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Sacred Music in Secular Society

In today’s so-called secular society, sacred choral music is as powerful, compelling and popular as it has ever been. Sacred music might be defined by the intentions or beliefs of the composer, performers or listeners, the setting of a religious text, the context of religious worship, or its sacramental use. But, if we are a little more daring, we might identify sacred music as the expression of an art form which, when perfected, appeals to needs, desires and doubts that are experienced by all human beings, regardless of its context. I have witnessed this phenomenon, and felt it many times as a performer, and now, as a priest, I am still intrigued by the power of music, whether defined as ‘sacred’ or ‘secular’ to point us towards something greater than ourselves. The theologian Karl Barth went so far as to connect apparently secular music with the divine, if it is great music: ‘Why shouldn’t we see a divine spark in the genius of a Mozart or a Wagner?’, hailing Tannhäuser as a piece of ‘powerful preaching’. 

But even narrowly defined as that intended for religious devotion and liturgy, sacred music, from all ages, has never been more popular and accessible: live and recorded concerts, CD recordings, digital downloads, broadcasts and pod-casts allow many millions of people across the world to encounter not just music, composed and performed by the best musicians, but also the sacred every day, even though they may not be attending a religious service. As the historian Tim Blanning wrote: ‘It is one of the great ironies of history that [J.S.] Bach’s religious music should be so much more available and so much more esteemed in a secular age than at any other time.’ In addition to this ‘irony’, which implies that we are all secularists now, attendance at British Anglican cathedral services, where the choirs of our famous choral tradition are heard in worship, rose by 35% in the first two decades of the 21st century. Our so-called ‘secular’ society is apparently saturated with the sacred. It can be heard in more ways, by a greater number and breadth of population than ever before. It is, then, the means by which many people are tapping into a spiritual side to their lives, with or without the need for confessional religion.


For instance, whilst I was writing my latest book on the subject, The Tallis Scholars’ recording of Thomas Tallis’s magnificent Spem in alium, for 40 unaccompanied voices, reached Number One on the UK’s Official Classical Singles Chart. In doing so it ended a 3 week run at the top of the chart for Luciano Pavarotti, and overcame a strong challenge from Andrea Bocelli and Sarah Brightman. Composed in the reign of the Queen Elizabeth I (c.1570), Spem in alium is written for eight unaccompanied choirs of five voices each, and is one of the most wonderful and ambitious choral works ever produced. Peter Phillips, director of The Tallis Scholars, said:
I am thrilled that Spem in alium has attracted such a large new audience. It is one of the most remarkable achievements of the human mind, an extra-ordinary and moving piece written for 40 individual singers. After performing Spem in alium for nearly 40 years I still cannot conceive how Thomas Tallis set about writing it.  Even with 21st century computers it would be a daunting task. For me it ranks alongside the best works of Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci and confirms Tallis as England’s greatest composer. It’s on my iPod!

Indeed, outside of my own area of choral music, many different types of sacred Christian music are performed at extremely high levels of competence on the concert platforms of the world. In short, sacred music is thriving. But why? 
In seeking to address this issue I undertook a series of interviews with several leading exponents of sacred music today who have endeavoured to convey the essence of sacred music in religious and secular settings. I interviewed the composers James MacMillan and Robert Saxton; conductors Harry Christophers (founder and director of The Sixteen) and Peter Phillips (founder and director of The Tallis Scholars), James O’Donnell (Organist and Master of the Choristers at Westminster Abbey) and Stephen Farr (Director of Music at St. Paul’s Knightsbridge), as well as the singer Francis Steele (formerly of The Tallis Scholars and The Sixteen who now runs courses for choirs in the South of France). I also interviewed the theologian and former Archbishop of Canterbury, Lord Williams and the philosopher Professor Roger Scruton, and used material from published interviews with several other composers, performers and commentators. Although the number and range of those I personally interviewed was inevitably limited (all white, male, and Oxbridge educated, except James MacMillan, which reflects a dominance in the area which this lecture will not address), they are nevertheless leaders in their field. Thus, this is not a wide-ranging demographic study to find out the opinions of large sections of society, merely a snap-shot in time, to see what some leaders in sacred music believe and motivates them. The material is inevitably related anecdotal, and I do not have the time in this lecture to include many quotations from the interviews as well as offer my findings. But their opinions are genuine, contemporary and given the further dimension of being related to my own experience of the changes in sacred music over the last few decades and, I hope, to your own experience.
 
The lecture will briefly outline the findings from composers, performers (both those who perform within the liturgy and those who mainly perform music outside of it), and those who listen. But first, I will offer the premise, regarding music’s place within society, upon which my conclusions rely.

Music’s Connection with Society

For many years there has been a strong strand in music scholarship emphasizing the autonomy of music, stating that music can be listened to in a self-contained, pure, aesthetic way without the need for any reference to any other aspect of existence for its meaning.
 The meaning is simply the sound alone, with no further need of explanation or connection with wider society, the arts or aspects of our humanity. This contention is succinctly expressed in D.A. Thomas’s suggestion that ‘genuine art must forgo all attachments to language, meaning, and content in order to enjoy autonomous self-referentiality.’
 However, the idea of absolute music has been, for many generations, ‘problematic for any philosopher willing to take it seriously.’
 I wish to argue, that the self-referentiality of music is a notion that cannot be sustained, as music is always interconnected with other temporal phenomena in our society. In order to do this, I draw upon the arguments of Jeremy Begbie in his work Theology, Music and Time, who offers an extremely useful introduction to the subject of how music becomes meaningful through its performance:  

One way in which music becomes meaningful for us is through the interplay between its temporal processes and a vast range of temporal processes which shape our lives in the world – from the rhythm of breathing to the coming and going of day and night.

Begbie offers four examples of how music is connected with the extra-musical in our society. First, music is embedded in social and cultural practices; it ‘embodies social and cultural reality – no matter how individualistically produced.’
 These links are not always easy to discern, and when considering music one must be careful not to reduce the meaning of music to purely social conditioning. Nevertheless Begbie emphasizes, along with Nicholas Cook, that music cannot claim to be ‘autonomous of the world around it’, because there is no such thing as unmediated access, as all music is related to our social beliefs and experiences.
 Second,  ‘music-making and hearing arise from an engagement with the distinctive configurations of the physical world we inhabit’, by which Begbie means that we must take into account our physical surroundings, which have a direct influence upon how the music is performed and sounds.
 Begbie’s third and fourth points are that one cannot escape from the truth that the performance of music is both bodily (physiological and neurological) as well as emotional (in that, as performers, we are attempting to feel the way the music should be communicated). In relation to musical performance, Roger Scruton has convincingly argued that emotions are not merely subjective, individual feelings, but are essentially public intentional states of thought in that they relate to others. Moreover, in music ‘the expression of an emotion is also to some extent the creating of an emotion’.
 Scruton argues that the performer externalizes emotions in relation to both the music and the listener, which evokes a ‘sympathetic response’ from the hearer, who is encouraged to ‘dance’ or move with the sounds:

The great triumph of music ... involves this synthesis. Whereby a musical structure, moving according to its own logic, compels our feelings to move along with it, and so leads us to rehearse a feeling at which we would not otherwise arrive.

For Roger Scruton, a musical culture introduces its participants to ‘three important experiences, and three forms of knowledge’: melody, harmony and rhythm. But music has, for many, lost some of its ‘sacred’ essence, which was considered to be intrinsic in music for Pythagoras, Palestrina or Pärt, in an age of post-modernism:

The postmodern world is not merely democratic; it is essentially irreligious since that is what “life in the present moment” requires. It has become deaf to the voice of absent generations, and lives in the thin time-slice of the now, calling over and over the same timeless utterance – “the loud lament of the disconsolate chimera” ... In such a condition it is inevitable that people should lose all sense of a sacral community, so as to become locked in the isolation of their own desires.

Similarly, Lois Ibsen al Faruqi has identified a trend in modern, and post-modern, society which runs contrary to any notion of transcendence and a distinction between the sacred and secular:

The influence of relativism and logical positivism has created a sense of fear and insecurity in man that is revealed in scepticism along with a proclaimed doctrine of anti-transcendence. For many of our contemporaries in the twentieth century the discovery of the nature of the transcendent realm is no longer a valid quest; they in fact recognize no transcendent aspect to existence ... Even the contemporary denial of divinity has its expression in the religious music of our own time. We see this evidenced in the abolition of any hint of boundary between the sacred and the secular, a development which has taken place in recent decades in many religious contexts in the Western world.

Scruton’s and al Faruqi’s pessimism about modern, or post-modern, society is tempered by Chua’s assertion that a society that tries to do away with God, ironically, puts God centre stage and ends up replicating theological methods of thought:

Theology persists in secular thought for two reasons. First, intrinsic to the historical development of modernity is the progressive marginalization of God as the source of explanation. On the one hand, this allows humanity to take center [sic] stage as the autonomous agent that shapes the world; yet on the other hand, in defining itself against God, the modern world finds its identity bound to him, albeit as a negative image or anti-theology. Second, despite its rebellion, modernity ends up replicating the old, theological structures as it new modes of thought; its “grand narratives” are often a rehearsal of the biblical ones – creation, fall, redemption, apocalypse – all revised without God, of course … Music, acting as a kind of divine surrogate, is elected to exemplify both the possibility and the ultimate futility of these human projects. Thus music can be heard as a mode of “secular theology” that exposes some of the major theological issues of our times.

As Mellors opined, whether one is religious or not, the theology of music will come through in society, because the theological themes are the ones that speak most profoundly of the human experience – love, suffering and death: ‘Music is something that should happen whenever people feel a need to speak through sounds, to thank God they are on the earth or to curse him for what they are suffering.’
 In short, in a real sense, ‘sacred’ music is that which touches that completely indefinable part of us: the soul.

With my theological premises set out, I now turn to consider how some composers might view the sacred.
Composers: the midwives of Faith

In music, there seems to be an umbilical link with the sacred. Through the centuries, musicians have proved themselves to be the midwives of faith, bringing their gifts to the historic challenge of inspiring the faithful in worship.








James MacMillan

Writing [music] for me is prayer, it’s my umbilical cord, my reason for existing.








Sir John Tavener

What I discovered from the interviews was that the interest in and quality of compositions of sacred music in the West are as strong as they have ever been, and remain part of a tradition stretching back over a thousand years of musical and religious development. For James MacMillan, faith and theology are deeply embedded in both ‘religious’ texted music and purely instrumental music, not just his music, but music of every age:

When lovers of music talk about the ‘spirit’ of the arts, they mean all music, not just music that’s been inspired by liturgy or theology. It’s the purely abstract works as well. It’s the fact that the Bach Cello Suites can have that numinous effect on a listener even if they’re not believers in any conventional sense. They will nevertheless, many of them, lapse into a terminology that implies a spiritual base to what the whole process is about. I’m certainly cognisant of that and there probably isn’t anything substantially different in the effect of communication between the works that are purely abstract and non-theological and the ones that are theological.

John Tavener saw his work as prayer but also had a universalist vision:

The fact that I’ve been given this Universalist vision of the world makes it a possibility that I might be able to contribute, just fractionally, toward the healing of a planet that’s torn to pieces at the moment, by strife, by war, by different religions warring with each other. Nut through the Universalist language of music perhaps there is a possibility to bring about a healing process and, after all, music was originally this function. If one listens or looks on the rituals of the America, Indian or African tribes one sees that all rituals ceremonies and all music was either addressed to the creator or it was music of healing in order to help heal. Music in the West has become so sophisticated … that I think we’ve lost sight of this dimension in music.

For those interviewed the music of the Renaissance was a golden era of composition, producing consistently high quality music, which has been influential ever since. Moreover, music from the twentieth century was also singled out as a rich period for sacred music. 

It was suggested that the composition of good or great sacred music does not simply require sincerity but also conviction, rigour and engagement with the difficulties and ambiguities of faith and with the influence of past composers. We saw that sacred music, both in its ideology and compositional form, is part of a long tradition of believing and, for some composers at least, a witness to their faith is an inevitable consequence of anything they write (as in the case of MacMillan), even if it no longer relates to any particular institutional religion (such as Taverner). But music also relates to doubt (as demonstrated by those agnostic composers who grapple with the notion of the divine). The context in which the music is performed is not necessarily a defining factor, nor a constraint. I now turn to consider some performers, firstly, those who provide music for worship.
The Performers I: Within the Context of Religious Worship

Sacred music within the liturgy is thriving in certain areas of Church life. Findings included the notion  ‘performance’ is embraced by church musicians today, emphasizing the duty and service offered by professionals to an overall excellence of liturgy, in which music plays its role amongst the words, preaching and sacraments. There still appears to be thirst for this kind of religious offering and, from the musical point of view, the human voice continues to play a significant role in how such music is communicated. The voice is our fundamental expression of emotion and spirituality, and thus vocal music remains at the heart of sacred performance. James O’Donnell, Stephen Farr and Francis Steele spoke expressively about their experiences – the importance of performance and the role of music in worship as part of a bigger entity, greater than the sum of its parts or the Gesamtkunstwerk as Stephen put it. James O’Donnell and James MacMillan’s opinion of placing Gregorian chant at the heart of the musical tradition reflects a broader rhythm of life and a musical development, through the centuries, that has not been an interrupted evolution or progress but one in which the contemporary Church performer stands in his or her part of history, as custodian of that tradition, particularly when working within a locus of a historic building. Both James O’Donnell and Stephen Farr related religious music’s context to that of religious visual art: it can be seen in a gallery but its original context is clear. We must also be aware of the danger of antiquarianism, of relating religious context to a past age. For Stephen and for Francis one composer who was a genius at creating sacred music was Olivier Messiaen and his monumental opera St. Francis was one example. However, for Stephen at least, the sacred is also to be found in the functionality of the ordinary service, in a well-sung response or anthem. Likewise, all the contributors were keen to distance themselves from genres of music that were too emotionally manipulative and more directed towards the performer’s own ego, rather than to something greater.

We now turn to consider how classical sacred music has been translated from the church setting to the wider arena of the secular concert hall, with profound and far-reaching effects.  

The Performers II: Outside the Context of the Religious Worship

For many performers today, the multi-dimensional nature of the religious, liturgical, setting for sacred music is a distraction to the main point of performing sacred music: that it is purely great music by any standards and can therefore be performed virtually anywhere. So what are the motivations of those who perform sacred music in concerts?

Tom Service, in a blog for the Guardian written in March 2010, asked this question: ‘How is it possible to love this repertoire as deeply… and to conduct it as fervently as [Harry] Christophers, or to hear the essential message of the music as a listener, if you don’t share the same intense faith of a MacMillan, a Bruckner, or a Tavener?’ Harry Christopher’s answer to this dilemma is both simple and enlightening:

You don’t have to have any faith or any religion at all to get something out of this music. If the music is good, it will do something to your soul. Hundreds of people come to hear us sing this music, and very few are believers as such. It’s just staggering, the effect that this music can have on an audience. You feel with James MacMillan, for example, that he knows the biblical texts inside out, and there is something extra that comes through that engagement. And then there’s Brahms, who wasn’t a practicing Christian, but who knew his Bible intimately, and knew what he wanted to express with the texts he used in a piece like the German Requiem.

Simon Russell Beale, who presented the Sacred Music documentaries for BBC television, is also agnostic about the subject matter of sacred choral music (i.e. God); and yet, he has another criteria for the value of this music: authenticity or honesty. Russell Beale commented that: ‘I think James MacMillan’s Strathclyde Motets are written honestly, and I think John Tavener’s The Lamb is written honestly.’
 The lack of a specific, intense, denominational Christian faith does not, therefore, invalidate this music for the performer; but it is crucial that, even when performing to a secular audience, it retain its core element of truth or honesty. If sacred choral music, and particularly that of  Tavener, Pärt, Górecki and their emulators, becomes merely mood music, then that is the day for the performer to retire, says Christophers:

There’s a big danger that this repertoire can be classed as mood music, used by record companies to soften the soul. But the people who come to our concerts don’t say that it’s wallpaper music. They say it’s doing something to them. They feel the power of the music. And for us as performers, the day it becomes mood music is the day we give up.

Tom service ends his blog article with these words:

As Russell Beale says at the end of the series, these pieces by everyone from Brahms to MacMillan are “experiences: deep, deep spiritual experiences”. All music, according to MacMillan, is a means of “searching out the sacred”. If Russell Beale and Christophers haven’t got the final answers to how this music manages that spiritual alchemy, they share its mysteries and beauties, and show us why sacred music still matters.

Whilst we might agree that sacred music still matters, one cannot help but be intrigued by the term ‘deep, deep, spiritual experiences’ when faith seems to be absent. There does not seem to be an easy way to square this circle, but it is a continuing phenomenon that, even when music is secularized, people still reach for religious language to describe the experience of it. Here are some further findings: 

First, as Peter Phillips mentioned, music is theologically stronger when it is performed well. The link between theological meaning and musical standards is a phenomenon that has been, perhaps, difficult to establish in previous generations; but with the rise of the recording industry, digital technology and the internet, standards have risen to such an extent that one can now expect a near perfect rendition of most sacred music in digital form today, accessible by numerous means, and audiences expect a similar sonic experience in the concert hall. As the musicians above have intimated, this experience is best encountered without the encumbrance of interrupting monologue. Concert programming, therefore, has become the art of carefully arranging pieces together in order that the audience can best appreciate their aesthetic and spiritual qualities. Theologically, the biblical idea that we are bidden to praise God with our music and voices is most powerfully performed when it is done well. In offering the very best of art, we too, as human beings, receive the most from creation.

Second, I learned from Francis Steele the importance, in performance, of being utterly faithful to the music:

a)  that sacred polyphony is homogeneous; its musical grammar and syntax is respected by the composer, be he Palestrina or Gesualdo, and that the resultant musical language is demotic.

b) that the composers had no heterodoxical intent; and that would expect in turn from the performer an utterly faithful and orthodox performance.

Music has the potential to transform a relatively mundane text into one with authority and persuasiveness, that can inspire performer and listener alike and bring them closer to an understanding of the mystery of God, albeit inarticulate and non-rational, than we might ever achieve with words alone. Harry Christophers emphasized the need for blend among his singers, as well as individual character and responsibility held together by a conductor who helps to create meaning through the music and the text.

Third, music in itself is unfettered by denominational boundaries. Music by Palestrina, written by a Catholic Renaissance composer, is great music and accessible to anyone who has ears to hear. In music, people who are separated by divisions of faith are brought together in a harmonizing engagement with the sacred sound.

Indeed, fourthly, one does not need to be a confessional believer to engage with good sacred music, but it must, nevertheless, be engaged with, rather than treated as ‘wallpaper’ music, if it is to have any power. But, as Peter Phillips suggested, the motivation for promoting the sacred music concert is that it is great music by any standards: Renaissance composers were the Mahlers and Beethovens of their day. For John Eliot Gardiner he is ‘Christian’ in the moment of performance but no believer in the Catechism otherwise.

Fifthly, is the extraordinary phenomenon of the rise of interest in what has been labelled the ‘concert pilgrimage’, which takes terms from the secular and religious spheres and brings them together. The resulting concept fulfils a desire amongst people to rediscover the music afresh and something of the historical and ecclesiastical context, as well as find solace in Christian-inspired music performed in the buildings for which it was written. Whether this new phenomenon is filling a gap left by the failure in the Church’s outreach, or whether it is part of the cultural zeitgeist, it is clear that audiences can find themselves, in such settings, lifted beyond the mundane to discover in music a response to the numinous, which is impossible in words and by the use of reason. This, says Francis, is what makes both the performer and listener ‘players’ – part of the whole drama and mystery, not a mere bystander or observer.

Who is Listening?
To listen seriously to music and to perform it are among our most potent ways of learning what it is to live with and before God.








Rowan Williams

When I interviewed Rowan Williams, I examined how he engaged with music and in what contexts, and explored what effect music had upon him. We explored what it means to listen to music – emotionally, spiritually, in liturgy, concert or via recordings. The emotional power of music can be transmitted through the harmonies which seem to imply calm and stasis, whilst knowledge of the music’s text, context or subtext can bring a maturity of listening which can alter one’s impression entirely. 
People recognize, with sacred music, that there’s something going on, more than just a concert and more than just the psyche as well ... But the struggle is very much a struggle of self. Whereas that 
doesn’t belong in liturgy quite as much … Something that goes outside the ego, outside the drama, outside the entertainment. I think all of those things are part of what’s going on. There’s drama in plainsong, there’s drama in Medieval music, there’s drama in Byrd and Tallis, goodness knows, but it’s not the drama of the romantic soul.

Thus Rowan differentiated between music that was primarily dominated by musical architecture and that which was conceived for a liturgical framework. The Romantic drama of the nineteenth century has given way to music in the twentieth, such as Arvo Pärt, which returns to the nature of chant, is often undramatic and embodies something of what it means to listen seriously – it takes time, attention, physical settling and patience. Good sacred music is not manipulative and does not indicate how the listener should feel at any given moment. This applies to instrumental chamber music too: 
There’s a phrase in Iris Murdoch’s novel The Bell describing people listening to Bach, and Dora’s looking through the window at this little group and “resisting this music that so arrogantly demanded to be contemplated”. And that’s what it does; it demands to be contemplated. Some of it demands that you shut up. The sacred quality people respond to in music like that is that sense of an authority or sacrament, just sit down and shut up. The only way of coping with it is to absorb it.


JA: Is it contemplative of itself or something else? Is it pointing towards something else? 


RW: I don’t think it points to something else because what it does is to create a particular kind of space in you which simultaneously is an opening to the given-ness of the music ... What they’re doing is not saying, “I want you to feel x, y and z”, but as with plainsong there are moments in the Bach Cello Suites where the emotions are intense and you can’t say what emotion it is! “Is this ... no, it’s not grief; no, it’s not happiness, it’s not fear, but it’s intense!” It’s almost pure feeling, it’s rawness, it’s exposure to what’s there ... What I suppose St. John of the Cross would describe as “the touch of the live coal on the nerves” ...
 

If, as Dr. Williams asserted, a large part of the Church’s music in Britain has been ‘mortgaged to the nineteenth-century’ dominance of choir and organ or to the Modern worship band, then some sacred music been relegated to decoration for special occasions. But good music is that which takes us beyond ego, drama and entertainment. Thus, purely instrumental music can also provide an imperative to sit still, be silent, to listen and create a space in which an encounter with the ineffable is possible. 

Conclusion
Our musical heritage in the West has never been richer, popular or more exciting. Indeed, the popularity of sacred music alone, from plainchant to Renaissance polyphony to twenty-first century compositions, performed in concert halls, on radio, recordings and the internet, has never been greater. Perhaps it is time, therefore, to re-imagine and broaden our ideas of what sacred music might be, and what power music might have for us and our faith. As more and more people in our so-called ‘secular’ society are looking for answers to their spiritual yearnings outside of institutional religion, including music of all kinds, the Christian Churches are presented with both an opportunity and a challenge to engage with those who find spiritual solace in sound. Music is one crucial way, and perhaps the most apt, to encounter the transcendent and numinous, and to reach out to those on the fringes of faith.
James MacMillan, has written: ‘If modernism has ... brought in its wake a desecration of the human spirit, we must penetrate the mists of contemporary banality to restore the idea of the sacred, in which our true and fullest freedom resides. Without it our lives become meaningless.’ MacMillan’s work, like that of many other contemporary composers, exemplifies this search to restore the sacred in our culture through music. 
If music is now often the preferred vehicle by which people approach the divine, it represents not a reason to be pessimistic, but rather a welcome challenge to, and opportunity for, believing communities, because music that leads any listener or performer beyond materialistic and consumerist culture towards a greater reality, provides an indication of spiritual health within our society and points towards a phenomenon that undermines the assumption that we live in a post-religious society. Whether the listener of sacred music chooses to recognise it or not, the combination of melody, rhythm and  harmony, crafted by a great artist, appeals to needs deep in the human psyche. Those needs still clearly exist whether an age is considered to be secular or otherwise. As Pope John Paul II wrote in his Letter to Artists (1999), ‘Even beyond its typically religious expressions, true art has a close affinity with the world of faith, so that, even in situations where culture and the Church are far apart, art remains a kind of bridge to religious experience.’ (Pope John Paul II, 1999).

Truly great music, then, whatever the context in which it is performed, is sacred to the degree that it directs us away from the ego, and which brings a wide appeal because it speaks to a humanity united by shared frailty, doubt, and a desire to admire something transcendent; and in this regard it is a remarkably durable vehicle in which to convey the message of faith, or at least mystery. This is, surely, something to be celebrated and embraced, because music can meet a deep and intrinsic human need for the spiritual, mystical, transcendent, or unearthly. These terms are increasingly used without reference to religion or God, but in fact find their most pertinent and meaningful significance within a theistic setting. People will continue to flock to hear professional musicians perform on concert platforms and in our cathedrals, partly because of the aesthetic value of the music, quality of the performance and the atmosphere of the building. But serious engagement with this music will leave even the most confirmed atheist reaching for religious language to describe the experience. For to engage with such music is to touch the numinous, and to address the need for the spiritual in all of us. As MacMillan so eloquently puts it: ‘I believe it is God’s divine spark which kindles the musical imagination now, as it has always done, and reminds us, in an increasingly de-humanised world, of what it means to be human.’
St. Paul exhorted the Colossians and the Ephesians to sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, which we still do in our churches today. But, since the first century, the musical art form has come a long way. The popularity of great and profound music, from all ages, sung or played in churches, cathedrals and concert halls, presents a huge opportunity for us to consider, and help others to consider, how such music might express our faith and spiritual longings for God: it can reach out to those on the fringes of faith, who find something transformational in the musical language. Greater accessibility to this music, though various kinds of modern media, means that the smallest church, with limited resources, to the grandest cathedral with a choral foundation, can tap into this immense treasury. 
Dr. Jonathan Arnold, Canterbury
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