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Fast and fabulous ideas for ministry Formation

Jazz Vespers: Building Worship
Around the Music

A Practical Approach to Thematic, Music-Led Evening Worship Services

What is Jazz Vespers?

Jazz Vespers is an evening worship format where music is central—not supplementary. Instead of
selecting songs to support a sermon or scripture passage, this model builds the service around the
music. Each service begins with a discerned theme, often drawn from the life of the congregation, and
the rest of the liturgy is crafted in response to the music’s emotional and theological trajectory.

This approach allows the music to do the work of both formation and proclamation, often opening up
deeper engagement with scripture and community through improvisation, silence, and personal
storytelling.

Why This Model Works

% Theological depth: Jazz music’s improvisational nature allows room for mystery, lament, joy,
and nuance.

% Pedagogical potential: Jazz Vespers introduces congregants to musical forms, traditions, and
stories they may not already know.

% Congregational formation: A theme-based structure teaches the congregation how to listen
differently—to be present, contemplative, and connected.

% Flexibility: Especially effective in evening settings or special services, this format adapts to solo
performers, small ensembles, or full jazz groups.

How to Build a Jazz Vespers Service
1. Start with a theme.
Choose a theological or emotional theme inspired by the needs, celebrations, or griefs within
your congregation.

2. Select music first.
Curate a set of jazz-based pieces that reflect or explore that theme. Instrumental or lyrical
arrangements work equally well.

Example:

“Holy City” (as a response to grief and hope)

“A Quiet Place” (inviting contemplation and stillness)
- “Christ is All"” (a testimony of assurance)

“Soon and Very Soon” (resurrection hope)



All selections above were arranged for use in Jazz Vespers and later recorded on The Book of
Enoch, Vol. 1 (Enoch Smith Jr., Misfitme Music, 2025).

3. Build the rest of the service around the music.

Craft scripture readings, prayers, visuals, or moments of silence that respond to the arc of the
music.

4. Offer short, thoughtful introductions.
Before each song, share a brief story about its origin, significance, or scriptural connection.

5. Allow for open reflection or response.
Include an opportunity for congregants to reflect aloud, write responses, or sit in silence.

Helpful Tools and Tips

> Live music is best. Improvisation is essential to this model.
Less is more. Most Jazz Vespers services include 4-6 musical pieces and run 45-60 minutes.
Use visual or tactile symbols to anchor the theme.

Keep the space flexible—both physically and emotionally. The goal is not precision, but
presence.
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Suggested Resources
e The Book of Enoch, Vol. 1 — Enoch Smith Jr. (available November 2025 at www.misfitme.com)
e Worship in the Blues by Carl P. Daw Jr.
e The Jazz of Preaching by Kirk Byron Jones
e Real Life, Real Faith podcast

e Hymnary.org
e Worship Design Studio

Writer: Enoch Smith Jr., Director of Music and Worship, Jazz Pianist, B]J Instructor, Allenstown
Presbyterian Church, Allentown New Jersey

2025 Music and Worship Conference Interest Session Leader.

www.presbymusic.org and www.pcusa.org/formation
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http://www.misfitme.com/
https://www.amazon.com/Jazz-Preaching-Preach-Great-Freedom/dp/0687002524
https://open.spotify.com/show/3deOqi0htDnLb0jNOeN45R
https://hymnary.org/
http://www.presbymusic.org/
http://www.pcusa.org/formation
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