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      Hallelujah!      Hallelujah!

There is a role beyond musical 
preparation that church choir direc-
tors are called to fulfi ll: that of  spiri-
tual leader.  Just as musical learning in 
educational and community settings 
must never end with the teaching of  
notes and rhythms, preparing music 
for worship also must reach for a loft-
ier goal. Preparing singers to minister 
through the choir anthem involves 
amplifying the sermon and deepen-
ing the worship experience for both 
singers and congregation. Along with 
musical concepts and right notes at 
the right time, it is the director’s task 
to ensure that the choir has a deeper 
understanding of  the text and its con-
nection to the service to help them 
feel like a vital part of  the church’s 
ministry. Textual understanding will 
also more eff ectively teach some of  
the musical concepts that are needed. 

Myriad musical and spiritual 
benefi ts come from taking time dur-
ing each rehearsal to process texts 
and theological themes with the 
singers. First, directors of  church 
choirs should fulfi ll the role of  music 
minister, which means being part of  
the church fabric responsible for the 
spiritual formation of  the congrega-
tion. The congregation members 

with whom we have the most direct 
contact are sitting in front of  us each 
week, genuinely loving to sing and 
hungry for whatever knowledge we 
bring to each rehearsal. When singers 
experience that “lightbulb moment” 
of  a deeper connection to the text of  
a piece of  music, they become more 
motivated and energized; they feel 
they are an important part of  the ser-
vice; and they understand how their 
role as musicians fi ts into the overall 
service. They become ministers them-
selves, and that proves powerful. 

In addition, a choir that under-
stands the meaning of  a text and how 
that text fi ts with the music just sings 
diff erently. Tone becomes inherent.
Dynamics have meaning and color 
beyond simply loud and soft. The 
music is allowed to communicate in 
a spiritual way, beyond text, and the 
congregation hears not just the syl-
lables and sounds of  the words but 
also the emotion and spiritual intent 
behind them. That is when music in 
worship becomes transporting to the 
listeners, connecting them to the cre-
ative God, which deepens the worship 
experience.

Two key components can help us 
give our choirs a better overall musi-

cal and spiritual understanding of  a 
piece of  music:  connect the singers 
to the text and connect the text to 
the music. 

Connecting Singers 
to a Text

Because I am a writer of  both 
words and music, I am inherently 
connected to the message of  a text. 
It can seem obvious to assume that 
because singers have seen a text, 
they are processing the words of  the 
anthem and creating meaning from 
those words.  One of  my singers was 
a mathematician, and he told me that 
he was quite attuned to the patterns 
of  tiles in the ceiling and a number 
of  other numeric and detail-oriented 
observations. But one evening during 
a choir rehearsal, he thanked me for 
going over the text with the choir, re-
lating that he wasn’t really processing 
the words as he sang them and that 
they were more like building blocks 
for the music that washed over them. 
Each person is wired diff erently, so 
choir directors need to ensure that 
everyone is thinking about the text 
of  a choral work. Otherwise, we may 
be cheating singers out of  a profound 
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spiritual experience. Here are some 
practical ways that we can process 
anthem texts with our choirs:

• Let the choir in on the sermon 
theme. Some singers may study the 
Lectionary, but many do not. Or per-
haps your church is not Lectionary 
based and relies on various sermon 
approaches to create the structure of  
worship. In any setting, if  you don’t 
engage the choir in where worship is 
going, they may not process it until 
somewhere in the middle of  the 
sermon on Sunday morning. You’ve 

done the hard work of  selecting an 
anthem that fi ts perfectly with each 
sermon. Be sure to make your singers 
aware of  important threads in that 
worship fabric. 

• Get the singers to tell you about 
the text. It may be tempting to 
quickly explain the words of  a piece 
of  music to the choir from your own 
viewpoint, but it can be valuable 
to have them tell you what the text 
means. When they know what the 
worship theme is, you can ask them 
for ideas of  how the text relates.  
Guide the discussion, but let the choir 
members learn from each other.  You 
may hear ideas that you would not 
have even thought of  yourself !

• Make it personal. Help the choir 
to connect the spiritual food con-
tained in the anthem text to their own 
lives. They might not share aloud, but 
the singers can more deeply connect 
to the words and the ministry within 
themselves.  Is the song you’re sing-
ing one of  joyful celebration? Ask the 
choir to think of  something for which 
they are currently feeling particularly 
thankful or joyful.  Is the piece about 
reaching out for God in a time of  suf-
fering? Ask the singers to think about 
a time in their own lives when they 
felt lost and in need of  guidance.  You 
are giving them the gift of  a piece of  
music that can feed them spiritually 
the next time they experience a need 
for God in the darkness.

• Connect it to history. Is there a 
particular story behind why a hym-
nist or lyricist wrote the text you are 
singing?  Sharing that with the choir 
brings new perspective and deeper 

understanding. Connecting pieces 
with their history creates a context 
in which the choir can view the mu-
sic and also intuitively guides their 
musicality within a piece of  music 
in unexpected ways. Whenever I 
do some of  the more rugged Early 
American repertoire, I always ask the 
choir to think about what life must 
have been like for people of  that time 
period. Was it easy? Most likely not. 
What must their faith have been like 
to get them through hard times? How 
do the words they are using in the 
text reinforce that idea? The sound 
that fl ows from that understanding is 
more solid and rhythmic immediately, 
without even discussing any musical 
concepts. This background engages 
the singers’ imaginations and allows 
them to more deeply experience a 
musical work.

• Boil it down to one word. Ask the 
choir to select just one word that the 
text embodies. Words like “struggle,” 
“repentance,” “prayer,” “praise,” and 
“enduring” can clarify the underlying 
idea of  the text and infl uence the way 
that the choir sings those words. This 
practice can also help them to apply 
musical concepts in a more meaning-
ful way.

Connecting the Text 
to the Music

In my early education under 
Joseph Flummerfelt at Westminster 
Choir College, I, along with countless 
other young singers and conductors, 
learned the importance of  under-
standing how text intersects with 
music. It is not enough to see that 
a section of  music is piano or forte; 
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we must understand why it is so. Is 
it a prayer? A request? What is the 
story inherent in a dynamic, an ar-
ticulation, a harmonic color, or a cre-
scendo? Our church and community 
choirs, just like eager student choirs, 
are hungry for these discussions, 
and their music making can benefi t 
greatly. When we combine them with 
the power of  musical worship, we are 
creating a meaningful experience for 
choir and congregation alike. Follow-
ing are three examples of  discussions 
I have had with singers that con-
nected the spirituality of  a text with 
the music of  the anthem.

• “Just As I Am,” arr. Hal Hop-
son (Augsburg Fortress, 2012). 
Hopson’s arrangement of  this fa-
miliar hymn employs a number 
of  expressive dynamic and tempo 
changes that can teach spiritual and 
theological lessons. The worship 
theme for this particular Sunday was 
repentance. The word “repent” is an 
emotionally loaded word that simply 
means to change direction. Defi ning 
repentance as changing direction 
to walk toward God when one has 
been walking away helped to lay the 
groundwork for a discussion of  musi-
cal elements of  the piece. The stanzas 
represent diff erent stages of  a journey 
and are expressed in the arrange-
ment. Hopson sets the fi rst verse as a 
simple rendering of  the familiar tune, 
but the second verse is set in a faster, 
more agitated tempo, in a minor key, 
with melody obscured to the point of  
its being a new composition. 

Hopson expresses the textual idea 
of  being “tossed about with many a 
confl ict, many a doubt” using these 
tools. Why is this verse set diff erently? 

Telemann Year 2017

In 2017 the world remembers 
Georg Philipp Telemann who died 250 years ago 
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und Himmelfahrt Jesu 
TVWV 6:6
Oratorio for Soloists, 
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URTEXT / Ed. R.-J. Reipsch
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der ist mein Leben 
TVWV 1:138
Chorale Setting for 
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Du aber, Daniel, gehe hin
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Funeral Cantata 
for Soloists, Mixed Choir, 
Flute, Oboe, Strings and 
Organ
Ed. G. Fock
BA 3583 °
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° Score and parts available on sale
♦ Orchestral parts available on hire

Gott der 
Hoff nung erfülle euch 
TVWV 1:634
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for Soloists, Mixed Choir 
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URTEXT / Ed. M. Richter
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zu Bethlehem 
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„Auf! Lobet den Herren“
Psalm no. 117 
TVWV 7:25
for Mixed Choir, 
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Ed. E. Valentin
BA 2900 °
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Nun komm der Heiden 
Heiland  /
Come thou of man the 
Saviour TVWV 1:1174
Cantata for the 
First Sunday of Advent
for Soloists, Mixed Choir 
and Orchestra 
URTEXT / Ed. U. Poetzsch
BA 7677 °

Der Tod Jesu TVWV 5:6
Passion Oratorio 
for Soloists, Mixed Choir 
and Orchestra
URTEXT / Ed. W. Hobohm
BA 5853 ♦
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How does it feel to be walking on a 
journey away from God? Why does 
this confl icted section suddenly dis-
solve back into the familiar melody 
when the verse ends? Are we turning 
back toward God at this point? The 
end of  this verse also features a sud-
den slower tempo and a subsequent 

Hallelujah!Hallelujah!

ritardando before returning to the fa-
miliar tune for the third verse. Could 
these tempo alterations indicate our 
human hesitation to walk in a way 
that we know we should?  These are 
the types of  discussions that arise 
from such examinations.  As a result, 
choir members internalize musical 

shifts and dynamics more quickly.

• “My Shepherd Will Supply My 
Need,” arr. Virgil Thomson (Al-
fred Publishing, 1966). This favorite 
church anthem uses the same music 
for all three verses, but the tempos 
and dynamics vary in each repetition. 
The piece is a simple one to engage 
the choir in a discussion of  dynamics.  
The fi rst verse, for example, intro-
duces the main belief: my Shepherd 
will supply my need. God provides. It 
is a Credo, and it is set in a straightfor-
ward mezzo forte dynamic, with some 
use of  piano for contrast. The second 
verse, which begins with “when I 
walk through the shades of  death,” 
is a little slower and is pianissimo and 
piano for its entirety. Talk about how 
God is present even in the shadows 
of  life. When we understand this, 
we can understand the power of  the 
fi nal verse, beginning with “the sure 
provisions of  my God attend me all 
my days.” What emotion or spiritual 
experience does this verse represent?  
Redemption, assurance, thankful-
ness? Although many descriptors can 
apply to forte, each will yield a very 
diff erent overall sound. Discussions 
such as these engage an innate hu-
man understanding of  the text that 
infl uences the musicality of  the choir.

• “Gather at the River,” arr. Su-
san LaBarr (MorningStar Music 
Publishers, 2014). In rehearsing Su-
san LaBarr’s  creative combination 
of  “It is Well with My Soul (When 
Peace Like a River)” and “Shall We 
Gather at the River,” my choir was 
tempted to see it simply as a piece 
about water until we connected the 
deeper theme of  healing and resto-
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ration in Robert Lowry’s “Shall We 
Gather at the River” to the genesis of  
Horatio Spaff ord’s inspirational text 
for “It is Well With My Soul.” In the 
1865 publication Happy Voices, Lowry 
described the genesis of  “Shall We 
Gather at the River”: 

One afternoon in July, 1864, 
when I was pastor at Hanson 
Place Baptist Church, Brook-
lyn, the weather was oppres-
sively hot, and I was lying on a 
lounge in a state of  physical ex-
haustion…My imagination be-
gan to take itself  wings. Visions 
of  the future passed before me 
with startling vividness. The 
imagery of  the apocalypse took 
the form of  a tableau. Bright-
est of  all were the throne, the 
heavenly river, and the gather-
ing of  the saints…I began to 
wonder why the hymn writers 
had said so much about the 
river of  death and so little 
about the pure water of  life, 
clear as crystal, proceeding out 
of  the throne of  God and the 
Lamb. As I mused, the words 
began to construct themselves.1

In discussing how the concepts 
of  enduring and hope for the future 
intersect with the well-known history 
of  “It is Well with My Soul,” written 
by Spaff ord after the death of  all four 
of  his daughters, the choir can now 
tap into the quiet, noble, and indomi-
table strength through faith of  such 
an anthem. That connection feeds 
the singers spiritually and helps them 
to sing in a way that communicates 
those emotions and qualities to the 
congregation.

Worth the Time
It would be easy to think that there 

is no time in the choral rehearsal to 
dive into the text of  an anthem and 
how it connects to the sermon, or 
to assume that choir members don’t 
need to process theological concepts 
because they automatically make 
those connections. However, to make 
worship truly eff ective for both choir 
and congregation and to get the most 
musically from your choir, try setting 
aside a few moments each week to 
have these discussions. Connecting 
the choir to the text and guiding 
them toward understanding how that 
text fi ts in with the worship service 
will not only make their experience 
more meaningful, it will simultane-
ously address musical concerns and 
choral sound and will help the choir 

sing better in a creative way. Your 
choir deserves it, the music deserves 
it, and the One to whom you are of-
fering your gifts on Sunday morning 
certainly deserves the best that all of  
us can give. 

Karen Marrolli is the director of  
music ministries at the First United 
Methodist Church of  Trussville, Ala-
bama. marrollik@gmail.com

NOTES

1  Robert Lowry, “The Beautiful 
River” in Happy Voices (New York: 
American Tract Society, 1865), 
220.
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