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By Dr. Barbara J. Resch

M
y college-bound daughter
received an enticing ad for
hard rock and alternative
music that urged her to
“take your own music off

to college with you—buy one CD and get
eleven free!” Although in this case the
recording company was off the mark on
what this particular young woman’s “own
music” was, it was well aware that a
symptom of the passage through adoles-
cence is the identification with a peer
group and its chosen musical styles—and
those styles are typically rock and pop
music. Research as well as experience
with teenagers remind us that this prefer-
ence for popular music spans the range of
social, intellectual, and demographic
characteristics of adolescents, and is rec-
ognized as a distinguishing characteristic
of adolescence.

Keying into this musical preference,
the planners of church youth gatherings

and youth services typically assume that
teenagers will be most open to hearing
and singing God’sWord when it is carried
by these favorite musical styles of rock
and popular music. Choosing music that
is stylistically derivative, indistinguish-
able from secular popular music except
for its religious lyrics, these worship plan-
ners predict that junior high and high
school students will be lured to such a
church service if the kind of music they
love to listen to in the car is carried into
the sanctuary. Once there, they will be
caught up in the proclamation because the
words are being brought to their hearts by
a kind of music that sounds familiar, like
“their own music.”

There are several concerns with this
approach to choosing music for worship,
not the least of which is that it may be
based upon a false assumption about teen-
s’ relationship to the music they consider
“theirs.” My Music1 is a collection of
interviews with people from age four to
83, including teenagers, asking them to
talk about the music that is valued by
them. In virtually every case, the music
that meant the most to people had some
extra-musical connection, a social, emo-
tional, or spiritual link that had created a
personal affiliation with that music and
placed it within a particular personal con-
text: music my fiancé and I danced to,
music my mother sang to me, music my
friends and I listen to together. This addi-
tional layer of connective tissue seems to
place music irrevocably within the con-
texts in which it “belongs.”

My research on teenagers and their
attitudes about the kind of music that they
think belongs in church2 turned up some
interesting insights into what forges this
musical connection for high school stu-
dents. In a survey of nearly 500 teenagers
from four regions of the country, both sta-
tistical data and informal conversations

reflected the significance of having first-
hand experience with music within a par-
ticular context. What teenagers generally
perceived as appropriate church music
was the very music they were hearing in
church—the church they considered their
own, not their friends’ church or churches
portrayed in the movies.

The research study involved the play-
ing of 40 recorded excerpts of church
music, representing the historical and sty-
listic range of music that is being heard in
American churches today. The students
were asked to indicate, anonymously and
in writing, not how much they liked the
music, but how appropriate they thought
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it would be for a church service. I said
something like “Imagine yourself sitting
in church; if you heard this music, would
it seem right, or out of place?” Since more
than 32 religious groups were represented,
including the mainline denominations,
world religions, cults, and many non-
denominational groups, the image of
“church service” varied greatly among the
respondents, and each group seemed to
have its own sense of what was fitting for
that time and place.

Statistical analysis of the rating scales
summarized these responses. Emerging as
the most powerful predictor of the judg-
ment of appropriateness was familiarity
and experience with the musical sound
within the context of worship. The music
heard in the church service became the
music deemed appropriate for the church
service. Students who heard or sang hym-
nic choral music in
church considered that
to be the model for
church music. On the
other hand, a small
group of California
teenagers commented
that of the whole survey
tape they had considered
only two excerpts appro-
priate for church,
because their church
used only praise songs
that everybody sang,
and to “just listen” to
anything else was for-
eign to their worship
experience.

In addition, there
was a general consensus that the sound
considered most appropriate church music
by this large and diverse group of students
was a choral sound: vocal, not instrumen-
tal; corporate, not soloistic; with a text
that was presented in a manner that was
straightforward and understandable. The
selection ranked most highly for worship
appropriateness was an Anglican chant, a
verse of Psalm 98 sung by an unaccompa-
nied male choir in four part homophony.
On the other hand, solos that sounded vir-
tuosic and polyphonic choral with elabo-
rate accompaniments were considered
inappropriate. Most instrumental music,
jazz, and Christian rock music were con-
sidered inappropriate for church by a great
majority of the students.

While the students associated church

music with the sounds they had heard or
performed in church, the study found that
any musical style that was closely identi-
fied (based on their experience or their
perception) with another social setting or
with a particular age group was not con-
sidered appropriate church music. This
included their own age group: the exam-
ples of Christian rock music I played for
them were overwhelmingly considered
inappropriate for church. The playing of
much of the contemporary Christian
music evoked rolling eyes and comments
written in the margins of the survey
forms: “This sounds like my parents’
music” and “This reminds me of
Lawrence Welk.” A soft and slow “Agnus
Dei” from a jazz Mass produced nervous
laughs and further notes on the survey
form: “I think these words are fine but this
music is too sexy for church. Sounds like

a nightclub act.” The
brass choir introduction
to a “Gloria” by a well-
known contemporary
composer for the
church drew the reac-
tion “Not for church!
Sounds like a movie
sound track!!!!” This
sense of contextual
a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s
(“Sounds like . . .”) was
borne out in an addi-
tional research study I
conducted, in which
every piece of potential
church music played
for the students was
considered appropriate

for some context (concerts, leisure listen-
ing, background music for brunch, danc-
ing) but far more refined distinctions were
made concerning which pieces were
appropriate for church services.

Apparently, then, these teenaged
church-goers did not bring to the church
service their own musical preferences as
the “right” music for that occasion.
Rather, their judgment of what was appro-
priate for worship was their response to
the music that the church has already put
in place, whatever that music may be.
This conclusion surely reflects a philoso-
phy that has been understood by the
Church for centuries: Lex orandi, lex cre-
dendi. This dictum (literally, the law of
prayer, the law of belief) has been under-
stood to mean that what people believe

influences the way they worship, and,
conversely, the way they worship also
influences what they believe. The impli-
cations of the survey are that existing
church music practice also forms belief
about appropriate church music practice,
at least among young and impressionable
worshippers.

This is not to say that the young peo-
ple surveyed were rejecting Smashing
Pumpkins in favor of traditional hymns in
the other parts of their lives. In fact, dis-
cussions with the teenagers indicated that
they had a strong allegiance and a clear
sense of ownership about the place of rock
and pop music in their social lives. Our
conversations supported the written
research that this familiarity becomes part
of the personal identity of many teenagers.
They knew what was currently popular
and what they
would listen to,
and they consid-
ered it theirs.
Furthermore, they
resented and
ridiculed adults
who attempted to
take over this style,
or who mistakenly
promoted a dated
musical style as
something that
might be appealing
to them. Many stu-
dents appeared to
make a distinction
between their
music—the music
they liked to listen
to in their free
time—and the music they encountered
and accepted as part of other times and
places in their lives, such as the church
service.

An interesting exchange took place in
a high school I visited in Nashville,
Tennessee. The site of the city’s English
as a Second Language program, this
school’s ethnic and religious population
was remarkably diverse. The spokesper-
son for a group of girls explained to me
and the rest of the class that their church
served up a variety of worship services: “I
go to one service where there’s music I
like, and my parents go to another service
where they hear, you know, their music.”
A young man called out from the back of
the room “I like reggae; you gonna have a

Examples of Christian rock
music I played for them were
overwhelmingly considered
inappropriate for church.
The playing of much of
the contemporary Christian
music evoked rolling eyes
and comments written in
the margins of the survey
forms: “This sounds like my
parents’ music” and “This
reminds me of Lawrence
Welk.”



service for me?” Another voice: “I like
rap; you gonna have a service for me?” A
third: “I like head-banger music . . .”
There ensued a brief parody of liturgical
head-banging accompanied by requests
for additional popular styles, until the
classroom teacher called a halt. The origi-
nal speaker was clearly frustrated, and
flung her parting shot in their direction:
“Well, you can’t please everybody.”

Pleasing everybody is not, of course,
what happens when the Church gathers
around the Word and Sacraments, and this
conversation points out the futility of ever
trying to appeal to the current musical
tastes of a multi-generational assembly.
Sociologists examining popular culture
suggest that the popular music that
becomes our life-long favorite is that
which is “imprinted” in our early twenties.

Having passed
through our twen-
ties at a variety of
times, an inter-gen-
erational congrega-
tion can yield a
great diversity of
favorite popular
songs! A church
music practice that
reflects the musical
taste of each seg-
ment of the congre-
gation would have
to be as varied as
the FM radio dial: a
little of everything,
from reggae to
Reger.

A m o n g
church-going stu-
dents, there was a

remarkable respect for the diversity of the
saints who gather together in corporate
worship, and a willingness to suspend per-
sonal preference for the sake of the larger
group. When I explained to one class that
they were to listen to the survey tape and
make a judgment of appropriateness, a
boy asked “Do you mean appropriate for
me or for the whole congregation?” Who
knows what his responses would have
been if he had made these judgments as a
congregation of one, but it was enlighten-
ing that he understood that his personal
perceptions might differ from those of the
whole group to which he belonged.
Several students spoke specifically about
Christian rock music being offensive to
some members of their churches; one said

“This would give my grandma cardiac
arrest, so probably not!” Another girl
wrote “For each piece I tried to picture the
little old ladies in my church, and if I
thought it would upset them, I said it was
not appropriate. People shouldn’t get
upset about that kind of thing in church.”

For many teens, the church service
may be the only time they ever participate
with both children and elderly people in a
setting of equality. Typically, a 16-year-
old boy and his 75-year-old grandmother
don’t eat at the same
restaurants, go to the
same movies, or listen
to the same radio sta-
tion. But when they
come to the Divine
Service they confess
their sins in unison and
stand together singing
their response of grati-
tude for the gifts, using
words that are neither
his nor hers, but the
expression of a com-
mon and shared faith.
The music carrying
those words is neither
“his music” nor hers,
but an expression that is
able to transcend both
age and personality. The
words, music, or both
may be centuries old or
may have been written
for what Grandma still
calls “the new hymnal.”
When we come into the
timelessness of God’s
presence in the Divine
Service, the dates of the
hymns we sing and the
ages of the singers are
just another aspect of
the temporal realm we
leave behind.

The establishment
of a hymnal practice
that spans ages can help to build this com-
mon expression. Rather than developing
children’s hymns for children’s services,
often expressions that children grow out of
as quickly as last year’s tennis shoes,
teaching liturgical responses and hymn
verses to young children helps them to
grow into the extended family of God as it
gathers to worship. Similarly, establishing
a separate Youth Service with its own
hymnic style and worship practice forces

an age-based separation at the very time
when adults are most fearful that their
teenagers will become alienated from the
church. The turbulent years of adoles-
cence may be the most crucial years of all
for retaining the comfort and stability of
our ritual behaviors, including a consistent
liturgical and hymn-singing practice.

The 500 teenagers who participated in
my research study have stated what many
of us already know: that the Church’s song
both reflects and forms what that Church

believes, that importing
a musical expression
into the Church from a
conflicting culture is
dishonest and ineffectu-
al, and that the music of
the Church needs to
carry its text clearly and
understandably to all of
its members. When it
does not reflect the pop-
ular taste of any particu-
lar age group, and when
it nurtures its own par-
ticular language, the
Church’s expression
becomes both diverse
and inclusive, because it
is unbounded by the
considerations of age. It
becomes “our music”
early in life, draws on
the richness of past cen-
turies, becomes ever
fuller with the discovery
and endurance of new
creative expressions,
and then remains ours
for a lifetime.
Dr. Barbara Resch is
Coordinator of Music
Education at Indiana
Universi ty—Purdue
University Fort Wayne,
Indiana, and Director of
Children’s Choir, St.
Paul’sLutheran Church.

An earlier version of this article was
published in the July 1998 issue of
CrossAccent: Journal of the Association
of Lutheran Church Musicians and is
reprinted here with the permission of the
Association.
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The Church’s song both
reflects and forms what that
Church believes. Importing
a musical expression from
a conflicting culture is dis-
honest and ineffectual. The
music of the Church needs
to carry its text clearly and
understandably to all of
its members. When it does
not reflect the popular taste
of any particular age group,
and when it nurtures its
own particular language,
the Church’s expression
becomes both diverse and
inclusive, because it is
unbounded by the consider-
ations of age. It becomes
“our music” early in life,
draws on the richness of
past centuries, becomes
ever fuller with the
discovery and endurance of
new creative expressions,
and then remains ours
for a lifetime.
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