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ABSTRACT 

 

 Over the past fifty years, Christian contemporary music has joined 

hymnody and psalmody as a major form of evangelical liturgical and devotional 

song. While the production and content of this genre have been explored by 

scholars, few studies have attended to the devotional use of the genre and its role 

in shaping the religious lives of American evangelicals. This project draws from 

several sets of data to address this matter: analysis of church-created worship 

music albums, listener testimonials on Christian radio websites, and focus group 

interviews of laity and clergy at four South Carolina churches. The data revealed 

that music is significant to their religious lives outside of church as a means of 

encountering God, managing emotions, and displaying spiritual capital. Inside 

churches, the music is used to create a sense of corporate identity that reinforces 

social bonds within the community and attracts newcomers. Drawing on the 

methodological framework of Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice and his work 

on social distinction, I argue that American evangelicals who listen to Christian 

contemporary music are engaged in aural piety, a set of practices, attitudes, and 

ideas invested in music that structure and evoke the experience of the sacred.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

“Once I read a book 

And this is what it said 

If your music has a beat 

Then you’re gonna wind up dead 

It doesn’t really matter if it’s Christian or not 

If its syncopated rhythm then your soul is gonna rot” 

Audio Adrenaline, “The Houseplant Song”1 

 

Beginnings 

“If you keep listening to music like this, you’ll go to hell,” said my aunt to my 

mother in an exasperated tone of voice, as though this was so obvious that it shouldn’t 

need to be said. My cousin and I stared at each other in silent horror. Religious invective 

was nothing new in our family, but “the h-word” coming into play was always shocking. 

This conversation stuck with me because of the particular music in question. It was my 

mother’s newest obsession, a self-titled album by a Christian pop group simply called 

Acapella. The music was a mix of Christian songs and secular songs re-written with 

                                                 

1 Audio Adrenaline, “The Houseplant Song,” in Underdog (ForeFront Records, 1999). 
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Christian lyrics, sung in the bouncy close harmony style of acapella groups everywhere. 

Mom bought it for our youth group’s annual Easter puppet skit. To my adolescent mind, 

it seemed harmless at best, twee at worst. “It has that beat to it,” my aunt went on, “it’s 

too sensual.” We listened as they argued over the theological nuances of sinful beats and 

sacred music without truly comprehending at the time why it might matter.  

Ten years later, I finally began to understand why she was upset - my mother and 

I had unwittingly stumbled into a controversy that had been raging in evangelical 

churches for decades. As a freshman in college, my new roommate invited me to a 

meeting for Christian college students. There, for the first time, I heard modern worship 

music – Hillsong’s “Do You Hear the Mountains Tremble” sung by over six hundred 

college students and accompanied by fully amplified electric guitars, drums, and a conga 

line. It was the complete opposite of my experience with congregational music up to that 

moment, which had been a world of hymns and organs with a little southern gospel for 

special occasions. The depth of emotion I felt in that moment can still send shivers down 

my spine, over a decade later – I loved every electric moment of it. And my aunt is 

probably certain now that I’m going to hell. 

 As I learned in that conversation so many years ago, music is a powerful 

statement of personal and corporate identity. Music does not just shape the people who 

make it. Our choices as listeners act as social markers that determine where we stand in 

the social and religious fields of life, whether we are going to heaven or hell both in the 

minds of those around us and in our own minds. The music we select for listening and 
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how we engage with it is indicative of who we think we are and where we see ourselves 

in relationship to others. We use music to shape our minds, to shape our emotions, and to 

shape our relationships with others. 

 This project explores the relationship between music and religious identity in the 

world of Christian contemporary music (hereafter CCM). Scholars have already explored 

the genre’s major artists, analyzed its lyrics and tracked the history of the industry. In this 

study, I employ a finer grained focus, looking at the role of CCM in the lives of 

individuals and the ways in which CCM mediates the relationships between those 

individuals and their congregations, their families, and the world around them. In doing 

so, I propose that the practice of listening to CCM is a means for both social distinction 

and self-cultivation in American evangelicalism. 

 This focus on individuals and congregations drives the methods I chose for this 

project. I wanted to hear from the people using the music, to tell the stories of the 

everyday listeners and the church leaders who will never show up on Billboard’s top hits. 

To this end, I picked three sets of data: listener testimonials submitted to a CCM radio 

station website, a set of church-created CCM albums, and focus group interviews with 

laity and clergy at four churches. Each of these is a window into the grassroots use of 

CCM in everyday life.  

 For the purposes of this analysis, I am defining Christian contemporary music as 

the genre of popular religious music that emerged in American culture in the mid-1960s 

as a blend of rock ‘n’ roll, folk, gospel, and southern gospel. The boundaries of the genre 
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are difficult to define, as the term is applied broadly to songs “in any style whose lyric is 

substantially based upon historically orthodox Christian truth contained in or derived 

from the Holy Bible; and/or an expression of worship of God or praise for his works; 

and/or testimony of relationship with God through Christ; and/or obviously prompted and 

informed by a Christian worldview.”2 Focused on religious lyrics as the defining feature 

of the music, the genre contains a sprawling mélange of popular musical styles. Within its 

boundaries modern hymnists, reformed gangster rappers, peppy girl bands, church 

worship leaders, and heavenly heavy metal acts all mix and mingle, often uncomfortably 

discordant, sometimes in surprising harmony. As a result, the genre does not have a 

single defining sound.3 What holds it together is the faith of the artists, the faith 

expressed in the lyrics, and the faith experiences that result in listeners.  

 

Structure 

 The theoretical orientation of this work, explained in Chapter Two, is based on 

Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice. Bourdieu applied his theory to both popular culture 

and religion. His theoretical framework is particularly useful here for illuminating how 

                                                 

2 The Gospel Music Association’s definition of “Christian music” as quoted in Andrew Beaujon, 

Body Piercing Saved My Life: Inside the Phenomenon of Christian Rock (Cambridge: Da Capo Press, 

2006), 177. 

3 This said, to provide a taste of the sounds of the genre, I have created a listening guide in 

Appendix One that parallels my discussion of the history of the genre in Chapter Four. I have collected 

videos of the songs in order in a YouTube playlist (available here: http://bit.ly/2lNzexd). I recommend 

listening to the songs as you read Chapter 4, to hear the evolution of the genre. 
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the individual’s habitus (culturally shaped dispositions and perceptions) is shaped by the 

social environment, while allowing theoretical room for individuals to make real choices 

that in turn shape the world around them.4 That chapter combines the basics of 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice with other current writing on religious sound and music to 

propose the concept of aural piety – the set of practices, attitudes, and ideas that surround 

popular religious music that structure the experience of the sacred. The subsequent 

chapters apply the concept of aural piety to the listening practices of the devotees of 

Christian contemporary music, and so serve as a case study of aural piety, a proof of 

concept for the theory. 

 Chapters Three and Four serve as a historical background and a literature review 

of CCM. I begin my investigation of CCM with a deep history, a genealogical sketch of 

the genre that traces its roots and the conflicts it embodies back to the earliest musics of 

the Americas. In doing so, I situate CCM as the most recent parry in a long fight over the 

nature of appropriate Christian worship and the relationship between Protestant churches 

and popular culture in America. In Chapter Four, I narrow my focus further to give a 

history of the genre itself, from its origins in the Summer of Love through the 

industrialization of the 1980s and the modern worship movement of the late 1990s and 

the rise of the worship lifestyle. This chapter delineates some of the major schisms in the 

                                                 

4 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (London: Routledge & 

Kegan Paul, 1986), 170. I will define and situate the term habitus further in Chapter Two. 
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genre and the resulting narratives shaping the experiences and practices of modern 

listeners. 

 The next two chapters focus on individual practices of listening. Chapter Five 

draws on data from listener testimonials submitted to a major Christian radio station. 

From that analysis, I discuss five major themes embedded in the listeners’ experience of 

CCM: 1) emotional management; 2) relationships; 3) crises; 4) religious status; and 5) 

theophanies. These themes are the baseline narrative of the practice of aural piety in this 

context, illuminating the tropes and concerns that shape it. In Chapter Six, I explore the 

effect of aural piety on the individual listener and the practices accompanying it in more 

detail. The congregants and pastors at four Charleston, South Carolina churches 

graciously allowed me to interview them and shared the role that CCM plays in their 

devotional lives outside of the church and the manner in which they use it. The data from 

these interviews reinforces the themes inferred from the data of the previous chapter and 

situates those themes in the concrete practice of sacralizing time and space with religious 

music. These interviews also illuminate one of the key elements of the collusio of CCM, 

the underlying belief that if humans were created to worship then they were created to 

sing.5 

                                                 

5 Pierre Bourdieu, Pascalian Meditations, trans. Richard Nice (Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 2000), 145. Collusio, in Bourdieu’s work, is the unspoken agreement between the individuals in the 

field as to the rules of the field.  One effect of the collusio is to legitimate behavior. 
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 In the final section, I turn to the institution that often stands as a mediator between 

the individual congregants and the CCM industry: the local church. To understand how 

local churches are interacting with CCM and creating congregational identity in musical 

practice, I begin, in Chapter Seven, with an analysis of thirty-seven church-created 

worship albums. I give descriptive statistics of the music on those albums, and draw from 

that some dynamics of music and congregational identity, particularly denominational 

trends in music practice. I explore that relationship in greater detail in Chapter Eight. This 

final chapter returns to my interview data, this time to explore questions about the use of 

music in worship services and the creation of church worship albums. I find that 

congregants and pastors alike are emphatic about the role of music in creating a sense of 

“us” among existing members and in drawing in new members via music. 

 

Contributions to the Field 

 As I will explain in Chapter Three, there has been a great deal of excellent 

scholarship on the history of CCM as an art industry, a critical part of the religious right, 

a youth scene, and an evolution of evangelical and charismatic music-making.6 Much 

                                                 

6 For an art industry analysis, see: Jay R Howard and John M Streck, Apostles of Rock: The 

Splintered World of Contemporary Christian Music (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1999); For 

the politics of CCM, see: David W Stowe, No Sympathy for the Devil: Christian Pop Music and the 

Transformation of American Evangelicalism (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011); For 

CCM in the charismatic movement, see: Monique Marie Ingalls and Amos Yong, eds., The Spirit of Praise: 

Music and Worship in Global Pentecostal-Charismatic Christianity (University Park: Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 2015); For the youth culture of CCM, Beaujon’s festival descriptions are excellent: 

Beaujon, Body Piercing Saved My Life. 
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attention has been given to the theological implications of the lyrics of the music.7 The 

genre has also been analyzed in the context of the “worship wars” in American churches 

and social justice.8 

 This study will contribute to this growing body of literature in several ways. It is 

one of the first studies of the genre to take an audience-centric approach, hearing the 

music through the ears of its listeners rather than its producers. This will clarify the role 

that the music is playing in American culture and congregations. Second, it is the first 

study of the genre to use Bourdieu’s work as its theoretical framework. Given Bourdieu’s 

impact on the sociology of music and the sociology of religion, it only appropriate to 

combine and extend his framework to a sociology of religious music, which is what I do 

here. Finally, this is the first major study of church worship albums. The explosion of 

digital media, which began at the start of this century, continues to make it easier and 

                                                 

7 For example, see: John Hatch, “Incongruity, Irony, and Maturity in Contemporary Worship 

Music: An Extended Burkeian Analysis of A Collision,” Journal of Communication and Religion 37, no. 1 

(Spring 2014): 68–101; Megan Livengood and Connie Ledoux Book, “Watering Down Christianity? An 

Examination of the Use of Theological Words in Christian Music,” Journal of Media and Religion 3, no. 2 

(May 2004): 119–29, doi:10.1207/s15328415jmr0302_3; Robert Woods and Brian Walrath, eds., The 

Message in the Music: Studying Contemporary Praise and Worship (Nashville, Tenn: Abingdon Press, 

2007). 

8 For example, see: Anna Nekola, “The Musical ‘Worship Wars’ and Evangelical Ideology in the 

United States, 1960 - 2005” (University of Wisconsin - Madison, 2009); Robb Redman, “Worship Wars or 

Worship Awakening?,” Liturgy 19, no. 4 (September 2004): 39–44, doi:10.1080/04580630490490512; 

Terry W. York, America’s Worship Wars (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 2003); Milmon F. Harrison, 

“‘ERACE-Ing’ the Color Line: Racial Reconciliation in the Christian Music Industry,” Journal of Media 

and Religion 4, no. 1 (February 2005): 27–44, doi:10.1207/s15328415jmr0401_3; Jay R Howard, “Let the 

Weak Say I Am Strong:  Contemporary Worship Music and God’s Concern for Righteousness and Social 

Justice,” in The Message in the Music: Studying Contemporary Praise and Worship, ed. Robert Woods and 

Brian Walrath (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2007), 65–75. 
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easier for churches to create and promulgate artifacts such as these albums, and so this 

study is a necessary step towards understanding the relationship between technology and 

American churches. 

 These three categories – audience, practice, and local production – are, I hope, a 

useful intervention in the current scholarship of Christian music in the United States. 

Since the advent of recording technologies in the early twentieth century, we have begun 

singing less and less, preferring to listen to the dulcet perfection of the professionals. The 

listener appears to be passive, subject to the whims of the music industry. While this is 

not really the case, current scholarship about CCM shows a preference for treating the 

industry as the main actor. Even theological studies of lyrics place the creators at center 

stage. By looking beyond the musical qualities of the genre (and the concomitant debates 

over lyrics and tunes) and past the industry and the artists, this project will round out 

current scholarship by returning the listeners and the local churches back to the center – a 

place they never really left. 
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CHAPTER 2 

AURAL PIETY: A BOURDIEUSIAN APPROACH TO RELIGION AND MUSIC 

 

“Music is the most ‘spiritual’ of the arts of the spirit and a love of music is a guarantee 

of ‘spirituality’.”1 

Pierre Bourdieu 

 

In Visual Piety: A History and Theory of Popular Religious Images, David 

Morgan argues for the theoretical concept of visual piety, “the set of practices, attitudes, 

and ideas invested in images that structure the experience of the sacred.”2 Based 

primarily on Bourdieu’s theory of practice, the concept of visual piety focuses the 

attention of the scholar on mass produced images (often dismissed by cultural elites as 

kitsch) and provides a theoretical framework for understanding the deep meanings that 

devotees find in them. Since Bourdieu wrote about religion, art, music, and taste, the 

basic theoretical building blocks that Morgan uses are extensible to a wide range of other 

phenomena of religious culture. However, no one has yet put the pieces together to 

produce a theoretical structure for understanding the practices of listening to religious 

music, or aural piety. This chapter seeks to provide just that. I will begin with a review of 

                                                 

1 Bourdieu, Distinction, 19. 

2 David Morgan, Visual Piety: A History and Theory of Popular Religious Images (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1998), 2–3. 
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Bourdieu’s work on religion to define relevant terms, with critical supplementation from 

Bradford Verter. This will be followed by a similar overview of Bourdieu’s work on 

distinction and art, with special attention devoted to his discussion of religious art and 

criticism of the categories of “high-brow art” and “low-brow art” found therein. Finally, I 

will use recent works on music and religion to argue that the work of Bourdieu and 

Morgan on religious images and art can be readily extended to the world of religious 

music. In doing so, I will argue for aural piety as a useful theoretical concept, the set of 

practices, attitudes, and ideas that surround popular religious music and that structure the 

experience of the sacred for individuals and religious communities.  

 

Theoretical Rationale 

 Only a few of Bourdieu’s publications focused extensively on religion, such as 

“The Genesis and Structure of the Religious Field,” “La sainte famille” and “Piété 

religieuse et dévotion artistique.” However, his theory has been applied to traditions as 

diverse as fundamentalist Christianity in India, Vodou and Catholic Charismatics in the 

United States, and Yoga, Kabballah, and North African Islam in Europe.3 It also provided 

                                                 

3 A summary and discussion of these works can be found in: Terry Rey, “Pierre Bourdieu and the 

Study of Religion: Recent Developments, Directions, and Departures,” ed. Jeffery Sallaz and Thomas 

Medvetz, The Oxford Handbook of Pierre Bourdieu (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 

forthcoming); Respectively, they are: Pradip Thomas, Strong Religion, Zealous Media: Christian 

Fundamentalism and Communication in India (Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, 2008); Terry Rey, 

Crossing the Water and Keeping the Faith: Haitian Religion in Miami, North American Religions (New 

York: NYU Press, 2013); Thomas J Csordas, Language, Charisma, and Creativity the Ritual Life of a 

Religious Movement (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997); Véronique Altglas, From Yoga to 

Kabbalah: Religious Exoticism and the Logics of Bricolage (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); Sam 
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the framework for other major theoretical works, such as Catherine Bell’s Ritual Theory, 

Ritual Practice and Otto Maduro’s Religion and Social Conflicts.4 Given this trajectory, 

Bourdieu has had significant impact on the study of religion.  

 In addition to being an established theoretical perspective with which to analyze 

religious practice, Bourdieu’s social theory has also been effectively used to analyze a 

wide variety of cultural and artistic practices. Bourdieu himself wrote extensively about 

the relationship between class and the arts, using the same theory of practice he employed 

to study religious practices. Distinction, The Rules of Art, On Television, and The Field of 

Cultural Production are just a few of his books addressing the practices surrounding the 

arts and their relationship to society. The framework has been used to study musical 

forms as diverse as Italian opera, indie rock, and Japanese and Brazilian pop, as well as 

more general theoretical works.5 Thus, Bourdieu’s theory of practice, in conversation 

with other related works, will provide an appropriate theoretical vocabulary and 

                                                 

Cherribi, In the House of War: Dutch Islam Observed, Religion and Global Politics Series (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2010). 

4 Rey, “Pierre Bourdieu and the Study of Religion: Recent Developments, Directions, and 

Departures.” 

5 Respectively: Victoria Johnson, Jane F. Fulcher, and Thomas Ertman, eds., Opera and Society in 

Italy and France from Monteverdi to Bourdieu (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Ryan 

Hibbett, “What Is Indie Rock?,” Popular Music and Society 28, no. 1 (February 2005): 55–77, 

doi:10.1080/0300776042000300972; Hugh De Ferranti, “‘Japanese Music’ Can Be Popular,” Popular 

Music 21, no. 02 (May 2002), doi:10.1017/S026114300200212X; Wander Nunes Frota, “The Enactment of 

the Field of Cultural and Artistic Production of Popular Music in Brazil: A Case Study of the ‘Noel Rosa 

Generation’ in the 1930s,” Popular Music 25, no. 01 (February 17, 2006): 117, 

doi:10.1017/S0261143005000759; Jason Toynbee, Making Popular Music: Musicians, Creativity and 

Institutions (London: Arnold, 2000). 
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framework with which to analyze evangelical interactions with Christian contemporary 

music. 

 

 The Theory of Practice  

 Bourdieu’s theory of practice hangs on three key concepts: habitus, field, and 

capital. Habitus is comprised chiefly of the internal perceptions and dispositions of an 

individual, “necessity internalized and converted into a disposition that generates 

meaningful practices and meaning-giving perceptions; it is a general, transposable 

disposition which carries out a systematic, universal application.”6 It is the generative 

basis for thoughts, perceptions, and actions, including the taste for particular cultural 

activities and the inclination towards particular religious affiliations. Created over the 

course of one’s life by upbringing and education, and exerting a non-random influence on 

the shape of one’s present and future, habitus is a “structured and structuring structure.”7 

Each decision, no matter how small, changes its structure, and so “the structures of the 

habitus are thus not “set” but evolve – they are durable and transposable but not 

immutable.”8 Given by upbringing and education and yet created by individuals in day to 

                                                 

6 Bourdieu, Distinction, 170. 

7 Pierre Bourdieu, In Other Words: Essays towards a Reflexive Sociology (Stanford: Stanford 

University Press, 1990), 170. 

8 Michael Grenfell, ed., Pierre Bourdieu: Key Concepts, Key Concepts (Stocksfield: Acumen, 

2008), 53. 
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day choices, habitus is the link between the individual and society, the social order 

imposed on the individuals mind and the lens through which one views society. 

  A person’s habitus determines how she is predisposed to seek capital. Capital, 

taken by Bourdieu from Marxian economic theory, is the currency of exchange in a 

society, the means by which people position themselves and effect or deter change. 

Capital comes in a variety of forms. It is the traditional economic capital of money and 

goods, but can also be symbolic, such as academic capital, which in the form of a college 

degree allows a person to obtain a higher paying job. It is also embodied in a person’s 

movement and speech and in the cultivation of particular lifestyles, tastes, and practices. 

Symbolic or cultural capital is inculcated in an individual by the cultivation of particular 

type of habitus through education or training. This creates influential mental habits in an 

individual, such as a scientific mindset or the capacity to be a disinterested observer.9  

 The various forms of capital are given value by the habitus, but also by fields. 

Bourdieu defined a field as “social space in which interactions, transactions and events 

occurred,”10 and likened it to both a force field in science fiction and a playing field in 

sports. In both cases, the field is characterized by boundaries within which there are 

particular rules for behavior. Individuals hold positions in the various fields of society, 

such as religion, art, politics, or economics. They struggle against each other to occupy 

                                                 

9 Ibid., 85, 102–13. 

10 Pierre Bourdieu, The Social Structures of the Economy (Cambridge: Polity, 2005). 
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better positions in the field and to gain relative capital, with the contest shaped according 

to the unique logic of the particular field.  

Despite each field having its own rules, all fields are related by forms of capital 

that are transposable from one field to another, or in Bourdieu’s terms, transubstantiated 

between fields. For example, the money an individual earned in the economic field can be 

used to fund a degree in music, which improves her position in the cultural field, and if 

that degree in music is used to secure employment as a church musician, it would then 

also improve her standing in the religious field. While fields are “structuring structures” 

that impose themselves on people’s lives, they are also “structured structures,” shaped by 

the habituses of the people in the field. Thus, “there is no player without the game ... and 

no game without the player.”11 Habitus, capital, and field are mutually constitutive. 

Rather than describing absolute laws, they describe relationships that are in constant flux. 

This is one of the strengths of Bourdieu’s theory. The construction of the field by 

individuals means that fields can be changed, but the possible choices of agents wishing 

for change are generally quite constrained by the shape of the existing field. 

 The outcome of the interaction of an individual’s habitus and capital within a 

particular field results in the particularities of practice, “what people do in society.”12 In 

                                                 

11 Terry Rey, Bourdieu on Religion: Imposing Faith and Legitimacy, Key Thinkers in the Study of 

Religion (London: Equinox Pub, 2007), 47. 

12 Ibid., 39. 
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mathematical terms, “[ ( habitus ) ( capital ) ] + field = practice.”13 Thus, in the same field 

variations in habitus and capital can lead to different practices, while a social class’ 

shared habitus and similar available capital generates similarities in practices. While the 

relationships between habitus, capital, practice, and field are not strictly determinative for 

an individual, they do form statistical likelihoods in aggregate. These aggregated 

potentialities create patterns of practice and taste in social classes. The tastes and logics 

of selection shared by a social class result in aversion to the lifestyles of other classes, 

“the principle that, in part, person a selects what he or she does because it is not what 

person b would select.”14 For example, a person who associates herself with an upper-

class urban lifestyle may show distaste for bluegrass music because she associates it with 

a lower-class rural lifestyle. In this way, the intertwined forces of habitus, fields, and 

capital serve to create and reinforce social distinctions and structures. 

 There are two other important terms from Bourdieu’s theory of practice that will 

play a role in my analysis to follow: doxa and collusio. Collusio, in Bourdieu’s work, is 

the unspoken agreement between the individuals in the field as to the rules of the field. It 

is “immediate agreement in ways of judging and acting which does not presuppose either 

the communication of consciousnesses, still less a contractual decision, is the basis of a 

practical mutual understanding, the paradigm of which might be the one established 

                                                 

13 Bourdieu, Distinction, 101. 

14 Grenfell, Pierre Bourdieu, 108. 
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between members of the same team, or, despite the antagonism, all the players engaged 

in a game.”15 Collusio is the effect of agents’ similarities in habitus, which is produced by 

having similar experiences and results in an individual “finding in the conduct of all his 

peers the ratification and legitimation (‘the done thing’) of his own conduct, which, in 

return, ratifies and, if need be, rectifies, the conduct of the others.”16 

 While collusio is the congruence between the habituses of individuals that 

reinforces the structures of the field, doxa refers to the feeling of congruence between 

objective reality and subjective social organizations experienced by an individual because 

of her habitus. It is “the correspondence between the objective classes and the 

internalized classes, social structures and mental structures, which is the basis of the most 

ineradicable adherence to the established order.”17 With an element of misrecognition of 

the arbitrariness of the socially constructed world, doxa makes the socially constructed 

world feel natural and inevitable.18 Between the agreement of a group on the rules of the 

game (collusio) and the feeling of naturalness in the social order (doxa), the social 

structure with all of its practices is reinforced. 

                                                 

15 Bourdieu, Pascalian Meditations, 145. 

16 Ibid. 

17 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. Richard Nice, 25th ed. (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2010), 164. 

18 C. Jason Throop and Keith M. Murphy, “Bourdieu and Phenomenology: A Critical 

Assessment,” Anthropological Theory 2, no. 2 (June 2002): 188–89, doi:10.1177/1469962002002002630. 
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The Religious Field 

 Bourdieu’s analysis of the religious field attempts to reconcile the theories of 

Marx, Durkheim, and Weber.19 The religious field is structured by the division of labor in 

society, such that the power struggles between the classes are an inherent part of the 

symbolic systems of religion. Religious specialists are created by the division of labor in 

society. Their labor inculcates the habitus of individuals with the need for particular 

salvation goods, which only the specialists can generate.20 The dominant institution in a 

religious field maintains its power by producing a corpus of secret knowledge, 

maintaining a monopoly on the legitimation of religious specialists, and denouncing other 

specialists as heretical. However, power in any given instance of the religious field can 

run the gamut from a complete monopoly to relative religious self-sufficiency on the part 

of the laity.21  

Capital in the religious field is thus held by the various religious institutions and 

specialists, which compete for the devotion of the laity, and takes two forms: the practical 

mastery of rituals and bodies of knowledge of the religion, and the control over 

                                                 

19 Pierre Bourdieu, “Genesis and Structure of the Religious Field,” Comparative Social Research 

13, no. 1 (1991): 1; Rey, “Pierre Bourdieu and the Study of Religion: Recent Developments, Directions, 

and Departures,” 1–16. 

20 Bourdieu, “Genesis and Structure of the Religious Field,” 4–7. 

21 Ibid., 9–11. 
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interpretation of the symbol systems and ideologies of the religion.22 “Because religion, 

like all symbolic systems, is predisposed to fulfill a function of association and 

disassociation or, better, of distinction,”23 disempowered factions in a religious field are 

given the label of magic or sorcery and otherwise treated as heretical, actions Bourdieu 

refers to as symbolic violence. “Thus, religion is predisposed to assume an ideological 

function, a practical and political function of absolutization of the relative and 

legitimation of the arbitrary” inculcating in believers “a system of consecrated practices 

and representations whose structure (structured) reproduces, in a transfigured and 

therefore misrecognizable form, the structure of economic and social relations.”24 In 

other words, religions often function as conservative elements in the social order by 

applying the blessing of the sacred onto otherwise arbitrary cultural practices.25 As such, 

Bourdieu identifies the chief goal of religion not as theodicy, but as social justification. 

Religion provides “justifications for existing in a determinate social position ... with all 

the properties that are socially attached to them.”26 

                                                 

22 Ibid. 

23 Ibid., 12. 

24 Ibid., 14. 

25 Ibid., 31–38;  This statement is not all inclusive, however, as one must admit the roles of 

prophetic, revolutionary, and apocalyptic religious discourses for creating social change. As Thomas 

Tweed notes in his definition of religion, while religions “create homes” they also help for “crossing 

boundaries.” Thomas A. Tweed, Crossing and Dwelling: A Theory of Religion (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 2006), 54. 

26 Bourdieu, “Genesis and Structure of the Religious Field,” 16. 



20 

 

As religion is intrinsically bound up with questions of power and class, the nature 

of religious practice and the types of religious messages found to be satisfying in any 

given social setting are influenced by the social class of the players in the religious field 

and the relationship of exchange between the laity and the religious specialists in the 

particular religion. The dominated and dominating groups within any particular religious 

field interpret the same symbolic system in radically different, often opposite ways, in 

order to legitimate their different positions.27 For Bourdieu, religious capital is only held 

by institutions and clergy, not by the laity. The habitus of the laity generates needs that 

only religious specialists can fill. But the salvation goods and religious services (such as 

promises of heaven and rituals) supplied by the specialists are not themselves religious 

capital.28 The monopoly of the specialists is challenged by new sects. When a sect 

reaches sufficient size and power, it becomes a legitimate “Church” of its own and 

undergoes the processes of “banalization,” which transforms it into a legitimating 

bureaucracy.29 

 

                                                 

27 Ibid., 17–20. 

28 Ibid., 22–23. However, it should be noted that Bourdieu’s religious specialists are drawn from a 

Catholic framework in which the role of the clergy and the manner of their appointment differs 

significantly from that of, for example, a Congregationalist church in which each member votes on church 

leadership. However, there are always specialists of some kind, with varying forms of authority over the 

laity. 

29 Ibid., 24–25. 
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The Religious Field and Spiritual Capital 

 Robust though it may be, one substantial criticism has been made of Bourdieu’s 

theory of practice which matters significantly to our understanding of lay religious 

practices. In Bourdieu’s account of the field of religion, the laity function only as game 

pieces to be passed back and forth between varying religious institutions, devoid of 

agency or any religious capital of their own.30 While that criticism is exposed as being 

somewhat overstated when one takes into consideration the full range of Bourdieu’s 

writing on religion, particularly his work on Islam,31 there still remains the problem of 

reconciling the relationship between salvation goods, the religious capital held by 

religious specialists, and the possibility of the laity holding some form of religious capital 

and using it to increase their standing in the religious field.  

 To this end, Bradford Verter’s term “spiritual capital” is a useful insight into the 

nature of religious capital, expanding Bourdieu’s idea of cultural capital into the religious 

field. Verter attempts to reconcile religious capital as found in Bourdieu, held by 

churches, with that of American sociologists of religion Rodney Stark and Laurence 

Iannaccone, who theorize religious capital as an investment made by an individual into 

religion by accumulating a stock of knowledge, skills, and sensitivities. In one sense, the 

American view of religious capital is similar to Bourdieu’s understanding of a well-

                                                 

30 An in depth response to scholars who raise this critique is provided in Rey, Bourdieu on 

Religion, 124–26. 

31 Pierre Bourdieu, The Algerians, trans. Alan C.M. Ross (Boston: Beacon Press, 1962), 107–18. 
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trained habitus, but the agency of individuals in the cultivation of said habitus must be 

considered by scholars taking a Bourdieusian approach, particularly when confronting 

spirituality not directly tied to institutional religion.32 

 The solution, for Verter, is a more explicit application of Bourdieu’s theorization 

of cultural capital to the concept of religious capital. In Bourdieu’s work, cultural capital 

has three forms: embodied, objectified, and institutionalized.33 When those categories are 

applied to religious capital, the functioning of capital in the religious field becomes 

clearer. Embodied religious capital is religious capital as generally envisioned by 

American sociologists. The religious person who has had her disposition, knowledges 

and habitus shaped by the symbolic systems of religion has embodied religious capital. 

This type of capital can be measured by acts of consumption. Objectified religious capital 

consists in the religious goods and ideologies themselves, material religion, which can be 

measured by the types of goods consumed by the laity. “Proper consumption in the 

religious field implies knowing the operations through which sacred objects release their 

power.”34 Institutional religious capital is religious capital as envisioned by Bourdieu – 

                                                 

32 Bradford Verter, “Spiritual Capital: Theorizing Religion with Bourdieu against Bourdieu,” 

Sociological Theory 21, no. 2 (June 2003): 150–57. 

33 Grenfell, Pierre Bourdieu, 105–6. Objectified capital is material culture. Embodied capital is 

that which is found in a person, in their lifestyle and hexis and speech, manifesting itself in their practices.  

Institutional capital is that which is held by the institutional powers of a culture, which legitimate people 

and activities.  It is important to note that for Bourdieu these are not different varieties of capital but are 

continuous moments of a single thing. 

34 Verter, “Spiritual Capital: Theorizing Religion with Bourdieu against Bourdieu,” 159. 
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the power the churches and seminaries have to instill the need for their salvation goods 

and the power to bestow legitimacy on religious specialists. These institutions are the 

large scale producers of religious goods, similar to the creators of “low-brow” art in 

Bourdieu’s studies of art.35 Further, as laity bring economic capital into the religious 

sphere, the competition for that capital by religious institutions mirrors that of artistic 

creators competing for economic capital. Thus both Bourdieusian and American concepts 

of religious capital are valid within Bourdieu’s theory of practice. To that end, I will use 

“religious capital” to denote that which is held by institutions and clergy, and “spiritual 

capital” to indicate the patterns of consumption that denote position on the religious field. 

 Verter’s discussion of spiritual capital also explains some nuances of the religious 

field. Because religious fields are specific to particular times, places, and cultures, the 

value of a particular type of religious capital varies according to the field in which it is 

embedded. Further, the laity are now involved in determining the value of religious 

capital and even creating it, particularly if the layperson in question has a high status in 

other fields of cultural production. Thus, the religious field is deeply intertwined with 

other fields of culture, rather than being an autonomous field unto itself. Through the 

Bourdieusian concept of transubstantiation, the idea that capital from one field can be 

used to gain capital in another field, spiritual capital has value not just on its own, but in 

                                                 

35 Ibid., 159–61. 
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terms of the time and effort required to attain it and the impact that it has; it has a labor 

value as well.36  

 The role of laity in the production and consumption of spiritual capital means that 

spiritual products are commodities as well as symbolic objects. As commodities, their 

status depends on that of the people using them while also conferring status onto those 

who use them. The lack of autonomy of the religious field, combined with the existence 

of so many different religious subcultures, leads to a fundamental instability in the value 

of all religious capital. This is reflected in the practices of cultural elites, the celebrated 

artists and tastemakers of a society, who tend to be religiously omnivorous and take a 

buffet approach to religious capital. From the Beatles’ adoption of Transcendental 

Meditation and Krishna Consciousness, to Tom Cruise’s Scientology and Madonna’s 

embrace of Kabbalah, elite artists sometimes use the capital their status brings to embrace 

marginalized spiritual traditions, which then legitimates those alternative faiths for a 

wider audience. By investing in a wide range of traditions and cultivating a detached, 

aesthetic approach to them, they protect their investment from the vagaries of the fast 

moving market in religious capital. Further, small adjustments to a person’s religious 

practice reflect a corresponding change in habitus. A layperson deciding to volunteer for 

a religious event or to listen to a particular religious musician is making an adjustment to 

her religious & spiritual capital, however small it may be. Thus, small investments in 

                                                 

36 Ibid., 163–65, 167. 
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religious capital, whether by a cultural elite practicing an omnivorous approach to 

religion or by a layperson changing her stock of religious capital, can have significance 

that belies their size.37 By incorporating Verter’s spiritual capital into Bourdieu’s larger 

theory of religious practice, the function of religious capital is effectively refined and 

more room is made for the laity on the religious field. 

 

Distinction, Art, and Cultural Capital in Bourdieu 

 As the previous section mentioned, Bourdieu had much to say on the subject of 

cultural capital. For the study of religious music, his works on art and culture are as 

compelling as his works on religion. His writings on the topic include For the Love of 

Art: European Art Museums and their Public (1991), Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure 

of the Literary Field (1996), and On Television (1999), but the most influential and wide 

ranging of his works on the topic, as well as the most applicable of his works for the topic 

at hand, is Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste (1984). In this volume, 

Bourdieu explores the relationship between class, culture, the arts, and taste in French 

society. He uses sociological data to refute the idea that individual tastes for particular 

cultural products are natural, arguing instead that taste is the product of socialization and 

education. 
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 In a wide ranging survey of people’s likes and dislikes, their hobbies and habits, 

their food and drink and song, Bourdieu found that the desire for particular cultural 

products closely correlated to a person’s social origin and their education.38 Thus, taste is 

a marker of social differentiation and the product of a person’s habitus:  

Tastes (i.e., manifested preferences) are the practical affirmation of an 

inevitable difference. It is no accident that, when they have to be justified, 

they are asserted purely negatively, by the refusal of other tastes. In 

matters of taste, more than anywhere else, all determination is negation; 

and tastes are perhaps first and foremost distastes, disgust provoked by 

horror or visceral intolerance ( ‘sick-making’ ) of the tastes of others ... 

each taste feels itself to be natural-and so it almost is, being a habitus.39 

When seen in this light, the arts embraced by a group act as markers of social place, and 

struggles over art reflect struggles over a group’s way of life.40 To put the same thing 

another way, lifestyles are the products of the socially constructed habitus, such that the 

symbol systems of distinction encoded in the habitus gain form and physicality in the 

practices of a particular lifestyle.41 Taste seems natural and uncultivated because it is part 

of the illusio, the “involvement in the game which produces the game.”42 

 The differentiation between upper classes and lower classes in their approach to 

art is both a function of exclusivity and of relationship to the world. Art created for the 

                                                 

38 Bourdieu, Distinction, 11–17. 

39 Ibid., 56. 

40 Ibid., 57–60. 

41 Ibid., 172–74. 

42 Ibid., 86. 
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lower classes tends to be functional. The art exists to point to real things existing in the 

world. It is easy to read, so to speak, its symbolism being so apparent that it can be parsed 

without much knowledge of the art world to which it belongs. For example, to understand 

a Western novel, one does not need to have an understanding of the history of the 

development of Western novels.43 In contrast, art created for the upper classes has a 

rarefied ascetic quality to it, or an exclusive difficulty to it.44 It requires an understanding 

of the history of the genre. The symbols used are not straightforward placeholders for 

actual objects. They must be “read,” a process requiring initiation into a history and a 

hierarchy of cultural understanding.45 Thus, while the taste for high-brow art encourages 

a detached, aesthetic relationship to a work of art in the experience of the art itself and its 

relationship to other artworks, the taste inculcated for lower-brow art forms desires to see 

practical function in the work of art.46  

In contrast to this decadent art [high art] cut off from social life, respecting 

neither God nor man, an art worthy of the name must be subordinated to 

science, morality and justice. It [functionalist lower art] must aim to 

arouse the moral sense, to inspire feelings of dignity and delicacy, to 

idealize reality, to substitute for the thing the ideal of the thing, by 

painting the true and not the real. In a word, it must educate.47  

                                                 

43 Ibid., 175–76. 

44 Ibid., 174–76. 

45 Ibid., 229. 

46 Ibid., 1–7. 

47 Ibid., 49. 
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 These differences in taste between the social classes are products of the taste for 

necessity. Each social class has different requirements to function within its social group, 

and different items that count as luxuries. For example, a large house would be a luxury 

for someone of the lower classes, but would be considered a basic necessity of life by 

those of the upper classes. A person in a particular class is socialized into having a taste 

for the necessities of that class, with a corresponding distaste for the social markers of 

another class, as when a person of a lower class lauds the goodness of a hearty simple 

meal and shows disgust for an elaborate gourmet presentation, while a person of the 

upper class is socialized to reject simple food and appreciate more elaborate dishes.48 The 

connection between necessity, social class, habitus, and taste is so tightly bound that the 

mass-produced arts of the lower classes serve to reinforce their social dispossession:  

With “mass market” cultural products - music whose simple, repetitive 

structures invite a passive, absent participation, prefabricated 

entertainments which the new engineers of cultural mass production 

design for television viewers, and especially sporting events which 

establish a recognized division between the spectators and the 

professionals, virtuosos of an esoteric technique or “supermen” of 

exceptional ability - dispossession of the very intention of determining 

one’s own ends is combined with a more insidious form of recognition of 

dispossession.49  

Thus, taste is the outworking and practical mastery of the social distinctions between 

classes encoded in the habitus. The taste for the things proper to one’s station serve as 

                                                 

48 Ibid., 372–81. 

49 Ibid., 386. 
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capital in the social and cultural fields, evidence of a well-formed habitus, and cultivating 

the taste for different things is a necessary part of changing one’s social station – it is an 

investment of capital.  

In this way, the social order is repeatedly inscribed on individuals in the smallest 

of everyday choices – where to eat lunch, which book to read, what art to buy, which 

music to listen to. Each choice is guided by socially created tastes and serves to reinforce 

social standing. In fact, it is the perceived smallness and taken-for-grantedness of the 

choices of taste that make them powerful in the construction of society:  

The sense of limits implies forgetting the limits. One of the most 

important effects of the correspondence between real divisions and 

practical principles of division, between social structures and mental 

structures, is undoubtedly the fact that primary experience of the social 

world is that of doxa, an adherence to relations of order which, because 

they structure inseparably both the real world and the thought world, are 

accepted as self-evident.50  

In a social sense, we are what we eat – that is, what we have a taste for defines us by 

reproducing the social structure. With distinction and taste so defined, we must turn our 

attention to some critiques of Bourdieu’s stratification of culture into high art and low art 

before we can incorporate music.  
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Pop Culture, Distinction, and Religion 

Bourdieu’s classification of art into high art and low art is controversial, and it 

illuminates a larger debate in the study of popular culture and religion – the tendency of 

scholars to dismiss popular art as an industrial product. In his conclusion to Sacred Song 

in America, Stephen Marini discusses this dismissal as it appears in Theodor Adorno and 

Max Horkheimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment. In their work, “culture industry” is the 

standardization of cultural forms that occurred in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 

“not so much an explicit set of enterprises that make profit from music, art and literature 

as it is a fundamental change in the very nature and purpose of cultural expression caused 

by nineteenth- and twentieth-century capitalism.”51 In short, Adorno and Horkheimer 

argue that popular art has become a consumer product, rather than existing as an 

expression of suffering and life as it did in the pre-industrial era. Created for markets, 

popular art thus no longer expresses truth and beauty as clearly as it once did. In the 

understanding of Adorno and Horkheimer, popular religious music industries, like the 

gospel music industry, are just “expressive appendages” of religious belief and practice, 

and not very good ones at that.  

Their sentiment resonates with one possible reading of Bourdieu. As he pointed 

out in Distinction, mass production of any cultural artifact tends to result in a bland 

                                                 

51 Stephen A. Marini, Sacred Song in America: Religion, Music, and Public Culture (Urbana: 
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product designed to appeal to as wide a range of people as possible. He compares to this 

effect to the flavorlessness of baby food.52 Marini, however, rejects this negative view of 

popular culture, because he wants to place music at the heart of religion as an inseparable 

constituent of faith rather than a distant appendage subject to the vagaries of capitalism.53 

However, he does not fully describe how popular art can be both industrial product and 

the locus of deep-seated religious experience. 

 To understand how popular art can be both industrial and personal, it is best to 

begin with the work of Lawrence Levine. Levine argues that pop culture is a form of folk 

culture. Though it is mass produced, as consumer items the artifacts of pop culture are 

subject to interpretation and selection by their audiences. Levine points towards the 

relationship between audiences and producers as being critical to the production of 

popular media.  

Modernity dealt a blow to artisanship in culture as well as in material 

commodities. But to say this is not to say that, as a result, people have 

been rendered passive, hopeless consumers. What people can do and do 

do is to refashion the objects created for them to fit their own values, 

needs, and expectations. We all know from personal experience and 

observation that people leave their own imprint on the homes and 

apartments others build for them and the mass-produced furniture, 

clothing, and accessories they purchase and use. We have to begin to 

comprehend the extent to which this interactive process also exists 

between people and the mass-produced expressive culture their society 

                                                 

52 Bourdieu, Distinction, 442. It is important to note that even as mass-produced cultural items do 

tend to be genericized for mass appeal, they still hold immense meaning for those that consume them, as I 
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puts at their disposal. Scholars who disregard this process end up with a 

culture they can neither understand themselves nor interpret for others.54 

Thus, in their choice and use of mass produced objects, people add meaning to the 

objects, particularly when they use objects in a manner not intended by the industry. The 

industries respond by retailoring their products to reflect what people buy, such that the 

anonymous objects end up becoming meaningful reflections of culture when seen in 

context. 

 The work of Colleen McDannell is particularly helpful in understanding the 

consumer appropriation of mass-produced religious objects. In Material Christianity: 

Religion and Popular Culture in America, McDannell argues that the study of 

Christianity in America has been plagued by a bias towards spoken and written texts, to 

the neglect of materiality. In Catholic shrines, Protestant family Bibles, gravesites, and 

holy water, religion is expressed and experienced in material objects that allow for direct 

connection to the sacred, the display of status, and the construction of memory. However, 

both religious and secular intellectual circles have a tendency to dismiss as kitsch mass-

produced religious objects. Kitsch has several possible meanings when used to describe 

religious objects: “kitsch is a pejorative term and reflects cultural bias;” it “is described as 

mass-produced, inferior art;” or it can be “perceived as anti-art” that is morally bad.55 
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Regardless of the meaning used, to label something as kitsch is to label it as socially 

inferior and to engage in social distinction in such a way as to devalue both the art and 

those who consume the art. And yet despite the rejection of material religiosity by 

religious and cultural elites, the manufacture and sale of religious material goods is a 

growing industry. Christian bookstores peddle a variety of everyday objects emblazoned 

with Bible verses and religious pop music alongside their Bibles and books, giving 

people the opportunity to encounter the sacred in the most mundane of items and to share 

that sacred with others as they surround themselves with symbols of their faith.56 In doing 

so, these consumers are re-appropriating the mass-produced objects, giving them deeper 

and often different meanings than their producers might imagine. The result is real and 

meaningful religious experience that cannot easily be dismissed as passive. 

 

Fields Collide: Bourdieu on Religious Art 

 In the works of Bourdieu described above, religion and art are mostly treated as 

separate fields, each with their own logics, capitals, and players. This raises the question 

of the role of religious art: how does a cultural product participate in two fields at once? 

Unfortunately, this has not been explored in great detail by scholars using Bourdieu’s 

methods, and what has been written has not addressed religion or art specifically.57 
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57 An analysis of overlapping fields can be found in the work of Evans and Kay, who discuss the 

overlapping architecture of the trade and environmental fields which allowed for environmentalists to have 

their interests more easily recognized. Rhonda Evans and Tamara Kay, “How Environmentalists ‘Greened’ 
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Bourdieu only wrote two small pieces on religious art – the short article “Piété religieuse 

et dévotion artistique” and his addendum to his translation of Erwin Panofsky’s Gothic 

Architecture and Scholasticism. 

 “Piété religieuse et dévotion artistique” is Bourdieu’s observations of visitors’ 

interactions with the artwork at the church Santa Maria Novella, in Florence, Italy. Being 

a church, the space is a religious space, filled with religious artwork and items that 

encourage religious devotion and practice – candles, kneelers, and offering boxes. 

However, the chapel attracts visitors who come simply to view the art as aesthetic 

practice because much of the art is by Gothic and early Renaissance masters – Rossellino, 

Ghirlandaio, and Naldini, to name a few. Bourdieu found that the people in the main nave 

were focused on the religious aspects of the paintings, praying and kneeling and lighting 

candles, while the transepts and the surrounding chapels had the air of a museum, with 

people wandering from piece to piece and discussing them quietly. Bourdieu concluded 

that this was evidence that the artistic field and religious field could coexist in the same 

space, when the religious art is approached by people of different social status and faiths. 

It was the habitus brought in by the individual, rather than anything in the art itself, that 

determined whether the work would function in the religious field or the artistic field at a 

given moment. A habitus inclined towards religious belief was necessary for a particular 
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piece to be transformed into the representation of a holy person, available for signs and 

wonders. However, the artistic disposition itself was also a form of worship, a cultural 

worship, with its own rituals and inculcated by the same social forces that create the 

religious disposition:  

This forbids forgetting, as is done so often, the social conditions which ... 

are a prerequisite for the implementation of this quite singular principle of 

the construction of the world that is the aesthetic disposition. To build on 

the fact that the opposition between the two forms of image worship can 

be observed both synchronically and diachronically to implement an 

evolutionary scheme, as is done when one tacitly condemns superstition 

and relics in matters of religion, art, or even politics, is to ignore the 

religious or artistic forms of worship that can constitute thus a universal 

measure of corresponding practices which are the product of economic 

and social conditions of possibly very unequal distribution.58 

Religious art thus inhabits the religious and artistic spheres simultaneously and its nature 

only crystalizes into a particular state when viewed by an observer. The habitus is 

responsible for this effect, coding an item as religious or as art. However, Bourdieu’s 

examination does not explore the possibility of individuals interacting with both fields 

simultaneously – that an item could be both religious and art at the same time for the 

same person. 

 In his translation of Erwin Panofsky’s Gothic Architecture and Scholasticism, 

Bourdieu goes further. Panofsky’s work examines the relationship between Gothic 

architecture in European cathedrals and the Scholastic movement in the church. In it, he 
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notes that if scholars are in any way to speak of “periods” in human history, they must 

connect otherwise disparate and unconnected phenomena in human culture. For his part, 

Panofsky sees concurrences of time and place in the development of both Scholasticism 

and Gothic architecture that are too regular to be dismissed as coincidence.59 Finding a 

middle ground between dismissing the connection as coincidence or looking for specific 

links between individual artists and clergy, he argues for: 

a connection between Gothic art and Scholasticism which is more concrete 

than a mere “parallelism” and yet more general than those individual (and 

very important) “influences” which are inevitably exerted on painters, 

sculptors, or architects by erudite advisers. In contrast to a mere 

parallelism, the connection which I have in mind is a genuine cause-and-

effect relation; but in contrast to an individual influence, this cause-and-

effect relation comes about by diffusion rather than by direct impact. It 

comes about by the spreading of what may be called, for want of a better 

term, a mental habit—reducing this overworked cliché to its precise 

Scholastic sense as a ‘principle that regulates the act,’ principium 

importans ordinem ad actum. Such mental habits are at work in all and 

every civilization. All modern writing on history is permeated by the idea 

of evolution (an idea the evolution of which needs much more study than 

it has received thus far and seems to enter a critical phase right now); and 

all of us, without a thorough knowledge of biochemistry or 

psychoanalysis, speak with the greatest of ease of vitamin deficiencies, 

allergies, mother fixations, and inferiority complexes.60  

 Panofsky finds these concurrent “mental habits” throughout Scholastic thinking 

and Gothic architecture. He connects the habits in the Scholastic method of clarification 

                                                 

59 Bourdieu, “Postface,” in Pierre Bourdieu, “Postface to Erwin Panofsky, Gothic Architecture and 

Scholasticism,” in The Premodern Condition:  Medievalism and the Making of a Theory, by Bruce 
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60 Erwin Panofsky, Gothic Architecture and Scholasticism, trans. Pierre Bourdieu (New York: 
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for clarifications’ sake and reconciliation of the contradictory to developments in Gothic 

art. A mental habit of seeking clarity in faith becomes a movement to “make imagination 

‘clearer’ by an appeal to the senses.”61 The impetus to reconcile matters of faith becomes 

a movement to reconcile contradictory styles of sculpture, as can be seen in the resolution 

of two window schemes, one large window versus a round rose window, into a single 

large window with an inset round rose.62 He traces the proliferation of these mental habits 

to the education system. During this period of history, schools in Europe were controlled 

by the Scholastics, and so over the course of their education the great artists of the period 

were exposed to Scholastic thinking in such a way that it shaped the way they thought 

about the world in general. They were not explicitly attempting to force theological 

concepts onto their work. It happened naturally in the interaction between clergy and 

artist and became so widely accepted that great architects were referred to as doctors of 

the church.63 

 Bourdieu thought Panofsky’s idea of mental habits was similar to his concept of 

habitus, so much so that when he translates Panofsky into French he replaces “mental 

habits” with his own term habitus.64 In his postface to Panofsky, Bourdieu explains his 

                                                 

61 Ibid., 38. 

62 Ibid., 64–86. 

63 Ibid., 22–27. 
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decision. Bourdieu applauds Panofsky for an analysis that challenges positivism by 

finding meaning in cultural artifacts, while yet not descending into an analytical 

mysticism.65 He credits Panofsky as the source of the relationship between class and the 

interpretation of art Bourdieu describes in Distinction: that there are multiple layers to the 

interpretation of an art object.66 Bourdieu argues that Panofsky’s work is evidence that 

works of art are more than symbols or allegories because they go beyond the conscious 

intention of the creator. A person creating art is influenced by her community, guided by 

her habitus in the creative act.67 Thus, the correspondence between Scholasticism and 

Gothic art is more concrete than general conceptions of worldview: there is a direct link 

between education, religion, and art in the creation of the habitus. Even disruptive 

creators who usher in new periods of art fit into this schema, because they are the product 

of the cultures they were raised in and so biographical work can reveal the locus of their 

differences, the habitus-source of the new art.68  

In this, Bourdieu and Panofsky are demonstrating that developments in the 

religious field, in this case the prevalence of Scholastic thought in the Catholic church, 

can have a direct influence on the artistic field, in this case Gothic architecture, through 
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the construction of the habitus that is a result of the religious field controlling the 

educational field in this time period. The analysis demonstrates that art can be an 

expression of a religious habitus and an artistic habitus simultaneously, rather than 

existing in parallel, as suggested in “Piété religieuse et dévotion artistique.” 

Unfortunately, this analysis depends on the third factor – the educational field – that 

controlled the other two. The fields did not overlap on their own. Bourdieu and Panofsky 

also focus on the producers of the art rather than the consumers, and so they do not tell us 

how the laity interacted with the religio-artistic product of Gothic architecture, whether 

the laity could understand the religion encoded in the artwork and how that influenced the 

construction of their religious and artistic habitus’ in turn. To extend Bourdieu’s work on 

art and religion to fully incorporate the consumption of art by the laity, McDannell’s 

observations about lay appropriation of popular culture must be held in mind. To then 

tailor that extension of Bourdieu’s work to better understand religious music, theorists of 

music must be brought into the conversation. 

 

Sound, Religion and Music 

 To more critically add music to this discussion, we must first distinguish between 

music and sound, a cultural and social act of distinction in and of itself. Music can be 

defined as humanly structured sound, making it both a form of sound and a human 

activity – and thus both physical and cultural. Distinguishing sounds into categories of 

“music” and “noise” is culturally conditioned such that designation of a particular sound 
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as “music” and the meaning assigned to particular musical tones differs from culture to 

culture.69 The entitlement to classify some sounds as music and some sounds as noise is 

an important form of social power. Noise is simply unwanted sound, which is usually the 

sounds of the cultural other. Sound is a particularly fraught category as well because it is 

perceived as more porous than other sensory categories, crossing the boundaries between 

self and other, between public and private, and between religious communities.70 In the 

words of Martijn Oosterbaan:  

sound has the unique capacity to traverse space in a centrifugal movement, 

to fill it, to occupy it, while at any given point an auditor can feel 

enveloped by it as it reverberates against the solid materials of the built 

environment. These qualities denote the Janus-faced character of sound in 

relation to territory. On the one hand, its material dimension can appear to 

be an extension of material and social boundaries. On the other hand, its 

immaterial dimension can appear to transgress these boundaries fluently.71 

We can close our eyes to unwanted sights, refuse unwanted tastes, wave away noxious 

smells, and withdraw from unpleasant touches, but unwanted sound permeates our 

consciousness, overwhelming our attempts to wall it off or drown it out, as anyone trying 

to sleep near a noisy neighbor or a snoring dog knows.72 In his case studies of American 
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court battles over religious noise, Isaac Weiner notes that the category of noise has been 

important throughout American history in classifying “good” religion and “bad” religion, 

with bad religion being “noisy.” From Episcopal church bells and the loudspeakers of 

Jehovah’s Witnesses, to the Islamic call to prayer, the sounds that invariably escape the 

boundaries of religious institutions challenge the delicate balance of freedom of religion 

and freedom from religion in the United States. Minarets can be ignored by the dominant 

population in the United States, but the calls the come from them cannot, forcing outsider 

religions to conform to liberal Protestant understandings of appropriate religious sound.73 

The acceptance of a religious noise as part of the unnoticed background is also a signal of 

the acceptance of the religious tradition by the society. 

 The relationship between religion and sound is also bound up in the 

disenchantment of the Enlightenment world. The reduction of sound to a physical 

phenomenon produced by natural mechanical laws removed the possibility of miraculous 

utterances. In American culture, hearing was recoded as an emotional, spiritual, and 

superstitious sense, particularly in contrast to vision.74 However, the desire for holy 

listening and hearing from God continued, particularly among evangelicals who favored a 
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conversational relationship with Jesus, Pentecostals who spoke in heavenly tongues, and 

Swedenborgians who listened for angelic messages. Thus, to hear religious sound is both 

dangerous and powerful, containing both the pathology of hearing voices and the oracle 

of the divine. 75 

 As a subcategory of sound, music carries with it all of the cultural baggage of 

noise, but adds another layer of cultural and personal meaning. Music has to be identified 

as music by the listener to even be heard as music, after all. Randall Pabich describes 

how listening to music differs from hearing other sounds. In Pabich’s philosophical 

analysis, in listening to music (particularly music we enjoy), we perceive a temporal 

object, an other that triggers physical sensations, musical thoughts, and extra-musical 

images and emotions.76 The images and emotions we associate with a piece of music 

stem from the synesthetic quality of embodied cognition, in which the sound of “waves” 

cannot be easily separated from the feel of wetness and the smell and taste of salt, to say 

nothing of the associated memories of being at the seaside and the emotions felt while 

building a sandcastle moat for your niece.77 Through this synaesthesia music has the 

ability to create its own world for the listener, allowing listeners to step out of the 
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everyday world into the world of the piece of music. Indeed, this is most often why 

people seek out music – to enter a different world with different concerns and to 

experience a different affective state as a result.78 When texts such as titles or song lyrics 

are added to music to direct the associations generated, the worlds created become even 

more specific.79 The experience of being absorbed in a musical world populated with our 

own memories and emotions leads to music’s being a popular method for creating self-

identity. “We identify with the music because we have lived in, or have ‘been’ such 

music and found our ‘being’ in it to be an expansive, valuable experience. To disrespect 

the music is to disrespect who we are. That we use objects to define ourselves, and that 

we identify with those objects is a pretty basic psychological observation.”80 When we 

encounter the other of music, we encounter ourselves, we enter a different world, and we 

re-shape ourselves. 

 This identification with and shaping by musical choices fits neatly into 

Bourdieu’s theorization of social distinctions, and many scholars have explored the role 

of popular music in social distinction. Music education is a practice in which “music is 

shown to be both a game of social elevation and a powerful means of distinction but also 

a potent expression of omnivorousness, a means of both creating social distance but also 
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of crossing boundaries, and reducing difference.”81 Cultural elites such as music critics 

play an important role in legitimating ‘low’ cultural forms as they divide the valuable 

from the undeserving, thus reproducing class differences musically.82 The result is a wide 

variety of social groups defined by their mutual taste for a particular style of music.83  

 It should not be surprising then that music plays such an important role in 

religious life. As Peter Berger argues, religion can be understood as humanity’s attempt 

at world-building, and the religious worlds so created in turn foist their logics on us.84 As 

has been noted by Emilé Durkheim, religious rituals create particular emotional states 

and serve to remake individuals and groups.85 Historically, music is intrinsically bound to 

religion: the oldest music still used regularly is religious music. Music is used in religious 
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rituals for the similarity of qualities shared between them. Both music and religious ritual 

are effective in creating trance states or flow states,86 which allow for the transmission of 

religious power and communication with the spirit world. As a result, religious music 

changes slowly compared to other forms of culture – the performance must be done 

correctly for it to take advantage of the associations needed to generate full worlds.87 

Thus each religious community has its own set of practices surrounding music, including 

the physical and temporal locations in which music can be found, the social standing and 

training of musicians, the interaction of language and music, the rituals that accompany 

performance, and the aesthetic values of the community.88  

The connection between religious and musical practice is strong enough that even 

“popular” music can create quasi-religious communities. Popular music is a contested 

term, and I will be using it here in parallel to the discussion of popular art above, to 

designate music made by culture industries (as opposed to folk music or art music) for 

mass consumption.89 Robin Sylvan argues that the origins of rock and pop in African 
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religious musical traditions means that those genres of popular music, often coded as 

secular, still carry elements of ritual, community, and biological effects such as trance.90 

As a result, individuals looking for community and ritual outside of traditional religion 

can find it in music, resulting in well-known religious/musical subcultures, such as that of 

the Deadheads, the heavy metal community, raves, and hip-hop culture. As music is 

humanly structured sound, it reflects the values of the culture that creates it, so that even 

an individual listening alone feels the effect of participating in a larger community.91 

 Of course, the religious subcultures that organize themselves around popular 

music are often at odds with the majority religious culture, which has been the case with 

the popular musics of the twentieth century. This is explored by Christopher Partridge in 

The Lyre of Orpheus: Popular Music, the Sacred, and the Profane. Drawing on 

Bourdieu’s work on distinction and Adorno’s concept of culture industries, Partridge 

makes the case that while music provides a significant connection to the sacred, the 

sacred is not always aligned with the hegemonic religion of a culture. This is particularly 

true of pop music, which, in Partridge’s analysis, often contains at its heart an attitude of 

rebellion against authority in which “the power of the hegemonic sacred is weakened, 

                                                 

90 Robin Sylvan, Traces of the Spirit: The Religious Dimensions of Popular Music (New York: 

New York University Press, 2002), 4–9. 

91 Ibid., 28. 



47 

 

interrogated, and challenged.”92 Conveying and constructing these types of attitudes is 

part of the function of music for Partridge. He describes music “as a device for the 

constitution of emotive action in and across a range of social settings,”93 as a tool in the 

self-construction and creation of affective space, because music is fundamentally tied to 

emotion and emotion is central to meaning-making and the construction of one’s sense of 

self and the world. Partridge then demonstrates that in Western culture, with its search for 

limits and discourse on God, pop music embraces transgression and excess in such a way 

that it creates a dialectic of sacred and profane in which the sacred can be rediscovered.94 

However, it is a sacred at odds with the religious elite, who respond either by demonizing 

the popular music or by attempting to transform it into sacred music. This transformation 

is difficult, and can result in the creation of subcultural spaces within a religious tradition, 

such as Christian metal or Islamic punk.95 

 As Partridge and Sylvan demonstrate, the interaction of religion and music is a 

messy business. Individual religious and musical fields have their own capitals and rules, 

but the overlaps are substantial. Religion and music function very similarly – creating 
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communities and defining their bounds. Both religion and music allow individuals to 

participate in the shaping of their habitus as they immerse themselves in an experience 

and its rituals, and as they creatively appropriate traditional religious elements and 

popular musics to create their own meaningful sense of the world. With that connection 

established, we can now turn to the work of David Morgan on visual piety and its 

implications for religious music. 

 

Visual Piety 

 In Visual Piety: A History and Theory of Popular Religious Images, Morgan 

focuses on the process of meaning making by devotees of religious art. His term for this 

is “visual piety,” which he defines as “the set of practices, attitudes, and ideas invested in 

images that structure the experience of the sacred.” Morgan argues that this 

understanding of mass produced religious art “cancels the dualistic separation of mind 

and matter, thought and behavior, that plagues a great deal of work on art and religion.”96 

Working from Bourdieu’s theory of practice as well as the ritual theory of Catherine Bell, 

he examines the construction of the habitus in practice: “everyday life involves the daily 

practice of absorbing, testing, debating, and ratifying the vast and always changing 

corpus of doxa – the opinions, assumptions, and inclinations that form much of what 
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Pierre Bourdieu calls the habitus.”97 These choices are how we assert and maintain our 

identities, and images are particularly potent in this arena because they mediate between 

the imaginary, linguistic, intellectual, and material domains.98  

In keeping with Bourdieu’s assertion in Distinction that low-brow art is inherently 

functional, Morgan argues that popular religious art fulfills the function of closing 

believers’ distance from the sacred, so that the adherent can interact with the benevolent 

divine directly. The keys to this popular religious aesthetic are recognition, interactivity, 

projection, empathy, and sympathy.99 Recognition and interactivity are intertwined. The 

images of a sacred figure are in discourse with each other, and the practice of visual piety 

involves seeing the single referent sacred figure in the multitude of images. This 

recognition allows the devotee to interact with that divinity, spirit, or saint – to close the 

aesthetic distance and thereby encounter the divine directly.100 That connection is itself 

primarily emotional, taking the form of either empathy or sympathy. In empathy, the 

practitioner projects her sufferings onto the depicted sufferings of the sacred person in 
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order to experience sacred presence. In sympathy, the practitioner identifies her 

sufferings with those of the depicted individual to gain divine aid.101  

 The creation and use of sacred images is a profoundly social action. In Protestant 

America, Jesus is consistently depicted as racially and socially like those for whom the 

image is intended. The reading of images is also socially conditioned. Evangelicals are 

taught to textualize images, seeing them as illustrations of theological discourse.102 The 

result is a dialogue between the practitioner and the image, in which the viewer sees 

hidden symbols that she imbues with meaning. A shadow painted on Jesus’ shoulder that 

appears to be shaped like a dove becomes for the viewer a reference to the Holy Spirit, 

connected to doctrines and memories of childhood stories. The images and the narratives 

created for them reinforce the viewer’s religious identity.  

Finding one’s own beliefs objectified in Jesus corroborates them…. The 

hidden figures do not merely appear, they appear meaningfully, as if 

deployed with a message for the devout viewer. The subliminal linguistic 

feature of the image makes it revelatory…. Seeing hidden images is 

another way of experiencing sympathies between Jesus and oneself ... 

[images] are not passive illustrations of dogma, but, among the devout, 

compelling interpretations of church teaching.103  

                                                 

101 Ibid., 66–74. Of course, both empathy and sympathy can occur together in a single act of visual 

piety. 

102 Ibid., 124–31. 

103 Ibid., 141, 143, and 150. 
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Through the practice of reading images and finding snippets of “hidden” theological 

discourse therein, practitioners of visual piety encounter the sacred as speaking directly to 

them, in their language. 

 This practice is often at its most powerful when it is the most domestic and banal. 

Images in the home serve “as more than incidental decoration, these images underscore 

the sacred function of the family and ground the formation of Christian identity in the 

everyday life of the home.”104 The home is a significant symbol in American 

Protestantism, functioning as the site of educating the next generation, the expression of 

the true self, the place for building family unity, and as a sign of the blessing of God. 

Thus, when practiced in the home, visual piety glosses everyday life with sacred 

meaning, sacralizing even the most seemingly mundane of activities.105 Further, during 

times of crisis and change the images take on particular ritual and even miraculous 

significance. Images are often gifted at ritual events, such as weddings, to preserve the 

sense of divine presence found in the ritual.106 By acting as a physical locus of memory, 

the images are removed from the problematic category of idol (in which the sacred 

occupies space), instead allowing the sacred to be present temporally through memory.107 

                                                 

104 Ibid., 154. 

105 Ibid., 157–70. 

106 Ibid., 171–76. 

107 Ibid., 181–83. 
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In these memories, a single image becomes the key to the entire narrative of the self, as 

the image serves as a benevolent presence that intercedes in times of trial to provide 

solutions.108 In this use, religious images reinforce social order, religious associations, 

social roles, and even the self:109  

The theory of popular religious visual culture advanced here posits that by 

becoming constant and virtually transparent features of daily experience, 

embedded in the quotidian rituals, narratives, and collective memories that 

people take for granted, religious images help form the half-forgotten 

texture of everyday life.... It is not the image itself, as an intrinsically 

meaningful entity, but the image as it is articulated within social practices 

that helps to assemble and secure the world of a believer.110  

Thus, the use of images and other aspects of religious material culture is a form of 

practice that embeds the religious world into the everyday life of the faithful in 

ways that are all the more powerful for being commonplace. 

 

A Theory of Aural Piety 

 Based on the studies of music and religion cited above, I propose that Morgan’s 

work on visual piety should be paralleled with a similar understanding of the practices 

surrounding religious music – a theory of “aural piety.” Aural piety can be defined as the 

set of practices, attitudes, and ideas invested in music that structure and evoke the 

                                                 

108 Ibid., 187–202. 

109 Ibid., 206. 

110 Ibid., 206–7. 
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experience of the sacred. This set of practices is structured by the habituses of the 

listeners and the fields of religion and music that they inhabit, and yet the practices also 

serve to structure the listeners, shaping the way they understand the sacred, the world, 

and themselves. Religious music exists at the intersection of the religious field and the 

musical field, after all, resulting in tension when the rules of each field contradict and an 

intensification of practice when the rules of the fields align.111  

The practice of aural piety often reinforces theological teachings, for the religious 

lyrics are not just learned, but incorporated into the habitus alongside synesthetic strains 

of music. This allows for easy recognition of songs and the divine encountered there, 

particularly as songs reference well known stories and even other songs. In singing along 

with the music, even in one’s head, the self encounters the musical other described by 

Pabich, and in that meeting can project the image of the divine and the sufferings of the 

self onto the music. The result is a conversation. The listeners practicing aural piety will 

hear special messages directed at them by the divine, just as Morgan’s viewers of sacred 

art saw images with hidden meanings. The listener practicing aural piety will play 

religious music in the most banal occasions of daily life, covering the quotidian with a 

“sacred canopy” and thereby sacralizing the mundane. Given that music can function as a 

separate world for the listener to enter, it is likely that practitioners of aural piety will 

                                                 

111 The problematic nature of the label “religious music” and it’s implied opposite “non-religious” 

or “secular music” will be explored in greater detail in the next chapter 
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often find themselves swept up by the music from into an encounter with the divine. 

Those moments and the songs associated with them will form a locus of memory, such 

that the strains of divine music will weave throughout the narrative of the self.  

In forming the listener’s narrative of the self, the practices of aural piety 

accomplish more than just a supplementary role of reinforcing religious speech and ritual. 

The practices of aural piety serve as a form of distinction, allowing the practitioner to 

distinguish the self from others in narratives of musical/religious experiences and in 

displays of spiritual capital such as ostentatiously listening in public or knowing the 

words to songs. As an act of distinction, aural piety allows religious individuals to 

achieve status amongst themselves, allows churches to distinguish themselves from each 

other in the religious field by the manners in which they practice, and allows religious 

individuals and churches to distinguish themselves socially. Further, as individuals use 

these practices to cultivate their religious habituses, the alignment of music and 

experience, of chance and habitus and fields, can result in the felt presence of the divine, 

an important route in the cultivation of the spiritual life.  

In the chapters to come, I will apply this theory of aural piety to the practice of 

listening to Christian contemporary music as practiced by American evangelicals. To 

understand the context of this practice, the major themes of the music and the shape of 

the field, it is necessary first to explore the history of the field in depth. The next chapter 

serves to begin this process with a history of Protestant sacred music in America and the 

major controversies that have shaped the practice historically.  
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CHAPTER 3 

“A HARP OF MANY STRINGS”: A GENEALOGY OF CHRISTIAN 

CONTEMPORARY MUSIC 

 

“Hymnology is a harp of many strings, and we have tried to strike them all”  

Preface to the Service of Song for Baptist Churches, 1843  

Samuel L. Caldwell and A.J. Gordon1  

 

Christian contemporary music, or CCM for short, is a genre of popular religious 

music that by most accounts appears in American history for the first time in the 1960s. 

Scholars have attributed the development of the genre to a wide variety of stimuli. Robert 

Wuthnow cites a trickle-down effect from the liturgical reforms of Vatican II.2 David 

Music and Paul Richardson identify the primary motivating factor as money, pointing to 

the commercial success of the Edwin Hawkins Singers “O Happy Day” and Ocean’s “Put 

Your Hand in the Hand of the Man” as evidence that “Jesus could be a marketable 

commodity.”3 David Stowe begins his history of CCM in the Haight-Ashbury district of 

                                                 

1 As quoted in David W Music and Paul Akers Richardson, “I Will Sing the Wondrous Story”: A 

History of Baptist Hymnody in North America (Macon: Mercer University Press, 2011), 369. 

2 Robert Wuthnow, All in Sync: How Music and Art Are Revitalizing American Religion 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 168. 

3 Music and Richardson, I Will Sing the Wondrous Story, 476–77. 
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1967, while Jay Howard and John Streck date the origin as 1969.4 Howard and Streck 

argue that CCM has existed since that time as a way for evangelicals to solve the 

quandary of how to blend the competing cultures of rock and Christianity, though “the 

distinction between rock and roll and church music is more imagined than real.”5 They go 

on to state:  

music evolves; included in the ancestors of rock and roll were the very 

church musics that would later recombine with their secular progeny to 

produce CCM…. While the development of CCM is frequently discussed 

as a simple, linear progression – first there was church music, then there 

was rock, and the church music and rock combined to form CCM – the 

fact of the matter is that these “streams” twist, turn, merge, separate, dive 

underground, change names, and merge yet again. Metaphorically 

speaking, then, the history of CCM is not a history of merging streams but 

of woven threads.… To write the history of CCM is, at least to some 

extent, to write the histories of rock and roll and of church music as well.6 

However, Howard and Streck only give a few fleeting glimpses of the religious roots of 

rock over the course of a few short pages filled with brief mentions of Elvis Presley, Ray 

Charles, and Aretha Franklin.7 

 This chapter will attempt to fill the gap in the historical literature by tracing the 

genealogy of Christian contemporary music through not just its immediate parentage in 

the hymnody and rock of the 1950s, but by going all the way back to the roots of 

                                                 

4 Stowe, No Sympathy for the Devil, 6; Howard and Streck, Apostles of Rock, 5. 

5 Howard and Streck, Apostles of Rock, 26. 

6 Ibid. 

7 Ibid., 26–27. 
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Protestant liturgy at the dawn of the Reformation. This approach has three goals. First, by 

taking a long look at the various combinations and recombinations of sacred and secular 

in the development of American church music and American popular music, we can 

obtain a much better understanding the shape of the religious and musical fields in which 

CCM developed. Understanding the traditions that poured into the Christian music of the 

early twentieth century and contributed to the development of rock can help us 

understand more exactly how and why they combined as they did. Secondly, the history 

presented in this chapter demonstrates that the distinctions between secular and sacred 

music are not just arbitrary but also constantly changing from one generation to the next, 

resulting in an ongoing stream of new musics that challenge the sacred and secular 

binary. CCM then, as “religious music” that is also thoroughly “popular music,” is just 

another moment in a long history of the negotiation of the categories of sacred and 

secular. Thirdly, in tracing this history, this chapter will also attempt to answer the 

question of why such changes occur. At each shift in musical style and at each liturgical 

change over the centuries, the various reformers had to justify their innovations to critics. 

Their discussions provide a window into the longstanding doxa that shape the field, 

which in turn gives some insight into how and why CCM is flourishing in America today. 

 It is important to acknowledge that a sweeping history such as this will inevitably 

leave out much interesting and relevant material and that it will not give as much 

attention to some musical genres as they are due. The early development of shape notes, 

the history of opera and stage music in America, the big band era, doo-wop, and other 



58 

 

such popular musics have all fallen victim to the necessity of (relative) brevity in this 

account, though they all play parts in the story being told. This narrative focuses on two 

lineages – the Protestant music tradition in the United States and the popular musics 

forming the baseline lineage of rock music. Tracing those lineages, the narrative of the 

genealogy of CCM will be told chronologically, to demonstrate how sacred and secular, 

popular and church, new and old, are all mixing and recombining at each stage to create 

the particular alchemy that allowed CCM to form when and how it did.  

 

“More than a Feeling” - The Roots of American Music 

 To fully understand the place of Christian contemporary music in the tradition of 

sacred music in America, it is necessary to step back to its earliest roots in the European 

and the African antecedents of American music. For our purposes, there are four paths to 

trace in the musics of the early colonies – West and Central African music, Calvinist 

psalmody, Lutheran hymnody, and European social music. These four elements give the 

fields of religion and music in America their initial shape, a shape that is tightly bound by 

geography, theology, and social class.  

 

African Music 

Most of the enslaved Africans came from West and Central Africa, where the 

dominant cultures made no sharp distinction between religious and secular music. Music 

was completely intertwined with daily life, from love and fun to death and government, 
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characterized by complex rhythms that produce tension between the melody and the 

percussion. This rhythm of the drums was essential to religious rituals, as it called up life 

energy for healing and called down the spirits for possession. A communal activity, West 

African music incorporated call and response and placed a high value on improvisation, 

two elements foreign to European musical styles of the time. These characteristics of 

West African music would be simultaneously embraced and reviled for much of 

American history, and it’s heritage is the foundation of modern rock ‘n’ roll.8 

The first Africans in the Americas were brought to the British colony of 

Jamestown as indentured servants in 1619. By 1641, slavery was legalized and the slave 

trade began in earnest. Slave ship captains on the route from West Africa encouraged 

music and dancing on the ships for the health and morale of the slaves, even allowing the 

slaves to bring musical instruments with them. This benefited the slaves as well, as song 

and dance provided a link to their pasts, a way of remembering home.9 As a result, 

traditional African song and dances like la calinda, a dance done to two drums, and the 

banza, the African instrument that would become the banjo in America, survived in New 

Orleans well into the 19th century. The preservation of African music was due in part to 

the relative isolation of slaves from colonial Protestant Christianity during this period. 

                                                 

8 Robert Darden, People Get Ready! A New History of Black Gospel Music (New York: 

Continuum, 2008), 12–23. 

9 Dena J. Polacheck Epstein, Sinful Tunes and Spirituals: Black Folk Music to the Civil War 

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003), 8–16. 
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While African Americans in the north encountered missionaries and converted to 

Protestant Christianity in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, southern slaves 

were not actively converted to Protestant Christianity until later and so maintained their 

traditional religions and music.10 Music among the southern slaves of the period was 

made up of rhythmic work songs, which communicated information, as well as cries, 

which were half sung, half yelled spontaneous expressions of emotional experience, 

characterized by complex glides and melismas. These work songs developed almost 

immediately into spirituals. Spirituals contained both religious thoughts and coded 

information, such as possible directions for escaped slaves to follow on their way north.11 

Music thus preserved African religions in America and provided a valuable means of 

emotional expression and communication for enslaved Africans in the early colonies. 

 

Calvinist Psalmody 

Religious music was divided in European culture. In Protestant countries debates 

raged over the nature of appropriate church music. Organs, opera singers, and choirs, all 

traditionally used in Catholic services, were now controversial for the Reformers because 

                                                 

10 For the sake of focus, I am confining my narrative to conversions to Protestant Christianity 

facilitated by European/American missionaries in order to trace the interaction between the musical 

traditions. Many Kongolese slaves were Catholics from birth in Africa, and so were already Christians. For 

more information on the longstanding practice of Catholicism in Africa, I recommend Jason R. Young’s 

Rituals of Resistance and Philip Jenkins’ The Next Christendom.  

11 Darden, People Get Ready! A New History of Black Gospel Music, 3–5, 34–44; Epstein, Sinful 

Tunes and Spirituals, 8–16. 
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they led to less communal singing by the congregation itself. Some reformers refused to 

use any song books so that all singing would be directly inspired to the congregation. 

Others, like Ulrich Zwingli, took the hard line of removing all music from worship.12 

Baptists in Providence, Rhode Island would follow his example, echoing the arguments 

of British and Welsh Baptists. Though they used psalmody from their arrival in 1639, in 

1652 they stopped singing in services altogether, a pattern that lasted for over a century 

and was common among most Baptist churches in the United States during that period.13  

Despite these extremes, most of the sacred Protestant music following the 

Reformation in Europe and in colonial America followed one of two trains of thought: 

the psalmody of John Calvin, or the hymnody of Martin Luther. Psalmody was the most 

distinctive practice in the early colonies. Calvin argued from the regulative principle: any 

practice not specifically authorized in Scripture was forbidden. Calvin and his followers 

believed that singing was edifying, stating:  

Spiritual songs can only be sung from the heart. Now the heart seeks after 

understanding, and in that, according to Saint Augustine, lies the 

difference between the songs of men and that of birds. For a finch, a 

nightingale, a parrot may sing well, but they do so without understanding. 

Now the proper gift of man is to sing, knowing what he says, since the 

intelligence must follow the heart and the emotions, which can only be 

                                                 

12 Music and Richardson, I Will Sing the Wondrous Story, 3. 

13 Ibid., 72–75. 
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when we have the song pressed in our minds in order to never cease 

singing.14 

Music is the gift of God, its power found in wedding emotions to intellect and its source 

in the human heart. It was because of this power and importance that Calvin restricted 

church music to the practice of congregational psalmody. 

 Psalmody, the singing of English translations of psalms modified only lightly to 

make them singable, answered several major controversies caused by the power of music. 

The psalms were intended to be sung with no background instrumentation, to avoid 

distracting the congregation with the sensual pleasure of musical instruments. This lack 

of a special class of accompanists, combined with congregational singing without soloists 

or choirs, also meant that there was no special class of church musicians, and so avoided 

the chance of a Catholic-esque priesthood developing. Finally, in singing the psalms there 

could be no question of the acceptability of the lyrics – they were taken straight from the 

Bible’s own book of hymns, after all. Calvin wrote his own psalter, Aulcuns Pseaumes et 

cantiques mys en chant, also known as The Genevan Psalter, in 1539. Hymn writing was 

acceptable to a degree, but only so long as it was limited to private devotions and kept out 

of congregational worship.  

 In their practice of singing the psalms, the Puritans followed in the tradition of 

Calvin: simple texts from Scriptures, sung congregationally without accompaniment to 

                                                 

14  John Calvin, Joannis Calvini Opera Selecta, quoted in Paul Junggap Huh, “John Calvin and the 

Presbyterian Psalter,” Liturgy 27, no. 3 (July 2012): 17, doi:10.1080/0458063X.2012.666458. 
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commune with God and refine the soul. Singing was to be an outpouring of the heart, of 

emotions and intellect directed towards God. But the content of the heart was invisible - 

outward emotional responses could be seen as a sign of piety or sensuality, and so 

emotions were moderated. When sung with pious emotions rather than for aesthetic 

pleasure, the singing of psalms was a moral duty, a necessity of the Christian life that 

stood alongside baptism and communion in importance. The practice was believed to 

restrain and correct improper emotions, so much so that Puritan leaders created lists of 

psalms indicating what emotions each psalm was appropriate for correcting or expressing 

as well as the tunes helpful for accomplishing that goal.15  

The colonists’ dedication to sacred music was such that the first book printed in 

the colonies was a book of sacred music: the Bay Psalm Book, printed in 1640 by the 

Massachusetts Bay Colony. The printing of the Bay Psalm Book was, for the Puritans, an 

act of both art and theology. The authors of the book acknowledged the challenges of 

fitting exact translations into metered song and claimed that this was an attempt to create 

better poetic form. Yet, at the same time, they also presented their work as a theological 

correction, removing additions and omissions from the exact psalm texts that other 

writers had included. In fact, the Bay Psalms are closer to the text of the King James 

                                                 

15 Glenda Goodman, “‘The Tears I Shed at the Songs of Thy Church’: Seventeenth-Century 

Musical Piety in the English Atlantic World,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 65, no. 3 

(December 2012): 701–6, 711, doi:10.1525/jams.2012.65.3.691. 
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Bible than any other psalter existing at the time.16 That a new colony in the wilderness 

would spend effort on correcting their song book speaks to the importance of psalmody in 

structuring their religious life. 

However, issues arose quickly with psalmody. The Puritans demanded as exact a 

translation of the psalms as possible. To retain the Biblical text, psalter compilers had to 

fit their translations into the metrical verse framework of known tunes while not 

compromising the quality of the translation. The task was impossible, and as the ability of 

the singers to understand the tortured verses began to deteriorate so too did the quality of 

the music they produced.17  

  The practice of lining out the psalms also contributed to their decline. Lining out 

was a style of singing that allowed the illiterate and congregations without psalters to 

participate in congregational song. A church leader would sing a line of the psalm, both 

setting the tune and providing the words, and the congregation would sing it back in 

response. Begun by Puritans in Westminster, it became entrenched practice in New 

England. Lined out songs got slowed over time, and suffered as congregants sometimes 

                                                 

16 Joanne van der Woude, “‘How Shall We Sing the Lord’s Song in a Strange Land?’:  A 

Transatlantic Study of the Bay Psalm Book,” in Psalms in the Early Modern World, ed. Linda Phyllis 

Austern, Kari Boyd McBride, and David L Orvis (Burlington: Ashgate, 2011), 115–34. 

17 Joyce L Irwin, “Shifting Alliances:  The Struggle for a Lutheran Theology of Music,” in Sacred 

Sound : Music in Religious Thought and Practice, ed. Joyce L Irwin (Chico: Scholars Press, 1983), 55–65; 

Rochelle A. Stackhouse, “Hymnody and Politics:  Isaac Watts’ ‘Our God, Our Help in Ages Past’ and 

Timothy Dwight’s ‘I Love Thy Kingdom, Lord,’” in Wonderful Words of Life: Hymns in American 

Protestant History and Theology, ed. Richard J. Mouw and Mark A. Noll (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans, 

2004), 43–44. 
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deviated from the set tune to their own preferred tunes for a song.18 Taken together, these 

rifts in psalmody would eventually allow for a different type of sacred music to take its 

place in American practice. 

 

Lutheran Hymnody 

The new sacred music is hymnody, which traces its roots in the Reformation back 

to Martin Luther. In contrast to Calvin, Luther allowed for the use of choirs and 

instruments such as organs. He wanted to keep biblical texts primary in church music but 

thought that there was psychological value in hymns - spiritual songs with lyrics not 

taken verbatim from the Bible. Merging the high art of Baroque church music with the 

folk music of his time, he created his first hymnal in 1524: Etlich Cristlich Lider / 

Lobgesang un Psalm (Some Christian Songs / Canticle and Psalm).19  

Luther made room for hymns because he believed music was the greatest gift 

given by God, whether it be the song of birds or the highest art music.20 The human voice 

raised in song was: 

                                                 

18 Esther R. Crookshank, “‘We’re Marching to Zion’:  Isaac Watts in Early America,” in 

Wonderful Words of Life: Hymns in American Protestant History and Theology, ed. Richard J. Mouw and 

Mark A. Noll (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans, 2004), 23–27. 

19 Beverly Bush Patterson, The Sound of the Dove : Singing in Appalachian Primitive Baptist 

Churches (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1995), 16–18. 

20 Miikka E. Anttila, Luther’s Theology of Music: Spiritual Beauty and Pleasure (Boston: De 

Gruyter, 2013), 70, 85–86. 
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(1) a gift of God’s generosity (munificentia) and wisdom (sapientia). It 

consists of (2) the physical phonetic sound producing (motus 

linguae/gutturis), which is (3) under human decision (pro arbitrio animae 

gubernantis) and strives to become (4) not only heard, but also understood 

(non solum audiri sed et intelligi). The source of this activity is (5) the 

thoughts of the heart (die gedancken des Hertzens).21 

Notice here that while music is a gift from God, the activity of human music making is 

the product of the heart – an emotional activity that is then funneled through the mind and 

the body. Similar to the Word of God, Luther claimed that music expels the devil by 

creating calm, joy, and gratitude, and it is the means for believers to express feelings of 

ecstatic joy and praise going beyond words.22 Indeed, singing the word of God is more 

powerful than speaking it, because it engages the emotions as well as the intellect.23 

Luther repeatedly placed singing alongside praise and thankfulness as the essence of the 

experience of salvation and the nature of heaven.24 It is important to note here that while 

Luther and Calvin both find music to be a powerful practice for expressing and 

cultivating religious emotions, Calvin’s response was to limit music and Luther’s 

response was to encourage it. These disparate reactions to the same understanding of the 

nature of music will characterize the field of religious music for centuries to come.25 

                                                 

21 Ibid., 90. 

22 Ibid., 96, 104, 119–24. 

23 Ibid., 132–37. 

24 Ibid., 99–100, 104. 

25 Of course, these were not the only religious and musical communities in the colonies. Many 

utopian groups had their own distinct musical practices, from Kelpius’ musical esotericism to Shaker 
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European Social Music 

 The fourth and final thread in the early Americas was European social music. The 

Europeans who would colonize America came from a musical world that was divided 

socially and religiously. The upper classes learned to sing and dance from specialized 

instructors whom they hired. The consumption of sheet music and the staging of 

elaborate dances were conspicuous consumption. The arts stood as evidence of free time 

and money to indulge in genteel endeavors.26 Meanwhile, the poor had their own ballads, 

love songs, and free-form dances that were learned informally.27 

All those who came to the American colonies, both slave and free, brought their 

musical heritages with them, and those heritages shaped the colonies themselves.28 Elite 

secular music thrived in the southern colonies, as the younger sons and daughters of 

British nobility attempted to maintain ties to their homeland and prove that they were as 

sophisticated as the European courts. Sacred music reigned in the Puritan North. While 

secular music was frowned upon by the religious leaders of the northern colonies, they 

                                                 

dances. See David W Stowe, How Sweet the Sound : Music in the Spiritual Lives of Americans (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2004), 64–70, 224–32. 

26 Kate Winkle Van Keller and John Koegel, “Secular Music to 1800,” in The Cambridge History 

of American Music, ed. David Nicholls (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 49. 

27 Van Keller and Koegel, “Secular Music to 1800.” 

28 While it would be interesting and informative to include Native American music in this history, 

the unfortunate fact is that their music is not part of the genealogy of CCM to the same degree that African 

and European traditions are, and so cannot be included here. For reading on the interaction of Native 

American music with European Christianity, see Ojibwe Singers by Michael David McNally. 
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were not hostile to all music. But the main impetus of musical production and 

performance was the church, and so sacred music shaped the character of the northern 

colonies. In this way, music served in the early Americas to designate theology, social 

class, geography, and race. But one thing that all American settlers had in common was 

that they welcomed music and dance as good entertainment and a valuable social skill.29 

    

“Sweet Emotion” - The First Great Awakening and the Rise of Hymnody 

 The First Great Awakening, which spanned the 1730s and 1740s, was an intense 

time of religious change in the colonies. It was both preceded and followed by significant 

changes in attitudes towards sacred music to such a degree that Stephen Marini argues 

that the music controversy laid the groundwork for the revival.30 The first major 

controversy in American sacred music, the Regular/Usual Singing controversy was the 

natural outflow of the conflict between Lutheran hymnody and Calvinist psalmody. The 

resulting surge of hymnody in the United States shaped the nature of religious music for 

the new nation. 

Psalmody as it was practiced in the sixteenth century was energetic up-tempo 

music, but with the convoluted nature of psalm texts and lining out it had gradually 

                                                 

29 Don Cusic, The Sound of Light: A History of Gospel Music (Bowling Green: Bowling Green 

State University Popular Press, 1990), 40; Van Keller and Koegel, “Secular Music to 1800,” 52. 

30 Stephen A. Marini, “Rehearsal for Revival:  Sacred Singing and the Great Awakening in 

America,” in Sacred Sound : Music in Religious Thought and Practice, ed. Joyce L Irwin (Chico: Scholars 

Press, 1983), 75. 
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slowed and lost all rhythm by the early seventeenth century. Singers began adding notes 

between the main notes of the melody, to make up for the lost energy, to add a sense of 

forward momentum to the songs, and as an expression of individual affectivity. As no 

two singers would ornament a psalm the same way, this further obscured the melody and 

led to calls for reform in singing practices.31  

Advocates of reform, or “regular,” singing, wanted to encourage musical 

education and the use of printed sheet music in congregational song. They hoped that the 

production of more beautiful worship music would conjure up spiritual emotions that 

would in turn lead to greater faith. The objectors to reform, or the adherents to “usual” 

singing, argued against musical education. They felt that the standardization imposed by 

music education would create man-made rules worship, which was a slippery slope to 

ritual and “popery.” The Usual singers also believed that the connection between faith 

and music ran in the other direction: proper faith generated religious emotions that in turn 

produced good religious music. The adherents to Regular singing were more prominent 

in wealthy urban areas, while the Usual singers tended to be in poorer rural areas, a 

geographic and social divide that matched the divide to come in the Great Awakening.32  

                                                 

31 Goodman, “‘The Tears I Shed at the Songs of Thy Church,’” 715–16; David W. Music, 

“America’s (Previous) Worship Wars,” The American Organist 41, no. 3 (March 2007): 52–53. 

32 Marini, “Rehearsal for Revival: Sacred Singing and the Great Awakening in America,” 72–77; 

Music, “America’s (Previous) Worship Wars,” 52–53. 



70 

 

 One of the most prominent figures in the controversy was Isaac Watts. Watts was 

not the first writer of English hymns, but is notable for his theories about hymnody and 

for the large and enduring body of popular hymns he wrote. Watts felt that psalmody was 

not useful in worship. Lining out broke up the conceptual units of a song, rendering them 

harder to understand. The psalm texts themselves described a life so far removed from 

modern life that they were difficult for the average congregant to understand and apply. 

Further, the cessation of the use of prayer books and other elements in dissenting services 

meant that hymns needed to be accessible and easily connected to sermon material, in 

order to reinforce the messages of the sermons.33  

Watts’ theory of hymnody had three major parts. First, that “our songs are a 

human offering of praise to God, and therefore the words should be our own,” as opposed 

to the Calvinist idea that only the inspired words of the Bible are fitting as praise.34 

Secondly, if the Psalms were to be sung, then they should be “Christianized” – re-

interpreted in light of the New Testament. Watts found Christian liberty and the 

supremacy of the New Testament church over the Old Testament prophets to be 

sufficient justification for altering the biblical text. Thirdly, the poetry that was to be sung 

should be simple enough for anyone to understand, using images from everyday life and 

filled with passion. Hymns were to be expressions of individual experience, in all of its 
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concrete particularity, specificity, and affectivity. Watts hated the practice of lining out 

for the way it broke up the thought patterns in songs, and wrote his music specifically so 

that if it was lined out each line would convey a compete thought.  

Based on these criteria, between 1707 and 1739 Watts produced four books of 

hymns, of which The Psalms of David Imitated was the most influential.35 Watt’s hymns 

contained traits of general evangelical theology, such as the sinful state of humanity, the 

need for redemption, the love of God expressed in the death of Christ, the joyful response 

of the forgiven, the difficulty of the life of faith, and the hope for heaven.36 

 Watts’ hymns had an immediate impact on sacred song in the United States. In 

1711, Watts sent a book of his hymns to Puritan leader Cotton Mather. While Mather did 

not approve of them for congregational singing, he liked Watts’ hymns and encouraged 

the use of them in private and family devotions.37 Baptists adopted Watts as well, and his 

hymns formed the core of Baptist hymnody.38 But the biggest impact came from the 

adoption of Watt’s hymnody by the itinerant ministers and evangelists of the First Great 

Awakening. George Whitfield, Jonathan Edwards, and a great many other figures of the 
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revival were singing evangelists. Known as the “New Lights,” they believed that a 

singer’s emotion and experience should shape the text of their song, making it a 

spontaneous act of worship.39 Watts’ hymns furthered the evangelists’ concept of religion 

as a personal emotional relationship with God and kicked off the evangelical tradition of 

hymn composition as expressive religion, effectively creating a new indigenous musical 

style for the new nation.40 

 Watts was, however, not the only hymnist writing during this time period. 

Augustus Toplady, Joseph Hart, and John Cennick were also popular hymnists of the day, 

but the most popular next to Watts were the brothers John and Charles Wesley.41 The 

Wesleys were heavily influenced by Watts’ hymns and theories of worship. Half of their 

first hymnal was composed of Watts’ songs, even though they were Anglicans and not 

dissenters. As revivalists, they attempted to use faith to address social issues of poverty 

and national degeneracy, travelling throughout Britain and the United States in the 

process. It was aboard a ship to the United States that Charles Wesley learned hymn 

singing from a group of German Moravians and began writing his own hymns. He 

published the first Anglican hymnal, Collections of Psalms and Hymns, in Savannah, GA 

in 1737. From then on Charles wrote hymns prolifically, over 6,500 over the course of his 
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life, which were then collected, edited, and published by his brother John. While the style 

and motivation of their hymnwriting was similar to that of Watts, the content of their 

hymns differed slightly. While Watts’ hymns were infused with Calvinist theology, the 

Wesleys’ hymns taught Arminian theology.42 The Wesley’s hymns tied the affectivity of 

Watts to human choice and the love of God.43  

 Due to the use of hymns by evangelists and the production of hymns by a new 

generation of hymnists, the First Great Awakening was a watershed event for sacred 

music in America. While the acceptance of the new music was irregular, beginning in 

cities with women and youth as the main constituency, by the 1770s hymns had become 

the main form of sacred music in America. Singing schools became an institution in both 

rural and urban areas. They were run by itinerant singing masters and were a social event 

for youth.44 Based on records in the Hymn Tune Index, hymnbook production sky-

rocketed during this period. Between 1701 and 1740, before the Great Awakening, 

approximately sixty new tune books were published each decade. Between 1741 and 

1780, that rate doubled to approximately 120 new hymn books per decade. As hymnody 
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became fully established as sacred music after the controversy ended, that number 

increased even more, such that between 1781 and 1820 there were 310 new hymn books 

being created per decade.45  

This massive increase in tunebook production was not the result of the 

reproduction of earlier music. Customs of Primitive Churches, a study of church music 

done in 1768, showed that few tunes created before the eighteenth century were still in 

use. The music had much shorter note values and dance-like qualities, with melodies that 

suggested secular origins.46 In fact, some of the tunes were directly attributable to secular 

stage music composers, and other tunes were written by women, such as Ann Steel and 

Ann Griffiths, who used the expressive nature of hymn writing as a platform for their 

religious voices. In the aftermath of the Regular versus Usual singing controversy, new 

American composers began resetting the hymns of Watts and the other hymnists, 

formalizing the tunes as they were published in tunebooks.47 Tunebooks of hymns 

became the chief vehicle of sacred music by the 1760s, entering church practice via the 

choir’s need for everyone to sing the same version of the melody.48  
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 Beyond the doors of white Protestant churches, other changes were happening in 

American music during this period. Isaac Watts’s hymns gained appreciation not just 

from white Protestants but also from the enslaved African Americans. Slaves were often 

not allowed to receive religious education by their owners, who feared that education 

would lead to rebellion. The first evangelical work by Protestants among slave 

populations in the American South was done by Baptist and Methodist evangelists of the 

Great Awakening, particularly during the period from 1730 to 1790. It is uncertain how 

deeply Protestant Christianity penetrated into slave culture because of the lack of 

churches and the pushback from mainline southern churches who bowed to pro-slavery 

sentiment in the eighteenth century. However, the resulting belief system combined 

African and Protestant Christian traditions.49 The singing of lined-out music echoed the 

traditional African elements of call and response, and Watt’s hymns, lined out, became a 

standard of African-American Christianity. Amorphous and nonlinear tunes filled with 

improvisation known as “Dr. Watts hymns” are still sung in modern black churches at the 

end of hymns or during testimonial interludes, being the only music sung without a 

definable beat.50 It is during this period as well that the African-American sermon style 

develops. These sermons are practically music in and of themselves, combining 
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variations in pitch and rhythm with call and response and sermonphones in such a way 

that at the climax of a sermon they can result in spontaneous song.51  

 As the First Great Awakening closed, the shape of the American religious music 

field had shifted significantly. The adoption of the hymns of Isaac Watts by both black 

and white churches across denominational lines gave the new nation a shared religious 

language that it did not have before. The defeat of the Usual singers also marked the 

eclipse of psalmody and it’s strictures on acceptable church music. Going forward, new 

sacred musics would be met with complaints about excessive and improper emotionality 

and calls for biblical regulation of worship. But just as the hymnists eventually won the 

day, so too would other sacred music innovators.  

 To keep the thread going, we must note here that popular music was also 

undergoing changes during this period. The structure of orchestral and choral music was 

changing from the linearity of Renaissance music, in which every voice was melodically 

important, to Baroque era music that had simpler bass lines that reduced the cost of 

printing scores.52 The first known public concert in Boston was held in 1729, and the first 

public concert in New York was held in 1736, organized by composer Charles Theodore 

Pachelbel. Subscription concerts and balls were common entertainments for the elite of 
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the north and the south, though in the south the lack of opposition from Quakers and 

Puritans meant that the development of secular music outpaced sacred. Charleston, SC 

had its own concert series in the early eighteenth century and St. Phillip’s Church 

successfully hired Pachelbel away from New York. They held the first song recital (1733) 

and the first opera (1735) in the United States. Music stores and private lessons 

flourished in every large town, selling music by both European and American composers. 

Taverns kept musicians on staff to entertain audiences and held musical competitions. 

Lower classes danced to free-form jigs, hornpipes and reels and sang ballads that told 

stories of love, death, kings, accidents and the supernatural. Ballads were set to a variety 

of tunes, from old tunes brought over from Europe to popular marches and dance tunes, 

or even psalm tunes. In the upper classes, operas and musicals were popular, as well as 

dances like the minuet and waltzes. However, the distinction between the classes was not 

absolute. Some slaves were trained in European musical styles, to the point that there 

were entire slave orchestras during the eighteenth century. Meanwhile, slave fiddlers 

would play dance music for planters, and planters’ children would often be caught 

sneaking out to slave dances.53 Thus, music continued to reify the distinctions between 

classes and races, even as it encouraged contact between them. 
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“Rockin’ in the Free World” – Music after the American Revolution 

The debate over Usual singing versus Regular singing wound down completely 

by the start of the American Revolution, with the hymn-singing Regulars victorious. 

Martin Luther’s hymnody had triumphed over Calvin’s psalmody, putting emotion at 

center stage in church music and allowing for a greater range in musical innovation than 

the strictures of the Psalms would have allowed. The lined out styles of Usual singing 

would survive in African American Dr. Watts hymns and rural Appalachian churches, but 

the rest of American Protestantism moved on to other controversies. Two in particular 

characterized the time period between the end of the American Revolution and the end of 

the Second Great Awakening: the increasing professionalization and industrialization of 

both secular and sacred music, and the confluence of race, emotion, and religion found in 

revival camp songs. 

The era following the Revolutionary War witnessed changes to popular music, as 

the first major American composers emerged. The first major American composer was 

William Billings. While he published the New England Psalm Singer in 1770 and wrote 

many hymns, he also wrote many Revolutionary camp songs and patriotic hymns. Francis 

Hopkinson and James Lyon also made names for themselves as major secular composers, 

writing anthems, choral music, and chamber music. Meanwhile, the first commercial 

popular music was beginning to flourish in the North, in the form of ballad operas and 

broadside ballads. The first ballad opera was John Gay’s “The Beggar’s Opera,” which 
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premiered in London in 1728 and became popular in the United States after the 

Revolution. Broadside ballads were single sheet printed songs with tune indications.54 

These ballads were drawn from older European traditions of balladry. Balladry became 

the subject of scholarly interest in the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century 

as intellectuals sought folk forms that were free of the perceived artificiality of 

Enlightenment cultural rationalism. They also feared that industrialization and the spread 

of literacy would folk culture, and so they sought to preserve what they could of rural 

traditions. While early studies focused on finding European folk ballads in America, 

these studies would later form the basis of the American folk music genre.55 This tension 

between professionalization and folk music was also apparent in the field of religious 

music. 

Chief among these were debates over the use of choirs and instruments. The 

emergence of choirs was controversial because it changed the social setting of the church. 

Rather than a unified body singing together, there was a new elite, necessitating new 

seating arrangements.56 Psalmody had been acapella and congregational, a pattern kept in 

early hymnody. But the choral arrangements of singing schools and the necessities of 
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keeping pitch and time brought both instruments and choirs into churches after 1770.57 

The additions began with bells in the late eighteenth century to give pitch, followed by 

the bass viol and organs after 1800 and eventually gallery orchestras.  

Objectors argued that “mechanical” music was not worshipful, that it was not 

mentioned in the New Testament, and that it was a slippery slope to the introduction of 

fiddles, which were seen as the epitome of worldly dance music.58 These objections often 

ceased when musical instruments were donated to the church or brought into the church 

by outside groups. One example of this is the 1819 installation of an organ in a Baptist 

church in Pawtucket, Rhode Island. Though the church body objected to the use of the 

organ in worship, it was installed for the use of the local Mozart Society that met in the 

church. Shortly thereafter, the organ began to be used by the congregation for worship.  

The introduction of musical instruments and choirs also marked a major 

theological shift in American churches. The Puritans and dissenters of the pre-

Revolutionary period took a regulative view of Scripture, believing that what was not 

specifically commanded in Scripture was forbidden to the church. By the beginning of 

the nineteenth century, most American churches had switched to a normative view of 

Scripture, in which anything not explicitly forbidden was deemed permissible.59 Though 
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a few churches, like the Primitive Baptists, rejected both choirs and organs as part of a 

larger rejection of the theological shifts of the time, on the whole the move to a normative 

view of Scripture opened the doors to innovation in church music.60  

With this expansion of worship to include musical instruments and notated music 

came a shift in the theological understanding of music and emotion. Music was still the 

language of the heart, but it was because of its scientific impact rather than its artistry. 

Regular-style singing meant control of the body, control of the mind, and control of the 

emotions – one could not sing what one wished when one wished it. Music’s power over 

human emotions was conceived of as a product of physics, via vibrations. As physics, 

music was part of the natural order and so a part of God’s creation that could and should 

be harnessed to produce a better humanity. Music did not simply reflect or encourage 

emotions. It created them, instilling virtue and unity directly through the nervous system. 

Music education in singing schools in the early republic was encouraged in part because 

of the belief that singing good religious music would create the emotions necessary for a 

proper and virtuous nation.61 

Hymnbook publishing remained big business. In 1780 John Wesley published the 

magisterial A Collection of Hymns for the Use of the People Called Methodist, which 
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contained the famous preface in which Wesley refers to the hymnals as “a little body of 

experimental and practical divinity.”62 But from the American Revolution forward, the 

emphasis in American hymnody shifted from British sources for sacred music to American 

writers and tunes, even if those tunes were taken from folk or secular sources.63 Hymns 

were embraced as a means to express religious experience, teach doctrine, and create 

denominational identity. In 1788, the Baptist Philadelphia Association authorized a 

committee to prepare the first Baptist hymnal: A Selection of Psalms and Hymns. Their 

intent was to create a single hymnal for all Philadelphia area churches and their related 

associations, one that would include Baptist authors, have easier-to-use content, and be 

cheaper than Watts’ hymnals.64 The first Catholic hymnal in the United States was 

published in Philadelphia as well, John Aitkin’s A Compilation of the Litanies, Vesper 

Hymns, and Anthems, as sung in the Catholic Church (1787).65 Through the 1840s, most 

denominational hymnals were created for local or regional use, and reflected the concerns 

of those bodies. Collections for individual congregations expressed particular theological 

bents such as Calvinism, social concerns such as temperance, or new movements such as 
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missions.66 By the 1820s many hymnals included hymns set to popular secular tunes, but 

the spirituals of the camp meeting revivals were not yet incorporated into hymnals.67 In 

addition to denominational hymn collections, pastors would write occasional hymns. In the 

words of pastor John Fawcett:  

When I have digested my thoughts on some portion of God’s word, I have 

frequently attempted to sum up the leading ideas, in a few plain verses, to 

be sung after the sermon; that so they might be more impressed on my 

own heart, and on the hearts of my hearers.68  

 Thus, the new turn in American sacred music that began with the pens of hymn writers 

of the First Great Awakening quickly settled into mainstream church practice. Sacred 

music had become expressive and emotional in a matter that allowed for a greater 

appropriation and assimilation of popular music, as individuals and groups worked to 

create their own religious identities, their own bodies of experimental and practical 

divinity. It was also growing in professionalization, alongside the secular music industry, 

through the publishing of tunebooks and the growing call for trained choirs and 

instrumentalists. 

 Yet as the American sacred music field was professionalizing, there was a 

concomitant movement of folk music writing in the church. The Second Great 
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Awakening, between 1790 and 1850, was characterized by rural camp meetings like the 

Cane Ridge Revival of 1800. These meetings were both entertainment and religion, as 

rural people with summer leisure time travelled to the large outdoor meetings held by 

traveling evangelical preachers. Participants would groan, moan, and shout in ecstasies of 

extreme religious emotion. The rural settings lacked hymnals, and so singing was done 

from memory. As a result, camp meeting songs developed their own particular style of 

music making.69 Well known secular folk tunes of British origin were adapted for use 

with popular hymns. Other camp songs were created using parody (changing only a few 

words of secular original text to make a song sacred), contrafactum (changing the entire 

text of a song from secular to sacred, with minor melody adjustments to accommodate 

the fit), and centonization (the creation of new songs made up from pieces of other 

songs). The songs created in these revivals were simple, emotional songs, easy to 

remember and easy to sing. One or two phrases would be repeated with minor variations. 

Wandering refrains were also popular, which were refrains that were not attached to any 

particular song but could be sung with many different songs. The preacher would sing the 

more complex hymn verses, while the audience could join in on the simpler added 

refrain. This improvisation is characteristic of camp songs, and created a new canon of 

folk hymnody, particularly among new denominations.70 The practices of parody, 
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contrafactum, and centonization also have continued to be used to create new sacred 

music to the modern day. 

The revivals of the Second Great Awakening were also inter-racial. The joyous, 

inclusive, non-authoritarian nature of the camp meetings attracted slaves, and while some 

meetings were segregated, others were not. The slave presence was so pronounced that 

scholars debated for decades about the connection between camp meeting songs and 

African American spirituals.71 The first accounts of spirituals are recorded in 1816, 

however there is earlier evidence. Spirituals are mentioned in accounts of Baptist 

evangelism in the Sea Islands of South Carolina between 1684 and 1746 and in accounts 

of slaves taken to the Bahamas by British loyalists fleeing the American Revolution.72 

Camp meeting songs were popular among slaves, at least in part because of their 

similarity to their own spirituals, which were characterized by similar pattern of call and 

response, rhythmic complexity, and the extended repetition of short phrases. The camp 

meeting practices of singing, dancing, and shouting were also similar to hush harbor 

worship and ring shouts. However, despite the similarities between camp meetings and 

slave religious practices, southern planters repeatedly tried to restrain black worship. 

Even as religious instruction of slaves increased in the eighteenth century, white 

missionaries discouraged spontaneity and response. Following Nat Turner’s revolt laws 
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were passed forbidding slaves from gathering, preaching, and reading. Both missionaries 

and planters attempted to stamp out dancing among slaves, portraying the slaves’ dances 

as barbaric and sensual. But for the most part, the laws against gathering were not 

enforced, such that slaves were able to meet in secret meetings or in their own established 

congregations.73 

Black and white music was further intertwined during the late eighteenth century 

and early nineteenth century. With the establishment of the African Methodist Episcopal 

Church in 1787 as the first independent African American denomination in America, 

African Americans had to opportunity to create a new sacred music tradition. However, 

seeking the respect of the white community, black religious leaders like Absalom Jones 

and Richard Allen encouraged the use of white hymns. They saw the value of spirituals, 

but they instructed their congregations to use them for private practice. In this, they were 

paralleling the Puritans’ restrictions of hymnody – allowing suspect music, but relegating 

it to home practice to marginalize its use. Most early African American churches used the 

same psalters and hymnals as the denominations from which they split. When they did 

produce their own hymnals, such as Richard Allen’s 1801 A Collection of Spiritual Songs 

and Hymns Selected from Various Authors by Richard Allen, African Minister, they were 

comprised mostly of standard Watts and Wesley tunes. However, some differentiation 

was apparent even in this early period. Allen’s hymnal was the first to include printed 
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versions of the wandering refrains from camp meetings, and they were structured in such 

a way that congregants could improvise moans and exclamations in the empty spaces of 

the music.74 Meanwhile, in secular music the exchange of ideas also included an element 

of whites learning from blacks. Slaves continued to play music for their owners and 

served as drummers for the militia. Whites picked up jig style dances from African 

Americans, and slave fiddlers would play for dances. In this way, African American 

music styles began to mingle with white American culture.75  

This time period of American culture illuminates the main tensions of the 

religious musical field well. On one pole is the professionalized, institutional church, 

with music that cultivates virtuous and respectable emotional responses from listeners. 

On the other pole are the camp meetings and slave dances, in which music carries 

listeners into the emotional ecstasies of religious experience, outside the bounds of 

mainstream society. This tension will only be strengthened in the Victorian era. 

 

“Sweet Child of Mine” – Victorian Religion and Song 

The Victorian era, spanning from 1840 to 1900, brought with it a new 

romanticization of home and children in both religious and popular music. In Sunday 
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Schools, scientific music, shape notes, and singing families, Americans sought moral 

uplift through the application of music. In doing so, they reinforced the divide examined 

above, further polarizing the fields of religion and music. 

In popular music, the Victorian division of life into distinct public and private 

spheres led to two distinct strains of secular music: noisy showy professional public 

music and sentimental reserved amateur private music. Public music was characterized 

by loudness and brashness, and took two main forms: brass bands and musical theatre. 

Street band and marching bands were popular, and even small towns had volunteer brass 

bands that performed for social occasions. The music of shows and theatre was also 

popular, with the upper classes favoring operas and musical comedies while the lower 

classes favored blackface minstrelsy and later vaudeville. Minstrelsy placed folk music 

and black music in front of white audiences, while providing them with the ritual voice of 

the outsider to critique social issues. Minstrel bands featured four to six performers in a 

line playing tambourines, fiddles, banjos, and a percussion rhythm block made of bones. 

The music featured the innovation of couplets at the end of each verse that serve as a 

refrain, like those found in “Oh! Susanna,” a popular minstrelsy song. After the American 

Civil War, these blackface routines would be adopted by African Americans to create 

new forms of musical theatre.  

One form of music stood in between the private and public in the Victorian era: 

singing families. Families such as the Rainer Family and the Hutchison Family Singers 

made names for themselves touring the United States in the 1840s and 1850s. In contrast 
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to the rowdy social critique of minstrel shows, the family singers partook of Victorian 

obsessions with social reform. They sang glees, ballads, and hymn tunes, attracting 

crowds not by their otherness but by their embodiment of social values. The goal of their 

performances was moral uplift, and as they travelled and sang they also spoke regularly 

on issues such as temperance, abolition, women’s rights, food and dress reforms, and 

medical reforms. Though public performers, their status as families made their music 

acceptable for use in the home, as parlor music.  

Parlor music was the music of the private sphere of Victorian life. Full of wistful 

nostalgia for a romanticized home, songbooks were published for home use by women 

and children. One of the first and most popular of these was Thomas Moore’s Irish 

Melodies, published in 1808. Music from public culture was rewritten for home use as 

well. The Hutchison Family published parlor music and Stephen Foster created many 

popular parlor melodies using Italian opera tunes, such as “Jeanie with the Light Brown 

Hair,” “Sweetly She Sleeps,” and “Beautiful Dreamer.”76 In such sentimental pieces, 

Victorians found a different relationship between music and emotion. Rather than music 

forming emotions through physical forces acting on the body, musical engagement was 

seen as a sympathetic act. By selecting music to listen to and then engaging it 
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empathetically, Victorians attempted to cultivate a more individualized form of virtue, 

even as they sought to reform society.77 

Social reform and Victorian religion combined with music in the Sunday School 

movement. Robert Raikes started the Sunday School movement in the 1780s in England 

to provide literacy education to lower-class children working in factories. The schools 

spread quickly to the United States, but after child-labor laws rendered their original 

purpose obsolete in the early nineteenth century they refocused their purpose on religious 

education. At the beginning, the hymns used in Sunday Schools were the same as were 

used in regular worship services, but placed in smaller books sized for children’s hands. 

By the mid-1830s, however, composers were writing lyrics specifically for children. 

Partaking of the romanticization of children as innocents in need of religious guidance 

and protection, these lyrics taught a moderate Calvinism with lyrics about nature and 

Sunday School itself. The tune style settled into simple meters with repetitive rhythms, 

dominant melodies with plain harmonies, and major keys taken from the scientific music 

trend. Much like the camp meeting songs, they were intended to be quickly learned, 

easily sung, and memorable.78 By the middle of the century, the Sunday School 

movement grew to include adult classes and as a result children’s Sunday School songs 
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would merge with the gospel hymns of later urban revivals to become sacred music for 

adults as well.79 

The Sunday School movement was a participant in the most recent debate over 

the nature of music. Built on the backbone of the older singing school movement, music 

educators such as Lowell Mason and Thomas Hastings encouraged the creation of 

singing societies in which children and adults would improve their minds by singing the 

best of European classical music. As they had similar goals for the improvement of 

American culture, the scientific music community had a strong influence on the 

production of Sunday School music. Building on earlier ideas of the laws of physics as 

evidence of God’s will in creation, they believed that the rules of European composition 

were necessary for proper worship. The mathematical nature of music was part of the 

order of creation and a reflection of the character of God. In Mason’s singing societies 

and in the public school curriculums he created, students focused on Handel, Mozart and 

Bach, as well as hymn tunes written by Mason to follow the same styles as the great 

composers. Mason was also responsible for the creation of singing conventions, in which 

the musically inclined would come together to learn new techniques and songs in order to 

take them back and teach them to their schools and societies.80 They rejected folk tunes 

and older hymns as inappropriate, because the tunes obscured the lyrics to the songs and 
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because the musical harmonies were not consistent with elite European composition 

styles.81  

In opposition to the scientific music community stood the burgeoning shape-note 

tradition of sacred song, which also began out of a desire to promote moral uplift by 

teaching people to sing well. In 1721, as part of the movement for Regular Singing, New 

England Minister John Tufts borrowed a European print music letter system to create 

proto-shape notes for psalmody. His system was fine-tuned in 1798 by William Little and 

William Smith, who published The Easy Instructor, a singing manual that used four 

shapes to differentiate the notes. This system reached its modern form in 1846 in Jesse 

Aikin’s Christian Minstrel, which used the full seven shapes that became the standard for 

shape note singing.  

A revival of older folk tunes, the music featured the melody for the tenor voice 

with three other harmonizing parts, lively rhythms, and unresolved dissonances. This 

musical style was part of both the singing school tradition and the education reform 

campaigns of the period, which sought to bring musical training to rural areas. However, 

the scientific music community scoffed at this as a halfway attempt, calling the shapes 

“dunce notes.” As a result of the class conflict between elite scientific music education 

and the more populist shape note system, shape notes only caught on in rural areas. 
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However, they formed the basis of the songbook industry that would go on to shape 

sacred music in rural America. In rural areas, singing schools and conventions were 

created for shape note singing. They quickly became significant religious and social 

events, and singing conventions, starting in the 1840s, provided entrepreneurial 

publishers the opportunity to sell new books. The conventions were based on geographic 

regions, such as river valleys, and met annually or biennially for singing competitions. 

Songbook publishers hosted sight reading events featuring their new songs. The major 

player in this industry was Joseph Funk, who started the first shape note publishing 

empire, which lasted throughout the nineteenth century, publishing songbooks and 

sending traveling singing teachers all over the south. While shape note singing itself 

remained a largely rural phenomena, the singing conventions were the soil from which 

southern gospel music would grow in the next century, and so in this lineage are singing 

conventions are one of the “grandparents” of Christian contemporary music.82  

Shape notes, scientific music, and Sunday Schools reinscribed the sharp 

distinctions between home and public in Victorian society. They attempted to encourage 

rational, controlled religious and musical experiences rather than the rowdiness of 

minstrelsy and other popular forms of entertainment. Bent on moral uplift, Victorians 

used both religion and music to shape society.  
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“For Your Precious Love” – Music after the Civil War 

In the aftermath of the Civil War, American music began to change rapidly. 

Moral uplift and a sentimental approach to religious emotion were still common features 

of the religious field, but the field expanded to include new types of music such as 

African American spirituals and the gospel hymns of urban revivals. However, in 

burgeoning Pentecostal churches and vigorous musical adaptations by the Salvation 

Army, the experience of ecstatic religious music was still present on the religious field.  

The focus on social uplift and sentimentality characterizing the religious music of 

this era paralleled a concurrent shift in popular music: the development of the concept of 

“folk” music. “Just as isolated cultures became harder to define and locate in 

industrialized America, the notions of musical purity and primitivism took on enhanced 

value, even in avowedly commercial music.”83 In the late nineteenth century American 

scholars such as Lila Edmonds began by documenting the perpetuation of European 

ballads in Appalachian folk songs. This early “folk” music was construed as entirely 

Eurocentric, and was imbricated with commercialization from the start. Songbooks of 

mountain folk music were sold a parlor music. The book designs depicted an idealized 

primitive and feminized home, and their rhetoric emphasized the purity of homegrown 

parlor music as an antidote to the decay of civilization found in modern music hall 
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music.84 Country music would grow from these roots just a few decades later.85 But while 

most folk music would find its heyday only when the emergence of new recording 

technologies allowed regional phenomena to gain national audiences, one type of folk 

music became popular quickly: African American spirituals. 

While minstrelsy shows made African American folk song styles popular before 

the war, it was the spiritual that truly captured American popular imagination. Also 

referred to in this period as anthems or slave songs, spirituals had been part of the culture 

of enslaved Africans in the south for decades, but due to the insular nature of plantation 

culture they had not yet gained a wide hearing in America. The spirituals were complex 

songs. The music was set to pentatonic melodies with certain tones flattened, creating 

what become known as the “blue note,” and the beat was polyrhythmic and syncopated. 

The lyrics contained deep Biblicism centering Old Testament narratives and imagery in 

the present to create multiple meanings, a practice known as signifyin(g). Yet the lyrics 

were also fluid, as the songs and singers embraced improvisation, ornamentation, and call 

and response in performance.86  

It was during the Port Royal Experiment of the early 1860s that spirituals came to 

the attention of the wider public. Lucy McKim Garrison, a musician who was working 
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with slaves in the Sea Islands of South Carolina, heard the songs and began transcribing 

them. Working with William Francis Allen and Charles Pickard Ware, the songs were 

published in the 1867 volume Slave Songs of the United States, though there were 

transcription difficulties in noting music that did not correspond to European composition 

rules. While the volume itself was not popular, it was the first published book of 

spirituals and it included several songs that have become standards of the genre, 

including “The Good Old Way,” “Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Had,” and “Michael, 

Row the Boat Ashore.”87 

Following this initial exposure, the Fisk Jubilee Singers brought spirituals firmly 

into the mainstream of American culture. Possibly at the suggestion of the Hutchison 

Family Singers, Fisk University started a touring singing group in 1866. Their early 

songs are largely nostalgic fare typical of white family touring groups such as “Home 

Sweet Home” and “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” but they began singing spirituals 

as encores to their performances. Even these were technically not true spirituals – they 

had been classically rearranged by Thomas Seward. The Europeanized renditions of the 

spirituals and the singers who sang them became enormously popular. The group was so 

well known that they sang in a concert for Queen Victoria while touring Europe in 1873, 

and their group inspired the creation of many other singing groups from African 
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American colleges. African American composers Nathaniel Dett and Harry Burleigh, 

among others, continued to experiment with the spiritual form, creating more classical 

versions of the traditional songs.88  

 As African American spirituals gained popularity with white audiences, other 

changes occurred in African American music. As the nineteenth century came to a close, 

African Americans began moving north, fleeing the Jim Crow South and looking for 

economic opportunities in the north. During this earliest stage of what became known as 

the Great Migration, two new musical forms developed that were the precursors of 

several major musical genres of the twentieth century: barbershop quartets and 

Pentecostal worship. In the safe spaces created by barbershop culture, African American 

men developed a distinct singing practice. The “barber-shop chord,” usually sung by 

quartets, became popular in the minstrelsy and vaudeville shows of the 1880s and 1890s. 

Though it faded in popularity with the advent of radio in the 1930s, the style is the 

foundation of later close harmony singing, a style influential in country and southern 

gospel music.  

At the same time, the Pentecostal movement was developing its own distinct 

musical flair. Pentecostals are offshoots of the Wesleyan tradition and the Latter Rain 

Movement, which emphasized the miraculous power of the Holy Spirit working in 

people’s lives through gifts such as healing and speaking in tongues. Being “filled with 
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the Holy Spirit” included intense emotionalism, screaming, shouting, and dancing. As a 

result, Pentecostals encouraged the use of call and response as well as musical 

instruments, especially tambourines and drums. In their ecstatic services, all forms of 

music that brought energy to the service were welcome. Ragtime, jazz, and blues motifs 

were quickly incorporated. This style of worship formed the basis of the gospel music of 

the twentieth century, and would influence many of the major figures of rock ‘n’ roll and 

southern gospel.89 

 African Americans were not the only ones to experiment with incorporating 

popular music in religious services during this period. The Salvation Army started in 

England in 1865 and quickly spread to the United States. They formed a band in 1879 to 

spread their message, using concertinas, tambourines, and brass horns. So that people 

could more easily learn the words to their music, they primarily re-wrote popular secular 

tunes to have sacred lyrics. They refused to play older hymns or to refer to the music they 

played as hymns, because hymns were deemed to be “too churchy” to appeal to modern 

audiences.90 Alongside the Salvation Army, many other evangelists were reaching out to 

the booming urban populations of the late nineteenth century. The camp songs from the 

first half of the century influenced the music of the urban revivals, but they became 
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simpler – genteel calls to the unconverted or backslidden punctuated by easy to sing 

refrains, similar to Sunday School songs.91 

 Dwight Moody, Ira Sankey, and Philip Bliss were the most prolific and influential 

team of these urban revivalists. Moody, a popular revivalist of the 1870s who saw 

himself as spiritual salesman, was convinced early on in his career by Philip Bliss of the 

value of religious music for conversion. Bliss travelled with Moody, providing musical 

accompaniment to his sermons. Together they issued several collections of what they 

termed “gospel hymns,” because they were “singing the gospel.”92 This was the first time 

that the term gospel was applied to music. The tunes were derived from folk songs, and 

frequently accompanied by the oom-pah tunes that were popular at the time.93 After Bliss 

tired of travelling, Moody travelled with Ira Sankey, and Sankey and Bliss collaborated 

on books of gospel hymns as well, including the 1875 Gospel Hymns and Sacred Songs, 

which became so popular that Sankey printed a companion volume with personal stories 
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and song backgrounds. In his music, Sankey kept the verse-chorus-verse format of the 

camp meeting songs and added march-like movement to the tunes. The songs of Sankey 

and Bliss were essential to the revivals. Accompanying them on a small reed organ, 

Sankey placed a choir of the best local singers in front of the congregation to encourage 

crowd participation, rather than behind the minister, as was then typical. Their pattern 

was that Sankey would open the revival with song, Moody would preach, and then 

Sankey would close the revival with a song that invited a conversion response. The music 

added an element of entertainment, making the otherwise serious sermons a more 

lighthearted experience. The theology of the songs paralleled that preached by Moody: a 

sentimental and romanticized social gospel for the upper and middle classes in which 

Christianity was construed as a club with benefits for those who returned to it. People 

attributed their conversions to the music as much as to the preaching, and the songs were 

so popular that they became the pop music of the late nineteenth century.94 

 Another prolific composer of the urban revivals was Fanny Crosby. Born in 1864, 

she was exposed to a variety of musical styles in her childhood and took up a career 

teaching music as an adult. After a salvation experience in a revival and in a period of 

boredom, she began writing hymns. Her wide musical experience, relatable salvation 

experience, and work in missions in New York made her music broadly acceptable to a 
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wide swath of American Protestants. Her music was in many ways paradigmatic of post-

Civil War American Christianity. In her frequent use of the first person, her lyrics were 

centered on a personal and emotional relationship with Jesus rather than aiming to teach 

theology. Further, it was generally positive, with none of the negative descriptions of the 

human state as sinful or the horror of the cross found in older hymnody. Over the course 

of her life she wrote over 8,000 hymns under 203 different pseudonyms.95 For composers 

like Crosby, Sankey, and Bliss, gospel hymns were an important part of the movement 

for social reform. By providing their audiences with catchy tunes with uplifting and 

wholesome messages, they believed they were improving people’s moral characters. As 

the urban revivals took on the siege mentality of premillennial theology,96 this turning of 

profane musical styles to evangelistic ends was seen as an important way of protecting 

oneself against the perils of urban life.97  

By the end of the nineteenth century, the widespread popularity of gospel hymns 

published in disposable collections and a concurrent movement towards using 

denominationally specific hymnals together lead to an abandonment of historic hymnody 
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in many congregations. As in the Usual and Regular Singing controversy, congregations 

defined themselves by their acceptance or rejection of gospel hymns. Denominational 

hymnals reflect these struggles, reflecting a variety of postures towards gospel hymns – 

embracing them to the exclusion of older hymns, rejecting gospel hymns altogether, 

segregating gospel hymns in a special section of the hymnal, or mixing the gospel hymns 

in with older hymns.98 

While the sentimentalized emotion of gospel hymns in many ways reiterated the 

social and religious world of the Victorian era, the growing presence of African 

American music in this era is pivotal. In the twentieth century, African American music, 

both sacred and secular, would change the shape of music in America. “Gospel” would 

soon come to mean much more than a call to join Jesus’ country club.  

 

“You Ain’t Seen Nothing Yet” – Birth of the Recording Industry 

 Technology changed the shape of music in the twentieth century. Invented in 

1877 and entering commercial markets in 1890, the phonograph created a new industry of 

recorded music. At the turn of the century the first recording studios had three and a half 

minutes of recording time on their disks, which determined the length of popular songs 

for the next century. Radio technology developed simultaneously, with the first broadcast 

licenses distributed in 1921. During the golden age of radio, from 1925 to 1950, the 
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airwaves were filled with live musical shows, dramas, comedies, and religious 

broadcasts. Further, the copyright act of 1909 and the creation of the American Society of 

Composers, Authors, and Publishers in 1916 together ended the era of free musical 

borrowing. Recording, radio, and copyright together made it possible, for the first time in 

history, for many popular composers and musicians to make a full time career of making 

music. The result was a blossoming of musical styles in which regional musics gained 

national prominence and innovators in religious music found new audiences.99 In the 

rapidly expanding religious and musical field, the new forms of southern gospel and 

gospel blues gained wide acceptance even as the industry of professionalized religious 

music began to form in earnest. 

 

Singing Evangelists and Southern Gospel 

 Evangelists like Billy Sunday and Homer Rodeheaver, following the pattern of 

Moody, Sankey, and Bliss, continued the pattern of updating their music with current 

styles. Billy Sunday, a former major league baseball player, was one of the most 

influential evangelists of the early twentieth century. A participant in the YMCA, an 

institution that Sankey helped to form, Sunday knew the power of popular music for 

evangelism.100 He hired Rodeheaver in 1910 to accompany him on his evangelistic tours, 
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and Rodeheaver expanded on the musical pattern established by Moody, hiring local 

singers to lead the singing at each event and backing them up with female singers, pianos, 

coronets and trombones, mirroring the big band music and radio orchestras that were the 

popular music of the day. Together they mixed entertainment and ministry, encouraging 

sections of the audience to compete with one another during songs, having large choirs to 

do complicated jazzy numbers, and performing songs like “Brighten the Corner,” which 

had no Christian references. Rodeheaver and Sunday also launching the Rainbow 

Records recording company to sell their music, taking advantage of the new technology 

to reach a wider audience. At the same time, the records they produced helped create a 

new segmented market in which Christian culture was commodified.101  

 By this point, the gospel hymns of Sankey, Bliss, and Crosby had become the 

most popular form of sacred music in the United States. The first radio station that played 

gospel hymns was introduced by Moody Bible Institute in 1925, only four years after the 

first radio church service.102 Though there was some pushback against gospel hymns in 

favor of the theologically denser traditional hymnody, several major denominations and 

parachurch organizations integrated gospel hymns into their regular liturgical practices 
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and hymnals.103 It was through this shift that the gospel hymns of the urban northern 

revivals began to make their way into practice in the rural south.104 

 However, the rural south had developed its own sacred music tradition in the late 

nineteenth century and early twentieth century: southern gospel. The shape note tradition 

and singing schools that developed through the nineteenth century took a new turn due to 

the innovations of Frank Stamps and James Vaughan. In the early twentieth century, 

singers in rural areas would gather for singing conventions, the highlight of which were 

singing competitions in which musicians would sight read the new songbooks brought to 

the conventions by songbook publishers such as James Vaughan.105 To promote his 

songbooks further, Vaughan organized the Vaughan Boys Quartet, a travelling family 

quartet in the style of the family singers of the late nineteenth century, to promote his 

songbooks and singing school at conventions.106 Through the 1920s and 1930s other 

publishing companies quickly followed suit, hiring quartets and families such as the 
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LeFevres, the Blackwoods, the Speers, and the Carters (later known as the Chuck Wagon 

Gang) to travel and promote their songbooks.107  

The music of these conventions was known simply as gospel music, but would 

later come to be known as southern gospel. Early quartets did not distinguish themselves 

from other performers of other genres of gospel music, with the exception of their distinct 

four-part harmony styling, which was sung in the same close harmony style as African-

American barbershop quartets.108 As phonograph recordings and radio gained market 

share, most of these groups broke free from the control of the songbook publishing 

companies to travel as independent performers. A key moment in this was the 1938 

Stamps “All-Night Singing,” which was broadcast live from the Dallas fairgrounds. 

Follow up performances drew crowds of thousands and began a tradition of all night 

sings, used by the new performing groups to market their music.109  

These groups set themselves apart from performers in the new country music 

genre who occasionally sang older gospel hymns and southern gospel songs by limiting 

themselves to southern gospel songs, seeking out innovative new songs, and by 
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identifying themselves as ministers and evangelists rather than performers.110 The 

performance style of close harmony, the small groups of vocalists dressed in matching 

uniforms, and the simple lyrics about grace and salvation emphasized the sense of 

ideological unity found in the style’s origins in interdenominational conventions, while 

leaving enough theological vagueness that listeners of different denominations could 

interpret the songs to fit their respective spiritualties.111 By 1936, the genre had coalesced 

such that the National Singing Convention was formed.112 Southern gospel’s musical 

evangelists and the religious industry that surrounded and supported them was the direct 

result of new audio technologies. 

 

Gospel Music and its Secular Relatives 

 Southern gospel was one of several vernacular regional forms of music that 

bloomed in the early twentieth century, benefitting from the wider audiences accrued by 

recording and radio. Gospel and blues also benefited from the new technology. The 

previous century’s collections of Appalachian folk songs were focused on finding the 

European folk tradition in America, but as the twentieth century began collectors began 
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looking for an indigenous American tradition among the poor musicians of rural 

America. Yet even as these collectors sought an “authentic” Americana, there were 

collecting music for commercial use rather than academic study.  

In the 1920s, gospel and several other genres of music became big business, 

partially due to the efforts of Fred Hagar and Ralph Peer of Okeh Records. The first 

recording of a blues song was made by W.C. Handy in 1912, for the first black-owned 

publishing house.113 Okeh followed by recording vaudeville blues singer Mamie Smith 

and the hillbilly performer Fiddlin’ John Carson, simultaneously kicking off the 

production of race records and hillbilly records, respectively.114 This music got its cachet 

from its perceived authenticity: that it was the product of the lived experiences and deep 

history of rural life, though in practice this was often not the case. Old-timey music did 

not need to actually be old. It just needed to have a traditional sound, and performers’ life 

stories and personalities were often as much the creation of promoters and producers as 

they were the products of the actual performers’ lives.115 “Authenticity” was a new 

criteria for success in the musical field. It is reminiscent of the Puritan assertion that good 

religious music is created by good religious emotions. For both the Puritans and modern 

musicians authenticity is something performed, making the invisible visible, even if it is 
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being created from whole cloth. Folk music of all types would be held to the standard of 

authenticity. 

 Two types of African American “folk” musics developed hand in hand from the 

tradition of spirituals: gospel and blues. Several regions lay claim to being the origin of 

the blues in the 1890s, but the earliest known artists playing in the style were in St. Louis, 

Missouri and Kansas City, where ragtime artists shortened the typical ragtime measure 

from sixteen beats to twelve beats and added harmonies from spirituals. The music then 

drifted down the Mississippi River, taking root in Memphis and New Orleans.116 Scholars 

give two different dates for the first blues recording. One is 1912, the year in which W.C. 

Handy first recorded “Memphis Blues.” Actually written in 1909 under the name “Mr. 

Crump” for the opening of a Memphis mayoral campaign, the song is the earliest notated 

piece of blues music and quickly became famous nationwide.117 The other contender for 

first known blues recording was done by Okeh Records in 1920, of Mamie Smith and the 

Jazz Hounds singing “Crazy Blues.” The recording was an instant success, selling 

seventy-five thousand copies in the first month alone. A host of other performers 

followed her and talent scouts scoured the country for more blues artists, recording 
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itinerant guitarists like Robert Johnson “in the field,” as iconic representations of the rural 

south.118  

One outstanding and controversial instance of this is the interaction between the 

Lomaxes and Leadbelly. Alan Lomax and his sons traveled rural America recording folk 

artists, on a mission to save what they perceived to be dying art forms. In that effort, they 

often recorded in prisons, believing they would find performers who were completely 

isolated from the changing outside world. On one of those excursions in 1933, they 

recorded Huddie William Ledbetter, also known as Leadbelly. After his release from 

prison, the Lomaxes, as his managers, created a stage persona for him as a dangerous 

criminal, a rural throwback whose music came from a raw and brutal past.119 This story 

was part of a much larger trend in which the blues were presented as the essence of a 

dying rural Negro-ness that was, for white audiences, fascinatingly and disturbingly 

exotic, valuable for its perceived commentary on human suffering but disturbing for its 

blatant sexuality. Though blues developed from spirituals and was infused with Christian 

imagery, its sexuality led to its perception as inherently secular by white audiences, the 

music of those who might strike deals with the devil at a midnight crossroads.120  
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 Alongside blues, gospel was also built on the backbone of the older spirituals, and 

there are precursors to the style that extend back into the nineteenth century. William H. 

Sherwood’s Soothing Songs Hymnal (1891) and Harp of Zion (1893) were the earliest 

collections of what would be called gospel music thirty years later, filled with catchy, 

upbeat, easy to sing songs based loosely on the older African American spirituals.121 

Popular jubilee singers were already mixing close harmony with spirituals. Other groups 

experimented with secular styles, such as the Norfolk Jubilee Quartet, who renamed 

themselves the Norfolk Jazz Quartet into order to record the secular hit “Beedle De 

Beedle De Bop (Adi Aedi Idio).”122  

The style developed further in the early twentieth century in the hands of Charles 

A. Tindley, an influential pastor and songwriter who created the first gospel singing 

group accompanied by a piano and who wrote “Here Am I, Send Me,” “I’ll Overcome 

Someday” and “We’ll Understand it Better By and By.”123 Gospel was further 

popularized by Lucie Campbell, the music director of the National Baptist Convention’s 

Sunday School and Baptist Young People’s Union Congress in 1916. She actively 

campaigned for new artists and styles as she oversaw the production of the 

denominational hymnal Gospel Pearls, which was one of the first hymnals created by an 
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African American denomination and would become the standard for gospel music in 

America.124 

 The social conditions in which gospel developed were complex. Some people, 

particularly from rural communities and those influenced by the burgeoning Pentecostal 

movement, favored ecstatic worship characterized by pre-emancipation shouts and 

dancing. Others, particularly those from urban backgrounds, felt that blacks would be 

better off if they assimilated with the dominant white culture, and thus preferred 

traditional Protestant hymnody in solemn services. These two groups repeatedly mixed 

during the waves of the Great Migration, as millions of rural southern blacks fled the Jim 

Crow South over the early half of the twentieth century, settling in the urban centers of 

the North and bringing their musical preferences with them.125  

As the emotional styles blended to create a unique new preaching style, they also 

blended to create a unique new musical style: the gospel blues. Composers combined 

spirituals with shape note hymnody, the raw vocal sound of the jack-leg preachers who 

evangelized by singing on street corners, barbershop close harmony, jubilee quartet 

professionalism, minstrelsy showmanship, the beats of blues and Pentecostal worship, 

and the improvised ornamentation of congregational Dr. Watts singing.126 Thomas 
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Dorsey was key in the creation of this new genre. Formerly a jazz and blues pianist who 

played for parties, Dorsey blended blues with hymns in such a way that they not only 

created a new musical style, but a new religious experience as well. In gospel, the 

improvisation and expression of blues became part of American sacred music, such that 

performers saw themselves as open to divine inspiration and saw the music as a sermon 

in and of itself, supporting and accompanying the preaching.127 Thus, Dorsey and the 

gospel musicians that followed him blended several types of sacred music with secular to 

create a new sound and a new religious experience, even as these artists moved back and 

forth between sacred and secular music, between ministry and scandal, over the course of 

their careers.128  

Gospel, while religious music, used secular inspiration and inspired secular music 

itself in turn. An excellent example of this is the music of Juanita Arizona Dranes, who 

began recording for Okeh Records in the 1920s. In addition to incorporating traditional 

hymns and strong Pentecostal influences in her music, she also added stylings from 

ragtime, such as the 3/4 time, which was the basis of gospel’s characteristic 12/8 rhythm. 

Even as she took inspiration from secular styles, she inspired secular artists, as her style 

included improvised runs and driving bass that characterized early boogie-woogie artists, 
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including Fats Domino, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Roberta Martin.129 The Mills Brothers were 

also influential adopters of secular music. They incorporated jazz orchestration and the 

pump bass, which would become the standard for gospel until the advent of the electric 

bass.130 

 

Yodeling Cowboys 

 Just as gospel and blues were the intertwined twins of African American music in 

the early twentieth century, southern gospel also had its opposite number in country 

music, or as it was known at the time, hillbilly records. Country music evolved out of the 

ballad tradition brought to the United States by Anglo-Celtic immigrants. The music 

derives from similar socioeconomic roots as the blues, originating largely in poor rural 

areas, and even uses the banjo as a primary instrument, an instrument with African 

origins. Blended with the ballad tradition, the result was a genre that emphasized 

storytelling.131 In 1927 Ralph Peer of Okeh Records recorded a folk artist playing 

“Home, Sweet Home” on banjo as part of a musical comedy skit. The piece was so well 

received that it gave birth to the hillbilly record industry.132 Early artists like the Carters 
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recorded a mixture of tunes, including old ballads, traditional tunes, country songs, and 

hymns sung to guitar accompaniments, and there was significant crossover between 

hillbilly records and the nascent southern gospel industry.133 By the 1930s, the genre 

coalesced into a separate form. Early country artists like Jimmie Rodgers and Hank 

Williams introduced the emotionalism and guitar stylings of the blues, imbuing their 

lyrics with the full spectrum of human experience. They combined that emotionalism 

with the operatic register changes pioneered by Enrico Caruso to achieve the sobbing 

effect that became characteristic of sad country songs. They also added beats and 

instrumentation from big band to create the sub-genre of Western swing. Despite these 

innovation and distinctions and despite the coalescence of the form in the entertainment 

world through mediums such as the Grand Ol’ Opry, country music remained classified 

as folk music through this period.134 

 Separating these musical forms out into the different genres they would become, 

it is easy to miss their interpenetration at this point in history. The Lomax family that 

travelled the country collecting cowboy songs such as “Home on the Range” also 

recorded the bluesman Leadbelly.135 The producers from Okeh Records credited with the 

birth of hillbilly records are also responsible for some of the earliest race records. On the 
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personal level, artists learned from each other and were inspired by each other, with 

gospel artists adapting concepts from shape note hymnody and country western artists 

adapting blues techniques. Further, appreciation for these musical styles quickly spread 

outside of the social classes from which they sprang. While race records and hillbilly 

records had particular audiences that were impoverished and had little social power, the 

same music was adopted by the trade union movement as a populist art form with 

powerful narratives about injustice and equality. Musicians such as Woodie Guthrie, the 

Almanac Singers, and Sarah Ogan travelled the United States singing and writing folk 

music that was based on the tunes and concepts found in hymns, blues, country, and 

gospel.136 In the 1930s the federal government embraced the category of “folk” as a 

symbol of American strength, and the music was both supported by New Deal 

preservation projects and leveraged for wartime propaganda during World War II.137  

 Through the advent of recording technologies and radio, musical genres 

proliferated in the United States in the early twentieth century. This proliferation allowed 

for greater social distinction, with an increase in performers and genres allowing for more 

specific statements of taste. Yet at the same time musical cross-pollination was common 

and blurred the boundaries between genres and between sacred and profane that the act of 

recording and labeling music created. For the first time regional musical styles were 
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being heard outside of their regions even as they began to recombine into new genres, 

such as rhythm ‘n’ blues and rock ‘n’ roll. With these roots in the industrial and 

commercial capture of “folk” music for sale to the masses, the doxa of the importance of 

“authenticity” in music enters the field and becomes pivotal to the discourse of music. 

 

“Born to be Wild” – Music after World War II 

Within a generation the recording advances of the early twentieth century had 

changed the shape of music substantially. New technology meant recordings of better 

quality and durability. Fragile ten-inch 78’s were replaced by forty-five rpm discs that 

were both sturdier than their predecessor and able to capture a greater range of 

frequencies.138 Wartime restrictions also changed the face of the industry. The three 

major recording studios of the time (RCA, Capitol, and Decca) abandoned race and 

hillbilly records, believing them to be unprofitable. This created a vacuum in the industry 

that new independent studios rushed to fill when the genres increased in popularity after 

the war.139 The end of price restrictions after the war also meant economic transitions, as 

the cost of goods and services increased. Big bands found themselves fiscally unviable 

and folded, making way for smaller groups that could travel less expensively.140 
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However, the biggest change was the relationship between audience and music. 

While professional musicians were common before the advent of recording, it was now 

possible to listen to a professional musician from a distance, allowing some professional 

musicians to reach new levels of fame. The result was a realignment of the audience’s 

status in which they became perceived as passive listeners rather than active participants 

in the creation of music.141 This effect was particularly pronounced in religious music, as 

heretofore many denominations had emphasized music as the production of the 

congregation in worship. Speaking of the transition from spirituals to gospel in the black 

church, Glenn D. Hinson notes that “it was still worship music, but it was music 

performed by an artist to a congregation (or audience), rather than the spontaneous 

creation of an audience.”142 This concern for audience disenfranchisement would recur 

regularly in the twentieth century. Yet new styles flourished as the recording industry 

encouraged musical innovation. Emerging genres were embraced and reviled by religious 

Americans, sometimes simultaneously. In this era of American music, the evangelical 

religious music field (gospel, southern gospel, and musical evangelists) defined itself 

against the rapidly growing secular music field (particularly R ‘n’ B and rock ‘n’ roll), 

                                                 

141 As mentioned in my previous chapter, one of the main purposes of this work is to provide 

evidence that the audiences of religious music are in fact not passive, but actively participating in music 

through listening practices. However, the fact that audiences are perceived as passive is an important shift 

that changes how people think of music and so must be noted. 

142 quoted in Darden, People Get Ready! A New History of Black Gospel Music, 183. 



119 

 

and yet each poured into the others constantly as the boundaries between them were 

blurred and frequently crossed. 

The gospel genre continued to grow in popularity through the 1950s and 1960s, 

and frequently blurred the sacred/secular boundary. The ways in which gospel influenced 

pop and rock are too numerous to recount here beyond a few examples. The popular Soul 

Stirrers quartet of the 1930s rebranded themselves as a gospel group and picked up front-

man Sam Cooke, who is one of the best examples of gospel artists who blur the sacred 

and secular boundary. Cooke wrote the gospel standards “Nearer to Thee” and “Touch 

the Hem of His Garment” before quitting gospel for secular pop, where he wrote the 

classics “Wonderful World,” “Chain Gang,” “Twisting the Night Away,” and “Another 

Saturday Night.”143 He was not the only artist to do so: Ray Charles and Dinah 

Washington, among many others, also got their start in gospel before moving on to 

secular pop, taking the styles and themes of gospel with them.144 The Five Blind Boys of 

Mississippi also traded in jubilee singing for gospel. Their lead singer Archie Brownlee 

developed a distinctive falsetto screech, which would be adopted later by Charles.145 

Joseph Wallace, of the Sensational Nightingales, wrote “The Twist” while on tour with 

the Gospel Caravan, but gave it to Hank Ballard to record because it was too secular for 
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the Nightingales. Later on it would be re-recorded by Chubby Checker and become a 

hit.146  

Other artists would gain cachet in the gospel community for their firm adherence 

to the secular/sacred boundary. Mahalia Jackson is the most significant of these artists. 

Jackson liked the sound of blues singers like Bessie Smith, but compelled by her Baptist 

upbringing, she refused to sing blues or any other secular music. She joined forces with 

Thomas Dorsey and began recording gospel in 1946, which allowed her to sing religious 

music in the style of the blues. She became so popular that by the late 1950s she was 

singing almost exclusively to white audiences and leveraged that position to become a 

significant force in the Civil Rights movement.147 Other artists, such as Charles, took all 

of the stylings of gospel and sang entirely secular songs with them, creating a new genre 

of music called soul.148 In this dynamic of boundary crossing and boundary maintenance, 

it is not the boundary itself that is important but the appearance of one – artists who 

maintained the boundary gained spiritual capital as well as capital in the musical field, 

but so did artists who crossed it.  

During this period blues and gospel evolved into rhythm and blues, or R&B, 

which in turn gave birth to rock and roll. Muddy Waters, one of the most influential 
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bluesmen of the 1940s, formed the first blues band by incorporating drums, string bass, 

guitars and piano. This combination would be the model for later R&B and rock bands.149 

He was also one of the first blues performers to incorporate the new electric guitar, 

though he would return to a more nostalgic sound in 1948.150 The result was a sound that 

merged blues and gospel with jump band jazz, and the tenor saxophone from jazz was 

added to the band as well. R&B is characterized by this merger of instrumentation from 

jazz and blues, combined with the vocal virtuosity of gospel and its backbeat structure 

played on a snare drum, as well as the blues notes and emotive vocal slurring of blues. 

This can be heard in the music of early artists like Stick McGee and Roy Brown, as well 

as Ray Charles’s music from the late 1950s.151 R&B quickly became just as popular with 

white audiences as it was with blacks, and major recording studios struggled to catch up 

to the trend by having white singers like Perry Como and Pat Boone cover black R&B 

tunes, which served to popularize the genre further. On top of this, the advent of 

television meant that radio stations and album stores had to reinvent themselves. Thus, 

they began stocking more music popular with the lower classes such as R&B and country 
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as a way to survive the changing media economy. This made R&B available to a far 

wider audience, further increasing its popularity.152 

As R&B was coming into its own as a genre, southern gospel was as well. After 

World War II, southern gospel distinguished itself as a separate genre from country and 

gospel hymnody as the musicians took advantage of independent recording companies 

and radio. These mediums allowed artists a measure of independence from the songbook 

publishing companies they had been dependent on before the war. With that 

independence, there came a shift in songwriting styles as artists incorporated conventions 

from secular pop, country, the spirituals and high tenor of black gospel, and even some 

early rock.153 Spirituals were particularly attractive to new groups, because they were not 

burdened with copyright restrictions.154 As more independent quartets emerged and radio 

became the preferred medium of entertainment for many Americans, the rural singing 

conventions and songbook publishers declined.155 Early groups like the Statesmen and 

the Oak Ridge Boys were all male quartets, but the 1950s saw a movement towards 

mixed gender groupings and trios.156 
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Another major shift during this time was a change in the artists’ understanding of 

their purpose. Early southern gospel groups functioned as advertising for publishers and 

saw themselves as entertainers. But as the publishing houses and singing conventions 

died out and groups began to look for other venues in which to perform, they began 

rebranding themselves as ministers and evangelists who entertained. Being “ministers” 

allowed them to continue to advertise and perform in churches.  

After the 1950s, the industry reflected a message consistent with the 

theological interpretation of conservative evangelicalism. More and more 

groups began touting their concert presentations as a ministry designed to 

spread the gospel message and win converts to Christ. Moreover, southern 

gospel artists and their fans became more fully committed to political and 

social action, ultimately responding to the vision pushed by evangelicals 

like James Kennedy and Jerry Falwell. Those parameters, more than 

musical style, framed the world of southern gospel.157 

Conservative evangelicalism was inherent in many of the performer’s backgrounds. 

Many of the most prominent groups and artists came from Holiness or Pentecostal 

backgrounds, including the Blackwood Brothers Quartet, J.D. Sumner (of J.D. Sumner 

and the Stamps), the LeFevres, the Couriers, and the Klaudts.158 In Pentecostal worship, 

music is integral in possession by the Holy Spirit, the ultimate religious experience, and 

so it was only a short step from there for musicians to claim the role of ministers.  

 Yet even as southern gospel artists were solidifying their presence in evangelical 

churches, they were also moving outside the boundaries of those churches. As early as 
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1948, the Homeland Harmony Quartet generated national buzz with their best-selling 

song “Gospel Boogie,” which used all the stylings of R&B and was intended as an 

alternative to “worldly” honky-tonk music. Controversial because it completely broke 

with shape-note style in favor of rhythm & blues, the wildly popular song was covered by 

artists across the spectrum of music, from Pat Boone to Johnny Cash to Sister Rosetta 

Tharpe.159 The Oak Ridge Boys pioneered performance events called All-Night Sings, 

which became the standard southern gospel concert style in the 1950s and 1960s, in 

which several bands would perform for a fee at local gymnasiums or auditoriums.160 At 

the All-Night Sings, bands would engage in antics like “battle of song” competitions 

between the groups, which were reminiscent of the singing competitions of the old 

conventions yet lacked the participation by the now-passive audiences.161  

Through the 1950s the popularity of southern gospel grew as performers found 

other venues outside of churches to perform. For instance, The Florida Boys started a 

thirty minute local television show called the “Gospel Music Songshop” in 1959, which 

was syndicated for twenty-five years under the name “The Gospel Singing Jubilee.”162 
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J.D. Sumner and the Stamps toured with Elvis Presley, while the Oak Ridge Boys 

eventually transitioned from southern gospel to country.163 Other groups flirted with 

secular styles while remaining within the fold of southern gospel, such as the Statler 

Brothers, who sang southern gospel, country and pop, including the songs “Louie, Louie” 

and “Flowers on the Wall.”164 Conservative fans worried that these levels of popularity 

and the association with secular music would corrupt the singers of gospel music, who, as 

ministers, were expected to maintain a moral lifestyle. Allegations of immorality and 

alcohol use were frequent sources of gossip that demonstrated the discomfort audiences 

found with the connection between religion and big business.165 Yet, the genre remained 

popular. The National Quartet Convention, a three day concert of southern gospel artists 

that convened for the first time in Memphis in 1957, was so popular it would continue to 

draw crowds of over twenty thousand through the 1960s.166 

It is in the intersection of gospel, blues, southern gospel, country, Pentecostal 

worship, and rhythm & blues that rock’n’roll was born. From the rural blues of Ma 

Rainey and Bessie Smith, Leadbelly and Texas Blind Lemon Jefferson, rock took its 
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ethos of struggle against adversity, with the steel guitar mimicking the vocal wails of the 

performers. The ornamented vocal style of old congregational Dr. Watts hymns, which 

was adapted for solo song by performers like Mahalia Jackson, became part of rock’s 

legacy.167 Rock drew upon the slurred lyrics, the variety of line patterns, and the positive 

boastfulness of the urban blues epitomized in the work of Muddy Waters, B.B. King, and 

Elmore James. Muddy Water’s novel blues band structure, of piano, drums, guitars, and 

string bass provided the instrumentation for rock and roll.168 Gospel, particularly as sung 

in Pentecostal services, contributed much to rock as well. Performed with the beats and 

instrumentation of ragtime and jazz in many Pentecostal churches, gospel gave rock its 

distinct blend of beat, emotion, and movement.169  

The unique contributions of Pentecostalism to rock and roll are similar to 

Pentecostalism’s distinct contributions to Christian worship and 

spirituality. Both are characterized by open emotional displays, 

exuberance, physicality, the quest for transcendence, and (at their most 

intense) high mystical states. Music—with a beat and emotional 

commitment—makes Pentecostal worship services distinctive.... 170 These 

distinctives spilled into rock music through the vast number of performers 

who honed their skills in these churches – Ray Charles, the Isley Brothers, 

Sam Cooke, Aretha Franklin, David Ruffin of the Temptations, Wilson 
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Pickett, Elvis Presley, Jerry Lee Lewis, Marvin Gaye, Al Green, and B.B. 

King, to name a very few.171  

The first rock musicians of the early 1950s were initially classified by the industry 

as R&B because the majority of them were black – think Fats Domino, Chuck Berry, and 

Little Richard. Little Richard is an excellent example of the interplay between sacred and 

secular in the early stages of rock. While his lyrics were ribald to the point of being 

unpublishable,172 the falsetto voice, flamboyant costumes, and screaming that made up 

his style were taken directly from the Pentecostal revivals of his childhood. This tension 

was evident even to him, and in 1957 he announced that he was giving up secular music. 

He enrolled in a Bible college and sang only gospel music until 1962. At that point he 

reverted to singing the more profitable secular music, but he would continue oscillating 

between secular and sacred music for the remainder of his career.173 

Due to the popularity of the music and the work of white artists like Bill Haley 

who blended black and white musical styles, the stage was set for the revolution that 

came from the Sun Records studio. Founded in 1952 in Memphis, Tennessee, Sun signed 

three musicians that made the studio the epicenter of rock ‘n’ roll: Elvis Presley, Jerry 
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Lee Lewis, and Johnny Cash. All three musicians had deep ties to religious music and 

continued experiment with sacred sounds throughout their careers, further solidifying the 

links between rock, country, gospel, and southern gospel.174 

Elvis Presley got his musical start at the Tupelo Assembly of God, a Pentecostal 

church with an exuberant worship style. Presley was so deeply connected to the music he 

sang there that in 1954 he auditioned for the Songfellows, a southern gospel quartet that 

was affiliated with the Blackwood Brothers. Thankfully for the history of the music 

industry, he was rejected. However, he remained tightly connected to the southern gospel 

industry. His long hair and flashy clothes were imitations of styles worn by quartets, and 

he admitted to copying the singing style of Jake Hess of the Statesmen. As he became 

more famous, he worked closely with southern gospel artists, touring and performing 

with the Imperials, the Stamps, the Sweet Inspirations, and the Jordanaires. Friends 

reported that the only music he listened to in his personal time was gospel and southern 

gospel, and his albums reflect that. His first gospel album, His Hand in Mine, was a 

mixture of gospel and southern gospel tunes that followed all the conventions of gospel 

albums, except that he added a rock beat to the music. Presley would go on to produce 

several gospel albums all of which would sell well, an impressive feat as he was 

simultaneously being denounced by preachers as a singer of the devil’s music.175 Even in 
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his earliest secular music, Elvis was mixing styles across genres. His first Sun recording, 

“That’s Alright, Mama,” was a black blues song redone in the style that would become 

known as rockabilly – infusing country music with the emotional force of R&B and the 

beat of rockabilly.176 

Johnny Cash and Jerry Lee Lewis had similar roots and musical inspirations. Cash 

grew up in two Church of God congregations and was also a fan of the Blackwood 

Brothers.177 Lewis was raised in an Assemblies of God and a Church of God 

congregation. He considered the ministry and attended Southwestern Bible Institute 

briefly, but was kicked out after playing boogie-woogie in the chapel.178 His first secular 

album was country, before he settled into rock. This movement back and forth between 

religious music and rock by the early rockers reveals the tensions of both genres. Gospel 

and southern gospel were integral to the development of rock. The emotions and 

physicality learned in Pentecostal churches were a significant part of what made rock 

music powerful. Many secular pop artists covered sacred songs, creating a genre known 

as “juke box hymns” in the 1950s.179 This blurring of the line between sacred and secular 

meant that lyrics alone could not make a song sacred. The intent of the performer, the 
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music, and the social setting were more determinative.180 It was not just the sensual 

lyrics, but also the embrace of rebellion, the racial connections, and association with 

older “sinful” styles of music like the blues that lead to rock’s categorization as sinful and 

secular by the very churches from which it originated.181  

Much of pop music before the advent of rock, that of the likes of Frank Sinatra, 

Rosemary Clooney, and Perry Como, was conformist and fantasy oriented, enjoyable by 

parents and children alike. Thus, despite its roots in the center of conservative religiosity, 

rock quickly became a safe form of dissent for young people in the McCarthy era, 

traveling on radio waves far from the centers of the burgeoning Civil Rights Movement 

and the coffeehouses of the beatniks.182 Rock was accessible rebellion, powered by forms 

of religious ecstasy. 

Yet innovations in mixing secular and sacred were not limited to rock, gospel, and 

southern gospel at this time. Through the 1940s and 1950s, religious radio experienced a 

heyday as religious broadcasters used the styles and music of secular broadcasting to 

attract listeners.183 On the radio and in evangelical rallies, religious musicians scoured 

secular entertainment for inspiration. The same forces propelling innovation in secular 
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music were also causing changes in other forms sacred music as well, through the 

medium of parachurch organizations like Youth for Christ and Billy Graham’s Crusades.  

Youth for Christ International, an evangelical parachurch organization started by 

Torrey Johnson, Oswald J. Smith, Charles Templeton, and Ralph Carmichael, was a key 

innovator during this time. As the music leaders of the ministry, Carmichael and 

Templeton put together bands that played trumpets, trombones, and woodwinds. They 

also included a rhythm section and a choir, to better incorporate gospel, jazz, and swing 

into their rallies. Carmichael’s group would go on to become the Emmy-winning 

television show The Campus Christian Hour, despite annoying more conservative 

viewers with his musical boundary pushing.184 Templeton incorporated brass quartets and 

saxophone trios in his revivals, mimicking the jive and swing of beatnik culture while 

using music to advertise and reinforce the gospel message, hoping to “inspire interest 

rather than reverence.”185 

The use of secular musical styles by Youth for Christ inspired yet another 

prominent revivalist of the 1950s, Billy Graham. Graham met George Beverly Shea at 

Wheaton and brought Shea on to perform music for his crusades in 1948. Shea quickly 

became an international sensation, eventually winning a Grammy and selling over a 
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million albums. He was the first to popularize the song “How Great Thou Art,” a hymn 

from the nineteenth century that he rewrote for modern sensibilities. Though he was not 

very innovative musically, he continued the use of music in revivals started by Youth for 

Christ, paved the way for musical stardom in evangelical culture, and later as an industry 

executive would be on the forefront of Christian contemporary music.186 

Just as rock was getting its start in the Sun Records studio in the 1950s, so too 

was the Christian contemporary music industry (or CCM, for short), though it was not yet 

known by that name. In 1950, Baylor student Jarrell McCracken recorded the spoken 

word piece “The Game of Life” for the new gospel label Word. Word, based in Waco, 

TX, remained a small studio until the middle of the 1960s, when it would pick up Ralph 

Carmichael and become the central publishing house for CCM.187 But several other 

musical changes that would occur in the 1960s before CCM would emerge fully as a 

genre. 

By the end of the 1950s, rock ‘n’ roll was fully established in the musical field, as 

were the religious musical elements of gospel, southern gospel, and music-making 

parachurch organizations. The parents of Christian contemporary music were born. The 

fields of religion and music were characterized by boundary crossing, but also by the 

cachet of maintaining the secular/sacred boundary. Rock ‘n’ roll was positioned as 
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inherently rebellious, and yet carried in its developmental history and the personal 

histories of its artists a long lineage of religious musics. It was only a matter of time and 

circumstance for religious rock music to appear. 

 

“Sympathy for the Devil” – Christian Contemporary Music and its Contemporaries  

 CCM was just one of a vast number of new musical styles that blossomed in the 

1960s and 1970s. The British Invasion, folk rock, the Civil Rights movement, Vatican II, 

and the Gospel Music Association were all major developments that would shape the 

direction of both secular and sacred musics in American life. The key feature of the 

religious and musical fields of this time is an attitude of experimentation. In rock, gospel, 

southern gospel, and evangelistic movements, people were actively blending older forms 

and crossing longstanding barriers. In this era infused with religious trial and error, the 

first strains of Christian contemporary music would emerge from its parent traditions.  

The sixties did not begin with an immediate change. An interlude of cleaner pop 

ensued from 1959 to 1963, filled with teen idols and girl groups due to cultural pressure 

to clean up rock ‘n’ roll. The airwaves were filled with Dick Clark’s American 

Bandstand, Annette Funicello, Chubby Checker, the Beach Boys, and the Shangri-La’s, 

though some artists such as Phil Spector were still doing innovative work by creating 

layered production styles and early multi-track recordings.188 Despite the relative lack of 
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innovation by these artists, this was a golden age for religious music recorded by secular 

artists. In 1958 Laurie London’s cover of “He’s Got the Whole World In His Hands” was 

a hit, and in 1959 Tennessee Ernie Ford’s album Hymns went gold, followed by 

Spirituals in 1961 and Nearer the Cross in 1962. Between 1955 and 1963, twenty-seven 

religious songs would make it onto Billboard’s pop charts, almost all recorded by secular 

artists on major labels, including Aretha Franklin, Peter Paul and Mary, the McGuire 

Sisters, Pat Boone, the Highwaymen, and Patti LaBelle and the Blue Belles.189 Folk 

music, which had languished in the late 1940s and early 1950s, began to experience a 

revival as well. In 1958 the Kingston Trio’s number one hit “Tom Dooley” ushered in 

folk revival, and artists like the Dixon Brothers and Muddy Waters, now returned to his 

earlier nostalgic style, repackaged older folk and blues tunes for the new generation.190 

 

The Spirituality of British Rock 

 During this interlude, the classic rock of the first generation was thriving in the 

United Kingdom. The wave of new communication and marketing technologies was 

allowing music to move across the oceans in a timelier manner, and the rock music begun 

in the United States would quickly return with a British accent in the form of the Beatles, 

                                                 

189 Cusic, The Sound of Light, 112–13. 

190 Friedlander and Miller, Rock and Roll, 134; Filene, Romancing the Folk, 116–19; Cusic, The 

Sound of Light, 110. 



135 

 

the Rolling Stones, and the Who. Each of these bands would break with traditional 

religion while encouraging their listeners to explore other forms of spirituality. 

Begun as The Quarrymen in 1959 and renaming themselves the Beatles in 1960, 

the Beatles were the first major rock group to begin touring internationally. Despite 

quickly becoming a worldwide sensation, they only toured for three years, from 1963 to 

1966. Their music had become too complex to play on stage, filled with sitars and strings 

as well as recording techniques like feedback and scratching that were difficult to 

reproduce live. They were influential not just for their musical creativity, but for their 

spirituality as well. Immersed in the religious counterculture of the 1960s, the Beatles 

participated in its growing fascination with Eastern spirituality, eventually travelling to 

India to study under Maharishi Mahesh Yogi.191  

 The Beatles were not the only rockers to cross the pond during this era, nor were 

they the only ones to incorporate spirituality into their music. Mick Jagger and Keith 

Richards formed the Rolling Stones and came to the United States as well. The antithesis 

of the Beatle’s positive pop image, their music was more deeply connected to older blues 

styles, complete with slurred lyrics, blues notes, emotive wails, and frank sexual 

physicality. In an interesting twist, Jagger’s signature dance moves can be traced in a 

direct line to Pentecostal worship. The first documented episode of his rooster strut came 

shortly after he began touring with Tina Turner and saw her and her band dancing 
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backstage at a concert. As Turner credits her animated stage style to her Pentecostal 

upbringing, Jagger’s moves are only one step removed from religious ecstasy. However, 

the Rolling Stones’ music engaged religion in a different manner. With an album titled 

Their Satanic Majesty’s Request and songs like “Sympathy for the Devil,” the Stones 

were more interested in confronting religion than conforming to it.192  

The Who had a similarly complex relationship with religion. One of the most 

musically complex rock bands of the era, the precursors of punk and hard rock 

responsible for creating the rock opera format, they became famous for smashing their 

instruments as a signature act of rebellion.193 Despite this rebellious spirit, in 1960 they 

began following the teachings of Meher Baba, an Indian spiritual leader with a significant 

Western audience, and incorporated messages of individual moral responsibility into their 

music. Pete Townshend explained the tension this way: “The thing is, we wanted it to 

work on lots of levels.... We want to turn on the spiritually hip, we want to turn on the 

fuckers and the street fighters.... We want to turn on the opera lovers and we succeeded in 

turning on a lot of people that weren’t reached before”194 and “It [that era of pop music] 

was its strong connection with the roots of spiritual theosophy and the language that rang 

with it - the idea that pop music was about spiritual uplift, human potential, solidarity, 
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unification.”195 Thus, the early rock bands most associated with the rejection of religion 

and its corollary virtues were also exploring and interacting with new religious ideas on 

many different levels. 

 

Folk Revival 

 During this period rock was also colliding with folk music. Folk languished 

through the 1940s and 1950s, with the exception of the work of Pete Seeger and the 

Weavers, who performed southern, blues, and international folk songs while also being 

so politically active that the House Un-American Activities Committee investigated 

them.196 Far from its start as a celebration of the American spirit, folk music’s association 

with the political left had made it an international affair, with books like the Fireside 

Book of Folk Songs (1947) including material in German, Spanish, Italian, French, 

Yiddish, and Russian. Thus, when folk music began to regain popular ground in the late 

1950s, it had a new, ethnic sound. The Clancy Brothers sang Irish folk songs and Millie 

Small’s rendition of “My Boy Lollipop,” sung by Barbie Gaye, brought ska and early 

reggae to America. Even Harry Belafonte participated, popularizing calypso.197 American 
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folk artists of this second generation, like Joan Baez and Peter, Paul and Mary, would 

include a wide variety of internationally inspired sounds and songs in their repertoires.198  

 This new folk music would quickly become enmeshed in the growing rock scene, 

through the work of artists like Bob Dylan. Dylan, a disciple of Seeger, started playing 

rock in high school before moving into folk and acoustic styles. In 1962, he changed his 

name from Zimmerman to Dylan and went to study with Woody Guthrie. Most of his 

early songs were political folk songs about human rights. In 1965 he added rock music to 

his folk protest lyrics for the album Bring it All Back Home, launching the new genre of 

folk rock. As his musical style continued to develop, he would appropriate blues, country, 

and black spirituals in his music. In the late 1970s he became a born-again Christian and 

created three albums reflecting that change. The albums were not traditional hymnody or 

any version of gospel, but instead were meditations on the brokenness of this world, the 

difficulty of faith, and the possibility of apocalyptic punishment for moral decay. In 

response to criticism, Dylan would “assert that biblical allusion was not new to his work, 

that he was simply more fully exploring a different direction.”199 Thus Dylan was not 

only key to the merger of folk and rock, but he was also yet another artist that frequently 

incorporated religion in his music.200 
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 However, Dylan was not the sole force mixing rock and folk. The Byrds 

combined the electric guitar and drums of rock with the tambourine and lyrics of folk. 

They were followed by Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young (with David Crosby of the Byrds 

playing in both groups), the Flying Burrito Brothers, and the Eagles. The Eagles are 

particularly noteworthy because they mixed the lyrics of folk and the rhythms of rock 

with the lonesome sound of country and the tight harmonies of southern gospel, all while 

putting art with Native American religious themes on their albums.201  

 

San Francisco 

It was with this mix of rock’s emotional beat, folk’s legacy of protest, and an 

undercurrent of religious experimentation that the San Francisco music scene was born. 

From 1965 to 1970 hippies flocked to the Bay area to participate in the counterculture’s 

music, drugs, and communal living. Bands like Jefferson Airplane, Creedence Clearwater 

Revival, and Santana were significant players in that arena. From music poster art to 

psychedelic light shows to extended guitar improvisations, these artists were as much 

interested in audience interaction as they were in creating music. The Grateful Dead were 

the masters of this arena, doing three hour long improvisations at their shows. “Drummer 

Micky Hart calls their performances ‘working religion’ - rituals that attempt to 
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synchronize the three dances, the personal, the cultural, and the cosmic.”202 At the height 

of the movement in 1967, Golden Gate Parked housed the Human Be-In, a musical 

festival with twenty thousand in attendance that was consecrated by Allen Ginsberg and 

Gary Snyder with a Hindu religious ceremony.203 In the merger of rock and folk in the 

San Francisco bay, religious experimentation was not only allowed, but encouraged. It 

would be here that evangelicals would begin to experiment with putting their own 

theology to folk rock lyrics. The place was ready. 

 

Contemporary Gospel 

 Rock and folk were not the only genres experimenting with combinations of 

religion and music in the 1960s. Black popular music of the 1960s had two branches: soul 

and Motown. Both drew on gospel, doo-wop, and R&B to create different sounds. Soul 

was associated with the south and found its raw sound in the revival tradition. It quickly 

moved from a religious identity to a term for authentic blackness when it was secularized 

by Ray Charles and James Brown. Ray Charles began singing in 1954 and experimented 

with many styles including country and R&B before finding popular commercial fame 

with soul. James Brown, in contrast, was mostly popular in the African American 
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community. His performances included wailing and chanting, energetic dancing with 

kneeling and emotive sobbing, all part and parcel of revivalist culture.  

Many other key figures in soul came from gospel backgrounds. Sam Cooke 

started off singing gospel with the Soul Stirrers, while Otis Redding sang gospel in 

church before hitting the pop charts. Aretha Franklin, however, is possibly the best 

example of the blending of gospel and soul. She began recording in the 1960s as a gospel 

artist, but in 1966 signed with Atlantic Records to sing soul. Her gospel background 

remained in her music in the form of her soaring vocals, the percussive use of piano, and 

the themes of her music.204  

Motown, in its attempts to polish black music for a white audience, blurs its 

connection to gospel somewhat, but it remains in the lives of some of the performers, 

particularly Marvin Gaye. Gaye was the son of a pastor in the Pentecostal sect called the 

House of God, the Holy Church of the Living God, the Pillar and Ground of the Truth, 

the House of Prayer for All People. Music was intensely important in their church, and 

Gaye participated in church music from childhood on. Though he turned to doo-wop and 

eventually became a giant of Motown, his adult style was based largely on his childhood 

experiences. Similarly, Stevie Wonder received his training and early performance 

experiences in church. Retaining more control of his music than most Motown artists, his 
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album Songs in the Key of Life (1976) is a vision of spiritual enlightenment and peaceful 

coexistence that demonstrates Wonder’s ongoing connection of music and spirituality.205 

 Thus, the significance of gospel cannot be understated in any exploration of 

popular American music. Not only was it an important influence in the development of 

several major musical genres, it also continued to stand on its own as an innovative and 

socially powerful genre. In the 1960s, gospel was the music of the Civil Rights 

movement, in part thanks to the work of Fanny Lou Hamer. A volunteer with the Student 

Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), she began singing hymns and spirituals 

to calm her fellow volunteers when the bus they were riding on to register voters was 

confronted by police. The moment was so powerful that she began singing at conferences 

and formed the Freedom Singers, who toured and sold albums to raise money for the 

SNCC. “We Shall Overcome,” a modification of Charles Albert Tindley’s gospel song 

“I’ll Overcome Someday,” became the signature song of the Civil Rights Movement. 

Other gospel songs that were favorites of the movement were “Go Tell It On the 

Mountain” and “People Get Ready”.206  

 Gospel itself was also changing during this era. In 1967 “Oh Happy Day” was 

recorded by the Northern California State Youth Choir (later known as the Edwin 

Hawkins Singers). It’s overwhelming popularity almost singlehandedly created the genre 
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of contemporary gospel. Walter Hawkins, Tramaine Hawkins, the Winans, and the Clark 

Sisters were all performers who joined the new style of contemporary gospel, but the 

most influential may have been Andraé Crouch and the Disciples. Crouch’s band began 

as a black gospel act based in California, but quickly became famous with black and 

white audiences, such that they moved seamlessly (for the era) between the segregated 

worlds of gospel and southern gospel. Another influential figure was James Cleveland. 

Cleveland recorded several gospel groups through the 1950s and 1960s that reinfused 

gospel with blues. Because of increasingly progressive social views, the late 1960s even 

saw an integrated gospel group when Sherman Andrus, formerly a member of Crouch’s 

Disciples, joined the southern gospel group The Imperials to sing baritone. In 1968, 

Cleveland founded the Gospel Music Workshop of America convention to promote the 

development of gospel, and worked to make gospel more contemporary by composing 

new pieces for large choirs.207  

 

Southern Gospel Industry 

 Southern gospel was also undergoing renovation during the 1960s. New groups 

were no longer adhering to the male quartet pattern. The Imperials were formed as a 

super-group in 1964 by Jake Hess and were popular enough that they were performing 
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with Elvis by 1969. The group toyed with the idea of going secular, but after the Oak 

Ridge Boys went secular and lost their audience in the process, they decided to keep their 

religious format.208 The Singing Rambos were also popular but controversial, as they 

broke the quartet pattern both by having a group of three and by having a female lead 

singer.209  

Other changes also happened on the institutional level. Modern concerts 

completely replaced outdoor sings, and casual dress replaced the performer’s distinctive 

matching suits. As television replaced radio and shows like the Gospel Singing Jubilee 

became regular venues for performers, greater professionalism and preparation became 

the standard mode of operation.210 In 1964, the performers and industry executives took 

the step of creating the Gospel Music Association to promote the genre, with its own set 

of awards to compete with the Grammys, called the Dove Awards.211  

The star of this era was Bill Gaither, who dominated southern gospel from the 

mid-1960s through the 1970s. Gaither formed the Gaither Trio in the mid-1950s as a part 

time gig, which did not go full time until 1967, when his albums began to be marketed at 

Christian bookstores by the Benson label. Gaither’s directed his music to a Christian 
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audience rather than intending to evangelize among a secular audience, and his emotional 

descriptions of Christian life made him a hit. “Because He Lives” and “He Touched Me” 

became number one hits, and Gaither dominated the genre for the next three decades.212  

By the end of the 1960s, further development within the industry saw a 

proliferation of concert promoters, syndicated television programs, music 

publishers, and recording companies, though now there was no 

dependence on shape notes, singing conventions, or singing schools. 

While conventions and singing schools continued in rural pockets, they 

gradually lost their niche as the fountain from which the gospel music 

industry in the South flowed.213  

The genre had thus completely diverged from its rural roots in all areas except the 

symbolic while increasing in professionalization and audience by the time that Christian 

contemporary music was born. 

 

First Signs 

 Christian contemporary music formed in this environment of popular religious 

music, politically laden gospel and folk rock, and hippies performing music as religion. 

The folk music of the early 1960s combined with Christian culture to created 

hootenannies – youth camp meetings around centered around campfires, at which 

singalongs of songs like “I’ve Got the Joy, Joy, Joy” and “Give Me Oil in My Lamp” 

from the Youth for Christ movement were popular. In the counterculture hub that was the 
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Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco, the impulse to merge Christianity with the 

youth movement resulted in a community of revivalists known as the Jesus People, Jesus 

Freaks, or Street Christians.214 In 1967, the Christian World Liberation Front opened a 

Christian coffeehouse in the middle of Haight-Ashbury, and several other similar small 

coffee shops and Christian underground newspapers started at the same time, in mimicry 

of the “head” shops of the area that sold drugs and rock albums. They also associated 

with churches, such as Bethel Tabernacle and the Calvary Chapel youth group led by 

Lonnie Frisbee.  

Not only was new music written, older camp-meeting songs were given new 

electric amplification and secular songs were rewritten with sacred lyrics, with “Lucy in 

the Sky with Diamonds” becoming “Jesus in the Sky with Angels,” for example. As part 

of the counterculture, the Jesus People adapted the folk-rock of the counterculture to their 

own religious experiences. “Rock ‘n’ roll separated the kids from the parents; folk music 

gave them a social conscience.… As the Jesus Movement developed and spread, it was 

heavily influenced by both of these musics – rock ‘n’ roll moved the body, folk moved 

the mind.”215 The spiritual searching that was innate to the counterculture lead some 
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people to Christianity, and the result was yet another revival with its own distinctive 

musical identity.216 

 As was the pattern historically, the earliest examples of the new musical genre can 

be found in the work of evangelists and revivalists, particularly Jimmy Swaggart and 

Billy Graham. Jimmy Swaggart, an ordained Assemblies of God minister and cousin of 

Jerry Lee Lewis, was one of the first to mix rock and gospel. His first album, “God Took 

Away My Yesterdays,” was recorded by Sun Records in 1960. Though it was categorized 

as gospel, it was so infused with honkey-tonk and rockabilly that it was highly 

controversial. However, the album helped jumpstart Swaggart’s career as an evangelist, 

leading him to begin the radio program The Camp Meeting Hour in 1969 and a TV show 

in 1973. By 1976 he was selling over a million albums a year, but shortly after that would 

change his tune significantly. By 1988 he was one of the most prominent evangelicals 

denouncing Christian rock music, claiming that it was inappropriate for worship – the 

opposite of his claims about his own music in the 1960s. For all his rejection of the 

blending of rock and religion in his later years, Swaggart remains one of the people who 

first popularized the combination.217 Billy Graham was also instrumental in this area. 

Graham and Carmichael co-produced the film The Restless Ones in 1965, the story of a 

Christian pastor who works with troubled teens. The film was scored with contemporary 
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music rather than hymns. Not only did the music from the film become widely popular, it 

also encouraged the production of other Christian folk musicals, such as Good News in 

1965 and Tell It Like It Is in 1970.218  

 While there were many Christian folk-rock bands active in the mid-1960s, such as 

Faith Flight, Children of the Day, and Calvary Chapel-associated Love Song, by most 

accountings of the development of CCM, the first commercially released album of the 

genre was Larry Norman’s Upon This Rock, produced by Capitol Records in 1969. 

Norman had been a member of the successful rock group People!, and had infused his 

faith with his music even then. The 1968 People! Album I Love You was originally 

supposed to be titled We Need a Whole Lot More of Jesus (And a Lot Less Rock and Roll) 

before the studio retitled it.219 Hard on Norman’s heels was a flurry of other records by 

artists who had already been actively touring for several years – Take the Message 

Everywhere, by Andraé Crouch (1969); Mylon, by Mylon LeFevre (1970); The 

Everlastin’ Living Jesus Concert, by Maranatha! Music (1971); Come to the Waters, by 

Children of the Day (1971); and Love Song, by Love Song (1972), to name only a few.220 

 While Norman’s I Love You was minted by secular Capitol Records, the genre 

quickly founded its own publishing houses. Calvary Chapel, the Costa Mesa church at the 
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epicenter of the Jesus People movement, formed the label Maranatha!, which was the 

spiritual home for many early CCM musicians and continues to be a major CCM label.221 

Myrrh was another early label, created by the gospel publishing house Word. Word was 

started in Waco, TX in 1950, and was Ralph Carmichael’s label in the early 1960s. As a 

result, they were the recording company that produced records and sheet music for many 

of the Christian folk musicals mentioned above. Myrrh was created in 1962, specifically 

for the music coming out of the new Jesus People movement, to keep some separation 

between their music and older gospel. Ray Hildebrand was their first artist, and they 

found most of their success selling directly to Christian bookstores.222  

By the early 1970s, enough change was in the wind that even denominational 

presses were attempting to change course. The Southern Baptist Convention began 

hosting hymn writing competitions, in which pamphlets of new hymns were sent out to 

the churches, and their hymnal revisions during that time reflect an attempt to incorporate 

folk music, if not rock, in their worship, in the form of Korean and Chinese tunes, 

African American spirituals, and shape note hymns.223 Thus was the genre of Christian 

contemporary music born, and it quickly became an international force.  
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Conclusion 

Inspired by a new vision of Christianity, a person converts in the midst of the fires 

of religious change, or seeks to convert others. Driven by the emotions of her 

transformation and desiring to communicate her beliefs and experiences to those around 

her, she turns to her knowledge of music. She blends her faith with the popular music of 

the time, music that is the language of emotional expression for her and her friends. Thus, 

a new genre of sacred music is formed, one that eventually makes its way from small 

impromptu sing-alongs to official corporate worship. This narrative is the narrative often 

told of the genesis of Christian contemporary music. However, this is also the story of 

Martin Luther, of Isaac Watts, of Charles Wesley, of Ira Sankey, of William Booth, of 

Fanny Crosby, and of Homer Rodeheaver. At heart, it is the story of Christian music 

since the Reformation.  

This pattern makes secular and sacred difficult to separate, while also explaining 

why the church music of the early twentieth century was able to hybridize with rock ‘n’ 

roll. America is a nation inundated by wave after wave of revivals and evangelists, from 

the colonial period to the modern period. Each revival comes with its own music, each 

evangelist attempts to communicate new truths by putting them in new musical packages, 

and each religious and/or ethnic group that seeks to distinguish itself from others adopts a 
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new kind of music or repurposes an old music to create its identity.224 Thus the tavern 

drinking tunes, bawdy broadside ballads, minstrelsy melodies, big band numbers, and 

honkytonk juke box jingles become part of the repertoire of sacred music for the 

generation that follows. As Durkheim pointed out, the sacred is contagious, ever seeking 

to escape the boundaries of taboo and tradition.225 One generation’s bawdy popular music 

is the next generation’s edgy blend of sacred and secular musics, and becomes the third 

generation’s pure sacred music. Then the process repeats as the contagious sacred 

infiltrates yet another set of secular musics. Yet even secular music is not entirely secular, 

as each generation of performers is inspired by childhood religious experiences, older 

religious music, or even the transcendently spiritual experience found in music itself. 

Thus, sacred and secular twine within each other in music, each making room for the 

other, imbricated over generations. 

Yet for those in each generation who participate in the making of new secular-

sacred musics, those binaries are perceived as real and meaningful, and oceans of ink are 

spilled by religious leaders and musicians to justify the breaking of taboo and tradition to 

allow the sacred and the secular to mix. The rationales for change are manifold. There is 

the desire to put the sacred directly into the language and hands of the common folk, to 

make worship a vernacular experience, as expressed by Luther and the Reformers. There 

                                                 

224 The relationship between group identity, piety, and music will be explored more fully in 

another chapter. 

225 Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, 303–27. 
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is the desire to improve the liturgy, to make music that is good music and good poetry 

while also being good teaching, as expressed by Watts. There is a desire to make faith 

seem new, to strip away older forms that are perceived to be stale in order to get a fresh 

hearing from the world, as expressed by Booth and Carmichael. There is the desire to 

create a protective Christian popular culture to defend from the corrupting world, as 

expressed by the gospel hymns of Bliss, Sankey and Crosby. There is the desire to make 

liturgy more approachable for the young and uneducated, as expressed by the Regular 

Singers, Tufts’ shape-notes and the Sunday School movement. There is the desire to sing 

of things forbidden, as expressed by the multiple meanings of slave spirituals, which 

speak overtly of religion and covertly of freedom, and as expressed in the repertoires of 

performers like Elvis, singing religious music under the auspices of secular stardom. 

There is the simple desire for profit, as expressed in the spate of hymnals in the 

eighteenth century and the breaking away of southern gospel groups from publishers in 

the twentieth century and the various recording studios developed after World War II. 

There are, of course, as many rationales as there are musicians, but these few provide a 

useful background for understanding the development of CCM. Vernacularization, 

evangelism and teaching, the lure of the forbidden and the desire for protection, profit, 

and the urge to just make good music have all played important roles in the development 

of CCM. CCM has also drawn force from the vernacularization of Catholic liturgy of 

Vatican II, as well as of the work of evangelists from Billy Graham to Lonnie Frisbee. It 

is the expression of those who explored the rock ‘n’ roll forbidden by parents and 
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churches and found something they deemed worthwhile to bring back to church, as well 

as those who created CCM as a protective alternative to the corruptions of secular rock 

culture. It is the product of major studios, of investors, of pop charts and mega-churches. 

And yet it is also the product of churches and individuals and bands who just decided that 

they wanted to make good music about Jesus. 

The construction of the boundary between sacred and secular is one important 

piece of the religious musical field. Its location constantly changes, as the sacred absorbs 

the secular and new seculars appear. The rationales for music making form the doxa of 

the field – that music is important in the life of faith, that music expresses emotions and 

shapes emotions, that secular music carries dangers that can sometimes be tamed by 

sacred lyrics. This history also illuminates some other features of the musical field that 

pour over into the religious field by the 1960s: the growing importance of authenticity in 

the twentieth century, the push for religious innovation and experimentation, and the 

growing professionalization of the music industry. These characteristics of the field 

shaped the direction that the genre of Christian contemporary music would take as it 

grew. 

This genealogy accounts for some of the oddities of Christian contemporary 

music as a genre of popular religious music. It is as complex as the individuals, religious 

movements, and musical styles that have contributed to it. Their understandings of the 

music they were making continue to resound and form a baseline for understanding the 

development of Christian contemporary music from its inception in the 1960s to today, as 
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well as for understanding the importance of CCM in the lives of American evangelicals. 

It is to that inception that our attention now turns. 

  



155 

 

CHAPTER 4 

“SING A NEW SONG”: DEVELOPMENTS IN CHRISTIAN CONTEMPORARY 

MUSIC, 1967-2016 

 

“Music is spiritual. The music business is not.” 

Van Morrison 1 

 

 The previous chapter traced the history of sacred and secular music in the United 

States to demonstrate some of the social forces leading to the development of Christian 

Contemporary Music (CCM) in the late 1960s, giving a genealogy of its musical and 

religious parentage. This chapter will continue from the birth of CCM and describe the 

growth and development of the genre to the present. It is simplest to break the chronology 

down roughly by decade. The earliest CCM developed out of a variety of religious 

movements in the 1960s, resulting in a sub-genre of worship music in the 1970s and a 

new industry that dealt with a variety of cultural tensions over the nature of the music. 

The result was growing separation into various art-worlds in the 1980s, which was 

mitigated in the 1990s by new worship music from overseas, new styles from popular 

music, and the explosive growth of Christian radio. This growth continues unabated as 

new recording technology is making independent albums easier to make and as worship 

                                                 

1 As quoted in “Spirit Dealers; Rock,” Times, July 6, 1990. 



156 

 

music has become an integral part of some evangelicals’ lifestyles, even as the structure 

of the industry and the age of the genre is creating a more stable canon of CCM songs.2  

 

“Make a Joyful Noise with Drums and Guitars”: 1960s CCM Beginnings 

 There are several possible places to begin the history of CCM, all of which occur 

in the 1960s simultaneously. The hymn-writing explosion in England, the folk masses of 

Vatican II, the Jesus People, the bevy of religious musicals, and the birth of 

contemporary gospel all happen almost at the same time and independently of one 

another, except that they occur within the cultural milieu detailed in the previous chapter. 

Each has been posited as the birthplace of Christian contemporary music, and each has its 

own artist who has been championed by scholars as the “first” to make CCM. Indeed, 

each contributed to what the genre has become. In this section, I will not be arguing for 

one or the other as the starting point so much as describing the contributions of each to 

the genre. 

 

The Hymn-writers 

 As established in the previous chapter, hymn-writing occurred in fits and starts 

over the course of the previous few centuries, ebbing and flowing with the cultural tides 

                                                 

2 In the appendix, I have created a listening guide with links to some of the music in this chapter. 

As this chapter demonstrates, there is no single “sound” for CCM. The genre is highly diverse, ranging 

from saccharine pop songs to screaming heavy metal.  
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and the needs of churches. The 1950s to the 2000s was one of the periods of flow, in 

which a great number of new hymns was added to the Christian canon of hymnody. This 

“explosion” of hymnwriting was most prevalent in the United Kingdom, a response to 

growing cultural diversity and movements within Protestant churches for ecumenicism 

and liturgical revival. The earliest group was the Dunblane Gatherings, which put out the 

hymnal Dunblane Praises in 1964. Erik Routley, one of the most prolific contemporary 

hymn-writers, began writing during this time. Routley and the Dunblane Gatherings were 

followed in quick succession by several other hymn-writing groups, including Timothy 

Dudley-Smith and the Jubilate Group, as well as the Iona Community of Scotland, which 

was responsible for the hits “Shine Jesus Shine” by Graham Kendrick in 1987 and “In 

Christ Alone” by Stuart Townend and Keith Getty in 2002. Due to their efforts, by the 

1970s people were speaking of an English hymn renaissance. These two songs were 

indicative of the subgenre – they were intended as hymns, not as popular music. Further, 

the explosion was one of new hymn lyrics, not new tunes. Almost all the material 

produced by these communities was new words for much older hymn tunes.3 

 In the United States, there was a parallel but less explosive burst of hymnal 

revision. Most of the efforts went into revising older songs to fit modern theologies, such 

                                                 

3 Emily R. Brink, “When in Our Music God Is Glorified: Classic Contemporary Protestant 

Hymnody,” in New Songs of Celebration Render: Congregational Song in the Twenty-First Century, ed. C. 

Michael Hawn and James Abbington (Chicago: GIA Publications, Inc, 2013), 37–67. 
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as the use of gender-neutral language.4 However, some effort was put into creating new 

hymnody. For example, in the early 1960s the Southern Baptist Convention hosted 

several hymn writing competitions. Pamphlets of the new hymns were sent out to their 

churches, and the 1965 revision of the Baptist Hymnal included those new hymns, as well 

as some popular new southern gospel songs.5 

 

Vatican II 

 Vatican II was a significant factor in the liturgical renewal movements that 

contributed to the hymn explosion of the 1960s, as well as to several other aspects of the 

creation of CCM. Chant-song predominated Catholic liturgical music until the mid-

twentieth century. Vatican II was convened in 1962 by Pope John XXIII and completed 

under Pope Paul VI in 1965. The liturgical changes wrought by the council were based on 

the vision of a liturgy characterized by “the full conscious active participation of the 

people.”6 It made room both for local languages to be used alongside Latin and for 

vernacular religious songs and instruments to be used alongside chant.7 

                                                 

4 Marini, Sacred Song in America, 184–207. 

5 Music and Richardson, I Will Sing the Wondrous Story, 467–75. 

6 Kathleen Harmon, “Singing the Paschal Mystery: Roman Catholic Liturgical Music after Vatican 

II,” in New Songs of Celebration Render: Congregational Song in the Twenty-First Century, ed. C. Michael 

Hawn and James Abbington (Chicago: GIA Publications, Inc, 2013), 3. 

7 Ibid., 3–5; Cusic, The Sound of Light, 131. 
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 The result was liturgies that included folk, rock, and pop. The first album of folk 

mass music was the Mass for Young Americans, composed by Catholic folk musician 

Ray Repp in 1964. By 1966 folk masses and rock masses were well established features 

of American Catholicism.8 Folk masses were inspired by the counterculture. Participants 

clad in jeans and t-shirts sang “We Shall Overcome,” “If I Had a Hammer,” and “Where 

Have All the Flowers Gone” to the accompaniment of an acoustic guitar. Several folk 

mass hymnals were produced in the 1960s, and Catholic label F.E.L. Productions 

released John Fisher’s folk-pop album The Cold Cathedral in 1969, which is considered 

by some to be the first CCM album as it came out several months before Larry Norman’s 

first album (though that then begs the question of why Ray Repp’s album does not take 

that place). In the 1970s the St. Louis Jesuits would become particularly influential, 

crafting folk mass music that was more sophisticated than the simpler tunes of the 1960s. 

This trajectory would continue through the end of the century, with some masses 

featuring a full rock-instrumentation praise band, particularly within the 

contemporaneous charismatic Catholic movement, and the changes it inspired would lead 

to an interest in modernized liturgical forms in many other denominations of Christianity 

as Catholic and Protestant charismatics shared media and music.9 

                                                 

8 John J. Thompson, Raised by Wolves: The Story of Christian Rock & Roll (Toronto: ECW Press, 

2000), 42; Cusic, The Sound of Light, 131. 

9 Harmon, “Singing the Paschal Mystery: Roman Catholic Liturgical Music after Vatican II”; 

Cusic, The Sound of Light, 132–33; Thompson, Raised by Wolves, 43. 



160 

 

Gospel 

 Alongside the modernization of Protestant hymns and Catholic liturgical music, 

there was also an upswelling of new gospel music. In 1967, “Oh Happy Day” was 

recorded by the Northern California State Youth Choir, a group that would later be 

known as the Edwin Hawkins Singers. This one song almost single-handedly created the 

genre of contemporary gospel as it went to the top of the pop charts. Contemporary 

gospel blends the gospel music of the early twentieth century with R&B dance beats and 

percussion.10 This mixture of sacred music with “the devil’s music” of rock left gospel 

labels uneasy with the music for some time. However, by the time “Oh Happy Day” hit 

the charts and popularized the music, the contemporization of gospel was already well 

under way. 

 Alongside the Edwin Hawkins Singers, one of the key figures of contemporary 

gospel was and is Andraé Crouch. Crouch formed the gospel group Crouch and the 

Disciples in 1965 in Los Angeles, while working at Teen Challenge. For this, Crouch and 

the Disciples have also been named the earliest CCM artists: they did not make the first 

album, but they were performing the earliest. That first album, Take the Message 

Everywhere, came out in 1970 on Light Records, a subsidiary of southern gospel label 

                                                 

10 Deborah Smith Pollard, When the Church Becomes Your Party: Contemporary Gospel Music, 

African American Life Series (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2008); Claudrena Harold, “Almighty 

Fire: The Rise of Urban Contemporary Gospel Music and the Search for Cultural Authority in the 1980s,” 

Fire!!! v. 1, no. 1 (January 2012): 25–48, doi:10.5323/fire.1.1.0025. 
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Word.11 Thus, Crouch was already an experienced performer when the Jesus Movement 

began. Even though his music came from a very different background, he became hugely 

popular with the movement.12 Crouch’s fourth release, the 1973 Live at Carnegie Hall 

became the first gospel album on a Christian label to hit the pop charts.13 Crouch and the 

Edwin Hawkins Singers were quickly followed by a flood of other contemporary gospel 

artists, including the Winans, the Clark Sisters, Walter Hawkins, and Tramaine Hawkins, 

while others such as the Reverend James Cleveland and Mattie Moss Clark further 

popularized the music by composing and arranging contemporary gospel for church choir 

performances.14 

 

Folk, Musicals, and Folk Musicals 

 The fourth stream of Christian contemporary music came from efforts in 

Protestant churches to reach youth through special musical events that drew from popular 

culture, namely folk revival and musicals, which eventually combined as church-based 

folk musicals. The folk music of the early 1960s spawned Christian hootenannies, in 

which youth at Bible camps and youth meetings would gather around the campfire for 

                                                 

11 Cusic, The Sound of Light, 129. 

12 Beaujon, Body Piercing Saved My Life, 72. 

13 Thompson, Raised by Wolves, 45–46. 

14 Cusic, The Sound of Light, 129. 
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singalongs of songs like “I’ve Got the Joy, Joy, Joy” and “Give Me Oil in My Lamp,” 

which were the product of evangelistic groups like Youth for Christ.15 As early as 1963, 

YFC was seeking out performers that sounded like Simon and Garfunkel and using 

secular songs as the warm-up music at their rallies, making them another potential 

contender for the title of earliest CCM. YFC performers wrote new songs that took the 

loving intimacy of older hymns like “In the Garden” one step further, paralleling the love 

for Jesus with the search for erotic love, dropping the Victorian family metaphors for 

love and moving towards the love songs sung to Jesus that would become characteristic 

of CCM.16  

 Meanwhile, the Christian film industry was beginning to connect with popular 

music. In 1965 Billy Graham and Dick Ross co-produced The Restless Ones, an 

evangelistic film directed at the counterculture and scored with contemporary music.17 

Word Records in Baylor followed this up with several other Christian folk musicals such 

as Good News (1965), Tell It like It Is (1966), and Natural High (1971). The music of 

these musicals was folk music, influenced by Peter, Paul and Mary, the Kingston Trio, 

and early Dylan. However, by the 1970s such music was closer to the music of Lawrence 

                                                 

15 Ibid., 127. 

16 Bergler, “‘I Found My Thrill’: The Youth for Christ Movement and American Congregational 

Singing,” 144–49. 

17 Cusic, The Sound of Light, 127. 
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Welk than that of the counterculture, but it was still closer to popular youth music than it 

was to traditional church music.18  

 Evangelicals were not the only ones putting Christianity on the stage with rock 

music at this time. Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat did so well on 

Broadway in 1968 that its playwrights, Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice, decided to 

follow it up with another religiously inspired rock musical: Jesus Christ Superstar 

(1971). While many in the church did not like the musical because it left out the 

resurrection of Christ and because it made Judas look like a hero, it connected Jesus and 

rock music in the public imagination and two songs from the musical became hit singles, 

“I Don’t Know How to Love Him” and “Superstar.”19 Godspell also opened off 

Broadway in 1970, a rock musical of parables written by the Episcopalian playwright 

John-Michael Tebelak with music borrowed from Anglican hymns.20 Godspell and 

Superstar were both significant to the beginnings of Christian contemporary music for 

the fact that they reflected the mood of mainstream culture, which was one of tolerant 

acceptance of a mixture of Jesus and rock music.21 They also provided musical 

                                                 

18 Stowe, No Sympathy for the Devil, 39; Music and Richardson, I Will Sing the Wondrous Story, 

465–67. 

19 Stowe, No Sympathy for the Devil, 40–50, 118–20; Cusic, The Sound of Light, 113. 

20 Cusic, The Sound of Light, 114; Stowe, No Sympathy for the Devil, 117–18. 

21 Jay R. Howard, “Contemporary Christian Music: Where Rock Meets Religion,” The Journal of 

Popular Culture 26, no. 1 (June 1992): 30, doi:10.1111/j.0022-3840.1992.00123.x. 
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apprenticeship for many leaders of the Jesus Movement who would later become the stars 

of CCM.22 

 

The Jesus Movement 

 While each of the four musical shifts discussed above remained relevant as 

renewal movements of their own, the Jesus Movement took elements from each of them 

and combined those elements with new material to create the genre of Christian 

contemporary music. During the Summer of Love in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury 

district, the Jesus People Movement was born of three different types of Christians: 

hippies who had become Christians known as Jesus Freaks, charismatic Catholics, and 

average college co-eds who were participating in parachurch ministries like Campus 

Crusade for Christ. All of these people fit a very loose definition of evangelical – born 

again, faith sharing, and focused on a personal relationship with Jesus.23  

 The Jesus Movement centered around coffee shops in the Haight-Ashbury district, 

which mimicked the head shops that sold drugs and rock albums to hippies, such as the 

Living Room, started by Ted and Elizabeth Wise and the Christian World Liberation 

Front.24 As counterculture musicians like Lonnie Frisbee converted, they began making 

                                                 

22 Thompson, Raised by Wolves, 44. 

23 Stowe, No Sympathy for the Devil, 14–16. 

24 Cusic, The Sound of Light, 126; Stowe, No Sympathy for the Devil, 22. 
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music with Christian lyrics that reflected the rock and folk music that they enjoyed before 

their conversions. Churches also got involved, particularly non-denominational Calvary 

Chapel in Orange County, which, led by pastor Chuck Smith and new hire Frisbee, began 

updating their music to reach hippies.25 Just as other revivals of the past had a signature 

musical style, rock and folk became the signature of the Jesus Movement: “rock ‘n’ roll 

separated the kids from the parents; folk music gave them a social conscience.… As the 

Jesus Movement developed and spread, it was heavily influenced by both of these musics 

– rock ‘n’ roll moved the body, folk moved the mind.”26  

 Besides those already mentioned, there are several contenders from the Jesus 

Movement for the title of earliest CCM. In 1968, David and Dale Garratt released the 

album Scripture in Song. The album combined folk rock with Bible verses, and was 

designed for use in church services, but it did not get wide recognition.27 In 1966 the 

Youth Praise songbook was published in United Kingdom as an extension of the youth 

worship occurring in coffee houses, inspired by the American Jesus Movement and the 

neo-charismatic movement of the Anglican Church.28 The British scene also produced the 

                                                 

25 Stowe, No Sympathy for the Devil, 23–26. 

26 Cusic, The Sound of Light, 110. 

27 Mark Evans, Open up the Doors: Music in the Modern Church, Studies in Popular Music 

(Oakville: Equinox, 2006), 1. 

28 Pete Ward, Selling Worship: How What We Sing Has Changed the Church (Waynesboro: 

Paternoster Press, 2005), 12–35. 
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album Make a Joyful Noise with Drum and Guitars, a gospel beat album by the Crusaders 

in 1966. Back in the United States, Zondervan released the Sons of Thunder Christian 

rock album Till the Whole World Knows in 1968, while several other Christian rock 

groups were touring full time without producing albums, including the Mike Bloomsfield 

Blues Band, Agape, the Concrete Rubber Band, and Phil Keaggy’s band Glass Harp, 

which toured with Grand Funk Railroad and Yes.29  

 But Larry Norman’s Upon This Rock (1969) is the album that is most widely 

named as the first CCM album.30 Norman was a member of the successful secular group 

People!. He wrote several songs with Christian themes while with the group, but left it 

after his desire to move the band further in that direction caused friction with the studio.31 

Upon This Rock stands out for its lyrics. Most Christian pop to this point was upbeat and 

inspirational, but Norman’s writing was dark and contained apocalyptic themes popular 

with the Jesus Movement. After being featured in Time in 1970, Norman became the first 

CCM star, despite the fact that none of his albums were recorded on Christian labels until 

the 1980s because his lyrics so often directly addressed sex, politics, suicide, and drugs.32  

                                                 

29 Thompson, Raised by Wolves, 43–46. 

30 For example: Music and Richardson, I Will Sing the Wondrous Story, 476–77; Cusic, The Sound 

of Light, 128; Stowe, No Sympathy for the Devil, 35–38. 

31 Stowe, No Sympathy for the Devil, 35–38. 

32 Thompson, Raised by Wolves, 49–51; Beaujon, Body Piercing Saved My Life, 20–22. 
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“Gather in His Name”: 1970s CCM Groundwork 

 Norman’s album was quickly followed by a spate of other CCM albums. The 

most notable of these were the southern gospel crossover album Mylon, by Mylon 

LeFevre, and The Everlastin’ Living Jesus Music Concert by Maranatha!, a live recording 

of worship at Calvary Chapel in Costa Mesa.33 The genre grew exponentially during the 

1970s, and over the course of the decade several trends were set in motion that would 

define the shape of the genre in decades to come: the subgenre of worship music, cultural 

tensions, and the development of industry structures. 

 

Worship Music 

Early CCM was outwardly focused, intended for use outside of church buildings 

in evangelism, and that motivation for creating CCM is one that the industry has 

maintained, but much of the music was made by, for, and sometimes in church worship 

services.34 Calvary Chapel is an excellent example of this. The spiritual home of many 

early CCM musicians, Calvary Chapel began fielding CCM bands very early in the 

movement’s history. The group Love Song was one of the most popular, composed of 

Chuck Girard, Jay Truax, John Mehler and Tommy Coomes. The group was already 

touring as an act, experimenting with LSD and “Eastern religions” when they became 

                                                 

33 Cusic, The Sound of Light, 128. 

34 Howard and Streck, Apostles of Rock, 56. 
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born-again Christians together and joined Calvary Chapel.35 Their first album, released in 

1972, was a hit on both the gospel and secular charts.36 They and other small CCM bands 

toured the United States, playing in churches and sometimes in high schools as part of 

anti-drug campaigns.37 Despite the fact that these bands were intended as evangelical 

tools, aimed at the mainstream culture, the fact that their music was made in churches set 

it apart from other popular music with religious themes of the time, making it a distinct 

genre. 

 This distinction was even clearer across the Atlantic. The CCM industry in the 

United Kingdom developed parallel to that in the United States, with its own artists and 

labels, such as Thankyou Music and Kingsway Music. CCM as an evangelical tool with 

an industry of its own did not flourish in the U.K. as it did in the U.S., and so performers 

in the 1970s and 1980s worked primarily as church musicians. This lead to British CCM 

taking a congregational turn, and despite the early synergy with the Jesus Movement in 

the United States, the CCM of the U.K. dropped out of the American picture for the next 

few decades because it was confined to churches.38 

                                                 

35 Thompson, Raised by Wolves, 53–54; “Bios,” Love Song, accessed March 1, 2017, 

http://www.lovesong.band/bios.html. 

36 Cusic, The Sound of Light, 128. 

37 Stowe, No Sympathy for the Devil, 26–31. 

38 Ward, Selling Worship, 48–84. 
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 In the United States, the CCM genre split off a subgenre with the release in 1974 

of The Praise Album, an album of live worship at Calvary Chapel led by their band 

Children of the Day, on the Calvary Chapel label Maranatha!.39 From this point on, I will 

continue to refer to the movement at large as Christian contemporary music, but it has a 

significant sub-branch: worship music. Worship music is CCM created specifically for 

use as liturgical music, and is also referred to by scholars as Christian worship music 

(CWM), praise and worship, or modern worship. Maranatha! was the main mover at the 

beginning of this genre, early on producing folk songs with lyrics taken almost verbatim 

from Bible passages in a manner reminiscent of Puritan psalmody. The songs were 

“simple praise choruses that seemed to combine Eastern religious mantras with Madison 

Avenue advertising jingles to produce an either infectious or annoying style that would 

come to dominate information worship services around the world.”40 This type of 

Scripture song is typical of worship music through the 1970s, and was most popular in 

charismatic churches and low church denominations without strong liturgical traditions, 

such as the Baptists.41 However, most of the composers did not file copyrights, so many 

                                                 

39 Beaujon, Body Piercing Saved My Life, 22–23. Children of the Day had already recorded one 

CCM album for Maranatha!, which sold over 500,000 copies.  However, after a scandal in the late 70’s 

Calvary Chapel pulled all their music from production and effectively erased the band from its institutional 

history, including removing their name from the original Praise album. 

40 Powell, as quoted in Stowe, No Sympathy for the Devil, 200. 

41 Greg Scheer, “Shout to the Lord: Praise & Worship, From Jesus People to Gen X,” in New 

Songs of Celebration Render: Congregational Song in the Twenty-First Century, ed. C. Michael Hawn and 

James Abbington (Chicago: GIA Publications, Inc, 2013), 179–81; Music and Richardson, I Will Sing the 

Wondrous Story, 477–78. 
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of the songs and their authors are unknown to us today.42 Maranatha! stands out in the 

field, as they quickly followed up on The Praise Album with Praise 2 and Praise 3, 

eventually making twenty sequels to the original album. Their albums were also 

distinctive as they did not fit into the CCM rock framework. They included full orchestral 

accompaniment and used a full choir of vocalists. Maranatha! also gathered songs from a 

variety of bands to create compilation albums that downplayed the artists in favor of the 

worship experience they created.43 

 

Cultural Tensions 

 Meanwhile, there was explosive growth in the larger CCM industry through the 

1970s as the genre began to receive support from established churches outside the Jesus 

Movement. Rock music and folk music, with their connections to the counterculture, 

were still looked upon with suspicion by the more conservative elements of American 

churches, and so the gospel music industry was slow to embrace CCM. But as the secular 

pop and rock industry grew and styles proliferated, CCM was largely confined to 

distribution by religious labels and the Christian bookstore network, which acted as the 

industry gatekeepers. While much of the CCM in the 1960s was folk based, the first true 

                                                 

42 Jenell Williams Paris, “I Could Sing of Your Love Forever:  American Romance in 

Contemporary Worship Music,” in The Message in the Music: Studying Contemporary Praise and 

Worship, ed. Robert Woods and Brian Walrath (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2007), 14. 

43 Stowe, No Sympathy for the Devil, 200; Thompson, Raised by Wolves, 81; Beaujon, Body 

Piercing Saved My Life, 231–32. 



171 

 

rock group of the genre appeared in the mid-1970s in the form of the Resurrection Band, 

also known as the Rez Band. These rock groups were deemed inappropriate by the gospel 

labels and the bookstore owners, and so they primarily circulated in the 1970s on 

independent labels outside of regular distribution channels.44  

 The Rez Band was created by Jesus People, USA (JPUSA) a group that began as 

a travelling ministry of the Jesus Movement and settled in Chicago in 1971 to form a 

commune. In addition to their band, JPUSA also began one of the first major CCM 

magazines, Cornerstone, as well as a festival of the same name that continues to draw 

over twenty-five thousand people every year.45 The Rez Band became one of the longest 

running Christian rock bands, with competition only from Petra, a group that started in 

1972 and remained wildly successful for several decades, drawing over twenty thousand 

fans per concert on their most popular tours in the 1980s.46 

 As Christian rock music became more popular, it naturally drew critics from the 

church. Religious opposition to rock music peaked in the early 1970s, though its history 

goes back much further. As early as 1949 David A. Noebel claimed that rock music was a 

communist scheme to destroy America, and in 1969 Bob Larson claimed that the music 

was Satan’s tool to destroy the next generation. Claims of demon possession and 
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hypnotic trances can be traced to racism, as evangelicals connected rock music’s beat to 

“voodoo rituals of pagan Africa.”47 Larson also claimed that CCM was aesthetically 

unsuitable for “rational worship” and had shallow theology.48 Bill Gothard made his 

name arguing that rock music is both physically and spiritually unhealthy, claiming that 

syncopated 4/4 beat of rock collides with the natural rhythm of the human heart and 

makes listeners sick, that music fading out instead of resolving promotes anarchy, and 

that minor keys and loud drums are demonic.49 These critical voices lead to confusion 

when artists attempted to play Christian rock. For example, in 1974, Randy Matthews, a 

rising CCM star, tried to play a new acid rock song he had written at the festival Jesus 74. 

Concerned concert promoters became immediately convinced that it was demonic and cut 

the power to the stage, and the fans attacked the band. Matthews, who had been on track 

for a strong career in CCM, was blackballed by the industry and ostracized.50 These 

arguments were not coming from marginal figures, furthermore: “anti-rock discourse is a 

crucial part of the postwar rise of contemporary morality politics in the United States that 

has contributed to the real and significant empowerment of the mainstream conservative 
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political movement.”51 These concerns over rock music were precursors to the family 

values politics and culture wars of the 1980s.52  

 While family values politics were not quite in full swing in the 1970s, such 

concerns appeared in the form of scandals within the CCM community, which took the 

form of a series of high profile marital divorces. Larry Norman was rejected by the CCM 

community after his divorce. John Michael Talbot remained within the CCM fold 

because he expressed feelings of guilt and repentance following his divorce, though 

Talbot would later leave CCM through conversion to Catholicism. The very specter of 

homosexuality was enough to get even the most influential of CCM artists blackballed. 

Lonnie Frisbee, who some credited with being the founder of CCM was gay before his 

salvation experience and marriage, and concerns that he remained gay resulted in his 

eventually being fired from his position at Calvary Chapel. The divorce of Marsha and 

Russ Stevens of Children of the Day was particularly spectacular for the community. 

Marsha came out as a lesbian, and both she and Children of the Day were excised from 

insider CCM histories completely, despite the fact that they were one of the most 

important early bands.53  
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 However, CCM survived the anti-rock movement and thrived in the 1970s. A 

simultaneous burst of both hymns and CCM songs topping the pop charts in the early 

1970s demonstrates that the Jesus Movement and its music had become a significant part 

of mainstream American culture.54 The major institutions of evangelical culture also 

embraced the new music. The best example of this is the case of Explo 72. Bill Bright, 

the leader of Campus Crusade for Christ, envisioned the event as an evangelical 

extravaganza that would parallel the secular music festivals that occurred in the 

summers.55 The official name of the event was the International Student Conference on 

Evangelism, but it ended up going by the nickname of Godstock. Over seventy-five 

thousand college students attended to go to seminars and hear speakers on evangelism 

and missions, but the highlight of the week-long event was the music. Alongside the 

speakers, which included Billy Graham and former Miss America Vonda Van Dyke, the 

stage was filled with the rising stars of the new genre: Andraé Crouch, Larry Norman, 

Barry McGuire, Children of the Day, Love Song, and Maranatha!, along with a host of 

other small bands and country music star Johnny Cash. Bill Bright and Billy Graham 

were both supporters of Christian rock because they believed that having a sympathetic 
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Christian alternative to the music of the counterculture would stave off college 

rebellion.56  

 

Industry Structure 

 CCM also spread through the creation of CCM specific labels and radio stations 

during the 1970s. The first such station was created in 1967, when DJ Scott Ross teamed 

up with Pat Robertson to create a Christian youth station in Portsmouth, VA. The show 

was carried by sixteen stations, and over the course of the next decade other CCM radio 

shows cropped up. In 1975 mainstream rock station KYMS in Orange County, CA 

successfully switched over to playing Christian pop and rock in an all music format.57 It 

was followed by KFMK in Houston, Texas, and KBHL in Lincoln, Nebraska.58 In 1977, 

the FCC reversed a policy that denied noncommercial educational FM licenses to 

religious organizations. A flood of new Christian radio stations followed the decision, 

beginning with the eight stations of the Moody Broadcasting Network of Moody Bible 

Institute.59 
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 Independent labels also emerged for the new genre. The earliest CCM was 

primarily released on secular labels or on southern gospel labels. However, the southern 

gospel labels were suspicious of contemporary music due to the cultural tensions 

mentioned above. Meanwhile, as a reaction to the counterculture, the Jesus Movement 

was suspicious of the secular music industry, despite the fact that other genres of 

religious music, like gospel, had been successfully promoted by secular labels.60 The 

result was an environment encouraging the creation of separate labels for CCM, and the 

first such as Myrrh Records, founded in 1972 as an offshoot of Word for contemporary 

music.61 Under the guidance of Billy Ray Hearn and Ralph Carmichael, veterans of the 

folk musical movement, Myrrh signed Barry McGuire, the 2nd Chapter of Acts, and 

Randy Matthews to the new label.62 

 Billy Ray Hearn would leave Myrrh to start Sparrow Records in 1976, a label 

specifically for rock music. Barry McGuire, John Michael Talbot, and Keith Green would 

all sign with the label, which also served to distribute the work of other independent rock 

bands.63 Green’s first major album, For Him Who Has Ears to Hear, came out in 1977. 

Green’s career was short but influential. The last significant CCM artist to be a favorite 
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of both critics and Christians, Green’s concerts would last more than two hours with only 

ten songs, as he would spend most of his time on stage preaching revival campaigns so 

intense that he was even banned from Oral Roberts University. He decided at one point to 

not charge money for his albums, instead allowing people to pay what they could afford, 

and his popularity was such that Sparrow allowed it. Such antics might have become a 

problem in time, but his death in a plane crash in 1982 served to make him a legend for 

the community instead.64 

 Church support for CCM was another integral piece of the institutionalization of 

CCM, both shaping and being shaped by the genre. The 1970s was the beginning of the 

church growth movement, which applied business marketing techniques to church polity. 

Studies of demographics and the patterns of large, fast-growing churches lead to lists of 

“best practices” churches could apply to keep up with the changing culture. Musical style 

topped the list from the very beginning, and church-growth experts encouraged churches 

to embrace CCM in order to provide their congregations with exciting contemporary 

services.65 By 1975, denominations were putting CCM in their hymnal updates, such as 

the 1975 SBC hymnal, which contained popular tunes from folk musicals including “Do 

You Really Care?” and “Pass It On.”66 
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 This adoption influenced CCM by increasing the demand for worship music, 

particularly as the Jesus Movement waned in favor of the shepherding movement in 

charismatic churches. Under the strict discipleship auspices of the shepherding 

movement, churches embarked on “tape of the month” clubs to provide their 

congregations with music. One such club became Integrity Music, another early CCM 

label, which is now publically traded and controls sixty percent of the worship music 

industry.67  

 With the growth and increasing popularity of CCM came celebrities, and celebrity 

conversions were important to the movement. Musicians giving up lucrative, or even 

semi-lucrative, secular careers to pursue spiritual music were seen both as signs of the 

power of faith and as important tools for reaching out to the secular world. This made 

having any previous connection to the secular music industry a guarantee of almost 

instant stardom in CCM, while having previous experience with professional music-

making also gave secular performers an edge over new CCM bands. Keith Green, one of 

the most popular musicians of CCM, began playing Christian songs in 1975 after a 

conversion experience and participation in the Vineyard movement. He had good 

company among the many other celebrities of CCM – Barry McGuire, whose apocalyptic 

hit “Eve of Destruction” came out before he became a CCM star; Church Girard of Love 
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Song who formerly performed with the Castells and the Hondells; John Michael Talbot 

and Terry Talbot, formerly the country duo Mason Proffit; Noel Paul Stookey of Peter, 

Paul, and Mary; Phil Keaggy of Glass Harp; B.J. Thomas; and even Joe English, the 

drummer from Paul McCartney’s post-Beatles band Wings. Even a brush with secular 

stardom was enough to confer industry standing on a new CCM artist.68  

 

“Fightings and Fears, Within, Without”: 1980s Growth and Conflict 

 By the dawn of the 1980s the Christian music industry was fully formed and 

politically active. The Religious Right came into their own in the late 1970s, and 

Christian contemporary music provided it with both a soundtrack and a means of 

expanding further into American culture. However, as the genre grew, fractures within it 

became more obvious. It was during the 1980s that the competing art worlds of CCM, as 

described by Howard and Streck, came into their fullest form: separationalism, 

integrationalism, and transformationalism. Justifications for the production of modern 

music were the basis of these internal divisions in the industry. The industry also 

fractured externally during this period, as CCM came into conflict with the Gospel Music 

Association that nurtured it. 
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Separationalists 

 Separationalism in CCM was drawn from the counter-cultural nature of its origins 

in the Jesus Movement. For followers of the Jesus Movement, there existed a stark 

separation between Christianity and the fallen world, which had to be maintained to 

preserve the believer’s holiness. The only acceptable interaction with the world was 

evangelism. Thus, separationalist artists drew on the language of the musical evangelists 

before them to justify their forays into contemporary culture: they were missionaries and 

ministers, speaking in the foreign language of the culture around them in order to reach 

the lost.69 

 As missionaries to the culture, separationalists aggressively adopted the newest 

secular musical styles. If the justification for religious rock was reaching the culture, then 

only the most timely means were acceptable. The result was the emergence of an 

astonishing number of Christian hard rock bands. The 1980s was the pinnacle of heavy 

metal – from Iron Maiden and Judas Priest in the late 1970s to the glam metal of Guns N’ 

Roses and the speed metal of Metallica.70 The popularity of metal, with its themes of 

occult religion, sex, and suicide, caused an uproar that resulted in the Parents Music 

Resource Center being founded in the mid-1980s to combat the perceived social 
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problems flowing from the music.71 Inspired by straight edge, an underground scene of 

Christian hardcore bands flourished on the west coast – including Holy Soldier, 

Whitecross, and Stryper.72 These bands tried to claim heavy metal’s outrageousness for 

Christianity, depicting Christians as persecuted minorities while also commenting on 

abortion, divorce, and drugs and turning the destructive themes of metal towards spiritual 

ends, such as destroying idols.73 

 The separationalist naming of musician as minister took on another significant 

form in the 1980s – the further growth of the worship music movement. The primary 

form this took was the praise chorus, which was a middle ground between the guitar 

driven folk based Jesus people music of the 1970s and southern gospel revival songs. The 

choruses were simple enough to be sung alongside hymns, and in many ways resembled 

the wandering refrains of earlier revivals.74 The praise choruses were highly 

participatory, with emphases on call and response or unison singing. They were lyrically 
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driven, focused on themes of personal and corporate adoration of God and using 

repetition of phrases to foster spiritual experiences. Though diverse in style, drawing 

widely from rock, folk, gospel, world music, rap, country, and pop, the music of these 

songs was melodically simple, intentionally easy to learn and perform.75  

 The CCM industry was a major source of new choruses. The stars of CCM in the 

1980s often created music intended to be used as worship instead of entertainment, 

including Twila Paris, Keith Green, and the 2nd Chapter of Acts.76 In 1981, the genre was 

well-defined enough and popular enough that the Gospel Music Association created a 

special category of their Dove Awards for worship music.77 Publishing houses such as 

Maranatha!, Integrity, and later Vineyard all pumped out a flood of worship albums, 

particularly live compilation albums foregrounding the musical experience of worship 

rather than the stylings of a particular artist.78 
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 However, the growth of worship music was also being fueled by changes in 

American churches, primarily “seeker services,” the megachurch movement, and the neo-

charismatic movement. While services aimed at attracting non-Christians were a regular 

part of the Jesus Movement, Willow Creek Church in Chicago, IL was the epicenter of 

the “seeker service,” a regular Sunday service designed in all aspects to be attractive to 

non-Christians. To make a “church for the unchurched,” they incorporated contemporary 

music, film, and drama, emphasizing adaptation to the perceived needs and cultural 

interests of the targeted seekers.79 The goal of these services was to connect with seekers 

by cultural identification for the sake of evangelism.80 

 These seeker services were often part of the offerings at newly minted 

megachurches. Megachurches, defined as churches with more than two thousand 

members, grew rapidly during the 1980s. Some were non-denominational, but the 

majority of them were associated with conservative evangelical denominations or 

Pentecostalism. In these churches, material practices served to emphasize the concept of 

“mega,” and music was an integral piece of the initiative. As most of these churches met 
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in functional warehouse spaces and converted office buildings, the presence of God was 

conjured with music and lights rather than stained glass or soaring buttresses. The result 

was the use of a big contemporary band and big screens to convey the sense of a big God 

to a big church.81 

 That similar practices would spring up across such a wide range of theological 

backgrounds is no coincidence. In the early 1980s, Pentecostal and evangelical worship 

practices were blending across the board, as evangelicals and Pentecostals gathered 

together under the banner of the Religious Right.82 Further, the third wave of the 

charismatic movement swept the nation in the form of the Vineyard Movement. In 1982, 

the Vineyard Movement separated from Calvary Chapel, the heart of CCM. While 

Calvary Chapel was a mildly charismatic evangelical church, Vineyard moved further 

into charismatic practices, particularly in the area of the experience of spiritual gifts in 

worship.83 In Vineyard churches, the goal of worship was the personal and emotional 

experience of God, which was encouraged through long sessions of uninterrupted 
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worship music.84 Several liturgical styles were developed with the cultivation of this 

experience in mind. The term “praise and worship” itself is drawn from one of these 

liturgies, in which the congregation praises God for what God has done in upbeat 

communal songs, and then worships God in slower intimate songs of devotion. The 

worship portion of such a liturgy was often twenty to forty minutes of continuous 

singing, during which the congregation would sing, dance, lie on the floor, and 

sometimes speak in tongues.85 The language of this liturgical pattern “frequently took the 

form of verbiage about ‘coming into God’s presence’ by ‘entering His gates with 

thanksgiving,’ passing through the ‘outer courts’ of God’s temple with praise, and 

coming into the ‘Holy of Holies’ of intimate, worshipful encounter.”86  

 One particular liturgy that developed during this time is known as the Temple 

liturgy, based on the concept of journeying to the temple depicted in the literature of the 

Old Testament: 

The singing is seen as a spiritual journey that follows the path suggested 

by the structure of the desert Tabernacle (also reflected in the Jerusalem 

Temple): singing in the outer court, in the inner court, and in the Holy of 

Holies. The imagination is invoked as people gather at the gates and sing 

loud songs of entering into the outer court such as ‘We Bring the Sacrifice 
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of Praise.’ Once in the outer court, songs are sung about coming to 

worship such as ‘We Bow Down.’ As the songs transition into the inner 

court, the congregation sings songs about God such as ‘O Lord, You’re 

Beautiful.’ Finally the congregation moves into the Holy of Holies. Here 

quiet songs are sung to God. These songs usually express a personal 

relationship with God such as ‘I Love You, Lord.’ This song can be quite 

effective in moving the congregation toward a relationship with God and 

creating an open and vulnerable spirit to hear the words of God which 

follow in the preaching time. Most of these churches have no eucharistic 

theology, although that seems to be changing with a renewed interest in 

the early church among these communities.87  

This use of CCM in charismatic churches is communal in the “outer courts” portion of 

the liturgy, then highly individualistic in the “Holy of Holies” portion of the liturgy, 

while remaining intensely emotional throughout. 

 Vineyard’s worship practices fused evangelical theology with charismatic habits 

of worship in such a way that they became popular among nondenominationals and 

mainline churches alike, and Vineyard eventually launched its own label because of the 

demand for their worship music.88 The shift in pastoral authority that accompanied 

contemporary worship was played a significant role in the penetration of charismatic 

practices into mainline churches. In traditional mainline churches, the songs for a 

particular Sunday were selected by the pastor who was preaching that Sunday from the 

hymnal created by the denomination, with other supporting musical pieces being selected 

by other members of the church, such as the organist or the choir director. However, in 
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contemporary services, the onus of choosing songs is entirely on the worship leader, who 

has a wide variety of musical sources to choose from, including songs heard on the radio, 

those found in record shops or online, and self-composed songs.89 This acceptance of a 

wide range of sources for contemporary music made denominational cross-pollination 

that much easier.  

 Conflict arose within individual churches with the growing acceptance of worship 

music as liturgical music. The proponents of worship music argued for it based on the 

principles of church growth and contextualization discussed above, and also claimed that 

contemporary worship was nonhierarchical and participatory. Opponents argued that 

contemporary worship heightened informality, undermined rational worship, and 

eliminated liturgical checks on the pastor’s voice. Worship leaders were treated as “focal 

worshippers” who modeled appropriate worship demeanor, often without any theological 

training.90 As a result of this conflict, five major liturgical styles developed in the 1980s: 

1) Liturgical – uses organs and choirs and observes the liturgical year. 

2) Traditional – follows the patterns of the revivalists of the late nineteenth 

century with historic hymns and gospel hymns followed by a special by a 
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choir or soloist, a sermon, and an invitation hymn, all accompanied by organ 

or piano. 

3) Seeker – contemporary worship music with a worship team that de-

emphasized congregational singing, accompanying a message from the pastor 

enlivened with video clips. 

4) Contemporary – similar to the Seeker service but included congregational 

singing at the beginning of the service and used charismatic choruses or 

popular religious songs as preparation for the sermon. 

5) Blended – services that combine two or more of the above approaches in order 

to mediate conflict or to balance tradition and change.91 

Copyright was another major change that accompanied the use of worship music 

in church services. Prior to the rise of the CCM industry, American churches were 

allowed to use religious music in their services (both performing copyrighted works and 

displaying lyrics) without paying royalties based on a religious service exemption in U.S. 

copyright law. However, the law did not cover lyrics stored on computers and printed in 

bulletins, or services broadcast on television or the internet. In 1985 FEL Publications, a 

Catholic folk song publisher, successfully sued the Archdiocese of Chicago for 

photocopying songbooks. To help protect churches from copyright infringement cases, 
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Oregon pastor Howard Rachinski started Starpraise Ministries, an organization that 

allowed member churches to pay a yearly licensing fee to obtain permission of use from a 

set of publishing houses associated with the ministry. This solution had great appeal, and 

in 1988 it changed its name to Christian Copyright Licensing International (CCLI).92 As 

of 2015, over 160,000 churches in North America have CCLI licenses, and their database 

includes over three hundred thousand songs.93 With the permission of use comes a 

requirement that churches track what songs they use, and CCLI creates a representative 

sample of popular songs and pays the publishers accordingly. This created a new source 

of revenue from song royalties that did not exist before, and served to make creating new 

Christian music a financially viable proposition for many artists and producers. Current 

CCLI labels include Thankyou Music, Springtide, Scripture in Song, Word Music, 

Jubilate Hymns, Celebration Services, and many others.94 

Thus, though separationalists were determined to keep distance between the 

church and the world, in serving that end they ended up on the cutting edge of Christian 

music. By redefining popular music from demonic to neutral, they could sacralize 
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performances into religious ritual.95 Separationalist evangelists kept up with the newest 

rock music in order to fulfill their calling to reach the culture, as did churches with seeker 

services. Separationalist ministers, embracing the role that contemporary music could 

play in discipling their congregations, caused much of the growth of the worship music 

subgenre and pioneered structures like CCLI that would ensure its continued growth. 

However, separationalists were only one portion of the CCM industry. 

 

Integrationalists  

 In contrast to the separationalists, integrationalists did not see themselves as 

ministers or evangelists. They saw themselves as entertainers whose art emphasized the 

best of the culture rather than confronting it. The result was a spate of “positive pop” in 

the 1980s by bands who tried to achieve mainstream success by writing lyrics more 

sensitive to non-Christian concerns, justifying their work as wholesome entertainment for 

Christians and the opportunity to evangelize through relationships with non-Christians in 

the secular music industry. The rise of Christian positive pop parallels similar 

developments in protest music – as a musical genre grows more popular, it gradually 

loses harshness and distinctions. The concept of wholesome entertainment was 

particularly important with the concern for family values in the Religious Right. Music 
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with a Christian worldview playing on secular stations was seen as a way to indoctrinate 

the next generation and to sacralize mainstream culture.96 

 The most successful integrational artist of the 1980s was crossover success Amy 

Grant. Grant was signed by Word at age fifteen, and her first three albums were not 

outstanding.97 It was her fourth album Age to Age (1982) that made her a success. CCM’s 

first gold record, it sold five hundred thousand copies. Her fifth album, Unguarded 

(1985), made it to number four on the Billboard charts and her song “Next Time I Fall” 

went to number one. The conventional wisdom of the CCM industry was that their music 

was not acceptable to the secular market, and so for her success she underwent intensive 

criticism by the very evangelicals who had been supporting her music. Her lyrics, her 

clothes, and even her hair underwent scrutiny, and she was repeatedly accused of selling 

out her faith and watering down her theology for the sake of popularity.98 In return, she 

proposed an integrationalist justification for making Christian music: “Grant proposed 

replacing evangelism with a new apologetic for contemporary music made by Christians. 

‘Some feel that if music doesn’t have some kind of evangelical content, it doesn’t have 
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any value,’ Grant said. ‘I feel differently. I want to be able to turn on the radio and hear 

fun songs where I’m not being pressured materially, sexually or violencewise.’”99  

Grant was not the only CCM artist to make it in the secular market in the 1980s. 

One notable crossover artist was Michael W. Smith, who signed to Reunion in the early 

1980s. His high energy techno-pop rock was infectious enough that his single “Go West 

Young Man” was a hit in 1990.100 Entire labels were also created on the same principles. 

In 1982 Exit Records was founded by the church Warehouse Christian Ministries, 

because the church believed that Christian artists should not just sing for Christians. Exit 

signed the Seventy Sevens and Charlie Peacock before selling the label to Island Records, 

who released their music in the general market.101 In 1986, Tom Willett of Word Records 

started What? Records, because he was concerned that any album Word produced was 

shelved with gospel music, no matter what musical genre it was. What? Records was to 

promote less obviously Christian music such as Tonio K’s postpunk to the general 

market, distributed by A&M.102  

By 1986 the term “Christian music industry” had become commonplace, even 

though the boundaries of “Christian” and “industry” were constantly being tested. With 
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industry growth and the bookstore distribution model firmly in place, labels pressured 

artists to conform to a conventional pop sound and to remove any controversial lyrics.103 

The resulting backlash was responsible for the creation of niche labels, and formed a 

third art world for the Christian music industry. 

 

Transformationalists 

 As much as Amy Grant and praise choruses defined the public’s perception of 

CCM in the 1980s, there was a thriving underground of artists who did not quite fit the 

industry mold. Some of these were signed to niche CCM labels, while others functioned 

successfully in the secular music industry. Transformational CCM focused on music as 

art, using experience as a source of lyrics and accepting criticism of both society and the 

church. The artists in this category tended to see the creation of art as a form of 

participation in the divine act of creation, and was thus valuable for its own sake as well 

as for engaging the moral imagination towards the restoration of the secular culture.104 

 There were many bands in the 1980s that could fit into this category. Kansas had 

several members who became Christians, which substantially changed their songwriting, 

and the band’s 1982 album Vinyl Confessions would not be out of place in many 

Christian bookstores. Kerry Livegren of Kansas eventually created another band called 
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Kerry Livegren AD, which played in the CCM market. The group After the Fire was 

made up entirely of Christian musicians, but they signed with CBS instead of a CCM 

label. Popular in the U.K., they toured with ELO, Van Halen, and Queen, and their song 

“Der Kommisar” made the top ten worldwide when it was released. Similar but less 

popular bands included Midnight Oil, The Call, The Innocence Mission, The Ocean Blue, 

and Mr. Mister, whose hits include “Kyrie” and “Broken Wings.” While these groups did 

not participate in the Christian music industry, they had followings in evangelical culture 

for the faith that evangelicals perceived to be embedded in their music. Other secular 

artists flirted more directly with the CCM market. Van Morrison’s “Whenever God 

Shines a Light” charted on Christian radio, and Donna Summer made hit rock albums 

like She Works Hard for the Money while also receiving a Grammy nomination for the 

song “I Believe in Jesus.”105  

 But out of all the artists to walk the narrow line between the Christian music 

industry and the secular music industry, two stand out above all: U2 and Bob Dylan. 

Three of the four members of U2 were active Christians, participating in the charismatic 

Bible study circle Shalom until their 1983 album War was released, which proved to be 

too controversial for the Bible study. They were open about their faith both in their music 

and in answering questions by fans. Their work explored faith and social justice, and 

eventually they were lampooned for trying to save the world. Their 1987 album Joshua 
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Tree sold over a million albums in its first hour of release. Despite their open faith and 

the hunger of CCM audiences for stardom, there was a mutual uneasiness between U2 

and CCM. The members of U2 did not align themselves with religious institutions of any 

kind. CCM radio stations would play covers of U2 songs done by CCM bands, but not 

the originals, and the gossip mills of evangelicalism spun stories of the members of the 

band drinking, smoking, and otherwise giving up on their faith.106  

 Dylan’s story is somewhat different. After decades of stardom for his protest 

music and folk rock, in 1978 rumors started that he had converted to Christianity. One of 

his girlfriends had joined a Vineyard church and moved out of his house as a result, so 

Dylan began attending. He attended the Vineyard discipleship school, and it is during this 

period that he released the heavily Christian albums Saved and Slow Train Coming. The 

sensation of a major star becoming a born-again Christian fascinated the media, and rock 

critics applauded the technical skill showcased in Slow Train Coming as his best to date. 

However, concerts were more mixed. Christians who came were upset by his older 

music, and rock fans did not want to hear Christian music or his prophetic apocalyptic 

sermons, despite the fact that they were consistent with his previous folk-prophet status. 

After releasing three Christian albums, Dylan stopped talking about his faith, went to 

study with Lubavitch Jews, and his evangelical era ended.107 
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 While transformational CCM would not become a major part of the industry’s art 

world until the 1990s, one important piece of its structure began in the 1980s: the 

Cornerstone Festival. JPUSA, the Chicago Jesus Movement commune responsible for 

much of the CCM of the 1970s, started the festival in 1984. Sponsored by their 

publication Cornerstone Magazine, which promoted CCM, the first three day event saw 

four thousand people attend. By the mid-1990s, the annual festival’s attendance was over 

twenty-five thousand, with over two hundred bands playing on various stages surrounded 

by seminars, art, and coffeehouses. There were many other Christian music festivals in 

the 1980s, but Cornerstone remains notable for bringing in artists who are outside the 

CCM mainstream, and several major bands that have distanced themselves from the 

CCM industry will still return to play at Cornerstone. The festival also includes a New 

Artist Showcase, which serves to scout talent for major labels.108 

 

Conflict with Gospel 

 As discussed earlier in this chapter, the majority of the early CCM records were 

published on southern gospel labels such as Word and Benson, or by dedicated labels like 

Myrrh that were connected from inception to southern gospel labels. In 1970, the six year 

old Gospel Music Association launched the Dove awards, an industry parallel to the 

Grammys, timed to coincide with the existing annual National Quartet Convention in 
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Nashville.109 In 1979, when President Carter invited gospel groups to perform at “An Old 

Fashioned Gospel Singin’” at the White House, Barry McGuire and Larry Norman 

performed alongside artists from gospel and southern gospel roots.110 There were also 

southern gospel bands who dabbled in CCM. Besides the aforementioned Mylon 

LeFevre, artists such as Dallas Holm and the southern gospel giants the Imperials created 

hybrids of southern gospel music with rock stylings.111 

 Despite such a close relationship between the genres, or perhaps because of it, 

conflict arose in the 1980s between the two industries. In the late 1970s the term 

“southern gospel” was used for the first time to distinguish traditional quartet music from 

more modern music in the balloting for the Dove Awards. By the early 1980s the term 

had caught on more widely, serving to identify  

a segment of the gospel music market that was traditionally conservative 

and thus separate themselves from others within the gospel music 

community” and “in the wake of integration, to restore some separation 

between white and black gospel music. For most of the century, there was 

a clear dividing line between the music as performed by white and black 

groups in American churches and concert halls. The 1960s, however, 

brought the first widespread mixing of white and black gospel styles.112  
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By 1982 the concern over the separation of southern gospel from CCM was severe 

enough that a parallel organization was created to preserve quartet-style gospel, the 

Southern Gospel Music Guild.113 Southern gospel, with its emphasis on preserving an 

older style of church music, became the music of traditionalist conservative 

evangelicalism, with artists like the Gaither Vocal Band expanding into the church 

market while portraying themselves as ministers and evangelists and singing an idealized 

version of the religious past that has been characterized as “patriarchal religious 

emotionalism.”114 However, in the late 1980s and early 1990s southern gospel went into a 

sharp decline in churches as the growth of worship music created a preference for 

personal worship rather than evangelism in Sunday services.115 

 In all, the 1980s were a formative decade for CCM. Grown beyond the initial 

fervor and buzz, the industry matured and in doing so was forced to confront its 

differences with the genres of music from which it came. The distinctions made by 

Howard and Streck between separationalists, integrationalists, and transformationalists all 

reflect a discussion that centered on the relationship between hymnody and popular 

musics like rock and pop. The justifications, the uses, and the styles embraces by the 
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different groups all reflect divergent modes of thought on the issue, and the conflict with 

the southern gospel industry further illuminates the problems of differentiation within the 

growing industry. However, while these concerns would still be issues going forward, the 

1990s would see another sea change in the industry that would take the focus off of such 

internecine quarrels. 

 

“The Heart of Worship”: 1990s Diversification 

 Despite the conflicts described above, by the 1990s CCM had found its way into a 

more permanent place in evangelical culture. In 1991 the Baptist Hymnal included 

numerous songs from the leading lights of CCM, including Michael W. Smith, Andraé 

Crouch, Sandi Patti, and Twila Paris.116 At the same time, Greenville College, a small 

Christian college in Illinois, offered to its students the first major in Christian 

contemporary music, and 31% of Protestant churches in the United States were using 

CCM, particularly worship music, as part or all of their liturgical music.117 Entrenched in 

American evangelical culture, the CCM industry expanded by leaps and bounds in the 

1990s, diversifying its sound with influences drawn from the American popular music 

scene as well as from churches abroad. 
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Foreign Worship 

 Worship music changed substantially in the 1990s, drawing influences from 

contemporary music as performed in the United Kingdom and Australia, as well as the 

secular pop world. From simple folk-pop based praise choruses, two distinct styles 

emerged: Hillsong’s wall-of-sound pop, and Delirious’ singer-songwriter guitar driven 

rock. Both styles were significantly more complex than praise choruses, adding bridges to 

verses and choruses and requiring a full rock band generate the desired sound.118 

 Hillsong Church, formerly Hills Christian Life Centre, is a major prosperity 

gospel megachurch that started in Sydney, Australia and now has campuses around the 

world. In the 1980s, their musical style became the single most important key identifier 

of their brand identity, so much so that when the band became internationally famous, the 

church changed its name to that of the band.119 Hillsong had been using CCM as its 

worship music for years when they hired Darlene Zschech in 1986 to be their worship 

leader. Zschech led the church to pioneer a style of pop worship based on arena rock, 

particularly by incorporating rock concert aesthetics via laser lights and fog machines, 

using professional musicians and audio-visual teams, using a single worship leader to 
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front the band and transition between the songs with charismatic-style speech and 

prayers, and intensively focusing on youth.120 

 The church now has several award winning bands, including their youth band 

Hillsong United, which reached number five on the Billboard general charts and serves to 

develop artists to serve in other church bands.121  

With global assets worth $150 million, the Hillsong brand has become a 

global empire. Hillsong’s churches operating in Australia, New Zealand, 

Europe, and the United States all serve as ambassadors of the Hillsong 

brand and experience. However, more potent than any Hillsong church is 

its music label, which has now published more than one hundred albums 

— fifty of which have gone gold or platinum — and won several Dove 

awards and nominations over the last fifteen years. The main engine 

behind Hillsong’s continuing brand expansion has been its contemporary 

worship music, now sung in thousands of congregations around the world 

every week.122 

Hillsong is one of the biggest congregations to make arena-rock style worship music, but 

they are not alone in this field. Prosperity gospel megachurches are particularly potent 

centers for the creation of worship music, as they blend evangelical and charismatic 

teachings on worship with the size and money to create their own publishing houses, and 

their particular focus on the power of the spoken word and repetition in prayer makes 

music more than entertainment – it is a source of sacred power. Israel Houghton of 

Lakewood Church, founded by Joel Osteen in Houston, TX, Kari Jobe of Gateway 
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Church in Dallas, TX, Jesus Culture of Bethel Church in Redding, CA, Wave Church, a 

church planted by Hillsong in Virginia Beach, VA, T.D. Jake’s Dexterity Sounds, 

Fellowship Church Grapevine’s UOI Records, and Creflo Dollar’s Arrow records are all 

major creators of worship music. With their own publishing houses that are part of the 

Christian Copyright Licensing International (CCLI) network, these churches get royalties 

from CCLI, and the combination of reporting by CCLI, Nielsen, and Billboard means the 

music of these churches are consistently popular sources for churches seeking new 

worship music.123  

 The style of music created by these churches has been called a “wall of sound 

aesthetic.” Live congregational albums are overdubbed to perfect the performances, and 

the standard rock band is supplemented with multiples of each instrument, choirs, backup 

singers, brass bands, and full orchestras. The clean production values and density of 

sound “communicate a bright, contemporary, victorious Christianity”124 Andrew 

Beaujon’s description of the sound bears repeating. In his description of this style of 

worship music performed at the Dove Awards, he said: 

(Worship music) sounds like Christian pop scrubbed of any remaining hint 

of menace. It’s usually an updated form of folk-rock, anchored by drum 

loops and crystalline acoustic guitars, reminiscent of artists like Counting 

Crows or Hootie & the Blowfish, but with earth-shattering choruses that 

make those artists look like amateurs.… Worship music is the logical 

conclusion of Christian adult contemporary music - not just unappealing 
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but unbearable to anyone not already in the fold. Every song follows the 

same parameters. It opens gently, with tinkling arpeggios or synthesized 

harp glissandos that pretend the imminence of something celestial in 

glacial 4/4 time. In the second verse, the band - invariably excellent 

players - soft pedals in, gaining in volume to the bridge. And then the 

chorus. Heavens, the choruses. They could put U2 out of business for 

good, they’re so huge. Another verse. A middle eight. Then, a breakdown 

when the audience takes over singing. Another massive chorus. Fin.”125 

 Beaujon’s description draws attention to the extensive pop structure of Hillsong-

style worship music. It is not just the instrumentation that has changed, it is the whole 

form of the songs, which incorporates choruses and bridges rather than the stanzas of 

hymns. The complexity of worship music has consistently grown over time, such that 

congregations using the latest music are worshipping with some of the most technically 

complex congregational music in Christian history.126 

  The second style of worship music to gain substantial ground in American 

evangelicalism in the 1990s was that of the British singer-songwriter. British counterparts 

to the American CCM industry became critical of the praise choruses of the 1970s and 

1980s for lacking both the theological and poetic excellence of older hymns. The result 

was a movement for modern hymnody in which new songs with modern language and 

music were written with stylings from hymns, such as Stuart Townend’s “How Great the 

Father’s Love for Us,” while older hymns were rearranged to new music with 
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modernized language, even rewriting the structure of the hymn to match a verse-chorus 

format, such as Billy Foote’s “You Are My King,” which is a rearrangement of “And 

Can It Be.”127 

 This movement to modern hymnody in Britain has two sources: the third-wave 

charismatic movement, and the different nature of the CCM industry in the U.K. The 

latest wave of Pentecostal renewal swept both the United States and the U.K. in the 1990s 

in the form of the Toronto Blessing. One feature of this movement was soaking prayer, in 

which special music is played as people lay quietly on the floor to experience God’s love 

in sessions lasting from one to three hours. The music for this is instrumental or vocal, 

melodic in major modes, and slow in tempo, using repetition for calming and to facilitate 

meditation. The originating church, Toronto Airport Christian Fellowship, later known as 

Catch the Fire Toronto, created soaking prayer kits containing music for these services, 

and as the movement spread to other renewal churches in the United States and the U.K., 

the music spread with it.128  

 Despite this connection, the British CCM scene has been largely absent from this 

discussion because of the differing nature of the industry in the U.K. as it developed in 
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the 1970s and 1980s. Unlike the American model, which prioritized individuals and 

bands making music in an industry structured like the entertainment industry, by the mid 

1980s there was only one publishing company specializing in CCM in Great Britain: 

Kingsway Music. The British CCM industry was focused on producing music for 

congregational worship, not for radio or albums, and despite American CCM companies 

being owned by multinational publishing houses, American CCM artists were not popular 

in the U.K. Thus, British artists largely worked in churches as worship leaders, rather 

than as artists for record labels like their counterparts in the United States, and British 

CCM retained its grounding in congregational song.129 

 It was the ownership of American CCM labels by multinational publishing houses 

that provided the groundwork for British worship music to come to the United States. 

Through the late 1980s and early 1990s, many independent CCM labels had been 

purchased by larger secular labels. Word was bought by ABC in 1974 and eventually 

sold to Gaylord Entertainment. Sparrow, Starsong, and Forefront were bought by EMI, 

which also distributed for Tooth and Nail. BMG bought Reunion, Benson was bought by 

Music Entertainment Group, and CBS started its own CCM label Priority.130 This series 

of mergers brought American CCM executives into contact with their counterparts 

outside the United States, and a series of encounters by EMI executives was particularly 
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fruitful.131 Influenced by U2 and Radiohead, American executives found the edgier rock 

sound of British worship artists like Matt Redman and Delirious to be more spiritually 

authentic than the worship music to which they were accustomed. “The similarities in 

each Nashville music executive’s account are striking: each describes an instantaneous 

resonance with the music and underscores the spiritual motivations or promptings that 

directed their actions.”132 The result was a renewal of American worship music that 

specifically focused on congregational song, which also served to advance the 

commercialization of congregational worship music that had been sparked by Nashville 

and CCLI. Rather than “praise and worship” or “CCM,” this new genre was marketed as 

“modern worship” and denoted an edgier rock sound for the congregation.133  

 Though both the arena pop of Hillsong and the authentic rock of the U.K. were 

created in churches to be used as congregational song, worship music in the 1990s was an 

important part of a larger movement to sacralize all aspects of an individual’s life. 

Worship had become a set of commodities that could be purchased and consumed 

privately, in one’s house or car. Ads for worship music promised the transformation of 

everyday life into an overwhelming experience of worshipful feeling. As an 

accompaniment to daily tasks and chores, worship music was portrayed as a transcendent 
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force that spiritualized even the most mundane activity. Worship was understood not as 

an inward feeling or an outward activity, but as an all-encompassing lifestyle that served 

to differentiate the believer from the world, to incorporate the believer into the faith 

community, and to provide hope for spiritual transformation. Worship lifestyle marketing 

was so effective that in 2003 almost half of the top twenty albums on the Billboard CCM 

chart were worship albums.134  

 As the modern worship movement popularized worship as a lifestyle, conferences 

like Passion sprang up. The first Passion conference was organized in 1995 by Louis 

Giglio of Six-steps Records. Drawing tens of thousands of college students for several 

days of music and speakers, Passion is notable for being the first Christian music festival 

created for the purpose of worship rather than evangelism or sub-cultural entertainment. 

Passion’s flagship stable of performers – Chris Tomlin, Matt Redman, and David 

Crowder*Band – have continued to create worship music both for Passion and on their 

own as artists, further blurring the line between the American CCM industry and 

congregational worship music.135 Crowder in particular stands out in his embrace of the 

                                                 

134 Nekola, “‘I’ll Take You There’: The Promise of Transformation in the Marketing of Worship 

Media in US Christian Music Magazines,” 117, 127–28; Anna Nekola, “Negotiating the Tensions of U.S. 

Worship Music in the Marketplace,” in The Oxford Handbook of Music and World Christianities, ed. 

Jonathan Dueck and Suzel Ana Reily (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 23. 

135 Beaujon, Body Piercing Saved My Life, 226–27; Bowler and Reagan, “Bigger, Better, Louder,” 

220; David Crowder and Michael Hogan, “DAVID CROWDER: STUFF CHRISTIAN BANDS LIKE,” 

The Poached Egg, March 7, 2011, http://www.thepoachedegg.net/the-poached-egg/2011/03/david-crowder-

stuff-christian-bands-like.html. While the band has gone through several iterations of their name over the 

years, as they say in the blogpost cited here, “David Crowder*Band” with no article preceding it was their 



208 

 

worship lifestyle. When performing outside of Passion conferences, Crowder and his 

band intentionally choose to play in secular music venues such as bars, not to evangelize 

the lost in the separationalist sense, but to demonstrate to their Christian listeners that 

God’s presence can be found anywhere.136 Further, the music at these conferences 

reinforces evangelical identity, both in terms of the imagined community of 

evangelicalism and in terms of the individual practice of evangelicalism as participants 

take conference music back to their churches and homes to re-inscribe the spiritual 

experience onto everyday life.137  

 

Diversification 

 The 1990s was also a time of diversification within the American CCM context 

itself, as new subgenres were developed in conversation with developments in popular 

music and new distribution channels were explored. With the purchase of many CCM 

labels by major secular producers, CCM gained access to retail distribution networks that 

far exceeded the narrow Christian bookstore market it was confined to before. This 
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allowed for alternative sounds like rock and hip-hop, which had been squelched by 

bookstore network aesthetics, to flourish as the genre continued to mature.138 

 The mainstream CCM artists of the 1990s were primarily alternative bands. The 

Newsboys debuted in 1988 with alternative pop, as did Audio Adrenaline in 1992. Third 

Day and Jennifer Knapp were both popular alternative rock artists, livening up their 

music with touches of southern rock and folk, respectively.139 But the biggest star of the 

decade was the alternative rock group Jars of Clay. Started in 1993 in a college class, 

they entered a GMA competition and won, catapulting them to CCM stardom. In 1995 

the song “Flood,” from the album of the same name, made it into the Billboard general 

top one hundred and stayed in the top two hundred for over a year, making it the most 

successful single CCM crossover to date. Their self-titled follow-up album went double 

platinum, and their 1997 album Much Afraid received a Grammy.140  

 As the secular rock industry fragmented in the 1990s into a vortex of subgenres, 

CCM did much the same.141 Word Records, in a search for edgier music to keep up with 

changing tastes, accumulated a group of Word Associated Labels (WAL) that catered to 

fringe music: Brainstorm Packaderm, Wonderland, Glasshouse, and Rode Dog. They 
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were not alone. 142 There were a number of fringe Christian bands that only loosely 

intersected with the CCM industry, in genres as diverse as dance music (Mad at the 

World, Adaigo, Code of Ethics, and Starflyer 59), industrial (Deitiphobia, Circle of Dust, 

Blackhouse, and Mortal), goth (Undercover, Dead Artists Syndrome, and Saviour 

Machine), and ska revival (O.C. Supertones, the Insyderz, and Five Iron Frenzy).143 

Many of these bands either circulated as independent bands or worked in the secular 

music industry in transformationalist fashion, and some were highly successful. 

Vigilantes of Love and Over the Rhine had long careers as independent bands with large 

followings. P.O.D., a hardcore Christian band that blended rock with hip-hop, opened for 

Green Day and played on the main stage at Ozzfest, while also regularly playing at the 

Cornerstone Music Festival.144 Other bands transitioned from the CCM industry to the 

mainstream. Switchfoot, founded by Jon Foreman, was famous for years in CCM circles 

before they achieved mainstream success after their songs were used in the soundtrack of 

the 2002 movie A Walk to Remember. With this success, they contracted with Sony and 

went on to regularly produce hits on the rock charts. Foreman has taken a hard 
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transformationalist stance with the band since then, saying that they “fight to keep music 

out of boxes” and “we’re Christian by faith, not by genre.”145  

 Transformationalist CCM performed by alternative bands became popular enough 

in the 1990s that Tooth and Nail, a label formed explicitly for that niche, has become one 

of the most lucrative CCM labels. Founded by Brandon Ebel in 1993, the label took off 

after they signed the pop punk band MxPx. With half of their sales occurring outside 

Christian marketing channels and most of their bands touring with secular shows, Tooth 

and Nail diverged widely from the typical practices of CCM labels.146 The label became 

the center of the debate over the difference between a “Christian band” versus “Christians 

in a band” for several years, however Tooth and Nail was highly profitable as this was 

the direction CCM was moving in the larger industry.147 A study of CCM lyrics done by 

Megan Livengood and Connie Book between 1996 and 2002 showed that over that 

period of time, the theological content of CCM changed substantially. While the number 

of theological words remained constant, the ambiguity of the theological words used 

increased overall. CCM was drifting to the transformationalist.148 
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 This point is aptly demonstrated by the example of the band Sixpence None the 

Richer. The band started in 1992, was composed entirely of Christians and recorded on 

the CCM label Squint. Their 1995 album This Beautiful Mess won a Dove Award. Then 

in 1999 their song “Kiss Me” went to number one on the general Billboard charts in ten 

different countries, and the song was featured on several movies and television shows. 

The song was a depiction of non-sexual young love consistent with the strictest of 

conservative evangelical mores, yet its success sparked a firestorm. After a fast rewriting 

of the rules for what constitutes a “Christian” song, the song was disqualified for the 

Dove Awards.149 The new definition read: 

Music in any style whose lyric is substantially based upon historically 

orthodox Christian truth contained in or derived from the Holy Bible; 

and/or an expression of worship of God or praise for his works; and/or 

testimony of relationship with God through Christ; and/or obviously 

prompted and informed by a Christian worldview.150  

This re-definition was problematic on several levels. It reduced the songs entirely to their 

lyrics, raising the question of the purpose of music itself. It also illuminated the 

longstanding and growing difficulty of separating CCM from pop music. There was a 

similar debate in 1997 when Amy Grant’s Behind the Eyes came out. The concern for the 

industry was that by claiming these albums as Christian, they would diminish the 

uniqueness of CCM and alienate their conservative members. It would also raise the 
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question of whether other artists, such as Bob Dylan and U2, should be considered part of 

the CCM community.151 The decision to re-write the rules, creating a definition that 

emphasizes religious content while leaving a vagueness that is open to wide interpretation 

(what is “obviously prompted and informed by a Christian worldview?”), demonstrates 

the constructed and contested nature of CCM as a genre and the ongoing struggle 

between separationalists, integrationalists, and transformationalists. 

 This conflict became messier when worship music began to overlap with CCM 

more completely in the 1990s.152 Major CCM artists like Rich Mullins blurred the line 

between CCM and worship music. Mullins’ folk rock CCM, such as his hit “Awesome 

God,” worked as modern hymns and was used as such.153 Even artists on the alternative 

end of the spectrum produced worship music, such as Steve Hindalong & Derri 

Daughtry’s At the Foot of the Cross, the ska worship album Skalleluia, by the Insyderz, 

and the Nitro Praise album series, which put contemporary worship songs to dance 

music. Compilation albums of worship music done by CCM stars also became popular in 

the 1990s, with major artists such as Third Day and Sixpence None the Richer 
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contributing to such projects regularly.154 Even Tooth and Nail got into the business of 

worship, spinning off the imprint BEM in 1997, which produced mainstream CCM and 

whose stable of artists included worship artist Jeremy Camp.155 

 The diversification of the CCM industry in the 1990s also took the form of 

changes to the accessibility of CCM by consumers. As CCM labels were bought out by 

secular labels, CCM gained access to new forms of distribution, including music videos 

and a burst of new radio stations. The result was more access to CCM by consumers and 

the re-development of integrationalist CCM in the form of positive pop. 

 The first national cable CCM music video channel was Z Music. Started in 1993 

by Gaylord Entertainment, the channel was styled like MTV but featuring only CCM and 

advertisements that did not contain violence or sexuality. Between 1995 and 1996 the 

channel underwent a rebranding, in which the language used to describe the channel was 

changed from “Christian” to “musically positive” and “objection-free.” The videos 

featured fell into a wide range of categories, from explicitly Christian worship music to 

vaguely spiritual, in an attempt to accommodate both Christian and non-Christian 

audiences.156 
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 While CCM radio stations had existed almost since the birth of the movement in 

the 1960s, Christian radio grew exponentially in the 1990s. The number of evangelical 

radio stations increased from 399 in 1972 to 1,328 in 1995.157 Two excellent examples of 

this growth are Salem Communication’s station “The Fish” and the K-Love Network. 

Salem Communications is the largest operator of commercial CCM stations, owning 104 

of them in 2007, as well as numerous affiliate stations, websites, and magazines.158 While 

their airtime expenses have generally been covered by selling programs and advertising 

time, all the media that goes on the air is selected to fit their tagline: “safe for the whole 

family.”159 

 In contrast, the K-Love network, which includes pop-based K-Love stations and 

rock-based WAY-FM stations, generates 80% of its revenues from listener donations. K-

Love operates 230 stations in the United States alone and maintains an online streaming 

broadcast on their website. Despite originally being focused at teenager, the rock-based 

WAY-FM stations recently changed their focus demographic to young adult women with 

children. 

Annie is our model listener, and we all know her like an old friend. She’s 

31 years old, a transplant from the Midwest, married with 2 kids, drives an 

SUV, works part time and is active in the community. We know about her 

family, her kids, the things she cares about, what worries her. Even though 
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Annie doesn’t really exist, there are plenty of listeners like her in our 

market. So whenever we’re making programming decisions, we ask: 

“What would Annie think about this?”160  

According to the extensive market research done by the network, what Annie wants is 

music that both she and her children will enjoy – “soothing music, positive 

reinforcement, programming free of vulgar language and references to sex and violence, 

and (to a lesser extent) news and information with a conservative Christian slant.”161  

“Annie” acts as a constructed gatekeeper to the realms of Christian contemporary 

music, standing alongside church leaders, radio executives, and hymnal committees. She 

is the industry’s ideal consumer, but she is what the executives and marketing agencies 

imagine her to be, despite whatever data they bring to bear on her construction. Her 

creators are the industry leaders who are paying for the creation of new CCM, and so for 

them to claim that their decisions are at the behest of “Annie” and in service to her needs 

is to elide the question of how they are making those decisions. “Annie” as the target 

audience also points out the questionable status of male listeners of CCM. While it is 

possible to place the targeting of “Annie” as a drive to correct the assumption of 

masculinity in evangelical practice, the language here belies that. The construction of 

“Annie” as desiring soothing music for herself and her children free from the damaging 

concerns of the vulgar world bears a strong resemblance to the Victorian ideal of the 
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woman and her children as the sentimental auditors of sacred music, safely tucked away 

in the home. It implies that the Victorian dualisms of women, children, religion, and 

home (opposed to men, rationality, and the world), are still operative in the religious 

musical field, if subtly. The whole field of religious devotional music is so thoroughly 

coded as feminine that the adult male listener disappears from marketers’ calculations. 

 One of the better examples of this sort of industry decision making is the late 

addition of rap to the portfolio of genres absorbed by CCM’s omnivorous musical 

stylings. While hip-hop and rap were already entrenched in American culture in the 

1980s, they do not appear in mainstream CCM until the mid-1990s. The first mainstream 

CCM group to include hip-hop was D.C. Talk, a boy-band composed of Toby “Toby 

Mac” McKeehan, Michael Tait, and Kevin Smith, which held its first performance in 

Jerry Falwell’s back yard. While their initial records were pop-rock, 1992’s Free At Last 

contained rapped verses with sung choruses in a style that was new to CCM. They signed 

with Virgin Records and their 1995 album Jesus Freak mixed grunge rock with rap and 

became a CCM classic, selling 1.6 million copies and winning a Dove award for Song of 

the year.162 

 However, Christian rap had already been present at the edges of the CCM 

industry for some time. The earliest album was Pete McSweet’s Adam and Eve (the 
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Gospel Beat), released in 1982. The record was followed by albums by Steven Wiley and 

Michael Peace, and PID (Preachers in Disguise), who blended Christian lyrics with 

ghetto rap in 1988. The 1990s saw a greater number of Christian rap artists entering the 

industry: Soldiers for Christ, Freedom of Soul, JC and the Boys, Grits, Knowdaverb, and 

the Gospel Gangsters. The first all Christian rap label, Grapetree, was founded by Knolly 

Williams in 1993, as was the magazine Heaven’s Hip Hop.163 However, Christian 

bookstores did not sell much African American music, and the intensive radio 

demographics research described above acted as a filter on new music, as programmers 

decided what people wanted to hear based on what people were already familiar with. As 

a result, it took the combination of a movement for racial reconciliation in evangelicalism 

in the 1990s, together with an already well-known band, d.c.Talk, to bring Christian rap 

into the mainstream of CCM. Despite these efforts, it was 2000 before a Dove Song of 

the Year award was won an African American performer, Nicole C. Mullen.164 However, 

with the popularization of worship music in African American churches, holy hip hop 

remains a vibrant new movement and has reached a level of maturity such that some of 

the songs have been included in new hymnals.165 
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 As a result of this growing diversity of musical styles and industry structures in 

CCM, as well as the influx of new worship music from overseas, the CCM industry grew 

by leaps and bounds during the 1990s. As the millennium drew to a close, CCM was 

more prevalent in American churches than hymns, and churches that used such non-

traditional music tended to be twice as large as their more traditional counterparts.166 

CCM had become the music of American evangelicalism and technological changes in 

the twenty-first century would only serve to deepen the association. 

 

The 2000s to the Present: Current Trends 

 As American Protestant churches move into the twenty-first century, several 

trends can be observed that give a sense of the direction that CCM might take in the 

future. Lyrically, CCM continues to focus believers on an intimate and romantic 

relationship with God, stripped of the concepts of struggle and theological specificity. 

Christian CCM radio continues to be an important part of devotional practice, supporting 

and merging with the worship music movement to create a seemingly unified global 

worship industry. However, recent developments in recording technology are making it 

easier for churches and individuals to create and share music independent of the music 

industry, such that more and more churches are beginning to create their own unique 

worship music. 
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Liturgy & Theology 

 As of 2002, 75% of American churches were using CCM in their services, with 

some using it as their primary liturgical music. More than half of them are blending CCM 

with more traditional musical styles.167 This can be done by keeping an older liturgical 

order of service and changing out the songs, such as framing a hymn or song with a 

worship chorus, mixing together hymns and worship songs in the same service, or using a 

worship song in place of a psalm reading. In blended services, rock instrumentation may 

be forgone in favor of woodwinds and strings.168 As popular as blended services are, 

these churches are the most likely to report conflicts over music. “It appears that the use 

of blended music merely reminds people of the fact that they have to share the music 

space with others who cannot tolerate their own preferences just as they cannot tolerate 

those of others.”169  

 This may be in part due to the fact that CCM and hymns present different 

theologies. 170 At present, there is a definable canon of CCM.171 In a survey of the annual 
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top twenty-five song lists made by CCLI from 1989 to 2005, which potentially could 

have contained 825 songs, Robert Woods and Brian Walrath found that only seventy-

seven distinct songs were on the combined list.172 Songs such as “Shout to the Lord,” by 

Darlene Zschech (1993), “Lord I Lift Your Name on High,” by Rick Founds (1989), 

“Come, Now Is the Time to Worship,” by Brian Doerksen (1998) and “Here I Am to 

Worship,” by Tim Hughes (2000) are firmly embedded in evangelical worship.173 

 One group of scholars who analyzed this canon found significant differences 

between CCM and traditional hymnody. The worship songs had few explicit Trinitarian 

references, typically addressing only one member of the Trinity or using the term “God” 

without further distinction. This functional Unitarianism creates an affective experience 

in which God is experienced as “you” rather than spoken of in theological 

propositions.174 This affective environment is also cultivated by the use of romantic 

language for love, such that God is portrayed as a romantic leading man and humans are 
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cast as the romantic feminine.175 There is little discussion of justice or social concerns, 

and few songs discuss pain or suffering in any meaningful way.176  

 This shift in theology in CCM may be due to a variety of changes in the field of 

Protestant religious music. The corpus of traditional hymnody is found in hymnals. As 

the editors of hymnals compile hymns, the themes for the entire liturgical year must be 

incorporated. They must also include songs for special services, such as funerals. As a 

result, hymnals tend to represent a broad range of theological perspectives even within 

denominationally specific texts. Spread by new media, CCM is free from these 

theological gatekeepers.177 CCM is also decidedly charismatic in orientation, as has been 

discussed previously. As a result, CCM typically addresses the experience of suffering as 

something already overcome in Christ and points the believer to affirm faith despite 

suffering.178 Rather than reinforcing group identity or teaching theology, worship music 

serves the charismatic function of leading believers to encounter God and experience 
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intimacy with God. The songs themselves are narratives of encounters with the divine.179 

Even worship albums that directly confront the possibility of suffering and death, such as 

David Crowder*Band’s A Collision, place them within the ideals of romantic love and 

move towards a sense of resolution and reconciliation.180  

 

Media & Lifestyle 

 The rise of Christian radio in the 1990s, chronicled above, has continued 

unabated. As measured by Arbitron, the average quarter hour listener numbers for CCM 

stations grew 35% between 1998 and 2003, more growth than any other format. CCM 

also draws an audience that is 71% in the coveted twenty-five to fifty-four year old age 

bracket.181 Furthermore, the number of religious-formatted stations increased 14% 

between 2000 and 2005. This makes CCM the second fastest growing programming 
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format in radio.182 In 2009 CCM ranked fourth among all radio formats, trailing only 

News/Talk, Country, and Religion (Teaching/Variety).183  

 Bob Lochte identifies a number of factors in the explosive growth of CCM radio 

as the culmination of several trends:  

changes in FCC channel allocation and licensing policies, innovations in 

software to identify available frequencies and plot coverage areas, the 

popularity of Contemporary Christian Music, the growth of Evangelical 

Christianity and conservative political organizations, and the dedicated 

efforts of many broadcasters who want Christian Radio to happen now.184  

The inclusion of “the popularity of Christian music” in this analysis raises the question of 

why CCM would become more popular in the 1990s and 2000s, after more than thirty 

years of growth and development as a genre.  

One possible explanation for this is the rise of the worship lifestyle described 

above. “Christian music is polarized now into worship music on the one hand and 

younger bands doing basically mainstream stuff [on the other]. The stuff in the middle —

”Christian entertainment”—has really caved in.… But the biggest selling thing [right 
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now] is worship.”185 As a result, in the 2000s worship music finalized the individualistic 

turn that it had begun in the 1990s, becoming an integral part of Christian radio rather 

than primarily a congregational product.186  

In a uses and gratifications study of CCM radio listeners conducted in 2012, 

Joshua Bently found that the listeners saw a connection between managing their time, 

their relationships, and their spiritual self-expression.187 Listening to CCM radio is more 

than holy entertainment. It is also a tool used in construction of the worship lifestyle. In a 

Foucauldian analysis of the use of CCM by youth, Fiona Parascandalo muses:  

CCM serves as a communication medium which is easily incorporated 

into the subject’s life and acts as an instrument for continuous and portable 

reminder of the community’s ideological structure. Listening to Christian 

music allows the listener to disassociate with themes present in non-

Christian music while aligning action and thoughts with a Christian social 

reality.188.… Overall, CCM serves as a form of communal control wherein 

youth experience the appeals of mainstream music and culture while 

keeping their minds and social surroundings in line with the hegemonic 

forces of the Christian community.189 
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Given the demographics of current CCM radio listeners, it would not be too much of a 

stretch to suggest that the use of CCM as portable reminder and social alignment applies 

to adult evangelicals as well as to youth. CCM radio, with its recent adaptation of the 

worship lifestyle, reaches well past Sunday morning services into the most quotidian 

activities to “generate particular American evangelical Christian subjects.”190  

 

Technological Shifts 

The confluence of the worship lifestyle and Christian radio has created a global 

industry of worship music, dominated by multi-national stars like Hillsong. However, 

developments in recording technology have created a counter-movement towards the 

production of local worship music. This has in turn created a new inlet for diversity in the 

genre. 

Technological changes since the late 1990s have made it ever easier for 

independent artists to cheaply make high quality independent records and distribute them 

to their audiences.191 Sound systems and recording hardware have become cheaper and 

easier to use, and churches that use CCM have invested in these products to facilitate the 

use of CCM in their liturgies. Projection in particular has allowed congregations to be led 

in a charismatic flow of worship more easily, as the projection of lyrics on the screen 
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easily leads the congregation from one song into the next with no need to search in a 

hymnal, and the complex bridges and musical interludes can be indicated by the presence 

or absence of words on the screen.192 

As these practicalities and market forces have made sound systems and home 

recording technologies cheaper and more available in churches, many churches have 

begun producing their own albums of worship music.193 While such recording was 

formerly only within the reach of mega-churches, it is now readily available to the 

average contemporary congregation. One example of this is Mars Hill, a Seattle, WA 

church founded by Mark Driscoll in 1996. Within two years, Mars Hill Church had put 

out its first album, which was a blend of alternative, techno, and acoustic worship songs. 

Shortly thereafter, Mars Hill hosted four different worship bands, all writing original 

music. The church also created its own label for them, Floodlight.194 

Such local worship albums are often marketed and shared digitally, without hard 

copies, such as CD’s, being made. In 2013, Nielsen reported that CCM made up 2.6% of 

all digital tracks downloaded in the United States.195 Social networking sites, church 
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websites, and sites dedicated to sharing digital media, such as YouTube and iTunes, have 

made it easy for churches to share their music and collaborate with distant audiences.196  

The creation of local worship albums allows churches to create worship music to fit the 

needs of their congregations. One result of this has been innovations in the genre that 

counterbalance the stabilizing forces of canonization described above. To recall, the Mars 

Hill worship teams produce worship songs that are an eclectic blend of acoustic, techno, 

and alternative rock. Other local worship albums rearrange hymns or include other 

liturgical elements in their music, in a form of sampling unique to worship music.197 

There has as of yet been no extensive study of these non-megachurch worship albums, 

and so fuller details of their specific properties have yet to come to light. 

 

Conclusion 

 CCM has changed substantially in the fifty years since the first artists began 

creating new music for American churches. From the folk-rock of the Jesus People to the 

glam metal of Stryper; from the simple praise choruses of the 1980s to the high quality 

wall-of-sound pop of Hillsong, the genre has changed with the surrounding culture, as 
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evangelicals have attempted to express their religion musically and have brought the 

music they love and create into the church. Despite these changes, some things remain 

the same. Reaching the non-Christian culture continues to be one of the primary 

motivations for updating musical styles. This instrumental approach to music continues to 

push evangelicals to seek out the newest popular musical forms, to remain on the cutting 

edge. The push for new forms creates a fundamental instability in the genre, which 

undermines the canonization of popular songs over time. Apart from Jesus, the only 

unchanging fact of the genre is change.  

 Furthermore, the charismatic origins of the genre are still observable in the music. 

CCM has played an instrumental role in bringing charismatic theology and practice into 

evangelical and mainline churches. Despite the occasional diatribe by evangelical leading 

lights, the penetration of charismatic culture into evangelical churches appears to be on 

track to continue for the foreseeable future.  

 This overview raises several questions for scholars of CCM: 

1. With the aforementioned blend of charismatic and evangelical theology 

and practices and the marketing of the worship lifestyle by Christian radio, 

how has CCM influenced or shaped the habituses and practices of 

evangelicals?  

2. With the wide variety of CCM styles available and the constant influx of 

new music, how do churches choose which songs to use on a regular basis, 
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and how is this practice of musical distinction shaping and shaped by their 

sense of congregational identity? 

3. What is the rationale behind the recent production of worship albums by 

smaller churches, and what are the characteristics of these albums? What 

can they tell us about the practice of worship in American evangelical 

churches who produce such albums? 

The following chapters will provide a preliminary answer to these questions. The next 

chapter will turn to the first question, addressing major themes in the habitus of CCM 

listeners as found in their responses to CCM radio. 
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CHAPTER 5 

“MY HEART A MELODY”: THEMES OF AURAL PIETY 

 

“Our family of four listens to K Love every day. Nearly every time we turn on the radio, 

there is a song that speaks to us, or should I say God is speaking to us with these great 

songs of praise and worship.” 

Cassandra, K-Love Radio’s “Submit Your Story,” 9/2/2014 

 

As explored in Chapter Four, over the past two decades Christian contemporary 

music (CCM) has become one of the fastest growing types of radio programming, second 

only to talk.1 Combined with the explosive growth of digital media, CCM is available for 

listeners at almost any time or place. Currently, CCM lyrics tend to be intimate and 

romantic expressions of religious experience, often drawing on charismatic notions of 

direct encounters with God. This music is an integral part of the worship lifestyle, the 

extension of worship music to quotidian life encouraged by CCM industry advertisers.  

Many studies have been done of the artists and the histories of this new genre but 

little emphasis has been put on the individual experience and personal use of CCM by the 

laity, who neither produce nor perform music themselves but simply listen to it outside 

                                                 

1 Ali, “The Glorious Rise of Christian Pop.” 
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the walls of the church.2 This chapter seeks to fill that gap by analyzing 171 listener 

“testimonies” that were submitted by listeners to the website of the major CCM radio 

network K-Love between August 2013 and October 2014. These testimonies are 

publically available on K-Love’s website. In these stories, listeners speak about the role 

CCM plays in their lives and religious experience, and the analysis thereof reveals that 

listeners are actively using the music to create sacred soundscapes that create and 

maintain religious identity by providing a template for the self, evoking the felt presence 

of the benevolent sacred, and managing relationships. 

 By choosing to listen to CCM outside of the church, in their homes and cars and 

workplaces, CCM listeners are actively changing the soundscape surrounding them, 

sacralizing (or further sacralizing) those places by altering the aural field. In so 

immersing themselves, they further the shaping of their habitus, a process that began at 

the church.3 Listeners spoke of the importance of listening at work, in the car, and at 

home, because the soundscape they create gives them the ability to follow through with 

religious practice in their daily lives. Nearly a quarter of the testimonials mentioned the 

formative nature of the music for children or themselves. For those listeners, the music is 

a didactic tool, creating and maintaining their worldview.  

                                                 

2 Beaujon, Body Piercing Saved My Life; Howard and Streck, Apostles of Rock; Stowe, No 

Sympathy for the Devil; Thompson, Raised by Wolves; Wuthnow, All in Sync. 

3 Bourdieu, Distinction, 170. As established in Chapter Two, a person’s habitus is “a disposition 

that generates meaningful practices and meaning-giving perceptions; it is a general, transposable 

disposition which carries out a systematic, universal application.” 
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The practice of listening to CCM was also cited by listeners as key to maintaining 

their relationship with the religious community. Listeners frequently mentioned the 

importance of the music in times of crisis, when the religious self was in danger of 

succumbing to the trials of death, illness, or job loss. For those listeners, the music 

provided emotional support and a sense of divine presence during their trial, experienced 

as the “right” song coming on at just the “right” time. The experience of hearing a song 

they felt they needed provided a sense of the presence of the benevolent divine. In 

addition to providing individual religious experiences, CCM is also used by listeners to 

connect themselves to religious communities and manage their relationships with others. 

CCM is credited with restoring marriages, bringing back wayward children, and 

improving relationships at work. 

In addition to the formation of the religious habitus and the maintenance of it 

through times of worldview-shattering chaos, the practice of listening to CCM serves as a 

tool for distinction, displaying the spiritual capital of knowing what music to listen to and 

of having a habitus cultivated to prefer such music. Listeners use the music to present 

themselves to others as Christians, playing CCM in the presence of non-Christians as a 

conversation starter for evangelism and in the presence of other Christians as a social 

identifier. Whether their status as listeners of CCM serves as a proof of their conversion 

experience or an opportunity to evangelize those around them, the music is allowed to 

mediate the relationships, reinforcing with sound the identities that they wish to present 

to the world around them. 
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Social Media Methodology 

To study the role of CCM in the lives of its listeners, data was collected from the 

website of a major CCM website: K-Love. A subsidiary of Educational Media 

Foundation, K-Love is a radio network that spans 452 stations across the United States 

with 1.46 million weekly listeners while also maintaining an online streaming service. 

They play CCM exclusively and bill themselves as “positive and encouraging” music.4 

On their website, they maintain a page on which listeners can submit stories about “how 

God has touched their lives.” For this study, listener stories from August 27th 2013 to 

October 18th 2014 were mined from the website.5 These stories were submitted by users 

to the radio station using a form, which posted them publicly on the website. From this 

list of over 500 stories, 171 were found to mention CCM generally or a particular song. 

Those 171 stories were then coded with the inductive method successfully use by Al-

Rawi to code and analyze YouTube comments. This method begins with open coding, 

which allows categories to emerge naturally from the data as the data is analyzed without 

a pre-determined coding instrument. This is followed by axial coding, in which categories 

                                                 

4 “The Story Behind K-LOVE Radio,” accessed March 3, 2015, 

http://www.klove.com/promodetails.aspx?i=1449; “K-LOVE Master Station List,” accessed March 3, 

2015, http://www.klove.com/music/radio-stations/radio-station-download.aspx. 

5 Since the time these testimonials were collected, K-Love has changed their website format and 

the original website I accessed is no longer available. Testimonials can still be read on K-Love’s site, 

however. They now appear in small groups without timestamps and seem to be randomly selected, rather 

than a fully accessible list as they were prior. To see testimonials on the current webpage, the address is 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/share-story/#storyTiles. I accessed 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx between November 18, 2014 and January 1, 2015, and 

pieces of it can be accessed via the Wayback Machine at https://archive.org/.  
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and patterns are defined. The final step was selective coding, in which the entirety of the 

data was coded solely according to the categories defined in the previous stages.6 An 

attempt was also made to determine the general age group and gender of the listener, 

where sufficient data was given in the testimony.  

In the first two stages of the coding process, I identified five major conceptual 

categories: “emotional management,”7 religious status, religious experiences, 

relationships, and crises. Each of these categories could be broken down into several sub-

categories for more detailed analysis: 

 Emotional Management – this category was coded when a testimony referred to 

the use of CCM to intentionally influence an emotional state. 

o Needed – was coded when the listener reported a movement from a 

negative emotional state to a neutral emotional state. These listeners often 

remarked that there was something about the music they needed to hear; 

that is, the music filled a hole or a gap in their emotional lives. 

o Support – was coded when the listener indicated that the music was being 

used to maintain a level emotional state, for emotional stability rather than 

change.  

                                                 

6 Ahmed Al-Rawi, “Online Reactions to the Muhammad Cartoons: YouTube and the Virtual 

Ummah,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 54, no. 2 (May 2015): 265–67, 

doi:10.1111/jssr.12191. 

7 I will be using “emotional management” as a technical term to refer to the intentional cultivation 

of particular emotional states. 



236 

 

o Uplift – was coded when the listener’s comments suggested that the 

practice of listening to CCM was intended to create a positive emotional 

state, such as joy or happiness. These listeners typically did not reference 

negative emotions or stability. 

 Status – was coded when the individual indicated that the practice of listening to 

CCM was somehow integral to her current position on the religious field. 

o Proof – was coded when the listener indicated that listening to the music 

acted as proof of her religious status. 

o Return – was coded when the listener credited the practice of listening to 

CCM with a return to a particular religious status from an absence or a less 

religious state, and thus an increase in status on the religious field. 

o Discipline – was coded when the listener indicated that they use the music 

to maintain or enhance their current place in the religious field through its 

powers of habitus formation. This was also coded when the formation was 

being applied to someone else in the listener’s life, such as a child. 

 Experience – was coded if the listener recounted a story of a supernatural 

experience associated with listening to CCM. 

o Spoke – was coded if that experience was put in terms of hearing the voice 

of God. 

o Presence – was coded if God’s presence was experienced in a way that 

was identified by the listener as unusual or significant. 
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o Miracle – was coded for other experiences identified as miraculous or 

supernatural. 

 Relationships – was coded if the listener described CCM as having an important 

role in intervening in relationships with others. Those others included: 

o Kids – the listener’s children. 

o Parents – the listener’s parents. 

o Spouse – the listener’s significant others, such as husband or wife or other 

long-term partner. 

o Community – the listener’s church or community of faith. 

 Crises – was coded if the listener described the practice of listen to CCM as 

intervening in a significant life crisis. Four crises were commonly recounted: 

o Death – the death of a loved one of the listener, expected or not. 

o Illness – a major medical condition experienced by the listener or someone 

for whom the listener provided care. 

o Job – the loss of a job or financial struggles credited to lack of 

employment by the listener or a loved one. 

o Addiction – the listener or a loved one’s experience of addiction to drugs 

or alcohol. 

Individual stories were marked with as many codes as were relevant, averaging three per 

story, with a minimum of one and a maximum of seven on any individual story.  
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Social Media Demographics 

From information given by listeners in their stories, such as first names, personal 

descriptors of relationships (i.e. “daughter,” “husband,” “my grandchildren”), some basic 

demographic information could be ascertained about the sample. This data is not 

statistically rigorous, but simply for descriptive purposes. Of the 171 listeners, 129 

appeared to be female, and 29 appeared to be male, with 13 unaccounted. Listeners were 

also placed into one of several age categories. “Child” was assigned if the listener 

appeared to be under the age of eighteen, determined by direct references to age and 

indirect references such as parents and school. “Early adult” was assigned if they 

appeared to be in college or early adulthood, determined by direct reference to age or 

indirect references to children being in the home, length of time at jobs, and marriage. 

“Late adult” was assigned if the listener appeared to be beyond child-rearing age, 

determined by direct references to age and indirect references to grandchildren, adult 

children, or retirement. “Indeterminate adult” was established as a category if the listener 

was clearly an adult but life stage was indeterminate. The age breakdown thus achieved is 

as follows: twenty-two child, forty-seven early adult, twenty-four older adult, and thirty-

seven indeterminate adult. These numbers are not statistically rigorous, but do correspond 

roughly to the known demographics of the CCM audience, which is known to have 71% 
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of its listeners in the twenty-five to fifty-four age group with the average consumer being 

a woman of forty-five to fifty-four years of age.8 

 

Emotions 

The most frequent use of CCM was for the control and maintenance of emotions. 

Listeners reported using the music to remove negative emotions, to create positive 

emotions, and the experience of having a song intervene at a pivotal moment to re-

configure their emotional states. CCM was used for emotional support, to ward off 

unwanted negative emotions for eighty-five listeners. One listener reported: 

I have been a listener for years. Your station provides so much 

encouragement for me through some very difficult times. Last night was 

one of those times. I felt hopeless and hurting.… So as I awoke this 

morning after very little sleep last night, the first thing I did was reach for 

my cell phone and I hit the Klove app. After listening for about 20 

minutes, I was able to get up. My life is not magically better, but with 

God’s help, I will make it through this dark time. I have a therapy 

appointment later today and I thank God for the resource of being able to 

get some professional help but also, for your ever present message of help 

and encouragement. You have blessed me with hope today. Thank you.9 

Listeners who turn to K-LOVE for support speak of specific crises that they need 

emotional support to manage, but also of ongoing psychological issues such as anxiety 

                                                 

8 Kelly, “Christian Radio: Not Just a ‘Niche Format’ Anymore”; “Attitudes & Behaviors Towards 

Christian Radio,” Dunham & Company, accessed March 3, 2015, 

http://www.dunhamandcompany.com/2008/05/attitudes-behaviors-towards-christian-

radio/#sthash.sc5h5KY0.dpbs. 

9 “Becky,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Sept. 13, 2013, accessed Jan. 1, 2015, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). Emphasis mine. 
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and depression.10 As above, they often describe themselves as going through hard times, 

tiredness, or discouragement and in need of peace, comfort, or hope provided by the 

music.11  

 Listeners also reported intentionally using CCM to cultivate a positive outlook on 

life, without specifically referencing negative emotions. Twenty-two listeners reported 

this use. For example:  

I have been listening to K-Love for about two years ... and boy my life has 

since changed. I always felt I had faith but now I know the Lord is with 

me and directs my path. I finally know what it feels like to truly be at 

peace and happy ... thank you for the uplifting, inspiring words that you 

bring. His words through you are changing the world!12  

These listeners speak of the music as a blessing or inspirational.13 Others give examples 

of being moved to actions such as singing along or dancing as joyful responses to the 

music.14 In the words of listener Ginger: “Trying to maintain a smile and joyful spirit was 

challenging over the past 16 months, but now, my husband and I are dancing, as Chris 

                                                 

10 For example, see “Lori,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Jun. 20, 2014, accessed Nov. 

18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

11 For example, see “Jackie,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Jun. 30, 2014, accessed 

Nov. 18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

12 “Janet,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted April 28, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). Emphasis mine. 

13 For example, see “Andrew” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Mar. 2, 2014, accessed 

Nov. 18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

14 For example, see “Anna,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Nov. 14, 2013, accessed 

Dec. 30, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 
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Tomlin’s song, God’s Great Dance Floor, with endless joy in thanksgiving to our Lord 

and Savior!”15 

 The most complex sub-category of emotional experiences was the “needed” 

subcategory, in which listeners reported hearing a song at a pivotal moment when the 

listener emotionally needed to hear the message of that particular song. This experience 

was reported by fifty-two listeners. Most of the experiences were similar to that of 

Jimmy: 

I was coming home from my last day of high school & was so worried 

about everything with college and leaving the place I loved so much. Then 

“Untitled Hymn (Come to Jesus)” by Chris Rice came on while I was 

driving home and cleared any doubt about college from my mind. I was 

reminded that everything I do is because of Him, so why am I worried? 

It’s not like He’s going to abandon me, so why should I ever be afraid?.... 

without you guys, I wouldn’t have been reminded of that great joy that I 

have in my life, my relationship with God.16  

In these experiences, the timing of the song is key. The song is experienced as a needed 

intervention in a time of crisis or despair, creating an emotional state that is understood 

by the listeners as a better representation of their beliefs, or as reflected by Jimmy, 

reminding the listeners of some spiritual fact that is relevant to their situation, providing 

them with new options to reframe their situation. The song acts as a divine messenger, 

restoring faith in the face of adversity. 

                                                 

15 “Ginger,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Nov. 14, 2013, accessed Dec. 30, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

16 “Jimmy,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted May 26, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 
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 These listeners are participating in the same understanding of music and emotions 

that goes back to the early days of the Protestant Reformation, as discussed in Chapter 

Three. Music is understood to be a tool for the cultivation of proper emotional states. The 

worship lifestyle is one in which emotions are shaped via music to fit the religious ideal, 

which here takes the shape of responses of hope and faith in all circumstances, with no 

negative emotions. 

 

Relationships 

The second most common category in the listener’s stories was the connection 

between music and relationships. Listeners use the music in the spiritual formation of 

their children, experience the music as religious community, find that the music improves 

their marriages, and use it to grieve the loss of parents, just to name a few specific 

examples. The music operates as a mediating presence between the listeners and the 

people in their lives, re-shaping the nature of their interactions into a framework that the 

listener recognizes as sacred. 

 Forty-seven listeners mentioned using the music for their children’s religious 

socialization, in hopes that listening to the music would educate their children in both the 

theology and practices of evangelicalism.17 This is the case with Jennifer, whose adopted 

                                                 

17 Ann Burlein, Lift High the Cross: Where White Supremacy and the Christian Right Converge 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 2002). 
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children not only “learn songs,” but also learn how to interact with others in a specifically 

evangelical manner: 

The Twins have now been with us a little over a month and about three 

weeks ago they accepted Jesus into their hearts and love to listen to K-

LOVE and know most of the words to the songs. If we have the station on 

anything other than K-Love they ask us to change it. The greatest part of 

this story is not only do they ask us to change it they ask the Social 

Workers and their Case worker to change their stations also. These two 

children that knew nothing about Christ a month ago are already teaching 

others about Christ love thru K-LOVE.18  

The most common way that children are connected to the music is when parents use it for 

religious instruction, by playing the music for the children in cars and around the house.19 

In these cases, it is seen as a sign that children have understood and accepted the religious 

perspectives found in the music when the children sing along with the music or ask for it 

to be played, regardless of the age of the child.20 The parents seem to think that the music 

is uniquely effective in teaching children, as Hollie said: “Thank you for introducing my 

children to our Savior, in a way that only music can.”21  

                                                 

18 “Jennifer,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Apr. 28, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). Emphasis mine. 

19 For example, see “Jhaymai,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Oct. 27, 2014, accessed 

Nov. 18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

20 For example, see “Tamara,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Mar. 26, 2014, accessed 

Nov. 18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

21 “Hollie,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Dec. 5, 2013, accessed Dec. 30, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). Emphasis mine. 
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Listeners also report that the music provides a powerful emotional framework for 

facing death when children are involved. The music helps children to grieve the deaths of 

loved ones, and it helps parents to accept the deaths of their children, as they emotionally 

release the critically ill child to God.22 Other instances cited of CCM intervening in the 

parent-child relationship were when parents have had their children taken away from 

them, and God providing children to the infertile in response to the parent’s trust 

engendered by music.23 In all of these instances, the music is providing a structuring 

framework in which the relationship between parents, children, and God can be placed, 

and by thus conforming to the divine pattern, the relationships are improved. 

 This imposed framework was also reported as working in the opposite direction, 

as twenty-seven listeners reported the music intervening in their relationships with their 

parents.  

I was driving home one day from a long night of drinking and drugging, 

the sun was coming out, I was crying, tired of living this way, I had the 

radio off, as I sat in the driveway before i turned the car off I turned the 

volume up on the radio, somehow I tuned the radio and it landed on 

KLOVE, the song that began to play was Strong Enough from Matthew 

West, I couldnt believe the words, they were exactly what I had been 

feeling, I was in shock, I wanted more. I sat there for three hours, not 

wanting to get out of the car not wanting to leave this peace I had never 

experienced in my life ... eventually my mother came out and said why I 

had been sitting there for so long.. I went inside and showed her, we 

                                                 

22 For example, see “Jeanette,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Oct. 17, 2014, accessed 

Nov. 18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

23 For example, see “Bekah,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Mar. 4, 2014, accessed Nov. 

18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 
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listened together, she saw my happiness, and saw me weeping, song after 

song.24  

Several other listeners use the music in this way, in which the music mediates a life 

change, which is overseen by a concerned parent.25 Others reported using the music to 

cope with the illness or loss of a parent, or with homesickness after leaving home and 

parents for the first time.26 

The listeners also reported their relationships with their significant others being 

impacted by the practice of listening to CCM. Shonna is one of thirty listeners who 

reported stories of marital discord resolved by CCM: 

My husband and I have been struggling for quite some time; years. We 

have both been through a lot in our past and in our own marriage. The past 

6 months we have started listening to KLove and growing closer and 

closer to God. We still have a ways to go but God is good and He is our 

strength!27  

For these listeners, CCM mediates between themselves and their relationship with their 

spouses. Several mention their marriages improving as a result of listening to music, as 

                                                 

24 “Carmina,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Oct. 16, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). Emphasis mine. 

25 For example, see “Pam,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Feb. 22, 2014, accessed Nov. 

18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

26 For example, see “Joyce,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Feb. 5, 2014, accessed Nov. 

18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

27 “Shonna,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Apr. 9, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 
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above, or of the music playing a role in acquiring a spouse.28 Others use the music to 

cope with divorce, abuse, the illness of a spouse, or the loss of a spouse.29 

The impact of the music on relationships is largely limited to the personal milieu 

of the nuclear family. However, six of the listeners indicated that the practice of listening 

to CCM was important for maintaining a sense of proper relationship to the larger 

Christian community.  

I travel on weekends a lot and started missing church a lot.... I felt I was 

starting to drift away from God. I needed a way to worship in some other 

way other than going to church since I travel so much. I came across K-

LOVE on the radio and started singing right along. Now when I’m on the 

road traveling, or just driving around town I listen to K-LOVE to get my 

worship time.30  

Katie here speaks of her relationship with God, but it is in terms of proximity to her 

church, which she misses. The practice of listening to CCM smooths over the gaps in her 

relationship with her church, allowing her to feel as though the missed time is not a true 

fracture in her participation in her faith community.  

 The idea that the listeners of religious radio might form a “church” is a 

longstanding one. Radio preachers, like Aimee Semple McPherson, have often referred to 

                                                 

28 For example, see “Mario,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted July 16, 2014, accessed 

Nov. 18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

29 For example, see “Denise,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Apr. 28, 2014, accessed 

Nov. 18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

30 “Katie,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Mar. 17, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 
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their audiences as congregations. Her listeners were participating in “the church of the 

air” – a congregation gathered together in time rather than space.31 Given this historical 

connection between radio listenership and a sense of congregational community, it is 

surprising that only six testimonials spoke of community in that sense. 

The relative lack of “church” language to speak of the experience of listening to 

religious radio directs our attention to a deeper omission in these stories of religious 

experience: connection to larger communities. While CCM is clearly being used by these 

listeners to manage their relationships to family, friends, and coworkers, the relationships 

are intimate and individual, reflective of the romantic intimacy of the lyrics of CCM 

noted in Chapter Four. There is no mention of being inspired to social justice activism or 

political action of any kind – right wing or left wing. None of these listeners hear God 

telling them to start a church, a para-church organization, a small group study, or even a 

band. They do not speak of taking the music they are hearing back to their churches to 

sing together. They do not get messages from God for someone else, but only for 

themselves. The relationships are small scale and focused on domestic harmony. 

 The individual focus displayed here is characteristic of American evangelicalism. 

American evangelical culture has a tendency towards individualism that decenters the 

self from organic social relationships and emphasizes individual decision making as the 

                                                 

31 Hangen, Redeeming the Dial, 74. 
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key to social change.32 The listeners in this sample demonstrate how this tendency shows 

up in practice. Their spiritual experiences are narrowly focused on the cultivation of the 

self and the cultivation of immediate relationships, disconnected from larger political or 

religious institutions. The practice of aural piety, glossed as choosing specific music as a 

marker of religious identity and thus a practice of distinction, does not necessarily place 

the individual into a specific religious organization outside of a loosely constructed 

“Christianity.” As I will explore in later chapters, the practice of aural piety can be turned 

towards a sense of identification with a local church, but it is an effect that must be 

constructed by churches because in the practice of radio listening it is only weakly 

represented at best. 

 

Crisis 

In order of frequency, the third most frequent category of testimonial was the 

crisis narrative. The listeners reported the music intervening in times when they were 

facing death, illness, addiction, and job loss. The death of a close friend or family 

member was the most common crisis, with thirty-two narratives, such as the loss of a 

spouse related by Veronica: 

When my husband died suddenly, in 2011, having Klove on at work really 

helped keep me going.... Thank you, Klove for being obedient to the call 

                                                 

32 Dennis P. Hollinger, Individualism and Social Ethics: An Evangelical Syncretism (Lanham: 

University Press of America, 1983). 
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and being there. I ... have been healing from my husband’s passing. 

Thanks for being part of that transformation.33  

“Veronica” indicates that the music was “there” for her and instrumental in “healing” and 

“transformation” as she grieved. Other listeners report the music as having a pivotal role 

in the grieving processes by providing comfort and strength, encouraging overt 

expressions of grief, and reaffirming a sense of meaning in the face of loss.34 

 Another crises faced by forty-one listeners was illness, of a loved one or of one’s 

self. Terra credited CCM with helping her maintain a sense of trust in God in the face of 

her daughter’s illness:  

My daughter Alyssa is 18 months old with an unknown genetic disorder 

and muscle disease.... The drs have no clue why she is the way she is or 

why she is still alive! She is sick 20 hrs a day and miserable and no one 

knows why! We were told she would never roll over and she does. We 

were told that she wouldn’t make it out of ICU and she did. Yes she is sick 

a lot but she has overcome all the obstacles in her short life!.... We don’t 

know how long we will have her but we cherish all the time with her that 

we do have! We listen to Klove all the time, in the hospital we kept it on 

Klove. We don’t know what the future holds but we know that God holds 

it! We trust Him with all our hearts! We stand on Jeremiah 29:11!35  

The stories told by listeners connect music to maintaining a sense of hope in the face of 

long hospital stays, calming the ill, and providing a sense of meaning for their 

                                                 

33 “Veronica,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Dec. 19, 2013, accessed Dec. 30, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

34 For example, see “Sharon,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Mar. 17, 2014, accessed 

Nov. 18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

35 “Terra,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted May 27, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). Emphasis mine. 
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sufferings.36 They also speak of healings connected to trusting God with loved ones, with 

the trust mediated by the music, as well as the music playing an integral role in healing 

mental illness.37 

Work-related problems were another frequently reported crises. These included 

unemployment and conflict with co-workers. The “job” motif was marked if the listeners 

connected the music to their work, through an experience of job loss or through using the 

music in the workplace. Twenty-nine listeners made this connection, such as Shelly: 

Months ago I was forced to look for a new job, and was fortunate to find 

one within a couple of weeks. Sadly, I hated my new job and was 

miserable every day. I began listening to K-LOVE. The uplifting music 

helped me get through the day.... I applied for other jobs and I agonized 

after one interview praying the job would be offered to me. One day, 

crying on my way to work, I told God that I wouldn’t stop. What I meant 

was that my faith would remain strong. That very day I received a call; the 

hiring manager wanted my references. God’s answer to my prayer! 

Several days later, I prayed for God to give me a sign. That afternoon I 

received a text from a friend I hadn’t spoken to in months. She works in 

the same division said I shouldn’t expect to hear anything for about a 

week. Another answer to my prayers! I got a call the very next day and 

was offered the job! I am humbled to be on the receiving end of His grace 

so many times. I wanted to share my good fortune with you at K-LOVE, 

and tell you how much listening to your station helped get me through a 

very dark period in my life. I see now that everything happens for a reason 

and I am exactly where I’m meant to be.38  

                                                 

36 For example, see “Randi,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Oct. 21, 2013, accessed Dec. 

30, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

37 For example, see “Rodania,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Jun. 12, 2014, accessed 

Nov. 18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

38 “Shelly,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Jun. 13, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 
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As above, listeners use the music to mitigate the effects of workplace stressors and to 

encourage themselves in the face unemployment and job searches.39 They also use the 

music to turn their commutes into sacred time and connect listening to the music to the 

provision of new jobs by God.40 

The “drugs/alcohol” motif was marked if the listener connected the music to an 

experience of chemical dependency, of themselves or of a loved one. Charlotte is one of 

fourteen listeners who made this connection:  

I just want to brag on Jesus my Good Shepherd, who when I wandered 

away for 20 years in drugs and alcohol, came and pulled me out back with 

Him and into an even stronger relationship with my Savior. I had lost 

everything my kids, my home, no job. Now in just 3 short years my kids 

are all home with me, we have a home, I work helping others as a care 

provider, and also at a pregnancy resource center counseling families and 

sharing Christ! God’s Grace that I have been given is amazing! If He can 

rescue me and forgive me, Jesus can rescue you too! Soon after my 

sobriety I also started listening to Klove, really has and continues to touch 

my life and the lives of my children. Thank you for your hearts for God!41  

The listeners who report drug and alcohol use follow a specific narrative. They describe 

their substance abuse as part of their time before or away from God, and almost always 

connect their substance abuse to other life problems: as with Charlotte, the loss of 

                                                 

39 For example, see “Theresa,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Sept. 26, 2013, accessed 

Dec. 30, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

40 For example, see “Matthew,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Jan. 16, 2014, accessed 

Nov. 18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

41 “Charlotte,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted May 19, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). Emphasis mine. 
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children, homes, and jobs. The narrative then often hinges on their recovery, sometimes 

as a result of encountering the music.42 Then they narrate a new life in which 

relationships, jobs, home, and finances are being restored or are restored. In some 

narratives, music comes in at this point as a device for maintaining sobriety or as a proof 

of their new state.43 

 The presence of crisis as a primary theme in these testimonials speaks to the 

relationship between CCM and suffering. As was noted in Chapter Four, the lyrics of 

CCM often elide the question of suffering in the life of faith, painting pain in vague, 

broad strokes and then quickly moving to resolution. The scholars who note this tend to 

think that this makes CCM less useful for people confronting suffering.44 However, this 

appears not to be the case. These listeners directly connect the vague lyrics of CCM to 

specific instances of suffering in their lives. As Andrew McCoy points out, in Pentecostal 

worship suffering is often put in terms of God’s power to heal, and interaction with 

suffering takes three forms: confrontation of evil, confession and repentance of sin, and 

                                                 

42 For example, see “Tim,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Nov. 27, 2014, accessed Dec. 

29, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

43 For example, see “Natalie,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Nov. 7, 2014, accessed 

Nov. 18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

44 Howard, “Let the Weak Say I Am Strong: Contemporary Worship Music and God’s Concern 

for Righteousness and Social Justice,” 65–75; McCoy, “Salvation (Not Yet?) Materialized: Healing as 

Possibility and Possible Complication for Expressing Suffering in Pentecostal Music and Worship,” 53; 

Porter, “Trading My Sorrows: Worshiping God in the Darkness - The Expression of Pain and Suffering in 

Contemporary Worship,” 76–91. 
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affirmation of faith amid suffering.45 The lyrics of CCM may not directly lay out 

theologically nuanced understandings of suffering. However, the listeners turn to the 

music to affirm faith amid suffering and be reminded of God’s power to heal suffering, 

and so perceive meaning in pain. The structures of the habitus, created by upbringing and 

education, generate “meaning-giving perceptions.”46 The evidence of this Pentecostal 

habitus structure in such a wide range of listeners is then further evidence of the 

Pentecostalization of evangelicalism. Thus, non-Pentecostal listeners of CCM find the 

Pentecostal language of suffering in the music to be helpful in times of crisis. 

 While it may seem like the crisis theme is a necessary adjunct to emotional 

management, and indeed the two do appear concurrently in the stories of many listeners, 

this is not always the case. When the two are connected, the music appears at the middle 

of the story, at the darkest point of the narrative, and is the lever creating change. In these 

stories, CCM restores the listeners from the state of crisis. However, in twenty-one of the 

crises narratives, the music appears at the end of the story, as it does in Charlotte’s tale 

above. The listeners navigate the spiritual or economic crisis with God’s help and enter 

into a new relationship with God marked by new practices, such as listening to CCM. In 

these cases, the music is not functioning for emotional management during the crisis, but 

rather as a performative marker of the new self that has emerged from the crisis. 

                                                 

45 McCoy, “Salvation (Not Yet?) Materialized: Healing as Possibility and Possible Complication 

for Expressing Suffering in Pentecostal Music and Worship,” 45. 

46 Bourdieu, Distinction, 170. 
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Performance 

Performance was the fourth most common theme reported by the listeners. 

Listeners use CCM to modify their behavior, so that they behave more like their 

imagined religious ideal. In their stories, the music helps listeners return to religious 

beliefs and practices they had abandoned. Other listeners use their status as listeners as a 

signifier of identity, a material means of demonstrating change in their lives. 

The “discipline” motif was marked if the listener referenced using the music to 

cultivate religious growth or to create good habits. Forty-two listeners reported this use, 

such as Alaina:  

I was once in a bad place in my life, and I wasn’t sure if I would ever be 

able to come out of it.... When I finally did, K-Love was the only thing 

that kept me sane.... I listened to K-Love every day, it was saved on ALL of 

the channels in my car, it played on my phone and my iPod. I was reading 

my Bible every day. I slowly fell off of that routine and that great feeling. I 

was back to listening to secular music and falling farther and farther away 

from God. Little did I know, my mother was watching me (without me 

knowing) and was taking notes on my behavior. She used to not like the 

type of music that K-Love played, but now ... it is all she plays. When she 

told me that I was her inspiration and the reason why she wanted to grow 

closer to God, it hit me hard. I realized just how far I had actually grown 

from God. All of that happiness I had known flooded my heart and I 

realized that in all my trouble, all I need is God. I am happy to say that K-

Love is all I play now, and I am back on track with God.47 

These listeners are, to a degree, aware that the practice of listening to religious music 

reshapes their dispositions. Listeners report, as above, using the music for religious 

                                                 

47 “Alaina,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Oct. 17, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). Emphasis mine. 
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behavior modification, with the result of engaging in devotional activities more 

consistently, such as prayer, church involvement, and Bible reading.48 Often they 

specifically mention replacing secular music with CCM, indicating that they feel secular 

music has a corrupting effect on their religious life.49 Others use the music to teach their 

children a religious worldview, as described earlier.50 These listeners are intentionally 

cultivating their religious habitus. While the selection of music is a small, quotidian 

choice, over time these listeners use it to shape themselves towards specific religious 

dispositions and practices. 

The music also is part of some listeners’ “return” to faith. For these listeners, the 

music was connected to their return to religion after an absence. Fourteen listeners 

reported this use, including Rhoda: 

Just a year ago I had lost my job. I was starting to become depressed. I 

began listening to K-love and God began to open my heart. I had back-slid 

ten years ago and in that time I got married and had four children. My 

husband had physically and verbally abused me and my children and I got 

a divorce and a protection order against him. I was so depressed and felt 

helpless. I moved back home closer to my parents who started helping me 

put my life back together. Since listening to K-love for the past year God 

has completely changed my life. I am now a part of the praise and worship 

team at church. I’m also taking piano lessons along with my eight year old 

daughter who wants to be in the praise team also. My son Jacob is taking 

                                                 

48 For example, see “Robin,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Nov. 26, 2013, accessed 

Dec. 30, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

49 For example, see “Kallyn,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Nov. 26, 2013, accessed 

Dec. 30, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

50 For example, see “Wendy,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Sept. 13, 2015, accessed 

Jan. 15, 2015, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 
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guitar lessons and wants to play at church. I cant express to you how 

thankful I am to K-love for bringing the love of God to the world. K-love 

opened the doors of my heart to allow God to move.51  

For these listeners, the music is tied into a re-conversion narrative in which they return to 

a relationship with God after wandering away. The music is identified as an integral part 

of the change process, marking the moment of their return.52 

Similarly, the “proof” motif was marked if the users pointed to their status as 

listeners of CCM as proof for others or themselves of their religious status. Brittney was 

one of thirteen listeners who reported this use: 

I grew up without a dad, been abused for a long time, and always got 

beaten up at school. It wasn’t til recently my family and I went to a 

Harvest Crusade in California, there I came to realize how much my 

family and I needed God Himself. And not only that, I have listened to K-

Love for a long while. I gave up TV all for Gods word and K-Love. Now 

that I have done that I’m doing better in school, I’m teaching kids about 

God’s word, I’m closer with my family, and I’m praying more in class.53  

For these listeners, the music is associated with a conversion experience or behavioral 

shift, but the music is not instrumental in creating or maintaining the change. Instead, 

their status as regular CCM listeners stands as proof of the reality of the change, usually 

as part of a larger suite of behavioral changes, as in the case of Brittney. The 

                                                 

51 “Rhoda,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Feb. 4, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

52 For example, see “Anna,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Apr. 10, 2014, accessed Nov. 

18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

53 “Brittney,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Sept. 1, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 
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characteristic narrative involves a description of the change, followed by a statement such 

as “now K LOVE is the only thing I play.”54 Having their tastes change such that CCM is 

the only music they want to listen to is an act of social differentiation. The change in 

taste, in distinction, is a product of the change in habitus. The embrace of the social 

necessities of belonging to the religious body serves as evidence of a new religious self 

and of dedication to the faith, establishing a new position on the religious field for the 

convert or returnee. 

 While listening to a particular genre of music may not be as concrete and obvious 

of a social marker of religious identity as the wearing of a hijab by Muslim women or the 

sidelocks of an Orthodox Jew, it still can function as a marker in this community. For 

insiders to evangelical culture, the music is instantly recognizable and the artists familiar, 

such that Matt Redman playing at a co-worker’s desk would provide a signal to all who 

are within hearing radius who know the music that this person adheres to the faith. 

Indeed, it is the transgressiveness of sound that makes it such a useful marker of religious 

identity – as Isaac Weiner has so well pointed out, sound is much harder to ignore than 

visual media. Further, the imposition of that sound, through the changing of the radio dial 

and the concomitant negotiation with the other person who switched it to secular music 

involves the explanation of the music and thus the religious identity of the one who 

                                                 

54 For example, see “Michelle,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Apr. 28, 2014, accessed 

Nov. 18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 
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desires to listen to it. Finally, a useful measure of whether a piece of material culture 

serves as an integral marker of a person’s religious identity is whether or not they claim it 

is. With no other specific distinctive religious garb or foodways beyond the occasional 

cross necklace or pot-luck dinner, the reports of using the music as part of identity 

performance is evidence that some evangelicals are searching for such a social identifier. 

A casual listener outside of the religious tradition may not immediately identify it as 

religious music, but for the devoted CCM listener, the practice of listening is a statement 

of personal religiosity regardless of other’s misapprehension. 

 

Religious Experience 

The last major theme in the listeners’ testimonials was having a religious 

experience as a result of listening to the music, in which they heard God speak through 

the music, felt the presence of God, or experienced an event that they deemed 

miraculous. For these listeners, the music acts as a direct, intimate, and powerful 

connection to the sacred. This most commonly took the form of the idea that God 

“spoke” to them through the music, giving them a specific message through the music in 

general or through a particular song. Kayla is one of twenty-five listeners who reported 

this experience: 

My Moms house burned completely on Valentines day 2014. Shortly after, 

there were two deaths in the family. The song Broken Hallelujah was 

playing on Klove and God used it to tell me and my mom that He had a 
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plan for us and that we would see better days soon. I am still holding on to 

this promise, and He has blessed us with so much already.”55  

For Kayla, the timing of this particular song makes it more than just emotional 

encouragement – it is a specific and direct promise from God to her and her family. In 

these instances, the seeming randomness of when particular songs come on the radio is 

what causes them to be deemed messages by the listeners. This interpretation is similar to 

the practices of bibliomancy and Sortes Sanctorum, in which a randomly chosen Bible 

verse or the words being sung upon entering a church are seen as having special 

revelatory messages. The messages in these cases can come from specific songs, or from 

landing on the CCM station while randomly searching the radio for music.56 In other 

instances, the music is more subtly conflated with the speech of God, for example when 

the listener mentions hearing “Gods words through K Love.”57  

 Sometimes, God shows up without speech, in the form of a particularly strong 

feeling of divine presence. Twenty-five listeners, including Judy, reported this 

experience:  

The songs bring me peace! Feel the presence of the Lord. Hear him 

encourage me to face the day with him by my side. And I do. What a 

lovely day as walk with him!! Thanks K-Love for reminding me each and 

                                                 

55 “Kayla,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Apr. 28, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

56 For example, see “Amanda,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Sept. 26, 2013, accessed 

Jan. 15, 2015, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

57 For example, see “Joanna,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Dec. 17, 2014, accessed 

Dec. 30, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 
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every day that the Lord is always with me. I am not alone. He will give me 

peace and strength to face all my challenges today and tomorrow is Day 

1.58 

As above, the felt presence of God for some listeners helps them cope with feelings of 

loneliness.59 Others express the feeling of benevolent presence that expresses love for 

them, guides them, or is simply with them in their struggles.60 

The rarest form of theophany was the “miracle.” This was marked if the listener 

spoke of a miraculous experience connected to the music, exclusive of God’s speech of 

presence. Six listeners reported this experience, connecting the music to experiences that 

they deem miraculous or otherwise supernatural, but that do not fit in the categories of 

God speaking or the presence of God. Listeners report their radios only picking up CCM 

stations on long trips. They report a specific song consistently being the first song when 

they turn on their car radios for an extended period of time.61 Even the playing of a single 

song the listener desired can be dubbed “a little miracle that I will always remember.”62  

                                                 

58 “Judy,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Jan. 16, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

59 For example, see “Joseph,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Jun. 20, 2014, accessed 

Nov. 18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

60 For example, see “Sobie,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Sept. 29, 2013, accessed Jan. 

15, 2015, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

61 For example, see “Emily,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Aug. 30, 2014, accessed 

Nov. 18, 2014, http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

62 “Grace,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Jun. 13, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 
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 The language of religious experience in radio listening expressed here by CCM 

listeners parallels older evangelical conceptions of religious radio in some ways. In the 

early days of radio broadcasting, evangelists often used radio as a metaphor for the 

presence and voice of God. Paul Rader compared accepting grace to the process of 

buying into the new radio technology, and accepting the Holy Spirit as getting a radio 

that plays in your heart:  

 “Here is someone else that says, “I am so lonely.” 

“Say, Buddy, wake up, don’t you know there is such a thing as a radio? 

Some of your neighbors hear all day long singing and preaching, stock 

reports and the like.” 

“Well, I did heard about that, but I don’t know, I didn’t pay enough 

attention to it. You know, I intend to some of these days, but I am just so 

lonesome and I don’t hear anything.” 

“Stop your false tears. You could have had a radio and you didn’t get it.” 

“I did not know whether it would work.” 

“What do you suppose the rest of the folks did?” 

“There are some of you folks that have no radio in your heart. You could 

have heard glorious harmonies from heaven. In your bosom God’s pipe 

organ of grace could have been playing.... He wants to put that Spirit in 

you.”63 

In this case the Holy Spirit in a person’s heart is likened to the physical receiver of a 

radio, receiving transmissions from God.  

                                                 

63 Hangen, Redeeming the Dial, 46–47. 
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 The transmissions of radio were ripe for many such comparisons. John Stuart 

Daggett compared the transmission of radio sermons to radiating light.64 Rader used the 

transmissions of radio as a metaphor for the mission of the church. Just as radio waves 

left a broadcast tower to go out into the world with a message, so the church was 

empowered to share the message of faith.65 The link between transmission and 

proselytization, particularly given the boundary-crossing characteristics of both radio 

waves and sound, made it seem a natural medium for evangelism. 

The instant communication of radio and the sense of presence created by the 

voices was also compared to prayer. Floyd Johnson compared the mysterious invisible 

communication of radio with prayer, arguing that if humans could create such a powerful 

device for communication, then surely God could hear human prayers.66 Pentecostals 

took this connection between radio, prayer, and presence one step further – adopting 

radio as a medium for the active power of the Holy Spirit. McPherson claimed that 

people were healed listening to her radio broadcasts.67 In Oral Roberts’ Healing Waters 

broadcast, he would place his hands on the microphone and pray as those seeking healing 

                                                 

64 Ibid., 64. 

65 Ibid., 48. 

66 Ibid. 

67 Ibid., 74. 



263 

 

would touch their radio speakers.68 Pentecostals in Brazil place vials of water next to 

their radios so that broadcasters can bless it with healing powers.69 Taken this way, the 

sounds transmitted on the radio carry with them the fullness of their context, allowing the 

power of God to flow from its source to the listener, carried along by the sound. 

 The listeners in this study who come to broadcasts of Christian music expecting to 

encounter God as a presence, a voice, or a miraculous experience are participating in a 

long tradition of Protestant interaction with religious radio. The layered metaphors make 

radio a divine medium, already imbued with sacred significance before the music even 

starts. For most of the listeners, radio is intertwined with the practice of prayer. They 

pray, and they feel God respond through the airwaves in the voices of the musicians, 

speaking back to them with needed songs and comforting lyrics. The persistence of God 

is another frequent trope. In the recurrence of songs and in the times that religious radio 

was the only station with reception, listeners reflect on the God that does not give up on 

them, the God that continues to reach out to them even in their darkest moments when all 

other voices are silenced. In this practice, scanning the radio dial for a station connects 

listeners to a God they perceive as reaching out to them. As listeners flip through the dial, 

flitting from one unsatisfying voice to another, they hear the religious station as God 

reaching out to them, seeking them even as they hit the “seek” button. 

                                                 

68 Anderson Blanton, “The Apparatus of Belief: Prayer, Technology, and Ritual Gesture,” 

Religions 7, no. 6 (June 7, 2016): 2–3, doi:10.3390/rel7060069. 

69 Oosterbaan, “Spiritual Attunement,” 137. 
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The Benevolent Sacred 

This analysis shows that the listeners of CCM are appropriating the music to their 

individual circumstances in a wide variety of ways.  One commonality in these listener 

testimonials is the prevalence of active listening. As I described in Chapter Two, there is 

a train of scholarly thought that claims that the advent of recording and broadcasting 

technologies created a passive audience. In some ways this is true. Only hearing 

professional voices singing, people are less likely to sing themselves, hearing their own 

voices as deficient and ugly and fearing to sing poorly.70 However, as Pabich pointed out, 

there can be active involvement of the imagination, emotions, and body even in the most 

distracted background listening.  

 In these testimonials, the listeners report leaving the radio on as background, but 

they also frequently report singing along with it. Listeners sing along with music that 

they know well and with music that evokes strong memories. The practice of singing 

along with music creates communal bonds and a sense of social cohesion.71 By singing 

along, they are actively participating in the music coming in over the radio, claiming it’s 

                                                 

70 Ruth King Goddard, “Who Gets to Sing in the Kingdom?,” in Congregational Music-Making 

and Community in a Mediated Age, ed. Anna E. Nekola and Thomas Wagner, Congregational Music 

Studies Series (Burlington: Ashgate, 2015), 81–95; Helen Richards and Colin Durrant, “To Sing or Not to 

Sing: A Study on the Development of `non-Singers’ in Choral Activity,” Research Studies in Music 

Education 20, no. 1 (June 2003): 85–86, doi:10.1177/1321103X030200010501. 

71 Alisun Pawley and Daniel Müllensiefen, “The Science of Singing Along: A Quantitative Field 

Study on Sing-along Behavior in the North of England,” Music Perception: An Interdisciplinary Journal 

30, no. 2 (December 2012): 140–41, doi:10.1525/mp.2012.30.2.129. 
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social and religious status and making it their own. Far from being passive, they are 

actively engaging with the music in the listening practices of aural piety. 

In this practice, CCM listeners are actively involved in the creation and 

maintenance of individual religious identity. From returns to religion based on hearing 

music, to using music to teach children, to holding up listener status as proof of a life 

change, listeners intimately tie the music to their religious identities. As one listener said, 

“Christian music actually defines who I am and where I have been.”72 Another listener 

thanked the station “for playing the soundtrack for my life.”73 Further, the music is used 

to create the habits that deepen and maintain religious identity, shaping the structures of 

their habituses. For these listeners, music is not just an isolated form of entertainment. 

Instead, they actively create soundscapes that adjust and reinforce their ways of thinking 

about the world to align themselves with their perceived religious ideals, in full 

awareness of those actions. That ideal is one of unrelenting hopefulness and trust in God, 

a perspective that sees potential goodness in every event.  

This music also plays a vital role in the listeners’ responses to loss. If worlds are 

constructed by religious thought and practice, the frailties of those constructed worlds are 

the clearest in times of loss, when death and suffering intrude into our religious worlds. 

                                                 

72 “Chris,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Jan. 3, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 

73 “Richard,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted May 8, 2014, accessed Nov. 18, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 
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For CCM listeners, the music provides a means to shore up their beliefs in the face of 

loss, be it death, divorce, illness, or unemployment. In those situations, listeners begin to 

find specific messages for them in the music that point them to a Pentecostal hope for 

divine power to overcome pain. They find the presence of God and hear messages from 

God that speak to their circumstances and provide them with the resources to confront 

suffering.74 It is worth noting that the theme of hearing a needed song appeared most 

often in stories with the themes of death, illness, job loss, and other crises. It is when the 

walls of religious worlds are crumbling that sacred presence intrudes with messages, 

signs, and songs to repair the breach, allowing the individual to carry on. 

The sacred that appears to listeners through this music is thus invariably a 

benevolent sacred. The God experienced through this music is experienced as loving, 

comforting, immanent, and peaceful. No listener reported encountering a wrathful deity 

through this music. Only one reported a mildly uncomfortable deity, a parent who felt 

convicted that she had not reconciled with her adult child over a perceived affront.75 

Some listeners place the origin of their sufferings in the will of the divine, but none of 

them saw that as punishment, but instead part of God’s mysterious plan to strengthen 

                                                 

74 Tweed, Crossing and Dwelling, 77. As Thomas Tweed has noted, “religions are confluences of 

organic-cultural flows that intensify joy and confront suffering by drawing on human and suprahuman 

forces to make homes and cross boundaries.”  Confronting suffering is a common characteristic of 

religions. 

75 “Randie,” on K-Love Share Your Story, submitted Jun. 13, 2014, accessed May 27, 2014, 

http://www.klove.com/ministry/testimony.aspx (site discontinued). 
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them or reach others. As perceived by the listeners, every action of God is an action on 

their behalf. The sacred is actively working in everyday life, experienced not only in 

moments of crisis but also in the most mundane circumstances of long commutes, 

childrearing, road trips, and housework. In these experiences of the divine, listeners are 

not passive receptacles but interactive participants in conversation, asking questions and 

seeking solutions through interaction with the divine mediated by the music. In this 

sense, the music is not experienced by the listeners as simply a pretty method to teach 

doctrine, but instead becomes the voice of a God who is available for intimate 

communion. 

Finally, the listeners of CCM use this music to manage their relationships with 

others, by placing it in a position of mediation. They use the music, both subtly and 

directly, to evangelize loved ones and to create opportunities for conversation with 

people that they perceive as in need of religious instruction, such as children, health care 

workers, and co-workers. They use the music to manage their marriages. They use it to 

release loved ones who are dying and to re-imagine those relationships with the dead. 

They use it to prove to others that they have changed, believing that their listening to 

CCM shows that they are different people than they used to be. As such a powerful 

mediator of relationships, the music is more than a private devotional tool for its listeners. 

It is a public statement, a means to exert power or control, a way of claiming both 

relational space and physical space and reshaping it by investing it with a sacred 
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soundscape. Yet here it primarily operates as an individual marker of religiosity, 

decentered from any more localized specificity than “Christian.” 

  

Conclusion 

These results have significant implications for the study of material culture in 

religion. On one level, they demonstrate that the choice of sacred music is complex, more 

than an arbitrary product of taste. As Colleen McDannell demonstrated with Victorian 

parlor Bibles, sacred objects can simultaneously be fashion statements and significant 

markers of religious and social identity. Yet Pierre Bourdieu’s work on distinction 

reveals that taste and social identity are inseparable, each constituting the other. The 

choice to listen to CCM by devotees participates in this dynamic, as it is both a cultural 

product to be consumed and a means of creating religious identity. 

On another level, this analysis demonstrates that music can be fundamental to 

religious experience. Morgan has used the term “visual piety” to mean “the set of 

practices, attitudes, and ideas invested in images that structure the experience of the 

sacred” that “cancels the dualistic separation of mind and matter, thought and behavior, 

that plagues a great deal of work on art and religion.”76 This study shows that alongside 

visual piety, we can find aural piety, the set of practices, attitudes, and ideas invested in 

sounds that structure the experience of the sacred. The listeners of CCM are engaging in 

                                                 

76 Morgan, Visual Piety, 2–3. 
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processes and procedures similar to those used by the viewers of religious art. The songs 

provide mediating sensory templates by which individuals construct themselves and their 

worlds, reaffirming the things about those worlds with they want to believe to be true. 

They allow individuals to perceive the direct presence of the divine with which they can 

interact. This sympathetic divine presence understood by the listeners to give messages 

through the lyrics and timings of songs. Further, the songs reinforce the centrality of 

family and home in forming Christian identity, as the music is used to mediate between 

intimate family relationships and instruct children.  

These testimonials also demonstrate that suffering is a much greater concern for 

the listeners of CCM than analysis of the lyrics of the music might convey. Listener 

narratives are rife with pain, from teenage angst to death itself. Suffering is what they 

turn to the music to overcome, using the charismatic language of overcoming pain with 

the power of God. This is facilitated by the portrayal a benevolent sacred. The intimate 

romantic language of charismatic encounter found in the lyrics of modern CCM is 

important to the listeners, as they construct a God who interacts with them out of care for 

their pain and needs. In their pursuit of encounter with this God, they intertwine the 

music with all aspects of everyday life – child-rearing, marriage squabbles, and work 

frustrations alike. Weaving the music into these everyday narratives is the ultimate 

expression of the worship lifestyle.  

In the next chapter, I will explore this practice of individual listening further. 

While this chapter has outlined the major themes that will continue to be explored in this 
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study, the next chapter will take a closer look at the practice of listening. The themes of 

this chapter will be used to understand nature of the resulting activities in the evangelical 

practice of aural piety and the surrounding collusio which reinforces it. 
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CHAPTER 6 

“AN ATMOSPHERE OF WORSHIP”: THE INDIVIDUAL AND AURAL PIETY 

 

“I feel like for me it’s, pun intended, instrumental in my relationship with the Lord.”1 

Congregant at Spirit Filled Anglican Church 

 

 As explored in the previous chapter, Christian contemporary music devotees 

listen to the music to shape their religious identities and to encounter a benevolent, active 

sacred presence both in everyday life and in times of suffering. To deepen our 

understanding of the individual practice of aural piety beyond these themes, I conducted 

focus group interviews with laypeople and church staff at four Charleston, SC churches. 

Three main questions in the interviews addressed the respondents’ individual use of 

religious music, apart from their church activities. They were asked about the other 

places and activities in which they listen to religious music, why they choose to listen to 

religious music outside of church, and what role it plays in their spiritual lives. The 

answers to those questions paint a picture of the perceived power of music in evangelical 

life. Many respondents allow the music to permeate their daily lives, creating access to 

God that creates ease in their religious practices, regulates emotions, and provides access 

to powerful spiritual memories. Woven throughout this practice of listening is a set of 

                                                 

1 Interview June 28, 2016, 7:00 PM, Respondent SFA6 
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assertions about the power of music to shape children and to ward off evil, God’s ability 

to speak through music, and the nature of “good” religious music. These are the doxa of 

Christian contemporary music, and are inextricably tied to the notion of music as part of 

the created order. 2  

 

Interview Methodology 

 Four churches in Charleston, SC were recruited to participate in this study. 

Churches were identified that use CCM as their primary liturgical music and that have 

been involved in the production of a worship album. From those churches, four were 

selected to cover a range of denominational and demographic perspectives. The four 

churches are as follows, with the names changed to protect the privacy of the church 

staff: 

 Mega Non-Denominational (MND) – an established non-denominational 

megachurch with campus locations throughout the Charleston metro area. 

 Methodist Church Plant (MCP) – a small Methodist church in a Charleston 

suburb. This church was less than five years old and led by a female pastor. 

 Spirit-Filled Anglican (SFA) – the small downtown Charleston campus of a local 

charismatic Anglican church. 

                                                 

2 Bourdieu, Distinction, 471. Doxa, as defined in Chapter Two, is that which goes unspoken and 

unquestioned in society. 
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 Suburban Southern Baptist (SSB) – a large, established Southern Baptist church 

in a Charleston suburb. 

Each of these churches provided me with at least three separate focus groups to 

interview. For each church, at least one of the groups was comprised of church staff and 

at least one of the groups was entirely laity. The churches recruited the respondents 

themselves. The groups ranged in size from two to ten respondents. This resulted in sixty-

four total respondents, of which twenty-seven were paid church staff. The interviews 

lasted from forty-five minutes to two hours, depending on the number of people in the 

focus group. The interviews were conducted between February 18th and August 10th of 

2016.3  

The following questions were asked about the use of religious music outside of the 

church: 

 Outside of church, in what places or activities do you listen to religious music 

such as worship music or Christian contemporary music? 

 What proportion of the music you listen to outside of church is religious, and 

what influences your choice between religious and non-religious music on any 

given day? 4 

                                                 

3 The interviews received a waiver from Temple University’s IRB board and were conducted in 

compliance with IRB guidelines. 

4 The identification of music as “religious” or “non-religious” was left to the interviewees to avoid 

imposing assumptions. The interviewees were asked to give a rough proportion, which they usually did in 

percentages. The rough percentages they reported fell clearly into three categories – above 90%, 50-60%, 

or below 25%. I will be referring to those groupings as “mostly or all religious music,” “half religious 
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 How important is religious music to your religious life outside of church? What 

role does it play in your spiritual life?5 

The respondents discussed the questions together in each group. The interviews were 

recorded and transcribed. The results were then analyzed inductively, allowing themes to 

arise naturally from the data.6 

 The respondents in the focus group interviews were over 95% white and middle 

class. The average age of the respondents was forty-one, with a range of twenty-two to 

seventy-one and a median of thirty-eight. The sample was 56% female. Clergy and 

church staff made up 37% of the respondents, and of that group 57% were male. For the 

sake of focus, in this analysis I am focusing on clergy and laity as primary categories, but 

largely excluding questions of ethnicity, social class, and gender. The nuances of the 

effect of gender, social class, and ethnicity on the practice of aural piety should be 

examined at some point in the future.  

 

                                                 

music, “and “little to no religious music,” respectively. Due to time constraints I was not able to ask this 

question in the non-denominational church leader’s interview 

5 Additional questions were asked during these interviews about the musical practices within their 

church services. Those questions and the responses are the subject of Chapter Eight. 

6 Al-Rawi, “Online Reactions to the Muhammad Cartoons.” 
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Places and Spaces 

Question: “Besides church, in what places or activities do you listen to religious music 

such as praise and worship or Christian contemporary music?” 

Both laity and leaders reported listening to the music in a wide variety of venues, 

including cars, work, and home. Aural piety, as practiced by these listeners, is an easily 

transportable form of devotion, not bound to any particular sacred space. Far and away 

the most common use of the music was while driving (nineteen respondents). As a SBC 

leader reported:   

It’s on when I’m in the car. Something formative that happened to me in 

high school was that I switched from secular music to listening to only 

Christian music. It’s not still the case for me today but it was something 

that truly transformed me. I had a thirty-five minute commute to high 

school and I would spend the whole time on the way there to school in the 

morning praying out loud and on the way home I would listen to Christian 

music and it transformed me.7 

Laity and clergy alike most frequently reported listening to CCM in the car. The 

respondents did not mention any other possible auditory media such as podcasts or the 

possibility of driving in silence, treating the time spent in the car as a simple choice 

between secular and sacred music. The car is a unique space in American culture. It is 

public, yet it is also private, functioning as a home away from home for commuters and 

busy families. As such, it partakes of the nostalgia of the home, and so is tied into 

                                                 

7 Interview Feb. 18, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB1. 
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“Annie’s” world of children, home, and religious devotion.8 In its privacy, the car creates 

an audio bubble in which we can listen and sing in relative isolation, reclaiming the lost 

time of the commute. The voices overcome the tension and loneliness that accompanies 

driving alone.9 By listening in the car, these respondents are choosing to reclaim the lost 

time for religious ends and are sacralizing their “homes” on the road while also using 

sacred presence to fight the monotony of the commute.  

 Next to the car, the most popular place or activity to listen to CCM was at the 

office. However, clergy and laity were split in this choice. For laypersons, listening to 

CCM at work is a way of focusing their minds and energies. In the words of a respondent 

from Spirit-Filled Anglican: “I have a couple of Pandora stations that I listen to when I’m 

at work. I think listening to worship music in background while I’m working actually 

really helps me focus and be productive.”10 As in the car, CCM is popular as background 

music, listened to in distracted modes of engagement. 

 One expects to have a religious or musical experience while giving music one’s 

full and undivided attention, as in a worship service, and so background music can seem 

irrelevant to a study of religious music. However, this is not the case. Background music 

                                                 

8 As discussed in Chapter Four, “Annie” is the demographic construction of the average CCM 

listener by the industry. “Annie” likes CCM because it is clean, positive music that can keep both her and 

her children upbeat as they drive to school and activities. 

9 Michael Bull, “Soundscapes of the Car:  A Critical Ethnography of Automobile Habitation,” in 

Car Cultures, by Daniel Miller (Oxford: Berg, 2001), 186–88, 192–94. 

10 Interview June 28, 2016, 7:00 PM, Respondent SFA2. 
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helps to alleviate anxiety and boredom by allowing the mind to escape into the musical 

world when concentration on the task at hand fails. When it is not being attended to, the 

rhythms and tones of the music continue to act physiologically, increasing or decreasing 

heartbeat for instance, which alters moods and so alters perceptions.11 Background music 

then is a tool that we use to manipulate ourselves, as it allows us to alter our emotional 

state. The occasional glancing attention given to the music is an invitation to enter that 

musical world. In this case, as described in the previous chapter, the “upbeat” music of 

CCM serves to keep people vigorous and happy during tedious tasks, and the religious 

world the music opens onto is one filled with a benevolent deity who provides 

significance in the trials of life.  

 However, for most clergy listening to CCM at work was not as much for any 

perceived benefit as much it is part of their work. “I listen to it at work, but I work at a 

church, so ... when is it personal? That’s a different balance to figure out in life if you 

work at a church full time.”12 Worship leaders in particular reported listening to religious 

music only to prepare for the weekend. 

 Indeed, while all the lay respondents vigorously affirmed that they listen to some 

CCM at least occasionally outside of church, several leaders reported not listening to it at 

all outside of church. While it can be as simple as a preference for silence or public radio 

                                                 

11 Pabich, “Indra’s Note: An Investigation into Musical Awareness,” 123–49. 

12 Interview July 21, 2016, 4:00 PM, Respondent MND1. 
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talk shows over music,13 several respondents expressed a distaste for the genre at large, 

despite the fact that it is the liturgical music of their churches. In the words of one, “I 

don’t listen to religious music either. If I’m feeling very, very frustrated with the world, I 

won’t turn to Christian radio. I typically find it more frustrating than helpful. It’s 

moralistic, therapeutic deism often.”14 Another leader responded with: 

I don’t actually. I’m arcing back around to that, but personally, I don’t. I’ll 

listen to Christian music in preparation for the weekend. That would be 

the bulk of my Christian genre music. Personally I became really 

disenfranchised with it a few years ago. A lot of popular stuff seemed to 

be bad copies of popular secular music, but there seems to be a resurgence 

or movement where people writing not to be popular not to be candy 

coated or a hit anymore but they’re writing from where they’re at and the 

truth. There seems to be a resurgence of that. So I’m finding myself 

listening to it, but it’s more seeking it out than tuning a radio in and 

listening to it More of seeking something out specifically, finding a record 

or a band. Like our local band Needtobreathe, or Switchfoot, just put out a 

new album. Those guys are “secular” but they’re putting out really 

spiritually filled personal music, and I listen to that a tremendous amount. 

As far as CCM, you don’t find it on my radio dial.15 

Leaders were much more likely to act on their religious concerns, rejecting music they 

considered to be unsuitable theology or inauthentic in favor of less overtly religious 

music. This could be because their training and experience makes them more sensitive to 

the nuances of the music, or it could be an expression of spiritual capital. By holding a 

                                                 

13 Interview June 29, 2016, 1:00 PM, Respondent SFA1 & Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 10:00 AM, 

Respondent SBC8. 

14 Interview June 29, 2016, 1:00 PM, Respondent SFA3. 

15 Interview July 21, 2016, 4:00 PM, Respondent MND4 
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leadership role in the church, their position on the religious field is already relatively high 

and so they can afford to be selective about the forms of spiritual capital they pursue. In 

this case, the selectiveness itself can be seen as a form of social distinction. The clergy, as 

the cultural elites on the religious field, distinguish themselves from the rest of the field 

by rejecting popular art forms – rejecting the benevolent interactive sacred as moralistic, 

therapeutic deism. 

 However, some clergy did find CCM helpful to their spiritual lives outside of the 

church services. They were more likely to report listening while having private 

devotional time or praying, though some laity reported the same. In contrast to the clergy 

who do not listen outside of church, these were more positive towards the music. One 

leader at Mega-Multi Non-Denominational said he listens “daily! There’s never a time 

when I’m not reading the Word with headphones in.”16 The laity also used the music in 

this fashion. A layperson at Suburban Southern Baptist echoed this connection between 

music and Bible study: 

I think it draws me a little bit closer to God’s word sometimes. Because, 

for example the song “10,000 Reasons / Bless the Lord O My Soul,” 

sometimes I just think I need to go back to that scripture. I think it 

encourages me to get back into God’s word because maybe there’s an 

event that’s associated with that and I want to remember exactly what 

God’s word told me at that time and how that applies to my life now. Also 

just like we said about memory verses it might not be straight on but it 

does help me recall scripture and know exactly, for spiritual warfare.17 

                                                 

16 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM, Respondent MND1. 

17 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB7. 
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For these listeners, the combination of Bible reading and music listening is potent, 

rendering the Bible more accessible in their spiritual lives. I will return to this concept 

later in this chapter for more thorough analysis, but it is worth noting here that the clergy 

who do use CCM in this fashion are using it in the performance sense described in 

Chapter Five. They are intentionally cultivating a religious habitus. 

 Some respondents also reported using the music as part of the daily routines of 

life, in bedtime or morning habits, while exercising, or as part of household chores. A 

leader of Mega Non-Denominational Church said that the alarm on his phone is worship 

music, “so when I wake up in the morning it’s to the atmosphere of worship. It just 

changes the approach you have on the whole day.”18 A layperson at Suburban Southern 

Baptist Church reinforced this idea, saying “I just leave it on in my bedroom, so there’s 

always music playing, Christian music. HIS radio, that’s what it’s on ... whenever I’m 

home alone, just to have that echo.”19 While the music playing in the background of 

people’s lives may be a distracted mode of engagement, part of the value of this mode of 

listening for the respondents was for the environment it creates in which the sacred can 

break into the profane, as in this account given by a leaders at the Methodist Church 

Plant:  

MCP1 - I feel like anytime that I’m willing to invite God, he’s willing to 

say something. I was in the laundry room one time and listening to the 

                                                 

18 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM, Respondent MND4. 

19 Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SBC14. 
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music and had a moment in the laundry room. So I think it’s everywhere 

and anywhere that I’m willing to ask and listen. 

MCP3 – It’s true. There have been times that I’ve been loading the 

dishwasher and I’m in tears.20  

A leader at Suburban Southern Baptist described experiencing a similar moment while 

listening to worship music in the background of housework: 

I think music is really powerful, and I know for me, I was thinking about it 

then as we were talking and I have literally dropped to my knees, just 

being around the house cooking or cleaning and listening to a song and 

then I’m overtaken with worship. Sometimes we may be playing a podcast 

from a teacher or something and I don’t know that I’ve ever gotten to my 

knees with that. I may stand and listen to something, but there’s something 

about music that does that to me.21 

The idea communicated here is that music is more powerful than sermons and Bible 

reading. This assertion was repeated in the interviews at every level of involvement and 

across denominations. Belief in the overwhelming power of music accounts for listeners’ 

reports of effectively reaching the sacred while listening to it in distracted modes of 

engagement such as doing chores. Sacred music is perceived by many believers to be 

more powerful than other methods of divine connection and thus is powerful enough to 

engulf the ordinary tasks of daily life when necessary. This belief is a common structure 

in the habituses of evangelicals, shaping the practice of aural piety. The act of leaving 

CCM on as background music to daily life is a way of leaving a channel open to the 

                                                 

20 Interview June 28, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondents MCP1 & MCP3. 

21 Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 10:00 AM, Respondent SSB6. 
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sacred, an opportunity for an unexpected spiritual encounter to which one’s habitus is 

already inclined by believing it is possible.  

 The practice of aural piety, as reflected by comments from by the respondents, is 

one in which place does not matter – listening can be done anywhere. Listening in the 

background of daily activities is understood to be a vital spiritual discipline. Even though 

the listening is distracted, the respondents believe that music is powerful enough to create 

a sacred encounter, and so they find themselves interacting with the divine as they go 

about ordinary life. Through the application of CCM and the listening practices of aural 

piety, cars, homes, and workplaces all become sacred space. 

 

Secular and Sacred 

Question: “What proportion of the music you listen to outside of church is religious, and 

what influences your choice between religious and non-religious music on any given 

day?”22 

 The intent of this question was to delve deeper into the setting of aural piety, to 

understand the situations conducive to aural piety. Church leaders were much less likely 

than their congregants to report listening to non-religious music outside of the church. 

                                                 

22 The identification of music as “religious” or “non-religious” was left to the interviewees in 

order to avoid imposing assumptions on their answers. The interviewees were asked to give a rough 

proportion, which they usually did in percentages, but the rough percentages they reported fell clearly into 

three categories – above 90%, 50-60%, or below 25%. I will be referring to those groupings as “mostly or 

all religious music,” “half religious music, “and “little to no religious music,” respectively. Due to time 

constraints was not able to ask this question in Mega Non-Denominational Church leader’s interview. 
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The leaders were evenly split between “mostly or all religious music,” “half religious 

music,” and “little to no religious music.” In contrast, the responses of the congregants 

was heavily skewed towards listening to religious music. Over half of them reported 

listening to “mostly or all religious music,” while only a third reported “half religious 

music” and only one in ten reported “little to no religious music.”  

 Some reasons for not listening to religious music among clergy have been 

described above: they listen to it at work and want to listen to something different when 

not working. The use of non-religious music is, for those respondents, a way of creating a 

distinct mental space and way of being in the world when they are off-duty. A few clergy 

who did not listen to religious music said they disliked it, but expressed concern about 

alienating others by criticizing it and so did not give any specifics. For clergy, rejecting 

common forms of CCM appears to be a form of social distinction and a display of 

spiritual capital – a performance or proof of their religious status. 

 Their congregants had no qualms about criticizing CCM. Among the congregants 

who reported not listening to religious music, the reasons were almost unanimously that 

the felt like the Christian music they could easily access outside of church was bad music. 

It is important to note that these congregants said they enjoyed their church’s music, and 

that the music commonly played at all of the churches surveyed was largely the same 

praise and worship or CCM hits that are popular on Christian radio. Despite this, the 

congregants in this category felt there was a distinction between their church’s music and 
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the Christian music they found outside of church, particularly in the areas of creative 

authenticity and theological depth, as this congregant went on at length: 

I feel like some Christian music became cookie cutter…. Every artist 

continued to lay the same platform in that area ... it wasn’t as much of an 

art and creative process as much as it was they’re getting out there on a 

Christian label because it may or may not be easier to do that…. I feel like 

its lost creativity or passion. This is for stuff five years or more ago when 

listening to more of it.… These days I would think the structure and the 

sound of the Christian music industry is changing a little bit and I feel like 

there’s been more of a breaking out of style in the way it’s put out there…. 

Lyrically I felt like it was dry and surface driven. Again, that may have 

been the way it was written by the producers, that they thought people 

wanted to hear. I just felt like it didn’t have much depth to it, both 

musically and lyrically for a long time.23 

For this respondent, authenticity and creativity in music were stifled by the industrial 

process. 

 Respondents who felt this way were vocal about it, as can be seen in this 

conversation that occurred in one of the focus groups at Spirit Filled Anglican: 

SFA3 – I flip manically around the radio when I drive. You have a 

quarter-second to make me stay on a station. And I like all kinds of music, 

I’ll listen to Beyonce or Bieber, anything. I really like pop music for some 

reason. I’m always ashamed of myself, but it’s catchy. I do pop by the 

Christian stations but I don’t often stay. There’s a lot of Christian music 

about “me” and “I”, and it’s for somebody, somebody enjoys it, but I hate 

it. I’m kind of a snob about it. I don’t want to hear a song in my car about 

“waking up and having a tough day until I remember Jesus and then 

everything’s ok.” It’s kind of corny. So when I listen to Christian music 

it’s usually more of worship music than the span of Christian 

contemporary music. And it’s often not on radio. 

SFA1 – It’s something that you’ve collected. 

                                                 

23 Interview, July 6, 2016, 7:00 PM, Respondent MCP1. 
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SFA3 – Yeah. I wear that playlist out and then don’t listen to it for three 

months because I’m too lazy to update it with other music. When you get 

on the airplane or something and you want to have your headphones in. 

SFA4 – For me it’s kind of hard to say. Outside of worship music, I’m a 

huge fan of music and I absolutely love music. I listen to music in my 

office all day long. I just love music. But it’s hard for me to listen to 

normal Christian radio. A lot of it is just bad music. It’s not instrumentally 

good, it’s E-C-B over and over again and it’s formulaic and it’s just bad 

music. So it’s really hard for me to listen to because I’m like this is 

gimmicky, this is awful. The words might be all right but the music is so 

bad I can’t listen to this. Oddly enough what I tend to go towards, outside 

of worship music in the church and stuff I find on Spotify is folksy blues 

hymns, like bluegrass hymns. I love listening to bluegrass hymns like I 

found a cool version of “Come Thou Fount” by an old bluegrass band. I 

just love it, there’s banjo and them singing and stuff like that is really cool. 

Outside of church I love listening to that kind of stuff. But I can’t turn on a 

Christian radio station. It drives me nuts. 

SFA1 – Bethel music is really instrumentally good and that’s why I like it. 

They’re the only group that I actually buy every new album that comes 

out. It’s all really good. 

SFA2 – I have a couple of Pandora stations that I listen to when I’m at 

work. I think listening to worship music in background while I’m working 

actually really helps me focus and be productive. But it’s the same thing, I 

can’t really listen to too many Christian Pandora stations even because 

random stuff pops up that’s not really that good.24  

Spirit-Filled Anglican was the most vocal congregation in terms of its distaste for 

“Christian radio.” It is worth noting that when the group was asked in a later question 

what artists they enjoyed listening to, one respondent immediately chimed in with 

“hipster music,” to which there were laughs and nods by the rest of the focus group.  

                                                 

24 Interview June 28, 2016, 7:00 PM. 
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Given that these churches plays many of the standards of “Christian radio,” the 

professed distaste for the genre by both laity and clergy mirrors of Bourdieu’s reflections 

on taste and class. In Distinction, Bourdieu argues that particular cultural items are often 

rejected by a social group as an act of distinction, not based on the worth of the cultural 

item itself. 25 By establishing themselves as listening to CCM, but not that CCM, these 

listeners attempt to establish themselves in a different place on the religious field than the 

majority of those who listen to Christian contemporary music, and attempt to reinforce 

that distinction by refusing mass market sources of music in favor of custom-made 

playlists. The accusations they level at radio CCM as poor quality music and theology are 

almost identical to those given by hymn supporters who reject CCM as worship music. 

By adopting their language, these respondents are adopting that elite position for 

themselves. 

 Congregants and their leaders were otherwise on the same page when it came to 

the reasons that they choose to listen to religious or non-religious music on any given 

day. The most prevalent reason for listening to religious music was to cultivate particular 

emotional states, as might be predicted given the themes of the previous chapter. 

Respondents lauded the calming quality of religious music. One respondent said:  

Usually if I listen to worship music it’s because I’m needing the Lord with 

me at the moment and that’s a good door to step into and let the Father 

speak to me, to feel his presence. Emotionally speaking, worship music 

has done a lot for me in the past.... I needed the Lord and his healing and I 

                                                 

25 Bourdieu, Distinction, 56. 
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would listen to a lot of worship music then because he would speak 

directly to me through that and I could just feel his spirit in it and I knew 

he was with me while I was listening to it and worshipping with it.26 

Religious music was often termed “soothing”27 or “peaceful.”28 Respondents found that 

the practice of listening to sacred music was “helpful for me to process particularly hard 

times,”29 that “it’ll help calm me down,”30 and that they “sleep better listening to it before 

bed.”31 The calming quality of the music was particularly useful to congregants who 

reported listening to the music in the car with their children because it tends to “quiet 

them down”32 as well as frustrated parents “like when I’m trying not to murder my 

children in the car ... we need to turn on Christian radio so I remember to be nice.”33 As 

discussed in earlier chapters, the use of religious music for emotional management is a 

common Protestant idea. 

 However, the particularities of how emotional management is practiced are more 

nuanced and tied into evangelical understandings of the body. The use of religious music 

                                                 

26 Interview, July 6, 2016, 7:00 PM, Respondent MCP1. 

27 Interview, Feb. 18, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB3; Feb. 24, 2016, 2:00 PM, SSB9 & SSB13. 

28 Interview July 21, 2016, 4:00 PM, Respondent MND1. 

29 Interview June 29, 2016, 1:00 PM, Respondent SFA3. 

30 Interview July 21, 2016, 4:00 PM, Respondent MND3. 

31 Interview July 21, 2016, 4:00 PM, Respondent MND1. 

32 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 10:00 AM, Respondent SSB3. 

33 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB4. 
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for its calming effect was mirrored in respondents’ preference of secular music for 

exercise. Running, walking, and working out at the gym were all mentioned by 

respondents as high energy activities that were best accompanied by secular music, as is 

reflected in this conversation in one of the leaders groups: 

SSB3 – [I listen to secular music] probably about 50% for me, which is a 

little weird. But I work out and that’s the primary time that I listen to 

music, when I work out. 

SSB1 – Yeah, I can’t listen to Christian music when I work out. 

SSB2 – You don’t? Oh, I’ve got a whole track of running music that’s 

bpms [beats per minute]. 

SSB1 – I need something a little angrier. 

SSB3 – It’s interesting what SSB1 was saying about background music. I 

don’t listen intently to the words, it’s really more the beat of the songs. 

Because sometimes I’m like ‘oh, that’s not a good message.’ I’m 

obviously not into music that much, but could see how some of the 

messages of secular music, y’all already know this, I didn’t know this this 

much, is bad. I use it just for the beat, not the words.34 

In this exchange, it is the perception of the beat of non-religious music that constitutes its 

energy. Even though much of CCM is fast-paced, upbeat pop-rock modeled on U2, which 

would be appropriate for running, as SSB2 points out, and even though they are claiming 

to not be listening to the words of the music, the non-religious music is still deemed 

“angrier” and that anger is associated with productive physical energy. 

                                                 

34 Interview Feb. 18, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondents SSB1, SSB2, & SSB3. 
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 This association is reinforced by some of the other respondents’ uses of non-

religious music. As mentioned above, many listeners use religious music to create a 

sacred space as they work around the house, but a few respondents preferred non-

religious music for the same reasons as the exercisers. One said, for example, “if I need 

to get some energy going, to clean the house, then it’s going to have to be beach 

music.”35 Others reported that they listen to non-religious music to set the right tone for a 

ladies’ night out on the town or “sometimes I just feel rowdy, so I put the sunroof back 

and put the windows down and I crank it up.”36  

 According to these narratives, the respondents are connecting calmness with 

spirituality and excitation with physicality. This duality of spirituality and physicality 

parallels the mind/body dualism commonly found in Western society and Protestant 

churches, in which the self is divided into mind/spirit and flesh.37 “Traditionally, [the 

body] has been viewed as something to be overcome in order to receive the joys of 

heaven.”38 Religious music acts on the emotions to order them and control them so that 

the listener can engage in rational thought and good behavior. That understanding of 

                                                 

35 Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB6. 

36 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 2:00 PM Respondent SSB7, and Interview Feb. 18, 2016, 2:00 PM 

Respondent SSB3. 

37 Jessica Harren, “Bones and Bread: Knowing God in Our Bodies Through the Communion 

Table,” Journal of Religion, Disability & Health 13, no. 3–4 (August 18, 2009): 276–77, 

doi:10.1080/15228960902931889. 

38 Lisa Isherwood and Elizabeth Stuart, Introducing Body Theology, Introductions in Feminist 

Theology 2 (Sheffield: Sheffield Acad. Press, 1998), 15. 
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religious music, common in Protestant thought, carries with it a corollary that was 

invisible in the radio testimonials of the previous chapter: non-religious music acts on the 

emotions primarily through the beat, pushing the body into a state of excitement and 

“rowdiness” that is conducive to physical activity. Thus, this conception of musical 

energy reflects and reinforces the dualities of mind and body, rationality and physicality, 

sacred and secular. The disposition cultivated by CCM is thus one of calmness. 

 Another way in which religious music is used to shape the habitus is by 

reaffirming the respondents’ faith, and they seek it out for that reason. It acts as “a 

reminder, you know, of the Lord”39 and a reminder to praise God for one respondent who 

believes that “God deserves to be praised all the time.”40 Another respondent spoke of 

being reconnected to his faith through conviction brought on by listening: 

A lot of times I find it a reconnection for me, a reaffirming of my faith. 

It’ll personally connect me ... for me in my personal time I want to back 

up and realize that there is a connection there and that it open up a door for 

me, breaks down a wall for me personally to connect me to God on a 

personal level. So that’s where religious music comes in for me, it 

reaffirms my belief, reaffirms my relationship, reaffirms my faith. It can 

be convicting sometimes too. I do find that surprisingly a lot more in last 

few years, that it can be a conviction thing. And not in a condemnation, 

but a conviction. “Here’s a promise I have for you, realize it’s there.”41 

                                                 

39 Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB1. 

40 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB4. 

41 Interview July 21, 2016, 4:00 PM, Respondent MND4. 
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The reminder of personal connection is a powerful reaffirmation of faith for these 

respondents. The personal connection can be one of conviction, as above, but it can also 

be more intimate: 

And I think for me, music when I’m listening to it just makes me feel 

God’s presence and the Holy Spirit just kind of fills me and I’m just, 

we’re having a thing together.  

[Another respondent: You’re having a fling with the Holy Spirit?]  

(Laughs) Yeah!42 

The presence and speech of God fill these narratives of musical encounters with the 

divine, just as they do the K-Love testimonials of the previous chapter. For these 

respondents, the practice of listening to religious music is something they choose because 

in it they find a direct connection to the divine that reinforces their beliefs about who they 

are, who God is, and the nature of the relationship between the two. In doing so, it is also 

working on the emotions, encouraging feelings of faithful confidence and hopefulness. 

 This relationship between faith, emotions, habitus, and music is most palpable in 

the responses connecting the practice of aural piety to spiritual warfare. All three of the 

respondents who mentioned this aspect of listening were congregants at the Southern 

Baptist church, rather than one of the charismatic or non-denominational congregations. 

In one group, respondents said “it plays a role in spiritual warfare” and “it does help me 

                                                 

42 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 2:00 PM Respondent SSB2. 
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recall scripture and know exactly, for spiritual warfare.”43 Another respondent in a 

different interview gave more detail about what she meant, even as she expressed 

embarrassment at having the idea: “Part of me believes there’s a spirit world out there, 

and that’s one way we can fight evil. I know that’s kind of weird.”44 As this respondent 

expresses, spiritual warfare is a doctrine more often associated with charismatic churches 

than Baptist churches. It is an excellent example of the manner in which the music shapes 

the habitus of its listeners. In this case, Pentecostal distinctives like spiritual warfare 

trickle into otherwise non-charismatic congregations through the medium of the music. 

One of their leaders echoed a similar sentiment. Speaking of the power of listening to 

religious music to quell anxiety, he said: “Saul was going through tormented spirits and 

David played. When I’m hurting or I’m struggling, I will listen because it has a soothing 

effect.” The passage he is citing here is 1 Samuel chapter 16, particularly verses 14-16: 

Now the spirit of the Lord departed from Saul, and an evil spirit from the 

Lord tormented him. And Saul’s servants said to him, “See now, an evil 

spirit from God is tormenting you. Let our lord now command the servants 

who attend you to look for someone who is skillful in playing the lyre; and 

when the evil spirit from God is upon you, he will play it, and you will 

feel better.45  

David plays and the evil spirit ceases tormenting the king. While the pastor elides the 

question of whether his anxiety is the product of evil spirits, by saying Saul was “going 

                                                 

43 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB1 & SSB7. 

44 Interview Feb 24, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB6. 

45 1 Samuel 16:14-16, NRSV. 
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through tormented spirits,” the connection between faith and music is clear. Religious 

music is a weapon against evil, whether that evil is within oneself or without. The main 

effect of evil is emotional imbalance, and music serves to restore the balance. 

 The final factor that respondents cited in their decisions to listen to religious 

music was the presence of their children. As noted in both the previous chapter on radio 

testimonials and in this chapter by the respondent who used the music to avoid 

“murdering” her children in the car, listeners use the music to mediate their relationships 

with their children by reshaping themselves as better parents and by using the music to 

inculcate religious teachings into their children. This is an important aspect of CCM for, 

as Anne Burlein notes in Lift High the Cross, children are the touchstone of the narrative 

of the Christian right, the focus around which hopes and fears for the future converge.46 

To ensure the religious socialization of their children, parents must inculcate a religious 

habitus and practices of distinction into their children. 

 Fears and hopes are a useful set of categories to understand the respondents’ 

views of their children. For some, listening to religious music was about fear of secular 

music and the commercials found on secular radio – “you don’t have to worry about 

what’s coming on”47 and “you just can’t trust a radio station anymore!”48 For others, 

                                                 

46 Burlein, Lift High the Cross, 3–21. 

47 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 10:00 AM, Respondent SSB8. 

48 Interview June 28, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent MCP3. 
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listening to religious music was about shaping their children – “in the mornings when I 

get up the first thing I do is go down and put worship music on, so when the kids are 

coming down to get breakfast we just want to set an environment that connects them with 

God and prepares them for their day.”49  

 The leaders and laity at Suburban Southern Baptist Church were the most vocal 

about children listening to music, with at least one respondent bringing it up in each focus 

group. One leader used the term “garbage in, garbage out”50 to describe the motivation 

for changing her listening practices to all religious music after the birth of her first child. 

In another focus group, several respondents engaged in a lively discussion that highlights 

the nuances of the relationship between adults, children, and music and how children are 

instructed in the practice of aural piety: 

SSB7 – 95% of the time it’s religious, I guess you would say. And a lot of 

that is due to my kids are in the car. 

SSB8 - You don’t have to worry about what’s coming on 

SSB7 - Right. Or commercials. But sometimes, like on a ladies night out, I 

bust out the country and I crank it up, and it’s just fun. It’s for fun 

purposes. I’m awful. [laughter] I can’t believe it. 

SSB1 - I’d say mine is about the same, about 95%. Mainly because, yeah, 

I’m trying to impress upon them that we’re here to glorify God, and a lot 

of the music out there, the words do not glorify God and it’s not 

appropriate for little ears to hear. So how can I justify that I’m going to 

listen to something that’s inappropriate? 

                                                 

49 Interview May 26, 9:30 AM, Respondent MND4. 

50 Interview Feb. 18, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB2. 
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SSB7 - Right. So we’re just hypocrites 5% of the time. [laughter] 

SSB1 - But it’s not necessarily always trashy stuff that I listen to. I mean, I 

let them listen to Michael Buble. I mean, that’s not, you know.  

SSB2 - It’s not gangster rap. [laughter] 

SSB8 - Thank God for Lecrae, right? [laughter and nodding heads] 

Otherwise there would be Dre in my household.51 

For these first few interactions, the general tenor of the conversation was that secular 

music is unedifying and contains topics and language that are “inappropriate” for 

children. Adults may indulge in listening to secular music, but only because they can 

distinguish between what is “trashy” and what is not, between Buble and Dre. This idea 

of adult discernment was fleshed out further as the conversation continued:  

SSB2 - It’s about fifty-fifty for me. Now granted, I lived with Christian 

CD’s on my desk, I had to listen to them as part of my job.... But for me ... 

if I listen to AC/DC or Guns ‘N Roses or David Crowder or whatever, if 

I’m not, it doesn’t affect me per se. You know? It doesn’t enrage me or do 

these different things. There’s definitely more of an emotional response to 

Christian music, to worship music specifically, but there’s not this. Like I 

remember joking with another guy, I was sitting in my car listening to 

something real loud and getting ready to go into a meeting. And he comes 

up and taps on the window and he says “that’s not one of our bands.” And 

I said, “I know, the kids aren’t in the car so I’m having daddy music right 

now.” [laughter]. But it is. When Christian radio is on in the car, it’s 

because kids are in the car. And again, my playlist goes from Guns ‘N 

Roses to Thousand Foot Krutch to all of it. 

While still reaffirming the importance of not exposing children to secular music, this 

respondent disrupted the discussion by admitting to enjoying secular hard rock. The rest 

                                                 

51 The identification of “gangster rap” music as a threat is a common theme that will be addressed 

in the congregational identity chapter. 
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of the group was obviously a little uncomfortable when he expressed not being “affected” 

by music with unsavory lyrics, but the tension resolved into laughter when he termed it 

“daddy music,” a needed escape from the stresses of parenting. The next respondent 

brought the conversation back to the importance of educating children to discern good 

and bad in music:  

SSB8 - We’re kind of the same, we have everything in our house. As far 

as secular music goes I tell my kids it’s about the lyrics of the song and 

what the song is trying to say. If they can’t listen to it with their dad or 

Jesus sitting next to them, then they don’t need to listen to it. I don’t care 

if it’s country or rock or rap or whatever. There’s some good stuff out 

there. So I’m not going to limit them, but they have to pay attention to 

what they’re hearing. 

The focus turned to teaching children what is appropriate, what they would listen to with 

Jesus. The genre was no longer as important as the practice of listening: the children are 

taught by their parents to listen to the lyrics of the music for religious content and to 

identify the unacceptable. The next respondents to speak gave examples of successful 

distinction by children who had successfully learned to practice aural piety: 

SSB3 - This summer we were riding in the car and my grandsons were in 

the back. We were both in the car and John said “we can’t play that with 

Grandma in the car.” So they know what Grandma likes! [laughter] It’s 

funny!  

SSB7 - To the point that when we walk into a store, my girls will go, “is 

this a Christian store? I hear Christian music” [murmurs of agreement 

from the rest of the group] 

SSB2 - One thing to is, we have conversations with our girls. So Taylor 

Swift is really big in our house right now, and you know, especially on her 

new album there’s stuff she says that she shouldn’t be singing to little 

girls. But we’ve had those conversations and so it’s so funny because 

Claire, she’s our ten year old, she will self-edit. When she says “Oh my 
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God” she will say something else, or some of the other language that’s in 

there, she puts in her own little descriptives and it’s really funny. She just 

belts it out. But we have those conversations, because they’re going to 

experience language and things and whatever else at school, on the 

playground, here (laughs). You know? I mean it’s unavoidable, and so we 

kind of don’t really try to charge strongly into those things, but when it 

happens we talk and we equip them to make right decisions.52 

The final respondent in this discussion drew together the threads of why children are such 

a concern and why music is important: the world is out there. These parents believe that 

the larger culture does not share their religious worldview. Fear and hope then intertwine 

in the process of socialization, as children are sheltered from worldly influences by being 

restricted to religious music. By listening to CCM, children are instructed in how to pick 

out the ideas in music and to discern the approved from the unapproved. By learning in 

this practice to “self-edit” musically, the children demonstrate that their habituses have 

taken on structures corresponding to religious practice. They have learned a practice of 

distinction, which extends beyond music to include people and places. Parents then 

expect this socialization to extend to the rest of life and so secure a religious future for 

their children. 

 

                                                 

52 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 10:00 AM. 
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Devotional Importance 

Question: “How important is religious music to your religious life outside of church? 

What role does it play in your spiritual life?” 

 The final question about individual listening habits addressed the spiritual aspects 

of the practice. Their answers focused on feelings of access to God that supported them in 

other religious practices. When asked about the role of religious music in their spiritual 

lives outside of church, the respondents said religious music is about accessing the 

divine, by creating a connection to God or a space to experience God’s presence. Spatial 

terms for access to the divine were very common in the responses given by the non-

denominational and Southern Baptist groups. One respondent said “that song [David 

Crowder*Band’s “How He Loves”], I will start crying listening to that song. It’s a 

ministerial kind of song, so it puts me into a totally different headspace, in a spiritual 

space, when I’m in my quiet time and that song is on.”53 Another respondent used 

language of music “filling my space” as she left it playing in the background, while 

someone in the same focus group spoke of listening to music and being “transcended to 

the heavens ... like a gateway to the spiritual realm.”54  

The importance of spatial language is that it implies boundaries that are created 

and crossed. Religious music creates gateways to heaven as listeners “realize that there is 

                                                 

53 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 10:00 AM, Respondent SSB2. 

54 Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB5 & SSB6. 
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a connection there and that it opens up a door for me, breaks down a wall for me 

personally to connect me to God on a personal level.”55 As it removes boundaries 

between the listener and the divine, it also creates boundaries that protect the interaction. 

As one leader said, “it helps people, prepares people, to hear from God. It definitely does 

that for me. It seems to create space that is otherwise harder to create, because it 

eliminates a certain amount of distraction for me.”56 The sacred space is created to 

safeguard the religious experience.  

 However, other respondents also spoke of music making contact with the divine 

in terms of finding a connection more reminiscent of a computer network or a telephone 

call than a space. One respondent said “for me its communication. I can communicate 

with God better through worship music,”57 while another said the lyrics of songs “helps 

me start a conversation with the Lord.”58 Listening to religious music “automatically 

connects me to Holy Spirit”59 and is “a multisensory experience that can really plug you 

                                                 

55 Interview July 21, 2016, 4:00 PM, Respondent MND4. 

56 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM, Respondent MND1. 

57 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 10:00 AM, Respondent SSB8. 

58 Interview June 28, 2016, 7:00 PM, Respondent SFA10. 

59 Interview June 28, 2016, 7:00 PM, Respondent SFA6. 
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in.”60 In this “total connection”61 “the lyrics connect you and then it just feeds you”62 as 

“you can feel the spirit of the Lord through it as you’re seeking the Lord and tapping into 

that.”63 The access to God found in the practice of aural piety is, for these respondents, a 

conduit resembling a USB cable, a connection allowing for the exchange of power and 

information. When the connection is established there is a flow that “[is] going both 

ways. Your heart reaching out to the Lord through music but also connecting, him 

connecting with you also.”64 

 Whether conceived of as entry into a sacred space with redrawn boundaries 

between the self, the world, and God, or whether conceived of as connection to a conduit 

allowing for energy and communication to pass between the believer and God, the result 

of the divine access provided by religious music is a felt ease in other aspects of religious 

life and practice. Three practices were named in particular: prayer, Bible reading, and 

remembering special religious moments. In each of these cases, the religious music 

facilitates practice by interacting with the respondents’ emotions. 

                                                 

60 Interview June 28, 2016, 7:00 PM, Respondent SFA3. 

61 Interview Aug. 10, 2016, 7:00 AM, Respondent MCP1. 

62 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB5. 

63 Interview July 6, 2016, 7:00 PM, Respondent MCP1. 

64 Interview June 28, 2016, 7:00 PM, Respondent SFA6. 
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The respondents claimed that prayer was simpler with the aid of religious music. 

As one respondent reflected: “as I was praying for my children a song came on actually 

was a song from my childhood that I loved when I was young, and the words of it were 

absolutely exactly what I needed to pray for my kids at that time. And I thought, how 

fitting is this? It was just was I needed to pray.”65 A leader at Spirit-Filled Anglican 

echoed the sentiment: “I will play and sing hymns personally in personal worship, 

particularly when I’m anxious or if I don’t know what words to use in prayer. If I run out 

of words I will often fall back on hymns.”66 The feeling of not knowing what words to 

say in prayer and finding language in worship music was also mentioned by two other 

leaders: 

SSB6 - I tend to go to music when there’s times in my life when I’m 

struggling and I sometimes don’t know what to pray or sad or frustrated 

(others nod) or whatever the situation is, I go to music and I’ll just kind of 

go in my room and shut the door and just sit before worship music and say 

nothing. 

SSB7 - That’s what my piano playing does for me ... if I’m in that feeling 

of not knowing what to say I can go sit at my piano and pick a praise song 

and start playing that and it takes that angst away.67 

Another leader said: “There’s the classic Augustine quote, ‘he who sings prays twice’.... 

There’s only so much that I can write in my prayer journal whereas my ability to just sing 

                                                 

65 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB7. 

66 Interview June 29, 2016, 1:00 PM, Respondent SFA3. 

67 Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 10:00 AM. 
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my heart out.... ”68 Religious music eases prayer not just because it provides a sense of 

connection to God, but also because it provides a shared language which addresses 

common emotional needs, connecting the heart and the voice to the divine.  

 As the language in the CCM is often drawn from the Bible, listeners also found 

themselves reinforcing their interaction with Scripture as they engaged with the music, 

even if they did not listen regularly. For instance: 

I don’t listen as much during the week but I remember. I’ll get a song 

stuck in my head, whether it’s from Sunday or somewhere, and it might 

just be a fragment of it. I was about to say no to your question and then I 

realized that I don’t go turn it on and sit and listen to it very much during 

the week but I think about it a lot. It helps a lot when you sing scripture, 

which almost all of our lyrics if they’re not literal scripture they’re 

describing the truths of scripture. And that can really stick.69  

It is easier to remember words that are set to music and get stuck in one’s head, and it is 

also easier to learn them to begin with.  

I can focus on the words in music better than I can focus and take in the 

written word sometimes. A lot of the time.... I hate to say it, but 

confessing, when I’m reading Scripture I don’t always get that reflective. 

I’m reading to try to understand, I’m reading to try to answer those BSF 

[Bible Study Fellowship] questions, whatever. But I learn songs fairly 

                                                 

68 Interview June 28, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent MCP3 – It is worth noting that the Augustine 

quote here is unsubstantiated, though the phrase is widely attributed to him. It is attributed to Augustine in 

the Catechism of the Catholic Church, paragraph 1156 

(http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p2s1c2a1.htm), but the footnote given in the 

catechism refers to St. Augustine, En. in Ps. 72,1:PL 36,914, which does not contain that exact quote but 

instead has a longer rumination on the joyous singing of praise and prayers. 

69 Interview June 28, 2016, 7:30 PM, Respondent SFA3. 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p2s1c2a1.htm
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easily I guess, and so I can not be focused on anything but the experience 

and what the words are saying.70  

This is reinforced by the responses to the earlier question, in which respondents reported 

that they listen to religious music in their devotional times. As discussed earlier in this 

chapter, background music helps people focus on difficult tasks by relieving boredom 

and tension. Religious music lubricates the interaction with the divine word, rendering it 

easier to focus on and easier to remember as it is encapsulated in song. 

 Ease of memory is not just associated with remembering Bible verses, but it is 

also part of a larger ability to recall past spiritual events. For this respondent, the memory 

of a spiritual experience connected to a particular song is recalled by listening to the song 

in an effort to reconnect with the sacred: 

It kind of is in a way an icebreaker between me and the Lord. Being like ‘I 

remember feeling this way, and I remember this truth’ because of the song 

and I’m able to be more introspective about what’s going on in my life 

rather than just staying overwhelmed and frustrated.71 

Another respondent reported a similar connection between music and specific spiritual 

events: “I can remember events that I’ve walked through in my life by certain songs. You 

know? Because five years ago [my husband] and I went through something and the first 

thing I did was pull up this song and turn it on as loud as I could, and I listened to it non-

                                                 

70 Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB2. 

71 Interview June 28, 2016, 7:30 PM, Respondent SFA10. 
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stop. So songs and moments correlate.”72 As Monique Ingalls has noted in her study of 

evangelical conference worship music, the combination of meaningful lyrics, memorable 

tunes and emotional events renders spiritual moments more clearly in the memory, and 

more easily accessible to re-experience in acts of devotional remembrance. The spiritual 

self experienced in that prior moment can then be recalled with the simple playing of a 

song, reinscribing it onto the current self.73 This data reveals that this reinscription is true 

not just of conference-going college students, but also of older evangelicals in established 

congregations interacting with the religious music found on their radios and iPods. The 

access to the divine accomplished by listening to religious music is thus also a way of 

easing access to the remembered spiritual self found in interaction with the divine.  

 As a corollary to this experience of the remembered spiritual self, the listeners 

also find themselves able to recalibrate their emotions, removing negative emotions to 

reach an ideal emotional state. This reflects yet again the theme of emotional 

management running throughout listeners’ interactions with this music. As one leader 

said, “I’m a lyric girl and it sinks into everything ... it’s just something that informs how I 

react, who I am now, and who I want to be.”74 By managing their emotional states 

                                                 

72 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 10:00 AM, Respondent SSB8. 

73 Ingalls, “Singing Heaven Down to Earth.” 

74 Interview Feb. 18, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB2. 
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through the music, listeners actively attempt to move towards the religious self they want 

to be. 

 

“Creation Sings the Father’s Song”: Song as Divine Order 

 With the access to the sacred found in the practice of listening to religious music, 

listeners find greater ease in their attempts to communicate with the divine. They 

experience talking to God in prayer and hearing from God in Scripture with the language 

of the music lubricating their practices. They also find greater ease in connecting to their 

ideal religious selves, both the past self remembered and the future self to be constructed 

through the management of emotions and reactions. As informative as the respondents’ 

answers to the study questions were about the practice and significance of their practice 

of aural piety, one question remains to be answered. Why is music specifically attributed 

so much power by these respondents? The perceived power of music runs through every 

answer to the above questions, and it is to that power that this analysis now turns. Music 

is inextricably tied to a piece of evangelical theology woven throughout the respondents’ 

answers: the idea that humans were created to worship. Worship is then conflated with 

singing, making music a primeval part of the nature of humanity. 

 Worship is understood by these respondents to everyone’s natural state. One 

Anglican layperson said “I feel like I am and we are all worshippers by nature. It’s a 
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natural response.”75 Two leaders at the non-denominational church went on at greater 

length: 

MND3 - And we are as humans we are created for a relationship and 

created for worship and when you are worshipping the lord you are 

basically fulfilling your highest calling of creation. Because if you’re not 

worshipping the Lord you’re worshipping something else. And you can 

see that all throughout the world. 

MND4 - The story of the Bible is the enemy trying to distract us from 

what we were called to do which is worship. I mean you look at Daniel 

and the lion’s den, Daniel being forced not to pray, not to worship. 

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego being coerced to worship something 

other than the true God. I think the story’s been going on since the Bible 

started and there’s still a battle for our worship. It’s significant.76 

These ideas align with traditional Protestant thought. According to the Westminster 

Shorter Catechism, humans find their chief end in glorifying God.77 Martin Luther echoes 

this idea when he says “What advantage is there in knowing how beautiful a creature man 

is if you are unaware of his purpose, namely that he was created to worship God and live 

eternally with God?”78 In these texts the idea of worship is much larger than simple 

singing, generally referring to the entire practices of the church. However, the majority of 

                                                 

75 Interview June 28, 2016, 7:30 PM, Respondent SFA6. 

76 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM. 

77 Early English Books II (Wing, STC II), 1641-1700, Humble Advice of the Assembly of Divines: 

Now by Authority of Parliament Sitting at Westminster, [Concerning] a Shorter Catechism: Presented by 

Them Lately to Both Houses of Parliament (London: Evan Tyler, printer to the Kings most excellent 

Majesty, 1647), 5. 

78 Martin Luther, Luther’s Works. 1: Lectures on Genesis, Chap. 1-5, trans. Jaroslav Jan Pelikan 

and Helmut T. Lehmann (Saint Louis: Concordia Publ. House, 1958), 131. 
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the respondents did not bother to distinguish between “worship” as listening to / singing 

worship music and other practices or attitudes that might be described as worship, such as 

prayer or receiving Communion. With the application of the term “praise and worship” to 

music, which has since been shortened to “worship music” led by “worship leaders” and 

found on “worship albums,” a conflation of worship with music has emerged among 

evangelicals.  

 The merger of worship and song can be seen in the fact that church leaders would 

occasionally delineate the two in passing, in statements such as “the people of God have 

always expressed worship to God through music”79 or: 

For me, and probably a lot of other people it was the first way we learned 

how to worship God outside of just thinking about him. Like, it was an 

actual act where it was out of our thoughts and heads and into some 

action. For me it was singing things that were true and closing my eyes 

and whatever. And I don’t know, for some folks here who don’t know yet, 

like you can lay down your life as a living sacrifice and everything you do 

can be done for the glory of God.80 

One leader identified the focus of worship as the message, which the congregation 

prepares for musically: “It [music] prepares our heart for worship, for the message,”81 

while another identified prayer as worship: “look at Daniel and the lion’s den, Daniel 

                                                 

79 Interview June 28, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent MCP3. 

80 Interview Feb. 18, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB1. 

81 Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 10:00 AM, Respondent SSB6. 
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being forced not to pray, not to worship.”82 Only a leader at Mega Non-Denominational 

Church actually outlined the difference between music and worship: 

If you use the base of music and then you add theology to it, it’s a great 

way currently in society and the modern church but it has been throughout 

history as well, it’s a great way for people to express worship. Music is not 

worship. But. It’s a wonderful way to be able to express our worship, one 

little arm of what worship can be.83  

Later in the interview while speaking about congregational response time, this respondent 

gave specific examples of other activities that are worship: “In my observation of the 

word worship is an action. We are actively pursuing God, so I love the response 

elements, it gives people opportunity to pursuit, candles, cross, praying, elders, versus 

sitting there and consuming, people can pursue God physically.”84 In the leader 

interviews, the respondents used the term “worship” frequently, an average of fifty 

occurrences per one to two hour focus group interview. But beyond the exceptions above, 

worship was consistently used as a synonym for singing or as a modifier to a person or 

thing associated with music – “worship leader” for music leader, “worship time” for 

singing time, etc. 

 If humans are “created to worship,” as was stated in every focus group, this 

conflation of music with worship has theological weight for evangelical practice. The 

                                                 

82 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM. 

83 Interview July 21, 2016, 4:00 PM, Respondent MND2. Emphasis mine. 

84 Interview July 21, 2016, 4:00 PM, Respondent MND2. 
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merger of the two implies that God created humanity to be innately musical, or at least to 

innately respond to music in a special manner. And indeed, this concept occurred with 

regularity over the course of my interviews as respondent after respondent affirmed that 

humans were created by God with a unique ability to respond to music. To provide just 

one example:  

I think it’s [music] part of how we were created. The Bible tells us if we 

don’t sing the rocks will cry out. I think it’s who we are and how God 

made us. It’s why I think that even outside of the church, and I don’t think 

there is the separation of inside church and outside church, music is a gift 

of God and the fact that it is so powerful for people. Whether it’s in the 

church or without it connects so completely to who we are. And there’s so 

many things we can’t express to a God who is so much bigger than we are 

through even the words we’re singing, whereas music connects the whole 

of who we are. And so I think music is central to how we would even 

begin to worship or connect to God.85 

Music is described by another leader as “something that God created for us to worship 

him”86 as well as “a God given gift to express ourselves, to connect, to build relationship 

and in our spiritual world it’s a way for us to connect with God, but it’s also a way for us 

to build unity together.”87 

 A few laypeople also expressed the belief that music is a special part of God’s 

created order: “I think the Lord has made music to touch people’s souls.... He’s made 

                                                 

85 Interview June 28, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent MCP3. 

86 Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 10:00 AM, Respondent SSB6. 

87 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM, Respondent MND5. 
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people, built people to do that, to sing his praise.”88 Another layperson added: “I believe 

that God created us to have a relationship with him and to worship him and to praise him, 

and that’s the time of the service to do that [the musical portion of a church service].”89 

This concept, that God created music for people and people for music goes far towards 

explaining the assertions of the power of music that woven throughout the interviews. If 

music is understood to have been ordained at creation to be a key part of humanity’s 

relationship with God, then its influence on humanity is something that extends to all 

people and all times.90 Music, thus understood, is part of the created order, the first 

things.  

The order of creation holds significant weight in evangelical thought. Margaret 

Bendroth has discussed the impact of first things on early fundamentalism and modern 

evangelicalism in depth: 

Fundamentalism was about the power of beginnings, of “first things.” It 

demanded a particular kind of fidelity to origins, and to particular rules of 

change.... For all the imaginative energy fundamentalists put into their 

understanding of history, the basic idea was very simple—a direct linear 

extrapolation from beginning to end.91  

                                                 

88 Interview July 6, 2016, 7:30 PM, Respondent MCP1. 

89 Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB1. 

90 Several respondents made comments about music’s universal power to speak to people of 

different nationalities or ethnicities which bolster this claim. 

91 Margaret Bendroth, “Time, History, and Tradition in the Fundamentalist Imagination,” Church 

History 85, no. 02 (June 2016): 337–38, doi:10.1017/S0009640716000020. 
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Thus, anything attributed to humanity as part of creation is perceived to be uniquely 

powerful, shaping both the present and the future. By placing music as part of the created 

order, music is part of the first things, the originating point that determines the course of 

history. This is what gives music the power to shape every aspect of human life and to 

facilitate relationship to the divine. It is “natural,” part of the core of what makes us 

human. 

  The practice of devotional listening described in this study receives its social 

power from the idea in the evangelical collusio that humanity is naturally in a state of 

song. Rather than seeing devotional music listening as an arbitrary practice, by 

identifying music with worship as something that God “built into” humanity, music 

becomes inescapable for evangelicals. The connection devotees make with the sacred, 

facilitated by music, thus has the precedence to naturally override quotidian activities, the 

emotional state of the moment, or evil spirits. Children inducted into the practice of 

listening are expected continue through life as religious adults. In the understanding of 

these devotees, music has a prior claim on the human soul, drawing it to God. Music is 

experienced both as a return to a state of communion reminiscent of Eden and a preview 

of future perfection. As more than one respondent expressed in wistful longing, heaven 

will be full of worshipful singing, the culmination of humanity’s musical nature.  

Deeply embedded in the structures of their habituses, aural piety feels natural. It 

has historical underpinnings in Luther and Calvin’s assertion that music is a gift from 

God, and it has been facilitated by the worship lifestyle’s infusion of CCM into everyday 
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life. Tapping into what they understand as the created order and making worship music 

the background of their lives, these listeners intentionally create an atmosphere that 

centers their Christian identities in religious song and cultivates their emotions. They 

shape their habituses towards a predisposition to experience the sacred.  

While aural piety often is an individual practice, as described in this chapter and 

the chapter preceding it, there is an institution on the religious field that encourages aural 

piety and provides a sacred space in which to practice it: local churches. The two chapters 

that follow will turn to the practices of music creation and selection in local churches. 

This analysis will provide insight into how churches are leveraging the practice of aural 

piety to create a sense of identity for their congregations. 
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CHAPTER 7 

“CHECK OUT OUR BAND!”: PATTERNS IN CHURCH-CREATED ALBUMS 

 

“They might as well be cover songs and cover bands on a Sunday morning. And we don’t 

have people who are pastoring through music and worship.... Why are we not putting 

prayer and time into our people, and knowing our people and knowing their heart? Who 

are they? Where are they? What season of life are we in? What’s happening in our 

culture? What’s happening in our city? What’s happening in our church? And we should 

be writing stuff around that. It’s our way to pastor people in worship and so I think it’s 

incredibly important that people be writing original music for their church.” 

Staff Member of Mega Non-Denominational Church1 

 

 Churches often act as intermediaries in the practice of aural piety, between 

individuals listening to CCM at home and industries creating the top hits of praise and 

worship music. Churches act as gatekeepers to aural piety, introducing new devotees to 

the music and reinforcing practices of listening in their services. As detailed in Chapter 

Four, churches are becoming even more important in the landscape of CCM. The 

reporting practices of Christian Copyright Licensing International (CCLI) mean that the 

song selections of a church impact the reported popularity of songs, driving the market. 

                                                 

1 Interview July 21, 2016, 4:00 PM, Respondent MND2 
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Additionally, digital recording technologies have made it possible for local churches to 

easily produce original albums. Churches can write and produce their own music, and 

even sell that music around the world on the Internet without ever signing with a label. 

As churches write their own CCM or select existing music to cover, they are positioning 

themselves on the religious field. They are also providing their laypeople with a powerful 

tool for practicing aural piety, by making music specifically targeted at the needs and 

preferences of their church members.  

Thus, to fully understand the practice of aural piety, it is helpful to investigate the 

practice of making and listening to church-produced CCM recordings. This chapter is a 

quantitative analysis of the common characteristics of these albums, while the next 

chapter will take a qualitative look at music in the church and the practices of producing 

and listening to original music. In this chapter, I find that while there is great variety in 

the genres and performance styles of these church albums, which speaks to the potential 

for crafting targeted music for a congregation, there are patterns in the records pointing to 

the shaping power of denominations and associations on church music making practices. 

 

Methodology 

To get a deeper sense of the characteristics of original CCM produced by 

churches, thirty-eight albums were collected for analysis. Records were collected through 

an Internet search for terms such as “worship album” and “church album,” as well as 

searches for the same terms on well-known independent publishing and music-sharing 
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websites such as CDBaby, iTunes, Amazon, BandCamp, and NoiseTrade. Albums were 

only selected for the study if the music was the product of an identifiable congregation. 

Those records were then subjected to several reviews and coded for a variety of musical 

and thematic variables. Basic information about the church’s location and affiliations as 

well as the distribution of the album was collected from each church’s website. 

Information about the original authorship of each song, if not original to the church, was 

gathered from CCLI or from Hymnary.org. If a church had multiple releases only the 

most recent at the time was selected, and only one album from a church was allowed into 

the study in order to maximize the diversity of the sample.2 

 

Basic Album and Church Data 

 All the records collected were produced between 2009 and 2012. The albums 

were mostly from non-denominational congregations, with fifteen of the releases being 

produced by unaffiliated non-denominational congregations and another ten being 

produced by non-denominational churches associated with a church planting network of 

some kind. Of the denominational churches, five were from Baptist denominations and 

five were from Presbyterian denominations (see Table One). 

  

                                                 

2 Albums were collected in 2013. One exception to the one album per church rule was made for 

Mars Hill Church. Mars Hill had, at the time of album collection, locations scattered across the Pacific 

Coast of the United States, and two locations put out albums in the time-span of the study. As the albums 

were musically distinct with different band names, and the two campus locations were over 1000 miles 

apart representing very different geographical regions, I kept both albums in the study. 
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Denomination Subtotals Totals 

Non-Denominational (Unaffiliated)  15 

Non-Denominational (Church Planting Networks)  10 

Acts 29 2  

Antioch International 1  

Association of Related Churches 2  

C3 Global 1  

Churches in Covenant, International 1  

Harvest Bible Fellowship 1  

North Point Ministries 1  

Wave Network 1  

Presbyterian  5 

PCA 4  

Evangelical Presbyterian Church 1  

Baptist  5 

Southern Baptist Convention 3  

Baptist Convention of New York 1  

Baptist 1  

Assemblies of God  1 

Evangelical Free Church of America  1 

Lutheran Congregations in Mission for Christ  1 

Grand Total  38 

Table 1. Album-creating churches, counts by denomination 

Twenty of the album-producing churches were multi-site churches. A multi-site 

church is a single church body made up of multiple campuses meeting in different 

locations.3 The relatively high number of multi-site churches in this sample is indicative 

of the role this music plays in church life. A single church spread out across a city, or 

even several states in the case of Mars Hill, has a much greater need for institutional 

cohesiveness and for artifacts that reinforce identification across their scattered 

congregations. Further, multi-site churches often rely on technologies such as self-

                                                 

3 Fifteen of these were non-denominational, five were denominational. 
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recording and Internet streaming to send sermon messages to satellite campuses, and use 

social media extensively to coordinate events and create a sense of community. This 

means they are already heavily invested in being on the leading edge of new technology 

and have most of the hardware, software, and personnel resources in place to effect the 

recording of an album.4 

The churches represented by this music were scattered across the United States, in 

a wide range of locations (see Figure One). As is predictable, there is a clustering of 

churches in the Bible Belt, as well as Southern California, the birthplace of Christian 

contemporary music. However, there are also a number of album-producing churches 

scattered in other areas of the country.   

                                                 

4 Warren Bird and Kristin Walters, “Multi-Site Is Multiplying: Survey Identifies Leading Practies 

and Confirms New Developments in the Movement’s Expansion” (Leadership Network, 2010), 

www.leadnetorg/resources/downloads?/papers; Warren Bird, “Multi-Site Technology: An Overview of 

Five Different Approaches Used by Multi-Site Locations” (Leadership Network, 2005). 
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Figure 1. Geographic distribution of album-creating churches, created using Google 

Maps 
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It is worth noting that album-producing churches appear more frequently in areas 

with a high creative class concentration. The creative class, as identified by Richard 

Florida, is a set of professions characterized by the creation of cultural artifacts. It 

includes not just artists and musicians, but also professors, engineers, and software 

designers. These individuals are also technological early adopters, that is, they tend to 

seek out and embrace the most cutting edge technological developments.5 In the United 

States in 2000, 18.9% of the average county’s population was creative class. However, in 

the counties represented by the album-producing churches in this sample, 30.2% of the 

population fell into the creative class.6 While the sample size limits statistical analysis, 

the difference is significant for descriptive purposes. There is a confluence of technology 

and cultural production in these churches and the areas around them that may be 

facilitating the production of music by local churches. 

The albums cost on average $10.29 each, with only one church offering their 

music for free without the option for purchase (Grace Evangelical Church). The 

maximum price of a record was $18.07, for Freedom House’s album. Twenty-six records 

were only available in mp3 format, four were only available as CDs, and eight were 

available in either format. There was a wide variety of copyright and distribution schemas 

for the music, with most churches copyrighting the albums to themselves or to a 

                                                 

5 Richard L. Florida, Cities and the Creative Class (New York: Routledge, 2005). 

6 Data from http://www.ers.usda.gov/data/. Calculations my own. 

http://www.ers.usda.gov/data/
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publishing entity they created such as “Red Mountain Music” for Red Mountain Church. 

Some churches distributed with major labels such as BEC Recordings, Integrity Music, 

UOI Recordings, and even EMI, while other churches forwent a distributor altogether and 

simply put the record on their church website or an independent publishing website such 

as BandCamp.  

 

Basic Song Data 

 The albums averaged roughly twelve songs each, with a maximum of twenty-one 

songs on one release and a minimum of five. Across the thirty-eight records there were a 

total of 449 songs. Of these, 297 were original to the recording church and 152 were 

covers or reworkings of other songs, such as the rearrangement of older hymns. Most of 

the churches either used music that was already registered with CCLI or had their music 

added to the CCLI database, such that 284 of the songs were able to be identified in CCLI 

(152 covers or rearrangements plus 132 original songs registered with CCLI by the 

album-producing churches). This means that of the churches that created original music, 

only half of them were intending for the music to be shared with a wider audience and 

cared about the copyrights for such sharing. The rest was either created to be shared 

freely or intended for the use of the congregation of origin and not expected to be 

performed by other churches. 

 Regardless of the originality of the music, the majority of the songs were written 

within four years of the albums being published. However, the average date of 
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publication was skewed, as some of the songs dated back to the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, giving an average publication date of 1971. The median song date however 

was 2010, with 75% of the songs being published between 2004 and 2012. The data 

shows a small spike right after the year 1700, which is almost entirely due to one album 

in which all of the songs were rearranged Isaac Watts hymns. In all, eighty-five songs 

dated to before the advent of Christian contemporary music (pre-1970), nearly 19% of the 

total. 

 

Instrumentation and Genre 

 The most commonly found instrument in the music was the drum, which appeared 

in four out of every five songs (see Table Two). The electric guitar was the second most 

common, at 62%, followed by the keyboard and acoustic guitar, which were tied at 45%. 

This is the result of varying formations of the traditional rock band grouping – some 

churches favored a more acoustic sound, others used only electric guitars, some switched 

back and forth between the two over the course of an album, and occasionally there were 

songs in which the keyboard was the primary instrument.  

 While the majority of the albums fit into the basic pop-rock format common in 

praise and worship music, there were releases that stood out for deviating from the trend. 

Three records were done in folk revival, folk rock, or Americana styles, featuring 

instruments such as the fiddle, mandolin, steel guitar, harmonica, and even the accordion. 

One record had the stylings of contemporary gospel and featured a prominent horn 
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section. Other albums were more eclectic, sticking primarily to a rock or pop sound but 

having particular songs that crossed into other genres, experimenting with electronica and 

autotuning for a more modern sound or organs for a more traditional sound. 

 

Instrument Count Percent  Instrument Count Percent 

drums 362 80.62%  violin 14 3.12% 

electric guitar 279 62.14%  tambourine 13 2.90% 

keyboard 209 46.55%  bells 8 1.78% 

acoustic guitar 205 45.66%  mandolin 6 1.34% 

piano 99 22.05%  horn 5 1.11% 

electronica7 27 6.01%  fiddle 4 0.89% 

strings (keyboard) 26 5.79%  harmonica 3 0.67% 

steel guitar 22 4.90%  accordion 2 0.45% 

organ 20 4.45%  autotuning8 2 0.45% 

Table 2. Instrumentation in church-produced songs, with counts and percentages 

 

                                                 

7 I am using the term electronica to loosely designate music with an intentionally computerized or 

industrial sound in the instrumentation, similar to that found in house or electronic dance music. See: 

Nicholas C. Laudadio, “Electronica,” ed. Jacqueline Edmondson, Music in American Life: An Encyclopedia 

of the Songs, Styles, Stars, and Stories That Shaped Our Culture (Santa Barbara, CA: Greenwood, 2013). 

8 Autotuning is a digital technique created to make small corrections to vocal and instrumental 

music that has become popular since 2007 for adding resonance and a distinctive electronic sound to 

vocals. See: Kim Keeline, “Autotune,” St. James Encyclopedia of Popular Culture (Detroit: St. James 

Press, 2013). 
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Performers and Participation 

 Each song was coded for the gender of the lead vocalist. Nearly seven in ten 

songs were led by a male vocalist, while only two in ten were led by a female vocalist 

(see Table Three). The “male only” or “female only” designation refers to the singer 

carrying the lead for the song, not the presence of backup vocalists. Many of these songs 

had backup vocalists, but the volume and nature of their singing relative to the lead singer 

made it clear that they were accompaniment. Six percent of the songs were duets, in 

which a male and female lead traded off verses or sung together, and two songs were 

sung by groups who shared the lead. Nine songs were instrumentals, without any 

vocalists. Some of these songs were introductory pieces, in which the instrumentalists 

were playing a long set to warm up the crowd. Others were instrumental reworkings of 

other songs on the album, intended to evoke the other song for purposes of meditation. 

 

Lead Performers Counts Percentages 

Male Only 308 68.53% 

Female Only 102 22.77% 

Duet 28 6.25% 

Instrumental 9 2.01% 

Group 2 0.45% 

Grand Total 449 100.00% 

Table 3. Counts and percentages of lead performer variants 
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 These numbers give a few indications about the musical culture at these churches. 

The preference for male leadership in these churches is apparent this data, though the 

source of the bias is unclear. One possibility is theological. Churches that do not allow 

female clergy will still sometimes allow females to be song leaders. However the 

presence of so few of female leads on these albums is an indication that even in this less 

contested area of church leadership, males may still be preferred for leadership. Another 

possibility is the gender dynamics of rock music. While female artists make up roughly 

half of the top pop and rock artists in the United States, the same is not true for the genre 

as a whole. In local rock scenes, women can make up as few as 5% of the vocalists.9 The 

masculine gendering of rock music as a genre makes it more difficult for women to enter 

the field, as they are less likely to be encouraged to learn rock instruments or to start 

bands. Once in the rock scene, they are continually confronted with objectification that is 

often managed by performing masculinity or by embracing and subverting the 

commodification of their bodies.10 With this in mind, there are several possible dynamics 

at work. One is that the preponderance of male lead singers is due to the confluence of 

theological and cultural forces. With both churches and rock culture creating barriers to 

female lead musicians, it should be expected that there would be few female leads. 

                                                 

9 Adele Keala Fournet, “Women Rockers and the Strategies of a Minority Position,” Music & Arts 

in Action 3, no. 1 (2010): 43. 

10 Ibid., 30–31; Kate McCarthy, “Not Pretty Girls?: Sexuality, Spirituality, and Gender 

Construction in Women’s Rock Music,” The Journal of Popular Culture 39, no. 1 (February 2006): 88–90, 

doi:10.1111/j.1540-5931.2006.00204.x. 
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However, the proportion of female leads is higher than that reported in other local rock 

scenes. This could be due to churches being perceived as a safer place to perform music 

while also performing conservative versions of femininity. Further research is called for 

on this point.  

 The lack of group singing indicates how far this genre has come from its (partial) 

roots in southern gospel’s quartets and trios. Even the groups singing Americana music 

with a strong rural influence eschewed the distinctive stylings of that genre, distancing 

themselves from it.11 Despite the preference for a single lead singer over duets or groups, 

participation by others was apparent in the albums in other ways. As can be seen in Table 

Four, most of the songs featured groups of background vocalists who accompanied the 

lead singer for part of all of a song (74.6%). Almost half of the songs featured the 

congregation of the church or the audience of a live event, either singing along with the 

music, applauding, or cheering (43.7%). Taken together, only 55 songs out of 449 

(12.2%) were completely without group participation in the vocals of one kind or 

another. 

  

                                                 

11 It is also possible that the search terms for the dataset somehow excluded churches that are 

producing southern gospel albums. “Gospel” was not used as a search term, but “church album” was, and 

so while there may be churches making southern gospel music, they must be using different language to 

speak of the albums, perhaps sticking with the “trio” or “quartet” designation and downplaying the church 

connections. This is a topic that should be addressed in future research on album creation by churches. 
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   Presence of Congregation  

  No Yes Totals 

Presence of Backup 

Vocalists 

No 55 (12.2%) 

 

58 (12.9%) 113 

(25.2%) 
Yes 197 (43.9%) 138 (30.1%) 335 

(74.6%) 
 Totals 252 (56.1%) 196 (43.7%) 449 

Table 4. Crosstabulation of group dynamics - congregational singing in recordings vs. 

backup vocalists 

 Other indicators of participation were also present in the songs, though to a far 

lesser degree. Thirty-six songs featured at least one instance of lining out, in which the 

lead singer spoke the words to a verse ahead of the music so that others could sing along 

(see Table Five). In sixty-nine of the songs, the lead singer spoke during the song. The 

form of the speech varied widely. Sometimes the lead singer encouraged the 

congregation to sing, such as “sing it out” or “lift your voice church”. Sometimes they 

prayed for the congregation or prayed praises to God, such as this spoken piece: “God 

you are so good, tonight we celebrate your goodness and your love and your mercy and 

ask that you rain down on this place and flood this place with your Holy Spirit as we lift 

our songs in worship to you.”12  

  

                                                 

12 “Forever Reign,” Journey Worship Band Live, Journey Community Church, Evans, GA, 2011. 
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  Presence of Lining Out  

  No Yes Totals 

Presence of 

Speech 

No 364 (81.1%) 16 (3.5%) 380 (84.6%) 

Yes 49 (10.9%) 20 (4.5%) 69 (15.4%) 

 Totals 413 (92.0%) 36 (8.0%) 449 

Table 5. Crosstabulation of speech events - lining out vs. spoken word pieces 

Other forms of speech were testimonies and evangelistic messages, such as this 

long spoken word piece: 

One thing that the Lord told me one time. I was in a weak state, struggling 

to do what was right and he reminded me that my successes didn’t put him 

on the throne, and my failures wouldn’t put him off. So if that’s you 

tonight and you think that you’ve messed up so bad that nothing can take 

care of it. Or if you think you’re so good, and you need to be humbled, 

that’s ok too. You just need to trust. God isn’t looking for a bunch of 

independent children. He’s looking for children who rely on him, who 

trust in him. Lord, we’re reminded that your word says in all our ways 

acknowledge you and you’ll direct our steps. You’ll make our paths 

straight. Lean not on our own understanding but in all our ways 

acknowledge you and trust in you.... Just come to the front, come to the 

front and lift your hands high and let God’s healing presence wash over 

you.13 

With the exception of the prayers of praise to God, all of the speech events acknowledge 

or imply the audience. This is done in such a way as to increase participation or 

identification with the singers, by encouraging participation directly, by speaking to the 

congregation, or by speaking for the congregation. Thus, though many of the songs 

                                                 

13 “Trust in You (Reprise),” Count You Everything, Freedom House, Charlotte, NC, 2012. 
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feature solo lead singers, the presence of lining out and speech by the performers breaks 

the third wall, encouraging listeners to consider themselves part of the congregation. 

 

Songwriters 

 Among all credited songwriters in the CCM under consideration here, Isaac Watts 

was the most prolific (see Table Six). But Watts only shows up as the most prolific 

songwriter because of the Isaac Watts tribute album by Sojourn, which had twelve songs. 

His songs appear six other times across three other records in the sample. All of Ben 

Fischer’s songs are on one album, meanwhile, as are all but one of Jeremy Riddle’s 

songs. Jason Ingram’s songs are scattered across three different releases. The pattern 

reveals some of the dynamics of church music creation. As mentioned previously, some 

of these albums were original, others were covers, and a few were a mix of original work 

and covers. The songwriters whose compositions appear across multiple releases are 

either famous worship artists, like Jeremy Riddle, or they write for a popular megachurch 

worship band, like Bethel Music. In the cases where a prolific songwriter shows up on 

two albums, it is typically a result of one church covering another church’s songs. 
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Songwriter Count of Songs Count of Albums 

Isaac Watts 18 5 

Ben Fischer 11 1 

Jeremy Riddle 10 4 

Jason Ingram 9 4 

Michael Bleecker 9 2 

Aaron Cunningham 8 1 

Dougie Fowler 8 1 

Jonathan Stockstill 8 2 

Josh Via 8 1 

Mack Brock 8 2 

Table 6. Ten most prolific songwriters in the sample, by number of songs and number of 

albums 

The frequency with which a particular songwriter appears is also related to the 

composition habits of a particular church. Many of the songs were written by teams of 

composers, particularly at Bethany World Prayer Center and Harvest Bible Chapel, for 

whom more than 80% of their songs were written by teams of two to four composers.  

 However, it would be a mistake to assume that an album of single composer songs was 

entirely written by one individual. All of the releases with 100% single composer songs 

have the works of several composers represented in the release. The single composer 

content is more often a reflection of the album’s being composed of older songs, which 

tend to be composed by a single individual. It is actually within the churches with 

multiple-author songs that the influence of a single composer becomes more apparent. 

Ben Fischer of Waypoint Church is a good example of this. The 82% of songs written by 

a single songwriter in that church are all his, but the other 18% are songs he co-wrote 

with another composer. Michael Bleecker of the Village Church is another, more subtle 
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example. Even though only 25% of the songs on their album are single composer, 

Bleecker had a hand in composing 75% of the total songs on the release. It appears that in 

some of the album-producing churches, there are teams of writers working under the 

direction of one individual, likely the worship pastor for the church, who provides 

creative vision and direction. 

 Despite of the presence of songwriters whose work spans several releases, only a 

few songs were popular enough to appear on more than one album in the sample. The 

most popular songs, at three instances each, were “Forever Reign,” by Hillsong, “How 

He Loves,” by David Crowder*Band, and “Revelation Song,” by Kari Jobe (see Table 

Seven). The repeated songs bear witness to the impact of the CCM industry on the 

album-producing churches – cover bands are more likely to cover popular radio songs. 

This list also demonstrates the continued force of hymnody on modern worship. Even 

though Isaac Watts was the only popular hymnwriter to make the top ten list, in Table 6, 

several older hymns and southern gospel standards are featured in the list of popular 

songs, such as “Just As I Am” and “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms.”  
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Song Title 

Number of  

Albums 

Forever Reign 3 

How He Loves 3 

Revelation Song 3 

Just As I Am 2 

Our God 2 

My King 2 

Give Me Faith 2 

Be Lifted Higher 2 

Have Your Way 2 

Leaning on the Everlasting Arms 2 

Be Thou My Vision 2 

Our Father 2 

Reign in Us 2 

Forever Yours 2 

What A Friend We Have In Jesus 2 

I Am Free 2 

You are God 2 

Your Love 2 

Your Love Never Fails 2 

Jesus Paid It All 2 

Kingdom Come 2 

Table 7. Most frequently occurring songs in the sample 
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Song Content 

CCLI uses a list of 340 themes to categorize their songs, which reveals the 

content and mood of the songs.14 As would be expected from praise and worship music in 

evangelical congregations, themes of praise, love, and Jesus take the top spots, followed 

closely by songs about adoration, salvation, and faith (see Table Eight). The top themes 

follow the basic principles of evangelicalism as defined in Chapter Four - born again, 

faith sharing, and focused on a personal relationship with Jesus.  

Splitting the counts up by the lead singer’s gender also reveals some of the gender 

dynamics present in the music. Female leads accounted for roughly 22% of the songs, 

and that percentage holds true for most of the themes. However, a few entries stand out as 

disproportionate. Female singers are much more likely to sing songs with themes of hope, 

greatness, worship, and adoration. Male singers, by contrast, were disproportionately 

likely to sing about freedom and trust. 

  

                                                 

14 As not all of the songs in the dataset were part of the CCLI database, themes had to be assigned 

to them. The standard CCLI theme list was used. CCLI was contacted to determine if there was a particular 

method they use to categorize the songs, and they responded that there is not, it is left to the discretion of 

the categorizer. 
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Song Themes 

Overall 

Counts 

Female 

Leads 

Male 

Leads 

Percent Female 

Leads for Theme 

Praise 61 15 40 24.59% 

Love 59 11 43 18.64% 

Jesus 46 9 32 19.57% 

Adoration 39 12 24 30.77% 

Salvation 39 5 30 12.82% 

Faith 39 12 25 30.77% 

King 37 6 30 16.22% 

Worship 37 12 21 32.43% 

Proclamation 29 8 19 27.59% 

Greatness 31 10 20 32.26% 

Surrender 28 6 19 21.43% 

Glory 27 6 18 22.22% 

Sacrifice 24 6 13 25.00% 

Declaration 24 4 17 16.67% 

Trust 22 1 19 4.55% 

Redemption 22 4 15 18.18% 

Grace 22 7 14 31.82% 

Hope 23 9 13 39.13% 

Freedom 21 1 20 4.76% 

Faithfulness 21 6 13 28.57% 

Table 8. Popular song themes in sample, broken down by gender of the lead singer 

 

  



334 

 

 This gender dynamic can be understood in several ways. Songs about hope and 

adoration tended to be slower than other songs, as well as quieter and more meditative, 

while songs about freedom were faster and more upbeat. This may reflect a gendering of 

songs in which women sing slower, quieter songs and men sing faster, more energetic 

songs.15 Further, the combination of hope, adoration, worship, and the greatness of God 

bears strong resemblance to descriptions of the Virgin Mary. While Mary does not 

receive the devotion in Protestant worship that she does in Catholic and Orthodox 

churches, she is sometimes presented as a model for proper feminine submissiveness. 

This coding would reinforce the findings in the earlier chapter on individual practice, in 

which respondents coded sacred music as calming and secular music as aggressive and 

energetic. That dichotomy may here be combining with evangelical gender roles, which 

ascribe to men energetic aggressiveness and to women passive gentleness. 

 

                                                 

15 Determining the tempo of the songs proved problematic in this analysis. Based on strict BPM 

counts determined by tempo software, the average BPM of the songs was 121 with no difference between 

male and female leads. However, songs with the same BPM were often widely divergent in the energy level 

and felt speed. A song with a BPM of 80 might feel fast and energetic, music for moving and dancing. A 

song with a BPM of 160 might be slow and quiet, music for praying and meditating. As a result, I assigned 

songs to three categories based on my subjective view of their energy and my experiences of participant 

observation in churches. “Low” was for music that seemed fit for prayer and meditation, “medium” was for 

music that seemed fit for slightly more energetic movement, such as foot tapping or swaying, and “high” 

was for music that seemed fit for dancing, clapping, and other energetic expressions. This part of the 

analysis is based on the results of those categories, but as they are subjective they are not fit for statistical 

analysis. There have been no major studies of the tempo of worship music in congregational practice or 

otherwise, nor is the average tempo of top worship songs readily available from resources such as CCLI. 

This is clearly an area for further study that goes outside the bounds of this study. 
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Statistical Patterns 

 To determine if there were any statistically significant patterns connecting these 

variables, I ran chi-squared tests on several categorical variables derived from the data 

(see Table Nine for definitions and values of the variables).16 A chi-squared test is used to 

test for independence between two categorical variables. A low p-value in this test 

indicates the two variables are not independent – that is, there is a relationship between 

them. 

Affiliation A church’s affiliation with a larger body.  

Values: Denominational, Non-Denominational Affiliated 

(Networks), Non-Denominational Unaffiliated 

Congregation Presence or absence of the congregation in a song. Values: Yes/No 

Gender Gender of the lead singer. If instrumental, group, or duet, value was 

NA. Values: Male/Female/NA  

Lining Out Presence or absence of lining out. Values: Yes/No 

Originality Whether a song is original to the church. Values: Yes/No 

Song Age Number of years between first instance of a song and the song 

being recorded by the church. Values: Immediate (0), 1-5 years, 6-

10 years, 11-40 years, 41+ years. 

Speech Presence or absence of speech by the song leader. Values: Yes/No. 

Table 9. Categorical variables for chi-squared analysis, with definitions and values 

  

                                                 

16 Unfortunately, some of the variables, such as the song themes and authors, had too many entries 

to include in this set of tests, and others, such lyric changes, had too few instances to test. As a result, they 

were not included in this analysis.   
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The results of the chi-squared tests are in Table Ten. Surprisingly, gender did not 

test as significant against any other variable. This implies that, despite the connections 

described above between gender, speed, and content, gender is not tied to church 

practices of music creation or other performance metrics. However, there were 

statistically significant connections between many of the other variables. Upon closer 

inspection of the tables, two patterns emerged. Two clusters in this dataset tend to have 

different characteristics across the significant variables. The first is comprised of 

churches that are associated with non-denominational networks. These churches tend to 

create original music and record music that is less than five years old. Their albums are 

more likely to be characterized by leaders speaking and lining out songs, and by audible 

congregational responses. The second cluster is composed of churches that are affiliated 

with a traditional denomination. They are more likely to have recorded covers of existing 

songs and to be recording songs that are older, accounting for over half of the songs in 

the “41+ years” category. They are much less likely to use lining out and speech in their 

recordings, and are less likely to have an audible congregation in their recordings. The 

non-denominational unaffiliated churches remained in the middle on these variables, 

usually nearly matching the overall totals for each category (see Table Eleven). 
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Variables Tested Chi-Squared P-value 

Affiliation  Song Age 3.58E-06 ** 

Affiliation  Originality 9.11E-08 ** 

Affiliation  Gender 0.17898 

Affiliation  Congregation 1.19E-22 ** 

Affiliation  Lining Out 0.005165 ** 

Affiliation  Speech 1.44E-08 ** 

Song Age  Gender 0.126584 

Song Age  Congregation 1.01E-14 ** 

Song Age  Lining Out 0.031089 ** 

Song Age  Speech 0.001554 ** 

Originality  Gender 0.599957 

Originality  Congregation 2.62E-08 ** 

Originality  Lining Out 0.421876 

Originality  Speech 0.041859 ** 

Gender  Congregation 0.256308 

Gender Lining Out 0.442802 

Gender  Speech 0.88831 

Congregation  Lining Out 1.39E-08 ** 

Congregation  Speech 5.38E-16 ** 

Congregation  Speech 3.14E-12 ** 

Table 10. Relationships between categorical values based on chi-squared test, with p-

values.  

* p value significant at above .1 

** p value significant at above .01 
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Table 11 breaks these patterns down into greater detail. For song age, there is 

almost a twenty point spread between the denominational and affiliated non-

denominational churches for their use of songs that are less than one year old (38% and 

57%, respectively). Unaffiliated non-denominational churches are using new songs at 

almost the same rate as affiliated churches, but their likelihood of using songs that pre-

date CCM is closer to that of denominational churches (18% and 29%, respectively, 

compared to only 5% for affiliated churches). The same pattern holds for originality of 

songs. The songs of churches from traditional denominations are about half original 

works. In contrast, 90% of the songs are original on albums by non-denominational 

churches affiliated to church planting networks, and non-denominational churches that 

were not affiliated to a network have 66% original material on their records. This 

indicates that churches involved in the non-denominational church planting networks are 

far more likely to eschew hymns and other forms of older music in favor of trendy music 

or music they have written themselves.  
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 Affiliation 

 
 Denominational Non-

denominational, 

Affiliated 

Non-

denominational, 

Unaffiliated 

Grand 

Total 
S

o
n

g
 A

g
e 

< 1 

Year 

37.50% 56.86% 54.55% 49.00% 

1-5 

Years 

24.38% 37.25% 22.46% 26.50% 

6-10 

Years 

7.50% 0.98% 3.74% 4.45% 

11-40 

Years 

1.88% 0.00% 1.07% 1.11% 

41+ 

Years 

28.75% 4.90% 18.18% 18.93% 

O
ri

g
in

a
li

ty
 No 46.88% 12.75% 34.22% 33.85% 

Yes 53.13% 87.25% 65.78% 66.15% 

C
o
n

g
re

g
a
ti

o
n

 No 82.50% 19.61% 53.48% 56.12% 

Yes 17.50% 80.39% 46.52% 43.88% 

L
in

in
g
 O

u
t No 94.38% 84.31% 94.12% 91.98% 

Yes 5.63% 15.69% 5.88% 8.02% 

S
p

ee
ch

 No 93.75% 66.67% 86.63% 84.63% 

Yes 6.25% 33.33% 13.37% 15.37% 

Table 11. Distribution of statistically significant categorical variables, by church 

affiliation 
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A similar division along lines of affiliation exists in the performance styles. The 

songs of non-denominational network affiliated churches are three to five times more 

likely to contain features such as lining out (16%) and speech (33%) than are those of 

denominational churches (~6% on each metric). The presence of a congregation in the 

recording follows the same pattern, with affiliated recordings including congregational 

voices at four times the rate of denominational recordings (80% and 18%, respectively). 

The pattern of these practices in unaffiliated churches make this difference even more 

profound. For each of these measures, the unaffiliated non-denominational churches 

almost exactly split the difference between the affiliated non-denominational and 

denominational churches. For this group of churches, the percentages of each of the 

categorical variables is almost a perfect match for the percentages of the overall sample, 

as can been seen by comparing the grand totals column in the figure above to the 

unaffiliated churches column.  

There are a number of limitations to these findings. Due to the relatively small 

number of albums in the sample, geographical factors could not be considered. This 

would open the door to more completely pursuing the connection to creative class 

technology use hypothesized earlier in this chapter. Sample size also prevented 

differences between denominations from being pursued, and so it is possible that the 

differences between denominational and non-denominational churches presented here 

might break down or be more nuanced once denominational differences can be fully 
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taken into account. It is also possible that some of these churches are outliers for their 

particular groups, and that must be taken into account as well in future research.   

 

Conclusion 

While more detailed investigation would be required to determine the nature of 

these relationships, I feel some possibilities can be raised here. It is much more 

reasonable to assume that denominational affiliation would be influencing performance 

and song-selection rather than the other way around. Non-denominational churches that 

are affiliated with church planting networks do so in order to gain knowledge, 

relationships, and resources, just as denominational churches do with their 

denominations. Church planting networks have conferences and publications that 

promote particular church growth methodologies and best practices, and so this data 

implies that churches in those networks are mimicking a set of album dynamics particular 

to those networks. The fact that the unaffiliated churches have values that split the 

difference between the other two categories makes this effect even more likely – some 

unaffiliated churches may be drawing material from these networks without explicitly 

affiliating with them, while others may be doing the same with denominations. This 

would leave the unaffiliated churches split, leaning towards one side or the other, and so 

averaging out to the middle in aggregate. 

The dynamics of the affiliated churches indicates an area of potential future 

research as well. The particular characteristics of these songs – original or newer 
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material, with the performers speaking and the congregation singing – are all 

characteristics that, I hypothesize, create a stronger sense of identity for a congregation 

than their opposites. Non-denominational churches do not have the advantage of 

denominational identity to create a sense of identity for their congregants. It is plausible 

that one way these churches create a sense of connection is through these albums. To 

address this hypothesis, I will return in my next chapter to the focus group interview data 

I collected at four congregations in Charleston, SC, to explore the respondents’ answers 

to questions about music and congregational identity. The focus groups will shed light on 

the actual practice of album creation at the level of the local church, as well as practices 

of music selection that shape church identity.  



343 

 

CHAPTER 8 

“THAT’S MY CHURCH”: THE PRACTICE OF AURAL PIETY AT THE 

CONGREGATONAL LEVEL 

 

“We thought it [making a worship album] would be a neat thing to do because we’ve got 

a great team and we’ve got some great talent, but again it was really, for me I thought 

how cool is this? That’s my church! Our church is doing this, and it’s our people!” 

Congregant at Suburban Southern Baptist Church1 

 

 As explored in the previous chapters, Christian contemporary music is used by 

individual devotees in the practice of aural piety to create spiritual experiences, negotiate 

relationships, and manage emotions. The genre of music is the product of an industry 

with a long history, but in the twenty-first century, it is also commonly produced by local 

churches. The CCM created by local churches varies widely in its content and styling, but 

there are patterns in the creation and performance of the music indicating that the albums 

are tied to a sense of congregational and denominational identity. This chapter will 

address the practice of CCM music creation by local churches in more detail, and in 

doing so will also explore the role music plays in local congregations.  

                                                 

1 Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 10:00 AM, Respondent SSB3. 
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Data from this chapter is drawn from focus group interviews performed at four 

Charleston, SC churches that use CCM as their primary congregational music. These 

churches have also been involved in the creation of a church record similar to the ones 

described in Chapter Seven.2 In these interviews, laypeople and church leaders answered 

questions about the selection and creation of music for their churches and talked about 

the role music plays in a local congregation. In discussing their practices, the respondents 

demonstrated a shared understanding of the nature of congregational music. The practices 

surrounding congregational music and the creation of church albums shape the 

congregants’ spiritual lives, as they use music to create a sense of shared identity that 

both attracts new congregants and reinforces bonds within the existing congregation.  

 

The Role of Music in the Service 

Question: “Would you say music is important at you church, and if so please explain 

why. What does the music accomplish or do in your church service?” 

 Respondents unanimously agreed that music was important at their churches. 

While many different reasons were given for this, a few concepts were widely cited: 

Biblical imagery, congregational unity, preparation, and emotional management. These 

                                                 

2 Half of this data formed the basis of Chapter Six, which explored the individual practice of 

listening to CCM. The data for this chapter is from a separate set of questions than those which were 

discussed in the earlier chapter. These questions were administered in the same focus group interviews that 

formed the basis of Chapter Six. The details of methodology for the focus group interviews can be found 

there in the Interview Methodology subsection. 
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ideas form a baseline for understanding how these churches understand the role of music 

in the worship service, the habitus motivating the practice. 

 Respondent’s answers were littered with references to the Bible. One leader 

mused: “We see a scriptural foundation for people singing together with musical 

instruments to glorify God. So I think that first, it’s always what we see in the 

scriptures.”3 Another leader stated: “The scriptures say time and time again ‘sing to the 

Lord.’”4 Besides direct command, other passages of the Bible were quoted or alluded to 

in passing. People are to “come singing praises in song”5 because “God inhabits the 

praises of his people.”6 To sing is to enter “the throne room of God”7 and to mimic the 

worship of the angels,8 King David,9 and Daniel.10 In the understanding of these 

                                                 

3 Interview Feb. 18, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB3. 

4 Interview June 28, 2016, 1:00 PM, Respondent SFA1. 

5 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB7. 

6 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB1, also Feb. 24, 2016 2:00 PM, Respondent 

SSB6. 

7 Interview June 28, 2016, 7:00 PM, Respondent SFA6, also Feb. 25, 2016, 10:00 AM, 

Respondents SSB7 & SSB8. 

8 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 10:00 AM, Respondent SSB7, also Feb 24, 2016, 10:00 AM, 

Respondent SSB1. 

9 Interview June 28, 2016, 7:00 PM, Respondent SFA3, also Feb. 18, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent 

SSB3. 

10 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM, Respondent MND4. 
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respondents, God desires song, giving people “a new song.”11 Even if they seem as 

incapable of singing as Balaam’s donkey,12 they must make music because “if we don’t 

sing the rocks will cry out.”13  

 “The Bible says to sing” and similar statements demonstrate one common 

structure in the doxa of CCM.14 The practice is driven by evangelical bibliocentrism, in 

which evangelicals take the Bible as literal truth and then match events in their lives to 

specific Bible stories in order to derive meaning and direction for life.15 Thus, it is the 

narrative portions of the Bible that become the focus as examples used as patterns for life. 

While evangelicals do not hesitate to speak of the primacy of the Bible in their religious 

practices and are more than willing to speak about their musical practices, the layering of 

Bible stories onto an individual’s life is a more subtle practice, a pattern of speech and 

thought learned by cultural immersion rather than being taught directly. Thus, it is an 

aspect of the doxa of evangelicalism. With this impulse to find Bible stories on which to 

                                                 

11 Interview Feb. 18, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB3. 

12 Interview Aug. 10, 2016, 7:00 AM, Respondent MCP1. Balaam’s donkey is a reference to the 

story in Numbers 22, in which a donkey is given the ability to speak. The respondent used the story to say 

that God could make a donkey speak, then God could give anyone the ability to sing. 

13 Interview June 28, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent MCP3. 

14 Doxa, as discussed in Chapter Two, is that which creates feelings of congruence between the 

objective order of life and the subjective organization of a society, a misrecognition of the arbitrary that 

typically goes unspoken.  

15 Susan Harding goes into much more detail about this process of narrative meaning making. 

Susan Harding, The Book of Jerry Falwell: Fundamentalist Language and Politics (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2000). 
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pattern their musical experiences, David takes pride of place in these narratives, as the 

musician after God’s own heart. Even other Bible stories not involving music, such as 

Daniel or Balaam’s donkey, are drawn in as examples of the importance of worship and 

God-inspired vocalization (respectively), and thus underscore the importance of church 

music.  

 Music is also cited by many respondents as being important for creating 

congregational unity. As one leader at the non-denominational church said: 

It’s also a way for us to build unity together, because you can sit in a 

congregation and listen to a message ... but when you start singing, that to 

me is when you start connecting to the people around you. Because then 

you’re all coming together with one voice.... It connects people.16 

The leaders at the Anglican church emphasized the importance of congregational singing 

repeatedly, explaining that the music in their services was for congregational 

participation and not a performance for the audience to receive passively: 

It’s very rarely that we might do a song where it’s not expected that people 

would sing with us. Maybe on occasion, there’s one song we might sing 

over congregation just as a time for them to rest and be with the Lord and 

reflect but almost every song is all of us together. It’s never like “sit and 

listen while the band plays this for you.” So this is another factor that I 

consider when I choose songs. Is this something that anyone can easily 

jump in and sing?17 

Congregational participation in song was so important at this church that singability was 

mentioned repeatedly throughout the focus group interview as one of the most important 

                                                 

16 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM, Respondent MND5. 

17Interview June 28, 2016, 1:00 PM, Respondent SFA1. 
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criteria in choosing songs for service. It was not enough for songs to be theologically 

correct and artistically interesting – they needed to facilitate congregational activity. The 

Baptist church also lauded singability as the key to unity: 

There’s something beautiful about singing together, the same notes, you’re 

coming together. You know you’ve all lived in different places throughout 

the week but you’re coming together to sing the same notes on Sunday so 

there’s this unifying aspect of it and I think that’s part of the heart behind 

getting people, having singable songs because we want people to sing 

together. It’s a sign of unity.18  

Thus, the coming together of voices in music is a symbol and a sign of congregational 

oneness. In the practice of singing as a group, the congregation is felt to become one in 

truth, smoothing over differences between individuals to create a unified church.  

 A third widely cited function of church music was its capacity for preparing 

people. The goal of preparation was phrased in different ways. For some, the music 

served to shift their focus to things of God. “It transitions you from busy life and busy 

getting the kids ready and getting them here on time and you sit down and then you 

transition to worship mode.”19 Another respondent described the transition in detail: 

When you walk in and worship is already going, immediately everything 

else fades away and I’m here now. I’m spending time with the Lord. This 

is my purpose, right here, right now. To be in his presence, to worship him 

and have him minister to my heart. It completely changes your mindset in 

a matter of minutes.20 

                                                 

18 Interview Feb. 18, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB5. 

19 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB2. 

20 Interview June 28, 2016, 7:00 PM, Respondent SFA6. 
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Worship music thus facilitates the shift from profane to sacred, moving the worshipper 

through the liminal space between the everyday and a holy time focused on the divine 

because “it cleans out your mind from what you left behind when you walked in”21 and 

“gets everybody focused on God and on what he’s doing and what he’s saying.”22 

The members and leaders of the Southern Baptist church were somewhat unique 

in that they also described the effect of music in terms of preparation to hear the sermon. 

“It invites you into the message”23 and “it prepares your heart. The sermon is…. you 

receiving but singing songs of worship is your expression back to God and then preparing 

your heart to receive.”24 A leader of the Southern Baptist church went into more detail in 

another interview: 

I think it has the potential to clarify, for lack of a better word. [The pastor] 

puts out a message and he speaks life into the scriptures and helps us to 

wrap our heads around what’s actually written there and then we have the 

opportunity as a worship team to come behind him and say yes, this is 

what it says, and in case you missed a little piece of it let me say it a 

different way. So that, you know, everybody learns in and takes things in 

in different ways and for some people that music is a huge part of the 

message.25 

                                                 

21 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 10:00 AM, Respondent SSB5. 

22 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM, Respondent MND4. 

23 Interview June 28, 2016, 7:00 PM, Respondent SFA4. 

24 Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB4. 

25 Interview Feb. 18, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB2. 
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For this church, the sermon is the center and goal of the experience, and so the music 

“prepares our heart for worship, for the message.... It just kind of calms you down and 

gets your mind off of everything else that’s going on and prepares your heart to hear 

God’s word.”26 This sermon-focused understanding of the role of music may be 

particularly strong in this church, but the music leaders at other churches do mention 

getting sermon notes or selected scriptures from their pastors and using them to choose 

music, so while they do not mention sermon preparation directly as a role of music, there 

is a connection between sermon and music in their practice. 

Regardless of whether the music is preparation to focus on God or preparation to 

hear the sermon, part of its preparatory function is to clear internal obstacles to the 

spiritual experience. This response by a Baptist leader was particularly evocative: “I 

think music has a way, too, of tenderizing people’s hearts, something about, and I don’t 

know, not the words but the melody, the song. The softness of the song has a way of 

melting hearts, the dynamics of it.... I like the word tender.”27 A Methodist leader 

conveyed basically the same idea, using the word “disarm” instead of “tenderizing”: “I 

feel like music is a unifying vehicle but it’s also one that disarms. You can say things 

and people can shut you off, but if you sing them there’s more openness there.”28 Later 

                                                 

26 Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 10:00 AM, Respondent SSB1. 

27 Interview Feb. 18, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB3. 

28 Interview June 28, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent MCP1. 



351 

 

in the same focus group session, a different leader from the same church elaborated 

further: 

I think it helps people, it almost can disarm people a bit and connect 

because they’re walking into the church and everyone’s singing and we’re 

doing something together instead of sitting immediately and listening. I 

think it helps to disarms a little bit and open up to something that might 

happen might Sunday or that God might want to speak.29 

A leader at the non-denominational church used the same language of opening as the 

Methodist leaders: “It [music in the church] pulls walls down to allow people to be open 

to the things of God and the things of church.”30 The specific walls to be torn down, 

hardness to be softened, armaments to be disarmed, or doors to be opened were never 

defined beyond this by the interviewees, so it is hard to say exactly how music is 

supposed to prepare people to hear from God or experience the divine in this way. In a 

way, this too is a movement to bridge liminality. People who are in the service but not 

open to experiencing the goal of the service, the divine encounter, are in an odd in-

between state. They are not out of the church but they are also not participating fully in it. 

In the understanding of these respondents, music shifts the habitus of the liminal person, 

tipping those on the edge of encounter over into a position where they are fully integrated 

into the religious community.  

                                                 

29 Interview June 28, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent MCP4. 

30 Interview July 21, 2016, 4:00 PM, Respondent MND2. 
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The final theme reported by many of the respondents was a continuation of their 

report of the importance of worship music for emotional management. In this context, 

the term “heart” is often used to describe a person’s emotions, and was used by several 

of the respondents, including some of the quotations above, to describe the place that the 

music works. As one respondent said, music “is something that frames the worship 

experience for people so that they’re actually feeling ready and attuned to what they’re 

going to hear because their hearts are already drawn to the Lord.”31 An excursus by a 

leader of the Anglican church further underlines the connection between music, the 

concept of the heart, and emotion: 

Our leadership is theologically strong.... The end goal of a lot of 

contemporary worship is emotion and I feel that is very dangerous, 

because you’re creating addicts to have a created experience for an 

individual. I think a lot of what [the worship leader] offers is music that 

allows for emotion but also incorporates thinking. So it’s mind and heart, 

not just for the experience and then to have you come back next week we 

have to do a bigger experience each week, or you’ll go to the church down 

the street. I think there is an experience to be had, but the experience is the 

Holy Spirit, not the set list.32 

While believers such as these are skeptical of emotion as the goal of the service, they 

perceive the emotional power of music to be so strong that they must fight against it by 

selecting theological music to engage the mind and not just the heart. 

                                                 

31 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB2. 

32 Interview June 29, 2016, 1:00 PM, Respondent SFA2. 
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The emotions generated by music are put to work as part of the preparatory 

function of music, as in this quote by leader of the non-denominational church: 

We talk about taking people on a journey. I think with being intentional, 

being smart with our set planning and even with things that are happening 

in the world, being careful with what the lyrics are saying. Over the past 

few weeks we’ve looked at songs and been like, maybe let’s not use that 

one, because of what’s happening and let’s use that one because this 

brings hope or peace in a time that’s challenging. So being intentional and 

taking people on journey is extremely important in the worship.33 

The church leadership here is expressing that they choose songs to move people, to take 

them on a journey. That journey is informed by the emotions people bring with them to 

service and by the emotional responses the leaders want to cultivate in the congregation – 

hope and peace, for example. Another leader at the church, in a different focus group, 

placed the emotional power of music in the context of congregational unity, saying 

“music is one of the most emotional and impactful creative elements ever, so I think it’s 

important to what we do. It connects people. It connects us to God.”34 The emotional side 

of music is also tied into the bibliocentrism, through the use of the word heart. While 

common English metaphors using the term heart were littered throughout the interview, 

such as “open hearts,” “changed hearts,” “hearts breaking,” and “hearts on fire,” there 

were several phrases that were clearly Bible quotes. The “tenderizing” of people’s hearts 

is a reference to the Exodus story and Pharaoh’s hardened heart. Other heart phrases used 

                                                 

33 Interview July 21, 2016, 4:00 PM, Respondent MND1. 

34 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM, Respondent MND5. 
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in the interviews that show up repeatedly in the Bible or were quoted from the Bible by 

respondents are singing with “thankfulness in your hearts,”35 “God looks at the heart,”36 

and a “renewed heart.”37  

But far and away the most common Bible quote was “prepare the heart,”38 which 

was used in almost every focus group to describe the role of music in worship. This 

phrase combines bibliocentrism with preparation and emotions. When the interviews are 

looked at as wholes, these four themes of bibliocentrism, unity, preparation, and emotions 

weave in and out of each other, creating a self-reinforcing whole in which each plank 

supports the others in the evangelical understanding of the role of music in church 

worship. In this understanding, a person’s emotions are the determinative factor of her 

spirituality, an idea that is reinforced by Bible narratives about emotional and spiritual 

musicians. Music works on the emotions of each person in the congregation, binding 

existing congregants into a unified community and shifting those on the edges into 

positions of openness to a change in religious habitus.  

 

                                                 

35 Interview June 28, 2016, 7:00 PM, Respondent SFA1. 

36 Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB4. 

37 Interview Feb 18, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB3. 

38 Interview June 29, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SFA1, also May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM, 

Respondent MND4; Feb. 25, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB3; Feb 25, 2016, 10:00 AM, Respondent 

SSB8; Feb 24, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondents SSB4 & SSB3; Feb 24, 2016, 10:00 AM, Respondent SSB1. 
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The Embraced and Forbidden 

Question: Classify the type of music played at your church. What songs or artist are 

popular? Are there any musical types or genres that are forbidden at your church, or that 

are not forbidden but you could never see your church embracing? 

 The intent behind these two question in the focus groups was to gauge the 

churches’ self-perceived place in the field of religion and music. It is important to note 

here that I participated in worship services or watched services online for each of these 

churches, and their worship services and musical styles were very similar, plus or minus 

elaborate lighting displays. If a group struggled to classify their church’s music, I 

prompted the group by listing common genres of music. 

 Some commonalities were found in all the responses. The leaders at every church 

said they use hymns in their music. However, they all identified their music using the 

term “contemporary” – the Anglican church using the phrase “contemporary rock” and 

the rest using the phrase “contemporary worship.” Each of the churches also indicated 

that they blend several genres of music, either by speaking of synthesis or variety, or in 

the case of Mega Non-Denominational, by providing a large list of genres they use, 

including country, gospel, indie, rap/spoken word, and electronica. A leader at Mega 

Non-Denominational put it this way:  

I don’t know if this is a good description at all. In my mind they are super 

cliché terms to use, but modern, relevant worship music. Because every 

campus you would go to is at least a sound you would hear on the radio 

today. It’s not like we’re doing the fifties’ classic sound. It’s not organ 
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traditional. It’s not all that traditional choral. It’s really sounds that you 

would hear on the radio today.39  

 While “sounds you would hear on the radio today” might seem to reflect the 

entire range of human music making, or even American music making, the question 

about forbidden or unembracable styles made it clear that the sentiment is more about 

perceived familiarity and demographics than it is about diversity. The conversation 

among the leaders at Suburban Southern Baptist illustrates the difference well: 

SSB3 – “I don’t think we would do Southern gospel trio quartet, I don’t 

know that’s a style....” 

SSB2 – “But I don’t think you’d say it’s forbidden.” 

SSB3 – “Yeah, forbidden is a bit too strong.” 

SSB4 – “I obviously think rap, I would never, as much as I love rap, 

Kanye West is my favorite artist, but I would never ever ever bring a rap 

song to [the pastor] and be like ‘let’s do this.’ Not because it’s forbidden, 

it’s just, it wouldn’t ever, it’s not going to be a great tool.” 

SSB1 – “Because our demographic is not going to listen to it.” 

SSB4 – “Yeah, upper forties, it’s not forbidden. I mean, are all things 

permissible, but are all things beneficial? You know?”40 

The perception of the congruence of musical style and the current preferences of the 

church body are thus key in determining the acceptability of a style of music. The music 

is rejected because it’s “not really consistently interwoven in the culture where we are 

                                                 

39 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM, Respondent MND5. 

40 Interview Feb. 18, 2016, 2:00 PM. 
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now,”41 “not genuine to who we are,”42 or “not a fit.”43 These rejections are, as above, 

often based on constructed gatekeepers much like “Annie” in the CCM industry, though 

obviously less fleshed out by data. The Southern Baptist leaders in particular clearly had 

the image of a forty year old man (the maleness of the target demographic comes up in a 

later part of the interview), presumably white given the constituency of the church and 

the musical preferences they imposed upon him. He exists in their minds as a counterpart 

to “Annie,” a way of imposing their own tastes and social concerns on the congregation 

by redirecting them to a demographic ghost. 

 The specific musics labeled as poor fits for the congregations varied, with two 

exceptions: rap and heavy metal. The ways in which rap was spoken of were particularly 

notable. Two congregations specifically listed it as unembracable, citing difficulty 

singing it as a participatory congregational style and its lack of fit with church 

demographics.44 But even among the congregations that did not list it, it came up 

repeatedly as a joke answer immediately after I asked the groups to classify their style of 

congregational music. For example: 

                                                 

41 Interview June 28, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent MCP2. 

42 Interview June 29, 2016, 1:00 PM, Respondent SFA2. 

43 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM, Respondent MND1. 

44 Interview June 29, 2016, 1:00 PM, Respondent SFA1 and Interview Feb. 19, 2016, 2:00 PM, 

Respondent SSB4. 
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Interviewer – “Classify the type of music played at your church. What 

songs or artist are popular?” 

MND1 – “Gangster rap.” [entire focus group laughs]45 

Heavy metal inhabited a similar space in the interviews, being given as a joke answer in 

one interview,46 cited as “not what’s going to appeal to the people” and too loud in 

another,47 and in a third interview characterized as musically associated with rage and so 

incompatible with inducing feelings of peace.48 While radio familiarity and cultural 

relevance were cited as reasons for choosing pop-oriented styles, it does not bear out in 

the broader society – while the Charleston area has four pop/rock stations, it also has four 

hard rock/classic rock stations, three country stations, and two R&B/hip hop stations.49 A 

random Charlestonian who enters one of these churches is likely to be a listener to one or 

both of the genres cited by churches as not fitting their demographic.  

This rejection of common popular musical styles means that the demographics 

they are catering to musically, the people they are hoping will identify with the church 

and be attracted to it by the music, are the congregants they already have. Whether a style 

of music is a good fit for the church is determined by the tastes of the people already in 

                                                 

45 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM, Respondent MND1. 

46 Interview July 6, 2016, 7:00 PM, Respondent MCP1. 

47 Interview Feb. 24, 2016, 10:00 AM, Respondent SSB3. 

48 Interview July 21, 2016, 4:00 PM, Respondent MND2. 

49 “CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA – RADIO STATIONS,” SCIWAY, n.d., 

http://www.sciway.net/news/radio/charleston.html. 
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the pews. In this, the church leaders demonstrate how deeply the structures of distinction 

are buried in their habituses. Their key demographic is assumed to have particular tastes 

in music, such that musical “fit” is a determinative factor in choosing a genre. 

 

Selection and Criteria 

Question: Is the church leadership involved in choosing the music for the service? What 

criteria do they use? 

 On this question, all four churches had unanimous agreement. The pastors and 

music leaders work together to select songs for services. The leaders at each church 

described having a master list of songs fitting their criteria, which they work together to 

update periodically. The worship leaders then choose songs from the cultivated list for a 

particular service, sometimes with input from the preaching pastor if there is a song the 

pastor feels is appropriate. The only exceptions to the list were the occasional secular 

song or non-congregational song sung before the sermon to provoke thought or after the 

sermon for congregational meditation.  

There were three standard criteria: theology, singability, and stylistic fit. Those 

criteria worked towards the goal of taking the congregation on a shared spiritual journey. 

As a leader at Mega Non-Denominational described it: “I’d say first and foremost it can’t 

be heresy.... It has to be biblical truth. It has to be congregational. There’s songs you can 

sing in your car or sing in a small group that you cannot sing with a congregation of five 
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thousand people. It would say, again, I guess it goes back to the style of music ... we 

would want something that sounds like us.”50  

The theology criteria was often mentioned, but never defined by the respondents. 

The clearest definitions of theological correctness were given in the quote above and by a 

leader at Spirit Filled Anglican, who said: “the first thing I always think about is is this 

true from a biblical standpoint? Is what I see in the song reflective of the Bible and the 

truth I see in there?”51 “Biblical” was treated by the respondents as an obvious 

characteristic that went without saying, so thoroughly part of the lingua franca that it 

needed no definition. Since it is a primary criteria for song selection there must be some 

CCM out there that these churches would consider heretical. Yet no examples were 

given. The collusio of the idea of “biblical” is so strong that in these churches even 

though it is important enough to be mentioned first, it is assumed to be completely clear 

in meaning. 

 Singability was the second key criteria, and it reflects the belief that singing 

together promotes congregational unity. Several leaders discussed the importance of 

picking songs that could be sung easily by the average congregant, with criteria such as 

being within an average person’s vocal range and not being overly complex in beat 

structure. For these leaders the criteria of singability keeps worship from becoming a 

                                                 

50 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM, Respondent MND3. 

51 Interview July 29, 2016, 1:00 PM, Respondent SFA4. 
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rock-band style performance with a passive audience of consumers. By picking music 

that they deem technically simple and “singable,” they feel they are encouraging the 

congregation to participate in such a way that they co-create the worship experience and 

enhance corporate unity.  

 The final criteria given in all the churches was the style of the music, as described 

in the section above discussing musical fit. Style was always placed second or third on 

the list, behind theology, but it was the criteria church leaders discussed the most. As one 

leader at Mega Non-Denominational reflected: “you guys are really thoughtful in what 

songs we will and won’t do…. I’ve heard you say. ‘no, that’s not a fit,’ or ‘this one is a 

fit.’ But the message is the first piece of criteria we test, then the style of the song. I think 

that can get flip-flopped in churches. You guys have the order right.”52 New music is 

selected in part because it sounds like music the church is known to already like. 

 The goal of song selection for an individual service, in all of these churches, was 

to take their congregations on a shared journey. A leader at Methodist Church Plant 

described their process in terms of the narrative arc of the service:  

I’ll look at what she’s talking about and I’ll kind of pray about it but I do 

set the service up a least a month ahead of time and usually farther out 

than that and then I’ll tweak and adjust if I’m feeling led. But a lot of 

times it’s just whatever we’re talking about and whatever is going to make 

the service flow well. Like I’ll try to match keys when songs are next to 

each other so there’s not an awkward transition. It depends on what the 

other elements of service are because the goal is for the entire service to 

                                                 

52 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 PM, Respondent MND1. 
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have an arc and to tell a story and for it not to feel like disjointed parts but 

one long arc that weaves through different elements.53 

While the leaders of this church did not describe the specific elements of the narrative arc 

they try to create with music, leaders of other churches did. The leaders at Spirit-filled 

Anglican described their services as “the same trajectory that I think every Anglican 

church would follow.” This trajectory is a narrative arc, powered by the music: 

That trajectory during a service is a retelling of the gospel story and in 

doing that all of us together it’s an embodied walking through that story.... 

Because our liturgy is a little more simple ... the music at [Spirit-filled 

Anglican] helps to move us through that trajectory from who God is and 

what he’s done for us in Christ, our need for grace which brings us to 

confession, to communion, to being sent out into the world.54  

One of the leaders at Mega Non-Denominational also used the term “arc of the 

service” when describing their church criteria for choosing songs. However, this arc is 

not specifically narrative in nature. Instead of the storytelling element above, the arc is 

emotional. They “always want to start celebratory ... and it’ll go different directions 

based on the service. Sometimes we’ll have moments that are contemplative and soft and 

slow as people are reflecting on what their response might be but we typically start and 

end with celebration, with good news.”55 For this church, emotional management, 

                                                 

53 Interview June 28, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent MCP1. 

54 Interview June 29, 2016, 1:00 PM, Respondent SFA1. 

55 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM, Respondent MND4. 
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discussed in Chapter Five, is embedded into the liturgy of the service itself. While the 

Baptist leaders did not mention a specific arc or trajectory, one of their lay leaders did: 

Something we learned in Drive from North Point is they have a Funnel of 

Love, they call it. They start out broad based and excited and then as you 

get closer to the sermon you funnel it down until it’s worshipful, worship 

centered and it gets you in the mood and ready to receive the sermon. So 

it’s an art to doing it, you know, how you arrange the songs and the music. 

And I think they do a good job of that.56 

The “Funnel of Love” is the key liturgical strategy of North Point Community Church, a 

non-denominational church that also maintains a church planting network and sponsors 

conferences on church growth, such as the Drive Conference. The Funnel is defined by a 

broadly engaging opening that generates emotions, which are then focused through music 

and media to prepare the congregation to respond emotionally to the sermon.57 

 Thus, while music may be selected for its theology, singability and style are also 

key criteria for churches, as the goal of the music in the service is to draw the entire 

congregation into a spiritual journey. This journey is one in which the emotions of the 

congregation are leveraged, or one in which the congregation steps into a narrative with a 

clear trajectory for them to follow. The selection of songs is thus key for creating a sense 

of congregational unity during the service and for shaping the congregants religious 

                                                 

56 Interview Feb. 25, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB3. 

57 “Be Rich 2011 Opener,” Inside North Point, October 31, 2011, 

http://insidenorthpoint.org/serviceprogramming/2011/10/31/be-rich-2011-opener/. 
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experience into the ideal for the community. The music creates a shared religious 

experience that strengthens community bonds. 

 

Lyrical Change 

Question: Has the leadership of the church ever changed the words to a popular song to 

make it fit their theology better? 

 The intent of this question was to delve further into both the theological rationales 

for song selection and the churches’ respective relationships to popular religious music. 

The responses varied widely. Two churches, Suburban Southern Baptist Church and 

Methodist Church Plant, were immediately opposed to the idea of changing the lyrics of a 

song.58 The leaders at the Baptist church were opposed on the grounds that it is illegal to 

change the words, and said: “if we need to change something in a song, we’ll just pick a 

different song.”59 The Methodist church expressed the same sentiment of choosing a 

different song rather than changing lyrics, but on the grounds of artistic integrity. One 

leader stated:  

                                                 

58 The focus group interviews for this study were done at four Charleston, SC churches. They 

included: 1) an established non-denominational megachurch with campus locations throughout the 

Charleston metro area, hereafter Mega Non-Denominational or MND, 2) a small Methodist church in a 

Charleston suburb, hereafter Methodist Church Plant or MCP, 3) the small downtown Charleston campus 

of a local charismatic Anglican church, hereafter Spirit-Filled Anglican or SFA, and 4) a large, established 

Southern Baptist church in a Charleston suburb, hereafter Suburban Southern Baptist or SSB. 

59 Interview Feb. 18, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent SSB3.  
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I’m categorically opposed to that. I think it’s disingenuous. As a 

songwriter it would bother me. The process to get to where we’re singing 

it, we don’t just pull it out of the air. If it’s on the list then it’s already been 

vetted and we’re not going to. We’re not surprised by anything that’s on 

our list, because there’s a process to even get there. But as a songwriter, I 

would get offended if someone changed my lyrics. So we don’t do that to 

other people. We either sing the song how it’s written or we don’t sing it. 

There’s not real middle ground there.60 

For both of these churches, songs exist as independent cultural media that can be selected 

for use, but not changed. 

 In contrast, both Spirit-Filled Anglican and Mega Non-Denominational admitted 

to changing lyrics to songs, but emphasized that they only made minor changes. An 

Anglican church leader gave this example: “There was one. It’s mainly if it’s a 

theological issue. For example this one song, the idea was ‘as we usher in your kingdom’ 

and I changed it to ‘as you’ meaning God, as you God ‘usher in your kingdom’ because I 

think that’s true, and the other is not true. So very, very rarely.”61 They avoided changing 

lyrics to reinforce congregational participation, “because if you change the lyrics, it’s 

tough for someone to go to a different church and sing that same song.”62 For the non-

denominational church, changes were driven by art rather than theology: “we’ve 

definitely talked through some lyrics and we’ve even changes lyrics that we weren’t 

                                                 

60 Interview June 28, 2016, 2:00 PM, Respondent MCP1. 

61 Interview June 29, 2016, 1:00 PM, Respondent SFA1. 

62 Ibid. 
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comfortable with, not because it wasn’t biblical, but just because we didn’t necessarily 

like how it was being said.”63 Here, the issue is style rather than theology. 

 Despite these differences in opinion as to why and whether to change lyrics, one 

consistent theme ran through the responses: the selection process. Each church, no matter 

the response to the question, began by referring back to the process of selecting music. 

The idea conveyed is that by going through songs well ahead of time and having 

consistent criteria for selection, they eliminate most of the need to adjust lyrics. They 

already have a set of vetted songs they all agree on. This speaks to the importance of the 

selection criteria discussed above. Care and effort are put into the selection process to 

present the churches with music that is a good fit for them in theology, ability, and style.  

 Another consistent topic came up in the interviews in response to this question: 

the problem of the song “How He Loves.” This song was written by John Mark 

MacMillan in 2002, copyrighted by him in 2005, and quickly thereafter covered by 

several other CCM artists, including Kim Walker and David Crowder*Band.64 The 

popularity of David Crowder*Band is such that in 2009 their rendition of the song 

reached the Billboard Hot Christian songs chart at number eight, and as of December 

                                                 

63 Interview May 26, 2016, 9:30 AM, Respondent MND3. 

64 John Mark McMillan, “How He Loves, David Crowder, and Sloppy Wet Kisses…,” 

Johnmarkmcmillan, September 14, 2009, https://johnmarkmcmillan.wordpress.com/2009/09/14/how-he-

loves-david-crowder-and-sloppy-wet-kisses/. 
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2016 it was still in the top thirty songs on CCLI’s Top One-Hundred Worship Songs.65 

The song is controversial because David Crowder*Band changed the lyrics to it, and so 

worship leaders who sing the popular song must choose between the versions. The 

original song included the line “So Heaven meets earth / Like a sloppy wet kiss,” but 

Crowder (with McMillan’s permission) changed the line to “So Heaven meets earth / 

Like an unforeseen kiss.”66  

 The competing versions of the popular song have created enough conversation 

about the issue of changing lyrics that it was brought up repeatedly in my interviews in 

response to this question. The non-denominational church uses the unforeseen kiss 

version while the Baptist church had used both, again citing the fact that Crowder had 

gone through the proper legal channels to change the song, but saying they felt the 

metaphor of sloppy wet kiss was less acceptable to their key demographic. The Anglican 

church leaders also expressed a preference for unforeseen kiss, saying “Frankly, I can’t 

see many guys wanting a sloppy wet kiss from anyone besides their wives. To me 

unforeseen is better,” but in practice they avoid the controversy by skipping the offending 

verse.67 The leaders of the Methodist church had heard of the controversy but had never 

                                                 

65 “David Crowder Band,” Billboard.com, n.d., http://www.billboard.com/artist/300425/david-

crowder-band/chart?f=355; “CCLI Top 100,” SongSelect by CCLI, December 15, 2016, 

https://songselect.ccli.com/search/results?List=top100. 

66 McMillan, “How He Loves, David Crowder, and Sloppy Wet Kisses….” 

67 Interview June 29, 2016, 1:00 PM, Respondent SFA1. 
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used the song in worship. The conflict created by the different versions of the song thus 

provide an excellent window into concerns over song lyrics – the acceptability of a 

particular metaphor for faith by the constituents of a church drives use by church leaders. 

If the leaders think a congregant can’t identify with God giving him a sloppy wet kiss, 

they will not use the song. Thus, it is not just taste for particular musical styles that act as 

markers of distinction in these churches. Language does as well, particularly the 

metaphors for interaction with the divine. A metaphor that might jar a congregant’s 

sensibilities is rejected so that it does not interfere with the sense of social cohesion. 

 

New and Original Music 

Question: Where does the musical leadership at the church find new music, and how big 

of a priority is this in your church? Has your congregation or a member of your church 

ever created new music specifically for your church? Why did they do this, and how was 

it received? 

 Each of these churches was selected for this study, in part, because they had 

released an album of worship music in the past few years. While it might seem that this 

would imply that there are artists at these churches creating new music, as Chapter Seven 

demonstrated, that is not necessarily the case. Many churches release records of cover 

songs or of older hymns. Thus, these questions were designed to gain insight into the 

relationship between church identity and the creation and consumption of new music.  
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 Most of the churches expressed that the creation of new music was vital to the life 

of the global church. In the words of one of the leaders from the Anglican church: 

If new songs were not coming out of the church that would raise red flags 

for me. We are creative people and we’ve been given gift. There is 

something in us that wants to cry out and meet with the Lord, whether in a 

prayer and thanksgiving, praising his name. And so there should be this 

place with every new generation there are new songs. So yes, if the church 

is not writing new songs there’s a problem. New music is very 

important.68  

A variety of other rationales were given for the importance of new music. Writing new 

music is a duty of the local church as “the creative expression of God in this world,” as a 

responsible use of talents given to the people by God, and as authentic self-representation 

by the local church, because “just like when I preach, I don’t take somebody else’s stuff. 

I would be inauthentic.”69 It is “really important if we’re going to stay relevant,” and the 

“opportunity to be a blessing to other congregations is a driving force in it too.”70 

However, most church leaders in the focus groups expressed a tension between 

the desire to use new music and the need to cultivate a stable canon of songs for their 

congregations. The Anglican leader went on immediately to say: 

But I don’t care about incorporating the latest and greatest, and even then 

the greatest to me is: is it Biblical and can the congregation sing it. And so 

yes, I love incorporating new songs but I definitely don’t throw out the old 

because there’s such richness there as well. Those songs have already been 

picked over and the songs that have survived are the good ones from the 
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old set. Honestly it’s a place I struggle to keep up with ... and that’s really 

just because of time. I would like for it not to be but it is further down on 

my priority list. But I’m not looking to introduce a new song every week 

because it’s a lot for people to take in and learn.71 

These three concerns run throughout all the responses to this question: the impossibility 

of keeping up with all the new music produced by the industry, the desire to keep “good” 

older music in rotation, and the need to not overwhelm congregants with unfamiliar 

music. Thus, church leaders must balance their priorities. The Baptist church was 

emphatic about this, emphasizing that they only “try to do one, tops two new songs a 

month,” and earlier, in response to the question about criteria for choosing music, one 

leader said “if we’re introducing a new song, we need to say ‘this is a new song’ so that 

people aren’t confused.”72 

 This tension between a desire or a felt theological imperative to create new songs 

and the practicalities of congregational ministry was also reflected in the actual practices 

of writing new music in these congregations. Both the Anglican church and the Methodist 

church reported that while they have active songwriters as members of their congregation 

or their worship team, those songwriters have not yet written worship songs for their 

church. However, they both expressed a desire to explore that possibility in the future. 

The Baptist church had more experience with writing music, but did not see it as 

important to their current church life:  

                                                 

71 Ibid. 
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In the past we’ve had a person or two who’ve written music and other 

team members have come around and helped compose around that or put 

it together to be a song and we ended up playing it and telling the story to 

the church of how it came to be, of how we wrote the song, and we played 

it in front of the church and we sang it a few times together. And there’s 

another song in process that one of the team members is working on. So 

it’s not something that we would discourage by any means but it’s also not 

something that right this minute we’re able to resource really well. Do we 

see it in where we’re going? Sure, we’d love to make that for folks who 

are gifted or that’s the way they worship. We’re not resourcing it now.73 

For all three of these churches, creating new music was seen as an excellent pursuit, but 

not their key concern.  

 In contrast, the non-denominational church had a developed system for writing 

original songs in which the worship leader worked with songwriters in the church to 

finish songs. They also saw songwriting as a priority for their congregation for the sense 

of church unity it provides: 

I’m not above borrowing content, but I think that the music that’s written 

out of this church is in a lot of ways a soundtrack of what God’s doing in 

this church. There are some years that are really hard, and we deal with 

tragedy and we deal with loss and we’ve got several songs that have been 

written out of that difficult place that our church can rally around. I’m 

thinking of ... a tragic death that we dealt with in the church that one of 

our worship leaders wrote a song that reminded us of God’s presence 

during those difficult times and that became really the solid anthem that 

we clung to.... There are certainly other songs we could have chosen that 

would have helped up walk through that but it was really meaningful to 

have a song that was written by one of us that was specifically born out of 

the situation in our church. And there are great years, celebratory years 

and we’ve written some great songs.... We’ve done series. Recently for 

example we did a book study ... and the team wrote a song ... that 

obviously was written out of the book.... And that became a really great 
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song that we used during that series and we continue to use to this day. It 

reminds us of a season we were going through as a church.74  

For this church, the practice of songwriting is a way of encoding church identity and 

history into an easily recognizable form. Just like the soundtrack to a movie, the songs 

are connected to particular moods and events, which can then be referenced later through 

the musical motif. In this way, churches are tapping into the usage of music in aural piety 

for memory described in Chapter Six, in which individuals use songs from significant 

events in their spiritual journeys to trigger memories and reconnect to past spiritual 

selves. 

This is significant to understanding the role of church-written music. A significant 

part of its power is that it requires a consistent congregational presence to have its full 

effect. For long-term congregants, the songs hearken back to important moments in the 

life of the congregation, increasing a sense of unity by evoking their shared history. But if 

a song is written about a particular sermon series or tragedy in the life of a church, a 

newcomer would not remember the event to which the song is pointing. The newcomer 

would miss the spiritual capital (experiential knowledge of the history of the 

congregation) being displayed in the music when she missed the reference to the event. 

As with elite art, there are multiple levels to the text, the higher of which can only be 

discerned by cultural elites who have invested capital in learning to read the symbols in 
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the text. In music-making churches, the spiritual capital obtained by being a cultural 

insider is vital to experiencing the music fully. 

 However, a sense of connection to a particular church created by this type of 

music is not just a function of congregational persistence. The leaders of the church went 

on: 

I think about having kids and having seen other people’s kids and whatnot. 

And if you see a kid sing a song, like a five year old, it’s so cute to see 

them learn a song from some artist on the radio. But if you have a five 

year old or a ten year old that wrote this kind of janky not that great but 

cute song, it’s like the greatest thing ever. There’s just the connection of 

the creation and you know that person and it’s your child or your niece or 

your nephew or whatever and you connect with it. And I feel that too here. 

I feel like we write good songs. You know? None of the songs to this day 

have gone across the world and sold ten million singles or something. But 

they connect with our people just as much or if not better than a song that 

might be a quote-unquote better written song, which is all opinion. But the 

connection is there because it’s coming from the people you know and you 

see every day. And I think that’s important. Instead of just having a 

worship team that is doing the best covering other churches’ songs, to 

have that connection where your worship leaders, your worship pastors, 

are writing music. There’s just a connection there. There are people that 

literally are like that is such a cool song, that you guys wrote that, that is 

what’s cool about that song.75  

Music composed by members of the church is perceived as more authentic and more 

immediate, even if the congregant is not connected to the history of the church encoded 

in the song. This language of authenticity also reflects the impact of the secular music 

field. As discussed in Chapter Three, perceived authenticity has become increasingly 
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important in the field of music over the past century as a result of recording technologies, 

whether that authenticity is actual or constructed. In creating original music, these 

churches are tapping into the power of historical narratives of the life of the church to 

create a sense of unity while also leveraging the status of “authentic” on the musical field.  

This answer by the leader of the non-denominational church also reinforces the 

theories proposed at the end of Chapter Seven. The other three churches in these focus 

groups were all denominational churches, affiliated with the Anglican, Methodist, and 

Southern Baptist denominations. In their answers to this question, representatives of these 

congregations expressed a desire to write original music, but did not feel that it was a 

priority for their churches as long as someone in the global church was writing new 

music somewhere. However, in parallel to the higher percentages of original music found 

in the large sample of worship records, the non-denominational leaders felt original 

music was necessary to the identity of their local church, and they acted on it. This 

reiterates the conclusion of Chapter Seven: musical practices are different in non-

denominational churches because those churches have a heightened need for cultural 

products to reinforce congregational identity. The next question in the focus groups 

directly addresses the phenomenon of worship albums, and provides a potential answer to 

how such music creates identity for churches. 
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Worship Albums 

Question: Your church created a worship album within the past few years. Why did you 

create the album? What was the process like? What challenges did you face? How was it 

received? Would you do it again? 

 This final set of questions explored in greater detail the selected churches’ 

understanding of the purpose of creating an original worship release, separate from 

creating new music for use in worship services. As they answered this question, the 

respondents repeated many of the rationales they gave for writing new music: making an 

album is a way to facilitate connection with the church and to express authentic local 

worship. But consistently across all four churches, one key idea that was unique to the 

creation of worship albums was the idea that such recordings have an impact outside the 

walls of the church. 

 For the non-denominational church and the Anglican church, the albums function 

as a way of sharing the life of their church with other churches, “to be a blessing beyond 

our walls ... to serve others and put our hand to the plow and offer what we’ve been 

given.”76 A leader at the non-denominational church used the same language of blessing: 

“there is an opportunity to be a blessing to other congregations ... the opportunity to be a 

blessing to some church in Mogadishu, that’s a cool thing to be a part of and to actually 
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put your stamp on someone else’s God experience.... We want to be able to provide 

resources for the congregation within our walls and outside of our walls globally.”77 

 For these churches, the idea of album creation as giving to or resourcing the 

church is directly tied up with the concept that in a recording, you can experience the life 

of the church. The non-denominational leader went on to say:  

what’s driving that for me is resourcing people to connect with God. And 

so that is why you make an album. Because people can come to church 

and hear it on the weekend, but it’s the same reason why people buy 

albums. You go to the latest Chris Stapleton concert or whatever and you 

hear it and you’re like I want to feel that at home. So I purchase this 

resource so that I can have that experience at home. And I think that 

worship music is far more important of a resource than, you know, a lot of 

those other genres.78 

While the Anglican leader did not directly describe the purpose of the music in these 

terms, the congregants did almost exclusively. One congregant said: 

But the album, when I listen to it because the voices are familiar and it has 

a way of taking me to that moment and that reflection so much more 

powerfully than when you hear a song that is just recorded by somebody 

random. So I think that what can be powerful about [the] recording is 

when it’s somebody you’re in worship with Sunday it has that capability. 

It is a family and this is someone you know and when you’re hearing it in 

your car or at home it has a way of bringing you to that moment of where 

you were when you heard that live or what you were praying about and 

makes it a lot more vivid for me.79 
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The ephemeral experience of a service at a particular church is captured in the album, so 

that the congregants can experience the service outside of the walls of the church and so 

reinforce their connection to the congregation. The albums thus reinforce the sense of 

unity and the shared religious habitus created in the service. 

 The Baptist and Methodist churches also spoke of recordings in terms of sharing 

and giving, but they spoke of the usefulness of the album as an evangelistic tool. A 

Baptist leader said that in part, their release “was created for people to give the CD’s 

away as evangelism. So if they have friend who loves music they can give them a copy of 

our CD and go wow, I didn’t know church had real musicians and real singers, this isn’t 

what I grew up with. So it was an evangelistic opportunity.”80 The Methodist church did 

not create their album with the intent of creating an outreach tool, but rather as a spur-of-

the-moment concept. But when I asked how the church responded to the release, a leader 

exclaimed: 

They love it! They were so excited for it. They’ve celebrated it. What was 

really fun was to hear the stories of all the people that people were giving 

away CDs to. We had people buy stacks every week and give them out 

every week. ‘Oh, well I gave all mine out last week! I need more!’ We 

have one guy that buys ten every week and just gives them all away to 

different people and it’s become an invitation tool.81 

The congregants at both of these churches were enthusiastic about using the albums as 

evangelistic tools. When I mentioned the albums, often even before I had the chance to 
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finish the question, at least one congregant would begin telling me how many CDs she 

had bought or given away, and it would usually be followed by more lengthy stories 

about the people to whom she had given albums. One congregant responded to my 

question with an excited “I’ve got a bunch in my closet! You want one?”82 Congregants 

described giving CDs to out of town friends and sharing CDs with people who are 

moving to the area and looking for a church. They put the albums in gifts, welcome 

packets, and charity donations. In this practice, these churches are recapitulating the 

instrumental use of music for evangelism that characterized the creation of CCM as a 

genre, as discussed in Chapter Four. The music is a tool to be used, rather than just art to 

be enjoyed. 

 And yet, as with the other churches, the giving away of albums is intertwined with 

the idea of the recording as a tangible representation of the life of the church. One Baptist 

leader summed up with “it’s something you can put in someone’s hands and say ‘here’s 

the people we worship with, give this a listen and see what you think.”83 A Methodist 

leader gave a similar response: 

We have the podcast of the sermons, and so a lot of people when they 

invite someone, they’re like go listen to a podcast, get a taste for what it’s 

all about…. But it’s such as small taste of who are to just listen to one 

person talk for thirty minutes. And so for a lot of people their ability to put 

a CD in someone’s hands or to tell them to go on ITunes and listen or ... 

find this and check this out, this is our church. I think there is a sense of 

identity in that for people. So we’ve just seen a lot of excitement about 
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that. We’ve watched people buy them for end of the year teacher gifts, 

some people bought them for Mother’s Day gifts and Father’s Day gifts…. 

This is a terrible word that I think we’re scared to use in the church, but 

there’s a sense of pride for a lot of people. This is our church. Check out 

our band. Again, it’s not about us but I’m unashamed to say we want as 

many people to come as possible because we want people to know Christ 

and this is a tool to say “check this out, it’s awesome” and it’s an open 

door for someone to step in. I’m not at all afraid to do that.84 

The album, as a physical representation of the identity of the church, serves as an 

intermediary between the church and the world. Taken this way, it is almost 

incarnational, “a lot of the culture of [this church] and really the heart of worship and the 

spirit of the Lord that our church feeds into,”85 distilled into a small material object that 

can leave the sacred space of the church to enter the world, and then, on playing, 

reconstitute that spirit on profane ground. Its perceived power lies in its identification 

with the church itself, in the belief that to experience the recording is to experience the 

worship of the church. 

 

Conclusion: The Doxa of Worship and Album Practice 

 In the creation of church worship albums, the entire set of practices, doxa, and 

collusio surrounding music in these churches is reproduced in miniature.86 Throughout 
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the focus groups, leaders and congregants emphasized that musical familiarity and 

demographic/stylistic fit binds a congregant to the church. Pastors’ assertions that music 

styles should be taken from popular music, from commonly shared culture, are an 

example of this idea. This is also the case when music leaders adjust the lyrics of songs 

so that congregants will not experience cognitive dissonance, as well as when they 

balance congregational familiarity against the impetus to create new music. Albums, read 

as a means of deepening a congregation’s connection to the church by increasing their 

familiarity with the music and reproducing the church outside of the walls of the church, 

are yet another example of the idea that music, when selected carefully, binds people to a 

church. 

 A second concept appearing throughout these interviews is the idea that music is a 

tool for outreach. In this idea, the portability of music as material culture and the ability 

of sound to penetrate environments combines with the pleasure of music to create a 

uniquely powerful way of engaging in evangelism, in the evangelical perspective. This 

idea appears most clearly when music is cited as a way of opening people’s hearts and 

preparing them to hear from God. It also shows up in pastors’ concerns for demographic 

fit, in the idea that understanding and adjusting to a church’s local musical culture will 

lower barriers to people who are interested in joining the church. In albums, this concept 
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that music is a powerful outreach tool comes to its full fruition. The power of music to 

prepare people to hear from the sacred becomes portable, able to leave the walls of the 

church and truly reach out.   

The combination of outreach and fit in the practice of church music means church 

worship albums also leverage taste to pre-select new members. A person who is 

interested in the church and listens to their record may like the music and come to the 

church, but she may also dislike it and decide not to attend on that basis. Thus, albums 

circulating as a medium of outreach serve to filter the local community. Taste functions 

in its role of social distinction as albums draw in only those individuals whose habituses 

are already predisposed towards the structures of the church present in the music.  

 The doxa of worship albums, in both the focus on familiarity/fit and the use of 

music for outreach, is reinforced and underscored by the idea that church music serves as 

an expression of the identity of a church, which is distilled further into the recording. 

This expression of identity appears in the emphasis on thoughtful selection of a corpus of 

vetted worship songs fitting a congregation’s particular theology and style. It appears in 

the concept that writing new music serves as a historical record for a church, as well as an 

expression of authenticity. Selecting and creating music, church leaders actively build the 

religious identities of their congregations. Albums multiply that effect. Created objects 

distilled from a congregation’s selected songs, they bear the imprint of church identity so 

strongly that a congregant can listen to an album and say “this is my church.”
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CHAPTER 9 

CONCLUSION: AURAL PIETY AND THE SHAPING OF EVANGELICALS 

 

“Church music, Church music 

Change the world, change the soul 

Turn it up, here we go, here we go 

Yours is the story that saves 

With a majestic feel building at a steady pace” 

David Crowder*Band “Church Music – Dance[!]”1 

 

 In Chapter Two, I defined aural piety as the set of practices, attitudes, and ideas 

invested in music that structure and evoke the experience of the sacred. As I have 

demonstrated in the chapters that followed, American evangelicals have a distinct form of 

aural piety surrounding Christian contemporary music. The practices are manifold. On 

any given Sunday morning, in Protestant churches across the United States, Christian 

contemporary music is used as liturgical music, as it has been for the past fifty years. The 

offerings of genre begun by hippies in Southern California is parsed by pastors and 

worship leaders, who choose songs that they feel are singable, theologically correct, and a 

good stylistic fit for their congregations’ musical preferences. They carefully lay out a 
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narrative of faith and emotional experience for their congregants, to reinforce a sense of 

unity in their congregations. They even go so far as to write original music for their 

churches, expressions of the shared religious experiences of their congregations. 

 But such “church music” practice does not begin or end there. Evangelicals listen 

to Christian contemporary music from radio stations and YouTube playlists. They listen 

in their cars, in their offices, in their homes. The music penetrates their lives, working in 

the background to manage emotions during the tedious tasks of the day and offering the 

devotees opportunities to focus attention on the music, to experience the divine lurking 

under the everyday. Socialized into the practice, devotees experience such listening as 

proof of their relationship with the sacred and use it to signal their religious status to 

others. In intimate webs of relationships, devotees listen with family and friends, hoping 

for the sacred power of the music to shape those relationships. They listen to the music 

created by the CCM industry, but they also listen to worship albums recorded by their 

local churches, and give those albums to others. This set of musical practices is part of 

aural piety, as it exists among evangelicals who listen to Christian contemporary music.  

 These practices of listening shape evangelicals into a few characteristic 

dispositions or attitudes. The first is the effects of emotional management. Partaking in a 

long history of American Protestants using music to cultivate religiously preferred 

emotional states, the preferred attitude of CCM devotees is one of joyful peace. In church 

services and in individual listening, the listeners claim that the music shapes their 

emotions, removing negative emotions and inclining them towards positive emotions 
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conducive to faith. The music also contributes to the formation of evangelicals’ habituses 

by supporting other religious practices. In the frame of mind created by the music, 

devotees feel a greater disposition towards prayer, Bible reading, and recalling faith 

events. The shaping of the habitus by the music creates an attitude in which these other 

practices are perceived to be easier to perform. 

 This set of practice and attitudes are supported by a set of ideas about the nature 

of music and the nature of humanity, the collusio of Christian contemporary music. 

Music is proclaimed to be a powerful force with the ability to shape the human mind, no 

matter what one’s culture or religious preferences. This power comes not from specific 

lyrics or tones, but is understood by devotees to come from the created order. 

Evangelicals believe humans were created to worship, and in a simple act of conflating 

worship with singing, they believe humans were created to sing. They place music at the 

heart of what it is to be human, with song as the natural response of the heart turned 

towards God. Thus constructed as an integral part of the human psyche, they perceive 

music to be one of the most important forms of religious shaping. This drives the impulse 

to produce music and to reject bad music by churches. If music is so intensely powerful 

in religious practice, then that power must be handled carefully and correctly to avoid the 

equally powerful effects of music gone wrong. And so churches carefully choose new 

music and produce their own music, tailoring the sounds to their congregations. 

 These practices, attitudes, and ideas then shape the evangelical experience of the 

sacred. The divinity constructed by the lyrics and the practices of Christian contemporary 
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music is both benevolent and interactive. Because the music can be listened to anywhere, 

the divine can be potentially found anywhere, imbuing all places with the possibility of 

the sacred. This points to one characteristic of the interactive divine experienced by CCM 

devotees – it is a deity that breaks through. It breaks through ordinary life, creating sacred 

moments when the music is played in the background. It breaks through peoples’ hearts, 

opening people to religious experiences when music is played in church services. It 

breaks through boundaries, when albums leave churches to enter the world and 

recapitulate the church service there. Yet CCM listeners also experience this sacred as 

benevolently loving. The divine they experience in these moments of breakthrough is, 

they say, seeking to bless them. In interaction with this God, they claim that their bodies, 

minds, and relationships are healed.  

 At the same time, this practice of listening has consequences. As Bourdieu so 

often noted, the tastes which embody social distinctions are also weapons of social 

warfare, particularly between classes. As music industry executives construct “Annie” 

and local church leaders construct their imaginary congregants, entire social classes, 

genders, and races are excluded or marginalized. Even the listening practices, as enacted 

by some lay listeners, have a tinge of symbolic violence. As listeners use the music to 

create peace in difficult situations, they are resigning themselves to those situations.  

Thus they remove the option of acting against the unjust social structures which are often 

at the root of their struggles.  
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 For participants in this form of aural piety, the practices, ideas, attitudes, and 

experiences come together to form a self-reinforcing whole pervading all aspects of life. 

Despite the amount of effort put into training children to listen, it feels “natural” in a way 

that elides the socialization processes necessary to teach someone to listen in this way. 

Aural piety is thus a key aspect of the doxa of evangelicalism. 

 

Reflections, Contributions, and Further Questions for Study 

 The centrality of aural piety and its concomitant practices of listening and music-

making discussed here contributes to the growing field of lived religion by exploring the 

ways in which popular religious practices create, mold, and display belief. Studies of 

popular material culture and religion, such as those of Colleen McDannell and David 

Morgan, have already explored this dynamic for popular art. This study serves to extend 

their work into the realm of popular religious music. While CCM may be an industrial 

product and reviled as commercial pablum by religious and cultural elites alike, the 

devotees who find spiritual significance in the genre tell another story. When placed in 

the context of aural piety, the music becomes a source of divine encounter and spiritual 

shaping as it molds the listener towards an ideal religious disposition and announces the 

listener’s spiritual status for all to hear. Further research is warranted to determine if the 

aspects of aural piety described here hold true for other religious communities and styles 

of religious music. 
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 Secondly, this project has contributed to the field of Bourdieusian scholarship on 

religion by bringing together Bourdieu’s work on musical taste as a form of social 

distinction with his work on the religious field. To my knowledge, these have not been 

combined in a comprehensive manner as of yet. In individual’s use of CCM to display 

religious status and churches’ creation of albums as statements of corporate identity, 

musical taste and status on the religious field combine. Hopefully in the future this too 

can be extended to other genres of religious music and religious institutions, to further 

investigate relationship between religious-musical practices and statements of social 

distinction.  

 Finally, much more research is warranted on the topic of church-made worship 

albums, and the related topics of the use of technology in churches and non-

denominational church networks. This study reveals a strong relationship between them, 

with non-denominational churches affiliated in church planting networks using 

technologies like self-published worship albums to create a stronger sense of 

congregational identity. As the impact of technology on Protestant churches in America 

is likely to continue to deepen, locally-produced religious music albums can provide a 

window into the dynamics of musical production, gender, and digital media in religious 

communities and networks. 

 In addition to these contributions and general areas of further study, two other 

themes were present in this work which deserve further reflection, and hopefully further 

study. The first is the role of religious music in dealing with suffering, particularly 
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medicalized dying. While CCM is accurately noted as having few specific accounts of 

suffering, the testimonials revealed that adherents are finding the music particularly 

useful for coping with illness and death. Playing CCM in hospital rooms appears to be a 

common practice, which could be a means for asserting identity and creating a sense of 

home in the depersonalized world of modern medicine. The use of CCM and other 

religious musics by those coping with illness and death is a potentially fruitful line for 

further inquiry. 

 The history detailed in Chapters Three and Four also raises questions about the 

relationship between genres of Protestant sacred music in the United States. As I 

demonstrated, CCM is the product of several genres, including southern gospel and 

contemporary gospel. In church practice, these genres tend to be siloed. Churches pick 

one genre and eschew the others, in order to create a stronger sense of congregational 

identity. And yet there is overlap, not only in the history of the genres but also in lay 

listening habits and in the industry. In the focus groups, several CCM listeners reported 

listening to other genres of religious music regularly. In the industry, there has been 

interplay between CCM, contemporary gospel, and southern gospel, which can be seen in 

recordings such as David Crowder*Band’s techno remix of Bill Gaither’s “Because He 

Lives,” which included a duet between Crowder and Gaither, and in the growing 

popularity of Christian rappers such as Lecrae and Tedashii. This raises the question of 

the relationship between these genres. The siloing of music in churches indicates that 

each genre may be associated with a different type of aural piety, nuanced towards the 
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needs and inclinations of particular denominations, yet the genres are clearly still 

interconnected. Further research is needed both from the industry end, to understand the 

dynamics of cross-genre artist collaboration, and from the audience end to determine if 

there are differences in the underlying systems of aural piety. 

 Finally, this project has been haunted by questions of race and social class. As 

was noted by Martin Luther King Jr. in his sermon at the National Cathedral on March 

31, 1968, eleven o’clock on Sunday morning is the most segregated hour in America. The 

siloing of musical genres in churches reflects that fact, and it makes the listening habits of 

aural piety that much more important for understanding the relationship between religion 

and race in the United States. The churches that use CCM, the performers, and the 

respondents in my focus groups were all almost uniformly white and middle class. It is 

possible to speculate that aural piety as it is practiced in these churches is contributing to 

the segregation of Sunday mornings, as churches use music to reinforce “fit” and 

congregants listening to their worship albums hear only the voices of those socially like 

them. In the wake of the Mother Emmanuel shootings, the confluence of race and class 

and church in American culture is not something that can be taken lightly. To the extent 

that religious music plays a role in creating and reinforcing those identities, it must be 

taken seriously in the effort to understand others and bring peace.    
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APPENDIX:  
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The songs in this list were chosen to accompany Chapter Four, the history of 
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Stuart Townend, “In Christ Alone,” composed by Stuart Townend and Keith Getty, Lord 

of Every Heart, Integrity Music, 2002, https://youtu.be/RCeSOY5tisI. 

Ray Repp, “Shout from the Highest Mountain,” Mass for Young Americans. FEL Church 

Publications, 1965, https://youtu.be/de-3tmSPk3c. 

The Edwin Hawkins Singers, “Oh Happy Day,” Oh Happy Day. Pavilion Records, 1969. 

https://youtu.be/ihGHltBuBBI. 

Andraé Crouch and the Disciples, “Everywhere,” Take the Message Everywhere, Light 

Records, 1970, https://youtu.be/gg27rBJ4pYE. 
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Records, 1965, https://youtu.be/vT5UzioAb1w. 

Yvonne Elliman, “I Don’t Know How to Love Him,” composed by Andrew Lloyd 

Webber, Jesus Christ Superstar, Universal Pictures, 1973, 

https://youtu.be/G9S072UBKYs. 

“Thou Art Worthy” by Scripture in Song, Thou Art Worthy, Scripture in Song, 1970, 

https://youtu.be/WhxE_j7lSao. 

The Crusaders, “Make a Joyful Noise,” Make a Joyful Noise with Drums and Guitars, 

Tower, 1966, https://youtu.be/iLsVL4NzYcM. 

Larry Norman, “I Wish We’d All Been Ready,” Upon this Rock, Solid Rock Records, 

1969, https://youtu.be/joLbkbXEVHA. 

Mylon LeFevre and Alvin Lee, “On the Road to Freedom,” On the Road to Freedom, 

Columbia Records, 1973, https://youtu.be/j4YMmSvDz9w.  

Various Artists, “Holy Holy Holy,” The Everlasting Living Jesus Music Concert, 

Maranatha! Music, 1971, https://youtu.be/zwqaA37ccfc. 

Love Song, “Feel the Love,” Love Song, Calvary Chapel, 1972, 

https://youtu.be/G1zl0HqXrso. 
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Resurrection Band, “We Can See,” in Music to Raise the Dead, Indepenent, 1974, 

https://youtu.be/-blY6hK45mg. 

Randy Matthews, “Sunny Day,” in All I Am Is What You See, Myrrh, 1972, 

https://youtu.be/tPTxPu4iq2M. 

John Michael Talbot, “He is Risen,” John Michael Talbot, Sparrow, 1976, 

https://youtu.be/F-FVC9TxQHs. 

Children of the Day, “For Those Tears I Cried,” by Marsha Stevens, Come to the Waters, 

1971, https://youtu.be/Np8GJGZ3Vv8. 

Johnny Cash, “I Saw Men as Trees Walking,” Jesus Sound Explosion, Campus Crusade 

for Christ, 1972, https://youtu.be/pk8R_NulUIA. 

Keith Green, “Oh Lord, You’re Beautiful,” So You Wanna Go Back to Egypt?, Pretty 

Good, 1980, https://youtu.be/JQ3lvN4tQmY. 

Stryper, “To Hell with the Devil,” To Hell with the Devil, Enigma, 1986, 

https://youtu.be/l18KIdZ_pDc. 

2nd Chapter of Acts, “Which Way the Wind Blows,” Together Live, Sparrow Records, 
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Modern Hymns and Classic Songs, Maranatha! Music, 2013, 

https://youtu.be/2Z5pvVXUGTY. 

Amy Grant, “El Shaddai,” by Michel Card and John Thompson, Age to Age, Myrrh, 

1982, https://youtu.be/ME_34jwnErs. 

Peter Cetera and Amy Grant, “Next Time I Fall in Love,” by Bobby Caldwell and Peter 

Gordon, single, Warner Brothers, 1986, https://youtu.be/eJwI7x-bRJU. 

Michael W. Smith, “Go West Young Man,” Go West Young Man, Reunion Records, 

1990, https://youtu.be/Sj42Xh0Zaak. 

Tonio K. “Without Love,” Notes from the Lost Civilization, What? Records, 1988, 

https://youtu.be/bizZYkdDJl4. 

Mr. Mister, “Kyrie,” Welcome to the Real World, RCA, 1985, 

https://youtu.be/9NDjt4FzFWY. 

U2, “Where the Streets Have No Name,” Joshua Tree, Island Records, 1987, 
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Bob Dylan, “Gotta Serve Somebody,” Slow Train Coming, Columbia Records, 1979, 
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Darlene Zschech, “Shout to the Lord,” People Like Us, Hillsong, 1994, https://youtu.be/-
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Delirious?, “Deeper,” Deeper, Furious? Records, 1997, https://youtu.be/R8XQgNzkLkI. 

Phillips, Craig and Dean, “You Are My King,” by Billy Foote, Let My Words Be Few, 

Sparrow Records, 2001, https://youtu.be/OJXggp2yprU. 

Toronto Airport Christian Fellowship, “Every Move I Make,” Catch the Fire 3, KLE-

TOI Records, 1996, https://youtu.be/5ujfP0SkYpw. 

Matt Redman, “The Heart of Worship,” The Heart of Worship, Star Song, 1999, 

https://youtu.be/OD4tB1o6YLw. 

David Crowder*Band, “How He Loves,” by John Mark McMillan, Church Music, 

Sixsteps, 2009, https://youtu.be/TCunuL58odQ. 
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https://youtu.be/EfAhpX_wIBk. 
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Sixpence None the Richer, “Kiss Me,” Sixpence None the Richer, Squint, 1998, 

https://youtu.be/8N-qO3sPMjc. 

Rich Mullins, “Awesome God,” Winds of Heaven, Stuff of Earth, Reunion, 1988, 

https://youtu.be/P4uZ_RlHI48. 

Nitro Praise, “How Great Thou Art,” Nitro Praise 7: Cherish the Soul, NSoul Records, 

1999, https://youtu.be/I_v3lqIf7vM. 

dcTalk, “Jesus Freak,” Jesus Freak, ForeFront/Virgin, 1995, 
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Pete McSweet, Adam and Eve (the Gospel Beat), Lection Records, 1982, 
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