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A few months ago, a couple of our staff members decided to attend a contemporary Christian concert. They were perhaps 30 years over the targeted teenage audience demographic, but they looked in the mirror and said: "We're still cool. Let's go." So they did. 

After about three songs, they left--because, as one of them admitted in frustration later, it was nothing but noise. You simply could not decipher words coming through the wall of sound. There were just three instruments--guitar, bass, drums--but all three were cranked up to "high," and the words of the songs, which might well have had a gospel message, just did not penetrate people's minds. And those Voice of Prophecy staff members crept out to the parking lot feeling very old and even a bit discouraged.

But as we explore the difficult and divisive subject of music, let's not pit one generation against another. Let's not exclusively condemn the musicians with the Fender guitars, and the people who attend their concerts. 

What about the times you and I sit in church where the music is quiet and reflective . . . but we allow our minds to wander out the window? You can be a zombie just as quickly around a pipe organ as you can at a concert by the Christian rock group, Audio Adrenaline. The congregation is singing the opening hymn, but we're still reading the church bulletin, and don't join in until the last verse. Or we don't sing the opening hymn, because we're not even at church yet! We slept in, dawdled in the shower, got there late, and didn't really get to our pew until after the offering was collected. 

Did the message of the opening hymn reach our mind? Obviously not; our mind was still out with our body somewhere on the freeway. My point is that all of us, whatever our musical tastes, need to make a commitment to God--that we'll offer Him our brains as well as our born-again hearts. 

Energy in Worship
We sometimes criticize today's music because it's loud; and certainly there is a thing as too loud . . . when the sound waves simply overwhelm the human mind. That can happen; it's occurred to me and probably to you. That doesn't mean that energy in worship is wrong; in fact, I would suggest to you that energy in worship is consistently Scriptural, if you read through the book of Psalms.
Some Internet criticisms of what we call "Christian rock" have been drifting into our offices. On the loudness issue, this one writer observes: "If the volume or dissonance of the music are such that the words cannot be heard clearly, then the whole performance is an exercise in futility."

True enough. He continues: "Unfortunately, the energy released by rock music engages feelings rather than reason."

This is the challenge we face as we go to church, or as we crank up the volume on the CD player in the car. Where does the energy in our music take us? What happens as that miracle mix of notes, rhythms, beat, lyrics, chords, etc., embeds itself inside of us? Bill Johnsson, editor of the Adventist Review, makes this startling assertion in a recent editorial: "Energy is key. Energy doesn't necessarily mean loud; it means intensity and focus, giving God our best."

Isn't that what you want? Friend, it's what I want. Good energy. I want the Christian music I hear to have energy, and to stir energy inside of me . . . energy of intensity in my worship. Energy of intensity and focus in my thinking. Energy in my enthusiasm, that my participating will give worship up to God in a thinking, comprehending--but still mysterious and miraculous – kind of way. I want to sing like I mean it, and sing like I care.
Music and the Mind
Some verses of Scripture have a direct bearing on the issue of music. Probably the most potent is found in 1 Corinthians 14. Christians tend to debate about this chapter in the Bible, because the apostle Paul is writing about the controversial practice of speaking in tongues in church. But in verse 15 he addresses music: "I will sing with my spirit, but I will also sing with my mind."
Paul was a great believer in thinking Christianity. Well-reasoned faith. He didn't write the Old Testament verse, "Come, let us reason together," but I imagine he quoted from it in his sermons. He believed and taught that spiritual gifts, properly used in the church, should impact the mind, purify the thoughts, elevate the powers of decision.

The Adventist Review editor uses 1 Corinthians 14:15, as a lead-in to his editorial. In fact, his title is "Singing With My Mind." And after taking us through some of the pros and cons of the "music wars," he returns to the same point at the end: "Loud music that drowns out the words misses the mark. I want to sing with the spirit, but also with my mind. That also means that if the choir sings in Latin, I need a translation."

Another frequent criticism of contemporary Christian music is that many of the performers are just that--performers.

You've been to a concert--or seen one on television--I'm sure, where a truly gifted musician put on a real performance. He or she played; you listened. And at the end, the audience applauded, and the musician stood there bowing. The world of secular entertainment works that way, and there's nothing inherently evil about it.

What about in church, though? When musicians play in church, when they participate in a Christian worship service, is it also a performance? Is there a place for a worship leader to point to the trombone player and cry out to the congregation: "Sammy 'The Slide' Simpson, everyone! Give 'im a hand! All right, Sammy!" How much of that should go on in our churches? 

A great article in the magazine Ministries Today a couple of years back gave guidelines to worship leaders as they direct congregations in today's contemporary song services. It referred to the keyboards, the guitars, the drums, the mikes and the overhead transparencies, and all the rest. And then it shared with these would-be leaders how to select songs, how to create a flow that would prepare a congregation for the sermon, prepare them for the invitation to accept Christ, get them ready to be touched by the Holy Spirit. There really is a science to the study of Christian music, and this well-written article was clear in explaining how a carefully chosen song menu can be a powerful tool in preparing people's hearts for salvation.

A Goal for All
But toward the close of the article was a warning. The chief objective for that worship leader, the author suggested, was that the congregation should completely forget that he or she is up there on the platform. There would be no "All right, Bill! Great worship set!" None of that. Whether the congregation sang two songs or nine, whether it was upbeat or quiet, contemporary or reflective, the goal would be that all traces of a worship leader's personality would recede into the background. The Holy Spirit would be front and center; the singer and his backup vocalists, the bass player, the keyboard artist, the drummer, the trumpet players . . . all would fade into the wallpaper, so to speak.

What do you think of that? And of course, we would want this same concept to apply in our traditional services, in our "high church" moments. A great choir director and his 150-voice choir, our finest cathedral organists, our high-quality brass ensembles . . . fading into the background. Our soloists . . . fading into the background. Everything about us . . . fading away.

I'm aware, certainly, that sometimes people clap after special music in church. I've had TV makeup put on my face, and I've felt the tug of faint pleasure at standing in a spotlight. I confess--I've had to fight this thing too. There's something very pleasant about being a star, about even a trace of celebrity status. I can get to liking it, seeking it, using it. Some of that just happens, and you deal with it. But I know in my own life that there's a difference between "Here's Pastor Melashenko; let's give him a warm welcome" and "Ladies and Gentlemen, the moment you've been waiting for . . . heeeeeere's Lonnie! And he's available for autographs!" God help me to avoid seeking or wanting or expecting the slightest bit of that.

Who Gets the Glory?
Did you know that the word "glorify" or "glorified" happens in the Word of God a total of 25 times. There's one verse where God talks about bringing glory and honor to His house, His temple. And one verse, Jeremiah 30:19, where God says He will glorify His people. But in all of the other 23 references, do you know who the subject is of that verb "glorify"? It's God Himself, of course. Friend, our purpose on this earth is to glorify Him, to bring honor to Him, to bring worship and praise to Him. I have no problem at all with "praise and worship" music, if it properly and appropriately gives the praise and the worship to the place it belongs: the throne of heaven.
Probably my favorite of those 25 verses is Matthew 5:16. It's an invitation from Jesus Himself, and what good counsel for anyone who plugs in a guitar at church, or adjusts the stops on the pipe organ. "Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works [or music], and glorify your Father which is in heaven."
Isn't that beautiful? Listen, that verse encompasses our lives on a 24/7 basis, but it certainly hits the one hour on Sabbath or Sunday morning at church. If the congregation applauds after your number at church--fine, acknowledge it. But pass it right along to God. If they say amen, or compliment you, or lift you up in any way, deposit the glory at God's throne. 

Bill Johnsson's editorial affirms much of what young people are doing in churches these days, but lists as Number One this guideline: "In church, singing and all music should be worship, never a performance. Anyone who seeks to draw attention to themselves by gyrations or organ theatrics is out of place."

I'm thankful for the kindred expression of interest in mindful worship from a young musician named Steven Curtis Chapman, whose concerts sometimes penetrate the stadium’s top deck in terms of decibels. But in his new book entitled Speechless: Living in Awe of God's Disruptive Grace, he reveals this about his deepest goal:

"Just last night after performing a concert, I met a woman who explained through her tears how God had used one of my songs to 'save her life' after the deep despair arising from the untimely death of her husband. Each time I hear a story like that I am astonished. Never do I take such testimonies for granted because I know it has nothing to do with me. God has allowed me to see firsthand how tenaciously and tenderly He pursues the weary and brokenhearted, and somehow, through a combination of the right lyric and the right melody He accomplishes things of eternal worth."
Notice how Chapman acknowledges the power of the words to change a life. Now, what responsibility does this put upon him? Here's a bit more: "This is why I work so hard at songwriting, to achieve that delicate balance. The marriage of words and melodies is a gift that God has entrusted to me, and I have no greater joy than watching God use the fruit of my craft for His glory."
Those three words tell it all, don't they? "For His glory."
