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“The LORD said to Moses, ‘See, I have called by name Bezalel, 
the son of Uri, son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah, and have filled 
him with the Spirit of God, with ability and intelligence, with 
knowledge and all craftsmanship, to devise artistic designs, to 
work in gold, silver, and bronze, in cutting stones for setting, 

and in carving wood, to work in every craft.”
 Exodus 31:1-5 (ESV)

“You have turned for me my mourning into dancing; you have 
loosed my sackcloth and clothed me with gladness, that my 

glory may sing your praise and not be silent. O LORD my God, 
I will give thanks to you forever!” 

Psalm 30:11-12 (ESV)
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Co-Editors’ Note
Samuel E. Chiang and William Coppedge

“In the beginning God created…” Genesis 1:1
“In the beginning was the Word…” John 1:1

The International Orality Network and the International Council of 
Ethnodoxologists are excited to collaborate in both 2016 editions 

of the Orality Journal. The two networks, through this publication, are 
exploring the relationship between orality and the arts. 

The beginnings of  both Genesis and the Gospel of  John offer a 
natural starting point for a consideration of  this unique relationship. 
God Himself  is a creative God, creating not from impulse nor for 
mere utilitarian purposes, but creatio ex nihilo: he creates out of  the 
overflow of  his creative being. This Creator God is the Triune God - the 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Thus far from being an individualized 
activity, divine creation maintains an inherent communal component 
as each member of  the Trinity participates (Genesis 1:1-2; Isaiah 
42:5; Proverbs 8:22-31; John 1:1-3; Hebrews 1:1-4, 11:6) in bringing 
creation into existence. 

This Triune God creates by communicating though: “All things came into 
being through the Word.”1 Creation and communication are inextricably 
bound together in the nature of the Triune God. Naturally, every human 
person, made in the image of a Triune Creator, is inherently creative and 
communicative.  The articles offered in this edition of the Orality Journal 
provide an array of opportunities to consider such creativity and artistic 
communication from various cultures around the world. 

What needs to not be missed, though, is the Trinitarian component that 
threads its way through these case studies. Whether discussing henna 
art or music, these stories describe individual artists and their artistic 
expressions, yet every one of  them creates and communicates within 
a communal network of  relationships. Herein lies a subtle witness to 
Trinitarian nature of  the creative God who made all human persons 
like himself. 
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The authors and participants within these case studies are seeking to 
probe the depths of the creative arts and oral communication as both a 
means to discovering echoes of the Triune Creator but also as a means to 
understand specific human cultures. Far from extracting human persons 
from their cultural context, they believe the Incarnation is a testimony to 
God’s commitment to enter into human culture. Like Jesus, they are not 
mere observers of culture only. These writers and artists desire people 
from all cultures to be in communion with their Triune Creator which 
ultimately makes possible the restoration of human creativity (the arts) and 
human communication.  For when one enters into communion with the 
Triune God, transformation becomes possible, not only for an individual 
person but for one’s cultural community. As editors, we gladly commend 
these articles to you in the hope that they may stimulate godly artistic 
creativity in your current cultural context as well as deeper communion 
with the Triune Creator. 

On the journey together,

1John 1.3.
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esonate. All of us who have a message we want to share with other 
people want that communication to resonate in their hearts. When the 

message is the greatest news ever to come to earth, the story of a Savior, 
the stakes seem particularly high. And so we seek knowledge, pursuing 
the wisdom of others who have reported some measure of success in their 
quest for sharing the message across boundaries.

In that quest for shared knowledge, the International Council of 
Ethnodoxologists has been asked to guest edit this volume of the Orality 
Journal. We have been tasked with sharing with you just how much 
impact the arts can have in cross-cultural communication. Their absence 
impoverishes communication; their distortion disrupts communication; 
their genuine presence enriches communication. As you read the articles 
in this edition, you will see over and over again how the arts help messages 
with brand-new content to be perceived as more familiar, less foreign. 
The arts form one critical component for making our messages resonate.

The three articles in the FOUNDATIONS section provide a grounding 
in biblical, historical, and cultural perspectives on engaging the arts. 
As Piper explains, the inclusion of indigenous artistic expressions in 

Note from Guest Editors
Katie Hoogerheide and James R. Krabill
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worship emerges naturally from biblical principles. Looking at the Early 
Church, Kreider gives us a view of the timelessness of incorporating 
artistic expressions into worship. In order to introduce us to the range of 
physical senses that can be involved in worship through the arts, Hawn 
& Lim draw from various symbols used across cultural boundaries.

The arts have been identified by the International Orality Network as 
one of at least seven aspects influencing orality-framed content (see “The 
Seven Disciplines of Orality” graphic on the inside front cover). Although 
these seven aspects appear as discrete arrows, in reality each of the seven 
is inextricably woven through the others. None can carry a message 
independently. All join together to create effective oral communication.

The arts are no exception. This volume highlights the arts, but even 
a cursory glance through the articles in the APPLICATIONS section 
shows the great extent to which the arts play an indispensable role in 
strengthening the other six disciplines in the act of communication. As 
just a few examples:

• MEDIA: Oswald shares how “vivid indigenous arts” in Tibet have 
brought the story of Jesus to life through film. Authentic arts content 
makes even the best delivered media resonate more deeply with the 
local people.

• LANGUAGE: Hoogerheide and Unseth address the importance of using 
language with the nuances of form familiar to an audience. Relevant 
artistic structures, discourse markers, and storytelling conventions 
make even the most accurate pronunciation, vocabulary, and word 
order seem more familiar and less foreign. 

• MEMORY: Both Unseth and Bowman tap into the arts as ways of 
internalizing biblical stories and their messages. Familiar artistic 
expressions provide vehicles for more rapid and satisfying retention 
of new content.

• LITERACY: Unseth mentions the value of written collections of 
proverbs for understanding how to communicate more naturally within 
a culture. Only locally-recognized forms and expressions will serve to 
inform connecting effectively with the oral traditions.

• NETWORKS: Pierce, Rowe, Carson, and Rayl (“Sharing Faith”) each 
illustrate natural relationship building around the arts. Well-loved art 
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forms draw people to connect with others through their hearts rather 
than only through their minds or their physical presence.

• CULTURE: Krabill and Krabill depict the power of interpreting biblical 
concepts through the lens of local cultural rituals. Everyday artistic 
elements speak into local people’s lives organically from the rhythms 
in the place they call home.

In each scenario, we see how arts are part and parcel of communities, 
inseparable from so many contexts of communication. Our attempts at 
sharing about Christ in a way that resonates with any group of people 
will not ring true without the natural colors, gestures, sounds, and 
communication frameworks familiar to those people. Without them, any 
incarnation of the gospel remains incomplete, a robotic, lifeless framework, 
rather than a living creation.

Just as the arts saturate their communication contexts, so the different 
elements within the realm we call “the arts” also blend together. We 
often speak of  artistic domains such as music, dance, or drama. In 
reality, any artistic element is nearly always accompanied by several 
more, blurring our attempts at drawing boundaries between types of 
artistic expression. Consider the Balinese paintings inspired by another 
form of visual art, carved masks, and also by traditional dance postures 
and shadow puppet figures (Rayl, “A Balinese Painter”). Consider 
the tendency towards multi-arts descriptions such as “dance drama” 
(Rowe), or the account in which people hearing music spontaneously 
break into dance (Lowther). We can neither extract the arts from their 
communicative contexts nor specify one kind of  artistic expression as 
consistently distinct from another.

Terminology changes. Arts research around the world continues to 
uncover new ways of talking about arts within different societies. The 
ancient Greeks used to indicate music, dance, lyrics, and poetry all with 
the one word mousikē.1 English speakers might refer to both lyrics and 
melody by the term “song” but may or may not think of lyrics when 
they speak about “music.” The point is not to separate and label artistic 
expressions, but rather to become aware of those elements of artistic 
expression that make communication contexts authentic for the people 
in a given culture.
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That’s why we chose a few artistic keywords from each APPLICATION 
article for listing in the Table of Contents—as you scan the list, you’ll get 
just a taste of the rich array of artistic combinations within the cultures of 
the world. For example, through her description of trauma healing, Atkins 
introduces us to carving, wood burning, hat weaving, wall decorations, 
songs, laments, and dances. Likewise, Ferguson’s journey with storytelling 
taps into drama, dance, song, painting, henna, and music videos. As you 
read the articles, you’ll discover just how much these different artistic 
elements interact with each other. The Wordles at the top of each article 
also provide a sense of how all artistic expressions are connected through 
the commonality of their communicative effect, although some rise to the 
surface more in certain contexts compared to others.

It is our hope and prayer that the articles found in these pages will encourage 
you to new levels of finding and appreciating the power of artistic expression 
in your own communication contexts. We think you’ll start noticing 
artistic elements in places you might not have thought to look before—in 
the materials, sounds, sights, and body movements around you. And, as 
with all the other disciplines of orality, our best results will come from 
encouraging the people of the culture to share the good news with others 
around them. They embody communication in a way no outsider ever can.
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ICE and ION Collaborate
It has been a special privilege as guest editors of  this journal and 
as representatives of  the International Council of  Ethnodoxologists 
(ICE) to partner with ION in this important collaborative effort. ICE 
began in 2003 as a small group of  people working in cross-cultural 
arts ministries with a shared vision “to see Christ-followers from 
every culture express their faith through the own heart music and 
other arts.”2  In its first decade the ICE network grew to over three 
hundred associates, some of  whom launched their own national 
and regional initiatives in Latin America, the Philippines, and the 
Korean diaspora.

Several charter members of ICE (Tom Ferguson, Frank Fortunato, 
Robin Harris, Roberta King, Paul Neeley, Brian Schrag, and others) 
were involved in the orality movement in its early years, giving papers 
at ION gatherings on the ways in which music and arts connected to 
storying and orality. In 2007, Avery Willis approached ICE leaders to 
launch a Music and Arts Task Force in ION, and the foundational 
meetings that took place were energized by the vision of promoting 
a global movement for the use of all culturally-appropriate arts in 
making disciples of oral learners. 

In addition, the Task Force was committed to the idea that storytelling, 
singing, dancing, dramatizing, drawing, sculpting, and other local arts are 
fundamentally interrelated means of telling God’s story. They affirmed 
that music and arts support other strategies to evangelize, disciple, 
and empower oral people, but that they can also stand on their own in 
communicating God’s story. Robin Harris served as the first Task Force 
coordinator, eventually passing the baton to Frank Fortunato, who served 
for several years and was succeeded by Erica Logan. 

The arts presence grew steadily at ION with Task Force participants 
teaching and learning about ethnodoxology approaches, and bringing 
multicultural worship to ION gatherings. Collaboration between 
the ethnodoxology movement and its orality counterpart also grew, 
resulting in regular participation in one another’s events, publications,3 

and other initiatives. Arts was recognized within ION as one of the 
“Seven Disciplines within Orality”4 and storytelling, once the primary 
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concern of the orality movement, came to be considered as only one 
of many effective forms of communicative art forms to be employed 
in the complex task of discipling oral learners.

The ION and ICE networks thus have much in common in our desire 
to see God’s kingdom grow and mature through every form and means 
of communication God has graciously put at our disposal. May the 
collaboration illustrated in this issue of the Orality Journal be a sign 
pointing to even more such efforts between us in the days and years to 
come!

With special thanks to Samuel Chiang, who first invited us to consider this 
project, and to Robin Harris, President of the International Council of 
Ethnodoxologists, who offered invaluable counsel and logistical support 
as the project took shape and moved toward completion.

1See, for example, Mike Cartwright’s article on “Greek Music” in the Ancient 
History Encyclopedia, online at www.ancient.eu/Greek_Music/ (accessed 
November 6, 2015).

2From the ICE website at www.worldofworship.org. 

3There were several chapters which specifically focused on Bible-storying 
methods and case studies in ICE’s large volume edited by James R. Krabill, 
Frank Fortunato, Robin P. Harris, and Brian Schrag—Worship and Mission 
for the Global Church: An Ethnodoxology Handbook (William Carey Library, 
2013), www.ethnodoxologyhandbook.com.

4Samuel E. Chiang, “Learning from my own mistakes,” Mission Frontiers 36 
(2014):3-4. 
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Cross-cultural Communication through Symbol
C. Michael Hawn and Swee Hong Lim

C. Michael Hawn is the University Distinguished Professor of  Church 
Music at the Perkins School of  Theology, Southern Methodist University 
in Dallas, Texas. A student of  global music, he has published numerous 
articles in church music journals and several books, including Gather 
into One: Praying and Singing Globally (2003). He has studied church 
music and worship and taught in seminaries in Africa, Asia, Australia, 
and Latin America. 

Swee Hong Lim is the Deer Park Assistant Professor of  Sacred Music and 
Director of  the Master of  Sacred Music Program at Emmanuel College 
of  Victoria University in the University of  Toronto, Canada. He serves as 
Director of  Research for the Hymn Society in the United States and Canada.

Second only to the translation 
of  scripture is the spread 

of  the gospel through various 
symbols. Symbols provide modes 
of  communication, establish 
identity, and engage the affective 
dimensions of  personality. 
Many symbols communicate 
through nonverbal means. The 
imprecision of  symbolic forms 
of  communication allows for 
easier transmission across 
cultures and helps to establish 
Christian identity, especially 
in societies where Christianity 
exists in the midst of  religious 
pluralism.

Historical symbols such as 
the cross may be adapted to 
any cultural context and still 
maintain their central shape and 

meaning. Musical forms and 
styles can also bridge cultures, 
often being creatively adapted in 
new environments.Symbols are 
more complex than signs. Signs 
are arbitrary indicators that point 
to some aspect of  reality (e.g., a 
green light indicates that a car 
may go). A symbol embodies in 
some way the reality to which 
it points, and participates in its 
meaning. The Lord’s Supper, for 
example, mirrors to some degree 
historical meals that Christ had 
with his followers and ritualizes 
the sayings of  Christ as “the 
bread of  life” and “the true 
vine.” Through the symbolism of 
Communion we may participate 
in the reality of  Christ’s life and 
ministry on earth and the promise 
of  eternal life in heaven.



32     Orality Journal, Volume 5, Number 1, 2016     Hawn and Lim

The following are a sampling of 
historical and current symbolic 
forms that reach across cultures 
and enrich the transmission of 
the gospel.

Visual Symbols 
The cross. The cross, though 
not exclusively Christian, is 
central to followers of Christ. 
The origins of the cross as 
a symbol are difficult to 
ascertain. However, from the 
Latin crux, the cross referred 
historically to an instrument 
of  death by crucifixion 
during the Roman rule 
at the time of the life of 
Christ. Several meanings 
have been attributed to the 
crossbeams of the Christian 
cross, including the four 
quadrants of the earth and 
the intersection between 
heaven (vertical beam) and 
earth (horizontal beam). 

Numerous Christian traditions 
and cultures throughout history 
have designed variations on 
the simple crossbeams used for 
Christ’s crucifixion. Thus, one 
can distinguish the symbol used 
by Orthodox, Coptic, Celtic, and 
many other Christian groups 
throughout history. In the Roman 
Catholic tradition, the crucifix 
bears the body of the crucified 

Christ. Some Protestant traditions, 
such as the Reformed Church, 
have avoided any visual symbols 
in worship. Today, however, the 
cross as symbol appears in many 
worship spaces.

The cross functions as a part 
of Christian worship in several 
ways. In the Roman Catholic and 
Anglican traditions a crucifer 
bears the cross on a pole and 
leads processions into the worship 
space. Both Orthodox and Roman 
Catholic churches, as well as some 
Anglicans and Lutherans, observe 
special feast days related to the 
cross. These include the Feast of 
Corpus Christi on the Thursday 
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after Trinity Sunday, the Feast of 
the Glorious Cross celebrated in 
some form by Roman Catholics 
and Anglicans on September 14, 
and the Veneration of the Cross 
observed on Good Friday by the 
Roman Catholic, Orthodox, and 
some Anglican churches.

The cross has also served as an 
object of personal devotion and 
adornment throughout Christian 
history. It has been, for example, 
attached to rosary beads, worn by 
men and women on a necklace, or 
embedded in a piece of jewelry. As 
adornment, it is used by Christians 
and non-Christians alike and may 
serve for some the role of an amulet.

Iconography. The use of icons 
has often been associated with 
the Eastern Orthodox Church. 
However, this sacred art form 
is broader and may originate in 
the first centuries after Christ’s 
resurrection. Some scholars have 
indicated that the third-century 
Christian paintings found in the 
baptistery room of the house church 
in Dura-Europas, Syria, depicted 
biblical imageries and could have 
been the forerunner or catalyst to 
this sacred visual art form. 

Suffice it to say that icons are not 
considered works of art, but rather 
artistic narrative about the Kingdom 

of God. They serve as avenues for 
anamnesis—the actualization 
or active remembering of past 
saving acts of God—for those who 
choose to use them. Thus, icons are 
venerated—shown great honor and 
respect—in stylized ways such as by 
being carried high in a procession 
or by physical acts of respect like 
bowing. They are not, however, 
worshiped. Unfortunately, some 
Christians have not understood 
this representational sacred art 
form and its worth in deepening 
Christian spirituality. 

In the seventh and eighth centuries, 
Christians clashed violently over 
the use of icons (the “iconoclastic 
controversies”), at the end of which 
the Orthodox tradition affirmed 
the centrality of icons in their 
worship. 

Today, the use of  icons is 
experiencing a revival. While the 
Orthodox and Coptic churches 
continue to lead in the use of 
icons as a part of  liturgy, the 
Taizé Community in France also 
uses them in their worship space. 
They find that icons facilitate 
prayer in an ecumenical setting 
where too many words could 
encourage divisions. Likewise, 
congregations associated with 
the Emerging Church movement 
have also wholeheartedly embraced 
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this liturgical practice. Interest in 
icons as a liturgical expression 
is also growing among mainline 
denominations as they seek a 
holistic approach in worship.

Icthus, the fish. The fish (icthus) 
symbol has long been a significant 
expression of Christian identity. 
Originating in the Greek word ιχουs 
(fish), its individual letters serve as 
an acrostic for a Greek phrase that 
is generally translated as “Jesus 
Christ, God’s Son, Savior.” 

This particular symbol was 
especially important to the 
Early Church, as members 
faced persecution from Roman 
authorities for their faith in Christ. 
It was used as a code for believers 
to recognize each other. Equally 
important is the fact that this 
symbol resonates strongly with 
the scriptural theme of fishing in 
relation to God’s plan for people’s 
salvation, as exemplified in verses 
such as, “And Jesus said to them, 
‘Follow me and I will make you fish 
for people’” (Mark 1:17). 

The fish symbol is typically used 
to mark catacombs, caves, or any 
places that denote the presence of 
Christians. This marking is said to 
have originated from Alexandria, 
Egypt, in the first or second century 
and to have subsequently spread to 

Europe. However, it is important 
to note that Christianity is not the 
only faith tradition that has used 
this symbol. Other faith traditions 
such as Egyptian mystery cults, 
Buddhism, and Hinduism have also 
done it. However, Christianity has 
been deliberate in fully developing 
the icthus as a distinctive symbolic 
faith expression.

Vestments. No special clothing set 
clergy apart from lay Christians 
before the fourth century. From 
that time onward vestments became 
associated with Christian ritual 
and have served several functions in 
the subsequent history of Christian 
worship. 

Vestments often indicate the role 
that a lay member or clergy holds 
in the church. For example, in 
various parts of Africa, one may 
distinguish between Anglican, 
Methodist, or Presbyterian women 
by the uniform clothing that is 
distinct to each denomination. 
Various African initiated churches 
may be distinguished by their 
clothing. Choirs often wear special 
vestments, including various colors 
and styles of robes, depending on 
local and denominational tradition. 
Ministers or others who officiate 
often wear vestments to emphasize 
their vocational role and disguise 
or mute their individual identity. 
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In some Protestant traditions, 
especially Presbyterians and some 
Methodists and Baptists, academic 
gowns, usually black, are worn 
as a vestment that indicates the 
authority of the minister to preside.

While primarily associated 
with worship leadership, some 
vestments may be worn in the 
broader community, especially 
the ministerial collar worn by 
Roman Catholic and Anglican 
priests, Lutheran pastors, and 
ministers in some other Protestant 
groups. This collar is a witness 
to their vocation in the broader 
community, especially in hospitals 
or at civic events. Members of 
Roman Catholic monastic orders 
often wear their robes and habits 
in public as a sign of their special 
commitment to Christ and the 
Church. Rather than a symbol of 
distinction, the simple cassock is a 
sign of humility and shedding of 
as much individuality as possible, 
since those committed to monastic 
life are servants of the church.

In other traditions, especially in the 
West, the differences between clergy 
and laity are blurred, and no specific 
ecclesial vestments are worn. In 
these cases, a business suit or more 
informal apparel is normative. The 
context distinguishes the leader, 
rather than any specific liturgical 

garb. Some worship teams wear 
uniform clothing and others choose 
clothing that might be worn by a 
secular band or that is similar to 
what is worn by the worshipers who 
attend. Although not historically 
thought of as vestments, intentional 
choices in clothing are made that 
reflect the witness, identity, and 
cultural context of those leading 
or presiding in worship.

Aural Symbols
Congregational song. Singing is 
for Christians a biblical mandate. 
Psalm 96:1, 98:1, 104:33, and 149:1 
are but a few passages that link 
singing with praising God’s name. 
Furthermore, the biblical witness 
is replete with canticles—songs 
beyond the Book of Psalms—that 
were sung by men and women 
within the context of  specific 
narratives. Representative Old 
Testament examples include the 
songs of Moses (Exod. 15:1–19) 
and Miriam (Exod. 15:20,21), the 
song of Moses (Deut. 32:1–43), 
the song of Hannah (1 Sam. 2:1–
10), the song of Habakkuk (Hab. 
3:1–19), the song of Isaiah (Isa. 
26:9–20), the song of Jonah (Jonah 
2:2–9), and the song of the Three 
Holy Children (Dan. 3:57–88). 

The primary canticles in the New 
Testament are found in Luke 1 
and 2: the song of Zacharias, or 
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Benedictus (1:68–79); the song of 
Mary, or Magnificat (1:46–55); 
the song of the angels, Gloria in 
excelsis (2:14); and the song of 
Simeon, Nunc dimittis (2:29–32). 
In addition, the New Testament 
includes creedal hymns, the 
most famous of  which is the 
Kenosis (self-emptying) hymn in 
Philippians 2:5–11. Finally, there 
are the great hymns of praise in 
Revelation (e.g., 5:12-13; 11:17-18; 
15:3-4; and 19:1–8). 

Ephesians 5:19 and Colossians 
3:16 encourage variety in song—
“psalms, hymns, and spiritual 
songs”—though scholars do not 
agree on the exact meaning of 
these terms. Acts 16:25 records an 
example of songs being a witness 
to the Lord when the prisoners Paul 
and Silas sang while in jail.

Although little is known about 
music in the worship of Christians 
in the first three centuries, some 
hymn texts have survived. What we 
do know is that music in worship 
meant singing—human voices. The 
purpose of this singing within the 
congregational setting is fivefold: 

• It is a point of identity for 
Christians throughout the 
ages. While there have been 
times when the people’s voice 
was silent in worship, generally 

congregational song has been 
a primary element in Christian 
worship across the years. 

• Congregational singing has been 
one of the ways that the Church 
has connected with its heritage. 
The witness of those who have 
gone before is contained in the 
great hymns of the Church. 

• Congregational singing 
bears theological insights; it 
articulates the way Christians 
in various traditions express 
their theology. 

• Congregational singing 
promotes unity of  spirit 
among those gathered 
for worship. Unity may be 
experienced not only among 
those physically gathered for 
worship, but also with the 
“faithful of  every time and 
place”—those Christians who 
have gone before and who are 
scattered throughout the world. 

• Congregational singing 
bears witness to those in the 
congregation who need the 
message of the song.

For many Protestant Christians 
who have either avoided or 
never explored visual symbols in 
worship, congregational singing 
bears an iconic quality. Many 
hymns indicate that the hosts of 
heaven begin the song and the earth 
responds with its own song. The 
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idea of a cosmic song that is sung 
simultaneously in heaven and on 
earth represents the iconic quality 
of congregational singing.

Sacred music. Sacred music may be 
defined broadly as music with holy or 
religious themes. As such, this music 
extends beyond the church to the 
concert hall or other public venues 
and beyond the Christian context to 
any religious or cultic context where 
it is used for religious purposes. 

In most Christian traditions sacred 
music generally adorns worship 
in some way. This sacred music, 
perhaps more appropriately called 
“church music,” is most often 
vocal, including solo, choral, and 
congregational singing, but also 
includes instruments ranging from 
orchestra and organ to piano, 
guitar, electronic synthesizers, 
percussion, and various indigenous 
instruments, pitched and non-
pitched, throughout the world. 
Related art forms such as dance 
often fall under the purview 
of the music director in local 
congregations.

Music is one of the primary forms 
of contextualization of Christian 
worship. Various denominations, 
ethnic traditions, and generational 
groups use music to establish 
their identity and promote the 

Christian message that represents 
their theological tenets and 
ecclesiological understandings. In 
Western Church tradition, specific 
genres of musical composition 
developed to support the liturgy 
of  the Church. These genres 
included the mass, oratorio, 
passion, requiem, motet, anthem, 
and cantata. As Christianity has 
spread, many of these genres have 
been embraced by cultures around 
the world in modified forms. More 
recently, the term “ritual music” 
is used in some contexts to refer 
to music that supports the sacred 
ritual. This music may include the 
congregation’s participation, as 
well as that of specialized choirs 
and instrumentalists. 

Throughout history, some styles 
have been identified almost 
exclusively with Christian worship, 
including plainsong and Protestant 
hymns. Other styles of sacred music 
have drawn from secular sources 
including opera, popular song 
styles of the day, gospel, rock, rap, 
and various ethnic styles around 
the world. Generally, the text and 
the context of the music are better 
indicators of the sacred nature of 
the music than musical style.

Instrumental music. Instruments 
have often played a significant 
role in worship. The shofar (ram’s 
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horn) was very important for 
specific Jewish festivals. Psalm 81:3 
states, “Blow the ram’s horn at new 
moon, and again at full moon to 
call a festival.” Psalm 150 refers to 
a variety of instruments. 

For both practical and ethical 
reasons, instruments were less 
common in the Early Church. A 
persecuted church could not risk the 
louder sounds of noisy instruments 
that might call attention to their 
worship. The young church was 
also distinguishing itself  from 
its Jewish ancestry. And within 
the Greco-Roman context, the 
Church’s resistance to the use 
of instruments—e.g., flutes and 
reeds—revealed concern about 
importing elements into the 
worship music that might evoke 
pagan rituals or entertainments. 

The medieval Western Church 
favored vocal music, preferably a 
cappella, even though instruments 
of various kinds may have been 
used locally in liturgy. Eventually, 
the organ became the dominant 
instrument. Perhaps as a result of 
abuses of instruments in liturgy, 
the motu proprio (1903) of Pope 
Pius X on sacred music proposed 
a restricted role for instruments. 
The document echoes the 
principles set forth at the Council 
of Trent (1545–63), clearly favoring 

unaccompanied vocal music. The 
Reformers took various approaches 
to instruments, from banning 
them (Calvin and Zwingli) to 
incorporating the organ fully into 
liturgy (Luther).

During the 1960s in the United 
States, the folk song revolution 
brought first acoustic and then 
electric guitars into churches, 
adding a sense of informality and 
accessibility to music making. Not 
only did the increased use of guitars 
and percussion identify more 
closely with the culture of the day, 
it also fostered music making that 
incorporated lay musicians and not 
just highly trained professionals. 
Today, the use of  instruments 
within Christian worship ranges 
from no instruments (Church of 
Christ) to primarily organ and/or 
piano to a fully electric ensemble 
with a percussion-based sound.

In missions, instruments continue 
to be a source of  enrichment and 
controversy. In West Africa, for 
example, specific drums and 
drum patterns may communicate 
non-Christian associations with 
traditional deities or rituals. 
In Asia, gongs and bells may 
be associated with indigenous 
temple worship and deemed, in 
some cases, inappropriate for 
Christian ritual. 
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As a result of these non-Christian 
associations and because of 
increased globalization, Western 
instruments became somewhat 
predominant in Christian worship 
around the world. However, 
as Christian missions mature 
and ethnomusicologists have an 
increasing role in communicating 
the gospel, the use of indigenous 
instruments in worship is becoming 
more common. A process of 
gradual “sanctification” is required, 
allowing the once “profane” 
instrument to assume a character 
appropriate for Christian worship. 

Following the Second Vatican 
Council (1962–65), the Roman 
Catholic Church led the way in 
the use of  indigenous instruments 
in the Mass. Protestants have 
more often incorporated Western 
instruments  in  worship. 
However, today indigenous 
instruments may be found in 
Protestant and Pentecostal 
worship around the globe.

Movement Symbols
Lifting hands. Typically known as 
the orans position, lifting extended 
hands upwards is one of the earliest 
documented postures in worship. 
A popular practice particularly 
for charismatic Christians, lifting 
hands is commonly associated with 
petitionary prayer (Ps. 28:2; 63:4; 

1 Tim. 2:8), although this symbolic 
gesture has other meanings as well. 
In Exodus 17:11–16, Moses lifted 
his hands, and as he did so, God 
gave the Israelites victory over the 
Amalekites. In Leviticus 9:22, this 
gesture conveys a blessing by Aaron 
on the Israelites. Like all other 
physical expressions, the practice 
of hand lifting is not exclusive to 
the Jewish or Christian worship 
tradition. Other faith traditions, 
such as Islam and Hinduism, also 
draw on this gesture in their times 
of worship. 

This common expression of 
raising hands may sometimes 
be seen as an instinctive gesture 
rather than only as a liturgically 
prescribed stylized movement. 
Prior to the emergence of  the 
charismatic renewal movement, 
this posture appears to have been 
used only in a limited way by the 
clergy of  the Roman Catholic 
tradition. For example, it was 
used in the ritual act of narrating 
portions of the Eucharistic Prayer 
or in leading the recitation of the 
Lord’s Prayer. However, with the 
onset of the charismatic renewal 
movement in the mid-twentieth 
century, this gesture has been 
significantly reclaimed by the laity 
and freely used by individuals to 
express their personal experience 
with God.
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Tambourine and dance. Dancing 
with a tambourine was first 
mentioned in Exodus 15:20 
following the destruction of the 
Egyptian army by Yahweh at the 
Red Sea. Apart from this biblical 
reference, dance activity has a long 
history and can be found in ancient 
civilizations such as Mesopotamia, 
Greece, and Rome. 

Aside from its presence in festive 
functions, the tambourine also 
occupies a prominent place as 
an instrument in religious and 
cultural events. In the eighteenth 
century Mozart was known to 
have included its use in his musical 
compositions. Tchaikovsky in the 
nineteenth century was also known 
to have included the instrument 
in the “Arabian Dance” of the 
Nutcracker Suite. 

At the present time tambourine 
dancing continues to be featured 
in Middle Eastern countries in 
both folk and religious settings. 
For some charismatic Christians 
the tambourine is primarily 
used as an instrument of  praise 
and worship. Dancing with 
tambourines may be employed 
in spiritual warfare. Analysis of 
the use of tambourine with dance 
in Christian worship reveals that 
strict tambourine movement 
patterns often denote specific 

theological concepts such as 
covenant or grace. These patterns 
typically follow a sixteen-beat 
cycle. Tambourine dancers also 
tend to favor costume designs that 
bear specific colors associated 
with particular spiritual 
concepts. At the same time, such 
tambourine dancing may be used 
with the intention of establishing 
a link, albeit tenuous, to the Old 
Testament.

Olfactory Symbols: Incense
From the earliest times incense was 
frequently connected with religious 
ceremonies. Typically speaking, the 
use of incense seeks to acknowledge 
the presence of deities, to possibly 
appease benevolent spirits, or to 
drive away evil spirits. 

In Exodus, the offering of 
incense was a mandated ritual 
act in worship (Exod. 40:27). The 
purpose of this liturgical act was 
to symbolically acknowledge the 
presence of God. At other times, its 
use had the expressed purpose of 
placating the anger of God so that 
he would not destroy the Israelites 
(Num. 16:47). 

In our present time there are 
two primary approaches to 
understanding and employing the 
use of incense. The evangelical 
segment of the Church seems to 
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focus on the symbolic equivalence 
of  incense as prayer (Ps. 141:2; 
Rev. 5:8). Within more liturgical 
traditions, the use of  incense 
in such rituals as censing the 
assembly or reverencing the altar 
or Communion table has several 
meanings. Such a ritual may 
symbolize the “setting apart” of 
people and things to experience 
God’s holy presence, or it may serve 
as a tangible sign of God’s blessing 
or to express the importance of 
the censed people or things in the 
worship experience. The response 
on the part of  the assembly in 
such a ritual would either be the 
signing of the cross on oneself 
or bowing as the censing occurs. 
There is no liturgical significance 
in the manner of censing, although 
censing techniques are described 
in some present-day liturgical 
leadership books.

Film
Just as stained-glass designs 
served as a tool in the early 
years of  Christianity to educate 
generally illiterate believers, 
film has been harnessed in the 
twentieth century to convey the 
gospel, teach its principles, and 
do evangelism. 

Christian organizations involved 
in web-based ministries such as 
Christianfilms.com, Outreach.

com, and Christiancinema.
com are providing another way 
for believers to nurture their 
spirituality or to view life’s issues 
from a Christian perspective. 
Comparable to the Internet Movie 
Database (IMDb) organization, 
parallel organizations like the 
Christian Film Database (CFDb) 
and Christian Film News help 
believers nurture their faith 
through film media.

Christianity in the Southern 
hemisphere has harnessed media 
products such as films for the 
purpose of evangelism rather than 
entertainment. Campus Crusade 
for Christ has been in the forefront 
of  this effort. Its most popular 
work, the JESUS film, is presently 
available in 1,100 languages. 
Unlike Western Christians, who 
show such films in homes or 
churches, Christian organizations 
in developing countries take 
advantage of  the rural lack of 
technology and show films in 
open-air settings. These settings 
encourage the whole community 
to gather for this recreational and 
evangelistic activity. 

With increased ambivalence 
among governing authorities 
regarding the presence of 
Christianity, it remains to be 
seen if  this media will be viable 
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in the long run, particularly 
if  it is perceived as a tool of 
spreading Western ideals and 
values. In addressing this 
concern, indigenous Christian 
organizations like Sri Lanka-
based Kithusevana Ministries 
and Hong Kong-based Media 

1For additional reading, see Dowley (2011), Mayer-Thurman (1975), Ramshaw 
(2009), and Routley and Richardson (2005) in the Handbook bibliography.

Evangelism Limited seek to 
contextualize Christianity with 
their own film productions 
rather than merely translating 
Western works. For the moment, 
film remains an effective way of 
communicating the gospel to a 
broad spectrum of people.1 

http://www.orality.net
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