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PreLUDe 
chad Fothergill
editor, CrossAccent

In the Emptiness, God Is

t hroughout the past months, we have 
become fluent in a new, pandemic-gener-
ated lexicon. We use gerund forms of verbs 

(-ing) to describe such essential actions as masking 
and distancing. We have come to understand the 
difference between droplets and aerosols, and we 
have debated semantic distinctions of labels for 
this prolonged experience, such as fasting, wilder-
ness, and exile. Style guides for publications have 
marshaled ink and pixels to justify their preferences 
for Covid-19 and COVID-19; for live streaming and 
livestreaming; for black and Black; for BIPOC and 
for eschewing such labels altogether. And most of 
us have probably used modal verb constructions—
would have, could have, should have—to suggest 
possibilities and alternate outcomes. “Our choir 
would have sung a newly commissioned piece on 
Easter Sunday.” “Perhaps our congregation could 
have invested in livestreaming capabilities earlier.” 
“This issue of CrossAccent should have been about 
composition.”

Yes, this issue of CrossAccent was originally 
intended to help cantors compose, arrange, adapt, 
and transcribe for their contexts and assem-
blies—weekly psalmody, descants for transposing 
instruments, repertoire analyses, and more. How-
ever, like many springtime anthem and rehearsal 
schedules, those preparations were swiftly discarded 
as the pandemic’s effects began to be measured 
not in terms of weeks but months. In their place, 
keywords for our vocation—church, assembly, 
communion, singing—took on new dimensions 
and meanings. Many of us found ourselves adrift 
in uncharted terrain. In April, the ALCM board 
endorsed and encouraged a new plan for this issue 
that would consider the pandemic’s wide-ranging 
effects; this was undertaken in partnership with the 
Institute of Liturgical Studies at Valparaiso Uni-
versity, whose co-directors—Jennifer Baker-Trinity 

and Brian Johnson—served as additional readers 
on the journal’s editorial board.

The essays that follow—a mixture of longer 
articles and shorter reflections by theologians, 
pastors, cantors, and a physician—were received 
between early May and late July. Some describe 
individual and communal responses both to the 
pandemic and to the widespread unrest following 
the death of George Floyd in Minneapolis. Some 
explore practical and theological implications for 
the months and seasons to come. Some give tools 
to cope with grief and loss. In one way or another, 
all give reason to hope. In addition, our conscien-
tious music reviewers selected both newer and older 
pieces that speak to the moment, sometimes sug-
gesting ways in which they can be rendered with 
reduced forces or through digital means. 

Rather than introduce all of the essays here, 
as has been the journal’s customary practice, I 
commend our contributors’ collective knowledge 
and insight to you. And in place of the usual book 
reviews, you will find a list of titles (beginning 
on p. 81) that address timely topics, among them 
worship in the digital age; issues of race and justice 
in the church and its music; science and faith; an 
affirming embrace of language and metaphor about 
“darkness”; and silence.

As this issue materialized, two texts remained 
at the forefront of my thoughts. The first, a reflec-
tion by Susan Palo Cherwien, reminds us of God’s 
abiding presence even as we lament upended plans, 
worldly chaos, and silent sanctuaries. “In the emp-
tiness, God is,” she writes, adding:

When the psalmist cried out from the pit,
God was already there.
When we cry out from the deep night,
God is already there.
When the silence is roaring in our minds,
God is there.
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Abbreviations frequently used in this journal include:

BWV Bach-Werke-Verzeichnis (“Bach Works Catalog”)
CW Christian Worship (1993)
eLW Evangelical Lutheran Worship (2006)
LBW Lutheran Book of Worship (1978)
LSB Lutheran Service Book (2006)
TFF This Far by Faith (1999)
TLH The Lutheran Hymnal (1941)

Her characteristic 
wisdom is especially apt 
for our circumstances: 
even when “we are emp-
tied of our paltry projects 
and goals,” when “our 
grandiose and prideful 
accomplishments run 
aground,” or when we 
are isolated, we cannot 

flee from the presence of God, for “God is.”1 The 
second, a stirring and urgent paraphrase of the Mag-
nificat paired with a brisk Irish melody (ELW 723), 
poses a timely question: “could the world be about 
to turn?” The stanza and refrain texts resonate with 
the arresting images of burning fires and food lines 
that, for many weeks, accompanied the daily news, 
a reminder of the radical reorientation—societal, 
economic, ecological—and perpetual “turning” 
brought about by God’s promised reign of justice. 

This season of yearning and expectation has felt 
much like a protracted Advent. How long must we 
wait, O God? When will you rend the heavens and 
pour down righteousness? Come, Lord Jesus! And 
yet—just as we need silence to make sense of sound, 
just as we need the gift of darkness to see glittering 
stars in the firmament—perhaps this wilderness 
journey will help us perceive something new about 
our vocation or community that was previously 
hidden by the hustle and bustle of routine.

Regardless of its translation or musical setting, 
Mary’s song reminds us that normalcy is tempo-
rary. Though “normal,” a word often framed by 
quotation marks in this issue, may provide a sense 
of calm or stability, it often implies a status quo 
where injustice is present in some form or another. 
Our pandemic lexicon naturally expresses our 
desires for a return to “normal,” yet we should be 
mindful of what that connotes for our respective 
contexts, assemblies, and communities. Our wise 
contributors have given us a framework to think 
about these things so that, someday, we can together 
sing a more profound Kyrie, psalm, “alleluia,” or 
Magnificat.

Until then, we trust God’s promises to heal, 
restore, and bless all creation, and to be an ever- 
present help in time of trouble. In silence and 
turning, in wilderness and wondering, and in all 
times and places, we pray and sing: “God is.”

Birmingham, AL
Mary, Mother of Our Lord

August 15, 2020

note
1. Susan Palo Cherwien, “God Is in Silence,” in Crossings: 

Meditations for Worship (St. Louis: MorningStar, 2003), 
46.

ALCM Covenant Society
The Covenant Society honors individuals who 
have included the Association of Lutheran Church 
Musicians in their will or estate plans, as well as con-
gregations that have included ALCM in their asset 
disbursement plans. Please consider joining those who 
have included ALCM in this way:

Arletta Anderson
Donald and mary Armitage
†A. David Deery
*Grace Lutheran Church, Bellevue, WA
Julie and David Grindle 
Linda and robert e. Kempke
Pauline and John Kiltinen
rev. John D. morris 
Gregory Peterson and Ann Sponberg Peterson
mark W. Pinnick
Jim and Stephanie rindelaub
Thomas and Kathleen Schmidt
David S. Thoresen

†Deceased         * Disbanded

Regardless of  
its translation or  

musical setting, 
Mary’s song  

reminds us that  
normalcy  

is temporary.



4 Summer 2020    |    CroSSAccent    |    WWW.ALCm.orG  

by Justin M. Glasgow

S ince initial identification of the novel coro-
navirus SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes 
COVID-19, there has been a constant and 

often dizzying outpouring of information as scien-
tific and medical communities begin to understand 
characteristics of the virus and its effects on both 
individual and public health. This has often 
resulted in confusing and conflicting pronounce-
ments, making it difficult for pastors, musicians, 
and lay leaders to understand how best to support 
their congregations during this pandemic. The 
following question–answer scenarios reflect the 
best scientific and medical evidence available at 
the time of writing. Citations have been (mostly) 
omitted in an effort to maintain clarity, but rec-
ommended resources available to the general public 
are included at the end.

Is it safe to hold in-person services if  
appropriate distances are maintained?
Physical distancing—maintaining at least six 
feet between individuals who do not otherwise 
reside together—does not eliminate the chance 
of infection but can decrease risk of infection. To 
develop a bacterial or viral infection, one must be 
exposed to a certain number of infectious particles; 
the required exposure varies across viruses and 
between people. Sitting in an enclosed space with 
others—even if all are appropriately spaced—runs 
the risk of providing sustained exposure to small 
amounts of virus which, cumulatively, can result in 
an infection. Although congregants may be seated 
six feet apart, they presumably pass through or use 
shared spaces (such as doorways and restrooms) 
where they could be exposed either to airborne par-
ticles from someone who passed through the same 
space earlier or to a contaminated surface.

What about the use of masks or shields?
Masking helps contain most of the virus but will 
not completely prevent its spread. Masking does not 
replace the need for physical distancing. All who 
can wear a mask should. Furthermore, everyone 
should learn how to safely place and remove a mask 
in order to prevent contamination.1 While many 
are also using face shields and other protective 
barriers, a shield should be viewed as an additional 
layer of protection, not as a substitute for a mask.

What should we know about droplets and 
aerosols?
Unfortunately, attempts to differentiate between 
the two are complicated because droplets and aero-
sols represent flexible categories on a continuum 
of fluid particle size. Aerosols are particles that are 
anticipated to stay suspended in the air for a period 
of time; droplets, on the other hand, are anticipated 
to fall to the ground in a short period of time. The 
exact size and behavior of these particles depends 
on any number of factors and parameters—from 
humidity levels in the space to the opinion of the 
scientist taking measurements. [Editor’s note: As an 
analogy, consider the tactus of a hymn: it, too, can 
be perceived along a continuum—as a half note or 
whole note, or as too fast or too slow—depending 
on fixed and variable factors such as the physical 
space and acoustics, as well as more subjective cri-
teria of both leaders and observers.]

What should we know about singing?
Compared to regular breathing or speaking, sing-
ing generates a greater proportion of aerosols that 
are able to stay suspended in the air longer and 
circulate throughout a given space. The cumula-
tive effect makes singing a higher-risk activity for 

MeDIcIne AND mINISTry

Deciphering the Science and  
Medicine of SARS-coV-2
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transmission if those particles contain the virus. 
Until it can be proven that individuals are not capa-
ble of spreading the SARS-CoV-2 virus, singing in 
enclosed spaces is highly discouraged. Gathering 
outdoors decreases the accumulation of aerosols 
in a given area but does not prevent a breeze or 
wind from blowing those aerosols into a vulnerable 
group. 

Will screening before worship  
reduce risk?
Unfortunately, screening through symptom ques-
tionnaires or temperature monitoring will have 
little benefit. Anyone exhibiting symptoms of a 
respiratory illness should not be around others. But, 
if necessary or appropriate for your context, screen 
individuals prior to entering an indoor or outdoor 
worship space to ensure that those with symptoms 
are staying home. Ultimately, checking for fever 
is also ineffective for a few reasons: infection can 
spread without having a fever; a fever could have 
occurred the night before but be resolved in the 
morning; and many over-the-counter pain relievers 
reduce fever, and these may be taken for other rea-
sons without an individual even realizing that they 
had a fever. 

It is in our best interest to assume that every-
one is infectious. There is a period during which 
infection can be spread by those who do not yet 
exhibit symptoms, and even some cases where indi-
viduals with infection never develop symptoms. 
After infection, there is a period of time in which a 
person will not develop a repeat infection, but the 
precise duration is still being researched.2

What treatments are available?
As with most viral illnesses, the mainstay of treat-
ment is supportive care. Doctors and scientists have 
identified two drugs, remdesivir and dexametha-
sone, that are used for treatment in some clinical 
scenarios. In a Phase 3 clinical trial, remdesivir has 
been shown to decrease the duration of symptoms 
when tested in hospitalized patients. However, it 
has not been proven to reduce risk of death from 

infection. Dexamethasone is a corticosteroid that 
has many clinical uses. In its Phase 3 clinical trial, 
it was shown to decrease mortality in patients with 
severe cases of COVID-19. However, it did not 
appear to have the same effect for patients with 
milder infections.

Despite their existence, these drugs should not 
be viewed as reasons to decrease protective mea-
sures. Remdesivir is an investigational drug with 
limited supply and production capacity.3 There is 
not enough drug available to treat all patients with 
COVID-19. Neither can it be given to everyone; 
those with advanced kidney or liver disease may be 
ineligible to receive this medication. Even among 
those who qualify to receive these treatments, 
chances of survival still decrease with age. There 
are several other therapies being tested, but none 
provide consistent evidence that they reduce symp-
toms, severity, or mortality.

Why don’t we have a vaccine yet?
Vaccine development is a complex process, and 
many promising ideas fail to become successful 
vaccines. This process begins in a laboratory where 

It is in our best  
interest to assume 
that everyone is 
infectious.
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much work is done to develop a vaccine that has the 
potential to stop a virus from causing illness. Vac-
cine candidates that succeed in a laboratory setting 
must then go through a rigorous sequence of clin-
ical trials in humans. The Phase 1 clinical trial is 
limited to a small group and aims to ensure that the 
developed vaccine does not have major side effects 
and that it creates the desired immune response. 
A Phase 2 trial broadens the population involved 
in the study with a goal of identifying the optimal 
preparation, dose, and administration schedule 
that, in turn, provides the best immune response. 
A Phase 3 trial is a large study that determines if 
the dose and administration schedule identified in 
Phase 2 is efficacious and safe. A successful Phase 
3 trial must be completed before receiving approval 
for a vaccine.

There are vaccine candidates for SARS-CoV-2 
that began enrolling participants in a Phase 3 
study this summer. However, it remains unclear 
at this time how much data the Food and Drug 
Administration will require from these Phase 3 
studies before reviewing the drugs for approval. 
Once there is a successful vaccine approved for use, 
companies are required to continue monitoring for 
safety issues, a process that constitutes Phase 4 of 
clinical development.

What resources can provide additional  
information for my region?
Three recommended resources are:

•	 CovidActNow.org | This modeling site tracks 
at the state—and, in some cases, county—lev-
el through five metrics that can be useful for 
understanding the current activity of SARS-
CoV-2 in your community. 

•	 CovidExitStrategy.org | This site tracks each 
state’s progress toward reduction in symptoms, 
as well as rates of testing and overall readiness 
of its health system. 

•	 In addition, major hospital systems (such as 
university hospitals) are often equipped with 

the resources and staff to monitor develop-
ments in COVID-19 research, as well as to 
synthesize data on behalf of the public. Their 
websites often provide answers to frequently 
asked questions as well as other local updates.

conclusion
In patient care, I must often consider the risks and 
benefits of various treatments. As you receive infor-
mation in this and other resources, it is important 
to recognize that decisions made during this 
pandemic will rarely be either “right” or “wrong.” 
Rather, you will have to process available infor-
mation, consider underlying questions and goals, 
distinguish between “wants” and “needs” while 
understanding their respective risks, and consider 
alternative solutions. Then, one hopes, you can 
arrive at an appropriate decision that is best for the 
wider community, one that minimizes risk while 
maximizing benefit.

Justin M. Glasgow, MD, PhD, 
is associate chief medical and 
quality officer for sepsis at the 
University of Alabama at 
Birmingham Hospital, where he 
has treated several dozen 

COVID-19 patients and contributes to the hospital’s 
pandemic response strategy.

notes
1. See https://youtu.be/Yc_yKQryMIQ. 

2. According to the Centers for Disease Control and  
Prevention, “it remains uncertain to what degree and 
for how long individuals with antibodies (neutralizing 
or total) are protected against reinfection with  
SARS-CoV-2 or what concentration of antibodies may 
be needed to provide such protection.” See https://
www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/lab/resources/ 
antibody-tests-guidelines.html. 

3. For more about the production of remdesivir, 
see https://www.gilead.com/purpose/ 
advancing-global-health/covid-19/
working-to-supply-remdesivir-for-covid-19. 

MeDIcIne AND mINISTry
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by Paul Westermeyer

W hen we cannot gather with the members 
of Christ’s body to sing, confess our sins, 
hear the word of forgiveness and good 

news, know the peace of God, come to the table 
and the font, and then be sent into the world, we 
are in a famine, a starvation. Whatever Anfechtung 
(Luther’s term for overwhelming spiritual tribula-
tion) attacks, the absences, vexations, temptations, 
and depression we are experiencing are not figments 
of our imaginations. They are realities that Chris-
tians have always known, and they are heightened 
in times of famine, plague, and war. In such times 
they are heightened individually and communally 
in a more silent and pernicious pandemic than 
a plague. All of our attempts to solve them with 
human solutions, no matter how creative, are 
human solutions. As we learned from Augustine 
long ago,1 they may provide Band-Aids but cannot 
substitute for our longing to rest in God.

As the church knows, the coronavirus reminds 
us that we are all vulnerable all the time. As the 
church proclaims, that is not the end of the story. 
God responds in the cross and resurrection of 
Christ where the principalities and powers are 
dismantled. New life, not death, has the last word. 
The church gathers to receive this life. It sings a new 
song and prays around word, font, and table. That 
leads to study, learning, pastoral care, and speaking 
together about the world’s needs so we can serve 
one another and the whole creation, especially the 
most vulnerable.  

As the pandemic first took hold, we lived in the 
paradox of a forced Lenten period of fasting during 
a festival Easter season. During the intervening 
weeks and months, other paradoxes have become 
apparent. 

•	 People in and out of the church are doing 
amazingly caring things for one another online 
and in person as necessary and possible. Our 
technological resources have been an immense 
help. Pastors and musicians are providing 

online readings, sermons, prayers, blessings, 
and music in ways facilitated by resources in 
their communities. At the same time, some 
seem poised to take advantage of our vulner-
ability. We need to be at once compassionate 
and wise. 

Pandemic as Paradox

The pandemic has  
exacerbated the fabric of 
our common life already 
torn by lies, deceit,  
scapegoating, cruelty,  
hatred, and prejudice. 
Into this desert the church 
sends an oasis of sanity, 
truth, care for the  
neighbor, honesty,  
and compassion. is
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•	 Pastors and church musicians are among 
those doing the amazingly creative things to-
gether. At the same time, in addition to the 
economic and other hardships we all suf-
fer, some church musicians are being treated 
badly. We need to give thanks for the amaz-
ing things that musicians are doing and 
simultaneously deal as compassionately as pos-
sible with those who are under duress caused  
directly or indirectly by the coronavirus. 

•	 There is good in the midst of our travail. Some 
families are able to eat together. At the same 
time, the economic inequities of our social or-
der are exposed along with domestic violence 
less easy to escape. We need to give thanks for 
the good but redouble our efforts to help the 
most vulnerable.

The pandemic has exacerbated the fabric of our 
common life already torn by lies, deceit, scapegoat-
ing, cruelty, hatred, and prejudice. Into this desert 
the church sends an oasis of sanity, truth, care for 
the neighbor, honesty, and compassion. So do other 
religious groups, agnostics, and atheists. We can 
and should all work together for the common good. 
To be sure, our actions do not always match and 
may sometimes even deny what we confess. That 
is why we confess our sins. God’s forgiveness gives 
us strength to walk in the way of the Lord—over 
and over. 

When we return to the feasting of our gath-
erings, in the midst of our rejoicing we are likely 
to discover things we have learned. Here is one 
of them: we should use our remarkable electronic 
resources with everything else as well as possible 
for the good of our neighbors, but we should not 
presume that the virtual and isolated can substitute 
for the actual and together. This time brims with 
paradoxes and contradictions that, now and for 
many seasons to come, will require our compas-
sion, wisdom, empathy, and care.

Paul Westermeyer is emeritus 
professor of church music at 
Luther Seminary (St. Paul, 
MN), where he also served as 
cantor and directed the Master 
of Sacred Music degree program 

with St. Olaf College (Northfield, MN). His 
writings include Te Deum: The Church and Music  
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998); Hymnal 
Companion to Evangelical Lutheran Worship 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2010); and 
Church Musicians: Reflections on Their Call, 
Craft, History, and Challenges (St. Louis:  
MorningStar, 2015).

note
1. Augustine, Confessions, I.1.
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by Gordon W. Lathrop

I pour out my soul when I think on these 
things; how I went with the multitude and 
led them into the house of God, with shouts 
of thanksgiving, among those keeping festival. 
Why are you so full of heaviness, O my soul, 
and why are you so disquieted within me? Put 
your trust in God, for I will yet give thanks to 
the one who is my help and my God.

 (Psalm 42:4–5; ELW )

I, John, your brother who share with you in 
Jesus the persecution and the kingdom and 
the patient endurance, was on the island called 
Patmos because of the word of God and the 
testimony of Jesus. I was in the spirit on the 
Lord’s day, and I heard behind me a loud voice 
like a trumpet saying, “Write in a book what 
you see and send it to the seven churches.”

 (Revelation 1:9–11a; NRSV)

I hope that our churches continue to stay 
closed for some time—indeed, perhaps for a 
long time. And I hope that the churches that 

have partially reopened will seriously consider 
closing again. Reopening now is simply not yet 
wise. I actually hope that church will be the last 
public institution to reopen. It is not that I want 
that closure. I live from the assembly of the church. 
I have come to believe and trust in God again and 
again because of that assembly. I have been rightly 
turned toward the needy world there. And I have 
spent my life teaching the practice of this assembly 
and its meaning.

thinking Again about Assembly  
in a time of Pandemic

Even if we are willing to undergo the 
risks of gathering for ourselves and as an 
expression of our own freedom, that Navajo 
woman reminds us that such risks are not 
just about ourselves.
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the Freedom to close
But we cannot continue even this most central 
practice of our Christian faith if we do it to the 
hurt of our neighbors. Right now—and for the 
foreseeable future—our gathering would create 
such hurt. It was a church insisting on a public 
gathering after such gatherings were to be stopped 
that seems to have begun the devastating and kill-
ing spread of the novel coronavirus on the Navajo 
reservation. One Navajo woman—a woman 
responsible for a local senior center—lamented, in 

words that should burn in Christian ears, “Why 
did the church do that?”1 But then it was a choir 
rehearsing in a church building, even while main-
taining physical distance and safety practices, that 
contributed to the massive spread of COVID-19 in 
Washington State.2 And a German Baptist church 
held a service on May 10, when careful opening 
was again allowed in Frankfurt; at least 40 people 
subsequently tested positive, with several hospital-
ized. The leadership of the church said that they 
very carefully observed all the rules.3 The examples 
could continue. In mid-summer, The New York 
Times reported that reopened churches had become 
a major source of coronavirus cases.4

More: as I write, we have no vaccine. Develop-
ing one and distributing it throughout the world 
will take some time. This virus largely remains a 
mystery that calls for our humility. We think we 
know that it is spread by social encounters, espe-
cially in closed spaces, not just by coughing or 
sneezing but also by singing—or simply speaking 
and breathing when we are near to each other. 
Assembly necessarily involves social encounters and 
certainly involves breathing, speaking, and sing-
ing! We do not yet even know if antibodies present 
in people who have recovered from COVID-19 or 
who have had the disease without symptoms are 
able to protect from further infection. Even if we 
are willing to undergo the risks of gathering for 
ourselves and as an expression of our own freedom, 
that Navajo woman reminds us that such risks are 
not just about ourselves.

Our freedom in Christ must always be about 
serving our neighbor. “For you were called to 
freedom, brothers and sisters, only do not use your 
freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, 
but through love become slaves to one another” 
(Galatians: 5:1). It is active, wise, practical love that 
rightly keeps our churches closed. And, as Paul 
says, “the only thing that counts is faith working 
through love” (Galatians 5:6).

[Luther’s] call for using 
intelligence and medicine as a 
means of caring for the neighbor 
and the city is still amazingly apt. 
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Martin Luther, in the midst of the Black Death 
afflicting Germany in 1527, writing to a plague-
weary people, rightly complained of those who 
avoided careful sanitary practice, people whom 
Luther said wished to “prove how independent they 
are.” He went on:

If they make no use of intelligence or medicine 
when they could do so without detriment to 
their neighbors, such people injure their bodies 
and must beware lest they become a suicide 
in God’s eyes. … It is even more shameful for 
them to pay no heed to their own bodies and 
fail to protect them against the plague the best 
they are able, and then to infect and poison 
others who might have remained alive if they 
had taken care of their bodies as they should 
have. … No, my dear friends, that is not good. 
Use medicine; … fumigate the house, yard, 
and street; shun persons and places wherever 
your neighbor does not need your presence, … 
and act like someone who wants to help put out 
the burning city. What else is the epidemic but 
a fire which instead of consuming wood and 
straw devours life and body?5

Luther wrote this in a time when people had lit-
tle idea of how disease spread, thinking the plague 
resulted from “bad air.” But his call for using intel-
ligence and medicine as a means of caring for the 
neighbor and the city is still amazingly apt. We also 
now need to avoid places except those where our 
neighbor may need us: as in health workers needing 
to be in hospitals, grocers needing to be in grocery 
stores, or volunteers needing to be at food banks. 
If that means avoiding also the assembling of the 
church, then it must be so. Luther’s advice is exactly 
right. To the extent that we can, the burning city 
still needs us to stay home. That is how we may 
protect our neighbor and how we may begin to put 
out the fire.

Such staying home is not new. As Luther’s writ-
ing evidences, there have been plagues before that 
have elicited profound Christian responses. During 
the 1918–19 Spanish Flu pandemic, churches in 

many parts of North America were indeed shut-
tered, with no liturgies held. Places that practiced 
closure (like Seattle), including in churches, expe-
rienced many fewer deaths than places that did not 
(like Philadelphia).

I know that so-called “Phase 1” or “Phase 2” 
reopening plans sometimes include provisions for 
physically distanced liturgies, with fierce cleaning, 
severely limited attendance, no communal speaking 
or singing, the font empty, and holy communion 
absent or practiced partially, for only a few or only 
in one kind. I do not mean to complain about any 
church that decides to do this. There are places in 
North America—albeit fewer and fewer as days 
and weeks pass—that have not yet seen widespread 
infection. Still, I do think that such an assembly in 
this time runs significant dangers, not only for itself 
but for the city, for the neighbors. We now know 
that even from such careful reopenings many cases 
of infection have followed. But more, I think that 
such an assembly has been robbed of many matters 
that make it church. Or, to say it more plainly, it 
strikes me that such a partial assembly is not worth 
the risk and the potential harm.

What Is Assembly?
So what is “the assembly,” that thing that we are 
so much missing? I think that this time of absence 
gives us a stunning opportunity to learn once again 
what we mean by that word. For Lutheran Chris-
tians—and for most other catholic Christians, as 
well—the assembly is a public gathering of people 
around the reading of Scripture, the singing of 
psalms and hymns, the proclamation of the gospel 
of Jesus Christ, the remembrance or lively practice 
of baptism, the intercession for the needs of church 
and world, the collection for mission and for the 
wretched and poor of the world, the thanksgiving 
over bread and wine that the community has set 
out, the mutual receiving of the body and blood 
of Christ in these gifts, the in-person sending of 
the bread and cup to those who cannot be with us, 
and the final sending of this whole company to be 
servants and witnesses in the world. To write the 
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details of this description now almost makes me 
weep at their current absence.

More, and to add to my longing: in assembly, 
all of these things are done as much as possible 
musically, singing through the whole event. And 
all of these things are done together, all of us par-
ticipating. They are not done for us by someone else 
whom we watch. There will be a presider who serves 

the gathering by leading us and there will be other 
ministers who assist us, but these are caregivers for 
our common action, not actors for our observation. 
The whole event is a bodily event, as if we all are one 
body. In fact, Paul called the assembly “the body of 
Christ.” And, as Paul himself fiercely argued in 1 
Corinthians 11, the whole event needs to be open 
to all who belong to Christ, not excluding some 
on economic grounds or, to say the matter in our 
terms, on the basis of class, gender, age, or race.

This all is what we mean, in the first place, by 
“church.” Indeed, our word “church” is an English 
translation of the Greek word ekklesia, which means 
a gathering of people, an assembly. It was that word 
that the Greek version of the Hebrew Scriptures used 
to speak about “the whole assembly of Israel.” And 
it was that word that Paul—and then the author of 
Matthew and other New Testament writers—used 
for the Christian meeting, the meeting that came 
to be held especially on Sunday as an encounter 
with the resurrection of Jesus.6 For Christians, the 
whole church is a communion between these local 
churches, these local events in Christ, for church 
is, in the first place, an event.7 Prayer for Christian 
unity is prayer for the strength and truth of that 
communion, for serious links between these local 
events. So, our local assemblies, no matter how 
small (“where two or three”) or large, always need 
signs and instruments of that communion: our 
presider needs to be a minister who is recognized 
as much as possible by the whole church; our Scrip-
ture readings are best drawn from a lectionary the 
whole church uses; the gospel we hear needs to be 
the faith of the whole church brought to expression 
here and now; our liturgy and our hymns need to 
be the whole church’s liturgy and hymns. And, 
in communion with the other churches and in 
cooperation with them, we need to collect money 
and food to be used for the suffering and hungry 
poor outside of our community and to support the 
whole church in mission.

That is assembly. And speaking of my own 
faith, I, for one, cannot live without it. I think that 
no Christian can.

Love of neighbor comes first. 
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But, even so, love of neighbor comes first. We 
cannot now meet. And if we meet in the partial way 
being described as a “phased” or “careful” reopen-
ing, there are serious questions about whether that 
meeting will actually be church. It may be some-
thing for some people. It may be a dear reminder 
of church, and that is not nothing! But if the body 
cannot act and sing together, if the event is largely 
done by a single minister, if not everyone can come, 
if attendance is limited and thus largely by invi-
tation, if the vulnerable cannot attend, if people 
from the assembly representing the assembly cannot 
be sent carrying the holy communion in person to 
those who are sick, imprisoned, or otherwise absent, 
indeed if all the baptized cannot commune, the 
reality of “church” will be seriously compromised. 
Paul calls us to discern the body (1 Corinthians 
11:29), and we now know that he means the whole, 
diverse, multi-gifted, non-exclusionary body of 
Christ that he celebrates in the very next chapter of 
1 Corinthians. We cannot celebrate the eucharist 
in a way that intentionally keeps the members of 
Christ away. Holding the Lord’s Supper without 
discerning the body means eating and drinking 
God’s judgment.

Then, what are we to do?

Doing Without Assembly
I think we should simply dwell in the truth of our 
situation. We should wait. We should not try to fix 
quickly what is rightly missing. We should yearn 
for the assembly, but we should not pretend it can 
happen when it cannot. We have had too much 
of such pretense from our national governmental 
leadership. Now is a time for truth. But we should 
also receive gladly the gifts that we do have. And 
we should do whatever we can to help the many 
people who in many ways are suffering from this 
pandemic.

And what are those gifts? And how can we 
help?

We can help, in the first place, by not gather-
ing. It is so ironic for me to write this when most of 
my life has been spent teaching and supporting the 

weekly celebration of eucharist. But there it is: we 
can help especially by not gathering. Yet, we can still 
send financial support to our local congregation. 
We can also send such support to local food banks 
and various reliable disaster relief organizations. I 
know of one congregation where two people stand 
on the front porch of the church building at the 
usual hour of the Sunday assembly to receive—in 
a physically distanced way—contributions of food 
given to the food bank by people who drive their 
cars up to the nearby sidewalk. Others deliver gro-
ceries to the front porches of people who cannot 
leave their homes. Others use the telephone to stay 
in touch with people living alone and people who 
are among the vulnerable. We can call upon local 
and national governments to act more responsibly 
and honestly, with the needs of the increasing num-
bers of the poor in mind.

And the gifts we already have? Here is the root 
gift: we may trust the presence of Jesus Christ in his 
word. Martin Luther also wrote:

When you open the book containing the gos-
pels and read or hear how Christ comes here or 
there, or how someone is brought to him, you 
should therein perceive the sermon or the gos-
pel through which he is coming to you, or you 
are being brought to him. For the preaching of 
the gospel is nothing else than Christ coming 
to us, or we being brought to him. When you 
see how he works, however, and how he helps 
everyone to whom he comes or who is brought 
to him, then rest assured that faith is accom-
plishing this in you and that he is offering your 
soul exactly the same sort of help and favor 
through the gospel. If you pause here and let 
him do you good, that is, if you believe that he 
benefits and helps you, then you really have it. 
Then Christ is yours, presented to you as a gift. 

While singing may not yet be able to take 
place in assembly, it can take place at home. 
Many people have long since stopped 
singing; this is a time to begin again, and 
church resources and the church’s cantors 
can help people sing. 
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After that it is necessary that you turn this into 
an example and deal with your neighbor in the 
very same way, be given also to him as a gift 
and an example.8

When we read the Scriptures in our homes, 
we may trust that this presence comes there, as a 
gift. The same risen Christ who interpreted to the 
disciples on the way to Emmaus the things in all 
the Scripture concerning himself (Luke 24:27) also 
comes now to us. This is the same Christ who, by 
the power of the Spirit in the assembly, gives himself 
in body and blood, feeds and forms the assembly to 
be the body of Christ. The Scripture we read always 
points us toward the eucharist, to eat and drink 
what we have heard. Although we cannot hold 
that meal now, we can recall that pointing: we can 
remember the supper and long for it. Remembering 
is deeply important, a cause for thanksgiving. But 
we can also know that our own meals, our own 
eating of the “daily bread” that is God’s gift, echoes 
the church’s eucharist as we give thanks at our table 
and as we seek to share food resources beyond our 
own tables.9 It is quite right that some of us pray, 
remembering Emmaus,

Come Lord Jesus, be our guest
And let these gifts to us be blessed.
Blessed be God, who is our bread,
May all the world be clothed and fed.10

Using the necessary restrictions of this time, 
the church that cannot meet can learn again to pray 
at home.

Praying at Home
One of the significant things that congregations 
can do is to help their members to pray, to be 
actively responsible for their own devotion. People 
can be encouraged to procure their own hymnals, 
their own books of liturgical and hymnic texts. 
Some congregations have invited members to bor-
row hymnals for a time. Symbolic practices—the 
sign of the cross, a bowl of water to remember bap-
tism, burning candles, icons, a home altar—can 
be described and encouraged. A sermon from the 

pastor, interpreting the readings as law and gospel 
in our time, can be distributed by post and, for 
those who have such access, by any number of dig-
ital platforms.

While singing may not yet be able to take place 
in assembly, it can take place at home. Many people 
have long since stopped singing; this is a time to 
begin again, and church resources and the church’s 
cantors can help people sing. In families that have 
musical instruments, their use to accompany sing-
ing or their use to introduce or follow common 
prayer can be encouraged.

Many people have also long since stopped 
reading the Bible and praying at home. Now is a 
time to relearn that gift. A letter from the pastor 
might help people find the church’s lectionary, help 
them find Morning Prayer, Evening Prayer, and 
Compline, and help them learn how to use these 
resources themselves. Sunday intercessions used in 
the congregation can be distributed for people to 
pray themselves at home. A time on Sunday can be 
set so that the congregation knows that everyone, 
insofar as possible, is reading the Sunday readings, 
singing the Sunday hymns, and praying the Sun-
day intercessions at the same time.

And while the public forgiveness of sins, which 
also belongs in assembly, will be much missed by 
Lutherans, this can be a time when individual con-
fession and forgiveness can be recovered and the 
“mutual conversation and consolation of brothers 
and sisters,” which for Lutherans is also a means of 
absolution,11 can be encouraged. Pastors can offer 
to meet a penitent online or in an appropriately dis-
tanced way, perhaps outdoors, to hear a confession 
and proclaim absolution. And pastors can teach the 
congregation the grace-giving importance that can 
be borne by conversations between lay Christians, 
perhaps by telephone or in a backyard.

I know that people are much tempted to add 
more to this list of what we can do now. Because 
of the widespread availability of electronic tools for 
social interaction, a variety of electronic “assembly” 
experiments are being made. I hope we will stop. A 
“virtual assembly” is not the assembly, nor is bread 
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and wine that I set out in front of the computer 
screen the holy supper of the body and blood of 
Christ. Here are reasons why:

•	 Not everyone has internet access and comput-
er skills; the church must not be selective in its 
attendance; we are called to discern the body. 
Furthermore, in homes where there is a great 
deal of computer use during this pandemic 
time, it probably would be wise to turn off the 
machines in order to pray, to give the family a 
sort of sabbath from electronics. And folding 
the laundry or balancing the checkbook while 
the live-streamed liturgy is on the computer 
screen will not help our sense of engagement.

•	 Reading Scripture, playing recorded music, 
and preaching can work at a distance over 
such media, and for some people these can be 
helpfully integrated into the in-home common 
prayer, without taking it over. The internet 
would then be a good tool, not the whole mes-
sage. But the body cannot be there, and the 
assembly is made up of bodies and the body, 
breathing together, praying and singing to-
gether, side-by-side.

•	 The eucharist takes place in the assembly, for 
the assembly, and by the assembly. We do not 
give the eucharist to ourselves, with our own 
bread and wine. Communion is not a thing 
we “get,” a commodity, but an event that hap-
pens to us and the whole assembly amid what 
the Formula of Concord calls “the entire ac-
tion of the Supper.” Our Confessions thus say 
it this way:

But … the recitation of the Words of 
Institution of Christ by itself does not 
make a valid sacrament if the entire action 
of the Supper, as Christ administered 
it, is not observed. … On the contrary, 
Christ’s command, “Do this,” must be 
observed without division or confu-
sion. For it includes the entire action or 
administration of this sacrament, that in 
a Christian assembly bread and wine are 

taken, consecrated, distributed, received, 
eaten, and drunk, and that thereby the 
Lord’s death is proclaimed.12

Note: “in a Christian assembly”! This passage 
may be surprising to some. Holy Commu-
nion is not consecrated by words from afar, 
over electronic media, even clerical words 
or biblical words, but by that entire action: 
a people together in thanksgiving to God, 
remembering and proclaiming the promise of 
Christ, excluding no one, and then turning to 
the needs of their neighbors. Reverence for the 
words of institution cannot be made again into 
medieval priestcraft. And the offertory in the 
church matters: bread and wine are brought by 
the community, but then they are presented, 
put on the table for the thanksgiving and to 
be given and received by all, while at the same 
time a collection is made for the hungry and 
for mission. Such an offertory does not take 
place in communion using a computer.

•	 Eucharist, similarly, ought not be celebrated by 
a few clergy, while other people watch electron-
ically. The very clericalism which the modern 
liturgical movement sought to end could come 
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alive again there. Indeed, our pastors should 
also be joining in the truth of our time, long-
ing for the assembly to return, not using their 
office—an office given to them for the sake of 
the assembly—to have private eucharists for 
themselves.

•	 Eucharist cannot, as a solution, simply be left 
at a front door. Even in the communion of 
those absent from the assembly, the presence 
of a body and bodily words sent from the as-
sembly are needed.

•	 In addition, the video recording or live broad-
casting of complete services could once again, 
even if it includes a few lay assisting minis-
ters, have the effect of making the people of 
the God passive, while it seems to give the pas-
tor and the cantor something to do. Choices 
about making worship available should not 
only be about the pastor or the cantor hav-
ing something to do. On the contrary, there 
is plenty of appropriate need for both to teach 
and counsel and help the congregation in the 
model that calls for Christians to pray and sing 
at home in this necessary time of distancing. 
There are certainly congregations gifted with 
brilliant online skills (and with no members 
without internet connections) who have found 
ways to strengthen community—amazing and 
inclusive uses of Zoom, for example—while 
continuing to know these are home devotions 
that are being strengthened, not substitutes for 
the assembly. 

•	 If taken as substitutes for assembly, sustained 
use of these electronic means can have deleteri-
ous effects in the long run: worship once again 
thought of as a thing we watch; the bodily 
assembly thought of as unnecessary; the sacra-
ments turned into commodities that we “get” 
for ourselves; the poor forgotten.

Rather, may we pray at home, treasure the 
gospel as Christ present with us, remember that we 
are baptized, stay in loving touch with one another, 

remember the poor in our actions, and yearn for 
assembly. There is a long and beautiful Lutheran 
history of such prayer in the home. I think espe-
cially of the Lutheran Christians in Iceland, where 
through much of the time in the seventeenth 
through the nineteenth centuries the weather, the 
distances, and devastating volcanic eruptions made 
it difficult for the largely isolated farm families to 
get regularly to church. One important and beloved 
bishop of the church, Jón Vídalín (1666–1720), 
provided a “house-postil,” a collection of sermons 
for every Sunday.13 Well into the twentieth century, 
that book, along with the Bible and the hymnbook, 
could be found in every Icelandic home. These 
books did not supplant the parish church. Far from 
it: they kept its memory alive; they awakened the 
hunger for it. Could we claim that history again as 
our own?

I do think that the necessary absence of 
assembly may now teach us what assembly really 
is. In the mercy of God, may we come there again. 
And when we come may we celebrate with joy all 
that marks assembly, including singing and a full 
eucharist and sending to the absent and those in 
need. I do think we will need to be more careful. 
Perhaps we will bring our own hymnals again, 
while there are still a few books at the church that 
are designated for those who have none and that are 
regularly cleaned. Perhaps we will retain bowing to 
each other at the peace for a little while. Perhaps 
the washing of hands—not just of the presider but 
of all the ministers of communion, and not just 
symbolically—will become a regular feature of our 
eucharists. And perhaps intinction—long the most 
unclean means of communion—will disappear. 
Perhaps we will remember more urgently the col-
lection for the poor and for mission.

the Bible on Waiting
While we wait, two passages from the Bible can 
help us. The psalmist remembers yearningly, as 
from a kind of depression, that there was a time 
when he or she went rejoicing among the liturgical 
assembly of Israel. We are like the psalmist. We 

The necessary absence of assembly may 
now teach us what assembly really is.
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are right to pour out our soul when we “remember 
these things.” But then the psalmist and we all are 
called to trust in God. We will come to that assem-
bly again.

And John, the seer of the Revelation, was in 
exile, alone as far as we know. But he could keep 
the Lord’s day, the day of the resurrection. In the 
Spirit, he sees the presence of the risen one, the very 
one who holds the churches in his hand, the one 
who has the keys of death and Hades (Revelation 
1:12–20). The seer is not in church; he is alone. 
He can think about the word alive in the churches 
and about the holy meal, “the marriage feast of the 
Lamb” (Revelation 19:9; cf. 2:7,17; 3:20; 22:1–2), 
but he is not celebrating it. Still, by seeing the 
presence of the risen one, he is put in communion 
with the churches. And he is given the task to be 
in touch with them by letter, encouraging and cor-
recting them. We, too, can see the presence of the 
risen one with us in prayer and the word, on the 
Lord’s day, in the Spirit. In the risen Christ, we can 
be in communion with the whole church, not least 
through the written Scriptures, even though we 
cannot now be together. But we can wait together 
until our exile is over to come, in love and great joy, 
to the Lamb’s feast.

The Scriptures give us words for our waiting.

Gordon W. Lathrop is a 
retired ELCA pastor and 
professor who has served  
congregations in Wisconsin and 
Washington State and has 
taught liturgy at Wartburg 

Seminary, Lutheran Theological Seminary at 
Philadelphia, Yale Divinity School, and Virginia 
Theological Seminary. He has written several books, 
including the Holy Things trilogy (1993–2003) and 
The Pastor: A Spirituality (2006). He is the 
recipient of the Faithful Servant Award (2005) from 
ALCM, as well as the Christus Rex Award (2012) 
from the Institute of Liturgical Studies.

notes
1. Helena Begay, quoted in Robert Klemko, “Coronavirus 

Has Been Devastating to the Navajo Nation, and Help 
for a Complex Fight Has Been Slow,” The Washington 
Post, May 16, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
national/coronavirus-navajo-nation-crisis/2020/05/11/
b2a35c4e-91fe-11ea-a0bc-4e9ad4866d21_story.html.

2. David Waldstein, “Coronavirus Ravaged a Choir. But 
Isolation Helped Contain It,” The New York Times, 
May 12, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/12/
health/coronavirus-choir.html.

3. Erik Kirschbaum, “No Hymns, No Communion:  
Germany’s Reopened Churches Offer a Road Map, But 
a New Outbreak Shows the Risks,” Los Angeles Times, 
May 29, 2020, https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/
story/2020-05-29/germany-reopened-churches-offer-
road-map-new-coronavirus-outbreak-shows-risks.

4. Kate Conger, Jack Healy, and Lucy Tompkins, 
“Churches Were Eager to Reopen. Now They Are 
Confronting Coronavirus Cases,” The New York Times, 
July 8, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/08/
us/coronavirus-churches-outbreaks.html.

5. Martin Luther, “Whether One May Flee from a  
Deadly Plague,” in The Annotated Luther, vol. 4,  
Pastoral Writings, ed. Mary Jane Haemig (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2016), 403–404.

6. On the biblical meanings of “assembly,” see Gordon  
W. Lathrop, Holy People: A Liturgical Ecclesiology  
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999), 31–37.

7. On church as an event, see Timothy J. Wengert,  
“A Brief History of the Marks of the Church,” in  
Gordon W. Lathrop and Timothy J. Wengert,  
Christian Assembly: Marks of the Church in a Pluralistic 
Age (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2004), 27–28.

8. Martin Luther, “A Brief Instruction on What to Look 
For and Expect in the Gospels,” in The Annotated  
Luther, vol. 2, Word and Faith, ed. Kirsi I. Stjerna 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015), 32–33.

9. On the important idea that the Lord’s Prayer indicates 
that our daily meals are holy and that they are meals of 
the kingdom, see Joachim Jeremias, The Prayers of Jesus 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978), 101–102; see also 
Lathrop, 76–77.

10. Common table prayer.

11. “The Smalcald Articles,” III:4, in The Book of Concord, 
ed. Robert Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert  
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 319.

12. “Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration,” VII:83–84, 
in Kolb and Wengert, 607.

13. See Jón Vídalín, Whom Word & Waves Obey: Selected 
Sermons of Bishop Jón Vídalín, trans. and ed. Michael 
Fell (New York: Peter Lang, 1998).

KeyWORDS: ASSemBLy, CommuNIoN, SINGING



18 Summer 2020    |    CroSSAccent    |    WWW.ALCm.orG  

KeyWORDS: ASSemBLy, CommuNIoN, SINGING

by Robert Buckley Farlee

I have been thinking about this topic for some 
time, since shortly after the COVID-19 virus 
developed into a pandemic and, among many 

other effects, shut down face-to-face worship in the 
United States. I was glad to have the opportunity to 
organize my thoughts and write about it, but in the 
process, the situation would never hold still. First, 
there was the sense that this would quickly get very 
bad (as it did in a few locations) and then be done 
for the most part. Gradually, it became clearer that 
this would be a long-lasting situation. As economic 
ramifications increased and patience decreased, 
states began to relax restrictions—would we be 
able to return to eucharistic gatherings? Then, on 
Memorial Day, 2020, George Floyd was killed 
by Minneapolis police—and though seemingly 
unrelated to the virus, the widespread reaction of 
protesters against racism was undoubtedly increased 
by the pent-up frustration and helplessness we felt 
from the pandemic. And I realize that after I write 
this, the church’s challenges will further evolve. 
Nevertheless, I offer these thoughts for this time as 
a pastor and a cantor of the church. I won’t try to be 

On the Loss of communion
systematic about all the details, for such are not my 
qualifications, nor will I pretend to offer any new 
solutions to the problem. But I think it’s important 
to bring these losses to the foreground, so that we 
do not merely gloss over their significance.

O Lord, bestow on us your grace and favor,
that we follow Christ our Savior
and live together here in love and union,
nor repent this blest communion. O Lord, 

have mercy!
Let not your good Spirit forsake us;
by this holy banquet remake us.
Give your church, Lord, to see
days of peace and unity. O Lord, have mercy!1

George W. Hoyer was a worship professor at 
Concordia Seminary; at Christ Seminary–Seminex, 
where I studied with him; and at Pacific Lutheran 
Theological Seminary. He was also a Scrabble fiend. 
Among his favorite words in both contexts was “pol-
ysemous.” It describes the quality of some words to 
have multiple meanings. The word “communion” in 
the title of this essay is polysemous. In this context, 
it can refer to people—the communion of saints, 
the worldwide yet intimate fellowship gathered 
around “one Lord, one faith, one birth.”2 And it can 
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In the sacrament of the table,  
we have something that has been 
deemed essential, and yet that 
has been largely unavailable to 
us during the pandemic.
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also refer to one of the foci of such gatherings, the 
sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. We are feeling the 
loss of both kinds of communion. We deeply miss 
the people in our communion—the worshipping 
assembly—but also other, smaller groups, such as 
choirs and similar musical ensembles, Bible study 
groups, committees and task forces, and also larger 
groups, such as conferences and conventions. True, 
some of these have been able to continue virtually (a 
word whose core meaning, ironically, is “possessed 
of certain physical virtues”!), but for all the ingenu-
ity of Zoom and similar platforms, it isn’t the same. 
Yet, we expect such isolation in a pandemic, even 
though this is the first such experience for most 
people now living. We know that some diseases like 
this novel coronavirus are extremely contagious 
and deadly enough that distancing is important. 
What took me a bit by surprise was the depth of my 
despair at losing the other kind of communion—
the sacrament of Holy Communion.

That sacrament, as we know, has several names, 
among them “Holy Communion,” “the Lord’s Sup-
per,” and “the holy eucharist.” Each name lifts up a 
different aspect of the meal. As a lifelong Lutheran, 
many times the name “Holy Communion” has 
been least appealing to me, probably because I grew 
up hearing people talk about “taking communion” 
in the same tone as they might mention taking a 
pill. Now, though, largely because of its relation-
ship to the other kind of communion, those who 
would normally be lining up with me to receive 
Christ’s body and blood, that name—Holy Com-
munion—has become very dear.

Yet it is possible to miss, to long for, something 
that, in the bigger picture, is not all that import-
ant. If I always enjoyed my mother’s pumpkin pie 
for Thanksgiving, and one year my Aunt Violet 
brought the pie, I might miss my mother’s version, 
yet I would survive. In the context of the lack of 

worship, we might miss the singing of hymns,3 
the passing of the peace, even the coffee hour that 
follows. The feeling of loss over those is real and 
not to be dismissed. But Lutherans, with the larger 
church catholic, teach and confess that certain 
aspects of the chief service (der Hauptgottesdienst) 
belong to its core—namely, word and sacrament, 
the means of grace. The Augsburg Confession 
asserts that the Christian church is “the assembly 
of all believers among whom the gospel is purely 
preached and the holy sacraments are administered 
according to the gospel.”4 Of those means of grace, 
the word of God can continue to be part of virtual 
worship. Baptisms have largely been deferred, and 
the daily return to baptism that Luther calls for in 
his catechisms does not need direct contact with 
others, though it benefits from it. In the sacrament 
of the table, though, we have something that has 
been deemed essential, and yet that has been largely 
unavailable to us during the pandemic.

Yet is this heart by its old foe tormented,
still evil days bring burdens hard to bear;
oh, give our frightened souls the sure salvation
for which, O Lord, you taught us to prepare.5

How necessary is the meal, though? Despite 
years of catechesis, my suspicion is that a fairly 
large proportion of the Lutheran churchgoing 
population would put it a ways down the list, 
below gathering as a body, greeting friends, singing 
together, perhaps listening to the sermon in person. 
Is it just a matter of personal preference, of what 
in the service “speaks” to each individual? In other 
words, does it really matter if we must forgo the 
Lord’s Supper?

Even in more scholarly and pastoral circles, the 
question has been raised: can we not simply accept 
that since it is, in expert opinion, unwise to gather 
and receive Holy Communion, we can see its loss as 
a positive development, teaching us to hunger more 
for God’s “forgiveness of sin, life, and salvation”?6 
It seems an odd suggestion, especially to one such 
as me who grew up in the time when quarterly 
communion was widespread. I learned to counter 
those who wished to continue that pattern by 
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arguing that more frequent communing would not 
diminish its “specialness” any more than daily eat-
ing at home made that less satisfying. We may need 
reluctantly to accept that it is too risky to gather for 
communion in these times, but after having made 
good progress in recent years toward reclaiming 
weekly communion, it seems unwise to undercut 
these strides with encouragements toward seeing 
less communion as positive.

Scripture, of course, does not mention the more 
organized patterns of church life that would develop 
in later decades and centuries. Yet eating together 
as followers of Christ does have a prominent place 
in the New Testament. To begin, we have the insti-
tution narratives of Paul and the synoptic gospels. 
In 1 Corinthians 11:23–28, Paul lays out how Jesus 
declared the bread and wine to be his body and 
blood, and he then speaks of the practice of eating 
and drinking the eucharist in a way that makes 
obvious it was a common practice. In subsequent 
decades, similar narratives were included in Mat-
thew 26, Mark 14, and Luke 22. Acts 20:7 seems 
to attach a weekly gathering to the memorial meal: 
“On the first day of the week, when we met to break 
bread ... .” But, even less obviously, sacramental ref-
erences point to the importance, in early Christian 
life, of eating together; these passages have often 
been understood as at least having eucharistic over-
tones. We may consider, for instance, the feeding 
of the five thousand in Mark 6:37 and its synoptic 
parallels in Matthew 14:16 and Luke 9:13, all of 
which include Jesus’ command, “You give them 
[the people] something to eat.” The related passage 
in John has often been understood as being explic-
itly sacramental, with Jesus saying, “I am the living 
bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats 
of this bread will live forever; and the bread that I 
will give for the life of the world is my flesh.”7 And 
there are the post-resurrection appearances in Luke 

24, especially the Emmaus story of verses 13–35. 
All of these eucharistic references are well known; 
I repeat them here simply to remind us how central 
the communion meal is for our faith and practice, 
and how deep is our loss when we are forced away 
from it. Those who are pastors are all too aware 
of Jesus’ call to Peter and to us, “Feed my sheep” 
(John 21:17).

Beyond the mere prevalence of the meal in the 
New Testament is the weight placed on it both in 
Scripture and in church history. A sacrament has 
been defined as an act that is commanded by Christ, 
uses a material or earthly element, and through 
connection with the word is the bearer of God’s 
promise. For the Lord’s Supper, the command is 
clear and repeated weekly in the words of institu-
tion: “Do this in remembrance of me.”8 Martin 
Luther made much of the “for you” in the words 
of institution, as in “This is my body [my blood], 
given [shed] for you.” The “you” there is plural; this 
is Christ’s own body and blood, a precious gift of 
life for us, the church. And that is the core of the 
devastation many of us feel—that for the first time 
in the history of the church, a huge proportion of 
the faithful, those who desperately want and need 
that holy meal, cannot receive it.

The consequences go far beyond the personal, 
what each of us as individuals may miss. The meal 
is a gift of corporate remembering. God in Christ 
remembers us, constantly giving us life, ever since 
our baptism. And we are asked, in turn, to remem-
ber Christ and his sacrificial gift of his life for our 
sake. Various writers over the years have played 
with the word “remember,” thinking of it in terms 
of “re-membering”—putting the body of Christ 
back together. Putting on my editorial curmud-
geon hat, technically the etymology doesn’t work; 
the word comes from re- (“again”) and memorāri 
(“be mindful of”)—so, “call to mind again.” But 
the idea is still valuable, because as Paul reminds us, 
we are the body of Christ, who is our head.9 And 
every time we receive communion, we remember, 
and we are re-membered—reunited with Christ, 
and with all the other diverse and dispersed mem-
bers of Christ’s body, throughout time and space.

Lutherans, with the larger church catholic, 
teach and confess that certain aspects of 
the chief service belong to its core—namely, 
word and sacrament, the means of grace. 
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We may need reluctantly to accept that it is 
too risky to gather for communion in these 
times, but after having made good progress 
in recent years toward reclaiming weekly 
communion, it seems unwise to undercut 
these strides with encouragements toward 
seeing less communion as positive.
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But there’s one additional, less theological 
aspect of the loss. It goes to what happens at a 
meal—any meal, not just a sacramental one—
among friends, among one’s communion of people. 
We gather, glad to see each other again, and to meet 
those who are new to the “communion.” We ask 
and hear about health, activities, families, shared 
acquaintances. We exclaim over and enjoy the food 
and drink. And often, along the way, we talk about 
matters closer to the heart—the harder things of 
life. When the time comes to part, we express our 
thanks to the host and, not unlikely, we say that we 
have to do this again soon.

The communion liturgy is a ritualized form of 
such a meal with Christ as our host. Some might 
say it is so ritualized that it is difficult to recog-
nize the convivial underpinnings, but they are 
there—not so much formalized, I would suggest, 
as universalized, elevated enough that they can be 
recognized and utilized across time and cultures. 
This is the feast of victory for our God, at which we 
sing with all the people of God: our beloved dead, 
saints of all ages, people of all lands and languages 
and customs. We have become accustomed to the 
privilege of reveling in that feast week in and week 
out—and now it has been taken from us, or at least 
it seems unsafe to participate in it.

God extends an invitation
to the table of creation,
where there’s wine and light and bread.
Here we gather in thanksgiving
and we offer all our living.
Here the feast of life is spread,
here the feast of life is spread.10

If, then, the sacrament of the table is that 
important, what are we to do? How are we, as the 
church, to address this pandemic’s effects on gath-
ering as a communion to share the communion 
meal?

Some religious communities, from the out-
break’s earliest days, have defied medical and 
scientific counsel and continued full, participatory 
worship, certain that God will protect them from 
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the virus.11 But faith in God is not a charm able to 
ward off viruses that are, after all, part of creation, 
and such gatherings have generally become loci for 
the spread of the disease.

At this writing, the initial surge of cases in the 
United States has begun to ebb, leading authori-
ties eager to salvage the economy to allow church 
gatherings with what are hoped to be appropriate 
safeguards. But such government guidelines rarely 
get into the details of religious ritual, leaving it to 
churches to decide whether, and how, to celebrate 
communion. So far, it seems that most Lutheran 
churches are holding off on opening their doors, 

fearful of the health consequences for those who 
attend.

In the meantime, some who feel the loss of the 
Lord’s Supper are trying some partial remedies, 
such as “virtual” communion, “spiritual” commu-
nion, and private communion.

If virtual communion continues beyond this 
moment in time, one hopes it will attract a more 
salutary name. Its most prominent champion is a 
Lutheran professor at St. Olaf College, Deanna 
Thompson, whose book on the subject, The Virtual 
Body of Christ in a Suffering World,12 predates the 
pandemic. (She has at times been unable to attend 
corporate worship due to treatment for cancer.) In 
virtual communion, the congregation is dispersed, 
coming together virtually with the presider and 
other worshippers via social media. The commu-
nion elements are provided by each household and 
are blessed via the internet. Some, though, among 
them Professor Dirk Lange, have questioned 
whether the lack of an assembly gathered with 
literal bodies makes such a method inadvisable.13

Spiritual communion, in contrast to virtual 
communion, does not pretend to be an actual 
reception of the sacrament but is more of a ritu-
alized desire to come close to Christ when the 
sacrament is not available. Its practice dates back 
for centuries in the Roman Catholic Church and is 
attested to and recommended by Thomas Aquinas 
and Teresa of Ávila, among many others. Teresa 
wrote, “When you do not receive communion and 
you do not attend Mass, you can make a spiritual 
communion, which is a most beneficial practice; 
by it the love of God will be greatly impressed on 
you.”14 One Lutheran adaptation uses this prayer:

Lord Jesus, we desire earnestly to experience 
your love as guests at the heavenly feast you 
have prepared for your children on earth in the 
most holy Sacrament of the Altar. As we are not 
able on this day to be gathered at your Table, 
may we receive you into our hearts by faith, 
trusting the word of your promise, that “those 
who love me will keep my word, and my Father 
will love them, and we will come to them and 

The meal is a gift of corporate remembering. 
God in Christ remembers us, constantly 
giving us life, ever since our baptism. And we 
are asked, in turn, to remember Christ and 
his sacrificial gift of his life for our sake.
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We have become accustomed to 
the privilege of reveling in that 
feast week in and week out—
and now it has been taken from 
us, or at least it seems unsafe to 
participate in it.

Some who feel the loss of the Lord’s 
Supper are trying some partial remedies, 
such as “virtual” communion, “spiritual” 
communion, and private communion.
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make our home with them.” Strengthen our 
faith, increase our love and hope; and after 
this life grant us a place at your heavenly table, 
where we shall eat of the eternal manna, and 
drink of the river of your pleasure forevermore. 
Hear us for your own Name’s sake. Amen.15

Private communion is simply the celebration 
of Holy Communion with a very small assembly, 
taking literally Christ’s words in Matthew 18:20 
(though taken out of context), “Where two or three 
are gathered in my name, I am there among them.” 
This is standard practice for many pastors in caring 
for members who are not strong enough to attend 
congregational worship. In a time like this, though, 
when communion is unavailable to any within 
many congregations (and, worth noting, when 
awareness of particular privilege is prominent in 
society), it may be asked whether private commu-
nion with a pastor and a few members or friends is 
a wise or compassionate practice.

So, then, if virtual communion is found by 
many to be theologically wanting, and private 
communion is pastorally inadvisable, and usual, 
corporate communion is a genuine risk to the 
well-being of participants, where does that leave 
us? At some point, we presume, it will be safe to 
resume normal eucharistic worship. Perhaps that 
will be when an effective vaccine is developed and 
widely available. Failing that, we may have to make 
a judgment based on when enough people have sur-
vived that likelihood of transmission is low, even if 
it is not zero.

Until then, we wait, and trust in God’s grace. 
Dirk Lange, in the article previously cited, presents 
several points of reassurance for us who take that 
course. Nevertheless, this is a time of testing, of 
hunger. Psalm 42 seems apt for these days: 

As a deer longs for flowing streams,  
so my soul longs for you, O God.

My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. 
When shall I come and behold the face  
of God? …

These things I remember, as I pour out  
my soul: how I went with the throng, 
and led them in procession to the house 
of God, with glad shouts and songs 
of thanksgiving, a multitude keeping 
festival.

 (Psalm 42:1–2, 4; NRSV)

We remember; we call to mind. We remember 
the communion of people serving as a cloud of 
witnesses, the dead who, in the vision from Rev-
elation, gather to feast around the throne, and the 
living who wait along with us for the earthly feast 
to resume. We remember that the feast is always 
incomplete this side of eternity; always there are 
those who are excluded, or who have not yet heard 
the invitation. Always the bridegroom is sending 
servants far and wide to call all to the feast, and as 
we wait, we would do well to join in that endeavor, 
so that when the feast resumes, it may be more full 
and joyful than ever.

Above all, we remember that God is faithful. 
“I will not leave you comfortless,” promises Christ  
(John 14:18; KJV). God still feeds us richly in 
word, and we still commune through prayer and 
praise. And the feast will be made whole again. 
The God who gave us this great sacrament, this 
marvelous feast, is “keeping it warm for us,” and 
at the appointed hour, will throw open the doors 
and welcome us, a great and hungry communion, 
to the banquet.
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In deepest night, in darkest days,
When harps are hung, no songs we raise,
When silence must suffice as praise,
Yet sounding in us quietly
There is the song of God.
When through the waters winds our path,
Around us pain, around us death: 
Deep calls to deep, a saving breath,
And found beside us faithfully
There is the love of God.16

Robert Buckley Farlee has 
served for over 35 years as 
cantor, sometime pastor, and   
composer-in-residence at Christ 
Church Lutheran, Minneapolis 
(MN). He is retired from serving 

as senior editor for worship and music at Augsburg 
Fortress and is a past president of ALCM.
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by Mark Bangert

By the rivers of Babylon—there we sat down 
and there we wept when we  
remembered Zion.

On the willows there we hung up our harps.
For there our captors asked us for songs, and 

our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, 
“Sing us one of the songs of Zion!”

 (Psalm 137:1–3; NRSV)

t he words of the psalmist reverberate 
poignantly in these days of COVID-19 
as assembly hymn singers and their choir 

partners obediently and responsibly “hang up” 
their vocal chords in hopes of keeping the air free 
of potentially infectious particles. For most this is 
not an easy transition. Suspension of communal 
singing, an imposed fast from music-inspired 
spirituality, and nostalgic yearning for live musical 
assembly, individually and jointly, wounds souls. 
And while various forms of singing in virtual 
worship and brave spurts of musical output from 
family tables mitigate this particular fallout of 
the pandemic, wounded spirits are still moved to 
lament.

Israel’s river’s-edge outpouring of grief has 
moved countless composers across the centu-
ries. There are settings of Psalm 137 by Nicolaus 

On Pandemic and Singing

Suspension of communal singing,  
an imposed fast from music-
inspired spirituality, and 
nostalgic yearning for live 
musical assembly, individually  
and jointly, wounds souls.

Claude Monet, Weeping Willow, 1918 Wikimedia/kimBell art museum, fort Worth, texas
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Gombert, Francisco Guerrero, William Byrd, 
Giovanni Palestrina, Heinrich Schütz, Orlandus 
Lassus, Giuseppe Verdi (“Va Pensiero” from Nab-
ucco), Antonín Dvořák, Steve Reich, Arvo Pärt, 
Leonard Cohen, and Stephen Schwartz (“On the 
Willows” from Godspell). Whether or not these 
works were prompted by some identifiable musi-
cal loss cannot be determined. Schütz’s work, “An 
den Wassern zu Babel” (SWV 37) for two choirs, 
demonstrates the composer’s uncanny ability to 
solicit pathos by way of musical rhetoric. It was 
published in 1619, toward the beginning of the 
Thirty Years’ War, but it likely came into being 
earlier, because the text provided perfect grist for 
him to apply lessons taught by his Italian teachers. 
Let it be remembered that each of the compositions 
above was written with the expectation of perfor-
mance, so with marked irony these artists set out to 
vent lament with a medium forbidden by the very 
text at hand.

Like all the psalms, this text also spawned 
metered versions. One of the earliest of these, in 
the Reformed style, came from the pen of Matthias 
Greiter, “An Wasserflüssen Babylon,” a five-stanza 
hymn based on Psalm 137. Though it made its way 

to northern Germany, it gradually lost its appeal. 
Its tune by the same name, composed by Wolf-
gang Dachstein, did garner widespread affection, 
especially when linked to a completely different 
text associated with Holy Week, “A Lamb Goes 
Uncomplaining Forth” (ELW 340; LSB 438; CW 
100). J. S. Bach, according to his obituary, impro-
vised on that tune for 30 minutes while playing 
a private concert in Hamburg for local notables, 
among whom was the famous organist, Johann 
Adam Reincken. Bach then later left us with a 
composed chorale prelude for organ (BWV 653) 
on the same tune in his so-called “Leipzig” chorale 
preludes. Circumstances point to the second text 
as topical source for Bach, though it is not without 
significance that as a Passion-themed chorale it 
finds its temporal home at a time when most music 
was silenced in Leipzig.

Imagining assembly life without song is one 
thing; engaging the pathos of such a possibility 
through lament set to music is another; but still 
another is the actual experience of this reality. 
Longing is not easily mitigated, and the disabled 
(or perhaps idling) engines of the church musician 
are not routinely ignited. We are in an in-between 
time that is uncertain, significantly void, and in 
search of some perspective.

We also need to recognize that the weighty 
repercussions of this new feature of “mask culture” 
extend well beyond yearning and musical suspen-
sion. One way to safely descend into the gravity of 
the situation lies in taking a closer look at Luther’s 
theology of music. Those italicized words are quite 
deliberately chosen, for Luther is one of the few 
who thought about music in a truly theological 
way. First, we will measure his words about musical 
participation against some current ways of evaluat-
ing music’s purposes in general, and then we will 
explore the theological implications of his view of 
music’s origins against the current suspension of 
assembly singing.

In his 1538 “Preface” to Georg Rhau’s Sympho-
niae iucundae (PSI), a collection of 52 motets for 
the church year, Luther offered his largest and most 
systematic exposition of his thoughts on music. 

We are in an in-between time that is 
uncertain, significantly void,  
and in search of some perspective.

Pieter Bruegel the Elder,  
the tower of Babel, ca. 1563
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For him the musical experience was nothing but 
live. His most ebullient comments on music come 
at table after family and friends have eaten (and 
presumably quenched their thirst), followed by 
a round of singing from part books.1 Even if PSI 
does not directly derive from table, it is with that 
context in mind that we best read these words from 
it, taken from a section in which he addresses the 
wonders of composed music:

the greatest excellence is that, while one and 
the same voice continues in its course, several 
voices play, exult, and adorn it with the most 
delightful gestures all round it in wondrous 
ways, and so to speak, lead a kind of divine 
dance so that those who are even moderately 
affected by it think that there is nothing more 
wonderful in this world.2

Described here is fifteenth- and sixteenth- 
century vocal polyphony of the Tenorlied style, 
in which the tenor voice sounds the tune around 
which other voices weave their own newly devised 
lines. The use of part books lent each performance 
an element of existential surprise in that there is 
no way a participant could know, at least initially, 
how a piece would evolve. This sense of always 
being in the midst of a happening struck Luther as 
a form of heavenly dance, coming into being every 
moment as a kind of eschatology, actually, that for 
him seemed to be at the core of what music is. Just 
like God doesn’t do the same thing twice, so the 
musical experience—even with the same compo-
sition—is always new. It took effort to bring music 
into being but in that effort lay an experience quite 
like no other while simultaneously being a reveal-
ing sign of life beyond.

It may be impossible for us to duplicate the 
intensity of such moments even under normal cir-
cumstances simply because so much of our music 
culture is built on reproduction. That culture is 

increasingly being questioned. Current trends 
among scholars of diverse disciplines are cam-
paigning for reconsideration of our usual patterns 
of confronting music. As a way to comprehend 
the issues at hand, musicologist and banjo player 
Thomas Turino has helpfully charted the four 
ways we normally engage music: participatory 
performance (one is a participant), presentational 
performance (as active listener, one hears others in 
a live event), high fidelity (one hears a recording of 
a live performance), and studio art (the electronic 
production of music).3 He holds that the first of 
these comes closest to what he believes music to be, 
noting from his own experience how he finds par-
ticipatory performance to be a “heightened sense of 
social interaction” and a strong experience of social 
bonding.4 He is persuaded that, as a participant, 
one loses oneself to an unfolding communal event 
that is both pleasing and satisfying in an extraordi-
nary manner.

When participatory performance is neglected 
or traded in for musical experiences of a lesser sort, 
additional byproducts erode Luther’s “heavenly 
dance.” In the same sense that we talk about “music 
stores” or the “music business,” it can be said that 
we have come to think of music as an object, some-
thing to be bought and sold with a fixed meaning 
embedded within the transaction. Issues surround-
ing commoditization aside, the results of such 

The meaning of music is 
embedded in the relationships 
of its participants; … most 
intensely sensed in participatory 
performance. 

Joos van Craesbeeck, three young men making music, ca. 1635—1661
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tendencies lead to a loss of hunger for the heavenly 
dance and to satisfaction with musical experiences 
that simulate the heart of music. Among the efforts 
to bring us all back to existential surprise and social 
cohesion are those of Christopher Small, who has 
come up with a neologism to get our attention.5 
Most languages, except for English, have a word to 
describe participatory performance (e.g., the Ger-
man musizieren), so he is suggesting we start using 
the word “musicking” to encourage one another 
in a return to making music in every place and in 
restoring its core purpose of enabling a group to 
hear its own social coherence. Luther and at least 
two contemporary authors lead us to say that the 
meaning of music is embedded in the relationships 
of its participants; moreover, that meaning is most 
intensely sensed in participatory performance.6

We all have come to the moment of pandemic 
dulled by the “object” myth, by its corollaries, and 
by the charm of electronic wizardry, admittedly 
combined with the comforts and diversions the 

object can bring while safe in our place. Neverthe-
less, we are dulled in such a way that we are unable 
to name what it is, precisely, that we miss. Here 
is what we really miss: we long for assembly song 
because it is the means by which we surface our 
identity and our cherished way of “saying” and 
“dancing” our communal relationships in Christ. 
We miss the heavenly dance in all its forms because 
it is essential to being the body of Christ. The pan-
demic is piercing that gift of being.

If singing our identity into being is one thing 
we yearn for, then akin to it but also distinct is the 
longing for the “free course”7 of the word. Like the 
huge mutes that symphonic tubists use, COVID-
19 has muffled sounded word—with results far 
more profound than a muted tuba. In PSI, Luther, 
following the lead of late medieval theorists he 
had read, gives much space to what he believes the 
origins of music to be. He considers it a creature 
of God. Addressing the intended users of Rhau’s 
musical collection, he concludes his essay with 
these exuberant words:

May you … accept the commendation of this 
noble, salutary and happy creature, to be on 
occasion medicine for your passions against 
shameful lusts and evil company. Then may 

We long for assembly song because it is the 
means by which we surface our identity and 
our cherished way of “saying” and “dancing” 
our communal relationships in Christ. 

Dirck Hals, fête champêtre (country feast), 1627
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you become accustomed in this creature to 
recognize and praise the Creator.8

Elsewhere in Rhau’s preface the reformer 
expands upon this core understanding. The thing 
itself, as he refers to it, is sound. With great amaze-
ment he notes how moving something through the 
air at great speed causes a sound. If you think about 
it, he muses, music is embedded in all of creation. 
But he is particularly fond of sound from birds, 
songbirds especially, calling them out for mention 
both here and elsewhere in his writings. Next, he 
marvels at the human voice, its varieties and its 
singular ability to sound words by way of adding 
consonants and vowels, noting too that humans 
laugh and weep—all examples of sound in opera-
tion. On account of this spectrum of possibilities, 
Luther views this creature as a distinct gift. 

There is, of course, much more at stake here 
than lots of different sounds. Ironically (or maybe 
not) in the introduction to a 1522 book of printed 
sermons, Luther laid out his understanding of the 
gospel. “The gospel is a story about Christ, God 
and David’s son, who died and was raised,”9 a story 
he then claims “should really not be something 
written, but a spoken word. … This is why Christ 
himself did not write anything but only spoke.”10 
Two years later, offering a rationale for his contri-
butions to the hymn repertoire, he claims to have 
taken on that task “so that the holy gospel which 
now by the grace of God has risen anew may be 
noised and spread abroad”11 (literally, oscillated 
abroad or swung abroad [im Schwang]). When God 
cheers our hearts in God’s son you cannot be quiet 
about it, Luther declares; instead, you will gladly 
sing and speak about it, “so that others also may 
come and hear it.”12

Emphasis on sounded word, word swung by 
sound—especially by music—receives this special 
attention from Luther because that’s the way the 
gospel gets into people’s hearts. And it’s not only 
sounded so that others hear it, but the word is 
swung in a way that we hear it from ourselves as 
well as from others. Even though we are the sound 
generators, the word reaches us from outside of 

ourselves, offering comprehension through text 
and faith through affect-laden music. And all of 
that runs congruent with the insistence that the 
gospel always needs to come to our hearts from out-
side of ourselves. Live music swings the gospel right 
into our hearts. No wonder he called the church a 
“mouth-house” (Maulhaus).13

We are lamenting not just the loss of the plea-
sures of communal singing, not just the cherished 
memory of the choir we know and love. We are 
grieving the gospel, now uncontrollably muted 
by a virus. Of course the word is still proclaimed, 
in some cases just like before, but the chords have 
been hung on the willows and the swung gospel has 
either been silenced or relegated to digital replay 
or, mistakenly I think, given to a lone individual at 
safe distance.14 Exiled from assembly, the psalmist 
wrote, “We do not see our emblems; there is no lon-
ger any prophet, and there is no one among us who 
knows how long” (Psalm 74:9). More than once the 
word of the Lord has gone silent. When Samuel 
received his call to be a “trustworthy prophet,” it 
was said that the “word of the Lord was rare in 
those days” (1 Samuel 3:1).

Is this overly dramatic? It doesn’t seem so if 
you consider the times and places across the ages 
when the word did not have “free course,” and if 
you ponder how the church in North America has 
enjoyed relative unfettered interaction with word, 
swung or unswung. Muted word is a new mode 
of spiritual existence, unfamiliar to many. “That 
your word, as becomes it, may not be bound but 
have free course and be proclaimed to the joy and 
edifying of Christ’s holy people,” the prayer reads, 
signaling God’s promise that the word of the Lord 

When God cheers our hearts in God’s 
son you cannot be quiet about it, Luther 
declares; instead, you will gladly sing and 
speak about it, “so that others also may 
come and hear it.”
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will not be muffled forever. So let’s keep praying 
words like that with confidence and hope.

As we address the current acoustical-scape, 
we might also use this opportunity to reflect on 
times past when we took lightly how essential the 
sounded swung word is to our faith and to our spir-
itual and physical well-being as the body of Christ. 
Lament includes self-reckoning. Then, we might 
fire up the creative juices in order to conceive of 
ways to address the void. Gordon Lathrop has sug-
gested that congregations might work to distribute 
congregational song books to people at home that 
they might have resources at hand for singing 
together there. Regarding those congregations who 
continue virtual assembly, leaders should question, 
deliberate over, experiment with, and evaluate every 
possible way of delivering music virtually while 
soliciting song from distant participants in the best 
possible fashion. With the array of digital tools at 
hand, musical leaders can beneficially use this time 
to assist people in their newly found opportunities 
to sing and to sing together at home. 

Finally, it is possible to think of this time of 
muteness not as something imposed but rather as a 
choice made by the believer for the sake of others. 
In this way we exercise our freedom in Christ by 
loving our neighbor.

Almighty God, send your Holy Spirit upon 
your church and grant us the wisdom that 
comes from above, that your word, as becomes 
it, may not be bound but have free course 
and be proclaimed to the joy and edifying 
of Christ’s holy people, and that, in steadfast 
faith, we serve you and abide in your name to 
the end through Jesus Christ, your Son and 
our Lord.

With the array of digital tools at hand, 
musical leaders can beneficially use this 
time to assist people in their newly found 
opportunities to sing and to sing together 
at home. 
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enforcement of such measures—vary substantially 
from location to location. (Time will tell if such 
approaches were themselves wise or myopic.) Yet 
the true dangers of the pandemic are myriad: in 
addition to the virus itself, hysterics, groupthink, 
trusted and false science, and more have assaulted 
us in narrow, anecdotal, and frenetic ways. Social 
and news media continually manage to reinforce 
the narrowing of our perspectives on everything. 
Christians, on the other hand, hear the sursum 
corda, the call to “set [our] minds on things that are 

U

As we confess in the creeds, the church has 
one foot in this world and one foot in the life of 

the world to come. We call it the communion 
of saints, the reality that the church is both 

militant on earth and triumphant with  
Christ in paradise. 

n

Pandemic Myopia  
and Liturgical time

by Sean Daenzer

Dominus vobiscum.
Et cum spiritu tuo.
Sursum corda.
Habemus ad Dominum.
Gratias agamus Domino Deo nostro.
Dignum et iustum est.

 (the Sursum Corda, after  
2 Timothy 4:22; Colossians 3:1,  
and Psalm 136)

The Lord be with you.
And with thy spirit.
Lift up your hearts.
We lift them up unto the Lord.
Let us give thanks unto the Lord, our God.
It is meet and right so to do.

 (TLH, p. 24; LSB, p. 194)

B y now, Holy Week and Easter are distant 
and forgotten memories—and I mean that 
in more ways than one. Where did Easter go 

in 2020? Lutherans should ask ourselves whether 
the atoning death of Christ and his resurrection 
from the dead still rule our hearts and minds, or 
whether the fear of sin and death in the face of 
COVID-19 has brought us back into bondage. 
After that essential question of repentance and 
faith has been considered, we will be better able 
to ask how the church responds liturgically to this 
temporal interruption.

Lift Up your Hearts
The pandemic has been global, yet our response 
has often lacked focus and insight: it may be 
appropriately characterized as myopic. Safety pre-
cautions and stay-at-home measures—as well as 

cOntextS: TIme, LITurGy, rITuAL
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above” (Colossians 3:2; NRSV). The liturgy sings 
these and all Scriptures into Christians not so that 
we can recite them on cue in corporate worship 
but, far more, to believe and to live. The church’s 
perspective must be raised, the church’s heart lifted 
up unto the Lord. 

Thus, this was an especially fitting year to 
mark the Ascension of Our Lord. Some of the first 
reopening efforts coincided with this feast, aptly 
delivering the reality check we needed: Christ has 
“ascended on high” and “made captivity itself a 
captive” and now sits on the throne exalted “far 
above all the heavens, so that He might fill all 
things” (Ephesians 4:8, 10). God reigns over all 
things for the good of the church. Panic and fear, 
just as certainly as death and chaos, lie subdued 
under God’s feet. And though on account of our 
present myopia “we do not yet see” (Hebrews 2:8) 
these foes in subjection under God’s feet, faith 
believes the promises that confidently assert other-
wise. Sight remains blind to the future (and plenty 
of the present) and forever fearful of it; faith, how-
ever, grasps the promises of Christ’s accomplished 
salvation and delights in the hope set before it: 
expecto resurrectionem mortuorum—we expect the 
resurrection of the dead.

As we confess in the creeds, the church has one 
foot in this world and one foot in the life of the 
world to come. We call it the communion of saints, 
the reality that the church is both militant on earth 
and triumphant with Christ in paradise. All of 
us—in the body or out of it, yet with the Lord—are 
expecting the resurrection. There is one holy catho-
lic and apostolic church. Since this is true across the 
chasm of death, it is most certainly true around the 
globe also. This too we have by faith, not by sight, 
true enough. The church is visibly fractured and 
her unity hidden. But we do not confess our sight. 
We confess the faith. The church year is geared 
toward this confession.

Keeping Liturgical time
In the region where I live, it all came crashing down 
in the week of Oculi (Third Sunday in Lent)—just 
about the time musicians and pastors were realiz-
ing that Holy Week was about a month away. As 
it became clear the stay-at-home orders would last 
and as circumstances around the country began to 
diversify, I think everyone was clamoring for unity 
and already mourning the thought of “missing” 
Easter. I began to hear the suggestion that Easter 
ought not be cancelled but rather rescheduled. 
“When this is over, we should have a denomi-
nation-wide Easter celebration to unite us as a 
church!”

I discouraged this approach for a few reasons. 
First, it’s worth recalling that the desire to unite 
around a common celebration of Easter has already 
eluded the church for almost 1,900 years. Eastern 
and Western Christians still celebrate Easter on 
different dates. Given that long historical difficulty, 
the notion that any pope, denominational presi-
dent, or worship director would succeed now may 
be a delusion of grandeur (to which we are regretta-
bly susceptible). Indeed, the “end” of the pandemic 
will not happen at once in every place, just as it did 
not begin all at once in every place. Each parish, 
state, and country will return to physical services 
when it can (if it ever fully gave them up). Resched-
uling Easter would likely multiply the Easters even 
more. That would not endanger our salvation, of 
course, but nor would it contribute to any external 
unity either.

Second, and much more significant: the 
church throughout the world has not abandoned 
its usual course. We must remember and assert this 
for the sake of our sisters and brothers around the 
world. Some Christians, including Lutherans, still 
celebrated Easter (even having communion), using 
appropriate caution, abiding by local restrictions 
and best judgment. In our recognition of how 
“global” this pandemic is, we shouldn’t forget the 
“super-global” nature of Christ’s church. The word 
we use is “catholic” or “universal,” to include also 
the saints in eternity. It would be myopic to say that 

U

The church is visibly fractured and her unity  
hidden. But we do not confess our sight.  
We confess the faith. The church year  

is geared toward this confession.

n
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because I have not observed Easter, no one has. The 
church continues to pray even when some miss a 
Sunday—or nine or nineteen. We jump back into 
the church’s rhythm as we are able—in this case, 
glad and grateful to return to “normal.”

Third, while most Protestants and secular 
calendar makers mark Easter as one of the few 
stand-alone days worth noting, Lutherans value the 
whole church year with it. The Triduum culminat-
ing in Easter is the undoubted central and high feast 
of the year, yet our pastors and church musicians 
do not have a “Christmas-and-Easter” mindset, nor 
do we wish to encourage such thought among our 
members. Easter stands out, but it doesn’t stand 
alone. The entire church year has been built around 
it. The result is not a flimsy structure held together 
as by a linchpin, but a beautiful dome where every 
season and day points forward to or springs from 
the death and resurrection of Christ. Many of us 
have felt a void this year, no doubt. I would encour-
age us to see how, nevertheless, the structure is still 
standing, still pointing us to Christ, our center. The 
rest of the weeks will not let us forget or overlook 
the Holy Three Days. Indeed, we have not lost the 
ancient understanding that each and every Sunday 
is a “little Easter.”

In fact, church year 2020 did not “go” any-
where, because the church is far greater than any 
individual point of view. Our risen and ascended 
Christ remains Lord of the church. This remains 
2020 A+D (anno Domini), another year belonging 
to our Lord. God has missed nothing. The church 
year is designed to confess that conviction as it sets 
the Scriptures and Christ’s saving work before us 
in its course. Keeping the church year intact—like 
jump-roping double dutch, “jumping back in” with 
our fellow saints who have kept the rhythm going in 
our absence, praying for us all the while—is a way 
to raise our perspective just when we are tempted to 
put our heads down the most.

Meet, Right, and Salutary
No matter the proper preface, the pastor always 
insists, “it is truly meet, right, and salutary that 
we should give thanks,” even “at all times and in 
all places.” We may have heard those words in a 
new and sobering sense as they came across the 
digital media to us on our couches. Lutherans 
aren’t satisfied with a “digital Supper.”1 For Rome, 
the viewing of the priest alone at an altar remains 
a legitimate option; for the Protestants, the meal of 
distant memory is easily (and usually) omitted. But 
we say that Christ’s verba (“words”) “along with the 
bodily eating and drinking are the main thing in 
the Sacrament.”2 It’s not Easter or any other sin-
gular occasion we’ve missed, but the constant and 
ongoing life of the assembly, i.e., the church. It’s the 
meeting together (Hebrews 10:25), being gathered 
in God’s name (Matthew 18:20), and devoting our-
selves “to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to 
the breaking of bread and the prayers” (Acts 2:42) 
that we long to rejoin.

The world is beset with the prospect of an 
unknown “new normal.” We know better. Easter 
is our normal. Ascension is our normal. Habemus 
ad Dominum—we literally “have” (habemus) our 
hearts always to and with the Lord. Lord, have 
mercy where our hearts have strayed in great fear! 
Lord, preserve us steadfast, with hearts “fixed where 
true joys are to be found”! (Collect for Fifth Sunday 
of Easter, or “Cantate” Sunday).

U

The church continues to pray even 
when some miss a Sunday—or nine 
or nineteen. We jump back into the 
church’s rhythm as we are able—in 

this case, glad and grateful to return 
to “normal.”

n



34 Summer 2020    |    CroSSAccent    |    WWW.ALCm.orG  

Let Us Give thanks  
to the Lord Our God
That, chiefly, is what characterizes the church 
on the day of her “return”: thanksgiving. We are 
thankful always for the death and resurrection of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, and now—God grant it!—
we shall have a particular cause of thanks in the end 
or improvement of the pandemic, in God’s mercy 
to spare us, and we will delight to gather again and 
to eat the Lord’s Supper, which perhaps we had to 
forgo for a time. Thanksgiving is called for. When 
this happens, the Te Deum, the ancient hymn of 
thanksgiving, is especially appropriate. We might 
also include “Now Thank We All Our God” (ELW 

cOntextS: TIme, LITurGy, rITuAL
U

Many of us have felt a void this year, no doubt. 
I would encourage us to see how, nevertheless, 

the structure is still standing,  
still pointing us to Christ, our center.

n

839–840; LSB 895; CW 610), which was itself 
written by a Lutheran pastor who suffered greatly 
during war and plague (Johann Crüger). Likewise, 
Psalm 116—a psalm of thanksgiving for deliv-
erance and the basis for many familiar offertory 
canticles—answers plainly in response to the sing-
er’s question “What shall I render to the Lord for 
all His benefits to me?” (LSB, p. 159, 176): take the 
cup of salvation. As in a familiar Thanksgiving Day 
gospel (Luke 17:11–19), Christ praises the faith of 
the one who returns to him, eager to receive even 
more of God’s mercy.

Sean Daenzer is the newly 
installed director of worship for 
The Lutheran Church–Missouri  
Synod and is the International 
Center chaplain. Both Sean and 
his wife Audrey are also 
organists.

notes
1. Note that the three largest Lutheran church bodies in 

the United States have all issued guidance that  
discourages “virtual” communion.

 ELCA: https://download.elca.org/ELCA%20Resource 
%20Repository/Worship_in_Times_of_Public_
Health_Concerns.pdf

 LCMS: https://www.lcms.org/how-we-serve/mercy/
health-ministry/pandemic

 WELS: https://wels.net/god-feeds-his-flock-in 
-a-time-of-crisis/

2. Martin Luther, Small Catechism (LSB, p. 327). Anoth-
er translation gives, “These words, when accompanied 
by the physical eating and drinking, are the essential 
thing in the Sacrament” (ELW, p. 1166).
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t hroughout the pandemic, churches have 
maintained their liturgical practices 
through a variety of means. Some, having 

already initiated the practice of livestreaming prior 
to the pandemic, continue providing livestreamed 
liturgies each Sunday with a small number of 
physically spaced leaders and musicians in an oth-
erwise empty nave. Some encourage individuals or 
households to observe liturgies in homes and pro-
vide materials for this, most of them fasting from 
eucharist. Livestreaming has worked well for many 
churches; many have seen increased attendance 
and participation from audiences from across the 
country or around the globe.

However, Mount Olive—where I serve as 
cantor—has made a conscious decision not to 
livestream liturgies until assemblies are once again 
able to gather safely and the eucharist again be cel-
ebrated together. The reasons for not streaming are 
multifaceted, but an influential factor is the absence 
of the assembly—a foundation for the practice of 
liturgy at Mount Olive. This article provides the 
context and developments that led to that decision, 
its reaffirmation, and thoughts about what might 
be next.

context
In comparison to its sibling ELCA congregations 
in the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and Saint Paul 
(MN), Mount Olive is a medium-sized parish 
with close to 600 members. It calls itself socially 
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progressive yet liturgically conservative, embracing 
the historic liturgies of the church. 

Liturgically, Mount Olive places a high value 
on the assembly’s role in the liturgy through 
active attentiveness; intent-filled spoken and sung 
responses; individual gestures such as bowing, 
making the sign of the cross, kneeling, and inclu-
sion of incense—making full use of the body’s 
senses. Children sit near the front so as to be able 
to see and participate. Congregational singing is a 
well-supported and highly valued gift within the 
weekly celebration of the eucharist. 

Depending on the liturgical season or festival, 
the vested leadership in the chancel for each liturgy 
includes 6–10 people who reflect various forms of 
ministry, including the ordained, those training for 
ordination, and lay ministers. The liturgy is co-led 
by the presiding minister and assisting minister (a 
lay representative from the community), both set 
apart by special vestments. The sacristan, a trained 
lay person from the congregation, coordinates 
logistical aspects. The preaching and presiding 
at the eucharist are carried out by the called and 
ordained pastor, and the vicar (pastoral intern) also 
preaches on occasion under the supervision of the 
called pastor. The music is cared for by the called 
and trained cantor, whose primary role is to be 
the steward of the congregation’s song, a role that 
includes coordinating groups of musicians from 
the congregation, such as choirs and instrumen-
talists. In addition, there are supporting servant 
roles coordinated by the lay people of the church 
through the worship committee, including cruci-
fers, torchbearers, communion assistants, the altar 
guild, greeters, servers, lectors, bread bakers, and 
more. The celebration of any liturgy involves a large 
number of people—both seen and unseen.

Congregational song has long been extremely 
vibrant, robust, and creative, and includes a wide 
repertoire of songs from various times and places. 
It is common for us to include stanza alternations 
for hymns with more than three stanzas, assigning 
different stanzas (and sometimes parts of stanzas) 
to treble voices, lower voices, choir, children’s choir, 
organ or instruments, and by asking all to sing in 
unison or harmony. Following the practice devel-
oped by Cantor Paul Manz (who served from 1946 
to 1983), extended chorale prelude introductions, 
as well as improvised settings and accompaniments, 
are an integral part of the congregation’s hymnody.

exile
During the week that followed Sunday, March 8 
(Second Sunday in Lent), all liturgies at the church 
were suspended due to the rapid spread of COVID-
19 caused by the novel coronavirus. The building 
was closed indefinitely. 

It was clear that liturgy needed to continue, but 
the question was how and where. Also present in 
our minds was the approaching Holy Week with all 
of its liturgies and rites. A decision was made early 
on not to livestream but rather to encourage liturgy 
in the home; materials were provided to maintain 
the sense of weekly rhythm, with the common lec-
tionary readings, a new contextualized sermon, and 
corporate prayer. The intent also was to empower 
and train people to be prayer and liturgy leaders 
in their own homes. Congregational song would 
also be included by utilizing several years’ worth of 
liturgy recordings in order to provide opportuni-
ties for full-voiced, vibrant congregational singing. 
Since the cantor could safely play the organ alone 
in the church, it was decided that newly recorded 
organ music could also be provided with weekly 
worship materials.

For several weeks, worshippers received mate-
rials via email that included .pdf files for printed 
texts and links to either YouTube videos or Sound-
Cloud music files to be used for home liturgies. 
During Lent, this included a Kyrie, a recorded 
video of the prayer of the day, the printed lessons, a 
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“Liturgy is not a religious experience 
performed by others for us to sit 
back and watch, to be consumed. 

Liturgy is rather our thoughtful and 
conscious participation in a holy 
drama, the drama of becoming.” 

n

video of the sermon, a recording of the hymn of the 
day on SoundCloud, printed prayers written by the 
assisting minister, and a closing hymn. The eucha-
rist was not celebrated. With each passing week, we 
experimented with ways to make materials more 
user friendly, with fewer and fewer clicks needed to 
gain access. Those with limited access to technol-
ogy received CDs that contained audio tracks of 
this now-digital content.

As the weeks stretched on, some in the con-
gregation asked why we did not livestream each 
Sunday, which had increasingly become a common 
practice among many congregations, both locally 
and nationally. However, it didn’t feel right for 
Mount Olive. And yet, the proposition still war-
ranted review and consideration.

The worship committee met to review, and 
perhaps revise, our practice, formulating a full 
statement of purpose to communicate to the con-
gregation. Through careful study and conversation, 
the committee reaffirmed the earlier decision not 
to livestream and not to record vested leaders 
in the nave, even though several parishioners 
had suggested it would be comforting to see the 
chancel leaders vested and present in this way. The 
worship committee prepared a letter outlining 
these conversations and decisions, which was sent 
to the congregation on May 7, 2020. What follows 
is a summary of that statement’s points, including 
several verbatim excerpts (framed by quotation 
marks).1

We began by noting that the work of the 
church continued even if the church building was 
temporarily empty: “We are in a time of exile and 
suffering, as a community, and as a world. … It is 
not the first time the people of God have been in 
exile, separated from each other. There is much we 
can do without gathering as a community, much 
we are called to do for the world and our neighbor, 
even though we still cannot safely gather to sing, 
pray, eat and drink together.” 

•	 The committee felt that pretending to carry 
on as “normal” would be unhealthy: “In this 
time of quarantine, we are worshiping in a way 

that focuses our hearts, minds, and bodies in 
unity as a community with the same readings, 
the same stories, the same hymns, the same ac-
tions without pretending that we are actually 
together, which is not true.”

•	 We decided to continue creating “videos of 
lessons, sermons, prayers, in homes and not 
livestream or record the videos in advance from 
the chancel, nave or balcony (with the excep-
tion of organ recordings that Cantor Cherwien 
could make in advance in isolation).” The letter 
continued with this explanation: “Liturgy is a 
holy action of the people to praise and thank 
God. It is a communal action in which we 
have the possibility of encountering the Holy 
through the presence of Christ. Liturgy is not 
a religious experience performed by others for 
us to sit back and watch, to be consumed. Lit-
urgy is rather our thoughtful and conscious 
participation in a holy drama, the drama of 
becoming.” 

•	 Transmitting images of a few leaders with an 
empty nave was far too incomplete a represen-
tation of our values in liturgy. Livestreamed or 
newly recorded music with just a few singers 
cannot represent what is at our core: the full as-
sembly, with the organ accompanying an equal 
force of singers in the assembly. The lectors, 
presider, preacher, prayers are to be recorded 
in homes, as we are all in the same situation—
exiled from gathering. And so, we wrote to the 
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congregation that “recording worship leaders 
in a chancel at Mount Olive with an empty 
nave wouldn’t be bad or wrong, but neither 
would it be true to our values or situation of 
exile. Seeing worship leaders recorded in their 
homes as they lead us in the liturgy is an hon-
est acknowledgement of our exile.” 

•	 We will continue our fast from the eucharist, 
following articles written by several theolo-
gians that, along with the bishop of the ELCA 
Minneapolis Area Synod and the ELCA 
churchwide Presiding Bishop, urge congrega-
tions to refrain from sharing the Lord’s Supper 
remotely. As explained in the letter to the con-
gregation, the reason is that “the meal of the 
Eucharist is celebrated when we gather—and 
is a shared act with the community, with real 
materials of the earth that are broken, poured 
and shared. Holy Communion is just that—
communion, a sharing, related to the word 
‘common.’… In 1 Corinthians 11:17 Paul uses 
the words ‘when you come together, do this’ in 
reference to the Lord’s Supper. … Since we are 
not able to gather, we will wait for Holy Com-
munion until we can come together and be a 
true holy communion. … This fasting is deep-
ly painful for all of us but seems to us to be the 
most faithful response to this crisis.” 

•	 For hymns and psalmody, the committee 
decided to continue using the archives of re-
corded hymns in all of their fullness—with a 
large body of congregational singers, with stan-
za alternations, with extended and interpretive 
introductory improvisations—including “imper- 

fections” and ambient noise such as ener- 
getic children, the sound of traffic, and cough-
ing that remind us of our full context and 
surrounding community. Corporate sing-
ing, an unusual act in modern culture, is best 
created in company with other singers! With 
many years of recorded liturgies, we are able 
to offer materials that encourage singing along 
at home. The hymn recordings are now ren-
dered as videos that include musical notation 
and text, allowing physically distanced singers 
to join the full company of singers—including 
voices on those recordings that now sing with 
the choirs of angels and saints!

This liturgy-at-home practice continues, 
though we continuously strive to improve the ways 
in which these materials are compiled and shared. 
We now provide a service folder with instructions 
for ritual actions that can be printed; the corre-
sponding video also includes all that is necessary 
for participation. Using the application iMovie, 
the entire liturgy is now presented as one video 
file uploaded to our YouTube channel. The liturgy 
video is sent out as a one-click link at 6:00 a.m. on 
Sunday morning, or on the afternoon of a festival 
day, and is also available on the homepage of the 
Mount Olive website. It includes:

•	 instructions to light a candle;

•	 prelude (from archives or newly recorded);

•	 entrance hymn (from archives);

•	 greeting and prayer of the day (recorded by 
presider);

•	 first lesson (read as video by lector);

•	 psalm (provided with or without antiphon, 
sung);

•	 second lesson (read as video by assisting 
minister);

•	 gospel acclamation (from archives);

•	 gospel (video read by presiding minister);

•	 sermon;

•	 a time of silence for reflection;
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•	 hymn of the day (from archives);

•	 prayers of the church (written and presented in 
video by the assisting minister);

•	 sharing of the peace;

•	 offering or anthem (recorded from prior years);

•	 Lord’s Prayer;

•	 benediction;

•	 closing hymn (from archives)

•	 dismissal (read as video by the assisting min-
ister); and

•	 postlude (from archives, or newly recorded).

Return
Our return to in-person worship will likely be 
a gradual process. Once an assembly can safely 
gather for unencumbered participation in the full 
range of ritual action (including singing), liturgies 
will resume in the nave. At the time of this writing 
in June, we have explored the possibility of offering, 
perhaps ironically, more liturgies per Sunday to 
accommodate fewer people. Perhaps the choir will 
sing in “shifts” of smaller groups at first. 

We have also discussed livestreaming once lit-
urgies resume, as that would be a gathering complete 

with assembly, musicians, and complement of 
vested leadership. The livestreaming would be 
primarily for those in high-risk groups who would 
not yet feel safe attending and joining the assembly. 
For those unable to attend, a larger home-commu-
nion network would be needed—a practice where 
trained lay people bring the bread and wine from 
the Sunday eucharist to those not in attendance. 
In order to begin livestreaming, we would have a 
number of technological challenges to resolve, but 
we are confident that they are surmountable.

new challenges
On Monday, May 25, just seven blocks south of 
Mount Olive, George Floyd was killed by police. 
This precipitated another global crisis—the cry for 
us to tackle the issue of racism, white-body suprem-
acy, and police violence. During the week that 
followed Floyd’s murder, demonstrations began 
each evening. On Thursday, Friday, and Saturday 
evenings, these demonstrations became violent, 
and hundreds of businesses and buildings were 
vandalized, looted, set ablaze, and burned to the 
ground—some just a half-block away from Mount 
Olive’s building. 

The following Sunday morning, May 31, was 
the Day of Pentecost. On the night before this, the 
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protests had remained mostly peaceful, and there 
was no further destruction. The smoke in the air 
from previous days had been replaced with raw 
emotion and shock.

The immediate set of challenges was almost 
overwhelming: caring for the injured (miraculously 
few), cleaning up, rebuilding of the businesses 
destroyed—many of which were minority- and 
recent-immigrant-owned—and, since so many 
stores were burned, looted, or closed, providing 
food and supplies to the area. The bus service had 
also been halted. Items such as cleaning supplies, 
diapers, and detergent—already in short supply 
due to the pandemic—were needed. Churches 
and neighborhood groups, and organizations such 
as Community Emergency Services, answered 
the call to serve. Grocery giveaways sprang up all 
around. Groups of people showed up with brooms, 
dustpans, and trash bags to help clean. People help-
ing people. As it should be.

The long-term challenge is much more diffi-
cult: tackling a racist and implicitly biased world. 
Profiling among police has long been identified 
as a problem, yet it persists. Recognizing implicit 
bias and understanding white privilege is also 
deceptively difficult. Yet we persist—and we must 
persist—to overcome these things. May we listen. 
May we learn. May we act on behalf of all of our 
siblings in Christ of all racial backgrounds.

When global events and tragedies such as this 
occur, it has been Mount Olive’s practice not to alter 
the lectionary but to gather around the assigned 
readings. During these weeks and months, the 
assigned readings have been strikingly appropri-
ate, providing a lens through which to pray about 
the situation and, often, providing what action to 
take as we leave the worship and enter the world 
as Christ. This has also been the case in previous 
tragedies, as in the days and weeks following the 
attacks of September 11, 2001. We at Mount Olive 
have also discovered this to be the case with hymn 
texts we have sung many times over; new phrases 

pique our awareness as we sing them through new 
lenses. 

The imagery for the Day of Pentecost, that first 
day of calm, was more than striking. The gospel 
acclamation included the words “set us on fire with 
the fire of your love.” Powerful! The chorale “All 
Glory Be to God on High” (ELW 410; LSB 947; 
CW 263), which we sang the next week on Trinity 
Sunday, took on new depth and meaning:

to us no harm shall now come nigh,
the strife at last is ended.
God shows goodwill to one and all,
and peace when troubled sinners call.
Thank God for grace and mercy!

The hope and expectation is clear: our vigor in 
worship should match our vigor in the world for 
both to be true, and they must be in balance, one 
fueling the other. 

The day when we may once again assemble, 
sing, eat and drink at the eucharist together—
without fear, as the Magnificat suggests—seems far 
too distant. But there is no doubt that we will. We 
will look back someday and say, “remember when.” 
Perhaps then, we will know much more about how 
all of these experiences have changed us to be some-
thing new. May it be good.

David M. Cherwien has served 
as cantor at Mount Olive 
Lutheran Church, MN, since 
2001. In addition, he was 
appointed artistic director of the 
National Lutheran Choir in 

2002. He is a charter member of ALCM, serving its 
leadership in many capacities, including as national 
president from 1993 to 1997.

note
1.  A full text of the May 7 letter to the congregation, 

along with examples and archives of past YouTube  
files, may be found on the church’s website,  
www.mountolivechurch.org, as well as on its YouTube 
channel, https://www.youtube.com/user/
MtOliveLutheranMpls/videos. 
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by Jennifer L. Phelps

W hen the world seems full of uncer-
tainty and fear, when a pandemic shuts 
the doors of our church buildings, when 

the people of God are seemingly cut off from the 
means of grace in the worship practices that have 
shaped them for lives of faith as they have for gener-
ations before, the people of God grasp for promise, 
presence, and hope. To whom shall we turn? How 
shall we hear the word of God? How will God be 
revealed in the means of grace in the midst of our 
broken community? These are not new questions 
for the people of God who have been shaped and 
reshaped by worldly crises for generations. In times 
of wandering and exile, God’s people continually 
reform and adapt as God’s presence and promise 
are revealed in new and surprising ways. 

Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church, an 
ELCA congregation in the suburbs of Philadelphia, 
followed a journey of intentional discernment with 
regard to online worship and Holy Communion 
in the months following the cessation of in-person 
worship due to the COVID-19 pandemic. An 
imperfect assembly of the body of Christ in need 
of the gift of grace, we rested in the infinite imag-
ination of God to meet us in our struggle and to 
reveal the means by which we are assured of God’s 
presence and promise.

God’s Infinite Imagination
By God’s grace and mercy, Jesus Christ is with us, 
both within and beyond our actions, historical 
rites, and contemporary practices. We rest in the 
assurance that God is living and active, reaching 
out to us in faith, love, and hope, and perhaps 
in ways that we may not have yet come to know. 
Through Scripture, we come to know that God will 

God’s Infinite Imagination
Worship at Trinity Lutheran Church,  
Perkasie, PA

not abandon us. God will appear as promised, even 
in ways that defy the religious authorities’ well-rea-
soned expectations. The gospel accounts are full of 
stories where Jesus did just that! 

During the pandemic’s disruption of our 
well-worn gatherings for worship, we rest on the 
ever-present and imaginative God we know in Jesus 
Christ. Perhaps this disruption will shake us out of 
complacency and reawaken us to God’s grace and 
presence. Resting in the gift of faith, we can pray 
with Paul as he did with the Ephesians: 

I pray that you may have the power to compre-
hend with all the saints what is the breadth and 
length and height and depth, and to know the 
love of Christ that surpasses knowledge so that 
you may be filled with all the fullness of God. 
Now to him who by the power at work within 
us is able to accomplish far more than all we 
can ask or imagine, to him be glory in the 
church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, 
forever and ever. Amen. 

(Ephesians 3:18–20; NRSV)

But, in these days, comprehending that breadth, 
length, height, and depth is difficult. Is it possible 
for God to utilize new means to gather together 
the body of Christ? Is it possible to adapt ingrained 
worship practices as the world around us shifts 
and changes? Will the word be proclaimed and the 
sacraments rightly administered in practices that 
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are not uniform throughout the church?1 Might 
we form the assembly in a new way using twen-
ty-first-century technology? Yes. With humility 
and courage, the people of Trinity Lutheran trust 
that God, indeed, gathers us to be the body of 
Christ even as we seek new ways to worship. 

What follows is both an account and reflection 
of our process. Perhaps it will reflect similar experi-
ences or conversations in your context. Perhaps not. 
More important than the decisions themselves, 
though, are the ways in which an entire commu-
nity—not just its leaders—assess the foundational 
principles and tangible practices of its worship in 
a particular time and place. In the second chapter 
of Revelation, John of Patmos declares four times: 
“Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the Spirit 
is saying to the churches” (Revelation 2:7, 11, 17, 
29; NRSV). At Trinity, the pandemic has helped us 
to see and hear our community in new, sometimes 
surprising ways. We are listening as best we can 
with that breadth, length, height, and depth. This 
is a story of what we have heard and how we have 
responded.

context: Faithful and Broken  
before the Pandemic
As with any Lutheran congregation, worship at 
Trinity before the pandemic was far from perfect, 
even as we strove to be faithful to our theology, tra-
ditions, and community. We are gathered together 
by God to be the body of Christ. The Holy Spirit 
moves in us, sparking and shaping faith, worship, 
and service. I begin with the following description 
and confession on behalf of the community, know-
ing that our worship gatherings were never perfect 
in execution or completely safe for all members of 
the body of Christ. To begin here is to rest in the 
ongoing grace and mercy of God who is present 
with us beyond our abilities and brokenness in 
every assembly at worship, pandemic or not.  

Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church is formed 
by 128 years of faithful worship and ministry in a 
suburban community 30 miles north of Philadel-
phia. Before the pandemic, Trinity celebrated Holy 

Communion every Sunday at two nearly identical 
morning worship services that used the Evangelical 
Lutheran Worship family of resources. Over time, 
staff and worship leaders have exercised a lively 
process of ongoing worship renewal, balancing the 
comfort of familiar practices with the discomfort 
of renewed practices without judging the value or 
faithfulness of the worship of previous generations. 

When we consider our pre-pandemic worship 
practices, we must confess our brokenness and the 
imperfections those practices embodied. Likewise, 
worship during this pandemic will continue to 
embody that brokenness. We worship faithfully 
while knowing that we fall short of the glory of 
God. Whether our worship is elegant or faltering, 
the triune God is there in and among us. 

We confess that we are a nearly all-white 
worshipping community in an area of increasing 
diversity. Our Sunday worship times preclude the 
participation of those who work weekend shifts, 
nor had we made provisions for the immunocom-
promised to join us. We have our fair share of saints 
who give terse and judgmental glances to wriggling 
children or to siblings in Christ whose unexpected 
and uncontrolled utterances due to disability or 
confusion cause disruption. When a few are moved 
to dance or proclaim praise in exuberant ways, oth-
ers make known their displeasure and discomfort. 
Our worship leaders are not always poised and 
elegant. For reasons unknown, the sound system 
does not always comply with our plans or expecta-
tions. Our building is not easily accessed by those 
with physical limitations. Members of the assembly 
check electronic devices during worship and chat 
socially at seemingly inopportune times. Some 
selfishly utter comments of dislike about particular 
hymns, the number of stanzas sung, the length of 
service, and even the worship leaders’ footwear. We 
break the unity of the Holy Communion meal for 
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the sake of hospitality to those who are vulnerable 
in our community: we break one loaf of wheat bread 
and also offer separate allergen-free wafers; we use 
pouring chalices to fill small individual cups while 
also making pre-filled grape juice cups available for 
those who cannot drink wine. 

And still, the people of God have been drawn 
by the Holy Spirit into God’s presence to hear the 
word, share the eucharistic meal, and be sent out 
into ministry. Generations of families have assem-
bled around word and sacrament in this unique 
body of Christ. Compassion and service flow out-
ward from worship in lively and meaningful ways 
into the surrounding community. We are known as 
the congregation who generously supports the local 
food pantry. We brave difficult conversations and 
practice ways of listening to differing viewpoints 
and seeing the belovedness of people who differ 
from ourselves. We are broken and redeemed, all at 
the same time because of God’s compassion, mercy, 
and grace shown to us in Christ. God accomplishes 
in us far more than we can see or imagine. Thanks 
be to God! 

crisis: Frameworks for Response
At Trinity, we responded quickly as the pandemic 
began to affect our community. Between March 
9 and 13, we introduced increasingly restrictive 
guidelines for ministry, among them creating safe 
practices for serving food; encouraging physical 
distancing at our midweek Lenten gathering; then 
suspending in-person gatherings and closing the 
church building. That first Sunday, we chose to 
livestream worship on Facebook; the director of 
music and I shared a few hymns, read Scripture, 
preached the already-prepared sermon, and prayed 
together with the community alongside the real-
time comments and conversation that Facebook 
livestreaming allows. We didn’t try to replicate our 
regular Sunday worship in an empty sanctuary. We 
wore no vestments and stayed seated for the entire 
broadcast. That was what we could do quickly in 
order to stay connected, offer comfort, and pro-
claim grace in a moment of great anxiety.

After that first Sunday, we discerned how we 
would move forward as a worshipping commu-
nity that could not gather in person. There was 
uncertainty about everything. Would this last for 
just a few weeks? Would we be able to gather for 
Holy Week? How would we continue to follow 
God’s call to faithfully proclaim and experience 
Christ’s presence and grace in this time of anxiety 
and worry? We intentionally decided to discern 
each subsequent step rather than attempt to plan 
for every contingency in the midst of so much 
uncertainty.

That week, we learned to more fully utilize the 
technology resources at hand. Monday through 
Friday, we gathered on Facebook Live for morning 
prayer, Scripture, and reflection. In-person Bible 
studies were moved to Zoom video and telephone 
conferencing. On Wednesday evenings, we lives-
treamed our regular Lenten evening prayer. On 
Sunday mornings, we livestreamed a service of the 
word in the sanctuary with pastor, musician, and 
two volunteer technology assistants.

Through these platforms, we quickly realized 
that we could be in conversation, hear the questions 
and concerns of the community, and continue to 
comfort one another with gospel words of grace, 
mercy, and hope. The “live” platforms allowed for 
conversation and interaction with prayers—more 
so than our usual in-person gatherings when prayer 
requests were usually met with silence. We were 
surprised at the seemingly paradoxical intimacy 

The production 
team sets up to  
record a worship 
service at Trinity  
Lutheran Church, 
Perkasie, PA.
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created by our community in such a public plat-
form. We also realized how many were left out 
of these conversations because of issues related 
to access, familiarity, or reservations about social 
media and privacy. 

We came to understand that the pandemic 
magnified the struggles, uncertainties, and anx-
ieties already present in the congregation and 
community. We struggled with aspects of technol-
ogy and accessibility, of how to keep the body of 
Christ together as the worldly situation continued 
to grow more divisive, partisan, and dire. Ulti-
mately, we wondered: how would God gather, feed 
us with the word, strengthen us by means of grace, 
and send us for the sake of this pandemic-stricken 
world? Did God intend for us to fast in this time 
of deep need? Could God find a way to spark faith 
through twenty-first-century technology? The last 
question we could answer with certainty, for God 
continued to act as assemblies adopted technolog-
ical advances—printed hymn books, electricity, 
and computers—throughout the ages.

Seeking to be faithful to God’s call to proclaim 
Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit and know-
ing that God always works through our human 
limitations, we stepped forward with humility and 
courage to continue offering online worship while 
addressing its challenges. We began a conversation 
about worship in the midst of pandemic knowing 
full well that we would continue in our imper-
fection. We would step forward trusting God’s 
presence while wrestling with our sinful realities. 
We assured our community that with each new 
step, we were listening and discerning. 

Initially, we postponed making decisions about 
Holy Communion, realizing that decisions about 
the sacrament were fraught with challenges and 
struggles. We studied, listened to denominational 
leadership, and listened to one another. We watched 
on social media as debates about communion 
devolved into an either–or dichotomy full of vitriol 
and shaming. While desiring to stay connected 
to the larger church and listening to the wisdom 
offered, our congregation took seriously the words 
of Timothy Wengert who, in a March essay on the 

topic, wrote that “there is no one right answer to 
this problem.” Furthermore, Wengert described 
pastoral wisdom offered by Frankly Drews Fry in 
such matters: “Give it your ‘reverent, best guess!’” 
Wengert advised study, prayer, and humility: make 
a best (albeit imperfect) guess about how to move 
forward while remaining open to new wisdom aris-
ing from these rapidly changing circumstances.2 

Such humility reminds us that we do not hold 
God’s means of grace in human control even as we 
seek to protect those means from misuse. We rec-
ognize that our theological wrangling reflects our 
own shortcomings, fears, and pressures. Wengert 
noted that the sixteenth-century reformers saw two 
dangers in sacramental practices: either make the 
sacrament into something effective by virtue of 
humanity or focus on mere performance without 
faith.3 Many scholars and church leaders seemed 
content to pause until a satisfactory response 
could answer the question, “Why do you want to 
do this?” Instead, Trinity reframed the question: 
“Why not?” Recognizing both the limitations of 
our gatherings and God’s infinite imagination 
beyond our understandings, we moved forward in 
our discernment, ultimately coming to understand 
that our “reverent best guess” meant celebrating the 
sacrament of Holy Communion as a community, 
gathering together over technology in a way we 
never did before. 

Ordo: Reflections about  
Worship Online
What follows are more specific descriptions of 
the thought processes, challenges, and decisions 
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that accompanied the congregation’s transition to 
weekly worship online. The discussion borrows 
the four-part structure—the ordo (“order”)—of 
weekly Holy Communion as outlined in Evangeli-
cal Lutheran Worship (pp. 92–93). 

The Holy Spirit Calls Us Together as the 
People of God
The people of Trinity did not hesitate to gather 
for worship online—to sing, pray, and hear God’s 
word. Though we mourned the loss of our famil-
iar physical gathering, the community embodied 
care and compassion for our most vulnerable by 
complying with advice and directives issued by 
medical, scientific, and governmental agencies. 
Our community lived in a tension between the 
yearning to gather and the desire to keep ourselves 
and others safe from sickness and death. The draw 
of the Holy Spirit to be together in whatever way we 
could was evident.  

The congregation already had a Facebook page 
with followers, a robust email distribution list, a 
mediocre website, and an Instagram presence led 
by the young people in our community. We had 
also relied on in-person announcements, print 
resources, and word of mouth to share news and 
updates. Our congregational communication sys-
tems were varied and always ineffective to a degree. 
In the moment of crisis, we quickly moved to email 
and social media communications, using a “phone 
tree” network to fill in the gaps. 

In the early weeks of online worship, we con-
tacted every member of the congregation to inquire 
about internet connectivity and social media 
use. We found that about 15% of our member 
households were not connected to the internet, 
an impediment to gathering online regardless of 
platform. In response, we purchased a telephone 
conference line that allowed non-internet house-
holds to listen to worship. With both internet and 
telephone connections, we knew that all of our 
community members could, at their choosing, 
listen to the worship service as it occurred. And yet, 
we were aware of other technological limitations. 

Those who accessed worship online who were not 
members of Facebook could not comment and 
share prayer requests during services. And though 
the telephone conference line allowed callers to 
interact, we muted participants in favor of a broad-
cast that was free of static or other background 
noise.

We chose to livestream on Facebook because 
we believed that platform was best for social 
interaction. During the first week, we noticed 
that participants readily introduced themselves 
in comments, shared greetings with one another, 
and offered prayer requests to the whole commu-
nity. Though easier to play pre-recorded videos on 
Zoom, we did not have the capability to record 
video at that time, nor were we in a position to 
invest in more advanced broadcast software.

After a few weeks, we began to notice com-
ments and prayer requests from people we did not 
know. With encouragement to the community to 
post greetings at the beginning of service including 
their location, we realized that our assembly now 
crossed state borders. Extended family members of 
our pre-pandemic worshipping community joined 
us each week. Others shared worship through 
Facebook “watch parties” that provided access for 
still more people beyond those who had already 
“followed” the church’s page. Members of our 
worshipping community who had moved away 
and had yet to find another congregation joined us 
again with relief and joy. 

In our online weekly worship, we are no longer 
confined by geography, space, or time—paradox-
ically gathering as a new kind of assembly while 
still grieving the joy of the incarnational, in-person 
gathering. We can neither turn our backs on the 
blessings nor ignore the brokenness of this new 
reality. Moreover, we realize that our understand-
ing of gathering is shifting in ways for which we 
cannot yet see an ending. Currently, we are making 
plans to restore in-person worship (per appropriate 
guidelines) while continuing our online presence 
by installing technology (inconspicuously) in the 
worship space and imagining creative ways to con-
nect the in-person and online assemblies. 
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God Speaks to Us in Scripture Reading, 
Preaching, and Song
Perhaps the easiest part of our physical-to-digital 
transition concerned the reading of Scripture, 
preaching, and sharing of songs. Our pre-pan-
demic practices have largely remained intact, albeit 
without the physical presence of the assembly. The 
lectionary texts are read, the sermon is proclaimed, 
and we sing hymns together. Each week, a worship 
bulletin is emailed to the community and posted 
on our website. For those joining by telephone, 
hymns and readings are verbally introduced twice. 
Hymnals have been delivered to those who do 
not have internet access, as well as to anyone who 
requested one. 

The hymns and songs are accompanied by our 
musician as they would be for an in-person assem-
bly. We choose to not amplify a solo singing voice 
on our livestream in order to encourage singing at 
home; we believe that a solo voice may encourage 
consumption of music rather than facilitate partic-
ipation. And yet there have been requests for that 
solo voice. As a pastor with musical training, I am 
often asked to sing all the hymns, even as I read 
Scripture, pray, and preach. My voice simply would 
not endure for the entire service. In response to such 
requests, we added an additional microphone near 
the cantor so as to include a singing voice during 
hymns, especially those led from the organ. We are 
blessed to have the gifts of a sound technician who 
is able to maintain balance between the spoken 
voice and music in our space as we livestreamed 
while simultaneously using the sound system, a 
Mevo camera made specifically for livestreaming, 
lavalier cordless microphones for speech clarity, 
and microphones for organ and piano music. An 
iPad is used to manage the Mevo application, con-
trolling the camera as well as transmitting sound to 
the telephone line via a THAT-2 interface.

Preaching a sermon to an empty room is not 
easy. I have little sense of how the proclamation is 
being received without the subtle cues offered by 
body language and eye contact. However, I have 
found other means for facilitating conversation 
in these times, extending the proclamation of the 
word beyond a single worship event. Our online 
schedule provides sustained opportunity for the 
community to dwell in the lectionary texts mul-
tiple times per week. For example, for the week of 
Sunday, June 28 (Lectionary 8A):

•	 on Monday, I hosted a Facebook Live conver-
sation about the Old Testament reading from 
Jeremiah;

•	 on Tuesday, I hosted a “children’s chat” on the 
themes of the gospel reading;

•	 on Wednesday, I participated in Bible study on 
the lectionary texts led by a retired pastor who 
is a member of our congregation; and  

•	 on Thursday, our director of music hosted a 
“music chat” about hymns based on Romans 6. 

The lectionary texts are now open before us in 
more ways each week than they were before the 
pandemic. 

Prior to the pandemic, worship leaders at Trin-
ity invited the assembly to add their voices to the 
prayers during worship. At best, a few brave voices 
spoke a word or a name into the silence; many 
feared speaking over another or sensed that their 
words would be inadequate. Yet, from the outset 
of our online worship, the assembly began naming 
prayer petitions through our digital platforms. We 
later discovered that members of the assembly had 
reached out to others based on these online prayer 
requests. Our digital and interactive worship has 
fostered a greater sense of community support 
through the prayers of the people; in fact, this is the 
element of online worship that members fear losing 
most once we resume in-person gatherings. 
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God Feeds Us with the Presence  
of Jesus Christ
For at least a decade before the pandemic, the 
people of Trinity celebrated Holy Communion at 
all Sunday worship services. Initially, we abstained 
from the meal when we moved to online worship. 
But as Holy Week approached, the yearning for the 
meal became more pronounced. Worship leaders 
grappled with questions and concerns raised by 
bishops, liturgical scholars, and others. Faithful 
and deep conversations about the sacrament fol-
lowed—both formally in council meetings and 
informally through Zoom and telephone calls. 

As pastor, I listened deeply to the underlying 
theological commitments about this means of 
grace. The commitments were varied, influenced by 
upbringings in a variety of denominations, pieties 
that focused on the personal forgiveness of sins, 
and a sense of connecting to the presence of Christ 
through familiar means of bread and wine. Many 
understood our “virtual” gathering as a “real” gath-
ering, just as they understood digital connections 
with family and friends as being in the presence 
of family. Could that not be the same with church 
family around the meal of Holy Communion? Like 
the question of the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:37), 
we asked: “What was to prevent us from receiving 
God’s means of grace in Holy Communion during 
an online gathering?” Trusting that God’s imagina-
tion and presence extends beyond our history and 
our limitations, we decided that our next “best rev-
erent guess” was to celebrate Holy Communion on 

Easter Sunday. We also committed to continuing 
this conversation after Easter, listening carefully 
before making further decisions about celebrating 
the sacrament online with regularity.

We struggled with our understanding of the 
presiding minister’s role at the meal. If the commu-
nity’s faith had been shaped by weekly sacrament, 
why would they now be called upon to fast from it 
if the pastor is present with them online? We did 
not consider “at-home” communion kits or sending 
bread and wine out from the livestreamed service; 
though novel, our online practice affirmed that the 
pastor was still there, still presiding. 

Accordingly, members of the assembly were 
instructed to gather bread and wine on their own, 
with the reassurance that Christ’s presence was 
full in one element. Not wanting individuals to 
compromise themselves (through, for instance, 
potential exposure to the virus at a store while 
procuring sacramental elements), we encouraged 
households to gather whatever they could. We 
also refrained from distributing bread, wine, or 
prepackaged communion kits for fear of possible 
contamination or virus transmission. Though we 
prioritized safety before unity, we were surprised 
at how many members of the community shared 
pictures of their sacramental meal from their home: 
bread and glasses full of wine set out reverently in a 
way that indicated that they created a sacred space 
for the meal. 

The liturgy of the meal proceeded much as it did 
every Sunday before the pandemic. We gave thanks, 
proclaimed the good news of the meal, prayed the 
Lord’s Prayer, and encouraged the community to 
serve bread and wine to one another with the usual 
words of promise. Knowing that the thanksgiving 
at the table and the words of institution would feel 
distant or disembodied through electronic means, 
our community was invited to choose a person in 
the household to speak these words along with the 
pastor. While imperfect and awkward at times, it 
offered a way to embody the proclamation of God’s 
grace through the sacrament in the home.

Reflecting on this experience after Easter, it was 
clear that community members were strengthened 
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by the sacrament. They indicated a sense of con-
nection to the community through the meal. They 
asked when it would happen again! Mindful of 
the need for further reflection, we decided that we 
would celebrate Holy Communion once per month 
during the pandemic in our online worship. This 
meant, too, that some of the community’s children 
communed for the first time while in their homes. 
Since then, parents expressed joy about celebrating 
the sacrament with their children as a family at 
home, and we have planned for age-appropriate 
instruction about the sacrament for those children 
when we can resume gathering. 

God Blesses Us and Sends Us in  
Mission to the World
Our online services conclude with an invitation to 
share in the ministry to which God calls us in this 
time. Although offerings are not gathered during 
worship, we verbally acknowledge the communi-
ty’s generosity and acts of service. Compared to 
the same period in 2019, congregational giving 
has increased, and we frequently receive gifts from 
those who have never physically set foot inside our 
worship space. There is a profound sense of connec-
tion and ministry; this flows out of the community 
for the sake of the world even as the church building 
remains empty. The community is engaged with 
one another in new and surprising ways—ways we 
could not have imagined just a few months before.

Although there is a place for lamenting the loss 
of physical gatherings and many reasons to preserve 
or protect established sacramental practice, we at 
Trinity are open to God’s renewing presence in 
ways we have not yet imagined. Given the history 
of God’s people, should we be surprised that the 
people of God experience God’s presence in new 
ways as the world changes? By no means! We have 
found new ways of being in relationship with one 
another. We know that God continues to be living 
and active in our lives. We see that participation 
in online prayer and Scripture reflections continues 
to be strong; more people now participate in Bible 
study through Zoom than did in person before the 
pandemic. God is here!

Listen to What the Spirit Is Saying to 
the churches 
And yes, we hear the yearning for worship as a 
physically gathered assembly. Do we wonder if 
we sound like the Israelites pining for the fruit of 
Egypt after being freed from slavery—blind to the 
gift of a new way because it is different than what 
was before? We hear the anxiety of those who fear 
that too many will become accustomed to the con-
venience of online worship. However, has not God 
been acting upon the hearts of self-centered human 
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beings for generations? Might God find new means 
to connect and deepen a sense of faith, increasing 
the desire to connect to the Christian community 
in new ways? Might we be finding ways to proclaim 
grace beyond our doors for the sake of the world in 
ways that break open our sometimes-insular wor-
ship practices? Does God intend that the church 
withhold the means of grace in times of crisis? Or 
will God’s infinite imagination call us forward? 
What is the Spirit saying to the churches?

Our online worship experience has been one of 
discernment, and our “reverent best guesses” ulti-
mately rest on the promises of Christ’s mercy. Our 
world is changing in ways we have yet to imagine, 
and we are not naïve enough to falsely hope that 
things will simply “go back to normal” once the 
pandemic clears. Rather, we acknowledge that our 
worship practices before the pandemic were far 
from ideal, always in need of renewal within a com-
munity resistant to change, and always a means by 
which God gives faith, grace, and life. There will 
be other worldly crises and pandemics. We will 
continue to grow in our technological prowess. By 
faith, we rely on the reality that God will continue 
to be present with the means of grace to meet and 
transform us by Christ in whatever circumstances 
may come. 

At the time of this writing, the congregation 
is planning for a hybrid form of worship that 
embraces both in-person and livestreamed ele-
ments. We take seriously the call to care for the 
body of Christ, including those who are most vul-
nerable to this disease. Although we do not have all 
of the answers, we trust that God’s infinite imagi-
nation and love will carry us beyond where we have 
been in the past. We are listening and continuing 
with our “reverent best guesses” into a new way 
forward. Our prayer—for our community and for 
the church—is this:

O God, you have called your servants to 
ventures of which we cannot see the ending, 
by paths as yet untrodden, through perils 
unknown. Give us faith to go out with good 
courage, not knowing where we go, but only 
that your hand is leading us and your love 
supporting us; through Jesus Christ Our Lord. 
Amen.4

Jennifer L. Phelps is pastor of 
Trinity Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in Perkasie, PA. She has 
previously served as editor of 
CrossAccent and as associate for 
worship resources in the church-

wide office of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America. She holds degrees in music and theology 
from (respectively) Baldwin-Wallace University and 
the Lutheran Theological Seminary in Philadelphia, 
now United Lutheran Seminary. She serves as 
adjunct professor at Princeton Theological Seminary 
teaching worship to Lutheran students.
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Healing Rites for a  
Post-Pandemic World

by Kyle K. Schiefelbein-Guerrero

Introduction

t he COVID-19 pandemic has caused 
millions to become sick and hundreds of 
thousands to die. Measures to mitigate the 

spread of the virus caused public venues to close, 
and such new words as “social distancing,” “phys-
ical distancing,” and “PPE” have become part of 
everyday vocabulary. Churches are not immune to 
these necessary actions: many communities have 
migrated to online environments in order to gather 
for worship on Sundays and throughout the week. 
As state and municipal governments begin to ease 
restrictions on gatherings, and denominations and 
congregations put forward guidelines for reopening 
church buildings, the need to think about liturgical 
rites of healing might be more important than in 
days past.

In autumn 2020, the lesser festival of St. 
Luke (October 18) will fall on a Sunday. Luke is 
mentioned in Colossians 4:14 as a physician who 
accompanies Paul’s group in ministry, and since 
the late second century he has been identified with 
the third gospel and with Acts. His festival appears 
early in the East and in the eighth century in the 
West.1 While it makes sense in our current situa-
tion to commemorate Luke on a Sunday and thus 
include a healing rite, one must be cautious about 
interrupting the Matthean narrative that occurs in 
Lectionary Year A.2 Worship planners must assess 
what would be omitted from the public reading of 
Scripture if the readings for Lectionary 29 (Proper 
24) are not used on October 18. Of course, a heal-
ing rite during public worship can happen on any 
Sunday that makes sense for the community.

The prolonged abstention from worship and 
drastic changes to familiar practices—congre-
gational singing, the eucharist—are not the only 
sources of loss and grief in our communities. 
Sickness, unemployment, loneliness, and violence 
continue to exact heavy tolls on our collective 

U

A specific healing rite comes from  
James 5:13–16 … that includes prayer, visitation, 

anointing, confession and forgiveness, and songs 
of praise. The text identifies prayer  

as the primary ritual action.
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Accordingly, a healing rite … must be planned 

for a new paradigm, one that questions the 
health and safety of pre-pandemic practices.
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physical and mental health. Accordingly, a heal-
ing rite—either on St. Luke’s Day or at any other 
gathering—must be planned for a new paradigm, 
one that questions the health and safety of pre-pan-
demic practices.

To better understand healing rites in our 
current context, it is timely to consider where they 
came from (historical questions), what we think 
they do (anthropological questions), and how they 
connect to our claims about God and the human 
condition (theological questions). This three-part 
discussion is then followed by practical consid-
erations regarding healing rites, the selection of 
accompanying prayers and psalms, and important 
distinctions that leaders should make between rites 
for healing (those addressing sickness) and public 
confession (those addressing sin).

Historical Questions3

The healing rites that currently appear in ELW and 
in LSB’s Agenda are products of two millennia of 
practice. The current rite includes the “three-fold 
ritual center” of prayer, the laying on of hands, and 
anointing.4 For most of Lutheran history, prayer 
had served as the sole liturgical action for healing; 
the restoration of a fuller practice that included 
laying on of hands and anointing began in the 
mid-1960s.

The primary New Testament reference to a 
specific healing rite comes from James 5:13–16, 
which describes a practice that includes prayer, 
visitation, anointing, confession and forgiveness, 
and songs of praise. The text identifies prayer as 
the primary ritual action. Some of the gospels also 
describe Jesus and the apostles engaging in what 
could be identified as healing rites.

The third- or fourth-century Apostolic Tradi-
tion provides a prayer for setting apart oil during 
the eucharist, identifying its function as providing 
health and strength to all who use it.5 Important 
here is that the text identifies one of its uses as “tast-
ing,” which could mean that the oil was thought 
of as some sort of elixir. This text does not provide 
a healing rite as one would find in today’s worship 

resources, but the Ethiopic version of the text might 
connect the distribution of the oil with the deacon’s 
ministry to visit the sick and bring them the eucha-
ristic meal. Such distribution of the eucharist to 
the sick is known in the second-century writings 
of Justin Martyr.

Innocent I, the fourth- and fifth-century 
bishop of Rome, describes two forms of the anoint-
ing of the sick, both of which include oil prepared 
by the bishop. The first form is self-administered by 
the sick person, and the second is administered by 
the bishop or the presbyter. Around the same time, 
Augustine instructs congregations in North Africa 
to request oil from the church so they can anoint 
themselves.6 The Venerable Bede, author of the 
Ascension Hymn “A Hymn of Glory Let Us Sing” 
(ELW 393; LSB 493; CW 171), attests to anyone 
administering the oil in case of necessity.7

Drawing on earlier texts, the seventh-century 
Gelasian Sacramentary describes the laity bringing 
bottles of oil to church on Maundy Thursday for 
a blessing, returning home to use the oil as they 
saw fit.8 A century later Alcuin’s Ordo for the Vis-
itation of the Sick, a supplement to the Gregorian 
Sacramentary, provides the first liturgical rite 
comparable to what would appear in subsequent 
worship resources.9

Three important observations about this visita-
tion rite must be made. First, the rite occurs outside 
the church building. Second, the central actions are 
prayer and anointing, with no mention of the lay-
ing on of hands. Third, although a strong emphasis 
on actual healing appears in the prayer texts, this is 
coupled with concerns about the forgiveness of sins, 
a focus that would be carried through the Medieval 
period and Reformation until a twentieth-century 
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reassessment as part of the ecumenical liturgical 
renewal movement.

By the twelfth century, anointing of the sick 
had become anointing of the dying; its purpose was 
not to heal the sick but to prepare the soul for the 
beatific vision. The sacrament, as it was defined by 
this time, served as part of the “Last Rites” of pen-
ance, Viaticum (final receiving of the eucharist), 
and extreme unction. Such shift in ritual practice, 
and the failure of the sacrament of penance to pro-
vide ritualized pastoral care, caused Luther and his 
fellow reformers to critique the sacramental system 
during the Reformation.

The closest Luther came to drafting a healing 
rite appears in a letter to a fellow pastor who asked 
for advice when visiting a mentally ill parishioner.10 
Luther states that the pastor should go with the dea-
con and two or three others, and when they meet 
the sick person, the pastor is to lay hands upon the 
sick person and greet the sick person with a message 
of peace. They are then to recite the Creed and the 
Lord’s Prayer over the sick person, followed by a 
prayer that first recalls the promises of God to hear 

those in distress, then asks for protection from 
evil and strengthening of faith. As the ministerial 
group leaves, the pastor is to lay hands upon the 
sick person again and say, “These signs shall follow 
them that believe; they shall lay hands on the sick, 
and they shall recover.”11 The pastor was to make 
this visit for three consecutive days, while the con-
gregation prayed publicly in church.

Various German Lutheran church orders pro-
vide texts and rubrics for visiting the sick. Many 
point to the centrality of the Lord’s Supper in the 
ritual care for the sick. The reading of Scripture is 
also of great importance. Prayer and exhortation 
also make up this ritual care, but the older gestures 
of anointing and laying on of hands are missing. To 
the north, in Sweden, Olavus Petri’s sixteenth-cen-
tury Manual maintains anointing in the liturgical 
rite but notes that its inclusion serves as a transition 
away from Roman practices.12

With few exceptions, visitation rites to the sick 
including prayer, Scripture, exhortation, and the 
Lord’s Supper remain unchanged until the devel-
opment of LBW. The work of the Inter-Lutheran 
Commission on Worship and the subsequent 
Task Force on Occasional Services restored the 
“three-fold ritual center” of healing rites that were 
published in LBW Occasional Services in 1982, 

Metal relief sculpture, jesus raises girl to life, based upon 
the Scripture passage when Jesus raises Jairus’ daughter, 
saying, “Talitha cum.” At the National Children’s Hospital, 
Tallaght, Dublin, Ireland.
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which included a handlaying and anointing rite 
for private and congregational use, a celebration of 
holy communion, a lay distribution of holy com-
munion, confession and forgiveness, and a selection 
of psalms and prayers for various occasions.

More recently, the Renewing Worship project 
of the ELCA included a public handlaying and 
anointing rite in the eucharistic liturgy, whereas 
the LBW rite had been attached to a Service of the 
Word.

The eucharist-connected healing rite appeared 
in the pew edition, while a self-contained “Brief 
Order” was published in the supplemental vol-
ume ELW Pastoral Care. Like its predecessor, LSB 
Agenda contains rites for healing. The table of con-
tents lists these rites under the heading of “Pastoral 
Care” and includes both rites from the predecessor 
book (Lutheran Worship; LW ) as well as some new 
rites. The main visitation rite is “Visiting the Sick 
and Distressed,” which includes the material from 
the previous “Ministry to the Sick and Infirm” in 
the LW Agenda, with options for anointing and 
celebrating the Lord’s Supper.13

Anthropological Questions
In ELW, the healing rite occurs in the “Life Pas-
sages” section of the resource, along with the 
marriage and funeral rites. This language recalls 
Arnold van Gennep’s foundational early twenti-
eth-century work The Rites of Passage,14 in which 
he observes a similar three-part structure among 
life-cycle rites around the globe. Although van 
Gennep did not identify healing rites in his par-
adigm, the Lutheran World Federation does so in 
its Chicago Statement on Worship and Culture15 by 
combining van Gennep’s three-fold paradigm with 
an opportunity to proclaim the gospel amid life’s 
transitions. The assumption here is that one passes 
from sickness into health and is thus initiated into 
a healthy community. But such understanding of 
passage creates problems if the participant in the 
rite is not “healed,” and it is difficult to identify 
where in the rite itself (or in the liturgy as a whole) 
each of these transitions occur.

I offer two alternative paradigms for passage. 
The first is the passage from a general (or secular) 
understanding of sickness into a Christian one—
this is the initiation into a Christian worldview 
of sickness and health, by changing the operative 
hermeneutic in order to separate theological under-
standings of sickness and healing from notions 
of divine punishment (discussed below). Such a 
passage is not limited to those who officially partic-
ipate in the rite, meaning those who come forward 
as directed for the laying on of hands and optional 
anointing. Rather, all worshippers in the congrega-
tion present for the public rite may potentially have 
their worldviews changed.

The second is the passage from isolation into 
community—this is the initiation into a Christian 
community where some sort of healing can occur. 
This understanding can underscore why the default 
enactment of the healing rite moved from private 
(in LBW Occasional Services) to public (in ELW ). 
Scholars of both medicine and pastoral care have 
noted that feelings of isolation often accompany 
illness, especially when a disease or condition is not 
understood well or is stigmatized by society.16 The 
healing rite thus serves as a transitional or trans-
formational phase: participants, for whom sickness 
has created loneliness, are intentionally brought 
into the community for specific prayers related to 
sickness and health. Worshippers who participate 
in the healing rite are “incorporated” into the 
community that is not “afraid” of the sick or does 
not see them as outcasts but intentionally includes 
them in their fellowship and prayers.

theological Questions
The first alternative passage listed above—the 
change in worldview—alludes to theological con-
cerns about sickness and healing. All who engage in 
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liturgical practices (musicians, pastors, deacons, lay 
leaders, and so on) must concern themselves with 
the intersection of theology and practice. Unfortu-
nately, prevailing theological understandings have 
been shrouded in spiritualizing and moralizing 
tendencies.

The spiritualizing tendency, in which the heal-
ing rite is solely concerned with spiritual matters 
rather than physical and mental ones, is partly 
rooted in the later medieval view of healing as the 
soul’s preparation for death. This shift occurred, in 
part, because physical healing or curing was rarely 
the outcome of the healing rite, and it would be 
unthinkable to believe that this sacrament did not 
work. Medieval theologians subsequently debated 
what such spiritual healing does, which sins it alle-
viates, and when the person would experience the 
beatific vision.

The moralizing tendency—already present in 
James 5—sees sickness as a result of sin, almost in 
the sense of a punishment for bad behaviors. Jesus 
directly addresses this concern in his dealings with 
the man born blind:

As [Jesus] walked along, he saw a man blind 
from birth. His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, 
who sinned, this man or his parents, that he 
was born blind?” Jesus answered, “Neither this 
man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind 
so that God’s works might be revealed in him.” 

(John 9:1–3; NRSV)

Although problematic in other ways, Jesus’ rebuke 
shows that a simplistic, causal relationship between 
sickness and sins is not appropriate.

At the center of our theological claims is Chris-
tology—the person and work of Jesus Christ—and 
early Christian writers sometimes identified Jesus 
as “doctor.” The earliest evidence comes from the 
pen of Ignatius of Antioch:

There is one physician, 
both fleshly and spiritual
begotten and unbegotten,
come in flesh, God, 
in death, true life, 
both of Mary, and of God,
first passable and then impassible, 
Jesus Christ, our Lord.17

In similar fashion, Eusebius equates the name of 
“Jesus” with being the “excellent physician,” who 
is the “giver of life and light, our great Physician, 
King and Lord, the Christ of God.”18

 A unique aspect of Christ’s medical role is that 
he is a wounded healer. What Christ experiences 
on the cross is true Anfechtung.19 Translating this 
as “affliction” highlights the extra nos (“outsided-
ness”) understanding of suffering, in that sickness 
is something placed on the person. Christ co-suf-
fers with the sick because the union between Christ 
and the believer mirrors the personal union of the 
divine and human natures of Christ in Lutheran 
Christology. This mirroring, through faith, is often 
referred to as the “happy exchange”20 The union of 
the divine and human also means that Christ as 
doctor affects both spiritual and physical sickness. 
This particular understanding of the Incarnation 
in Lutheran Christology means that we as human 
creatures must be attentive to the physical human 
condition: “the embodiment of God in the human 
Jesus—the Incarnation—reminds us that the 
whole of creation, the physical dimension included, 
is beloved by God.”21

Prayers and Psalms
Before exploring some practical applications for 
healing rites, a note about the psalter. The psalms 
have their own power in healing, giving language 
to feelings and situations that defy description or 
easy expression. In Prayerbook of the Bible, Diet-
rich Bonhoeffer writes that the “psalms know it 
all. … They complain about it all to God.”22 For 
Bonhoeffer, Scripture serves as the foundation of 
prayer, and all the psalms are prayers. The psalms 
are God’s words, and thus humans learn to speak 
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to God through the words God has already spoken 
to humans.

This bidirectional understanding of the psalms 
connects with Bonhoeffer’s Christology. The two 
natures of Christ, described above, unite Christ 
and the believer in praying the psalms; thus, Christ 
dwells in the one who prays the psalms.23 Bonhoef-
fer’s own organization of the psalms—creation, 
law, history of salvation, messiah, church, life, suf-
fering, guilt, enemies, the end—meld an objective 
understanding of God with the person-centered 
emotions that speak to and through these texts. 
Here is another example of Christ as doctor provid-
ing healing by virtue of his two natures.

Like the long, developmental history of healing 
rites and the precedent established in recent worship 
resources, ELW Pastoral Care contains a section of 
psalms and prayers for various occasions related to 
healing. The 1962 Occasional Services volume for 
Service Book and Hymnal categorized the lessons 
and prayers based on theological understandings 
of sickness and God, which could be viewed as 
more objective and distanced from the suffering 
person. Beginning with LBW and continuing into 
ELW, the list is more attuned to emotional states or 
situations.24 ELW expands the list and separates the 
categories between those directly related to sickness 
and health and those that may be more emotional 
or situational. ELW Pastoral Care more than triples 
the opportunities to pray psalms and prayers for 
situations that are related to healing.25

Although the psalm and prayer sections of these 
resources are primarily designed for individual or 
private use, it would be appropriate to include them 
in communal and public healing rites. The plethora 
of emotions and situations identified in this section 
can help worshippers give voice to the complex 
nature of the human condition. Even if a musi-
cian sings or chants the psalm alone (to abide by 
restrictions for communal singing), synchronous 
brain activity provides a shared experience that 
may unite the singer’s and hearers’ grief, lament, 
joy, and hope.26

Ritual considerations
In June 2020, an ecumenical group of liturgical 
scholars, practitioners, and healthcare professionals 
released suggested guidelines for returning to in-per-
son worship both during and after a pandemic. The 
closest the document comes to addressing healing 
rites is through the laying on of hands, which the 
writers identify as a gesture associated with the 
Holy Spirit. The document makes four specific 
suggestions about the laying on of hands:

1. Worship leaders use face coverings.

2. The one completing the laying on of hands 
publicly sanitizes their hands before and after 
the ritual gesture.

3. Only one person does the laying on of hands.

4. Additional people can participate from a dis-
tance, directing the palms of their hands 
toward the recipient(s).27

Rembrandt  
van Rijn, christ  
healing peter’s 
mother-in-law,  
ca. 1650–1660

art in the christian tradition, a project of the vanderBilt divinity liBrary, nashville, tn
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While the laying on of hands has been a 
central ritual gesture in modern healing rites, it 
is noticeably absent in the early history of similar 
rites. In those rites, oil often served as the primary 
ritual object and anointing as the gesture. Given 
this long-standing tradition, what might oil and 
anointing look like during and after the pandemic?

One issue to consider is the oil itself. Many 
congregations maintain their own stock of oil, with 
some jurisdictions implementing annual chrism 
Masses in which the various oils are set apart and 
blessed. The historical record notes that, in many 
places, people brought their own oil to worship to 
be included in the prayers. This parallels people giv-
ing bread and wine as part of the offering, some of 
which would be designated for the Lord’s Supper. 
If parishioners bring their own oil, the congrega-
tion’s sense of community can be strengthened 
by a blessing of that oil, a sign of unity among the 
parishioners and households.

A second issue to consider is administering 
the oil. It is not until Alcuin’s Ordo in the eighth 
century that one observes an anointing rite in print, 
although one can assume that people were being 
anointed prior to that. Both the early church orders 
and early medieval theologians attest to alternative 
ways of administering the oil, either through con-
sumption (drinking the oil as some sort of elixir) or 
having someone other than the pastor apply the oil.

Regardless of its source or ways in which it is 
administered, the public blessing of oil in an assem-
bly binds together all those who yearn for healing. 
The congregational aspect is important because of 
the “passage” identified earlier, namely, the move 
from isolation to community. The communal 
psalms and prayers, whether offered in-person or 
online, also underscore this passage. What follows 
are three additional considerations specific to our 
pandemic or post-pandemic contexts.

Option A:  
Handlaying and/or Anointing in Family/
Household Groups
The congregational version of the healing rite 

provided in existing worship resources can easily 
be modified to change who does the laying on 
of hands and anointing. Rather than a long line 
of worshippers gathered to receive these ritual 
gestures and objects, worshippers can gather in 
smaller groups, preferably with family or household 
members with whom regular contact exists, during 
that section of the rite. The text that accompanies 
the handlaying and anointing should be said by the 
one performing those tasks. After these communal 
actions, the presiding minister concludes the rite 
with prayer; in ELW, this would be the prayer that 
begins “Living God” (p. 278).

Option B:  
No Handlaying and/or Anointing
In both ELW and LSB, the laying on of hands 
and anointing are optional. The structure of this 
option would then be the introduction, prayers of 
intercession, and concluding blessing; the latter in 
ELW is the “strong tower” prayer (p. 278). Silence 
could be inserted after the prayers of intercession 
for communal reflection on Christ the Great Physi-
cian. The prayers and psalms discussed above could 
be inserted after the prayers of intercession to speak 
directly to the situation in which the congregation 
finds itself. It may be appropriate to use the psalms 
and prayers associated with bitterness or anger 
(Psalms 30, 39, or 88), discouragement or despair 
(Psalm 13), grief and loss, or any number of appro-
priate categories depending on context.

Option C:  
Sending of Oil for Anointing at Home
Following the historical practice of oil brought 
from homes for consecration, a third option for 
adapting the healing rite would be to complete it in 
two parts: communal prayers in the congregation, 
followed by handlaying and/or anointing at home. 
The rite would occur as follows:

•	 introduction to “entrust to God all in need of 
healing” (ELW, p. 276);

•	 worshippers make ready their oil (e.g., placing 
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the containers in a central location in the 
worship space while maintaining appropriate 
distances);

•	 prayers of intercession;

•	 concluding blessing (“strong tower” prayer); 
and

•	 sending of oil for home anointing with this 
text:

We give you thanks, O God, source of life and 
health, for in Jesus you became flesh and came 
to know the depth of human suffering. As you 
sent the disciples to heal those who were sick 
and suffering, accompany those who carry and 
receive this oil, which we set apart today, that 
it may be a sign of your healing, strength and 
renewal. We ask this through the Great Physi-
cian, Jesus Christ our Savior.28

The eucharistic liturgy would continue with 
the Peace, following the guidelines for distancing. 
Once the worshippers return home, they would 
complete the healing rite with the material in the 
worship resource that was not done in the worship 
space:

•	 laying on of hands with text;

•	 anointing with text; and

•	 final prayer (“Living God” prayer).

If handlaying and anointing is to happen 
to those who did not attend communal worship, 
the entire healing rite for visitation (“Brief Order 
of Healing” in ELW Pastoral Care) would occur. 
Additional texts from the psalms and prayers sec-
tion can be inserted as needed.

A combination of options A and C parallels 
receiving the Lord’s Supper and sending the ele-
ments to those who are absent. Those who have 
received the anointing of the sick in public worship 
are “blessed” to share the anointing with those 
who are not able to be present. Such an approach 
is another way of connecting what takes place at 
home to the community.

compounded trauma:  
Distinguishing between  
Sickness and Sin
In many ways, the pandemic has also revealed 
symptoms of systemic racism that have afflicted this 
country since its colonial origins. Socioeconomic 
disparities limit access to quality healthcare,29 and 
the torture and murder of black and brown bodies 
must no longer be tolerated in a society that fre-
quently espouses its supposed Christian values. 
Churches must respond to these societal problems 
and can do so through public rituals. Participat-
ing in marches and demonstrations are examples 
of such ritual practice. The Christian tradition 
also has liturgical practices that can speak to this 
moment. Yet, it is important to discern which litur-
gical practices are appropriate.

While some have used words like “disease” and 
“plague” to describe racism, such language creates 
two problems. First, it can turn sickness into a fig-
ure of speech, which can lessen the seriousness of 
physical and mental suffering. Second, and more 
importantly, it can displace culpability and respon-
sibility for the enactment of sins.

Sins are “acts done consciously and deliberately 
against God’s will.”30 But who is responsible for the 
discrete, sinful acts that human beings commit as 
groups or over long periods of time? One way to 
address this difficult question is to use the language 
of “deep responsibility” to refer to human action.31 
This understanding of responsibility assumes 
agency but not necessarily blame: we may not 
blame the sick for illness, but we may compassion-
ately advocate for fair and equitable healthcare. We 
may not be directly at fault for helping establish 
the institution of slavery, but we recognize our 
responsibility to combat racism in its many forms, 
including institutionalized white supremacy. 

U

The torture and murder of black and brown 
bodies must no longer be tolerated  

in a society that frequently espouses  
its supposed Christian values.

n



58 Summer 2020    |    CroSSAccent    |    WWW.ALCm.orG  

Racism has caused unspeakable suffering all over 
the world and is not “healed” by a single rite. 
Therefore, it is not only appropriate but necessary 
to speak of racism as sin and not as sickness.

And what does this sin require if the healing 
rite is ultimately inadequate or insufficient? In this 
time of pandemic, we are also compelled to repent, 
lament, and act—the order of those three verbs is 
important! Those who have benefited from white 
supremacy must repent for participation—both 
as individuals and as an institutional church—in 
the sins of slavery and racism. Acknowledging 
complicity and responsibility is required for lament 
and anger to be authentic. In this context, lament is 
not merely an expression of sorrow for sin (i.e., con-
trition) but also voices solidarity with those who 
cry out for justice and mercy. But this solidarity 
must lead to action; otherwise, inaction continues 
to perpetuate the very issues for which repentance 
and lament seek redress. For that reason, the appro-
priate ritual for addressing this and other sins is 
corporate confession (ELW, p. 238; LSB, p. 290), 
coupled with the psalms and prayers for healing, 
especially the ones that speak to the various emo-
tions with which all people are dealing during this 
time.32

conclusion
During this pandemic, many have quoted from 
Luther’s 1527 open letter “Whether One May 
Flee from a Deadly Plague.”33 As I have indicated 
elsewhere,34 the main point of Luther’s letter is that 
church and civil leaders must work together for 
the well-being of all people during a public health 
crisis. While traditionally church leaders deal with 
the spiritual and civil leaders deal with the physical, 
it is important that both attend the entire person. 
While some interpret that meaning that govern-
mental officials should not restrict churches from 
gathering since it may impinge on the freedom of 
worship, I would argue that the opposite is true: 
collaboration takes seriously both the spiritual and 
the physical, not privileging one over the other.

As churches begin to open in this new reality, 

I encourage all ministry leaders to attend to the 
well-being of those to whom and with whom they 
are called to serve, finding ways to maintain com-
munity without putting health concerns at risk.

Kyle K. Schiefelbein-Guerrero 
is the Steck-Miller Assistant 
Professor of Worship and Liturgy 
at United Lutheran Seminary in 
Gettysburg and Philadelphia, PA, 
and convener of the Lutheran 

caucus of the North American Academy of Liturgy.
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by Jean R. Boehler

D uring this tumultuous time, we turn to 
God in prayer. But when words fail, when 
we do not know how to articulate the sighs of 

our hearts, the voices of the faithful can speak for 
us. We look to the book of Psalms, the prayer book 
of the Bible. Although composed in a faraway time 
and place, praying the psalms transcends historical 
settings, community issues, and individual expe-
riences. Psalms deal with every emotion. Anger. 
Delight. Peace. Disappointment. Trouble. Uncer-
tainty. The psalmists seldom give specific details 
about the situations that inspired their poetry; yet, 
just as light passes through a lens or prism, their 
words are focused and refracted in ways that speak 
to our circumstances and become our prayers.

For the cantors of the church, music is not 
just a vehicle for prayer but prayer itself: the Spirit 
of God moves within our hearts, our breath, our 
hands, and even our feet, enabling us to pray with 
and for the community. But what happens when 
gathering as an assembly is limited, prohibited, or 
considered hazardous? Who are we, then, as a com-
munity? For that matter, who are we, the cantors of 
the church? This question extends beyond specific 
tasks, such as planning worship, leading rehearsals, 
and accompanying congregational song. In these 
challenging times, our tasks seem to change and 
evolve on a weekly basis. But the central, vocational 
question remains constant: when the role of the 
cantor is changed or even diminished, what is left?

“A broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou 
wilt not despise” (Psalm 51:17; KJV). Those words, 
attributed to our brother musician, David, give 
voice to the prayers of our hearts when our very 

Praying the Psalms  
during the Pandemic

being cries out to God. David seldom mitigates 
or rationalizes all that he and his community 
have experienced; realness and authenticity are 
prioritized before stoicism. An artist of profound 
emotion, David minces no words as he berates 
enemies and oppressors; he does not blithely sing 
his version of “Don’t Worry, Be Happy.” Rather, 
embracing the complexities of faith and doubt, he 
gives voice to the questions and uncertainties of 
life. In the psalms, we experience the emotions that 
accompany the joys and perils of lived experience, 
both in David’s time and our own. In the reflec-
tions that follow, I invite you to consider singing 
and praying the psalms with the whole people of 
God. Join David in weeping. Be uncertain. Be 
frustrated. Be joyful. Be.

Psalm 27
For in the day of trouble God will give me 

shelter, hide me in the hidden places of 
the sanctuary, and raise me high upon a 
rock.

Even now my head is lifted up above my ene-
mies who surround me. Therefore I will 
offer sacrifice in the sanctuary, sacrifices 
of rejoicing; I will sing and make music to 
the Lord.

  (Psalm 27:5–6; ELW )

Consider singing and praying 
the psalms with the whole 
people of God. Join David 
in weeping. Be uncertain. Be 
frustrated. Be joyful. Be.
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Again and again we see a predictable pattern in 
the psalms: something bad happens; there is much 
lamentation; God delivers; a song of grateful praise 
arises. I must admit I am somewhat jealous of 
David. In this psalm, David reveals his plan to go 
to the tabernacle and offer a sacrifice with shouts 
of joy. In these pandemic days, I understand how 
the course of the disease is spread in crowds. At 
a rational level, I understand that out of concern 
for my neighbor, I cannot follow David’s lead and 
enter the tabernacle to offer shouts of joy. At a 
spiritual level, I plead with the psalmist who cries, 
“how long, O Lord?” My pastor recently told me, 
“Cantor, don’t try to figure it out. It just is.” Such 
advice conflicts with my instincts as a planner and 
organizer, characteristics common among church 
musicians. But we must always remember that God 
is our stronghold, our helper. We should not be so 
foolish to think of our well-intentioned plans—or 
even ourselves—as saviors during difficult times.

I can, however, give thanks to God in my 
present circumstances, even if it is not in a physical 
building. Even as the snapshots of our grim reality 
turn into a never-ending slideshow, we can sing with 
David, “This I believe—that I will see the goodness 
of the Lord in the land of the living” (Psalm 27:11). 
May we, too, open our eyes to see the life and beauty 
of God who is still in our midst! While pictures of 
the dead kept in refrigerator trucks may haunt us, 
we see signs of God’s resurrection in green blades 
of the forest. We see neighbors helping neighbors 
in the provision and sharing of food; we rejoice in 
small acts of kindness—diapers are dropped off to 
help an immigrant family in Queens or in Minne-
apolis—that remind us of God’s life-giving touch 
in seemingly barren days. 

We live in the land of the living. We live as 
people of the resurrection. It kind of makes you 
want to sing, doesn’t it? “Love is come again like 
wheat arising green” (ELW 379).

Psalm 37
When old routines become nostalgic memories, 
what activities take their place? Do you vow to 
exercise more? Try a new recipe? Or perhaps, more 
nobly, work out the fingering of that Bach fugue 
you’ve always wanted to learn? David gives us some 
useful advice: “Take delight in the Lord, who shall 
give you your heart’s desire” (Psalm 37:4). 

Delighting oneself in the Lord involves mak-
ing God’s priorities our own. Have we taken time 
to weep with those who weep, feed the hungry, 
comfort the sick, and proclaim the gospel? As 
our task lists evolve in different ways, how can we 
serve as Jesus would have us serve? It may be time 
to declutter. I am not talking about cleaning out 
closets or filing cabinets. Rather, we need to make 
time for our own self-care, to monitor our phys-
ical and mental well-being in the midst of much 
change. Our hyperactive, “on-the-go” culture—
conditioned by a perpetual display of productivity 
and achievement on social media—discourages 
moments of stillness, silence, and reflection. In 
their place, fear and worry run rampant, much to 
Satan’s delight. 

But God promises peace. “Be still before the 
Lord and wait patiently” (Psalm 37:7). Turn off 
your electronic device(s). Light a candle. Clear your 
mind. Take a deep breath. Try saying the familiar 
Jesus prayer: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have 
mercy on me, a sinner.”1 Or, let the psalmist’s words 
gradually fall away into contemplative silence:

Be still and know that I am God.
Be still and know that I am.
Be still and know that.
Be still and know.
Be still and.
Be still.
Be.

Wait and listen: “put your trust in the Lord, and 
see what God will do” (Psalm 37:5).

Our hyperactive, “on-the-go” culture—
conditioned by a perpetual display of 
productivity and achievement on social 
media—discourages moments of stillness, 
silence, and reflection.
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Psalm 48
These days, I miss looking in the organ mirror and, 
in its reflection, glimpsing a great procession with 
the cross leading the way. I miss the fragrance of 
incense permeating the air. I miss the sound waves 
reverberating through the neighborhood where I 
serve as the people of God offer praise with bois-
terous strains of “Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing” (ELW 
841; LSB 964; TFF 296). I miss the sound of water 
splashing as another soul is united to Jesus’ death 
and resurrection through baptism.

But the church is much more than what we 
can physically perceive. The church is more than a 
building. We are Zion! While the outward church 
includes both believers and unbelievers, Zion is a 
term reserved for those who belong to God through 
faith. Let your mind think about the saints and the 
faithful from all generations. We join them! So, 
cantors of the church, lift your head up high: 

Make the circuit of Zion; walk round about it; 
count the number of the city’s towers.

Consider well its ramparts; examine its 
strongholds; that you may tell those who 
come after. 

Mark this—God is our God forever and ever, 
guiding us even to the end.

 (Psalm 48:12–14) 

Our response to this pandemic is not only a witness 
in this weary world but also a witness to future gen-
erations. The poetry of this psalm attests to God’s 
faithfulness to all the ends of the earth, even during 
times of great uncertainty. Perhaps you have seen 
or heard some variant of the recent catchphrase 
“the church has left the building”! We have been 
tasked to appraise the ramparts—literally, the for-
tifications—that have long supported our physical 
notions of church. May this psalm encourage us to 

think about our work as cantors beyond our usual 
boundaries:

In the midst of your temple, O God,  
we meditate on your steadfast love.

Your praise, like your name, O God,  
reaches to the ends of the earth;  
your right hand is full of righteousness.

 (Psalm 48:9–10)

We have been tasked to appraise the … 
fortifications that have long supported 
our physical notions of church. May 
this psalm encourage us to think about 
our work as cantors beyond our usual 
boundaries.
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Psalm 42
Like you, I have vivid memories of my work as a 
cantor. I remember:

•	 those five seconds of breathtaking silence af-
ter a hymn as the Spirit lived, moved, and 
breathed among the gathered assembly. 

•	 singing the song “Circle of Love” with the 
babies and toddlers of the Sunday School, in 
which all ended up in a big laughing hug. 

•	 that one troublesome choir voice that never 
blended and could always be heard above the 
entire congregation. I would do anything to 
hear that voice again.

We remember just as our ancestor David 
remembered:

I pour out my soul when I think on these 
things; how I went with the multitude 
and led them into the house of God,  
with shouts of thanksgiving,  
among those keeping festival.

Why are you so full of heaviness, O my soul, 
and why are you so disquieted within me? 
Put your trust in God, for I will yet give 
thanks to the one who is my help  
and my God.

 (Psalm 42:4–5)

“For I will yet praise,” sings David at the end 
of this psalm. We can even imagine him expanding 
this sentiment with familiar texts that we sing, 
saying, “I will praise God now, whatever my cir-
cumstances. I will join the angels of heaven, singing 
‘Glory to God in the highest and peace to God’s 
people on earth.’ I will join the angels, archangels, 
and all the company of heaven, singing ‘Holy, holy, 
holy Lord, Lord God of power and might: heaven 
and earth are full of your glory!’” We will keep 
singing—now and through eternity. As one music 
teacher told me, “I hope you like singing. We’re 
going to do it for an eternity.” Or, as the hymnist 
reminds us, “and through eternity, I’ll sing on” 
(ELW 666; LSB 543; CW 120).

Our music teachers have also taught us that 
silence is just as important as sound—from the 
carefully timed silences between hymn stanzas 
that prompt us to breathe to longer silences that 
give shape and meaning to musical phrases and 
gestures. During the silence of this pandemic, we 
remember and wait, trusting that we will again 
sing together. May this silence deepen our appre-
ciation for sound; may it help us to someday sing 
a more profound “Hallelujah!”

Psalm 77
Why? Sometimes, people of faith wonder if 
they have permission to ask “why?” If you find 
yourself asking, thinking, or lamenting “why,” 
know that you have a lot of company, including 
Asaph, one of the temple musicians appointed by 
David. Like you, Asaph had pressing and urgent 
questions: 

“Will the Lord cast me off forever and 
never again show me favor?” 

Has God’s steadfast love come to an end 
forever? Has the Lord’s promise failed 
for all time? 

Has God forgotten to be gracious,  
and in anger withheld compassion?

 (Psalm 77:7–9) 

These were not just fleeting thoughts. Question 
after question reeled through Asaph’s mind. 
Over and over again he questioned God’s love, 
faithfulness, and God’s very character.

Do you have questions? I do. I have grown 
exasperated and frustrated from asking them. 
Enough already! Lord, do you not hear our pleas 
for the sick and dying? Have you noticed the 
long lines of people at the food pantry—many 
of whom have not there before? And what about 
the never-ending racial injustice? Will this civil 
unrest destroy our government? How can your 
beloved church be a beacon of hope in these 

May this silence deepen our appreciation 
for sound; may it help us to someday sing 
a more profound “Hallelujah!”

encOURAGeMentS: WISDom, BeAuTy, TruTH
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desperate times? For that matter, how can we, as 
leaders of the church’s song, lead a church that is 
advised not to sing?

Real questions. Heart-wrenching questions. 
Is it really acceptable to question God? Of course! 
The very act of questioning God affirms God’s 
presence and power to act; though their words are 
forceful and challenging, questions of the psalmists 
and others (like Habakkuk) are rooted in faith. 
And, following Asaph’s example, we do not have 
to linger in questioning mode. What does Asaph 
do after his urgent questions? Beginning in verse 
10, the singer’s individual complaints give way to 
communal memory, the stuff of faith:

Then I thought, “To this I will appeal: the 
years when the Most High stretched out 
his right hand.

I will remember the deeds of the Lord; yes, I 
will remember your miracles of long ago. 

I will consider all your works and meditate on 
all your mighty deeds.”

 (Psalm 77:10–12; NIV)

God hears our prayers. How do we know? Look 
at what has been done by Christ, the Son: he healed 
the sick. He raised the dead! He fed the hungry. He 
was no stranger to confused, corrupt governments. 
Talk about injustice! They put him to death. And 
what did he do? He prayed for them. God is with 
us even when we are clueless about how to proceed. 
Like that first Pentecost, the Spirit is sent to guide 
us in our vocation as leaders of the church’s song. 
While the road and timeline may not be clear at 
this juncture, the Triune God is with us, now and 
evermore.

Psalm 87
Even in troubled times, many of us are blessed with 
benefits and privileges of citizenship unknown 
to many throughout the world. Yet the psalmist 
reminds us of another citizenship:

Of the city it shall be said, “Everyone was 
born in Zion, and the Most High  
shall sustain the city.”

Enrolling the nations, the Lord records: 
“These also were born there.”

The singers and the dancers will say,  
“All my fresh springs are in you.”

 (Psalm 87:5–7; ELW )

Marked by Jesus’ blood and claimed as God’s 
children through baptism, we enjoy all the benefits 
and privileges of a heavenly citizenship. This citi-
zenship is an eternal citizenship that does not falter. 
This citizenship in heaven will be filled with the 
hosts of heaven singing the songs of Zion forever. 
Nothing will keep us from singing there. Not even 
a pandemic.

Is it really acceptable to question God?  
Of course! The very act of questioning 
God affirms God’s presence and power 
to act.
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Psalm 105
In these times of isolation, it has become easier to 
live within our own minds, a vast and insulated 
digital world where few things seem immediately 
tangible. When one’s worldview becomes so myo-
pic, it’s time for a change in perspective. Look 
beyond the here and now and see what almighty 
God has done! Throughout all generations, God’s 
people have endured hardships, yet God never 
abandoned them. Like the psalmist, we recount 
God’s everlasting covenant:

Remember the marvels God has done,  
the wonders and the judgments of God’s 
mouth,

O offspring of Abraham, God’s servant,  
O children of Jacob, God’s chosen ones.

The Lord is our God, whose judgments 
prevail in all the world,

who has always been mindful of the  
covenant, the promise made for a  
thousand generations.

 (Psalm 105:5–8)

The psalmist goes on to recount how God sent 
the plagues to the land, gave them faithful leaders 
like Moses and Aaron, and brought the faithful out 
of Egypt into the land of milk and honey. 

Have we forgotten the goodness of all that God 
has done? Cantors of the church can help with our 
persistent forgetfulness. Even as memory fades, 
music lingers. Humming that phrase of “What 
a friend we have in Jesus” may be the catalyst to 
sing “take it to the Lord in prayer” (ELW 742; LSB 
770; CW 411). A recording of “A Mighty Fortress”  
(ELW 503–505; LSB 656–657; CW 200–201) 
may help the listener—like the singer of Psalm 
46—recall how God has been a strong and sure 
refuge in times of trouble. As we keep humming, 
we remember the goodness of the Lord, whether 
we are sitting in front of a screen watching a Zoom 
service or, someday, in the midst of the congrega-
tion in God’s holy temple: “through the church,” in 
or beyond a physical building, “the song goes on” 
(ELW 414; LSB 940; CW 278).

encOURAGeMentS: WISDom, BeAuTy, TruTH
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Hallelujah! Give praise, you servants of the 
Lord; praise the name of the Lord.

Let the name of the Lord be blessed, from 
this time forth forevermore.

From the rising of the sun to its going down 
let the name of the Lord be praised.

 (Psalm 113:1–3)

Jean R. Boehler serves as  
cantor at Redeemer Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in the Bronx, 
NY, and is college organist at 
Concordia College NY. She is 
founder and director of Arts in 

Mission-NY, a community musical outreach to 
young families.

note
1.  Frederica Mathewes-Green, The Jesus Prayer: The  

Ancient Desert Prayer that Tunes the Heart to God 
(Brewster, MA: Paraclete, 2009).
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Psalm 113
Even in this chaotic time—especially in this chaotic 
time—we praise God:

Who is like the Lord our God,  
who sits enthroned on high,

but stoops to behold the heavens and the 
earth?

The Lord takes up the weak out of the dust 
and lifts up the poor from the ashes,

enthroning them with the rulers, with the 
rulers of the people.

 (Psalm 113:5–8)

God is not content to observe this messy world 
from a distance but is in our midst. God sees the 
victims of injustice, raising them up and seating 
them with princes. In God’s promised reign of jus-
tice, no one will be weighed down by knees, unable 
to breathe. In this song and prayer, we glimpse a 
radical reorientation of the world through vivid 
verbs: God stoops, lifts, and enthrones the weak, 
poor, and needy. If we look close enough, we see 
the Spirit working in and through us to do these 
things. Praise the Lord! 

But there is still much work to be done. And 
so, dear cantors of the church, we open our eyes 
to serve in new ways as long as we have life and 
breath. And we continue to sing and pray these 
ancient words alongside new texts. Every waking 
moment. From sunrise to sunset. In times of peace, 
prosperity, and even pandemic.

So, dear cantors of the church, 
we open our eyes to serve in 
new ways as long as we have 
life and breath. And we continue 
to sing and pray these ancient 
words alongside new texts. 

In God’s promised 
reign of justice,  
no one will be 
weighed down by 
knees, unable to 
breathe. 
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by Anne Krentz Organ

editor’s note: The three pieces that  
accompany this article, though presented as 
models for what cantors can create in their re-
spective contexts, may nevertheless be  
reproduced freely for local use through  
may 31, 2021. If used in this way, please  
include the text and music attributions as 
shown in the captions. Assembly versions are 
available for download at https://alcm.org/
crossaccent-summer-issue-2020/.

I n times of crisis we look to Scripture for 
grounding, for a way to make sense of what is 
happening around us, for hope, and for guidance. 

The psalms are particularly helpful in giving voice 
to our varied and sometimes conflicting emotions. 
As musicians responsible for leading the church’s 
song, what do we do now? The psalmist tells us to 
“sing to the Lord a new song; sing to the Lord, 
all the earth” (Psalm 96:1; ELW ). Really? What if 
we feel more like a people in exile, as articulated in 
Psalm 137:1, 4: “By the waters of Babylon we sat 
down and wept … How shall we sing the Lord’s 
song upon an alien soil?” These days we are all 
living on alien soil, navigating circumstances we 
never dreamed of. And yet, Psalm 150:6 proclaims 
“Let everything that has breath praise the Lord. 
Hallelujah!”

Every congregation has its own story, each 
community its own particular set of circumstances. 
We musicians are called to lead and serve with wis-
dom and compassion. What will be most helpful in 
your context during this time? Will your commu-
nity be best served by drawing on hymns and songs 

Sing to the Lord a new Song!  
Really? now?

that are part of their core repertoire, songs that they 
may know by heart? Is your community looking for 
a new song to breathe life into an unprecedented 
situation? Maybe the answer is a little of both.

If you think your congregation might respond 
well to a new song, consider writing one yourself. 
Look to Scripture, or settle on a few words or 
phrases that capture an idea that would resonate 
with your community. Compose a melody to fit the 
text, paying attention to which words and syllables 
you want to emphasize. Is this melody singable? A 
simple unaccompanied melody is all you need. If 
you want to add an accompaniment or additional 
voice parts, that is just icing on the cake!

Consider the three songs included here as 
examples of something you might write for your 
own congregation. Each song is short and can be 
taught or learned fairly quickly. 

“Make Us One” is a prayer for unity, taking 
into account the fact that some congregations are 
continuing to hold in-person worship services with 
appropriate precautions while others are postpon-
ing in-person worship for the time being. How 
can we feel connected to the church community 
while worshipping virtually at home or at a small 
gathering in a park? A song such as this may be 
sung by all, whether together or apart. The optional 
second part provides an opportunity for harmony 
and adds rhythmic interest.

“Where Two or Three Are Gathered” is based 
on Matthew 18:20, in which Jesus says, “For where 
two or three are gathered in my name, I am there 
among them” (NRSV). The song may be sung in 

Consider the three songs included here  
as examples of something you might  
write for your own congregation.  
Each song is short and can be taught  
or learned fairly quickly. 
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unison or in a two- or three-part canon. It addresses 
the potential pain of a fractured congregation, 
grieving the inability of all of its members and 
friends to safely worship together. The text gives 
affirmation to small groups worshipping together 
and to those who worship alone in their homes, 
connected to one another through Jesus’ promise.

“Open Our Ears” is a sung prayer. It asks God 
to make us vulnerable: to open our ears, eyes, 
hearts, and lives; to heal us, to unite us, and to hold 
us together in love.

Anne Krentz Organ serves as 
director of music ministries at  
St. Luke’s Lutheran Church in 
Park Ridge, IL. She composes 
music for use in worship, 
including assembly song, choral 
anthems, and instrumental 
arrangements.

How can we feel connected to 
the church community while 
worshipping virtually at home or 
at a small gathering in a park?  
A song such as this may be 
sung by all, whether together or 
apart. 

To manage such  
expenses and gifts,  
it is helpful to establish 
a dedicated music fund 
or two. 

ALCM  
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Visit alcm.org for more information.

Explore and register for Fall ALCM  
Webinars at alcm.org/news-events/ 

webinars/fall-webinars/. 
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– Sungjoon Lee

Access Webinar recording – available any time

 

 

Confused about Copyrights 
and Licensing? Let’s Talk  
– Mark Lawson

Access Webinar recording – available any time

 

November 13 
2pm – 3pm eastern 

    Truly Present: Practicing 
Prayer in the Liturgy  
– Lisa Dahill

Live webinar
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Text and music: Anne Krentz organ, © 2020 Anne Krentz organ.  
All rights reserved.
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Open Our Ears

Where Two or Three are Gathered

Text: matthew 18:20, adapt. music: Anne Krentz organ, © 2020 Anne Krentz organ.  
All rights reserved.
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by Julie Grindle

[Jesus said to the Samaritan woman]: “But the 
hour is coming, and is now here, when the true 
worshipers will worship the Father in spirit 
and truth, for the Father seeks such as these 
to worship him. God is spirit, and those who 
worship him must worship in spirit and truth.”

 (John 4:23–24; NRSV)

“t he Language of God in a Post-Truthi-
ness World” was the title of a short talk 
I presented at an ALCM event a few years 

ago. My premise was that, aided and abetted by 
technological abundance, our digitally saturated 
society is quick to accept half-truths and false or 
misleading information: “if it feels right, it must 
be right.” I offer here an extension of that talk and 
consider its relevance for our worship and witness 
today, both in the midst of pandemic and as we 
emerge from it into a new reality of what it means 
to be church together.

Fact, Fiction, and truthiness
The word “truthiness” gained widespread pop-
ularity after the inaugural 2005 episode of The 
Colbert Report, in which Stephen Colbert—playing 
a caricatured and satirized political pundit of the 
same name—introduced the noun to his audience. 
For both Colbert and the lexicographers who sub-
sequently created dictionary entries for the term, 
“truthiness” referred to the quality of seeming or 
being felt to be true even if not necessarily true. In 
particular, it referred to decisions that prioritized 
feeling before fact, even adhering to feeling-based 
claims when presented with factual evidence to the 
contrary. 

Truthiness used to be more subtle, less egre-
gious. But time and technology have swept us 
into a new epoch characterized by post-truthiness, 

Worship in Spirit and truth

post-fact, and post-expertise thinking that perme-
ates our national discourse—news media, social 
media, government, and more.1 Now, potentially 
life-altering decisions are sometimes improvised 
according to instinct or process, completely dis-
regarding fact. Truth can be manufactured or 
rewritten day by day, hour by hour, minute by min-
ute, meme by meme: a sensational or superficial 
tweet garners more attention than a thoughtfully 
nuanced thesis. This can leave one feeling queasy, 
not knowing which way is up, what news or sci-
ence is contrived, which truths are true. This is a 
reality for most of our parishioners for the days 
and hours they are not with us in worship, Bible 
study, or rehearsal. This is a reality for us and for 
our children.

And now, siblings in Christ, the opportunities 
to interact with our communities are diminished 
on account of this pandemic. We worship in living 
rooms, family rooms, dining rooms, and kitch-
ens—that is, if and when we attend worship at all. 
Zoom, Facebook, YouTube, and various forms of 
livestreaming may keep us socially connected, but 
the absence of the physical and corporeal marks 
of Christian assembly are deeply missed. I suspect 
and fervently hope that many still participate in 
ways encouraged by leaders, with bowls of water to 
remember our baptisms, with candles, and perhaps 
with instruments to help lead singing. But, try as 
we might, it isn’t the same, is it? There is some-
thing unsettling about the prospect of becoming 
disengaged and even more distanced from one’s 
community just when it seems to matter the most.

Truth can be manufactured or rewritten 
day by day, hour by hour, minute by 
minute, meme by meme: a sensational or 
superficial tweet garners more attention 
than a thoughtfully nuanced thesis. 

encOURAGeMentS: WISDom, BeAuTy, TruTH
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Worship in Spirit and truth
How then do we worship in spirit and truth in 
such times? How do we battle the constant enemy 
of truthiness that has taken hold of our country 
and world, that daily undermines scientific truth, 
that lures otherwise logical people—including 
family, friends, and colleagues—into sharing false, 
misleading, or disingenuous content that pits us 
against one another? What can we as church bring 
to a time and place where our words or expressions 
are seemingly lost in this din of noise? What might 
Jesus’s words to the Samaritan woman in John’s 
gospel mean in our time and place, a time when we, 
too, thirst for living water in this desert journey?

First, we must be present. Whatever work is 
done, it must be work that reassures the people of 
God in our communities that God is present, the 
church is present, and that we can still be together 
even if apart for a time. Our synod staff has prac-
ticed this through an idea, courtesy of Pastor Lori 
Kochanski, of a “9@9” (nine minutes at 9:00 a.m.) 
every morning on Facebook Live. Each morning, 
one of the staff members uses their respective gifts 
to bring a message of hope, joy, lament, gospel, and 
community. For worshipping communities, there 
may be less need to be present every day; that would 
likely be too much work for a small staff. But any 

offering—a short video about an upcoming Sunday 
hymn or lesson, or a story about something that 
one of the youths in your congregation is doing—is 
a way in which we can remain connected. We must 
stay connected. We must be present.

Second, we must be hospitable in radically 
different ways. How are we inviting people into 
community, online or on the phone, in creative 
ways? Once they are there, how are we welcoming 
them and holding their attention in a space where 
they can walk away at any time, often without us 
knowing? We must be intentional about spending 
time, perhaps more than usual, naming worries 
and joys, sorrows and needs. Only then, once 
the heart has been unburdened, can we bring the 
Good News. Only then can we say, “God is here!” 
Only then may we pray, “Come, Holy Spirit.” Our 
notions of gathering must adapt so that all may be 
ready, named, and open to hearing God’s life-giv-
ing and redeeming word, broken open for the sake 
of the world. 

Third, everything we do forms those who 
attend. What we choose to do often says more than 
we realize about who we are and who we want to 
be. Even after we are able to gather again in our 
buildings, will you still offer a service that includes 
an online component? Are you in conversation 
with your leadership, the worship committees, 
youth, and those who are unable to attend regu-
larly because of health issues but have consistently 
attended via Zoom? Carefully consider the context 
of your church’s ministry before indiscriminately 
copying models from other contexts. Perhaps a 
Sunday afternoon gathering is best for you and will 
continue to be, with prayers, a psalm meditation, 
and a blessing for the week. Or maybe you have a 
system in place that allows for livestreaming with 
hymns, readings, and a sermon. Or perhaps you are 
just gathering to pray, hear a lesson and meditation, 
and be reminded of your baptism.

Whatever you do, be intentional and use this 
as an opportunity to teach and be taught. Try not 
to overthink things—this is truly the time when 
“’tis a gift to be simple.” Let the creativity that flows 

Preach the truth,  
so that truthiness can be held at bay. 
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through the Holy Spirit move through your place: 
embrace what you can, shelve for later what might 
work another time, and make the best and most 
faithful choices you can with the hard decisions 
before you. Preach the truth, so that truthiness can 
be held at bay. 

This is a fitting opportunity to lift up and 
equip lay leaders. Be attentive and astute when 
making liturgical choices. Perhaps some in the con-
gregation want things done a certain way; perhaps 
some have demanded the opposite; perhaps some 
have threatened to stop giving or to leave if their 
preferences are not met. Perhaps this time invites 
more opportunities for congregational education 
and formation, for deeper conversations about lay 
ministry to lead to real action and service. We must 
be careful not to let truthiness creep into our theol-
ogy and practice.

Fourth, we must leave space for grace. This is 
a tiring and confusing time, and we will continue 
to struggle with its outcomes. We will make mis-
takes, forget important things, say and do things 
we regret, lose our way, and watch others do the 
same. Freely ask for forgiveness, and make sure that 
every space you create is safe for others to admit 
their shortcomings as well. Be intentional about 
self-care, find time for Sabbath rest, and encourage 
similar expectations for those around you. This 
is how bodies and minds heal, and how the body 
of Christ is formed and re-formed. There is much 
beauty in these ways of being present, hospitable, 
attentive, and graceful.

Finally, we must find ways to empower all of 
the faithful to speak truth to truthiness, through 
the power of the Spirit. As noted in my original 
talk, the Holy Spirit works person by person, day 
by day, both inside and outside of our time. While 
the Good News is universal for all, it is lived out 
uniquely by each of us because our gifts and con-
texts differ. Faith relies on the Holy Spirit to be in 
us and work through us, to prune us and shake 
us and wring us out, to prod us and push us and 
love us into relationship with God and each other. 
And this is where truth is realized—in faith. Faith, 

through the Holy Spirit, inspires our singing, our 
praying, our lament, our worship. Faith leads us to 
truth. Immutable, life-giving truth.

Stand firm, siblings in Christ, and don’t lose 
hope. Continue to be the body of Christ, broken 
as we are but also redeemed, loved, and sent. Bless-
ings in your vocations, and may you be filled with 
Christ’s peace and joy as you bring God’s truth and 
love to the world.

Julie Grindle is a lifelong 
church musician, accompanist, 
coach, and teacher. She has 
served on the advisory council for 
the Institute of Liturgical Studies 
and is immediate past president 

of ALCM. Julie is currently the assistant to the 
bishop for candidacy and mobility in the Upstate 
NY Synod of the ELCA, and she teaches as an  
adjunct member of the music faculty at  
Onondaga Community College (Syracuse, NY).

note
1. See, for example, Tom Nichols, The Death of Expertise: 

The Campaign against Established Knowledge and Why 
It Matters (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017) 
and Daniel J. Levitin, Weaponized Lies: How to Think 
Critically in the Post-Truth Era (New York: Dutton, 
2017).

Faith relies on the Holy Spirit to be in us 
and work through us, to prune us and 
shake us and wring us out, to prod us and 
push us and love us into relationship with 
God and each other. 
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by Amanda Weber

“So then, whenever we have an opportunity, let 
us work for the good of all.”

 (Galatians 6:10; NRSV)

“For everything there is a season, and a time 
for every matter under heaven ... a time to keep 
silence, and a time to speak.”

 (Ecclesiastes 3:1, 7b)

Finding time

O ne of the riches of religion is ritual, 
spelled out for church musicians through 
liturgical practices, which can so easily 

spill into other aspects of our work. Too often, this 
sacredness becomes routine for routine’s sake, and 
we find ourselves piling yet another tradition onto 
the Mount Everest-sized heap of annual events and 
expectations. With each passing year, it seems there 
is less time to learn or try something new because 
there is more pre-programmed planning based on 
what “worked” before. I often find myself wonder-
ing if we are worshipping nostalgia rather than a 
living God? 

This past spring, the arrival of COVID-19 
in the United States interrupted one of our most 
precious resources—our perception of time. Sud-
denly, it wasn’t possible to hold weekly worship 
services, meetings, and rehearsals in the same 
way. Musicians across the country flailed as they 
attempted to continue producing the same prod-
ucts at the same rate on the same scale, despite their 
drastically changed contexts and circumstances. 
Overwhelmed myself, I stepped back to watch and 
listen. It seemed as though I was observing a room 
full of toddlers, trying over and over again to fit the 

Pandemic as Opportunity

square block through the circular hole of a shape-
sorter box. And for what?

In my own experience as a church musician, I 
have struggled to stay true to my creative self along-
side the constant grind of weekly routines. My best 
ideas come to me when I’m convening with nature, 
out for a walk, noodling at the piano with no loom-
ing deadline, or connecting with a friend. I often 
find myself desperately trying to fit these activ-
ities into a tight schedule of committee meetings 
and unwanted screen time, another square block 
against a circular hole. It’s funny to think of how 
often I use the phrase “finding time,” as if I am in 
control: “I just need to find time to squeeze that in 
this week. I think I can find the time.” Well, it has 
finally happened. Time has shifted. What are we 
finding?

Ready, Set, Listen!
In my first full-time job following college, I worked 
at Luther Place Memorial Church in Washington, 
D.C., a position that was available through the 
Lutheran Volunteer Corps. The church called a 
new pastor in my first few months; the congrega-
tion proclaimed they were ready for the next era 
of justice-work in our nation’s capital. We were 
blessed with the incredible leadership of the Rev. 
Karen Brau, who came to Luther Place from East 
Baltimore, where she had engaged in formative 
work within the Black church community. One 
of her first moves at Luther Place was the creation 
of a Visioning Team to help set a pathway for this 

[Musicians across the country 
flailed as they attempted to  
continue producing the same 
products at the same rate on  
the same scale, despite their 
drastically changed contexts 
and circumstances. 
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congregation that holds a remarkable history yet 
longs to be forward-looking. I will never forget 
the first gathering of this Visioning Team. “What 
are we going to do?” people eagerly asked, ready to 
work. Design a ten-step process? Draw up a chart? 
“We are going to spend the next year together in 
prayer, and we are going to listen,” Pastor Karen 
replied. “But what are we going to do?”

Our American, “time-is-money” culture strug-
gles to see value in sitting still. We view listening as 
passive rather than productive. Oddly enough, this 
cultural influence carries into our Christian values 
and the churn of church-work, though Christi-
anity—like every other faith tradition—carries 
prominent messages of stillness, Sabbath, and 
waiting. What would we miss if we sat still? What 
would we gain?

Like the Visioning Team at Luther Place, musi-
cians in both churches and schools have been eager 
to look ahead to the future. We recognize there are 
imperfections in our field related to access, equity, 
historical conservation, and the struggle to remain 
relevant in an increasingly globalized and techno-
logical world. Every conference I’ve attended offers 
a plethora of sessions on such topics. Although we 
are scared, we long for radical transformation; we 
shout it out into the echo chamber of social media! It 
will not come with a well-designed ten-step process 
or a colorful chart. We need to engage in a long and 
difficult process of listening. Of praying together. 
Of seeking out the wisdom of those different from 
ourselves. Of truly hearing one another’s souls.

Failing to Hear
On May 25, 2020, Americans were growing 
weary of shelter-in-place directives. Families and 
friends gathered for physically distanced Memorial 
Day celebrations. It was a beautiful day here in 
Minneapolis.

On that same day, George Floyd was murdered. 
Chaos ensued—first in Minneapolis, then in other 
large cities across the U.S., with suburban and 
rural communities following suit, then eventually 
throughout the world. For Black, Indigenous, and 

People of Color (BIPOC) communities, the cry 
was, “Enough!” For many in the white community, 
it was an awakening. We have not been traveling 
this long road together.

The rage of protestors and rioters was seen and 
heard, though one should not have to be loud in 
order to be listened to. As Martin Luther King, 
Jr., once observed, “a riot is the language of the 
unheard. And what is it that America has failed 
to hear?”1 Yet again, we are compelled to listen, 
to pray, to be still. For those of us who are white 
and privileged, the work that lies ahead is rooted 
in repentance, reparation, and reconciliation, 
even—and especially—in our work as artists and 
musicians. 

Do Justice
I often think we are confused by the prophet 
Micah’s exhortation to “do justice” (Micah 6:8; 
NRSV). When I hear that phrase, I feel fired up! 
For me, the word “justice” has a powerful, even 
domineering connotation. As I think more about 
this, it dawns on me that our understanding of 
justice likely comes from our familiarity with a 
human-made criminal justice system and its focus 
on penalty and punishment. This could not be fur-
ther from God’s vision of justice, a broad and deep 
concern about fair, equitable, loving, and compas-
sionate relationships in God’s vast creation.2

[For those of us who are white and  
privileged, the work that lies ahead is rooted 
in repentance, reparation, and
reconciliation, even—and especially 
—in our work as artists and musicians. 
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I have had the opportunity to witness this 
dichotomy over the past five years in my work 
as the founder and artistic director of Voices of 
Hope, an organization that provides choral singing 
opportunities in Minnesota prisons. Each week, 
I lead the rehearsal for our choir at the women’s 
correctional facility in Shakopee, MN. Since its 
founding in 2015, the choir has grown from 15 to 
nearly 50 singers, with the roster always in flux as 
some singers are released and others join.

While Voices of Hope is not a religious orga-
nization, the space in which we gather is sacred. 
Most days, that space is punitive, diminishing, and 
inhuman. But on Sunday afternoons, it transforms. 
Together, the choir has built a sisterhood that values 
and empowers each person, just as they are. Fear 
and insecurity are welcome in that space; we recog-
nize that each singer carries a great deal with them 
into the room each week. In fact, we sing about it 
in our opening song, where individuals share their 
feelings over an improvised vamp, and the whole 
choir responds, “Know that you are loved.”

It’s a space that has taught me about flexibility. 
My higher education degrees in conducting rein-
forced a music-centered pedagogy in which growth 
comes from the study of music. Yet Voices of Hope 
has taught me to use a person-centered pedagogy, 
where music is the result, not the framework. The 
trouble and beauty of such an approach is that peo-
ple are much less predictable than music. With a 
music-centered pedagogy, a conductor can choose 
repertoire, set teaching goals, convey markings in 
a score, and work toward a quality performance. 
With a person-centered pedagogy, attending to 
individual or group needs takes precedence over 
learning the music. Some weeks, Voices of Hope 
spends more time talking and crying together than 
singing. As we near a concert date, I amend my 
musical plan, cutting or revising pieces we were 
not able to cover. Our performances aren’t perfect, 
but because we spent our time listening and build-
ing mutual respect, they are raw, vulnerable, and 
electric. 

In getting to know the singers in Voices of 

Hope, I’ve learned how unjust our justice system 
truly is. All around me, I’ve witnessed misguided 
actions by people aiming to “do” justice by simply 
patching holes as they continue to appear. It is too 
late: the wall is tumbling down. Before we hastily 
attempt to rebuild, let us shift power and listen 
to the voices that have long been silenced. This is 
God’s vision of justice. It’s a table-turning disrup-
tion, a Magnificat-sounding cry from marginalized 
voices, a silencing of those in power. Justice, mercy, 
and humility are inseparable from one another—
not a list of action items, but a trinity of being. God 
has told us what is good (Micah 6:7).

Pandemic as Opportunity
It is difficult to embrace a positive message during 
this tragic time. There is no doubt that COVID-
19 is wreaking havoc among our most vulnerable 
communities and in lasting ways. There is a great 
deal to mourn, and I do not wish to water down 
that truth. And yet, God is always speaking to us, 
always present with us in times of trouble. It is with 
this assurance that I suggest reframing this pan-
demic as an opportunity for our vocation.

COVID-19 has provided a disruption of our 
usual routines on such a massive scale that it has, 
for many, provided time and space to reimagine. 
Restrictions affecting our most basic tools invite 
us to consider new methods, to forge new part-
nerships. The cessation of singing (though I miss 
it as much as the next person) has made room for 
quieter voices, for the natural sounds of our planet 
calling out in pain, and the stifled cries of neighbors 
literally gasping for air. Can you hear these things, 
too? If you listen closely, what else do you hear?

Pressing “pause” on our own musical agenda 
does not put our field at risk of becoming extinct; 
music as a form of expression is a core part of our 
humanity and will likely never disappear. It will 
change and may sound differently than imagined, 
but it will not cease. Rather, if we let go of our need 
for control, if we truly listen, this time could allow 
for the death of tired and exclusionary ways, and a 
rising up of new life in unexpected places.
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Letting go is hard. I’ve had to pivot so many 
times in my work with Voices of Hope, as the 
prison system shifts rules and support of our 
programming. In the first couple of years, these 
disappointments were accompanied by an abun-
dance of tears and overwhelming frustration and 
grief. The resilience of the singers reminded me that 
for so many people, life is a never-ending obstacle 
course. More recently, I’ve learned to expect these 
setbacks, and we’ve grown better at sharing the 
burden as a community. When we are told we 
can’t move forward on a certain path, we pause and 
acknowledge our disappointment, then go a new 
way. This forced redirection has led to some of our 
best, most effective work.

As autumn draws closer, many of us will 
instinctively begin to plan. We will be tempted to 
describe our “readiness” according to the number of 
projects we hope to accomplish before Christmas. 
We will plan for every available contingency. We 
will plan, and plan, and plan. Such is our nature as 
church musicians. But may we remember to leave 
room for the Holy Spirit! May we embrace this sea-
son of unpredictability, drawing instead upon our 

gifts as creative problem-solvers. Finally, may we be 
brave enough to relinquish control, be compassion-
ate enough to empower others, be humble enough 
to see new opportunities, and be still enough to 
truly listen.

Amanda Weber serves as the 
minister of music and the arts  
at Westminster Presbyterian 
Church in downtown  
Minneapolis (MN) and is the 
founder and artistic director  

of Voices of Hope. Her scholarship focuses on music 
as a tool for healing and justice.

notes
1.  Martin Luther King, “The Other America” (speech at 

Stanford University, April 14, 1967), https://www. 
crmvet.org/docs/otheram.htm.

2. See, for example, Paul Tillich, Love, Power, and Justice: 
Ontological Analyses and Ethical Applications  
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1954) and Paul 
Westermeyer, Let Justice Sing: Hymnody and Justice 
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1998).

[If we let go of our need for control, if we  
truly listen, this time could allow for the 
death of tired and exclusionary ways, and 
a rising up of new life in unexpected places.

[Our understanding of justice likely 
comes from  
our familiarity with 
a human-made criminal  
justice system and its focus  
onpenalty and punishment.  
This could not be further from God’s 
vision of justice, a broad and deep 
concern about fair, equitable,  
loving, and compassionate  
relationships in God’s  
vast creation.

shuttersstock/arloo
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by Zebulon M. Highben

A few months ago, at the behest of Mark Law-
son of MorningStar Music, I interviewed 
Paul Westermeyer about his book A High 

and Holy Calling: Essays of Encouragement for the 
Church and Its Musicians.1 If you’re not familiar 
with this volume, its contents are aptly described 
by the subtitle. The title is derived from the final 
line of the “Role of the Cantor” print that ALCM 
produced a number of years ago.2

I have been thinking a lot about that interview, 
book, and print over the last several weeks. I confess 
that most days during this pandemic, I have not felt 
much like giving or receiving encouragement about 
anything. The rhythms of my calling have become 
unfamiliar and seem neither high nor holy. The 
never-ending flurry of contingency plans, alternate 
teaching scenarios, and revised budgets we are gen-
erating in academia is exhausting. And I find little 
joy in the herculean efforts we church musicians 
and pastors are undertaking to repackage worship 
and music into—well, something—that reaches 
the diaspora of our unassembled assemblies. 

On the Wednesday evenings when I meet with 
choir members via Zoom, singing and playing 
for them since I cannot sing and play with them, 
I am blessed to see their faces but unsettled by 

their silence. I watch their mouths move as they 
sing along with me, but no sound comes from their 
muted microphones; it is as if we are actors in some 
experimental theatre production. 

Each Sunday when I arrive at Duke Univer-
sity Chapel to help lead our livestreamed worship 
services, I am struck by the vastness of the empty 
space. As eleven o’clock approaches and the two 
clergy, two musicians, and a single AV technician 
gather to begin, the emptiness of the nave seems 
to grow rather than lessen. We stand to sing the 
opening hymn, so spread out across the deep 
chancel that we cannot hear one another; in these 
moments, a different hymn text comes unbidden 
to my mind: “We need each other’s voice to sing, 
each other’s strength to love.”3 The preacher looks a 
little uncomfortable as he stares directly into a dis-
tant camera instead of glancing around the room 
at the faces of the people. The presider awkwardly 
responds “and also with you” to herself so that the 
words are audible. The organist’s hands and feet 
lift from the final chord of the postlude, which 
lingers in the nave of Duke Chapel for a full seven 
seconds without the usual competitive accompani-
ment of dispersing humanity. The empty building 
itself reminds us that what we are doing defies our 
conventional definitions of “right and salutary” 
worship. 

Taken together, the cycle of Zoom choir 
rehearsals, online hymn sings, virtual worship 
services, and endless hours of screen time are all 
deeply unsatisfying, like empty calories. They cer-
tainly don’t look like the normal components of a 
cantor’s calling; some feel directly contrary to it. 
The title “content producer” seems more apt to this 
work than “cantor” or “worship leader.” The whole 
enterprise feels slightly foolish, like something the 
writer of Ecclesiastes would comment upon: 

Still A High and Holy calling?

[I find little joy in the herculean efforts we 
church musicians and pastors are under- 
taking to repackage worship and music 
into—well, something—that reaches the  
diaspora of our unassembled assemblies. 
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Vanity of vanities, says the teacher,  
vanity of vanities! All is vanity. …

All things are wearisome; 
more than one can express; 
the eye is not satisfied with seeing,  
or the ear filled with hearing.

  (Ecclesiastes 1:2, 8; NRSV) 
 

And yet: I know that this wearisome work is more 
than vanity. 

Every week at Duke Chapel, we hear from 
people attending to what we do in worship. Some 
of them express gratitude for a word of hope heard 
in the sermon or for a prayer petition that addressed 
racism and racial violence. Others offer critiques—
this is church, after all—about what we should 
have done differently. Still others write merely to let 
us know they were present, perhaps to encourage us 
to keep going. 

My choir members keep going, too, in regular 
Zoom sessions throughout our normal summer 
hiatus. They know these gatherings are not an ade-
quate substitute for the embodied joy, fellowship, 
and collaborative music-making of real rehearsals. 
But the sessions are still strangely valuable, perhaps 
as a collective expression of defiance and hope—
hope that this pandemic will end and we will be 
together again, defiance that not even our separa-
tion will prevent us from singing.

When I observe the fortitude of these people 
I am called to serve, my weariness does not lessen, 
but my grief and self-pity do. 

I look again at the “Role of the Cantor” poster. 
This time, I notice the frequency of the word “peo-
ple.” It appears six times—as often as the word 
“cantor,” and more often than the words “assem-
bly,” “music,” and “musical” combined. I note that 
all six descriptions of the cantor’s work are framed 
in a single context: service to God’s people. 

I page through Westermeyer’s book, and stum-
ble across passages like this one that strike me as 
forcefully as Duke Chapel’s empty nave:

There are times when the assembly is learning 
new things or is in the midst of turmoil. There 
are times when singing is under duress from 
both external and internal, conscious and 
unconscious sources. Like music itself, the 
church’s song is not a static condition.4 

I consider again the nature of the cantor’s calling, 
and I remember two sayings about our work, tem-
porarily overlooked, perhaps, in the daily stress of 
the pandemic. 

1 the church’s song does not  
depend upon us. 

In Martin Luther’s explanation to the third article 
of the creed, he reminds us that the Holy Spirit 
“calls, gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies” the 
church.5 The church is formed and sustained by the 
power of the Holy Spirit. It cannot be saved by us 
nor will it cease to exist because of our action or 
inaction, in this time or any other. 

What applies to the church also applies to its 
song. The Christian faith will take on sounded 
form in melody, rhythm, and harmony as long as 
there continues to be a church. The song endures. 
Cantors are stewards—not saviors—of the song 
and, as stewards, the nature of our stewardship 
changes depending on the circumstances. The song 
and its stewardship, as Westermeyer put it, are not 
static. 

When we cannot make music together in the 
usual ways, in an era in which the very acts of com-
munal singing and worshiping may be dangerous, 
we do our best to come up with alternatives. Why? 
Not because we must keep corporate worship going 
at all costs. Not because the internet needs one more 
virtual choir video or pre-recorded hymn accom-
paniment. Not because our busyness will save us, 
nor because we fear for our job security—though 
fear, like grief and exhaustion, is naturally palpable 
these days. We do this odd virtual work because:

[I look again at the “Role of the Cantor”  
poster. This time, I notice the frequency  
of the word “people.”
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2 A cantor is a shepherd, and a 
shepherd’s work is the welfare  

 of the flock.
The label “shepherd” is more often applied to 
pastors than cantors. But cantors are shepherds, 
too. Our methods and tools are different but com-
plementary. In “Whether One May Flee from a 
Deadly Plague,” Luther wrote that: 

Those who are engaged in a spiritual ministry 
such as preachers and pastors must likewise 
remain steadfast before the peril of death. We 
have a plain command from Christ, “A good 
shepherd lays down his life for the sheep but 
the hireling sees the wolf coming and flees” 
[John 10:11]. For when people are dying, they 
most need a spiritual ministry which strength-
ens and comforts.6 

Later, Luther applies the same standard to “all 
persons who stand in a relationship of duty or ser-
vice toward one another.”7 

Cantors steward the church’s song and shep-
herd those who sing it. It is our duty, now as much 
as ever. I may not feel much like singing, or editing 
recorded audio, or curating hymn playlists. But I 
have a duty to serve Christ’s people in song. In this 
time of great suffering, that duty means offering 
them—in whatever way I can, on whatever plat-
form is available—a prophetic, melodic reminder 
that death does not have the last word. 

And that is the high and holy work to which we 
have been called. 

Zebulon M. Highben is a 
conductor, composer, and scholar 
of sacred music. He serves as 
director of chapel music at  
Duke University Chapel and as 
associate professor of the practice 

of church music at Duke Divinity School, both in 
Durham, NC.

notes
1. Paul Westermeyer, A High and Holy Calling: Essays of 

Encouragement for the Church and Its Musicians (St. 
Louis: MorningStar, 2018). The interview can be 
viewed at https://youtu.be/u_wkcHWW1HA.

2. The print has been recently resurrected as a color post-
er, with calligraphy by Anne Kirchoff. See https://alcm.
org/marketplace/role-of-the-cantor-poster.

3. Thomas Troeger, “We Need Each Other’s Voice to 
Sing,” © 1994 Oxford University Press. 

4. Westermeyer, 13.

5. Martin Luther, Small Catechism (ELW, p. 1162; LSB, p. 
327).

6. Martin Luther, “Whether One May Flee from a Dead-
ly Plague,” in Martin Luther’s Basic Theological Writ-
ings, ed. Timothy F. Lull (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1989), 738. 

7. Luther, “Whether One May Flee,” 739.

[I have a duty to serve Christ’s  
 people in song. In this time of great 
suffering, that duty means offer-
ing them—in whatever way I can, on 
whatever platform is available—a 
prophetic, melodic reminder that 
death does not have the last word. 
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Join us for a series of monthly webinars 
as we explore various dimensions of singing together, 
how our song plays a role in the struggle 
against racism and injustice, 
what we have learned from a time of isolation, 
what the future of singing together will look like, 
and more.

WEBINAR SERIES 
2020–2021

WE WILL SING!

THE HYMN SOCIETY BRAND STANDARDS  1

LOGO VARIATIONS

VERTICAL HORIZONTAL

T H E  

C E N T E R  F O R  

C O N G R E G A T I O N A L  

S O N G

All webinars will be broadcast on Thursday at 3:00 p.m. ET
 
October 22 
C. Michael Hawn
Do You Have a Song?

November 12
Robyn Henderson-Espinoza 
Singing at the Crossroads of   
Race, Gender, and Justice

January 21
Mikie Roberts 
Voicing God’s “Twang”: 
The Maturation of Caribbean 
Hymnody

February 11
Deborah Carlton Loftis 
Nineteenth Century 
Shape-Note Tunes for the 
Twenty-first Century

March 11
Simei Monteiro & Marcell Silva 

Steuernagel 
A Conversation 
between Two 
Brazilian Song Leaders

April 8
J. Michael McMahon and Panel 
Singing as the Journey Continues

REGISTRATION at www.thehymnsociety.orgSingle Webinar: $25 members, $35 non-members, $15 studentsFull Series of Six Webinars: $125 members, $175 non-members, $75 students
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ORGAn

Robert A. Hobby.
Toccata on “God Rest You Merry, 
Gentlemen.”
Organ duet.
MorningStar (MSM-10-186), $16.

Hobby dedicated this newly available 
arrangement to famed organist duo 
Raymond and Elizabeth Chenault, who 
performed it for a number of years. The 
bench is shared, and the player on the 

right side gets to play those upper pedals that sel-
dom see action. Although not for the faint of heart, 
nor for organists unwilling to share their “space,” 
this toccata will be well worth the effort to learn 
and perform. A large reed, such as a tuba or en cha-
made, will add a splendid effect.  JG

Roberta Rowland-Raybold.
The Road to Resurrection.
Augsburg Fortress  
(978-1-5064-6612-5), $20.

Taking us through the seasons of Lent 
and Easter, these organ settings vary in 
nature and reflect the hymns upon which 
they are based. Crucifer features a 
fanfare opening with varied harmonies, 

while Herzlich tut mich verlangen evokes the 
plaintiveness of the Lenten season with smooth, 
softer sections that are contrasted with bolder 
moments. Other tunes included in this collec-
tion are Christ, Be Our Light; Consolation; 
Easter Hymn; Ebenezer; Fortunatus New; 
Martyrdom; Munich; Pange lingua; Raabe; 
and Truro.  MS

PIAnO

Thomas Keesecker.
The Quiet Heart:  
Piano Music for  
Comfort and Healing.
MorningStar  
(MSM-15-857), $18.95.

This is the fifth volume 
in the “Quiet” series of 
reflective piano pieces 
and, as indicated in the 

preface, focuses on hymns relating to “heart” and 
“healing” in the wake of personal health concerns. 
Combined with the meditative nature of the hymns 
are distinct evocations of folk dances from various 
cultures, an echo of the psalmist’s affirmation: 
“You have turned my wailing into dancing” (Psalm 
30:11). These dance influences include those from 
Celtic and Renaissance styles in the settings of St. 
Columba and St. Patrick’s Breastplate, and 
even a blues homage. The title selection is a freely 
composed reflection that oscillates between a sense 
of movement and one of calm.  DR

Mark Patterson.
Songs to Stir the Soul.
MorningStar  
(MSM-15-780), $18.95.

With some churches 
closed and many using 
piano as a primary instru-
ment in livestreams 
from homes or other 

locations, now is a fitting time to explore 
treasures from the vast array of sacred piano rep-
ertoire. Beloved tunes in this collection of piano 
arrangements include New Britain; Blessed 
Assurance; Divinum mysterium; Give Me 
Jesus; Cwm Rhondda; Sparrow; Holy Manna; 
Foundation; Motherless Child; and Balm in 
Gilead. The arrangements are attractive and idi-
omatic for the piano. All but two tunes, Divinum 
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mysterium and Cwm Rhondda, are American in 
origin, so the collection has a distinctly American 
flavor. Difficulty level is easy to moderate. This is 
certainly music that promises to “stir the soul,” 
even in difficult times.  KO

John Turner.
A Gentle Christmas: 
Piano Carols.
Augsburg Fortress (978-
1-5064-6614-9), $23.

The title is accurate: this 
collection is perfect for 
when Christmas music is 
desired but without fan-

fare. Each setting is a gem. Because not all tunes are 
familiar, this collection may help musicians intro-
duce new carols for the season. Creative musicians 
will have no problem finding opportunities to uti-
lize these charming arrangements. “The Friendly 
Beasts” has never sounded so grand. Tunes include 
Alegría; Cantique de Noël; Coventry Carol; 
Hyfrydol; I Wonder; Orientis partibus; 
Still, Still, Still; Stille Nacht; Afton Water 
(used as an alternate tune for “Away in a Manger”); 
Three Kings of Orient; and Veni, Emmanuel.  
JG

KeyBOARD AnD 
InStRUMent(S)

Paul Manz.
Aria.
Arr. by Mark Meuser.
Solo instrument, organ.
MorningStar (MSM-20-602), $11.

Meuser’s arrangement of Manz’s organ 
solo simultaneously remains true to the 
original and expands on it. Like the 
original, it is in ternary form. A lyrical 
melody floats above repeated chords in 
the opening and closing sections, and the slightly 
louder middle section intertwines layers of melodic 
motives, giving it a more agitated feel. The added 
solo instrument in this arrangement plays the 
uppermost part of the organ score in the A and 
B sections, but when the A section returns, the 
solo part blossoms into a new countermelody as 
the organist plays the original A melody. The new 
countermelody fits perfectly with the haunting, 
reflective character of the piece.  LW

Robert J. Powell.
Oh, How Joyfully: Carols from 
Austria and Germany  
for Flute and Keyboard.
Flute (or B♭ instrument or viola),  
keyboard.
Augsburg Fortress  
(978-1-5064-6611-8), $23.

This set of pieces features eight carols 
from Austria and Germany, and includes parts for 
flute, B-flat instrument, and viola accompanied 
by keyboard. Categorized as easy-medium, it is a 
welcome addition for the busy Advent and Christ-
mas seasons when musicians seek high-quality 
selections that will not require hours of prepara-
tion. Each arrangement features engaging dialogue 
between the solo and accompaniment parts, keep-
ing the interest of performers and listeners alike. 
Tunes include Es wird scho glei dumpa; Ihr 
Kinderlein, kommet; In dulci jubilo; Kling, 
Glöckchen; Maria durch ein Dornwald 
ging; O du fröhliche; O laufet, ihr Hirten; 
O Sanctissima; Sicilian Mariners; and Still, 
Still, Still.  ALL



86 Summer 2020    |    CroSSAccent    |    WWW.ALCm.orG  

SOUNDFEST 
HAnDBeLLS

Cathy Moklebust. 
Easy Favorites for the Handbell  
Soloist, vol. 3.
3–5 octaves handbells, keyboard.
Choristers Guild (CGB1183), $39.95.

These solos are adaptations of some of 
the composer’s most popular handbell 
pieces in the Choristers Guild catalog, 
and cover all seasons of the church year. 
The melody lines have been arranged for 

the soloist, and the accompaniments have been 
arranged for a keyboard instrument. Familiar tunes 
in this volume include Orientis partibus; Puer 
nobis; Terra beata (Terra Patris); and Une 
jeune pucelle. These handbell solos may work 
well during times when worship requires physical 
distancing and reduced singing. Level N/A.  ML

Anne Krentz Organ.
Four by Four  
Christmas: Carols  
for Piano and Four 
Ringers.
3 octaves handbells, 
piano.
Augsburg Fortress (978-
1-5064-6610-1), $17.

Like the composer’s ear-
lier collection, Four by Four: Hymns for Piano and 
Four Ringers (reviewed in the Summer 2019 issue of 
this journal), this new collection is also categorized 
as easy-medium. Both sets work well in restricted 
or physically distanced settings—for example, 
when players need to be far apart and touching as 
few bells as possible—or for a time when few ring-
ers are available, such as a Sunday after Christmas 
or performance at a shopping center or nursing 
home. In this collection, handbell parts are basic; 
the only techniques required beyond simple ring-
ing are martellato and martellato lift, which are 
used in “’Twas in the Moon of Wintertime.” All 
arrangements except for “How Great Our Joy!” (ten 

DEVOTED TO PURPOSE
CHURCH MUSIC AT VALPARAISO UNIVERSITY

GENEROUS SCHOLARSHIPS 
AVAILABLE TO QUALIFIED 
APPLICANTS

(219) 464-5454
MUSIC @VALPO.EDU
VALPO.EDU/MUSIC

CHURCH MUSIC STUDIES
BACHELOR OF MUSIC IN  

CHURCH MUSIC

BACHELOR OF MUSIC IN  
PERFORMANCE

BACHELOR OF ARTS
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bells) use eight bells and require no substitutions. 
The arrangements are simple, yet interesting and 
pleasant. The accessible piano accompaniments 
provide support in the bass register, providing a 
fuller sound than could be achieved with 8–10 
bells alone. Other carols included are “Midnight 
Stars Make Bright the Skies” and “Still, Still, Still.” 
Handbell parts are reproducible for local use.  LW

Anna Laura Page.
Christmas for  
Four Ringers.
2 octaves handbells,  
with optional piano.
Choristers Guild 
(CGB1184), $54.95.

Like the collection by 
Anne Krentz Organ 

reviewed above, these arrangements work well 
for physically distanced settings, small numbers 
of ringers, or contexts outside the church build-
ing. Tunes include one for Advent or general use 
(Picardy), one for Christmas or Easter (Noël 
nouvelet), and three for Christmas (Adeste 
fideles; Tempus adest floridum; Ihr Kinder-
lein kommet). Each arrangement uses only eight 
bells within the two-octave range, requiring no 
substitutions. Techniques employed include mar-
tellato, martellato lift, and shake—all easily taught 
to ringers. There are no key changes, the melody 
is clearly heard in each piece, and all use common 
meter throughout. Melodic and rhythmic variation 
create interest without adding too much complex-
ity. The keyboard part is labeled as optional, but 
it does provide welcome harmonic and rhythmic 
support when used. Level 2.  LW

cHILDRen’S cHOIR

Mark Burrows.
In the Image: A Music and Arts  
Faith-Formation Resource.
Children’s camp or  
curriculum resource.
Choristers Guild (CGBK80), $79.99.

Based on the musical In the Image, 
this flexible and creative curriculum is intended 
for church or home use, and combines elements 
of music, art, nature, play, and worship. The 
digital package includes all of the needed tools. 
Each song has a printable song sheet, as well as a 
recording that can be distributed to participants. 
Carefully planned and interactive lessons are pro-
vided alongside creative suggestions for the family. 
The curriculum is divided into five modules, each 
focusing on an aspect of being created in the image 
of God. This promises to be an excellent resource 
for churches and schools, especially during this 
time when regularly scheduled events are being 
adapted, postponed, or canceled.  MS

Katie Houts.
Immanuel Draws Near.
Unison or two-part, piano.
Choristers Guild (CGA1636), $2.10.

This arrangement of the familiar carol 
based on the medieval “O Antiphons” 
would work beautifully as a youth or 
young adult anthem, as a combined choir 
selection, or in a processional where uni-
son singing is desired. The tune and text 
are tastefully altered from the hymnal versions to 
make the piece interesting for singers and listeners 
alike. The accompaniment is relatively indepen-
dent and adds a sense of wonder and expectation. 
The optional second part allows for variation; for 
example, it could be added later if the piece is used 
multiple times throughout the Advent season.  ALL
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Tom Trenney.
God Is Here Today.
Unison or two-part, piano, with  
optional congregation.
Choristers Guild (CGA1635), $2.10.

Trenney paired the tune Diós está 
aquí with an English translation by  
C. Michael Hawn in this beautiful, reflec-
tive piece in honor of Fred M. Rogers. A 
Spanish resource page and reproducible 
congregational page are included. Given 

the range and phrasing, this selection is probably 
best suited for singers in the third through eighth 
grades, although younger singers could be taught 
to join in. The writing presents an opportunity to 
teach singing in head voice and has many thematic 
and lectionary uses. The piano accompaniment 
provides strong support and leadership. This selec-
tion certainly deserves a place in today’s libraries 
and proclaims a message that is both urgent and 
relevant: “God is love.”  ALL

ADULt cHOIR

Tony Alonso.
Caminemos con Jesús  
(Let Us Walk with Jesus).
Three-part voices, cantor, assembly, 
piano, guitar, percussion,  
with optional flute.
GIA (G-10077), $2.65.

Commissioned by the Institute of 
Liturgical Studies at Valparaiso Univer-
sity for its 2019 conference, and with 
text inspired by the writings of Cuban 

exile Roberto Goizueta and by Luke 24:13–35, 
Caminemos con Jesús is a wonderfully versatile piece 
that will work equally well in Spanish-speaking, 
English-speaking, and bilingual communities. A 
call-and-response section is featured in each stanza 
and employs a simple Spanish response: “caminemos 
con Jesús,” which means “let us walk with Jesus.” 
The longer Spanish-English refrain could be sung 
solely by choir or assembly or might be divided 
with one group singing the Spanish portion and the 
other singing the English portion. With a variety 
of options for both singing and instrumental lead-
ership, this piece is accessible for choirs of all sizes 
and types. It has themes that make it appropriate 

during Lent, as well as at times when the Sunday 
readings support themes of justice, peace, and pil-
grimage.  CD

Johann Sebastian Bach.
Christ Jesus Lay in  
Death’s Strong Bands.
Arr. by William Braun.
SATB, congregation, 
violin, organ.
Paraclete 
(PPM02007M), $2.20.

This arrangement of the 
famous Easter hymn 
Christ lag in Todes-
banden begins with an organ introduction from 
Bach’s Orgelbüchlein (BWV 625). This organ intro-
duction requires an organist who is comfortable 
with difficult pedal work. The congregation sings 
the first and third stanzas, accompanied by the 
Bach harmonization. For stanza two, Braun uses 
a tenor solo movement from the Bach cantata on 
the same tune (BWV 4), giving the option for it to 
be sung by either a small group or full ensemble. It 
will require a talented violinist to play the obbligato 
part over the cantus firmus sung by the choir. A 
reproducible congregational page is included.  MS

Carol Browning.
Let Us Give Thanks for 
Unknown Blessings.
Two-part mixed  
voices, assembly,  
keyboard, guitar.
GIA (G-10057), $2.10.

The refrain for this piece 
comes from a Quaker 
blessing, with stanzas 
based on Matthew 
6:25–34 and Luke 12:22–32. Syncopated rhythms 
lend musical interest, while the simplicity of a two-
part setting makes it accessible for both smaller and 
larger choirs. Regarding the text, Browning writes: 
“I love the sentiment it expressed—being thankful 
for whatever comes and living in a state of expect-
ant faith and gratitude.”  CD

GIA Publications, Inc. • giamusic.com
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Stephen Burtonwood.
Jesus Christ,  
the Apple Tree.
SATB, a cappella.
Augsburg Fortress (978-
1-5064-6539-5), $1.95.

This eighteenth-century 
text is treated by the 
composer with sensi-
tivity and grace. Choirs 
that have been working 

independently in “virtual” rehearsals, perhaps 
learning their own parts at home, might find this 
a pleasant anthem to prepare for Christmastide. 
Altos divide for three measures, sopranos for only 
two. Dynamics are thoughtful, and a few phrases 
require sopranos to sing gentle octave leaps. The 
harmonies are lush and will be worth the effort to 
master this piece.  JG

Chad Fothergill.
Let All Mortal Flesh 
Keep Silence.
SATB, organ, soprano 
descant, with optional 
congregation, string 
orchestra.
MorningStar (MSM-
60-0307), $2.25.

Commissioned by Duke 
University Chapel, this 

powerful setting of Picardy opens with a lengthy 
instrumental introduction—played either by the 
organ or the optional string orchestra. The opening 
measures clearly set the tone for the first stanza 
with gently descending chords before the tune is 
stated in a middle register. The first stanza is set 
for unison choir with optional assembly while the 
second stanza, scored for a cappella SATB voices, 
tapers away for a poignant moment at the text “his 
own self for heav’nly food.” An optional canon for 
stanza three gives way to a tension-building inter-
lude before the final stanza with a descant. Imagery, 
text painting, and thoughtful choral writing make 
this selection a moving one, with or without the 
string orchestra. Attainable for choirs large and 
small, this would be fitting for both worship and 
concert settings.  ALL

Patricia Hurlbutt.
O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.
SATB, a cappella.
Augsburg Fortress (978-1-5064-6548-
7), $1.75.

This arrangement combines two unex-
pected tunes with familiar Advent stanzas, 
creating a wonderful and refreshing inter-
pretation. Nikolaus Herman’s German 
tune, Erschienen ist der herrlich 
Tag, is combined with the fifteenth-cen-
tury English ballad Deo gracias, which is used 
for the refrain. This a cappella anthem contains 
sections that could be rendered by soloists or small 
groups from the choir.  MS

Terre Johnson.
Carol of the Holy Family.
SATB, piano, with optional violin or 
chamber ensemble.
MorningStar (MSM-50-0399), $2.25.

This lovely carol—with a text by the 
composer—is well crafted and presents 
several options for performance. It 
begins in unison with treble voices, then 
unison lower voices, with instrumental 
parts supporting the singers. After a 
four-part a cappella section, instruments return for 
the final ascription of praise. Choral parts are not 
difficult and blend beautifully.  JG

Jonathan Kohrs.
Jesus, Savior, Pilot Me.
SATB, piano.
MorningStar (MSM-50-6191), $2.25.

Kohrs has taken this well-known text 
in unexpected directions, giving it new, 
refreshing life. All but two measures 
are in 9/8, and pianists will love playing 
the newly composed tune, Unknown 
Waves, in the gentle gospel style sug-
gested by the first metronome marking. 
There are abundant opportunities for expression, 
and the rich harmonies will likely result in the 
choir asking to sing it again.  JG
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Mark A. Miller.
And Are We Yet Alive?
SATB, piano.
Choristers Guild (CGA1638), $2.25.

This anthem features a Charles Wesley 
text that has “gone gospel.” Drawn from 
the Songs of Love, Justice, and Recon-
ciliation Mark Miller Choral Series, it 
includes multiple teaching opportu-
nities, especially for choirs that do not 
regularly sing in a gospel style. Driving, 

syncopated rhythms propel the four stanzas and 
vamp section. The vocal ranges are true to a typical 
gospel arrangement, keeping most voices in their 
middle registers while sending the tenors soaring 
into the upper limits of their range. This celebra-
tory selection is well suited for a special occasion 
or commemoration, giving choir and congregation 
the opportunity to experience the tradition of stir-
ring gospel arrangements.  ALL

Carl Schalk.
When Memory Fades.
SATB, organ.
Augsburg Fortress  
(978-1-5064-6559-3), $1.95.

Mary Louise Bringle’s increasingly well-
known text (ELW 792) is here combined 
with a new melody by Carl Schalk. Like 
other tunes from his pen, Schalk’s flow-
ing melody—newly composed for this 
text—rises and falls over a broad and 

steady tactus, yielding a strong and compelling 
interpretation of the stanzas. This arrangement can 
be easily learned by a smaller choir and wonderfully 
reminds us of the joy that awaits us all: “held in 
your heart, all deathless life is won!”  MS

Timothy Shaw.
Do Not I Love Thee, O My Lord?
SATB, a cappella.
Augsburg Fortress  
(978-1-5064-6532-6), $1.95.

Using the tune Detroit from The Sacred 
Harp, Shaw has fashioned a deeply 
expressive setting of this text. The part 
writing is clear and solid; yet, as is often 
the case for choirs, working on intonation 

and deep listening will be key. Set in D minor, 
the opening stanzas feature contrasts between 
humming and singing voices (i.e., SA voices hum 
while TB voices sing). The third stanza is sung in 
full, four-part harmony with divisi passages in the 
soprano and alto parts. The thoughtful writing and 
development is concluded by a beautiful cascade 
of Amens that resolve with a Picardy third. This 
arrangement is moderately difficult and probably 
best interpreted without instrumental accompani-
ment.  ALL

David Sims.
Jesus Set My Soul 
A-Singing.
SATB, a cappella.
GIA (G-9580), $2.45.

This lively setting 
of the tune Holy 
Manna is paired with 
Margaret Clarkson’s 
wonderful text and 
will likely become a favorite of those who sing it. 
Although the melody resides primarily with the 
sopranos, the part-writing for all voices is interest-
ing and engaging without being overly challenging. 
There are some longer divisi passages in the soprano 
part and fewer instances in the other parts. The text 
is full of themes of comfort, guidance, and joy and 
includes the wonderful words, “He’s the Song and 
I’m the singer as he lives his life in me.”  CD

Gwyneth Walker.
I Lift My Lamp (With 
God’s Love).
SATB divisi, piano.
MorningStar  
(MSM-50-6135), $1.95.

This text, written by 
Emma Lazarus, an Amer-
ican Jewish woman, called 
on nineteenth-century 
Americans to promote justice by reaching out to the 
poor, hungry, and wounded people of the world. 
Along with the Lazarus text, Walker includes 
questions recorded in Matthew 25:35–40, set in 
ascending melodic phrases that begin in the bass 
and conclude with a soprano soloist. The piece ends 
with a cantabile section using a famous passage 
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from the 1883 sonnet by Lazarus associated with 
the Statue of Liberty: “Give me your tired, your 
poor.” This poignant text, set masterfully by 
Walker, is worth prayerfully listening to—either in 
private devotion or, God willing, someday in full 
and vibrant worship.  JRB
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t hroughout the spring, we learned through 
news reports and other stories that COVID-
19 was not something to take lightly. I read 

that many people, while in isolation, used the 
opportunity to clean closets and read books. While 
those would not be my first activities of choice, I 
did do a little reorganizing of my home office. 

For me, the pandemic served as a warning to 
put my affairs in order. Some time ago, I was sur-
prised to learn that preparing a will does not always 
mean that assets will be divided as stated in such 
a document. For example, named beneficiaries of 
financial accounts (individuals or organizations 
assigned when the account was opened or updated) 
take precedence over those named in a will. Accord-
ingly, I set out to ensure that my various accounts 
accurately reflected my intentions. They are now set 
to be divided between our children, as well as the 
several churches and organizations that have been 
important in our lives. This ended up being a sur-
prisingly challenging process. For better or worse, 
I can thank COVID-19 for shaking me out of my 
complacency, for helping me to understand that I 
had not yet completed this important task.

Next, I prepared my funeral liturgy in detail, 
something I had intended to do years ago. When 
the time eventually comes, I expect that coordinat-
ing and directing this service will be a daunting 
and challenging affair, for there are suggestions for 
many significant choral, organ, and instrumental 
pieces. Several years ago, I saw an interview with 
a clairvoyant (or psychic) on television who sug-
gested that decedents typically “hang out” at their 
funerals. While I am curious about how my overly 
elaborate funeral requests will be managed, please 
know that my spirit will be grateful for whatever is 
done. Meanwhile, I will be singing with the heav-
enly choir of saints and angels!

POStLuDe 

Like the contributors in this issue, I would 
expect that the pandemic directed you toward 
new activities, routines, or thoughts that were 
unexpected, provocative, or beyond your wild-
est imaginations. During the first months of the 
pandemic, my church offered prerecorded services 
online. Thus, on my “free” Sunday mornings, I 
spent hours clicking one worship link after another, 
seeing and hearing liturgies from across the United 
States and Canada. I enjoyed hearing the wonder-
ful and diverse music of our ALCM membership, 
and it was heartening to realize that our musical 
offerings are more varied than I had imagined. Per-
haps you, too, have experienced that abundance. 
Perhaps the songs you choose, the ensemble or 
band you lead, and the community you serve could 
not have been imagined during your training. Who 
would have thought that a glorious band of 1,300 
people—ALCM members along with singers and 
instrumentalists from their respective congrega-
tions—would be able to join forces for a virtual 
Pentecost hymn (https://alcm.org/virtual-hymn/) 
that was used in so many places for worship? I was 
so happy that so many of you offered your time and 
talents to create and include it in your services.

Although I have not seen you as I would have 
in other years, thanks to the wonders of technology, 
I have, in many ways, actually seen more of you! I 
have experienced your music on Sunday mornings 
like never before. I have seen many of you in Zoom 
meetings and virtual conferences. I have enjoyed 
your questions during webinars. 

The church has continued its work in ways that 
we could not have imagined. God has continued to 
bless God’s people, even during a pandemic. I ask 
that you err on the side of safety for yourselves, your 
families, and your congregations so that all remain 
healthy until we can again gather in song when the 
pandemic is behind us. I give thanks to God for the 
many new and creative ways that you live out your 
vocation as church musicians and worship leaders. 
Know you are a wonderful blessing to your church 
communities. For that, I remain grateful!
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