
THe MINISTRY OF MUSIC 

a sermon 

delivered in 

Duke University Cha~el 

The R3verend Dr. Waldo 3each 
Professor of Christian ethics 

October 20, 1974 

Scri~ture Lesson: Psalm 96 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - ~ . - - -

This weekend, we are celebrating the place of music in the life of 
this University, as we dedicate a new major building for the Music 
Department. But since music goes on at many other centers of this 
C<l mpus· too·, and es~ecially in this Chapel, it is fittin g to try to 
f, ·ame into words the relationshin of music to worshio in our cor:u:1on 
University life. Really this se~vice were better su~g than said 
throughout, for what is said in the orose of words cannot do full 
justice to what the poetry of song wou~d exoress. But let me try. 

Why is this Chapel at the center of this camous, not on!y archi t ect­
urally, but as a center of emotional · attachment for those who cc;' e 
here? And what is it in its worshi~ - in organ and song and word -
that is crucial to our sanity and health? 

Worshi~ is the celebration of the oower and grace of God in Gnd for 
our common 1 i fe together. I t is much more than the convention a 1 a:-.d 
often sterile routine of the eleven o'clock Sunday se;vise of nice 
comfortable middl e- aged peoole in suburbia the weary seqLen ce of 
hymns and announcements and praliminaries 'eading uo to a 20-minute 
moral day-dream and a closing hymn and esca~e to pleasant ch it-chat 
with friends at th2 door. High worship, rather, is the encoun t er 
of man with the t ran scenden t source and ground of his ex is tan ce. I t 
may take a great variety of forms: ·the high ·sacramental form of 
Eastern Orthodoxy, or the Roman Cat~lic Mass, or the many Protest ­
ant forms, with emphasis on congregational participation, a~d the 
centl"ality of the Word and its interpretation in preaching. \'·ihat ­
~ ·'er be the variety, there is a constant, a certain struc tu re i:1 t he 
encounter of God and man for which a plausible analogy mi ght be t .at 
of a concerto of three movements. 

The first movement of \vorship is praise and wonder. The s p irit i s 
t 0at of adoration, thanksgiving, honor, reverence, awe, as or. ~ comes 
i nto the presence of the majesty and the beauty and the oc·,·Jer c f G0 d 
and knmvs that he is standing on hoiy ground, in the midst of t .. e 
:r.y:-terium t.remend um. The most aot medil.:m of orais a is song. The 
surging spirit of ~raise brea ks the confines of t he s ·Joken word: I t 
bu rsts into song. Gloria in excelsis Deo. 
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1 L is 1lJt thus at a 11 s t ranJe that worsh i D and music have gone toget­
her all the way down through the history of the church. It goes way 
back. Moses, after the Exodus, 11 The Lord is my strength and my song'! 
The legends of David and his harp. Many of the ~salms are songs of 
David. The sound of trumoets, flutes, stringed instruments all are 
heard striking the notes of ~raise. There's a mixed choir of two 
hundred voices in the Book of C:zra. The New· Testament opens with 
angels singing over Bethlehem on a star-1 it ni~ht, 11 Glory to God in 
the Highest and on earth peace, goodwi 11 . 11 It ends with the choirs 
of heaven singing 11 Hallelujah 11 before the throne of God. 

The medieval church develops the plainsong and the Mass sung in Latin. 
With the Reformation there is a great burst of music: the hymns of 
Luther, the cantatas, the motets, the masses of Bach, who took the 
folk tunes of his day and made them into the chorales. No other 
musician ever equaled his outout of doxologies. 

I must confess to a personal ~rejudice here, (though it may be one 
shared by those sitting behind me.) to say that there is no esstasy, 
no heaven, like the continual praise of God in song. The nearest 
analogy to hell on earth that I can imagine would be to be stuck 
forever in the middle of the 3altimore Tunnel, with trucks re>aring by 
day and night, consigned to 1 is ten to Muzak, in o repetu i ty. The 
nearest ana 1 ogy to heaven, on the other hand, wou 1 d be. an unending 
choir rehearsal around the heavenly throne, singing all of the 295 
Bach cantatas and masses and motets, and the Passion music. If we 
ever came to the end of the cycle, we would just start all over a gain. 
(Of course, when I say 11 We 11

, I may be presuming an early admission 
decision not warranted by my credentials.) Be that as it may, there 
is a wonderful comment of Karl Barth, the theologian, 11 ln heaven, on 
official occasions, the angels always sing Bach to God, but (he added), 
when off duty, they play Mozart for each other, and God sometimes 
comes in to 1 is ten, because they 1 re having so much fun. 11 

The first book published in North America in ~ngl ish was a hymn book, 
The Bay Psalm Book (1640), a translation of the psalms into metrical 
form for the congregation to sing. The Puritans of Massachusetts Bay 
were strictly Biblical, of course, excluding anything that embelli­
shed or departed from God's word. As Richard Mather's oreface to the 
book says, 11 God's altar needs not our polishings. By attending con ­
science rather than elegance, we may sing in Zion the Lord's songs 
of praise according to His own will, until He takes us from hence, 
and wi~es away all our tears, and bids us enter into our Master's 
joy to sing eternal Hallelujahs. 11 There is a sparse but lyric swing 
in the Bay Psalm ' Book. It really has to be sung to be felt. 

The Lord to mee a shepheard is, want therefore shall not I. 
He in the folds of tender - grasse, doth cause mee downe to lie: 
To waters calme me gently leads, Restore my soule doth hee: 
He doth in paths of righteousness: for his names sake leade mee. 

And it ends: 
Goodness and mercy surely shall all my dayes follow mee: 
And in the Lord's house I shall dwell so long as dayes shall bee. 

Music accompanied the ch~rch as it moved West in America with the 
great revivals. Charles Wesley's hymns put into song the fervor of 
his brother John Wesley's revival in england and in America. The 
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Romantic movement found in the classic forms of the Masses and 
Requiems the highest expression of religious feeling: Schubert, 
Brahms, Verdi, Cesar Franck, Negro spirituals voiced the faith of 
the oppressed. In our own era, we hear Te Deums cast in the idiom of 
abrupt, angular, even harsh style, folk music, of jazz, with jarring 
atonalities, yes. But whether it be the jazz mass, or the more 
formal structures of .a Poulenc, or Benjamin Britten, or lan Hamilton, 
the theme always is that of praise . The key is major. The temoo is 
a brisk allegro f2D. brio. The mood is a joyous wonder that in the 
oresence of the grear-HYstery and the great Goodness that surrounds 
our little life, we are im~elled to bow in reverence and sing 
laudate Domino. 

The second . movement of worship is subj~ctive. It is the celebration 
of the human condition in its needs, · its confusion, its loneliness, 
its sorrow, its despair, or the confession of the sins of ryetty 
oride, arrogance, deceit, or deranged devotions . Usually, here the 
mode shifts from major to minor. We ·come into the house of God, into 
the presence of the Holy On~ of Israel, in praise and wonder. Then, 
by the light of Infinity, we are made aware of our finitude, as out 
in the prayer of the Breton fisherman: 11 0 God, thy sea is so great, 
my boat is so small." 

The subjective movemen~ of wprshio is the one in which I acknowledge 
that I am over-anxious for my life, angry with my neighbor, confused 
about what I'm here _for, caught in a bramble of many trivial details, 
feeling all grundgy and messed up inside. :Wha.t we are most aware of 
in this movement is the dissonance of our secular existance. It may 
be the shar?, jabbing dissonance of oain, at the death or sickness 
of one dear to us. It may be the dull dissonance of listlass living, 
the vacant tedium of middle-years, when the bright shoots of glory 
and color have faded into gray. It may be a IJetulant, sullen 
dissonance evoked by the 0 in the mid-semester chemistry quiz, or 
the quarrel with the roommate or the nasty oolitical hassle in the 
fraternity, or a love affair strained or broken. Whatever it is, the 
structure of full worship contains the confession of sins, the orayer~ 
of petition and intercession, the acknowledgment of need , of uncer­
tainty, of despair, in the ?resence of one who looks on the heart. 
And music again becomes the fitting medium to voice human ne:d. 
Kyrie eleison. Have mercy. 

Yet just as shadow cannot be seen for shadow exce~t by reference to 
light, just as in architecture we cannot describe somethin g as 
assymetrical, except by a orior norm of symmetry, or as in music, 
dissonance is heard for such by a prior ear for harmony, so too here 
is an analogy for the human experience celebrated in worshi~ . For 
the awareness of disorder carries also the memory of what wasordered. 
tstrangement remembers a 0rior concord of trusted friendshio. 
>rodigal loneliness and lostness recalls how it feels to be at home. 
In the ~resence of God, the second movement of worshi~, the sub ­
jective movement, is r.ot then just iJrivate, disgruntled thumb- sucking 
and navel-gazing. It is the exoerienc~ of sin, sorrow and confusion 
in the light and ,Presence of God's Holiness, majesty, and order. 

The third movement in the Divine-human encounter of . Worship is wh e re 
the grace of God comes to meet us at our poi nt of need and where we 
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are restored. It moves back to a major key, and the tempo is bright. 
For the God of the Christian faith, the God known in Jesus Christ, is 
a God who heals and restores, who redeems and renews, who provides 
resources of grace sufficient for every need. The forms in which 
God's grace meets human need are as varied as the many needs and 
complexes of everyone in this con~regation. Grace may come as in­
sight of moral guidance on a difftcult ethical choice. It may come 
as solace to loss. It may come as renewal of · strength of will, to 
one disspirited and discouraged, to oick U? Mond~y's task with new 
inspiration and hope. Grace may come as a far perspective on a near 
event, setting oriorities straight again, about what is im~ortant in 
life and what is insignificant. In whatever form it comes, grace is 
the assurance that there is a great 11 Yes" at the end of all the little 
"nos 11 and "yesses" which make u:> the tangle of our days, Through 
Grace we are made whole by a Power not ourselves, "who redeams your 
life from destruction, who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy, 
who satisfies you with good as long as you live, so that your youth . 
is renewed like the eagle's." 

The musical analogy again holds true. Grace resolves the dissonance. 
Life does not forever go on hung up on a dominant seventh in second 
inversion, or the A sharp grating against the A natural. By grace 
it is resolved into a major triad. The tonic. So worshi~ closes 
with a Gloria, or a Dona Nobis Pacem, and' an Amen. - -
This g~acious, final movement in worship is beautifully out in a ooem 
called Discord and Resolution by Amos Wilder. 

As in a snowfall 
the vesper bells 
that c~ll men from the fields 
to the evening meal 
come dissonant and muted, 
their changes 
jumbled in the swarming dusk; 

as through a swirling fog 
the dead clangs of the bell-buoy 
swinging to the surges 
reach us muffled and awry, 
deranged in the smother; 

so the tolling of being 
is damped and untuned, 
the chime of creation 
and the diapason of the heart 
jangled by a swarm, 
a fata, of lesser things, 

until by some hurtless ban 
that old world-weather clears 
and that old encroachment is dispelled 
and we hear again the clamor of the angelic choirs on true pitch 
and their well-tempered accords, 
as when the morning stars sang together' 
and all the sons of God shouted for joy. 
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