
P
ro

of C
opy 

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

Chapter 12 

Moving Between Musical Worlds:  

the Lives of Contemporary Worshippers

Mark Porter

The latter decades of the twentieth century saw the increasing adoption of forms 

of popular music in congregational worship (known collectively as ‘contemporary 

worship music’ or simply ‘worship music’), initially within the American and 

British church, but increasingly on a broader international scale. Within the 

discourses of contemporary worship music1 it is often assumed that music is, in 

many senses, a fundamentally neutral medium.2 Differences in musical taste are 

on the one hand frequently set aside as matters of personal preference of little 

relevance to the spiritual task at hand during congregational worship. On the 

other hand, they are engaged in a purely pragmatic manner in order to connect 

with particular demographics that are assumed to be attached to a certain style.3 

Whilst these discourses have served an important function in the growth of the 

contemporary worship music scene, providing a defence for the admission of 

certain styles of music into worship and teaching worshippers to set aside self-

centred concerns when gathering together, they have also served to hold back 

the discussion of important aspects of musical practice, meaning and experience, 

relegating them to the realm of private feeling or simple preference and restraining 

1 That is, the public discourses present and employed within the context of the Church 

by leadership, musicians, and congregation members where contemporary worship music 

has become established practice, as well as those employed in its support where there still 

remains an element of contestation. See Anna E. Nekola, ‘Between This World and the 

Next: The Musical “Worship Wars” and Evangelical Ideology in the United States 1960–

discourse often differs from that of ordinary individuals, see Martin D. Stringer, On the 

Perception of Worship: The Ethnography of Worship in Four Christian Congregations in 

Manchester (University of Birmingham Press, 1999), p. 69. 
2 Monique M. Ingalls, ‘Awesome in This Place: Sound, Space, and Identity 

in Contemporary North American Evangelical Worship’ (PhD diss., University of 

Pennsylvania, 2008); Nekola, ‘Between This World and the Next’.
3 Gerardo Marti, Worship Across the Racial Divide: Religious Music and the 

Multiracial Congregation (Oxford University Press, 2012). 
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their contestation and entry into discourse – a move which raises important ethical 

as well as political questions. 

Monique Ingalls suggests that opening up the discourse to include a broader 

contemporary Christian music’s founding ideology that style is a neutral vehicle 

for the Christian message’,4 a position that might render doing so a somewhat 

problematic exercise. The prospect of reworking the ideology, however, seems 

contemporary worship music it is not one that is necessarily essential to its on-

going life. The presentation of musical style as neutral came about largely as 

a reaction against those who would dismiss popular styles of music as bad or 

inappropriate for Christian usage – the initial ascription of neutrality to musics 
5 The wider Church has since come 

to a level of acceptance of a range of musics which renders such discourse less 

necessary than it once was, and provides space for a move beyond the founding 

ideology. Moreover, a framework which seeks to open up discussion of a range of 

one in which worship music’s initial bid for acceptance could have been evaluated 

in a less polemical manner. A conversation that allows each voice to the table 

and surrounds and engages it with a range of others is one that has the potential 

to deepen and broaden rather than undermine the purposes that gave birth to the 

contemporary worship movement. 

Ascriptions of neutrality have also, over the course of time, acquired other 

theme within talk about worship music.6 Christians worry that talking about music 

and potentially ascribing power to it in a setting where direct encounter with God is 

expected risks ascribing power to an aspect of the experience that should not become 

powerful and potentially confuses the source of encounter. Talk about music, in 

other words, is talk that has the potential to detract from ‘proper spirituality’ rather 

than open up important aspects of spiritual experience, mediation and negotiation. 

Such concerns again seem to stem from a particular conception of what music-talk 

might be expected to look like – if musical style is neutral and primarily a matter of 

meaningless level and thus will inevitably be a distraction from the true purposes 

of worship. I want to suggest that in examining experiences in which music already 

the core concerns of worship we enter more deeply into them.

4 Ingalls, ‘Awesome in This Place’, p. 248.
5 Ingalls, ‘Awesome in This Place’, p. 110; Nekola, ‘Between This World and the 

Next’, p. 261.
6 Gordon Adnams, ‘The Experience of Congregational Singing: An Ethno-

Phenomenological Approach’ (PhD diss., University of Alberta, Spring 2008), p. 115; 

Marti, Worship Across the Racial Divide, p. 88.
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Moving Between Musical Worlds 203

In my research interviews, undertaken in the early months of 2012 as part of 

my doctoral research, I asked approximately 40 members of St Aldates church in 

any interesting points of contact or divergence between the two narratives they 

offered. This came out of an interest in how people negotiate the movement between 

different musical worlds and the varying ways in which this negotiation can take 

place.7 In focusing initially on experiences of music outside of worship I deliberately 

geared the discussion in such a way as to attempt to cut through the normal patterns 

of worship-music discourse (in which music is often marginal to discussion) and to 
8 The 

research serves to open up the question of the relationship between a worshipper’s 

individual musical life and their experience within the worshipping community of 

the church. Through discussion of musical experience the interviews opened up 

a broad range of issues touching on themes such as community, value, meaning, 

boundaries, diversity, ethics, mission, character and divine encounter, many bound 

up closely with questions of musical style. Through the interviews it can be very 

quickly seen that questions of musical style within the church, even one in which 

a relatively stable pattern has been reached, are far from neutral, indeed they 

embody, enact and negotiate a range of key theological, ethical and ecclesiological 

questions in ways that reach beyond those typically acknowledged in the community 

discourse.9 Such conversations serve to reinforce the importance of taking music-

talk seriously within the church community and within theological discussion of 

music and provide a wide range of starting points for discussion. 

The range of issues that arise serves to highlight the complex negotiations 

that take place around the musical life of a worshipping community and, as such, 

they avoid pointing to any particular model of what the musical practices of the 

church should look like. They suggest, instead, the importance of opening up an 

7 Timothy Rice, ‘Time, Place, and Metaphor in Musical Experience and Ethnography’, 

Ethnomusicology, 47/2 (2003): pp. 151–79; Tia DeNora, Music in Everyday Life (Cambridge 

University Press, 2000); Tia DeNora, After Adorno: Rethinking Music Sociology 

(Cambridge University Press, 2003); Nancy Tatom Ammerman, Studying Congregations: 

A New Handbook (Abingdon Press, 1998). Antoine Hennion, ‘Pragmatics of Taste’, in 

Mark Jacobs and Nancy Hanrahan (eds), The Blackwell Companion to the Sociology of 

Culture (Wiley-Blackwell, 2005); Harris M. Berger, Metal, Rock, and Jazz: Perception 

and the Phenomenology of Musical Experience (University Press of New England [for] 

Weslyan University Press, 1999); Harris M. Berger, Stance: Ideas About Emotion, Style, 

and Meaning for the Study of Expressive Culture (Weslyan University Press, 2009). 
8 Antoine Hennion, ‘Music Lovers: Taste as Performance’, Theory, Culture & Society, 

18/5 (2001): p. 5.
9 Stringer, On the Perception of Worship; Mathew Guest, ‘“Friendship, Fellowship 

and Acceptance”: The Public Discourse of a Thriving Evangelical Congregation’, in 

Mathew Guest, Karin Tusting and Linda Woodhead (eds), Congregational Studies in the 

UK: Christianity in a Post-Christian Context (Ashgate, 2004).
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on-going conversation within the church community that allows its worshipping 

life to be enriched by the diverse range of perspectives on music present within 

it. The communal discourse of the church needs the ability to handle the range 

of experiences and perspectives of its members. Such discussion would move 

worship music away from being seen as a neutral canvas towards a performative 

space rich with meaning. In allowing dissenting voices to be heard it would bring 

them into dialogue with a range of other perspectives, into an open forum of 

negotiation and transformation.10

matter of private taste a valuable space is opened up, where values and issues can 

be raised in ways that enable genuinely meaningful dialogue that breaks beyond 

the bounds of the self. 

Dialogues: Talking About Music at St Aldates Church 

is a large Anglican church in the centre of Oxford, UK. The church operates within 

the charismatic evangelical tradition and would often identify more closely with 

other churches within this stream than it would with the Anglican Church as a 

whole.11 The church building seats between 500 and 600 people and, whilst its 

origins date back to Saxon times, it has been remodelled and extended over the 

years. Its most recent reordering occurred around the turn of the millennium, with 

the seating orientation being turned sidewards in order to provide a state-of-the-art 

auditorium style environment rather than the more traditional east-facing interior 

that had previously been in existence. There are three regular Sunday services, 

at 10:30am, 6pm and 8:15pm, each following a similar pattern centred around 

an initial ‘worship set’ lasting between twenty and thirty minutes and a sermon 
12 and 

periods of sung worship are led either by one of the paid staff or another leader 

worship music, which tends to adhere closely to the style of soft rock. During 

the set the congregation attempt to engage in worship through singing and are 

encouraged to enter into an experience in which they approach God through the 

musical medium of worship. 

Whilst the church has a particular reputation for hosting a large student 

community, there is nevertheless a range of people at the church who are there for a 

variety of different reasons and who bring with them a variety of different musical 

lives and backgrounds. Music forms a large part of the service not only in terms 

10 Hennion, ‘Pragmatics of Taste’, p. 132.
11 See James H.S. Steven, Worship in the Spirit: Charismatic Worship in the Church 

of England (Paternoster Press, 2002). 
12 Between 30 and 40 play regularly on Sundays with many others contributing to the 

music at other events and groups which take place during the week.
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Moving Between Musical Worlds 205

God it forms what can be an intensely emotional space in which many different 

experiences, struggles and deep aspects of spirituality are brought together and 

diversely inhabited space makes the relationship of the music with the rest of the 

Timothy Rommen suggests that personal relationships with musical style can 

‘ethics of style’ as a framework within which to examine the relationship between 

a church can change a worshipper’s relationship to the church community in a 
13 The relationship a worshipper forms with the 

musical worship of the church carries a much broader spiritual and communal, 

and therefore ethical, weight. In a similar manner, Nanette Nielsen and Marcel 

Cobussen highlight the space between the personal and the collective as one of 
14 as the process and 

interaction at the heart of music-making allow music to be ‘an art form that can 

relations’.15

areas within the life of St Aldates church, examining some of the ways in which 

worshippers negotiate musical style within their own lives and the life of the 

the congregational makeup, many of them are in their 20s or 30s. I selected the 

most intense and also those who are best able to articulate their feelings about such 

things. My hope is that a framework built up from these might be applicable to 

larger portions of the worshipping community, but I don’t want to assume that an 

representation of the congregation.

of experience according to the different relationships formed between areas of 

their musical lives.16

13 Timothy Rommen, ‘Mek Some Noise’: Gospel Music and the Ethics of Style in 

Trinidad (University of California Press, 2007). 
14 Marcel Cobussen and Nanette Nielsen, Music and Ethics (Ashgate, 2012), p. 90.
15 Cobussen and Nielsen, Music and Ethics, p. 4.
16 For a similar approach within a sociological study, see Rachel Kraus, ‘They Danced 

in the Bible: Identity Integration Among Christian Women Who Belly Dance’, Sociology of 

Religion, 71/4 (2010): pp. 457–82. 
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demonstrates the ways in which the malleability of different experiences allows 

commonalities to be formed between different musical worlds. Second, other 

interviews show the ways in which separate musical worlds can co-exist; third, 

others highlight situations where the transfer of values between different musical 

worlds can potentially become problematic or in which there is some need for 

worshippers to suppress particular aspects of experience in order to positively 

evaluate an activity. Each of these categories is intentionally broad so as to 

encompass a range of different experiences; within each of them ethical, spiritual, 

experiential, social and musical questions arise in a number of ways, swirling 

in which worshippers negotiate the world around them and the role of musical 

worship within it. 

Bridging Worlds Through Common Modes of Being in Music

At least one of the rationales behind the emergence of contemporary worship 

music in the 1960s was the need to use musical styles that people related to in 

daily life.17 This function, however, can potentially be called into question by the 

diversity of church membership, opening up a much wider range of experiences 

and understandings of the relationship. Despite potentially very large differences 

bridges between worship music and other parts of their musical lives, allowing 

of self-conception and personal identity, but whilst this is foregrounded in some 

experiences it is more frequently a question of wider relationships and ways of 

being in the world that, whilst involving the self, do not necessarily place it as the 

central issue at stake.

An example of the bridging of musical worlds can be seen in my interview 

with Graham, who is a member of the congregation and who plays French horn in 

the worship band. He is also a member, and was chair, of the Oxford Symphony 

encountering worship music, Graham responded: 

a fairly reasonable noise. But that’s never been the primary purpose for me in 

terms of worship, or in terms of orchestral playing. You want to play your own 

stuff well, but you’re contributing to part of an overall impact …The same is 

true orchestrally as was true in a worship context: that you were able to bring 

different impact through the sound and the quality of what you were able to 

17 Ingalls, ‘Awesome in This Place’, p. 57; Nekola, ‘Between This World and the 

Next’, p. 170.
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Moving Between Musical Worlds 207

bring in. And that was then both making for a fuller, richer music, and then 

hopefully helping people to be able to worship.18 

For Graham, orchestral playing and participation in worship become common 

musical worlds through the idea of coming together to ‘create an impact’. Later 

in the interview, Graham forms further connections between worlds through the 

similar ways in which he evaluates the different musical experiences. He highlights 

the importance of an orchestra being in tune with each other both literally and 

metaphorically in order to come together as a cohesive force and create a positive 

experience. Within the world of the Sunday service he highlights the need for 

the musical worship to be in tune with the congregation and with God. Graham 

expresses the two worlds in some of the same terms, with the quality of relationships 

found within an orchestra also being part of the key to a good quality of worship 

on a Sunday. He conceives of worship music according to some of the criteria 

found within an orchestral setting, whilst thinking about orchestral music in terms 

of criteria that are not necessarily distinctive purely to itself but can carry across 

between differing musical worlds. Graham does not employ conceptual categories 

that frequently serve to distinguish these two musical realms but instead is able to 

evaluate both musical experiences using a common set of terms. Graham’s ability to 

connect with the music of the church community is not reliant upon its connection 

with personal stylistic preferences, but neither is his other musical experience laid 

aside when entering the church building, his conception of musical good allows 

him to form positive relationships in a largely unproblematic manner.

Charlotte, another member of the congregation, does not self-identify as a 

musician; nevertheless, she participates in amateur music-making outside the 

church. Charlotte’s chief context for engaging with music is musical theatre. For 

her there seem to be two key elements that bridge the two worlds: the idea of having 

a ‘good sing’, and the public expression of emotion that is enabled by the stage:

Although it’s not a style of music that I really listen to in any other bit of my life, 

I’m participating in – be that in church, or singing in G&S [Gilbert and Sullivan] 

or something, it is nice for there to be something that lets you have a good sing. 

Particularly, I always think it’s quite interesting about worship music that on 

stage you have lots of people pouring out their emotions and sort of singing love 

songs or ‘O woe is me’ type songs [features typical of much musical theatre]. 

And because that’s happening in a stagey context it’s inevitably going to be 

I can think of where people in the course of their everyday life will use music as 

a way of expressing their own emotions and their own feelings.19

18 Interview with the author, 11 February 2012.
19 Interview with the author, 25 February 2012.
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For Charlotte there is a common set of values that bridges the two worlds 

and helps her to move between them. There is more than this, however, because 

‘this is what I appreciate about it’: rather, she frames her experience of the music 

according to these categories and thus, to a certain degree, reconceives the Sunday 

worship in terms of qualities experienced primarily within musical theatre, 

transforming it into something different as she experiences it in those terms. 

Some of the elements that come to the foreground of her experience are 

already present within the public discourse of the church – emotion, singing and 

the enabling role of the worship team are all regular topics of discourse. Their 

emphasis in Charlotte’s experience, however, is very different. The stage element 

be thought of in terms of a performance;20 the visibility of musicians on the stage 

will certainly be discussed, but it is generally not thought of as a separate kind of 

space in the way that it seems to be for Charlotte. The visibility of musicians is 

thought of as enabling congregational worship as they lead and set an example. 

stage context as she highlights the way in which it enables a different mode of 

experience from everyday life. This theatrical conception of the stage moves away 

from ideas of authenticity inherent within rock and worship music.21 Likewise 

the element of emotional singing is one that is important within the life of the 

charismatic church, however it would generally be an element that is thought of 

on a secondary level as something that has to take place in response to the work 

of God rather than something that can be a primary transformative element within 

a service.22

in with a ‘good hearty sing’ – the importance of singing passionately from the 

such a way that its secondary role to the activity of worship is not made clear is 

something which strikes against the regular patterns of discourse.23 

activity the interrelation between musical worlds is one that can be rooted in much 

broader views of God’s work and presence in the world and which will therefore 

carry with it immediate theological weight. St Aldates member and artist Tim’s 

experience of music is illustrative of the way in which this can occur, rooting itself 

in a way of being in the world which connects to his artistic sensibility and informs 

20 Ingalls, ‘Awesome in This Place’.
21

the Reception of Staged Rock Musicals’, in C. Washburne and M. Derno (eds), Bad 

Music: The Music We Love to Hate (Routledge, 2004); Jay R. Howard and John M. Streck, 

Apostles of Rock: The Splintered World of Contemporary Christian Music (University Press 

of Kentucky, 1999), p. 173.
22 Ingalls, ‘Awesome in This Place’, p. 90.
23 Adnams, ‘The Experience of Congregational Singing’.
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Moving Between Musical Worlds 209

his conception of worship on a Sunday so as to place it in close relation to his on-

going experience of God in the world:

Intimacy I think is key, really … I listen to all music for that purpose of bringing 

me back to something – ultimately God – because listening to music bring[s] me 

back to myself and what I know and what I’m about … it’s soul stuff. I love 
24

over and against other forms of music, the different musics instead becoming 

part of a continuum of spiritual experience. He may have particular expectations 

of spiritual experience within Christian worship services, however they are not 

completely unique expectations. This connection means that worship music is not 

the sole provider of spiritual meaning in music but must instead share this role 

with the other musics and art-forms of daily life.

Anna Nekola draws attention to the tension between the authority of the church 

has been present in much of the history of protestant worship25 whilst Timothy Rice 

highlights the way in which musical meaning is often impossible to control due 

to the diverse range of ways in which music can take on a variety of meanings.26 

The life of a large congregation in which regular members are often able to inhabit 

a space at arm’s-length from authority can allow these tensions to exist without 

becoming particularly problematic, indeed, they can lead to productive and 

positive ways of inhabiting the space of worship. However, in becoming a feature 

of community structures, they nevertheless impact the nature of relationships 

between individuals, community and leadership, the manner in which they build a 

the church community. 

Communal and Private, Spiritual and Secular

One rationale for the use of popular music in church is the desire to break down 

the distinction between the sacred and the secular that an elevated or distinctive 

church style can serve to reinforce.27 In contrast to the previous section, this section 

shows how certain dynamics at work in the lives of congregation members can 

nevertheless allow this musical world to be a distinct realm within their musical 

lives.

24 Interview with the author, 9 March 2012.
25 Nekola, ‘Between This World and the Next’, p. 225.
26

Control in the Bulgarian Case’, British Journal of Ethnomusicology, 10/1 (2001): p. 34.
27 Ingalls, ‘Awesome in This Place’.

9781409466024_Ingalls.indb   209 4/25/2013   11:17:53 AM



1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

P
ro

of C
opy 

Christian Congregational Music210

Tom, an English graduate and former intern at the church, tends to listen to 

music that he describes as ‘indie’, ‘literate’, ‘witty’, ‘alternative’, ‘melancholy’ and 

gig; giant musical collectives are something he would generally avoid. However, 

expressive charismatic worship in a Sunday service seems to be unproblematic for 

him. When I commented on the similarities between the Sunday setting and some 

of the qualities he avoids in the larger stadium atmosphere, Tom responded:

I’m quite an introvert, and I tend to process things quite inwardly. [But] I love 

well, I say in a stadium, in a church setting – and declare [shared purposes] with 

others, knowing that this is something I’ve thought through deeply in my own 

time […] I think the music I listen to personally helps me process and helps 

me work out what I’m actually thinking, or shapes my thoughts. And then the 

music I respond to in church, I appreciate that, because it’s got a congregational 

dynamic. It is a response; it is designed to be with a range of different people all 
28 

For Tom, there are two counterbalancing poles to this musical life. On one pole 

listens to in private nor the expressive worship music in church is completely 

the other, together completing the pattern which helps him to navigate life as a 

believer. 

Nemi, a singer on the worship team, outlines a similar divergence between the 

public and private aspects of her musical life. For Nemi, music is something that 

events and situations. Her own tastes in music take her a little away from the 

church style to music that is often more ‘messy’ and ‘unpredictable’; however, the 

church music is still able to become important to her due to its potential emotional 

goes so far as to say that listening to some of this music elsewhere would be weird.

Maybe it’s not my style of music, and other than the church and what God is 

[traditional] hymns on the other hand, I’ve been singing hymns with my family 

since I was younger, so it, I can travel, I can remember things but with the church 
29

28 Interview with the author, 15 February 2012.
29 Interview with the author, 12 March 2012.
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This musical boundary carries a parallel in the personal realm; Nemi forms and 

Nemi and Tom, the divergence in musical style is something laden with deeper 

church community. The corporate spiritual life of the church is something distinct 

experiences within the church services may conform quite closely to church 

relationship to other parts of their lives. This relationship is something of particular 

primary concern30 – there is a deep connection between questions of musical style 

At the Edges: Value Transfer, Judgements, Discontent

The third category that I trace through the interviews encompasses a broad range 

become problematic for worshippers or need to be consciously suppressed in order 

with particular interests in heavier rock, has a broadly positive experience of the 

worship music of the church but, nevertheless, in certain contexts is able to express 

killed me […] because I love music and I had almost no music. And actually I 

don’t like worship CDs […] it’s often a bit … wet round the edges. There’s not 

much punch or bite to it … To me it feels quite generic and quite samey and 

often quite predictable, and it’s not the sort of … There are bands who are like 

that in the secular world, and I don’t listen to them … because I don’t like that, 
31 

The experience of Stephen, a rapper and medic, illustrates the kind of inner 

struggle that can occur when the balance shifts so that the negative experience of 

the music is foregrounded to a much greater degree whilst the worshipper is still 

seeking to engage with the other purposes that the music is aiming to facilitate.

30 Ingalls, ‘Awesome in This Place’.
31 Interview with the author, 3 February 2012.
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actually to say, well, these [worship songs] are still truth, and this is still … and 

that, but in the music itself, it’s a battle.32

that worshippers bring to the worship music within the church. On occasion this 

can lead to a deep struggle with the musical aspect of congregational activity, 

occasionally raise their heads because worshippers put then to the back of their 

purely musical in nature but often they connect to broader modes of being in the 

his hip hop background connect with attitudes towards the way in which good 

are something that can be problematic, as they can lead to a distraction from what 

she sees as the principal purpose of worship. 

One further quotation from Ben, a musician who feels stylistically constrained 

by the imposition of a uniform pop-rock style, serves to highlight the close 

When I play music properly in any setting, it’s about the connection between 

truly honestly […] I totally let go when I’m playing, and that could be in a church 

setting or a contemporary music pub scene. The difference is that I actually felt 

for a long time that the church was a better connection, [that it] was a more true 

isn’t necessarily, but that’s more of the style and the system.33

The close relationship which Ben feels between musical experience and the 

soul leads him to feel the imposition of stylistic constraint that emerges from a 

system of authority within the church (alluded to towards the end of quotation) 

as a constraint of the soul, with music-making in a pub setting becoming a more 

authentic location of worship than the church itself.

Discussion/Analysis

As these last few interviews have demonstrated, within the framework of the 

church, church members sometimes suspend (although often only partially) their 

32 Interview with the author, 10 April 2012.
33 Interview with the author, 6 March 2012.
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Moving Between Musical Worlds 213

within the worshipping life of the church. The question of what to do with value 

experience and is the area in which ethical dilemmas are most-readily present 

both for worshippers and for the leaders shaping the church’s musical life and 

worshippers to set aside problems encountered in relation to musical style in favour 

of a direct engagement with God that can happen regardless of musical context. 

Beliefs about the nature of music shift discourse away from musical valuations 

and instead frame music simply as a tool for worship. If worshippers regularly 

experience tension between the music they value and the music the church sings, 

they may learn to regularly suppress key aspects of their experience (or they may 

eventually move to a different church as a way of escaping these tensions). This 

habituation is likely to have consequences for the way in which these worshippers 

learn to relate church and world, spiritual and material. Some of these consequences 

from consumerist attitudes to music and the development of attitudes that allow 

them to relate to the divine in a broad range of situations. Other consequences 

are likely to be negative, where they are forced to hold back key elements of 

their experience and activity from dialogue with the church community; they are 

restrained from valuing important aspects of experience and Sunday worship is 

prevented from being a place of fully open and honest coming before God as 

community.

A parallel in public life serves to highlight the importance and potential of 

attitudes to the role of religion in the public square uses language that connects 

as if they were simply issues about individual preference, almost of private “style”, 

[secularist] discourse effectively denies the seriousness of difference itself’.34 He 

maintains that such a situation is undesirable in society and that instead, in order 

to create a healthy liberal democracy, there is the need for public negotiation 

of difference in an environment where different voices can be heard and taken 

seriously without the assumption that in doing so the product would be inevitable 

situation operates almost the opposite way around and that in providing a space for 

these differences to be taken seriously there is the potential for a more powerful 

served to embed similar anxieties within the consciousness of those involved in 

the contemporary worship music scene, a memory of community divisions rooted 

in musical loyalties being close at hand whenever issues of musical difference 

34 Rowan Williams, Faith in the Public Square (Bloomsbury Continuum, 2012), p. 25.

9781409466024_Ingalls.indb   213 4/25/2013   11:17:53 AM



1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

P
ro

of C
opy 

Christian Congregational Music214

are raised. The constraint of meaningful discussion surrounding music, however, 

it can serve to weaken societal bonds. The problems the church is quick to see 

similar problems.

Lutheran scholar and musician Lorraine Smith Brugh proposes a framework 

the truths of worship ‘Every dramatic action, every piece of music, every preached 

word is received in a local context, where it completes its meaning. […] the truth 

of art must intersect with the particularity of each new context in order to have 

meaning.’35

conscious awareness meaning as it is expressed in the community due to the way 

in which worship expresses the values of a community and those things that it 

present at St Aldates we have seen how such processes of meaning-making are 

already at work within the church community in a range of ways both productive 

and problematic. Brugh observes that existing liturgical meaning often goes 

with God’.36 This seems to be particularly true in the case of contemporary worship 

from such meaning but to deny its relevance or very presence. In some situations 

practices; in others it may instead lead to an enrichment of existing practices as 

church members develop a clearer understanding of the rich variety of meanings 

and experiences which they currently encounter in a largely one-sided fashion. 

In acknowledging and engaging with a broad range of experience, meaning and 

for mutual dialogue about music-making, churches can reduce the potential for 
37 

35

Multicultural Congregational Worship’ (PhD diss., Northwestern University, June 1998), 

p. 39.
36

37 Williams, Faith in the Public Square, p. 102.
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