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THE SACRED AND THE PROFANE: AN EXPLORATION  
OF MUSIC, CULTURE, AND WORSHIP 

Introduction 

The corporate worship of God is a sacred activity. It is a divine occupation that 

transcends the normal busyness of life by providing Christians an opportunity to engage 

in dialogue with Almighty God. It is a mystical conversation between God and man in 

which God reveals some small part of himself and in response we humbly declare his 

praise. Furthermore, it is an opportunity for believers to join with one another corporately 

as they speak to one another in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs. 

Standing at odds with the worship of God in any shape or form is the fallen 

world in which we live. Although created by God for his glory, our world in its fallen 

state has failed and continues to fail to intentionally bring him the glory he deserves. 

Undoubtedly, God’s glory is still manifested in many ways, not the least of which is his 

creation and in his benevolent dealings with mankind. But on the whole, our fallen world 

serves other gods, one of the most influential being the god of culture. 

Historically and biblically, one of the primary elements of the corporate 

worship experience is that of music. Music provides a vehicle for the expression of 

worship that is nothing short of a gift from God. From the earliest wanderings of the 

children of Israel in the desert through the glorious visions of worship seen by the apostle 

John in the book of Revelation, the Bible is full of accounts of music being used as a tool 

in worship settings. As such, it is a sacred tool, given to us by God so that we may more 
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richly and fully engage in the sacred activity of worshiping Him. 

The Conundrum 

However, as much as one might think such a sacred tool would be inherently 

separate from any other use, this is not the case. What is such a capable and fitting tool 

for the service of worship also fundamentally fulfills several other purposes in our world, 

including communication and entertainment. In fact, it has served a multitude of purposes 

in all cultures since the dawn of creation. Such is the power of music, and such is its 

influence in our daily lives. 

Naturally, a problem presents itself when we are faced with the fact that those 

in our world find enjoyment in forms of music that could possibly stand in opposition to 

the sacredness of worship. If music is a form of communication, then what does a secular 

culture communicate through music? Surely it does not communicate the righteousness 

of God. If it is mere entertainment, do the unregenerate find amusement in the things of 

God? Most certainly they do not. As such, what does the music of a specific culture 

communicate and how does it express it?  

These questions present a number of fundamental difficulties to those 

responsible for leading worship. What do we do when God’s precious gift of music 

intersects with a fallen world? What is the result when that which is sacred is mixed 

intentionally or unintentionally with that which is profane? Should we fight to the bitter 

end to keep them separate? Should we allow the two to coexist peacefully? Should we 

seek to redeem one with the other? 

The exploration of these issues is the goal of this paper. In all honesty, this 

discussion will undoubtedly raise more questions than it answers. However, this dialogue 
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must be taking place among those who lead worship in our churches. At the risk of over-

generalization, it is my observation that many of the leaders who are responsible for 

services of worship in America are simply blindly following popular trends and the 

whims of mass media marketing. Many church leaders are not even aware that there is a 

potential conflict of interest taking place week after week. My first and foremost goal in 

this paper is to provoke a dialogue as to what is acceptable for the sacred activity of 

worship. We owe it to those whom we shepherd to be able to give an educated response 

concerning our philosophy of music in worship as it intersects with secular culture. 

 This paper intends to provoke dialogue by exploring both the terminology and 

philosophical perspectives needed to hold an informed discussion of this issue. It will 

also present several possible approaches to the reconciliation of worship music and 

culture and analyze the strengths and weaknesses of each approach from both 

philosophical and biblical perspectives. As a framework for this part of the discussion, I 

will be using H. Richard Niebuhr’s classic work Christ and Culture. 

Finally, I hope to encourage humility in this ongoing discussion as worship 

scholars, worship leaders, pastors, and worshipers wrestle with a deeply divisive issue 

that has been approached from numerous standpoints throughout the history of the 

church. As one who has engaged in such dialogues in both academic and casual settings, 

I am well aware of how intensely personal any discussion is in which validity of one’s 

philosophy of ministry is called into question. Nevertheless, this conversation is 

unavoidable. It is indeed possible that there will never be any consensus on this issue, but 

such is the nature of the body of Christ. Regardless, it is the duty of those in church 

leadership to develop well-informed responses. 
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What is Culture? 

The word “culture” itself contains a number of meanings, many of which vary 

simply based on context. The popular usage of the 20th century identified culture as a sort 

of “caste” system, where an individual either “had” culture or did not. In the words of 

D.A. Carson:  

if a person read Shakespeare, Goethe, Gore Vidal, Voltaire, and Flaubert, and 
listened to Bach and Mozart while reading a slender volume of poetry, all the while 
drinking a mild Chardonnay, he was cultured; if he read cheap whodunits, Asterix, 
and Eric Ambler—or better yet, did not read at all—while drinking a beer or a 
Coke, all the while listening to ska or heavy metal and paying attention to the X-box 
screen with the latest violent video game, he was uncultured.1

While the characteristics of the latter individual may very much resemble one saturated in 

“popular culture,” these parameters are simply no longer adequate representations of 

what the term means, especially as it relates to our discussion. 

 

A working definition 

The term culture as we are going to define it has much more to do with social 

values and outlook on life than it does patterns of behavior or sophistication. However, 

simply using the term as a set of social values is limiting as well. A definition that is 

generally accepted and useful in our context is the one offered by the American 

anthropologist and sociologist Clifford Geertz. He writes that the concept of culture 

“denotes an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system 

of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic form by means of which men 

communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes towards 

                                                 

1 D. A. Carson, Christ and Culture Revisited (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co, 2008), 1. 
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life.”2

First, culture is a transmitted pattern of meanings or inherited conceptions. In 

other words, culture is something that is communicable. It can be communicated in part 

or in whole from any one person to another. It can be passed down from parents to 

children or it can just as easily be passed among larger groups and societies. 

Alternatively, as in the case of mass culture from the latter half of the twentieth century 

to the present, in can be communicated from media/commercial empires to a receptive 

public. In any case, an integral part of understanding culture is the knowledge that it is a 

communicable system of values. 

 While undoubtedly this definition could be debated and discussed at some length, 

it is a workable one for our discussion. As such, three key elements of the definition are 

worth fleshing out.  

Second, culture is a pattern of meanings or conceptions that is embodied 

symbolically. In this context, the concept of symbols is a rather broad terminology used 

by Geertz to describe anything that carries meaning within a certain social context. A list 

of cultural “symbols” would include things such as “language, habits, ideas, beliefs, 

customs, social organization, inherited artifacts, technical processes, and values.”3

Third, these symbols perpetuate and develop knowledge about and attitudes 

toward life. For example, one’s overarching priorities in life are largely defined by the 

 Such a 

list would have to include music. In functioning as a symbol, each of these items actually 

comes to represent something other than what it is in and of itself.  

                                                 

2 Clifford J. Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 
1973), 89. 

3 H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 
1951), 31. 



  6 

 

culture of which he or she is part. Geertz does not believe that culture is a causal force, 

but rather a context in which people live their lives.4

Understanding Music’s Role in Culture 

 In other words, he is saying that 

culture does not shape who a person is but only helps to define one’s situation. In my 

opinion, one’s context is undoubtedly a factor in one’s development of a social and moral 

outlook, so in that sense it is still a causal force.  

Understanding the role of music in culture is quite an intricate ordeal. 

Sociologists, anthropologists, and ethnomusicologists have all been writing about such 

issues for decades with only a modicum of agreement regarding the function of music 

within a particular culture. For example, in The Anthropology of Music Allan Merriam 

proposes ten functions of music within a human society: emotional expression, aesthetic 

enjoyment, entertainment, communication, symbolic representation, physical response, 

enforcing conformity to social norms, validation of social institutions and religious 

rituals, contribution to the continuity and stability of culture, and contribution to the 

integration of society.5 Another ethnomusicologist, Bruno Nettl, takes a more succinct 

approach when he states that the function of music in culture “is to control humanity’s 

relationship to the supernatural, mediating between people and other beings, and to 

support the integrity of individual social groups. It does this by expressing the relevant 

central values of culture in abstracted form.”6

                                                 

4 Geertz, 14. 

 

5 Alan P. Merriam, The Anthropology of Music (Evanston, Ill: Northwestern 
University Press, 1964), 219-227. 

6 Bruno Nettl, The Study of Ethnomusicology (Indianapolis: Indiana University 
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With all the varied philosophical arguments in existence regarding this issue, it 

is a challenge to come to concrete conclusions about the functions of music in a certain 

culture as well as what its limitations are in fulfilling those functions. Most likely, there 

are bits of truth to be understood in each varying viewpoint. However, if we are going to 

engage in an intelligent discussion of how music interacts with culture, it would at least 

be worth our time to investigate the ways the music operates with the functions of 

Geertz’s definition of culture: as a tool of communication, a cultural symbol, and as a 

carrier of attitudes and values about life. 

Music as tool of communication 

There is no debating the power of music as a tool for communication. Often 

referred to as the universal language, music has the power to communicate in ways that 

no verbal or written language ever could. Ethnomusicologist John Blacking wrote that 

“music is not so much an immediately understood language which can be expected to 

produce specific responses as it is a metaphorical expression of feeling.”7 Leo Tolstoy 

noted that music “hands on to others feelings…and that others are infected by these 

feelings and also experience them.”8

Blacking has defined four types of musical communication that he believes are 

found in most if not all societies. While they are not written from a Judeo-Christian 

  

________________________ 

Press, 1983), 159; quoted in Allan F. Moore, "On the Pop-Classical Split," in Music, 
Culture, and Society: A Reader, ed. Scott, Derek B (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2000), 162. 

7 Blacking, John, Music, culture, and experience: selected papers of John 
Blacking, ed. Reginald Byron (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 35. 

8 Leo Tolstoy, What is Art? (London: Walter Scott, 1923), 123f. 
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perspective, I found his types to be very practical and easily assimilated into a discussion 

of worship. As such, it is worth our time to explore these types and draw relationships to 

the function of music within worship, or at minimum, church culture. 

The first type of musical communication is that of transmitting physical 

response to sound. Blacking writes:  

When the ideal motion of music (i.e., its rhythm) and/or its tone-stress (in this 
case overall timbre rather than melodic line) is perceived in relation to cultural 
experience, and hence as an exciting stimulus, it may induce a purely physical state 
in a listener by portraying motor impulse and/or nervous tension. If such a state 
occurs in the context of a social situation, its emotional impact may confirm 
attitudes to that situation which either are latent in individuals or have been 
consciously experienced by them. There need not be appreciation or recognition of 
the specific patterns of sound that induce the physical state.9

As it relates to worship, music communicates in this way in that its rhythm and 

timbre, working within a cultural context, stir up within a participant or listener a 

physical/nervous response. This may be a physical response such as clapping, toe-

tapping, dancing, etc, or more commonly a nervous (emotional) response that stimulates 

feelings such as reverence, awe, celebration, and confession. Notice that there does not 

necessarily need to be an understanding by the listener of how the music achieves its goal 

in order for it to do so. 

 

Blacking’s second type of musical communication is that it serves as a sign or 

marker of a certain social situation. He writes: 

If, as a result of cultural experience, a musical pattern has come to be regarded 
as a sign of a social situation or is accompanied by words that specify or recall a 
social situation, its performance may announce social situations, recall certain 
feelings, and even reinforce social values. The music need not be heard during a 
particular social situation (as in the first type of communication), nor need it arouse 
feelings about it; but it must be recognized consciously as a representation of a 

                                                 

9 Blacking, 38. 
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social situation.10

Obviously, this use of music has great ramifications for believers in that one of our 

primary uses of music is in the “social situation” of worship. Music effectively serves to 

signify a sacred event, especially when it is “accompanied by words” that are appropriate 

for worship. This particular type of communication has little to do with how music 

functions in worship, but simply that it is capable of signifying such an event. 

 

It is within Blacking’s third type of communication that we find some sense of 

how music can enhance the worship experience: 

If a certain pattern of sound, of tone-stress combined with ideal motion, is 
associated in a culture with a social situation and hence with the various meanings 
that the situation has to individuals, it may be selected and musically developed in 
order to heighten the emotional effect of words or of a stated program, which need 
not be specifically related to the social situation that it represents.11

He goes on to say that “the sounds of certain timbres, of patterns of melody or harmony, 

or of groups of instruments do not have absolute meaning in themselves,” but that “their 

meanings are assigned to them by society.” As an example, he states that “an instrument 

of joy in one society may be an instrument of sorrow in another.” Thus, “the existence of 

learned responses in any culture enables a composer to communicate with music by 

skillfully employing culturally significant sounds together or in juxtaposition.”

 

12

If this is indeed true, our worship settings are enhanced when a composer or 

worship leader skillfully merges texts of worship with music that enhances their meaning. 

We also then see how when one associates a particular sound of music with a worship 

 

                                                 

10 Ibid, 39. 

11 Ibid, 40-41. 

12 Ibid, 41. 
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service, they can be guided to worship more effectively if such forms of music are used. 

However, it is Blacking’s stated opinion that the sounds and styles have no meaning 

within themselves, but only those that are assigned to them by society. This can be 

illustrated by a simple study of ethno-musical forms of worship. The timbres, patterns, 

and styles of worshipers in one part of the world do not necessarily communicate a spirit 

of worship to those in other parts of the world. Neither do the timbres, patterns, and styles 

of worship of worshipers in the past necessarily communicate a spirit of worship to those 

today. Obviously, there can be learned sociological responses to music, but these require 

intentionality and effort. 

Blacking’s final type of musical communication is this: 

Finally, even if it has neither words, a stated program, nor any apparent 
connection with social life except its performance by people, music may express 
ideas about aspects of society and convey to its audiences various degrees of 
consciousness of experience. Arrangements of intervals, melodic patterns, harmonic 
changes, and contrapuntal devices may in themselves be able to express 
extramusical concepts because they have been ordered according to a socially 
derived “program” of the composer’s mind. Whatever form the program takes, 
sooner or later intensive analysis and/or sensitive listening will reveal it to some 
people whose cultural or social experience has been broadly similar to that of the 
composer.13

Blacking uses as an illustration of this principle the difference between Gustav Mahler’s 

second, third, and fourth symphonies, which contain some vocal music, and his fifth, 

sixth, and seventh symphonies, which contain only instruments. Blacking posits the idea 

that even though Mahler chose not to use text in the latter three, “he was able to express 

in ‘absolute’ music the most profound and wide-ranging ideas about humanity, nature, 

 

                                                 

13 Ibid, 43. 
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and society.”14

This is an important concept to wrestle with in light of music’s function in 

worship. According to Blacking’s principle, music not associated with a particular text or 

event can still carry meaning to the extent that either the listener’s experiences mirror 

those of the composer or that the listener has studied the composer’s intentions. As such, 

those responsible for music in worship have to be aware that meanings can lie beneath 

the surface of music and be careful that those meanings are not in contradiction to the 

sacred act of worship. However, one must remember that such surface meanings are only 

made manifest if those two criteria of shared experience or intentional analysis are 

present.  

 

Thus, music as a tool for communication is at least partially limited, not by the 

intentions of the composer, but by the experiences of the listener. A listener cannot 

experience the feelings the composer intended if the listener has never experienced them 

on some level. As such, music is not a universal language. Or at least, it is a “universal 

language expressed in cultural dialects” which “differ greatly from culture to culture and 

vary from age to age.”15 Blacking notes that “musical systems are more esoteric and 

culture-specific than any verbal language.”16

                                                 

14 Ibid, 43. 

 This however does not mean that no 

communication takes place outside of cultural comprehension. The average American 

can hear Asian music and grasp certain moods or colors, but the full power of the music’s 

15 Albert Blackwell, The Sacred in Music (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 1999), 75. 

16 Blacking, 239. 
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communication is limited to those within that culture. 

Music as symbol 

Not only does music serve as a form of communication with a certain social 

system, but it is also highly symbolic of that system as well. As a symbol of a culture, it 

stands as something that is able to represent the values of a system. For clarity however, 

Alan Merriam says we need to make an important distinction between a sign of a culture 

and symbol of a culture. These two terms are often used interchangeably by 

musicologists, but carry an important distinction. A sign is a thing by and of itself 

whereas a symbol is defined by the meaning bestowed upon it by those who use it. For 

example, the word culture in and of itself is simply a combination of letters and sounds (a 

sign), whereas it is symbolic in the meaning ascribed to it by a specific group of users. 

Succinctly put, “the symbol is not, and cannot be, derived from properties intrinsic in its 

physical form; rather, it is the human attribution of abstract meaning which makes a thing 

a symbol.”17

In the context of our discussion, the frequencies that make up a musical sound 

or style found in our culture would in and of themselves be simply a sign of our culture. 

However, it is in the attribution of meaning that it becomes a symbol. Thus, it is when 

music becomes a representative of something other than itself that it becomes symbolic in 

nature. A common example of this phenomenon would be in film or television cue music, 

where music is used to represent certain emotions and feelings.

 

18

                                                 

17 Merriam, The Anthropology of Music, 230-231. 

 

18 Ibid, 240. 
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Merriman delineates four levels on which music as a symbol must be 

considered. The first is music as symbolic representation of the meaning found within its 

text, assuming that the music in question contains lyrics. Of course, if one also views 

lyrics as symbolic, then we are dealing with symbolism on two levels, although he points 

out that “texts are not music sound and, though shaped and modified by music, they are 

inevitably linguistic rather than music behavior as such.”19

On a second level though, musical forms are “symbolic in that they are 

reflective of emotion and meaning; we can refer to this as ‘affective’ or ‘cultural’ 

meaning.”

 So on one level, music is 

simply symbolic of the more obvious meanings found in accompanying lyrics. 

20 Paul Willis discusses three possible ways in which a cultural symbol has 

meaning. The first would be that “meaning is totally socially given…it is the social group 

and its expectation which supply a content.” On the other hand, the meaning could be the 

exact opposite in which the “value of a cultural item is totally intrinsic and autonomous” 

and “would consist, always, of the same immanent qualities.” A third option, which 

Willis espouses, would argue that “the importance, value, and meaning of a cultural item 

is given socially, but within objective limitations imposed by its own internal structure: 

by its ‘objective possibilities.’”21

                                                 

19 Ibid, 237. 

 In music, one could argue that meaning in music is 

culturally subjective, but that it is limited objectively by its own form and structure. The 

meaning of a certain style could mean different things to different people but only within 

20 Ibid, 237. 

21 Paul Willis, On Subculture and Homology, in Music, Culture, and Society: A 
Reader, Scott, Derek B. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000)134-135. 
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the limitations of its foundational structure. 

A third level in which music is symbolic is in that it is reflective of other 

behavior, organization, and values within the culture it symbolizes. Merriam says that “it 

is here somewhat more difficult to apply the defined sense of the symbolic, for we speak 

primarily from an understanding of the integration of culture rather than of concentration 

of ideas or behavior which stand for other things.”22

A fourth and final level broadens the vantage point somewhat in that music 

naturally bears the symbolism of a universal nature. At this point, “instead of looking at 

music as indicative of behavior in a particular culture, we search for broad principles of 

universal application.”

 To put it more simply, music is 

symbolic of the values, beliefs, and practices of a culture in which it originates in the 

same way that any cultural element is reflective of the other parts of a culture. The music 

of a culture will reflect the culture as a whole outside of the emotions and feelings it 

creates. 

23

Music as representative of a system of values 

 On this level of analysis, we are simply talking about what it is 

that music symbolizes outside of the paradigm of a particular cultural context. Naturally, 

this symbolism is hard to ascertain, simply because it is hard to think outside the box of 

one’s own culture. Trying to determine what a music means without any cultural 

projections would be a difficult task. 

With music’s role as both a transmitter of culture and a symbol of culture at 

                                                 

22 Merriam, 247. 

23 Ibid, 253. 
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least somewhat defined, the key question then becomes this: does a particular music, as a 

carrier and symbol of a culture’s values, become synonymous with said system of values 

or is it simply a transmitting symbol of the values? Put another way, is the message 

simply transmitted by the messenger or does the messenger itself become so entwined 

with the message that it is difficult to differentiate between the two? Such a discussion is 

fundamentally at the heart of discussing the relationship between worship music and 

popular culture.  

In theory, music communicates a system of values primarily through the 

transmission of feelings from one human being to another. Following this train of thought 

would then beg the following question: are the feelings communicated in music imparted 

universally, or are they dependent upon the ability of the recipient to resonate with these 

feelings? To relate this to our discussion, do popular forms of music universally 

communicate unholy “metaphorical expressions of feelings,” or is the communication of 

such feelings limited by the experiences and/or culture of the recipient? 

In an essay on expressing human experience through music, Blacking states his 

opinion that “there is a sense in which music conveys nothing except itself: in itself, it 

cannot awaken feelings that may benefit or harm humanity. But it can make people more 

aware of feelings they have experienced, or partly experienced, provided there is a degree 

of cultural, and hence emotional, rapport between the composer and the audience.”24 

Lucy Green simplifies the concept to theoretical terms when she states that “a dominant 

seventh chord in Beethoven…can only be experienced as meaning a tonic chord if we are 

familiar with tonal harmony in the broad classical style. A chord with exactly the same 
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notes as the dominant seventh would, in a blues, carry no such tonic implication and 

might well be the final chord of the piece.”25

Hearkening back to Willis’ possible ways a cultural symbol carries meaning, I 

think that there are at least three ways to answer this question. If one holds to the first 

possibility that a cultural symbol gains meaning reflexively from the culture, then they 

would have to answer that no, the music does not become the message. Neither then does 

the music carry any meaning outside of what a culture places upon it, but is subject to the 

whims of society. If one holds to the second possibility that musical meaning is inherent, 

then it could be said that yes, the music and the meaning are one and the same, and that 

said meaning cannot change even within a different cultural context. If however, one 

holds to Willis’ preferred position, then there is room for both to be true, with some 

limitations. 

 

In this author’s opinion, the first two possibilities simply cannot be true. As a 

human expression, there are certain elements of music that are a universal part of human 

nature. Allowing meaning to be solely defined by individual culture would be a failure to 

acknowledge that at least on some level humans share a universal response to sound 

structures. It could be safely argued that most of that response is culturally defined, but it 

would be a stretch to say that all of it is. 

On the other hand, stating that meaning is universal would be going too far in 

the opposite direction. Music contains too many variables to be that limited. Melodies, 

________________________ 

24 Blacking, 36. 

25 Lucy Green, "On Musical Experience," in Music, Culture, and Society: A 
Reader, ed. Scott, Derek B (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 157. 
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harmonies, rhythms, timbres, and styles have clearly been shown by ethnomusicologists 

to carry different meanings in different cultural contexts. Holding to this position would 

disallow an understanding of the reflexive nature of musical meaning within a culture or 

subculture.  

I believe the truth to be somewhere in between. Many elements of music are 

indeed subjective to cultural context. However, with the idea in mind that human nature 

(and even our sin nature) is universal, on at least some level there are boundaries to what 

any particular music is capable of meaning. The problem is that defining those 

boundaries is largely impossible for reasons to be discussed in the next section. It is 

relatively easy to determine the cultural meaning of a music, but it is substantially more 

difficult to define what it means at a basic human level. 

Pitfalls to our Discussion 

Even with these basic parameters concerning what culture is and what role 

music plays within a given culture, there remain a number of problems that must be 

acknowledged as a limiting factor in any such discussion and that to some extent they 

make any truly unbiased analysis impossible. Although we could spend time discussing 

any number of these issues, we are going to focus on what seem to be the three biggest 

challenges: cultural specificity, cultural submersion, and cultural Christian saturation. 

Cultural specificity 

By far the most substantial problem that arises in these types of discussions is 

the issue of how broad or how narrow the discussion of a particular cultural context 

should be. Even within the parameters we have established as a definition of culture, a 

discussion of culture can be as infinitely broad as it can be narrow. Simply put, we can 
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evaluate a “transmitted system of values” in a global sense, in some particular sub-

culture, or anywhere in between.  

For example, we could choose to focus on the music of American culture. 

However, American culture could easily be broken down into any one of a number of 

sub-cultures. Let us take for example the American Caucasian culture. That could again 

be broken down into the American Caucasian northern, southern, eastern, and western 

cultures. Each of those could be broken down again any infinite number of ways. 

Even our particular discussion of music in worship could be convoluted by the 

various sub-cultures within the American Protestant Evangelical church. Again as an 

example, Baptist culture is very different from Episcopal culture. For that matter, 

Fundamental, Freewill and Southern Baptists each have their own sub-cultural 

predispositions that affect any analysis of these issues. 

Cultural submersion 

Adding to the challenge of this discussion is the fact that any analysis we may 

have of culture is colored or biased by the culture in which we are currently submersed. 

Any time an individual evaluates the validity of another culture, or even another branch 

of their own, they do so through the lens of their own culture. Simply put, it is impossible 

to be neutral. Carson puts it in very blunt terms when he notes that the Holocaust was an 

“unimaginable obscenity to those who were being gassed, but for the Aryan supremacists 

its chief failure was that it was halted before its task was complete.”26

This issue is especially problematic in a discussion on worship music. Musical 

  

                                                 

26 Carson, 71. 



  19 

 

preferences and predispositions are largely developed as a result of one’s upbringing or 

exposure to a certain music culture or even church culture. For example, I was raised in a 

home where any form of rock beat was considered sinful and contrary to God’s natural 

laws. I was taught that use of such forms of music in worship would lead to a distortion 

of the gospel. Even though I now philosophically disagree with this position to some 

extent, the influences of such a position are inescapable. On the other hand, it is not 

entirely uncommon for someone raised in church over the past 20 years to have no 

concerns whatsoever about the use of popular music forms in church, simply because it 

has become normal to do so within the church’s cultural context. 

Cultural Christian saturation 

One final problem that we must acknowledge is that in certain subcultures 

there is a great deal of overlap between Christian values and cultural expressions of that 

subculture. Carson actually states that “any discussion between Christ (and thus 

Christianity) and culture is incoherent, since all forms of Christianity are inherently and 

unavoidably embedded in cultural expression.”27

                                                 

27 Carson, 3. 

 What Carson means is that many of the 

ways believers express and live their faith (language, ideas, beliefs, etc) are also modes of 

universal cultural expression. The difficulty arises in trying to analyze a relationship 

between two “separate” paradigms that are in some ways the same. Add to this the fact 

that many of our individual subcultures are so shaped by whatever vein of Christianity we 

are a part of and it is truly difficult to evaluate how the elements of our faith relate to our 

culture. 
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Popular Music Forms and Worship 

For well over thirty years now, there has been an intense discussion about the 

role of popular music forms in worship. In reality, some form of this discussion has been 

going on even longer than that. For example, Karl Merz, chair of the music department at 

Wooster University wrote in 1890 that “the church cannot afford to gratify the carnal man 

in one thing and oppose him in another. The church should create and satisfy demands of 

aesthetic emotions, and should not use the art to foster sensualism, for there is danger that 

musical sensualism may produce its effects upon religion itself.”28

Popular culture as we know it has really been a phenomenon since the 

beginning of the boomer generation, or those born after World War II. Tex Sample says 

that “those born after World War II are basically different from those of us born before 

that time,” and that “the technological developments since the war and innovations 

accompanying these developments have had profound effects on these three younger 

generations.”

 Considering the time 

in which he wrote that statement, Merz could not have even imagined the debates yet to 

come. 

29

One of the innovations of this period in time has been the development 

of“mass culture,” which is probably the more accurate term for what is commonly called 

“pop culture.”

  

30

                                                 

28 Karl Merz, Music and Culture (Philadelphia: Theodore Presser Co, 1890), 
104. 

 Mass culture is the phenomenon in which much of American society, 

29 Tex Sample, The Spectacle of Worship in a Wired World (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1998), 12. 

30 Martha Bayles, Hole in our Soul: The Loss of Beauty and Meaning in 
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and even other parts of the world, has come to accept a similar set of values and symbols 

of meaning about life. In our case, mass culture has been fueled by constant innovations 

in media, including radio, television, cinema, and the internet. However, it would be 

unfair to blame every cultural change on mass media, because as Martha Bayles points 

out, mass media has largely mirrored the “deeper cultural changes that have taken place 

over the same period.”31

Reflective of these cultural changes is the music of popular culture, that which 

we normally refer to as “pop” music. Pop music as an idiom truly began in the 1920’s 

and 30’s with jazz, blues, and swing idioms. However, as Charles Hamm observed, by 

the 1970’s “what mattered…was the beat, the excitement of music itself, the unabashed 

movement and sensuality of the sound.”

 

32 Brian Wren describes this music as “music 

with a beat,” identified by “strongly accentuated instrumental rhythms…delivered at high 

enough amplification to ‘thump’ through flesh, bone, and concrete.”33

Now, it would be most unfair to insinuate that all pop music is the same or that 

each sub-genre carries the same ideals and values. For example, country & western music 

operates with a different symbolism than gangster rap. Yet there is no denying the 

 Indeed, it is the 

rock beat, signified by pulses on the upbeat in duple meter and on the third tactus in triple 

meter, that unifies this form known as pop music. 

________________________ 

American Popular Music (New York: The Free Press, 1994), 5-6. 

31 Ibid., 7. 

32 Charles Hamm, "Rock and the facts of life," in Putting Popular Music in its 
Place, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 51. 

33 Brian Wren, Praying Twice: The Music and Words of Congregational Song 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2000), 130-131. 
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commonality of rhythmic pulse, along with generally the same ideals and morally debase 

social values: values that run contrary to the word of God and the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Thus, we reach our moral dilemma as leaders of worship in the local church. 

We know that obviously, over the past 20-30 years, the American church has begun to 

accept inside its walls idioms and styles of music that are historically symbolic of popular 

culture. This discussion goes beyond the textual implications or even the intentions of the 

composer. The quandary is related to many of the concepts discussed previously, namely 

this: does the cultural association and symbolism of a musical style, especially those 

styles that are associated with an unregenerate culture, eliminate its ability or worthiness 

to function within the sacred setting of worship? 

Christ and Culture 

In any academic discussion of the relationship between the practices of 

Christianity and the cultural symbols of the world, the work of H. Richard Niebuhr 

deserves a close look. A professor at Yale and world-renowned ethicist, Niebuhr’s work 

attempted to systematize five responses Christians have had to culture throughout their 

two thousand year history. Although by no means a perfect work, it has served as a 

catalyst for many writers, thinkers, and teachers to form and develop their own 

approaches to this and related issues. 

Although the book was written with a more broad study of Christ and cultural 

relationships in mind, it is true that believers tend in general to operate primarily from 

one of these viewpoints or a combination of these viewpoints. As such, it is a worthwhile 

endeavor to see how these concepts would apply to a discussion of popular music in 

worship and how one would operate under each viewpoint. This endeavor, while not 
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necessarily answering the question at hand, would at least give us viable options for how 

to resolve this difficult issue. 

Before going further, we should be aware of a few premises of Niebuhr’s 

work. In defining the purpose for his book, he writes that it is: 

to set forth typical Christian answers to the problem of Christ and culture and so to 
contribute to the mutual understanding of variant and often conflicting Christian 
groups. The belief which lies back of this effort, however, is the conviction that 
Christ as living Lord is answering the question in the totality of history and life in a 
fashion which transcends the wisdom of all his interpreters yet employs their partial 
insights and their necessary conflicts.34

So, first and foremost we see that Niebuhr views the entire discussion in light of a 

metanarrative: that of Christ’s work in an throughout all of history. Thus, the entire 

discussion is conducted with the assumption that God’s overarching plan is in motion and 

that we are just a part of that greater story.  

 

Secondly, we must understand that Niebuhr is simply trying to analyze and 

categorize the responses to culture that he has observed and researched. He actually 

admits the difficulty of the task when he writes that “a construction has been set up that is 

partly artificial.”35 However, he defends his approach by saying that “the method of 

typology…has the advantage of calling to attention the continuity and significance of the 

great motifs that appear and reappear in the long wrestling of Christians with their 

enduring problem.”36

                                                 

34 Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 2. 

 

35 Ibid, 43. 

36 Ibid, 44. 
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Christ against culture 

Niebuhr’s first categorized answer to the question of Christ and culture is “one 

that uncompromisingly affirms the sole authority of Christ over the Christian and 

resolutely rejects the culture’s claims to loyalty.”37 It is very much an isolationist or 

separatist mindset in which any culture devoid of Christ is inherently evil and should be 

avoided at all costs. In Niebuhr’s summation, “the counterpart of loyalty to Christ and the 

brothers is the rejection of cultural society; a clear line of separation is drawn between the 

brotherhood of the children of God and the world.”38

As he does with each of his five responses to this issue, Niebuhr gives 

historical examples of figures whose viewpoint echoes the perspective in question. For 

his Christ against culture model, Niebuhr focuses primarily on the writings of Tertullian 

and Tolstoy, who both more or less proposed a model of living in which believers abstain 

from culture as much as possible. Other examples would include the Benedictine order, 

the early Quakers, and certain Mennonite sects (the Amish). 

 

More than any of the other four perspectives on Christ and culture, the concept 

of Christ against culture is probably the most difficult to define in how it would be 

applied in a discussion of worship music. This is largely due to the fact that were we to 

believe that Christ stands in total contradiction to culture, we would have to abstain from 

any interaction with music, simply because music is so intrinsically tied to culture. The 

value and the values of music are so inherently cultural that it would be difficult to define 

any relationship between the two that would reconcile the two. Or at best, one would 

                                                 

37 Ibid, 45. 

38 Ibid, 48. 
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have to be so guided by a set of man-made rules and exceptions to the rules (as was the 

case with Tertullian) that grace and faith would be replaced with a pseudo-legalism. 

Niebuhr writes that such an “emphasis on conduct may lead to the definition of precise 

rules, concern for one’s conformity to such rules, and concentration on one’s own will 

rather than on the gracious work of God.”39

Another problem that would arise from such a viewpoint is the simple fact that 

there is much overlap between the natural world and the believer. According to Niebuhr, 

“the logical answer of the radical seems to be that sin abounds in culture, but that 

Christians have passed out of darkness into the light, and that a fundamental reason for 

separation from the world is the preservation of the holy community from corruption.”

 

40

Beyond this, we know that Christ is the creator of nature and the governor of 

history, and we know that the Spirit still moves on the earth as well.

 

However, we know that the true war is not between a sanctified believer and an 

unregenerate culture, but is rather “another law waging war against the law of my mind 

and making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members (Romans 7:23 

English Standard Version).” Thus, to quantify any one form or style of music as being the 

most “Christ-like” would be extremely dangerous simply because such judgments come 

from a heart that is not yet fully sanctified. 

41

                                                 

39 Ibid, 80. 

 We would be naïve 

to think that culture somehow exists apart from his influence and guiding hand. Our 

world is fallen and tainted with sin. Nonetheless, God is still at work and to completely 

40 Ibid, 79. 

41 Ibid, 81. 
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isolate oneself from culture would be to also remove oneself from God’s work in culture. 

Christ of culture 

Niebuhr’s second answer to the problem of Christ and culture stands in stark 

contrast to the first one. Those who hold to what he calls the “Christ of Culture” position  

feel no great tension between church and world, the social laws and the Gospel, the 
workings of divine grace and human effort, the ethics of salvation and the ethics of 
social conservation or progress. On the one hand they interpret culture through 
Christ, regarding those elements in it as most important which are most accordant 
with his work and person; on the other hand they understand Christ through culture, 
selecting from his teaching and action as well as from the Christian doctrine about 
him such points as seem to aggress with what is best in civilization.42

This position focuses on Christ as “great educator, sometimes as the great philosopher or 

reformer,” whose work “may be perceived as the training of men in their present social 

existence for the better life to come.”

 

43

Niebuhr identifies several groups and individuals whom he identifies as 

holding this position. Earliest is the Gnostics, whom he says saw in Jesus Christ “not only 

a revealer of religious truth but a god, the object of religious worship; but not the Lord of 

all life, and not the son of the Father who is the present Creator and Governor of all 

things.”

 

44 In the medieval period, he references Pierre Abélard and says that he reduced 

Christianity to “a philosophic knowledge about reality, and an ethics for the improvement 

of life.”45

                                                 

42 Ibid, 83. 

 The eighteenth century brought us “culture-Protestantism” and books such as 

43 Ibid, 84. 

44 Ibid, 89. 

45 Ibid, 90. 
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John Locke’s The Reasonableness of Christianity and Immanuel Kant’s Religion within 

the Limits of Reason, which all carry the unified message that “Jesus Christ is the great 

enlightener, the great teacher, the one who directs all men in culture to the attainment of 

wisdom, moral perfection, and peace.”46

Fitting a philosophy of worship music within this system would be rather 

straightforward in the sense that if Christ and Christianity is the ultimate fulfillment of 

human culture, there is much understanding of Christ to be found therein. In that case, 

any form of music would be acceptable, providing that it somehow displays something of 

worth about God through nature. In the book Facing the Music: Faith and Meaning in 

Popular Songs, the three authors state such a position when they say that we should look 

to popular song forms for faith and meaning “because we believe that God reveals God’s 

own self in human flesh, including human cultural productions like popular songs.”

 These concepts naturally carry over into the 

twentieth century, where liberal theology still pervades certain circles of evangelicalism. 

Even today, there are new strands of this philosophy out there in the form of emerging 

church writers such as Brian McLaren, Tony Jones, and Rob Bell, whose emphasis on a 

new social gospel and trajectory theology are simply an attempt to fit Christ within a 

postmodern cultural system. 

47

                                                 

46 Ibid, 92. 

 

There is even a field of study known as theomusicology, which is defined as a 

“musicological method for theologizing about the sacred, the secular, and the 

profane…principally incorporating methods borrowed from anthropology, sociology, 

47 Darrell W. Cluck, Catherine S. George, and J. Clinton McCann, Jr, Facing 
the Music: Faith and Meaning in Popular Songs (St. Louis Press: Chalice Press, 1999), 5. 
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psychology, and philosophy.”48

Operating under this system of thought would undoubtedly offer a number of 

problems, not the least of which is the fact that while Christ does offer a model for us as 

humans and human culture, we are still in a fallen state apart from his regenerating work 

in our hearts. However, D.A. Carson notes that a “highly modified form of this pattern 

could be construed” if it “does not abandon the elements of biblical theology,” because 

“God leaves traces of himself and his ways in every culture.”

 

49

Christ above culture 

 Therefore, in theory, it 

might be possible to use some forms of popular music in sacred settings if it does not 

blatantly run contrary to the word of God. However, it would be hard for popular music 

to be used in worship without certain modifications of the music that would then take us 

into one of Niebuhr’s other categories of Christ/cultural interaction. 

Niebuhr’s final three answers to the Christ versus culture problem have in 

common the fact that they find their place somewhere in between the first two answers. 

Niebuhr refers to these people, which he considers the majority movement in 

Christianity, as “the church of the center,” which “has refused to take either the position 

of the anticultural radicals or that of the accommodators of Christ to culture.”50

                                                 

48 The Theology of American Popular Music, Black Sacred Music: A Journal 
of Theomusicology, ed. Jon Michael Spencer, vol. 3, no. 2 (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 1989), 1. 

 Although, 

they are more similar that dislike, Niebuhr has broken them into three categories and 

49 Carson, 61. 

50 Niebuhr, 117. 
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refers to them as the synthesists, dualists, and conversionists.51

Jesus Christ is the Son of God, the Father Almighty who created heaven and earth. 
With that formulation it introduces into the discussion about Christ and culture the 
conception of nature on which all culture is founded, and which is good and rightly 
ordered by the One to whom Jesus Christ is obedient and with whom he is 
inseparably united. Where this conviction rules, Christ and the world cannot be 
simply opposed to each other. Neither can the “world” as culture be simply regarded 
as the realm of godlessness; since it is at least founded on the “world” as nature, and 
cannot exist save as it is upheld by the Creator and Governor of nature.” 

 At the heart of all three 

groups is the belief that: 

Put another way, if God created everything, including culture, and Christ and God are 

one, then Christ cannot stand completely against culture, because it is a creation of the 

Father. The difference in the three approaches to this middle ground is in the way Christ 

and Christianity exist within culture. 

The first of these groups, the synthesists, are the subject of Niebuhr’s Christ 

above culture paradigm. They hold to the view that although Christ is in all ways superior 

to human culture as God of the universe, he still interacted with us as a man. They would 

say that these two natures are “neither to be confused or separated.”52 Niebuhr says that 

the synthesist “affirms both Christ and culture, as one who confesses a Lord who is both 

of this world and of the other.” The fundamental belief is that we are both followers of 

Christ and members of a civilization.53

                                                 

51 Ibid, 120. 

 They would point to passages such as Christ’s 

command to “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are 

52 Ibid, 121. 

53 Ibid, 120. 
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God’s” as a biblical mandate to live in such a way.54

Although Niebuhr seems to believe that there are few true synthesists around 

in the modern day,

 

55 he does point to two historical figures as the leading proponent of 

such a view. The first is Clement of Alexandria, whom he says taught that a Christian 

“must then first of all be a good man in accordance with standard of culture,” and that 

Christ working through culture, “uses its best products as instruments in his work of 

bestowing on men what they cannot achieve by their own efforts.”56 The second is 

Thomas of Aquinas, whom Niebuhr says tried to combine without confusing “philosophy 

and theology, state and church, civic and Christian virtues, natural and divine laws, Christ 

and culture.”57

The analysis of this viewpoint as an option for worship and popular music is 

difficult simply because there are few who hold such a rosy-colored view of popular 

culture. The synthesist view would have to be propagated by someone who saw nothing 

wrong with popular music, who thought that it was just an extension of God’s natural 

world. Perhaps this viewpoint might have been less of a stretch before the dawn of our 

mass media culture. In any case, a synthesist would then say that as an extension of 

God’s creation it is indeed fitting for use in worship, and in fact, the use of it in worship 

would elevate its status to that of the sacred. 

 

Obviously, the major flaw in this view would be the idea that popular culture is 

                                                 

54 Ibid, 123. 

55 Ibid, 141. 

56 Ibid, 127. 

57 Ibid, 130. 
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untainted by man’s sin. In fact, Niebuhr says that “the major objection to the synthesists’ 

answers which all but the cultural Christians raise is the protest that however much they 

profess that they share the presupposition of human sinfulness, and therefore of the 

necessity and greatness of Christ’s salvation, they do not in fact face up to the radical evil 

present in all human work.”58

Christ and culture in paradox 

 The synthesist view is an unrealistic one. However, the 

next view tries to deal with the sinfulness of man in culture by relating to it another way. 

Niebuhr’s fourth answer to the Christ/culture question is that of Christ and 

culture in paradox. This is the dualist perspective. The dualist differs from the synthesist 

and that he draws a huge line between Christ and the world. However, Niebuhr points out 

that this is not the same line drawn by the Christ against culture crowd, in which Christ 

stands opposite of everything cultural. Rather, the “conflict is between God and 

man…the issue lies between the righteousness of God and the righteousness of self.”59 

As a result, “human culture is corrupt; and it includes all human work, not simply the 

achievements of men outside the church but also those in it, not only philosophy so far as 

it is human achievement but theology also…”60

Hence the dualist joins the radical Christian in pronouncing the whole world of 
human culture to be godless and sick unto death. But there is this difference 
between them: the dualist knows that he belongs to that culture and cannot get out 
of it, that God indeed sustains him in it and by it: for if God in His grace did not 

  

                                                 

58 Ibid, 148. 

59 Ibid, 150. 

60 Ibid, 153. 
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sustain the world in its sin it would not exist for a moment.61

Thus, the dualist is forced to speak in paradoxes: of law and grace, divine wrath and 

mercy.

 

62

As opposed to the other answers to the Christ and culture question, Niebuhr 

says that dualism is more of a motif in rather than a school of thought. As such, he finds it 

more difficult to find “relatively clear-cut, consistent examples”

 

63 of this approach in 

history. He finds this motif in the writings of Paul, as well as of Marcion and somewhat 

in Augustine. However, he finds Luther to be his greatest example of dualism. He writes: 

“More than any great Christian leader before him, Luther affirmed the life in culture as 

the sphere in which Christ could and ought to be followed; and more than any other he 

discerned that the rules to be followed in the cultural life were independent of Christian 

or church law.”64

In applying this perspective to our discussion of music in worship, the dualist 

would be well aware of the problem of sin and its manifestation in and through all 

culture, especially popular culture. Since this tension between Christ and culture is so 

important to the dualist, they would have a strong tendency to shy away from anything 

hinting of man’s depravity, much less embracing it. To them, the righteousness of God is 

more important than cultural relevance or social acceptance. 

 

However, this does not mean that they would have no interaction with and use 

                                                 

61 Ibid, 156. 

62 Ibid, 157. 

63 Ibid, 159. 

64 Ibid, 174. 
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of music. I am not necessarily endorsing the validity of Niebuhr’s label of Luther as a 

dualist, but Luther obviously had such tendencies, and we know the great importance he 

placed upon music in worship. Most likely a dualist would also be aware of God’s grace 

manifested to mankind and desire to use those aspects of music that they feel met an 

acceptable criteria of holiness before God. At the end of the day, each individual would 

draw the line in a different place, but this balance of law and grace in Christ and culture 

would be an ever-present distinctive. 

Christ the transformer of culture 

Niebuhr’s fifth and final answer to the Christ and culture problem is in many 

ways related to the dualist standpoint, but it considers one additional factor: the 

redeeming work of Christ. He labels this viewpoint the conversionist approach, and 

writes that “what distinguished conversionists from dualists is their more positive and 

hopeful attitude toward culture.”65 The driving force behind this standpoint is their 

emphasis on three theological convictions: the original goodness of God’s creation, the 

fall of man and culture from that goodness into sin, and the transformational work of 

Jesus Christ. The dualist “finds room for affirmative and ordered response on the part of 

created man to the creative, ordering work of God; even though the creature may go 

about his work unwillingly as he tills the ground, cultivates his mind, and organizes his 

society, and though he may administer perversely the order given him with his 

existence.”66

                                                 

65 Ibid, 191. 

 

66 Ibid, 192. 
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Niebuhr identifies several historical models for this motif, some of which he 

defends more strongly than the others. First and foremost, Niebuhr argues that the book 

of John is a conversionist gospel in which “natural birth, eating, drinking, wind, water, 

and bread and wine…not only symbols to be employed in dealing with the realities of the 

life of the spirit but are pregnant with spiritual meaning.67 He also identifies Augustine as 

following this line of thought: “Christ is the transformer of culture for Augustine in the 

sense that he redirects, reinvigorates, and regenerates that life of man, expressed in all 

human works, which in present actuality is the perverted and corrupted exercise of a 

fundamentally good nature; which, moreover, in its depravity lies under the cure of 

transience and death.”68 “To mankind with this perverted nature and corrupted culture 

Jesus Christ has come to heal and renew what sin has infected with the sickness unto 

death.”69

His more dynamic conception of the vocations of men as activities in which they 
may express their faith and love and may glorify God in their calling, his closer 
association of church and state, and his insistence that the state is God’s minister not 
only in a negative fashion as restrainer of evil but positively in the promotion of 
welfare, his more humanistic views of the splendor of human nature still evident in 
the ruins of the fall, his concern for the doctrine of the resurrection of the flesh, 
above all his emphasis on the actuality of God’s sovereignty—all these lead to the 
thought that what the gospel promises and makes possible, as divine (not human) 
possibility, is the transformation of mankind in all its nature and culture into a 
kingdom of God in which the laws of the kingdom have been written upon the 

 Naturally, John Calvin is yet another example for this kind of thinking with his 

emphasis on the sovereignty of God over all the will and ways of humankind both 

individually and culturally. Of Calvin, Niebuhr writes: 

                                                 

67 Ibid, 197. 

68 Ibid, 209. 

69 Ibid, 213. 
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inward parts.”70

In short, the focus of the conversionist is on the transforming and redeeming power of 

Christ in both the individual heart and in culture as a whole. 

 

This perspective can awaken some interesting thought processes when it 

concerns the issue of popular music and culture in worship. Operating from a 

conversionist perspective, one would have to first acknowledge that God created all 

music and sound as good in and of itself. However, the fall of humankind led to a 

corruption of all that was good, although God’s hand was still guiding in every way. As 

such, humankind at times perverted what was a good thing, even going as far as to use it 

in the worship of all that is against God and his holiness. Yet, a conversionist would 

embrace the work of God in all of creation, believing that part of building his kingdom 

would be a reclaiming of all that the world has taken as its own. 

Final thoughts on Niebuhr 

As I studied Niebuhr’s work, I found it to be a thought-provoking look at ways 

of interacting with a difficult subject. My personal conclusions upon reading it is that it is 

by no means a perfect book, as even Niebuhr’s best efforts of putting figures into these 

different groups required him to ignore other parts of their teachings and writings. 

However, in his defense, Niebuhr acknowledges the difficulty of his work and its 

potential flaws. Still, even with its difficulties, Niebuhr’s writing provoked a new level of 

thinking about the Christ and culture problem that I had not before approached, and as 

such, it was an extremely beneficial tool in this study. 

                                                 

70 Ibid, 217-218. 



  36 

 

Conclusion 

So what conclusions can we draw from this study of culture and worship 

ministry? Well, first and foremost, I think we can begin to appreciate the intricacies of 

this discussion, and the complications that arise when trying to form absolute conclusions 

about it. Truthfully, I believe that one could read what I have written in this paper and 

feel that I have both warned of the dangers of popular music in worship and given a 

logical thought process by which it would be acceptable for use in worship. Indeed, my 

goal was not to give a definitive answer, but to give principles that we must understand in 

order to have an intelligent discussion of the issue. Still, through this study I became 

extremely aware of three things that the church and us as its leaders must have as we 

move forward. You can take these as conclusions if you will.  

First, because this topic is so complicated, it must be approached with great 

humility. The issue is not as cut and dry as some may think, and the Bible is not as clear 

as they would make it out to be. One of the things that stood out to me as I researched 

this topic is the arrogance and condescension in which today’s authors discuss the 

problem at hand. Name-calling and sarcasm tend to be the normal approach to the 

discussion. I would encourage each believer to come to the table of this discussion with 

humility and grace. 

Secondly, I was made keenly aware of the need for the Holy Spirit’s guidance 

in this area. In seeking wisdom, let us first turn to the wonderful counselor whose 

wisdom is above all earthly wisdom. He knows the answer to this question, and we are 

promised wisdom if we only ask (James 1:5). We must pray that we would all be 

receptive to his voice and willing to receive the answers that he gives, and we must 

willing to accept that he doesn’t always answer life’s difficult questions in the same way 
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for each believer. 

Thirdly and finally, I am aware more than ever of a need for a revival of 

worship in our churches. Unfortunately, this discussion in our churches and academic 

circles rarely goes beyond a personal preference for one style or another. The sanctity of 

the worship experience as corporate service to God is rarely part of the equation. We 

have a self-serving view of worship in that it is designed either for our benefit or for 

numerically growing a church. We must recapture worship for its sacred purpose if we 

are ever going to honor God through our choice of musical style. 

As I said at the beginning, worship is a sacred activity. As worship leaders, 

musicians, scholars, and ministers, we have a high and holy calling. We have been called 

to lead people in the worship of God. We walk the tightrope of allowing a profane culture 

to influence our worship while still giving people an expression of faith that is 

meaningful and sincere to them. It is not an easy task. Many more discussions need to 

take place. Meanwhile, let us all look to our Father in heaven, the giver of every good and 

perfect gift, including music, for humility and diligence as we seek to find our place as 

worshipers of a holy God in an unholy world. 
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