotion about an idea, and this is articulated after the fact.** Furthermore, reducing music to the
words (or notes!) on a page denies it experiantiality. And responding to “What constitutes a sacred style or genre?”
with one clear answer denies how fraught the “sacred/secular divide” has been. Even historical narratives that offer
some theological commentary throughout often skew toward an aesthetic preference.” Approaching church music
in this way can become a form of prejudice.”* As Don Saliers writes, “[singing”s] ptimaty drive is to form and
express faith in the realities about which worshipping congregations sing.”” This expression of course can be
found in what has been deemed “entertainment,” so perhaps Augustine’s ambivalence is not as problematic as many
have once analyzed, or at least requires a more nuanced framing.*

Returning to the practical question of “proper hymn selection” in an Episcopal context, Rideout offers some
practical considerations. Her language emphasizes the communal aspect of musicking, focusing on “familiarity” and
ease of participation.”” Carol Doran reflects on what constitutes proper use of diversity of styles and “popular
religious music,” and that using diverse styles (as expressed in the Hymnal 1982) and excellence therein is a form of
“[valuing] contributions that each [style] is able to make.”” Seeking diversity is not an end, she writes, but rather, it
serves as a means to celebrate the diversity of God’s church, and makes music ministers “faithful stewards” of the
gift of music.”” I also look to reflections offered by C. Michael Hawn: what does diversity in worship music do?

18 1hid., 9-10.

19 Routley 1959, Church Music and Theology, Chs. 9-10.

20T offer as evidence to those who chain themselves to “traditional church music” two of the “least singable” worship hymns (in their

view): Michael Jonas’ “On Eagle’s Wings” and Suzanne Toolan’s “I Am the Bread of Life.” Both of these have seen immense

success (they are sung widely and a great deal of meaningful worship is constructed with them), despite their perceived “unsuitability

for singing” from a Western Common Practice point of view. An example: did you first love “The Church’s One Foundation” because

of its railing against heretics? Did you love “Abide with me” first because the poetry means so much? Odds are not; 1’1l bet you love

these because of who you sang them with and where and when you sang them. Or you might have first loved the affect of the music

and how it might have heightened something in the poetry.

2L Cf. Westermeyer 1998, 2-3.

22 Turino 2008, 13-14.

23 Westermeyer 1998, Te Deum, 317; Westermeyer 2015, Church Musicians, 2-3.

24 Cf. Hawn 2000, 8.

% Music and Theology 2007, 61.

26 «“Augustine’s ambivalence” can be summarized in an excerpt from his Confessions, Book X, Chapter 33:
The delights of the ear had more firmly entangled and conquered me, but you [God] have unbound and liberated me. Now, |
still find some repose in those melodies into which your words breathe soul, when they are sung with a sweet and trained
voice. Yet | do not allow myself to be held with them, for I can disengage myself from them when | wish. [. . .] This
gratification of my flesh . . . often beguiles me. [. . .] Thus in these things I sin without knowing it . . . | vacillate between the
perilous pleasure and proved soundness.

This aesthetic debate of making music a pure “thing” and denying that it is bodily experienced long predates Augustine, but his lament

is the “go-to” when discussing church music. (See, for example, Plato and Aristotle.) As I’ve hopefully effectively expressed here, this

is not how music exists in our reality. Music is not a god. It’s not even an agent. Music exists in the human experience. You can’t put

a choir on trial.

27 Rideout 2012, 18-19.

2 Doran 1990, “Popular Religious Song,” in Hymnal 1982 Companion, ed. Glover, Vol. 1, 26.

2 |bid., 27; also cf. Samilio 2020, “Books and Their Covers,” in Preaching Black Lives (Matter), ed. Gayle Fischer-Stewart, 186, and

Fischer-Stewart 2020, “Multi-Cultural or Multi-Racial?”, 127-129.



Does it welcome someone new to the metaphorical banquet table, and how does it inform the God-talk of a
community?”

Closing Thoughts
Singing in a congregation is a powerful ritual in worship. It serves to remind us of our embodied nature, and our co-
embodied relational nature with one another. It acts as a vehicle for us to express, both as individuals and a gathered
people, our present reality and our hope and aspiration. Our immediate co-presence with one another seems so
necessary because it is how we really experience each other in this life. Certainly, watching a daily devotion or
catching up with a service on Facebook can feed us spiritually, but it is not as immediately and incarnationally
experienced: it does not necessarily fill and satisfy. Teresa Berger interrogates this sense of loss and insistence upon
“real” (i.e., physically gathered in the same space) church and concludes that the church is no less real when
gathered online.” While this is true, being a people of the Incarcation and navigating our world through being with
one another is how we “most really” understand it; therefore, a lack of immediate co-presence leads to uncertainty
and a sense of loss. To paraphrase what a choir member told me in 2020, “I don’t feel like I'm worshiping when it’s
through a screen.” While the gathering might not be less “real” (for embodied people are still using their bodies to
worship in a different space), a lack of co-embodiment leads us to grieve.”” The indexed emotions and meanings
associated with congregational singing that we carry with us are absent, for we are not together. With all that in
mind, I hope you will feel able to sing confidently and joyfully during worship, experiencing congregational song
(and @// our music) as fully as you can. As the old hymn asks, “How can [we] keep from singing?””
Ben Gessner, M. M.
Oranist/Choirmaster

30 Hawn 2000, Gather into One, 30.
31 Berger, Teresa. @Worship: Liturgical Practices in Digital Worlds, 1% ed. London: Routledge, 2017.
32 This is not a polemic against virtual worship. Online worship can be a blessing for those who are homebound, or otherwise cannot
be with their regular worshipping communities. For those who can be present and participate, however, | will firmly argue that there is
a great loss in being absent. Music in many ways operates sacramentally, though not a sacrament of the Church; that is, it’s an
“outward and [tangible] sign of inward spiritual grace” (BCP p. 857).
33 Often thought to be a Quaker or Shaker hymn, this text was first published in 1868 in The New York Observer. The tune is attributed
to Robert Lowry (1826-1899).

My life flows on in endless song, above earth’s lamentation,

I hear the real, though far-off hymn that hails a new creation;

Through all the tumult and the strife | hear the music ringing;

It finds an echo in my soul—how can | keep from singing?



Calendar for May

Saturdays Evening Prayer, Rite | 6:00 pm Online
Sundays Holy Eucharist, Rite | 9:00 am Chapel

Parish Choir rehearsal 9:45 am Nave

Children’s Sunday School 10:30 am Education Building

Holy Eucharist, Rite | 11:00 am Nave
Mondays, Tuesdays Evening Prayer, Rite | 6:00 pm Online
Wednesdays Book Study 10:30 am Library

Holy Eucharist, Rite | Noon Chapel

Evening Prayer, Rite | 6:00 pm Nave and online
Thursdays, Fridays Evening Prayer, Rite | 6:00 pm Online
Sunday, May 7 The Continuing Feast 12:15 pm Undercroft
Tuesday, May 16 Vestry meeting 6:00 pm Library

L]
Prayer List

Ellen Dunlop Belote Wes Gearhart Victorine Lamothe Robert Todd
Margaret Boudreaux John August Gianforte Richard Liles Louis Wallace
Sarah Lou Brackman Austin Gleason Maureen Locke Connie Wiggins
Mike Brown Georgiana Gleason Della McCranie Bill Wright
Nikki Brown James Griffith Jesse Paul Mary Wright
Jack Carlisle Loraine Guerrero Scott Porter Sheryl Wright
Mikey Carlisle Michael Guerrero Brady Sessions The people of Ukraine
Kyle Chandler Sandra Hadwin Catherine Spaht Survivors of gun violence
Taryn Chandler Robert Henley Paul Spaht
The Drew Dodson family | Geoffrey Jenkins Jason Stockholm
Jean Dooley Peggy Kirkland and family | Amanda Taylor
Anne Fellers Chloe Kyles The Taylor family

We pray for those who serve and are served by Hope House.

In the diocesan cycle of prayer we pray for St. Andrew’s, Mer Rouge and Redeemer, Oak Ridge,
the Very Rev. Dawnell Stodghill (Whit+); for Trinity, Tallulah and Grace, Lake Providence,
the Rev. William Echols (Linda); for St. John’s, Minden, the Rev. Wayne Carter;
and for Grace, Monroe, the Rev. Donald Smith (Lloyd), Deacon Bette Jo Kauffman.




Mass:

Psalm 31:

Anthem:
Hymns:
Organ:

Mass:

Psalm 66:
Anthems:

Hymns:

Organ:

Y ay Mimustries
The Fifth Sunday of Easter: May 7, 2023

Lectors: Melissa Fowle, David Richard
Prayers of the People: Pembroke Roeder
Eucharistic Ministers: Holly McIntyre, Herschel Richard
Acolyte: James Woodham
Ushers: Carolyn Mahlen, Donna Neal
Altar Guild: Tommie Sue Brooks, Cheryl McBride

The Sixth Sunday of £aster: May 14, 2023

Lectors: Becky Snodgrass, Chelsea Woodham
Prayers of the People: Lucie Thornton
Eucharistic Ministers: Carolyn Mahlen, Chelsea Woodham
Acolyte: Steve Snodgrass
Ushers: Cheryl McBride, Mike Wilkerson
Altar Guild: Laura Wilkerson, Mike Wilkerson

Service Music

The ¥ifth Sunday of Easter: May 7, 2023

Mathias and James

Response—Christe Sanctorum; Plainsong, tone V. iii

“When Stephen, full of pow’r and grace”—Kentucky Harmony

518 Westminster Abbey; 478 The Call; 178 Alleluia No. 1; 213 Middlebury; 525 Aurelia
Andante from Trois Pieces—Joséphine Boulay; Fanfare—William Mathias

The Sixth Sunday of Easter: May 14, 2023

Mathias and James
Response—Italian Hymn; Plainsong, tone VI
Creating God, your fingers trace—David Hurd; This is my Father’s world—Malcolm Williamson

204 Noél nouvelet; 512 Mendon; LEVAS 87 More love to Thee; 292 Kingsfold;
413 Earth and all stars

Variations sur un Noé/—Marcel Dupré



Announcements and Upcoming Events

The Continuing Feast

This Sunday, May 7, is the Continuing Feast in the
Undercroft after the 11:00 service. Bring an
appetizer, main dish, salad, side dish, or dessert,
and join us for a delicious meal and warm
fellowship with Holy Cross members and friends. If
you aren’t a cook, remember that, as the Barefoot Contessa says, store-bought is fine! Please also
remember to bring dishes that don’t require cooking. Our kitchen has facilities for keeping food
warm, but we are unable to cook different food at different temperatures. We look forward to seeing
you on Sunday!

Carrefour Collaborative Music Project
This chamber orchestra founded in 2020 by Robert Cruz and Brett Andrews, ‘ ‘
is made up of local musicians whose mission is to keep chamber music alive

Sunday, May 21, at 3:00 pm at Holy Cross. Watch this space for more

and thriving in the Shreveport-Bossier area. Their next concert will be on | | P
information.

Summer Music Festival Opening Concert
The opening concert of the

47th annual Summer Music \3 -, SHP\EVEPORT
Festival will be held Sunday, WY SUMMER MUSIC FESTIVAL

June 4, at 3:00 pm at Holy Keeping Live Music Alive!
Cross. This is a very special

concert, as it is dedicated to the memory of Father Kenneth Paul. Maestro Kermit Poling conducts,
and the repertoire features violinist Cal Alexander.

Pride Mass

Our fourth annual LGBT Pride Mass is coming up in
June! Holy Cross is an inclusive Episcopal church that
welcomes LGBT people in every area of ministry, and we
are also traditional in our worship of God. You can have
both! Join us for Pride Mass on Saturday, June 10, at
5:00 pm. All people of good will are welcome, and we e

really mean it. To find out more about us, just visit our website or Facebook page, and browse our
worship services online.
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Mission Statement: To restore all people to unity with God and each other through Christ.

f)ope Douse: There is an ongoing need for coffee, sugar, creamer, laundry detergent pods, disposable razors,
and personal-size hygiene products (soap, shampoo, deodorant, etc.) Please take your donations to 762 Austen
Place or to the church office. Thank you for your continued support.

Jorward Day by Day for May and June, in both standard and large-print editions, is available in the
Narthex and the Undercroft.

The Most Rev. Michael B. Curry, Ph.D., D. D. XXVII Presiding Bishop
The Rt. Rev. Jacob Owensby, Ph.D., D. D. IV Bishop of Western Louisiana
The Rev. J. Garrett Boyte, M.Div. Rector
The Rev. Mary Richard Rector Emerita
The Rev. Donald D. Heacock Director, Holy Cross Child Placement Agency
Mr. Ben Gessner, M. M. Organist/Choirmaster
Mrs. Laurie Connell Office Administrator
Mzt. Charles Alford Sexton

Mr. Brian Jackson Assistant Sexton
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