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The Emotional Rush
of Praise and
Worship Music

By John Dawson

en I first began to think about

what I wanted to say in this

article regarding the “emotional
rush” of praise and worship and its
liturgical implications, I set out to look for
answers that would be at least authorita-
tive, if not definitive. A lofty goal to be
sure, but I wanted those answers!

My initial investigations into the
relationship between music and emotion
naturally led me to the library and, as I
suspected, a great deal of material written
on this matter. In fact, the study of the
emotional impact of music goes as far
back as anything in recorded history. From
ancient Greece right up to our own time,
this dialogue is one of great importance
to a many distinguished thinkers and
scholars. Perhaps more than ever, the
past century has seen tremendous variety
in the applications of whatever under-
standing of this relationship has been
available. At its most benevolent, music
therapists seek to use sound to promote
and recover a better sense of emotional
well-being in the treatment of their
patients. At its most commercial, music
and its emotional impact continue to line
the pockets of record executives, film-
makers and producers of big budget
musical theatre. At its most terrifying, the
manipulation of emotion through music

has fueled propaganda machines and
tyrannical regimes. One need only think
of the Nazis or of the fate of many of the
Russian avant-garde composers to see
this illustrated with unsettling clarity.

SURPRISE AND ASSOCIATION

As I ponder what I read and measure it
against my own experience, | can sum
much of this up in fairly simply. I believe
that there are two basic affective encoun-
ters with music that we experience:
surprise and association. Music often
surprises us. For my purposes here, I
understand surprise as beginning on an
unconscious level. Music may work on
our imaginations by way of a kind of
“sympathetic response.” As Roger
Scruton says in The Aesthetics of Music
(Oxford University Press, 1997): “a
musical structure, moving according to
its own logic, compels our feelings to
move along with it, and so leads us to
rehearse a feeling at which we would
not otherwise arrive” (359). Jeremy
Begbie says that the experience of
listening to music can allow us to be
“emotionally exercised and educated”
(Theology, Music and Time, Cambridge
University Press 2000, 18).

I believe that this surprise effect is at
its most potent on first hearing, though
not limited to it. This is where association
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comes into play. While the same responses
are present, it is the familiarity with a
piece and its relationship to our experi-
ences in life that allow music to maintain
its hold over time. But the phenomena in
question are of an affective nature and
should always be taken with the same
authority as any other emotional experience.
They may be valuable, even essential,
but they are never the final word.

It is difficult to dispute that this is
somewhat at odds with contemporary
culture. It does not take a genius to see
that we put way too much stock in how
we feel about something to the point that
feeling has virtually become the sole
determinant of worth. We don’t like
someone or something: get rid of it! Cars,
friends, jobs, spouses are all at risk.
Humanity's relationship to art has always
been a vital indicator as to our general
state, at times prophetic, at the very
least reflective. I believe that this is also
the case here.

What does this have to do with
liturgy? I hear more and more music that
seems to seek an affective connection
with the assembly. I think we're simply
confused. Why? Perhaps it is because we
have come to expect something from
music in our day-to-day lives that we just
assume will be the case in any situation
in which we encounter music. This is
certainly understandable when we
consider the great lengths to which
programmers of commercial radio will go
to play surprise and association off one
another. Surprise! A new Shania song. It
stinks, but by the time you've heard it at
work four times a day for a month you
know every word. Then you associate it,
like some kind of psycho-sonic photo-
graph, with a certain time or place, and
before you know it, for the rest of your
life you either smile or shudder at the
first notes of the song. So what’s my
point? The only relationship to our music
that most of us have in a culture of

sound bytes and instant everything is
affective. That brings us to the liturgy
and praise and worship music.

CULTURAL TENSIONS

Now I don’t think I'm going out on a
limb in saying that, traditionally, the
least important thing in the liturgy is
emotion or sentiment. 'm not saying it’s
completely absent. It’s just not the
point. But when you have a culture that
is addicted to sentiment as ours is and
you have a liturgical agenda that places
music in a much more functional, practi-
cal role as ours does, then you have an
inherent tension. Because of this I believe
that, to most people who are knee deep
in twenty-first century pop culture,
church music is a bit like having a tofu
turkey on Thanksgiving. Sure it’s good
for you, but where’s the flavour?

AFFECTIVE RESPONSE =
SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCE?

Enter contemporary praise and worship
music. Now this stuff has flavour! As far
as song writing goes every proverbial “t”
is crossed and every “i” dotted. All the
drum grooves are to spec, the modulations
happen in all the right spots, the melodies
rise and fall properly while remaining
short and catchy. In other words, all of
the elements of the surprise/association
paradigm are in place. There’s just one
problem for me: Somewhere along the
line this affective response has come to be
seen as some kind of spiritual experience.
Big red flag here for me, folks! I'm not
saying that we should stick with func-
tion over form, but I am saying that we
need to proceed with great caution.
Popularity or demand for more praise
and worship or “cooler music” at Mass
does not pre-suppose a groundswell
guided by the Holy Spirit, as some
might have you believe. It cries out for
proper discernment and open dialogue.
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