HOW CAN | KEEP FROM SINGING?

Opening address by Douglas E. Bush at the Workshop on Church Music, August 4, 1992, Brigham Young University.

Three years ago on an evening in early May, a group of American friends and Swiss villagers gathered for a concert
in the sixteenth-century church situated at the center of the tiny alpine hamlet of Ramosch. The setting was unforgettable.
The small cluster of houses surrounding the church was nestled on a mountain slope overlooking a narrow valley; it was
9:00, and as evening shadows deepened into darkness, the interior of the old stone church was warmed and illumined by
the glow of many candles. There was no electric lighting, and the beautiful antique pipe organ received its breath from a
pair of hand-pumped bellows placed in one corner of the organ loft in the rear of the church. As we entered the church,
it was as if we had stepped through Its doors back through time into the world of an earlier century. The magic of the
evening was made more memorable in my mind as cultural differences diminished while hearts and voices joined in the
singing of hymns at the commencement and conclusion of the concert. Though the hymns texts were sung in Romanisch,
a language unique to that secluded mountain area, still all those present were touched by a spirit of unity and beauty as
voices and organ pipes filled the sacred space of an anclent sanctuary in an expression of faith and praise. We experienced
together a realization of the psalmist's admonition: “Let everything that hath breath praise the Lord." {Psalms 150:6)

Hymn singing can be/should be uplifting, it is praise to God, it is a form of prayer. It is an important form of
worship--hearts are lifted and voices are united. [t creates a sense of community that is strong and delightful, and in the
church this is not just any community but one founded on a shared faith and shared expression of that faith.

We have many religious rituals without music, but in most of our services we expect music. Music has a particular
Quality that allows it to surpass the spoken word, in that speaking concerns itself with interpreting and narrowing human
experience. But music, and song in particular, is broader and deeper than any other use of words. Whether in a service,
at a celebration, a graveside, or in a moment of private refiection or worship, song is what we NEED: not a luxury, not a
frill, not an obligation, but a need.

The German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer posed the question for himself: Why do Christians sing when they are
together? He answered:

The reason is, quite simply, because in singing together it is possible for them to speak and pray the same word

. at the same time; in other words, because here they can unite in the Word... It is the voice of the church that is heard in

singing together. It is not you that sings, it is the church that is singing, and you, as a member of the church, may share

in its song. Thus all singing together that is right must serve to widen our spiritual horizon, make us see our little company

as a [part] of the... church on earth, and help us willingly and gladly to join our singing, be it feeble or good, to the song
of the church. (Life Together [New York: Harper & Row, 1954], 59)

How can | keep from singing? Speaking for myself, as a baptized member, | can't. If we have cast our lot with the
church, if we have experienced the joys and sorrows of life, if we have searched our souls, we cant. Our hymnody is a
rehearsal for life. | do not come to explore my own wounds or worries or happiness, but rather to leam my part, to let the
messages of the hymns school, strengthen, and solidify my faith. For instance, consider these phrases and their meanings
for you:

Come, come, ye Saints, no toil nor labor fear;
But with joy wend your way.

Though hard to you this journey may appear,
Grace shall be as your day. (Hymns, #30)

Redeemer of Israel, Our only delight,
On whom for a blessing we call, . . . (Hymns, #6)

| need thee every hour; Stay thou nearby.
Temptations lose their pow'r When thou art nigh. (Hymns, #98)

Put your shoulder to the wheel; push along,

Do your duty with a heart full of song,

We all have work; let no one shirk.

Put your shoulder to the wheel. (Hymns, #252)

In word and deed he doth require

My will to his, like son to sire,

Be made to bend, and |, as son,

Learn conduct from the Holy One. (Hymns, #187)



Not the labors of my hands

Can fill all thy laws demands;

Could my zeal no respite know,

Could my tears forever flow,

All for sin could not atone;

Thou must save, and thou alone. (Hymns, #111)

Are these hymns then foreign to those wounds, worries, or joys? Rather, they are more.

Our worship tradition has elements that need music—a solemn silence pervading the entire service is foreign to us.
But how do we approach the music? So often it seems to be something added on, something going on behind the actions
of others, something to fill up moments between speaking, something to involve the people—-physically or emotionally--or
something to usher them in or out of a chapel. Too often it appears that many know all too well how to keep from singing.
Singing, or getting people to sing, seems to be our challenge, even with the Lord’s assurance in modern revelation: ‘For
my soul delighteth in the song of the heart; yea, the song of the righteous is a prayer unto me, and it shall be answered
with a blessing upon their heads.” (D&C 25:12) There are too many who sit among their congregation, and for one reason
or another, choose to remain silent during the singing of the hymns. Still, singing is one of the few ways we act together,
to be together as a church, as the Lord’s people, and not just so many individuals. What should be sung, but is not, is not
simply stifled, it will not be.

When we come expecting to “do it," to be a part of and not merely a spectator, we need the hymns. They may
provide inspiration or education, or for some perhaps they are sung for entertainment or out of a sense of abligation. But
if we come to do, to participate fully, then song is central to our purpose. It is not just a matter of involving the people, or
trying to make anyone feel good or kind of spiritually fed, this is basic training in the fundamental aspects of life and death.

To ask about music’s role, or the role of hymn singing, in our Sunday services or other religious assemblies Is to
ask about music and ourselves. Certainly, we have music as people have never before had music. As we walk the streets
of a city we can count on seeing people with stereos in their ears on their way to work, out jogging, or walking the dog.
Sitting in my car at an intersection, | have sometimes felt invaded as another car comes along side of me, its stereo system
seemingly pushed to the limit. Make a call, get put on hold and hear “easy listening" music. Elevator music is a cliche. The
supermarket plays music to shop by, the dentist office plays music to be bored by, wonderful Beatles' tunes are ruined by
a hundred sentimental strings. Television tries to make music visual. Records and tapes and CDs fill stores. The
symphonies have their marathons and summer becomes the sound of street musicians and festivals. Commercials command
the services of some of the more creative writers of tunes and lyrics and we end humming little tributes about "This Bud's
for you" or "Be all that you can be." These are our American acclamations and refrains.

Other than these jingles, an occasional "Star-Spangled Banner” and here and there a *Happy Birthday," we don .
actually sing much of anything ourselves. Most of us know music as listeners and observers. A few of us know music as
performers, entertainers of others. For all the music around us, singing together is no longer part of normal public life,
except perhaps the crowd at the ballpark with their very limited repertory.

Are there still lullables that parents sing to their children? Are there catchy nursery rhymes and things like the
alphabet song (but can one really sing along with *Sesame Street*?) and "Eency weency spider*? (If you think repetition
isn't powerful, stop right here and sing that spider song--with the gestures!) Are there school songs? Parodies of school
songs? Jump rope songs? Camp songs? Are there work songs or protest songs? Are there Christmas songs that are
sung live in homes?

It is not only the Sunday worship service that has its music that must be sung. All sorts of regular moments,
recurring moments, have had their songs, their tunes, their sounds. Do they still? Do they have these not as nostalgia and
not as entertainment but as their own, as they very way we rock a baby, begin a moming, end a year, keep a festival, or
sing in church?

Consumers and watchers by conditioning, we are not doing so well. We retain, perhaps, some sense that it would
take music to do the human thing when we sit bereaved by the death of a close friend or family member. But as a society
we don't have It in us anymore. We may sense that the reuniting of the family at Christmas would need song, even carols
sung together, but what’s known beyond the first verse? And when would we do it? Our addiction to the never-stopping
stream of entertainment makes idle moments few.

Are we losing the habit of song In a world crammed full of music? Are we losing song that has an accustomed
place, that is at home in a certain kind of moment, that makes this moment human and our own? If this is so, how do we
meet the challenge of making hymn singing more vigorous and music more meaningful in our homes and churches, more
“human,” more a part of our individual expression? How can we better fulfill our stewardship as church musicians (servants
in the gl;urcl),) to encourage the singing of hymns and anthems and the use of music for the fostering of faith in the lives
of the Saints?

Perhaps the best place for us to begin is with the “inner vessel,” i.e. ourselves and our stewardship in service. A
primary principle in stewardship has been identified as *doing one's best,” and will inevitably lead to growth.

The parable of the talents is full of instruction for all those committed to the Lord’s service. The beginning verser
will set the stage for our discussion:

For the kingdom of heaven is as a man travelling into a far country, who called his own servants, and delivered unto
them his goods.



And unto one he gave five talents, to another two, and to another one; to every man according to his several ability;
and straightway took his journey.

Then he that had received the five talents went and traded with the same, and made them another five talents.
And likewise he that had received two, he also gained other two.

But he that had received one went and digged in the earth, and hid his lord’s money.

After a long time the lord of those servants cometh, and reckoneth with them. (Matt. 25:14-19)

The parable begins by stating that each person was entrusted with something that was not his own, but which
belonged to the master. It is important for us to realize that everything is from God, and that no one is without a gift. All
of us have received something useful for the upbuilding of the kingdom-among them the gift of music, either as composer,
performer, or listener. Further, the parable makes it clear that all gifts are not equal. The servants had nothing to say about
what gifts they received, rather God determined which each one should receive. Such a realization should cause each
individual to accept himself and those gifts received, whatever they may be, with gratitude. There are those with greater gifts,
and those with lesser gifts. But whatever the gift, one must be faithful and use it. Note that in the parable the accounting
which took place was concerned with what each one did with the gift received, because faithfulness is the measure of the
Lord’s accounting.

The commendation the faithful servants received was given because each one had done his best with what had been
given him. The phrase "doing one’s best” is full of meaning. God does not call for a specific level of achievement measured
by objective analysis. Rather, the Lord is concerned that what each does is the ultimate of that of which he is capable. This
is the sole measure of God’s evaluation of an individual’s work. Failing to fulfill his capabilities is sacrilege.

Faithful stewardship, utilizing to the maximum the gifts each possesses, is the measure of success which should
concern a church musician. We are called to develop and give to the best of what we have. As a well-known hymn reminds:

We give thee but thine own, Whate'er the gift may be,

For all we have is thine alone, A trust, O Lord, from thee.

May we thy bounties thus As stewards true receive,

And gladly, as thou blessest us, To thee our first fruits give. (Hymns #218)

: The musical talents we receive from God are not exempt from stewardship. A musician Is “called"” just as a teacher,

home or visiting teacher, Bishop, or anybody else, has been called by the Lord to specific work in line with his or her talents.
The musician will answer for that which has been entrusted to him. Therefore, when a composer, or performer, or listener
Is content with poor work, yet Is capable of better, he shows poor stewardship. The musician then Is called to give the best
he has which, though objectively maybe never "good enough® for God, is acceptable as the just fruit of his ability. The
parable gives us an overall perspective. Objective musical standards, which are often lacking in our churches, must be seen
in the light of the parable.

Artistic merit is not the sole criterion for music in the church. | believe that a music program that maximizes the
talent and resources of a congregation, whatever its objective standards might be, is superior in God’s eyes to the music
program that does not. “Poor” may count for much more from a less musically competent congregation that is fulfilling its
potential than "better” music does from a congregation that is slothful and could do more than it is doing. The church
musician should know that in the final analysis what counts is not the artistic worth of the composition he does, but the worth
of his people’s strivings.

We should also be careful to exercise right attitudes in that which we do. Singing, playing the organ, directing the
choir, or serving in any calling with a begrudging or half-hearted spirit is dishonoring to the Lord, negating both one’s
discipleship and one's stewardship. We must do our work wholeheartedly.

There is a tendency for the expression “I'm doing the best | can" to have a negative connotation. It Is often an
excuse for not doing more (quantatively) or not doing better (qualitatively). From a scriptural perspective, however, he who
has done all that he possibly can has lived up to the highest standards—-standards not of man, but of God. We should
prepare as well as we can, given the allotted time and abilities, and we should rejoice int he gift of using developed talents
to their fullest—-whatever they might be—-not because of what man will think, but be we kn iread
Ihe Father. The consecration of preparation is more important than the public performance. It is not the crowd’s reaction
that counts, but the performer’s standing before God, stripped of everything except an anointed stewardship.

The parable also speaks of a second principle—that of growth. The two profitable servants returned an increase to
their Lord. The two-talent servant brought four, and the five-talent servant brought ten. Stewardship of one’s life includes
the growth and multiplication of those raw materials that every man has been given at birth. God intends that man never
stand still; to grow and live constantly in new discovery as we pilgrimage through time is part of the stewardship of our gifts.
As the hymn directs: "Come, let us anew our journey pursue, Roll round with the year, And never stand still till the Master
appear.” (Hymns #217) Maturing Is becoming aware that life as a Christian ever encompasses more and more of life. Life
is a journey, a process, a becoming. One is not full grown at birth. As Martin Luther expressed: "This life is not being
devout, but becoming devout, not being whole, but becoming whole . . . not ar est, but an exercise. We are not yet, but
w;e shall be. Itis not the end, but the way.” (Walter Buszin, "Luther's Quotes on Music," Journal of Chyrch Music 13 (1971):
5

Growth comes through some form of education (in the broadest sense), through formal study, observation,
revelation, or experience, and is a matter of movement or change from one state to another, a never-ending activity. Life



is one continual stream of change and stewardship encompasses all of it. The care and responsibility one shows in his
growth entalls every part of his existence, his vocation being creativity in the fullest sense. God has given man abilities and

expects in return that they will have been expanded and multiplied, because stewardship means growth. Man is, In a sense,
the tender of a garden.

Keeping those two important principles of stewardship and growth in mind, there are several practical things tha.
can help us and those we serve to experience more fully the blessings of church music and our hymnody.

Create opportunities for singing at home and In church and for hearing the best music—the Lord’s counsel to seek
diligently "and teach one another words of wisdom . . . out of the best books" also has application in the word of music.
Relate these opportunities to the people, taking advantage of the chance to lift and bless. Make singing in church an
occasion, whether as a conductor, organist, or participant—and that is probably best done by careful preparation.

Be informed as to the wonderful opportunities many have to hear good, the best music, whether that be in a live
concert setting, or Iif necessary, in the privacy of your home by using recording, public radio, or television broadcasts. Be
an active, not a passive listener, not using the music simply as background to some other activity—let music have an effect
on us and our families, and thereby enrich our lives.

In the words of James, “Be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only.” SING! Set an example of loving the hymns
and singing them with enthusiasm and vigor. Commit their texts to memory so those words can be our companions, friends,
and teachers. It might be well for us to intensify efforts to learn page numbers. Perhaps there are many of us, after seven
years of having a new hymnal, who still are not sure of page numbers. When conducting the hymns, try memorizing the
texts so that you have eye contact with your congregation, with your friends; look at them, smile, and by your countenance
invite their participation. Work together with your counterpart (organist or director) to utilize to fullest advantage the time
given to your stewardship in the service. Prepare carefully so that you do not practice in front of your congregation. Offer
them the best you can, your “talents improve by the patience of hope and the labor of love." Know the people in your
congregations—-know what they love, what hymns are favorites, and what things will help and benefit them.

Work with leaders to coordinate your efforts with their intentions and spiritual objectives for their congregation. Be
an active minister to your people in the area of music. Think deeply about the messages of the hymns, thereby allowing
them to touch your own life, so that you might share those experiences with others at appropriate moments.

Come to church, to the experiences of life, to learn and grow rather than to wallow in worries and wounds, that joy
might be the result. We are so blessed as a people, as a nation. May we sing everiastingly--in the words of Milton:

O may we soon again renew that Song,

And keep in tune with Heav'n, till God ere long

To His celestial consort us unite,

To live with Him, and sing in endless mormn of light.
(At a Solemn Music, 25-28)

Returning to that little village in Switzerland, to Ramosch--may we keep it in perspective. As wonderful as that
experience was, It Is more wonderful to share those times of unity and love with neighbors, friends, and family—especially
in a setting where we have the capability of being influenced by the power of the Holy Ghost and testimony.

How can | keep from singing? Perhaps the question should be, Why can | not keep from singing? Because | have
learned that as | sing, | both receive and bear testimony of things that | know are true. | am reminded of truth and goodness
and the way "to life and light and endless day where God's full presence shines.” | sing because | have learned that the Lord
loves His people, and | love Him. In the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.



