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“How Can I Keep from Singing?” 

(The Lived Theology of Congregational Song During the COVID-19 Pandemic)1 

 

 At the start of the COVID-19 pandemic in March of 2020, the story of an infamous choir 

rehearsal of the Skagit Valley Chorale in Washington State made headline news. Sixty-one 

people attended the rehearsal and one person (who did not know that they were infected with 

COVID-19 at the time) spread the virus to fifty-two other people. Two singers who were at the 

rehearsal later died of COVID-19. A year later, an article about this event began with the words 

“Few activities spread COVID-19 as effectively as singing”2 and detailed the difficulties of the 

choir as it learned how to sing together once again. The Skagit Valley choir was not alone. From 

the start of the pandemic, the news of what happened in Skagit Valley sent shockwaves among 

community choirs, school choirs, and theatre companies around the world. But the shockwaves 

were felt particularly in churches, large and small. How could something as essential to the 

worship life of the church as singing be dangerous? The very thought of this was – and is – still 

shocking. 

The struggle was very real at Bedford Presbyterian Church (BPC) in Bedford, New 

Hampshire,3 not just for the church choir, but also for the congregation. At BPC, congregational 

singing had been an essential part of worship for over two centuries. People who attended 

 
1 This article is an abridged version of my Doctor of Ministry project paper for Columbia Theological Seminary. 

February, 2022. 
2 Clare McGrane, “After Its Superspreader Rehearsal, A Community Choir Struggles to Sing Together Again,” 

accessed October 30, 2021. KUOW/National Public Radio. May 30, 2021,  

https://www.npr.org/2021/05/30/1001303097/after-its-superspreader-rehearsal-a-community-choir-struggles-to-

sing-together-a.  
3 Bedford Presbyterian Church is a congregation of the Presbyterian Church (USA), has about 450 members, and – 

pre-pandemic – regularly had between 125 and 150 in worship. The church was founded in 1749 in the town of 

Bedford, New Hampshire, which is about 50 miles north of Boston, Massachusetts.  

https://www.npr.org/2021/05/30/1001303097/after-its-superspreader-rehearsal-a-community-choir-struggles-to-sing-together-a
https://www.npr.org/2021/05/30/1001303097/after-its-superspreader-rehearsal-a-community-choir-struggles-to-sing-together-a


 Sawyer 2 

worship at BPC were used to singing together throughout the worship service, from familiar 

hymns to new hymns, from short sung responses for special occasions such as baptisms to 

traditional sung responses such as the Doxology after the offertory. When the pandemic began, 

as the church leadership and congregation adjusted to live-streaming their weekly worship 

service, the question of what to do about music was very present in the minds of many. Was 

there still a place for congregational singing as part of a livestreamed online worship service?  

How did songs – sung at home through participation in online worship – make an impact 

on the faith lives and lived theology of a congregation in exile from the church building during 

the COVID-19 pandemic? This article examines one congregation’s experience of singing during 

the height of the pandemic (2020-2021) and whether or not singing songs of faith – as part of a 

livestreamed worship service – had an effect on the faith and lives of those who chose to sing. 

The research, through interviews, focus groups, and surveys discloses that singing had an impact 

on the lived theology of those who sang.  

A “Different” Worship Context and Big Questions 

There were some big questions surrounding the shift from in-person to online worship, 

beginning with trying to assess the experience of those who were tuning in from home on 

computers, tablets, and through a local cable access TV station. What method should the church 

use to provide an online worship experience? Would the traditional elements of worship translate 

in this new context? And what about singing?  

Within a few days of closing the church building, it was decided that BPC’s pastor and 

music director would be able to gather each Sunday in the sanctuary in a socially distanced 

manner with a small technical team, along with one Elder, one Deacon, and an occasional soloist 

to lead a worship service that had a similar format to pre-pandemic worship services. This 
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“sameness” of the order of worship was a conscious choice because it was felt that the 

congregation needed some sense of consistency – normality in a very abnormal time. In seeking 

consistency, it was decided that a safe method of providing for congregational singing needed to 

be found.  As online worship commenced, bulletins for each worship service were made 

available for download on the church’s website. These bulletins included PDFs of the hymns for 

the day. The congregation was encouraged to open or print the weekly bulletin to follow along 

with all of the readings, prayers, and songs and to fully participate from home.  

Meanwhile, in the sanctuary at BPC, the pastor and an additional singer led the singing of 

hymns while standing twenty or thirty feet away from the music director, who was 

accompanying on organ or piano. The pastor, the church’s newly formed COVID-19 Task Force, 

and the Music Director decided, based on the most accurate information from public health 

officials at the time, that having just a few people in the sanctuary, social distancing, and using 

masks over nose and mouth would keep the risk of spreading COVID-19 low, especially in a 

well-ventilated space as large as the sanctuary at BPC. At the beginning, having one or two 

singers in such a cavernous space felt very lonely and detached on the part of the worship leaders 

who were speaking and singing to a camera week-in-and-week-out, but all worship services 

during the pandemic were planned with the knowledge that the congregation would not be 

gathered together in the sanctuary. They would be worshiping “together,” in spirit, though – in 

individual households as a scattered congregation, connected by the Holy Spirit.  

Apart from the experience of those who were leading singing from the sanctuary each 

week, there were some very big questions regarding the experience of those who were watching 

and participating in the worship services from home. Would BPC be able to continue the 

tradition of congregational singing even when the congregation was not gathered in-person for 
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worship? If people could not gather together, especially to sing, what would their experience of 

music look, feel, and sound like if they were scattered in individual homes, away from the 

sanctuary? How would the experience of singing change in the hearts and minds of those who 

participated in worship as the church shifted from communal singing to individuals singing on 

their own, at a distance? Would singing have the same impact as it always has had at BPC? 

Would the impact of singing songs of faith be strengthened or lessened in the minds, hearts, and 

spirits of those participating in online/livestreamed worship? Was the Holy Spirit truly 

connecting people through song across the miles from the sanctuary to scattered households and 

beyond? Was the Spirit prompting anyone, through song, to believe certain things or live in a 

certain way?  

These are all big questions, to be sure, but before they can be addressed, it would be 

appropriate to examine an even larger question of why people sing – and sing songs of faith – in 

the first place, from a physiological, historical, and historical perspective 

Why Do We Sing? 

 Music is an embodied experience. From the beginning, as Don and Emily Saliers write in 

A Song to Sing, A Life to Live, “[e]ach person is a bundle of sound [breath, walking, heartbeat, 

voice, etc.].4 From before a child is even born, they are completely enveloped by the rhythmic 

sound of their mother’s heartbeat. From an early age, human beings are surrounded by a wide 

variety of rhythms and variations of pitch and timbre – music in the home, in the car, in public 

spaces, and beyond. A large proportion of this music involves singing – from the singing of 

family members or teachers to voices singing on the radio.  

 
4 Don Saliers and Emily Saliers, A Song to Sing, A Life to Live (San Francisco:  Jossey-Bass, 2005), 21-22. 
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In his book, This is Your Brain on Music, Daniel Levitin writes that, on analysis, there are 

many aspects and qualities of music that can be quantified, but the sum of music is often more 

than its parts. Music, itself, is a mixture of pitch, rhythm, tempo, contour of a melodic line, 

timbre, and loudness5 that are organized according to meter, key, melody, and harmony.6 These 

are all things that can be technically measured by wavelengths, time, and volume. But when all 

of these things combine, they have a dramatic impact on the body and brain.   

Levitin starts with the importance of rhythm as it relates to the rhythmic nature of the 

human body through heartbeat and footfalls (or foot-taps) but also on the ways that rhythm 

brings a certain predictability with it that the brain enjoys. One of the reasons the brain enjoys 

songs so much is that songs with lyrics impact different parts of the brain. There is a place in the 

brain where music is processed and a separate place where lyrics are processed. Singing connects 

the two. From a physiological standpoint, music stimulates both places at once and a cascade of 

brain activity takes place. As Levitin writes,  

The story of your brain on music is the story of an exquisite orchestration of brain 

regions, involving both the oldest and newest parts of the brain, and regions as far back as 

the cerebellum in the back of the head and the frontal lobes just behind your eyes. It 

involves a precision choreography of neurochemical release and uptake between logical 

prediction systems and emotional reward systems. When we love a piece of music, it 

reminds us of other music we have heard, and it activates memory traces of emotional 

times in our lives. Your brain on music is all about . . . connections.7 

 

Saliers and Saliers echo this sentiment: “Music . . . is so very close to us, lodged deep 

within our bodies.  It is almost as down to earth as anything can be.  But at the same time, it 

exists beyond our bodies, connecting us to larger realities.”8 This connection is primal, going 

 
5 Daniel J. Levitin, This Is Your Brain on Music: The Science of a Human Obsession (New York: Penguin 

Group/Plume, 2006), 15-16. 
6 Levitin, 17-18. 
7 Levitin, 192. 
8 Saliers and Saliers, A Song to Sing, 29. 
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back to the “music” made in the womb by a mother’s beating heart echoing in the ears of the 

unborn child growing inside of her, but it is also forward-looking and community-building.  

The songs sung as part of a faith community can help to connect singers to larger, Holy, 

realities. For this reason, songs of faith have been part of worship in Christian communities from 

the very beginning. The early church sang hymns, songs, and spiritual songs, as the parallel 

passages in Ephesians 5:18-20 and Colossians 3:16-17 indicate. And even though some of the 

melodies may have been lost to time, church music is as old as the church and, as John Bell has 

written, “What we sing shapes what we believe.” 9 This has had the effect of helping to shape the 

communal identity, belief, and practice of the present-day church.  

Music that is introduced and sung primarily in the church, or “church music” is, as Paul  

Westermeyer writes, a “profoundly interdisciplinary” 10 thing. Westermeyer, in Te Deum: The 

Church and Music, writes that there are many disciplines wrapped up in the words “church” and 

“music.” The word “church” implies theology, Bible, history, worship, education, mission 

(evangelism and ethics), and art. The word “music” implies history, cross-culture study, music 

theory, aesthetic considerations, and practice/praxis.11 Church music, therefore, is a fertile field 

that is rich with meaning, history, theory, artistry, and more. 

As Westermeyer writes – along with others like Don Saliers and Walter Brueggemann – 

the biblical, historical, and theological reasons why the church sings songs of faith is to offer 

praise to God, giving thanks to God, asking for God’s help, offering prayers to God, sharing 

stories from the past, and embodying a gift from God. In other words, there is not just one reason 

why people sing songs of faith in the church. Songs can function in different ways, depending 

 
9 John L. Bell, The Singing Thing: The Case for Congregational Song (Chicago: GIA Publications, Inc. 2000), 65. 
10 Paul Westermeyer, Te Deum: The Church and Music (Minneaplis: Augsburg Fortress, 1998), 1-2. 
11 Westermeyer, Te Deum, 1-2. 
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upon the context in which they are sung. As church historian Heather Josselyn-Cranson writes, 

this variety of function and form can be a blessing and lead to a fuller understanding of God. “In 

[different traditions] each tradition emphasizes one facet of the nature of God, and of our 

relationship with God. But God is multi-faceted, and limited human traditions can easily narrow 

the approach to God, and even the person of God, in the eyes of worshiping Christians.”12 

As Don Saliers writes in Music and Theology, there is a synaesthesis that occurs in 

church music – between bodily participation (actually singing) and ritual action (a liturgical 

moment filled with the potential for theological reflection, prayer, praise, etc.) in which deeper 

dimensions of reality and the soul are awakened. For Saliers,  

When the singing and the hearing allow us to “taste and see,” we come to “hear” more. 

The soul is awakened to a humanity stretched more deeply before the mystery and the 

glory of God . . . . Music can thus express the verbally inexpressible. For the tension 

between what we see and have not yet seen, what we hear and have not yet heard, is the 

pattern that a theological interpretation of life offers. Music has the power to engage 

more than the senses. Spiritual maturation into the deeper dimensions of what is real 

requires understanding something about the world and about ourselves. This means that 

ordered sound must make connection with attitudes, beliefs, and sustained ways of 

viewing the world.13  

 

To put this another way, songs of faith are a vehicle that the Holy Spirit uses for 

transformation – changing the ways we see God and the world and our place in God’s holy 

purposes. The Holy Spirit is the One who provides the transformational energy found in songs 

and liturgy, scripture and prayer.14 And, because singing songs of faith is – and has always been 

– central to the life of the Christian church, it is, as Saliers writes, “the cantus firmus of the 

whole Christian way of life.”15 Songs of faith provide a central “melody” around which the 

 
12 Heather Josselyn-Cranson, The Reason Why We Sing (Ashland City: OSL Publications, 2016), 5. 
13 Saliers, Music and Theology (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2007), 9.  
14 Saliers, Worship as Theology, 200. 
15 Saliers, Music and Theology, 34. 
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varied traditions and theological streams of thought found throughout the church are lived in the 

world through the power of the Holy Spirit. Saliers believes that, in music,  

All our imagination and energy are concentrated on the One who stands in our midst and 

bids us to respond. So, in praise, lament, and joyful movement, we hymn the world back 

to God. We join Christ in his liturgy, and the Holy Spirit configures and transforms our 

art into a living icon of what has come and yet is to come.16 

 

In the end, singing has the potential to have an impact on how people of faith live their 

lives and “hymn the world back to God.” But what does it look like to “hymn the world back to 

God” when the world consumed by a global pandemic can make the world – even the world of 

the church and worship – seem so strange and, at times, so solitary?  

Singing Alone, Together 

In “Yearning to Sing, Yearning to Breathe,” an article for the Presbyterian Outlook 

magazine in August of 2020, Eric Wall writes that since the COVID-19 virus is spread through 

the acts of speaking, singing, and simply breathing, perhaps the pandemic is causing a selah, the 

mysterious Hebrew word that is used throughout the Book of Psalms as a directive for a caesura, 

or “connective suspension,”17 for the singers. This pandemic-caused collective selah in 

congregational singing was filled with grief – the grief of not being together and the grief of not 

being able to make music together. The grief was compounded by the unknown length of time 

that congregations would be unable to sing together.  

In June of 2021, Wall had just begun to experience the gift of congregational singing 

once again, after leading music on Zoom for both the Austin Seminary community as well as the 

congregation of the University Presbyterian Church of Austin, TX, for over a year. In between 

the writing of his Outlook article and the regathering of singers wearing masks over their nose 

 
16 Saliers, Worship as Theology, 198. 
17 Wall, “Yearning to Sing, Yearning to Breathe,” 28. 
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and mouth, Wall was given the opportunity (or was, perhaps, forced by the pandemic) to reflect 

on the experience of singing alone and what – if any – power a song can have. 

In an interview, Wall started by saying that singing alone during the pandemic was 

difficult for two specific reasons: 1) the loss of fellowship and community with others, and 2) 

difficulty with the physical act of singing. “It’s hard to sing by yourself,” Wall said. “Singing 

alone . . . has been tied with being alone – being apart from the community.” And singing alone 

has “made people realize how much better singers we are when we’re with other people.”18 For 

Wall, singing with others means “I have more breath, I have more voice, I have more assurance 

when I’m surrounded by people, than when it’s just me by myself. And so, I think people have . . 

. felt [vocally] adrift.” 

Wall sought to mitigate the vocal difficulties of singing alone during the pandemic by 

using mostly familiar hymns and pitching them in a lower key. The lower key helped to make the 

hymns easier for most people to sing. He sought to mitigate the sheer loneliness of doing church 

alone, at home, through the familiarity of the hymns chosen, which provided what Wall 

describes as a “heart song” experience. “Familiar, loved songs can reach across the distances that 

we yearn to shorten,”19 Wall writes in “Yearning to Sing, Yearning to Breathe,” connecting us to 

the things for which we are longing. As Wall said in the interview,   

There’s [a] piece of theology with songs or a theological aspect of songs. One way of a 

song “doing” theology is [through] the retelling of scripture, or capturing or echoing . . . 

the [thematic] thrust of the sermon. But another way is that sometimes a song just simply 

“means church,” you know? There are just times [when] I will say, “I had church singing 

that song.” And it’s not the surface level of the words or what the words are saying, in 

and of themselves. It’s just that the song pulls [together] all the emotional, psychological, 

historical, and communal meanings of “church.” It’s like sometimes a song is the 

equivalent of lighting the candles, or putting out the paraments, or the creak of the pews 

when you sit in a familiar pew, or just the stained-glass window that’s always there . . .  

all those things that . . . position you for the other stuff. And so, sometimes that’s another 

 
18 Interview with Eric Wall at Montreat Conference Center, Montreat, NC, June 30, 2021. 
19 Wall, “Yearning to Sing, Yearning to Breathe,” 29. 
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reason to do a song. It just “means church.” In online worship, there was so little – there 

are so few things that seem to “mean church.” It's like, what world are we in? 20  

 

Wall’s question, “What world are we in?” was one that was asked – explicitly and 

implicitly – by so many people during the pandemic, and yet there were so many ways that 

different congregations sought to “have church” through online worship because the difficult 

times dictated and demanded innovation. Not all congregations had live music, much less live 

singing, as part of the online worship service format during the pandemic. Some churches did not 

have the capability to offer music. Some churches, for reasons of safety, only offered 

prerecorded music or ensembles of singers stitched together through edited wizardry. Bedford 

Presbyterian Church’s attempts at these prerecorded video choirs did not go well for a variety of 

reasons, so it was decided to keep one or two singers in the sanctuary during worship who were 

adequately spaced for safe singing of the hymns, live with piano, organ, or guitar 

accompaniment. At Bedford Presbyterian Church, the congregation – scattered across the miles, 

throughout southern New Hampshire and around the country and world – sought to “have 

church.” And, when it came to singing in the livestreamed format, the songs that were sung as 

part of worship, 1) provided comfort, 2) offered challenges, and 3) deepened connections that 

were communal, historical, and theological. 

Comfort 

When the COVID-19 pandemic began, BPC had never considered livestreaming their 

worship services. From a practical standpoint, the historic church sanctuary did not have the 

technological infrastructure for such a feat. And yet, the church – in coordination with a local 

community access television station – slowly made the investment in the needed technology to 

reach members of the community who were “locked down” at home. On the first two Sundays of 

 
20 Wall, June 30, 2021. 
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the pandemic, prior to being able to televise the worship services, the pastor, music director, and 

an elder of the church were present in the sanctuary to record an audio podcast of the worship 

service. A decision was made to shorten the worship service but keep it very similar in format 

and tone to how things were, usually. This decision was a pastoral one, keeping in mind those 

people who would need to hear something familiar in a new and unfamiliar time. The opening 

hymn on the first Sunday of “online” worship (March 22, 2020) was a setting of Psalm 23, “The 

King of Love My Shepherd Is.”21 Behind this decision was the hope that if those listening to the 

service were to hear one thing, it was that God’s providential grace is present, even in the 

shadow of death.  

Aside from the traditional “Gloria Patri” and “Doxology,” the only other singing that 

took place in that first service was the closing song, “May the Peace of the Lord Christ Go with 

You,” from the Northumbria Community in northeastern England. This song had been slated to 

be the closing song for the season of Lent, based on the “wilderness” theme outlined in liturgical 

resources that were being used from the “A Sanctified Art” collective. The lyrics to the song are 

as follows: 

May the Peace of the Lord Christ go with you wherever he may send you. 

May he guide you through the wilderness, protect you through the storm. 

May he bring you home, rejoicing, at the wonders he has shown you. 

May he bring you home, rejoicing, once again into our doors.22 

 

The song, was chosen at the start of Lent because of the line “May he guide you through 

the wilderness, protect you through the storm.” Throughout the rest of the pandemic, all of the 

other music used in worship at Bedford Presbyterian Church would change on a weekly basis, 

 
21 Henry Williams Baker, “The King of Love My Shepherd Is” (No. 802), in Glory to God: The Presbyterian 

Hymnal (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2013). 
22 P. Sutcliffe, “May the Peace of the Lord Christ Go with You,” Northumbria Community Trust © 1999 CN 

Publishing admin. By Copycare, P.O. Box 77, Hailsham, East Sussex BN27 3EF, UK.  
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but this closing song – because of its lyrics and the emotional connection the congregation began 

to have with it – would remain at the end of the service into November of 2021. Some 

respondents to a congregation-wide survey said,   

• But this hymn (“May the Peace of the Lord Christ Go with You”), although it can 

also make me cry, provides comfort.23 

• Music at Bedford Presbyterian Church . . . was comforting during a stressful time and 

brings me peace when I hear it.24 

• The familiarity of hearing and singing [“May the Peace of the Lord Christ Go with 

You”] each week brings a certain sense of peace and comfort.25 

• Love singing the same song [“May the Peace of the Lord Christ Go with You”] 

repeatedly as a tradition. Very comforting.26 

• Music in worship during the pandemic has been a source of great comfort and hope 

that all will be well.27 

 

When it came to singing, respondents to the congregation-wide survey expressed 

gratitude for the music at BPC during the pandemic and 80% of the respondents sang to varying 

degrees at some time during online worship wherever they happened to be. Andrea, a retiree who 

grew up at BPC said,  

I felt awkward at first because [my husband] Brian and I would be sitting in the living 

room watching [online worship] and I would sing softly because I don’t have, I don’t 

think, a very good voice. And I felt kind of awkward because it was just he and I. And 

then, as each week went by, I found comfort in the routine of the two songs, the “Glory to 

God, Whose Goodness Shines on Me”28 and the closing hymn. I found the comfort in that 

routine. And so that I would sing with gusto . . . .29 

 

Even though the people participating in online worship felt a sense of comfort, they were 

also challenged in a variety of ways.  

 

 
23 M.B., Survey response to author, October 7, 2021. 
24 E.K., Survey response to author, October 7, 2021. 
25 L.W., Survey response to author, October 6, 2021. 
26 S.M., Survey response to author, October 6, 2021. 
27 F.B., Survey response to author, October 6, 2021. 
28 Paul M. Vasile, “Glory to God, Whose Goodness Shines on Me” (No. 582), in Glory to God: The Presbyterian 

Hymnal (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2013). 
29 Focus Group response from Andrea Martel, September 29, 2021. 
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Challenges 

In “Yearning to Sing, Yearning to Breathe,” Eric Wall writes that one of the challenges to 

at-home participation in online worship is the stark reality of hearing one’s own voice. Instead of 

a voice being bolstered by other voices, if someone is singing “solo” along with, in the case of 

BPC’s worship format, another person leading the hymns “solo” onscreen, singing alone can 

seem very plain and awkward for people watching worship from home, but, “singing at home 

(alone) . . . may also invite us to re-claim some of the plainer beauties of music and our own 

voices.”30 

While Wall often chose to use familiar hymns (often pitched in a lower key) to invite 

those who were worshiping at home into keeping the practice of singing songs alive during the 

pandemic, the pandemic went on so long that there were times at BPC when newer and 

unfamiliar songs were chosen for worship because they matched the scripture readings or theme 

of the worship service. This is in keeping with one of the functions of church music as seen by 

Heather Josselyn-Cranson and others, in the hymn-singing tradition of many, mostly-mainline, 

Protestant churches: to deepen the understanding of scripture by singing in a responsory manner 

to complement/respond to “the many activities included in worship, including prayer, praise, 

collecting an offering, and celebrating the sacraments . . . [and] the reading of scripture.”31 

At BPC, the singing of newer or unfamiliar hymns was (and is) embraced by some but 

seen as a challenge by others. It should be noted that those who voiced challenges to singing new 

or unfamiliar music during online worship are some of the same people who voice the same 

 
30 Wall, “Yearning to Sing, Yearning to Breathe,” 29. 
31 Josselyn-Cranson, 60. 
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challenges to singing new or unfamiliar music for in-person worship. Cliff, a former Clerk of 

Session at BPC, said in a focus group that he appreciates a good mixture of old and new:  

I love the old hymns. They bring comfort and bring familiarity. You know, it’s a type of 

grounding or something that anchors your faith – these are the ones you grew up on. But I 

also enjoy the new ones. And with those is more of a particular message they bring and 

the melody they bring, you know, they’re not familiar yet. They will be but they’re not 

yet. But in a way, I think you focus more. At least, I focus more on the message . . . of the 

new [songs] because they’re not so familiar. I think a combination of the two is just the 

perfect mix. You have one or two of the old ones and one or two of the new ones. And 

then, one in-between.32 

 

Cliff’s focus on “the message” of the lyrics that required more focus led to one additional 

form of challenge when it came to singing in online worship. Sometimes the lyrics being sung 

are challenging to the mind, and heart, and spirit – especially those lyrics that may seek to spur 

the singer toward acts of discipleship, and service, and sacrifice . . . a lived theology. When it 

comes to what someone hears, and says, and sings in worship – be it online or in-person – one of 

the major challenges can be whether or not that which is heard, and said, and sung can have an 

effect on the way someone lives their life. Does a full integration of what is heard, and said, and 

sung lead toward a certain way of life? It is hard to find an answer to this question in any 

measurable way, but there are instances when yes, the connection is made and it is possible for 

full integration to take place. 

Connections 

Both in the congregation-wide survey and in focus groups at BPC, participants indicated 

that they made some practical and emotional connections through the act of singing and online 

worship. They connected with their own voices – learning to hear, accept, and appreciate their 

own singing voices. They connected with the church sanctuary shown on the screen and all that 

the sanctuary represented to them. They connected with members of their church family who 

 
32 Focus Group Response by Cliff Creel, September 19, 2021. 
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were leading in worship on screen. They also connected with familiar liturgy and songs that were 

repeated each week, over time. Singers also made some historical connections, imagining 

previous generations of singers who have sung old and familiar hymns. And, finally, singers 

made theological connections between what was sung and how God was – and is – calling them 

to live. 

In various parts of Christian spirituality, there is the concept of a “breath prayer,” or 

prayer that is said with every breath. The scriptural and theological basis for a breath prayer 

comes from Paul’s letters, in which we read, “Pray without ceasing” (1 Thessalonians 5:17), and 

“pray at all times in the Spirit” (Ephesians 6:18), and “in all places, pray with uplifted hands,” (1 

Timothy 2:8). One example of this comes from Eastern Orthodox Christianity and is known as 

“The Jesus Prayer”: “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.”33 In The Way of a Pilgrim, an 

anonymous narrator tells the story of learning to pray the Jesus Prayer, repeating it so many 

times that,  

I felt that the prayer began to move of its own accord from my lips into my heart. That is 

to say, it seemed as if my heart, while beating naturally, somehow began to repeat within 

itself the words of the prayer in rhythm with its natural beating . . . I stopped reciting the 

words of the prayer with my lips and began to listen attentively to the words of my heart . 

. . .34 

 

There seems to be something powerful that occurs when the words of a prayer – or a song 

– are written on the heart. As mentioned earlier, in “Yearning to Sing, Yearning to Breathe,” Eric 

Wall brings up a concept called “Heart Songs,” or songs that are known by heart – songs that, by 

the memories associated with them or the fact that the song is literally memorized, people know 

by heart. Wall is not convinced that everyone has a “heart song,” but believes that “we all have 

 
33 Anonymous, Olga Savin, trans. The Way of a Pilgrim (Boston: Shambhala Publications, Inc., 2001), 7. 
34 Anonymous/Savin, 15. 
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some [kind of heart song] to the degree that music means something to us. We carry something 

around . . . the memory of words or the sound of a tune . . . .”35  

Throughout the focus group process, people gave examples of how singing “heart songs” 

like “Be Thou My Vision,” “Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God Almighty,” or “God of Grace and God 

of Glory” were very meaningful. People claimed these songs as their own, memorizing them, 

and singing them in a variety of settings. Melinda told the story of hearing a particularly rousing 

version of “Praise Ye the Lord, the Almighty” at a seminary graduation years ago and wanting 

that song to be sung at her wedding. Now whenever she sings that song, the powerful memories 

of the significant times she sang that song sweep over her. “The song stays with you, not just 

through the week . . . but every time it rolls around again.”36 

If there was one “heart song” that people from BPC will associate with the pandemic – 

possibly because it was sung so many times – it is “May the Peace of the Lord Christ Go with 

You” from the Northumbria Community, a song that was sung at the end of the worship service 

most Sundays for many months. As mentioned earlier, the routine of singing this song brought 

comfort to some. Others carried the song – in their hearts and on their lips – out into the world. 

As Don Saliers writes in Music and Theology, “once a hymn text is released into the bloodstream 

of a congregation’s repertoire, it plays a deeply formative role in the shared theology of the 

assembly.”37 In the case of “May the Peace of the Lord Christ Go with You,” this seems to be the 

case for BPC.  

 
35 Wall, June 30, 2021. 
36 Focus Group response from Melinda Chen, September 26, 2021. 
37 Don Saliers, Music and Theology, 39-40. 
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Andrea, one participant in a focus group, said that she would find herself going back to 

the archived worship services on BPC’s YouTube Channel38 and skipping ahead to places where 

she knew her two favorite songs would be:  

I have to admit that [before we could return to the sanctuary for worship] during “only 

online” worship, I would find myself during the week saying, “Oh, I need a pick me up. I 

need something.” So, I would go on and [find] any worship service. It didn’t matter if it 

was the prior one or not. And I would listen to the “Glory to God” and sing with it. And 

then the ending the closing song. And if we hadn’t had that, I wouldn’t [have sung]. I 

don't know if I’m tone deaf or what, but I need to hear it and sing with it. And so, having 

the online recording of it, it's just it did it for me. So, I would occasionally during the 

week, listen to it in that manner . . . I wasn’t sure if I should admit this or not because one 

day [my husband] Brian says to me, “What are you doing?” And I said, “I’m singing.”39 

 

If, as John Bell writes, “[w]hat the church sings, therefore, is determinative of the faith 

which the singers hold,” and “what we sing shapes what we believe,”40 the very human 

emotional response of being comforted by a the sight of familiar place that feels like home, or a 

familiar person, or a familiar song that is sung during online worship is deepened and expanded 

when faith enters the picture. A simple song from Taizé, “The Lord is my Light,” might be a 

song that is comforting in an emotional sense. But when faith enters the picture (or, rather, the 

song) and the singer sings, “The Lord is my light . . . and my salvation / In God I trust / In God I 

trust,” and the singer trusts these words to be true, emotional comfort is imbued with spiritual 

hope. As Don Saliers writes, “music itself becomes a theologically relevant action.”41 The singer 

trusts and has hope in something beyond an emotion that is produced from within the human 

heart, mind, and spirit. Instead, the trust and hope that well up from within come from another 

place – another source.  

 
38 Bedford Presbyterian Church NH YouTube Page, accessed October 6, 2021, 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCD502fdlrUf7mBlcqYb_B-A.  
39 Focus Group response from Andrea Martel, September 26, 2021. 
40 Bell, 57, 65. 
41 Saliers, Music and Theology, 44. 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCD502fdlrUf7mBlcqYb_B-A
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The primary means by which this connection between life as it is and a hoped-for new 

reality is made through the presence of the Holy Spirit. In his Institutes of the Christian Religion, 

John Calvin writes that “faith is the principal work of the Holy Spirit . . . and has no other source 

than the Spirit.”42 In other words, human beings do not come to faith on their own. For Calvin, 

the work of faith is an interior work – a Spirit-filled working on the inside of a person to change 

and strengthen the mind and heart of an individual believer. It is the Spirit, as part of this interior 

life, that helps people, as Don Saliers writes, “to discern and appropriate what is present in the 

signs enacted, the stories told, and the commands to act in daily life.”43 To this brief list, one 

could add that the Holy Spirit, in the interior life, helps a singer to discern and appropriate what 

is present in the song that is sung. This takes place through the physical act of singing and 

reflection on the meaning of the lyrics, to be sure, but also when the Spirit is at work instilling 

and inspiring the faith of the singer and inspiring the very act of praise.  

Again, the song “May the Peace of the Lord Christ Go with You” held great meaning 

because it acknowledged the need for the peace of Christ in a year when very little was “at 

peace” because of a pandemic, a presidential election, and racial discord. And yet, the song is not 

simply a prayer for peace. The first line of the song is “May the peace of the Lord Christ go with 

you, wherever he may send you.” Just as the singers voiced a longing for peace, in their singing 

they also acknowledged that Jesus was sending them out into the world to offer or bring the 

peace of the Lord Christ with them. Even those who were quarantining at home knew that, at 

some point, they were going to be sent out to the grocery, or back to work, or back to school. 

What sort of peace would they be able to take with them and offer the world as they lived 

 
42 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion – III.i.4, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles 

(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1960), 541. 
43 Saliers, Worship and Spirituality, 32. 
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through a time of so much wilderness and so many storms? Would they be vessels of God’s 

peace?  

One focus group participant, Lorraine, shared how singing songs from church made a 

tremendous difference during a medical procedure:  

Back in the spring, I had to go through a couple of MRIs ahead of some surgery. And as 

I’ve gotten older, I have become claustrophobic, which I never was before. And being 

inside of an MRI tube, just about made me lose my mind. And, if anybody’s had an MRI, 

you know, they give you the little panic button. It was all I could do not to hit the panic 

button. And then I realized that I had something within me that would help me to survive 

these 30 minutes of torture in a chamber. It started with “Jesus Loves Me.” In the 

beginning, I was so panicked, that I couldn’t even think of the words “Jesus Loves Me.” I 

could just hear some of the notes. And then what got me calmed down actually was 

picturing [the] singing at church. It really was because it was the only thing I had to focus 

on. And then finally, I saw [the singer on the screen], and he was singing and then I could 

start remembering words to things. And finally, that calm that came over me, and every 

spiritual song I ever, you know, sang in my life, finally came back to me once I got 

myself calm, and they got to hear me sing at the top of my lungs.  

And then, so then we’ll fast-forward to when I had my surgery, I’m very allergic 

to anesthesia drugs. So, I had my elbow surgery wide awake, meaning I had no happy 

drugs, anything. And so I sang through having my nerve block put in and my entire 

surgery, and when I went from my post op visit the first thing the doctor said to me was 

not, “How are you doing?” He said, “Oh, the last time I saw you, you were singing . . . .” 

So, for me in in times of very high stress the music especially the music that the Lord has 

brought me back to where I can have get my control back and you know, not feel like I'm 

going to lose my mind and push the panic button right because nobody ever wants to be 

that person who's going to push the panic button.44 

 

Lorraine’s experience in the MRI machine and during surgery is the very definition of 

what a “heart song” can do – to bring comfort and hope that all will be well during difficult 

times. 

 The stories of those who sang songs of faith during the pandemic hint at a hope borne of 

faith – like Andrea who needed a mid-week singing pick-me-up or Lorraine who sang the song 

in the MRI machine and as she underwent surgery. This is the spiritual place where the 

connection between what is sung and what is lived is made. The same can be said of a woman 

 
44 Focus Group response from Lorraine Emerson, September 19, 2021. 
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named Fran Gray, a 90-year-old retired teacher who said that the lyrics to a hymn that she 

learned in youth group nearly 80 years before helped to guide her life – her decisions, her 

actions, her lived theology. The lyrics on their own, without being filled with weight and 

meaning by the Holy Spirit, might not have made the same impression on her, but the Spirit 

made an impression – one that has lasted. That the lyrics were sung made them easier to 

remember and, in the end, to live. 

It is hard to say whether or not – as a whole – the people of Bedford Presbyterian Church 

who sang their way through the COVID-19 pandemic sang to shape the future, but there are 

those who did make the connection between a faith that is sung and a faith that is lived. They did 

this by repeating familiar songs but also in the way that they came to worship seeking comfort 

and hope in times where comfort and hope were in short supply. They came to online worship, a 

medium that was new to almost all of them, and participated, fully: reading, praying, listening, 

and singing their way into a world that was not dominated by the pandemic, or racial strife, or 

politics, or other troubles. This is a world where God is active and alive and at work for good in 

the face of so much that is not good. This is a world where God’s future can be glimpsed – in and 

through the words of songs, by the power of the Holy Spirit. This is the future toward which 

those who have, with faith and hope, sung their way through the difficulties of the recent past 

and present are working and living. Whether they are aware of it or not, they have sung to shape 

the future, or at least their own small part of the future. Because it is God, at work throughout 

history – even in an historic event such as a global pandemic – by the power of the Holy Spirit, 

who is bringing the promised future to fulfillment through those who live what they sing and 

through all who have hope in the bright future toward which the Spirit is leading, both in this 

world and the world that is to come.  
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