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 I sincerely feel it a great honor to be with you today. While I am profoundly 

grateful that the AGO chapter leadership have felt I have something important to say, 

I’m still trying to figure out how they drew that conclusion. Regardless, I deeply 

appreciate their confidence in me, and sincerely hope and pray that as we walk away at 

the end of this event, we’ll be better motivated and inspired to do the work that has 

gathered us here.  

At the beginning of many of the recitals that I have given over the years, I’ve tended 

to share the following: 

When a man or a woman work with their hands, they’re a laborer. 
When they work with their hands and their head, they are craftsmen. 
When they work with their hands, their head, and their heart, they are artists.  
But when they work with their hands, their head, their heart, and their feet, they’re  
organists. (Anonymous) 
 
 

Recently, in a lesson with a composition student, I was asked a rather profound 

question. You know, the kind where you’re left rather dumbfounded. She said, “What 

do you think is the future of music in the Church?” As soon as I overcame the initial 

shock, my mind immediately raced back to a comment one of my close mentors made 

to me while an undergraduate here at the university decades ago. He said, “Church 

Music is at an all-time low.” Needless to say, his comment dumbfounded me. However, 

after having been deeply involved in Church Music since that time, I have come to 

learn that “all-time low” has a basement. Please understand that there are places 

where glorious things are happening.  But, generally speaking, the situation is not so 

good. Now rather than focusing on mounds of anecdotal data supporting that point and 

finding ourselves in a swamp of negativity, I feel, instead, to be hopeful and 



encouraging. Suffice it to say, every single one of us in this room have a rather fair 

amount of individual and collective work to do. 

In this day and age, there isn’t a single aspect of the Church or the Gospel that 

isn’t under attack by the adversary. He hates it all and if he can pull from his arsenal, 

weapons to tear at the fabric of any aspect that holds great power, such as music in 

the Church, he will show up with his full forces. We shouldn’t be surprised at that fact. 

But nevermind him. We have a Savior that we belong to and that will never fail us and 

the adversary’s arsenal is not a threat to him in the least. Jesus’s will completely win 

out in the end. Now that’s not to say there won’t be some significant damage and even 

frustration in the meantime. However, what is so important is that we follow the Lord’s 

lead and remain faithful and faith-filled as we do our part. Now, just what is our part? 

There are some of us here today who have asked ourselves questions like, “Do 

I really matter as an organist in the Church?” Well, after the countless experiences I 

have had with Church Music, my response to that question is an emphatic, 

“Sometimes.” Now I know that answer is a bit disappointing. But, so much of whether 

or not we matter as an organist is really up to us. What we cannot do is fall victim to the 

common practice of thinking that we are not good enough or the antithesis that has us 

convinced that we’re the greatest thing to appear at the organ since the invention of the 

crescendo pedal! We need to get clear in our minds that we can matter, and we can 

make a significance difference IF we are connected to our Savior. You see, we belong 

to him and that is a subject for another time. I recently published a book that focuses 

on that very theme.  

The work that we do to serve in any aspect of the Church is between the Lord 

and us and we must take that relationship very seriously. In addition, we cannot be 

afraid of hard work. 



If we surveyed those of us here today, I’m pretty confident that we would all be 

in different places in the development of the gift of music. We range from being curious 

and initially drawn to music, to having spent a lifetime developing and mastering it. 

When the Lord gives us gifts of the Spirit the far majority of the time, they come to us in 

a raw form and require devotion, dedication, and just plain hard work.  

The work that you and I have been called to do is so essential and so important 

and if we are willing, and are not afraid of hard work, the Lord will use us and let me 

just say, there is nothing sweeter than to be used by Him. We just have to be careful to 

not fall into the trap of comparing and competing. That kind of thinking and feeling is so 

debilitating and even dangerous to our progression.  

Several years ago, a friend of mine was listening to me play the organ for a 

particular event. Someone next to her leaned over and softly said, “I’d give anything to 

play like Jim plays.” My friend leaned back and said, “No you wouldn’t, or you would 

have paid the price to play like he does.” I still laugh at her response. There’s a lesson 

there. We must not compare ourselves to one another and thus plant the seeds of 

envy, jealousy, or discouragement. We need to just go to work from where we are at 

and plow ahead. My friends, becoming expert at the easiness of the way is not a 

Christ-like virtue. 

Today, I would like to share a couple thoughts that I consider to be very 

important as we immerse ourselves in the blessing of leading others as they worship 

through music which really is the work of a church organist. The first is having and 

forcing one’s ego-driven agenda on others.  

There was a time in my life were I, sadly, succumbed to the temptation to be 

that way. I had moved into what was a new neighborhood to me and began attending 

the ward. The bishop learned that I was an organist and approached me one Sunday 



asking if I would be willing to playing for a sacrament service. I told him I would be 

happy to. That was before I had really seen the organ and discovered its dilapidated 

condition. Regardless, I rehearsed at the instrument, did the best I could to register 

around its plethora of problems and, played fairly well for the service. At the end of the 

meeting, the bishop eagerly approached me with a smile on his face and asked what I 

thought of the organ. I paused a minute and then said, “This is one of the most anti-

worship instruments I have ever played in my life.” His happy countenance sank. I 

could tell that was not the answer he was hoping for. I decided I needed to get to work 

and propose that the ancient instrument be replaced. As the new organ was arriving, 

the Facilities Management representative called me and asked if I wanted to place a 

bid to purchase the old organ. My response was, “No. I won’t be interested because I 

don’t have a fireplace.” There was silence. He was taken aback. I went on to tell him 

that the only thing that instrument was good for was firewood. As I thought about my 

cynical comment to the bishop and the Facilities Management representative, I sadly 

realized that I needed to make a major adjustment in my attitude. Just who did I think I 

was? You see, in the Church and in our day to day lives, there really isn’t any room for 

ego driven values or ego driven agendas. Such things do more damage that one can 

even begin to imagine and besides, this is not how the Lord works. Even in the face of 

being misunderstood or devalued as an organist, we cannot afford to resort to such 

attitudes and behaviors as we serve with the Lord in creating a setting of worship. In 

the Church, we as organists have the prime responsibility to profoundly affect the 

worship of those in attendance for the better. Worship doesn’t change Heavenly Father 

and Jesus. It changes us.  

Years ago, an organist was playing for a stake meeting and there wasn’t any 

sign of reverence in the chapel. So, she decided that her music was being ignored and 



with a 12-rank pipe organ under her hands and feet, she wasn’t going to put up with it. 

She slowly began pushing the crescendo pedal to floor. What she didn’t plan on was 

that the congregation wasn’t going to give in. As their decibel level increased she 

gradually pushed ahead nearly reaching the tutti button! Needless to say, the 

congregation’s obliviousness to their irreverence and her determination to point that out 

did nothing but completely silence the Spirit. Ego. It tends to fail us over and over 

again. The greatest form of empathy is to know and to care about how others 

experience our behavior. We who hold the power to engage congregants in a spirit of 

profound worship need to be careful to guard against feelings, attitudes, and behaviors 

that will work against such a spiritually sensitive condition.  

Now the second point…. Many years ago, I learned from another beloved 

mentor that “spiritual experiences are always emotional, but emotional experiences are 

not necessarily spiritual.”  (Ronald J. Staheli) That deeply inspiring principle has had a 

profound impact on my efforts as I have served the past 50 years as a church organist 

and in other church music callings. You see, one of the dangers for all of us is to 

believe that sentimentality is synonymous with spirituality. As organists, we must ever 

be developing a deepening sense of spirituality, one that is not limited to shallow 

thinking and sentimentality. As I have mentioned, the responsibility of an organist in a 

worship setting is to inspire those listening, to invite them into a place where they can 

express their focused feelings and thoughts in prayer, in song, and in listening for the 

Spirit in the spoken word. But, how do we do that?  

Well, in answer to that question, I need to speak from person experience.  When 

I am preparing to play for a church service, I pray to be guided in my thoughts so as to 

know what I should play for prelude. My praying over prelude consists of pondering 

themes that come to mind and once I feel certain about my music choices, I line the 



music up so that keys move naturally to other keys as well as texts, if they are hymn 

tunes. If I’m asked to choose hymns for the meeting, and I am from time to time, I pray 

for and ponder on direction from the Spirit in those choices. Postlude? I prayerfully 

listen to know what I should do to either pull out a certain piece or improvise a hymn. 

(Just a couple of Saturdays ago, I was asked to play for the funeral of a well-beloved 

ward member. There was no question that I was to play a quiet improvisation of Let Us 

All Press On as he and his family exited the chapel. Odd?  Rather so! Soon after the 

service ended, I received a text from a friend asking that I please play that same piece 

for their funeral.) Often, I fast when I play and as I pray, I ask that what I do at the 

console will inspire someone to reach up in their worship to Father and Jesus. So very 

much of the time, I find myself worshipping at the organ as I tearfully ponder the texts 

of the hymn tunes. You see, my friends, there isn’t any room in Church worship for 

performance. We come and we make the offering, whether it’s a widow’s mite or from 

rich abundance.  

While a teenager, I had a close friend who had a very profound impact on me. 

She was unconventional, inspirational, devoted, determined, and had a personality as 

big as all outdoors. Oh, how I learned from her! She completely understood how to 

prepare herself and others to worship through music. Jane was one who had the ability 

to take unorganized matter and with the help of the Lord, make it into something that 

brought congregations together in powerful worship and left them with feelings of 

having been immersed in the Spirit once it was over. She was the prime definition that 

spiritual experiences are always emotional, but that emotional experiences were not 

always spiritual. Jane was a singer, a fine accomplished pianist, a composer, and a 

choral conductor. While she studied organ briefly, she never learned to play very well. 

Nevermind. Her portion of the gift of music involved other things and she worked hard 



to develop them both educationally and experientially. You see, she knew that any gift 

from the Lord takes time and experience to develop to really become useful to the 

Lord. 

I will forever remember an experience I had with Jane as she conducted a 

primary chorus for Stake Conference. It was in July in Vegas, and you know how 

temperatures tend to be at that time of the year in that place. Jane was a master 

teacher when it came to engaging children and regardless of the sultry temperature in 

the chapel at a couple of rehearsals, this choir was going to be no exception. She 

prepared. She fasted, prayed, sought direction and support from her leaders, wrote a 

Pioneer Medley, and oh how she rehearsed those kids. There was no question that 

when she was finished, they were spiritually as well as musically prepared. These 

children came to understand, as well as they could, what constituted the sacrifice and 

experiences of pioneer children, especially as they participated in the trek west. The 

music was completely memorized and oh the sound of those eager, and spirited 

children!  

When the day of the stake conference arrived, they had been assigned to close 

the meeting. Upon her direction they uniformly stood with their eyes completely riveted 

on Jane. The organist, pianist, and trumpeter, yes trumpeter, were ready, and these 

children began to unleash their feelings about pioneer children singing as they walked 

and walked and walked. They cheered the congregation with the strains of “Come, 

Come Ye Saints, no toil nor labor fear.” They sang of walking week after week, 

washing in streams and working and playing and of Sundays when they camped, and 

read, and prayed. They told of children who gathered berries to eat and chips for fuel. 

As the piece entered its final section, the children sang with conviction, “And should we 

die before our journey’s through, Happy day, all is well….” The choir and 



accompaniment began to drive to a powerful ending with the children’s voices singing 

with conviction, the piano resounding, the organ registered at a double forte and an 

awe-inspiring trumpet descant piercing through it all. All indeed, “was well” as they 

cadenced, and the congregation knew it. The quiet, yet audible widespread weeping of 

those in attendance was very noticeable. As the brother assigned to offer the 

benediction reached the podium, he was a wreck. The Spirit had poured into that 

chapel, and he could hardly pray through his tears. Worship? Oh yes. Lives deeply 

touched? No question. I will ever be grateful for Jane and what she taught me.  

Now, again the question. Do we really matter as organists in the Church? We 

can matter if we are willing to pay the price to prepare ourselves and be useable to the 

Lord.  

Now, there will be those days when you sit at the console feeling discouraged,  
 
wondering why you even bother. 

 Maybe you’re a fine pianist and the ward leadership thinks that you shouldn’t have 
any problem migrating to the organ because “the two instruments look so much 
alike.” 

 Maybe you feel devalued and that no one cares if you play or not. 

 Maybe your anxiety is just too high and you feel you make more mistakes than play 
right notes. 

 Maybe you just aren’t as good of a musician as you have wanted to be even after 
spending countless hours of working so hard. 
 

Just remember that you belong to the Lord, and he is not going to abandon you. Do 

what you do for Him and then it will begin to make a significant difference to others. Our 

personal offerings are terribly important to Him. So let us put our all into them and 

whatever we do, we need to avoid at all costs the temptation to hang around the alter of 

sacrifice waiting for compliments. We must make our offering and move on knowing that 

the blessings for doing so will surely come because that’s how the Lord works. 



I express my love and encouragement to each of you. Don’t you give up. You 

keep going and doing all you can to be useful to the Lord. I promise you, there are 

incomprehensible blessings in store if you do! In the name of Jesus Christ, amen. 


