
We are not what we should be.  That means we need to change.  I’m not what I should be.  I need to 
change.  

Now, we’d all agree with that in general, wouldn’t we?  Of course, I’m not perfect.  Of course, I could 
improve.  I should!  But when you start getting specific, you’ll have problems.  You’ll have resistance.  
When something specific is pointed out to me, very often I’ll resist the change!  Sometimes it’s because I 
don’t agree.  “Yeah, I know I need to change some things, but I don’t need to change that!”   

But many times, I resist change because it’s hard.  When I was a teenager, I complained bitterly that 
adults never change.  They can’t change, I said.  No matter how airtight and obvious something is, they’ll 
never change.   

Now I am an adult, I know why.  It’s incredibly difficult.  It’s like uprooting a tree.  Habits grow like 
plants, and some plants grow huge, and grow hard, and grow deep roots, and push other things out of the 
way.  When those habits are good, like patience in trouble, or mentally thanking God when you’re given a 
compliment, or spending less than you earn, those habits, those trees, can be very fruitful.  When the 
habits are bad, they can tear your life apart.   

But here’s the point: pulling them out, when they’re that big, can tear your life apart also.   

Now, I’m not going to spend the next hour telling you everything you’re doing right, and saying yes!  
Keep it up!  That’s worth doing–I hope there’s someone in your life who does that–but that’s not my job.  

I am here to teach you.  Which means I think you need to learn.  Which means, I think you need to 
change. Things you’re not doing you should be.  Things you are doing you should stop.  You’re doing too 
much of something, or too little.  Or, you don’t care enough about what you’re doing.  Or, you don’t 
know something you should know.  Or you believe something that’s false.   

This is heavy stuff.  Learning is heavy stuff.  It’s repentance.  Most of you are adults!  So I’m calling for a 
pretty big sacrifice on your part.  I’m calling for you to learn. I’m calling you to repent.  To change.  To 
change your mind and to change your life, and to change your habits. 

There are better ways to learn than listening to someone talk for an hour.  Because: most of what I’ll say 
you’re going to forget by tomorrow morning.  The rest you’ll probably forget within the week.   If I were 
looking for the most memorable, most effective way to get ideas into your minds, and still more to get 
you to change what you’re doing, talking to you would be last on the list.  

And yet, God ordained His people be taught by the foolishness of preaching.  He could have chosen other 
forms of teaching- and He has.  Even the Bible has stories, poems, even a little dramatic theater.  He 
could have used movies.  A movie is a very effective way to teach.  You can change someone’s mind and 
life much more readily by acting out a story with an effective soundtrack.   

But a big part of how God instructs us is in words, plain old words, spoken and written.  Words that tell 
us that we need to change.  Words that call us to repent. 

But even there I have several choices.  what words am I going to use?  What can I do with my words?   
(Don’t worry, I’ll get to music in a bit.)   



I can just give you information.  And I will.  But information by itself is dead: it doesn’t change you, it 
just fills your mind. And it might not even do that. 

 I can exhort you, tell you what your duties are, and show you how to do them.   And I intend to do that, 
too.  But that’s dangerous: if you’re already doing those things you’ll be tempted to puff yourself up with 
conceit and pride.  If you’re not, you’ll be tempted to feel guilty.  

 I can stir you up and motivate you, make you excited and enthusiastic.  And I’ll try to do that, too, the 
only way I know how: by showing enthusiasm myself.  Enthusiasm tends to be contagious.  But even 
there, enthusiasm wears off.  When you’re back home, after a week or two at the most, this phone call and 
that discipline situation and this expense and that decision about a family activity, dampens your 
enthusiasm, about whatever it was.  It disappears. You forget about it.  You’re all adults. You know this 
happens. 

Or I could lead you to praise the Lord, to uplift your soul, to feed your love for Him.  With my words, I 
could try to inspire you to know God better, to love Him more, to fear Him more.  I could make stronger 
the love and fear you already have, by feeding it.  God has been helping me to learn, with a lot of help 
from my wife, that this is the most worthwhile thing I could do.  You’ll forget it too, of course.  But that’s 
okay.  It’s done its job.  You’ve forgotten what ate last week too, I’ll bet.  And, it’s all gone.   But, you’re 
still alive.  It did its job. 

So it is with these words.  Teaching, Exhortation, Motivation, and Inspiration; whether I’m reminding you 
of something you already know, or saying something new, it builds you up a little.  Whether you’re 
learning a new tune, or a new skill, or strengthening one you already have, it builds you up a little.  

I’d like to do all those things.  Most of it I’ll do during the singing practice.  But right now I’m talking.  

Why?  Why am I talking?  Why am I saying all this?   Because almost everyone, and if Mike Jones 
weren’t sitting here I would say, definitely everyone, thinks they’re doing fine with church music.  
“Check mark by that.  I’m doing what I need to do, as well as I can.  Yes, I’m not perfect.  I need to 
change.  But not here.  I sing, and I think about the words, as well as I can.  I’m not as good as some 
people, I’m sure, and I’m probably better than others, but I’m okay.”    

Now, if you don’t think that, if you know you need to do better, I’m sorry.   Actually, I’m not sorry, I’m 
very glad if you realize that.  I don’t mean to insult you.  

For everybody else, who does feel that way, what can I say?  I don’t need to contradict it, do I?  When 
you look at it squarely like that, you know it’s not true.  You know you could do better.  You’ve been 
acting like you’re good enough.  You haven’t been trying to get better.  But you know you can.  And you 
know you should.   

Why should we do it better?  Because what we’re doing, when we sing, is expressing God’s truth, and 
God’s praise, in a focused and enhanced way.  Let me say that again.  Singing church music is speaking 
God’s praise and God’s truth, in a direct, and enhanced way.   

God is the most important reality in the universe. The most important thing in our lives.  Most of the time, 
we think about other things with Him in the background, and that’s fine.  We should do everything we do 



with God at the back of our minds.  We are living all our lives on the steps of the King’s throne.  I tune 
pianos, Mike delivers mail, CORAM DEO, in the face of God. 

But sometimes, like when we sing with other believers in a church meeting, we focus on God directly.  
He’s in the foreground.  We declare and celebrate Him, and His character, and His truth.  We praise Him 
and learn from Him and humble ourselves before Him.    

Need I say more?  Anything that important, that exciting, that sobering, anything that profound, is worth 
doing as well as possible.  And even if you are already doing as well as you know how, you can do better.  
You can learn how to do better. You can practice doing better.    

All right, enough generalities.  What, specifically, do you need to learn?  What is this man saying we’re 
doing wrong?  What do we need to change?   

Five things.   

1 You need to learn new tunes, and keep learning more tunes as long as you live.   

2 You need to sing better. 

3 You need to sing more appropriately to the text 

4 You need to think about the words. 

5 You need teach others more words and music.  

1 Now, why do we need to learn new tunes?  Why can’t we just use the tunes we already know?  Is this a 
command from God or just something Michael thinks is cool?  I have to ask myself that, because I do 
think it’s cool, while most people don’t care.  

Well, the Bible does say “Sing a new song to the Lord” Does that mean just new words?   It’s interesting, 
that that isn’t specified.  I think the point is not, new words, or new music.  The point is, Don’t get in a 
rut, don’t keep singing old favorites all the time.  Don’t get too comfortable.  Hm.  That’s an interesting 
point.  We should sometimes be out of our comfort zone, musically.  We should sometimes be on the 
edge.  Sing a New Song. 

Now, obviously we can’t sing only new songs.  We’re supposed to sing the Psalms, and they’re not new.  
And the whole point of learning something is to be familiar with it, so obviously we’re going to sing 
familiar songs sometimes.  Maybe most of the time.  But we should be challenged, from time to time, 
with a new song.  It’s good.  

Now, I love learning new hymn tunes.  I’m a hymn nut.  When I learn a really good tune I didn’t know 
before, it’s so exciting,  I don’t know why everyone isn’t.   When I learned that Becker 97 tune, I thought, 
that is SO COOL!  How did I make it through my whole life without knowing it? 

But not everyone has that passion.  And you don’t have to.  That’s fine.  But I would say, why limit 
yourself?  Why be content with the beauty you’re already familiar with?  Why, because we tend to think 
of beauty as extra.  Things that look pleasant, or sound attractive, they’re nice.  It’s great if you can have 



them.  But they’re not necessary.  Americans I think tend to be this way: we have a very narrow view of 
utility.   

But I don’t think that’s how God looks at it.  God is beautiful.  He created beauty.  He likes it.  He 
surrounds us with beauty.  Righteousness is beautiful.  Sin makes things ugly.  We’re supposed to think 
so.  Judas went out and hanged himself, and falling headlong, he burst open in the middle.  That’s ugly!  
The cripple in Acts 3 went out walking and leaping and praising God.  That’s beautiful!   

God is as much identified with beauty as He is with truth and righteousness.  We shouldn’t be content 
with just a little righteousness, or just whatever truth we happen to pick up along the way.  No!  We’ll 
never say, I’m content with what holiness and understanding I have; I don’t need more.  So why should 
we say that about beauty?  We are trying to brighten the corner where we are.  

So, teaching you new hymn tunes, I’m offering you more beauty.  And I’m telling you where to find even 
more.  It will help you just a little bit to appreciate the beauty of your God and Savior.  It will help you, 
just a little bit, to do what God is doing: making the world more beautiful.  Doing on earth, His will, as 
it’s done in Heaven.  “see to it that you make it according to the pattern which was shown you on the 
mountain.” 

That’s what we’re here on earth for, and attractive, well-written and memorable hymn tunes are a small 
part of that.  

2. All right. Now, by the same token, along with learning more beautiful music, we should learn to make 
all our singing more beautiful.  Why do you need to sing better?  All those same reasons apply.  We are 
singing about God, the most important part of our reality.  God loves beauty.  

But who says you do, by the way?  Who says it’s not good enough?  Well, quite frankly, I say so.  I know 
more about music than you do, I hear things.  Even though I don’t expect a church group to sound like a 
trained choir, it can sound better than it does.  Every group can 

And for the group to sound better, each individual needs to sound better.   If each one of you sang better, 
all of you would sound better.  And what’s more, the better others around you sing, the better you can 
sing.  Years in chorus I noticed that if a poor singer is singing nearby, I feel like I’m singing badly.  

So what can you do? 

-You can sing with a more pleasing voice.  Open back of throat, less nasal, less gruff.  

-You can sing blending better with the rest of the group: not too loud, not too quiet.  Too quiet is much 
more likely: it’s rare that someone really sings too loud.  In fact, take it as a rule of thumb: I’m talking to 
you.  You aren’t singing loud enough.  What I hear, in this group as in most groups, is about 10 or 15 
people singing at the right volume, and 30 or 40 singing too quietly.   

-You can hit the notes more accurately, and don’t slide or be sloppy.  It’s hard to demonstrate this because 
I can’t do it.  Unless I have a headcold, I don’t know how to sing sloppy, like someone being careless.  I 
can sing “the earth belongs to god the lord and all the fullness it contains” but that’s what it sounds like 
when someone doesn’t know how to sing.  It’s different if you do know how and aren’t trying.  But if I 
brought someone up here to demonstrate, that would be cruel.  So at this point I just need to say, hit the 



notes precisely, and don’t slide or be sloppy.  How to show this to you and how to correct it, I need to 
work on.  

-You can pronounce your words more precisely, so other people can understand what you’re saying.  For 
vowels, it doesn’t really sound good to sing the same pronunciation you’d speak.  We say “Th’earth 
bulongs t’God are lord n all the fullnuss I’cuntains.” And that’s okay.  But you need to sing BEE 
LONGS.  For consonants, a lot could be said, most of it is just, make sure you really do say them all.  
This shows up esp at the end of a line, “the world on floods is grounded.” That final ‘d’ is usually skipped 
altogether.  We close our mouth on it, so technically we’re singing it, but we’ve stopped our voice 
already, so no one hears it. 

-You can practice singing comfortably and naturally, so your voice is stronger and doesn’t get tired as 
easily.  Notice I say “practice”.  Joining a choir, and singing every chance you get, is how you build voice 
strength.  Just like with anything, it’s gets stronger with exercise.  But when you sing, don’t strain your 
voice.  If it hurts, it’s wrong.  Too loud or too constricted, or not enough breath, will wear you out.  Not 
enough water will wear you out and hurt you. Singing too high or too low will hurt. And that leads to... 

-You can sing in the right range.  Couple things to say here.   A lot of guys in any congregation sing 
melody in their low register.  Alone, this might sound fine.  In the congregation, it sounds dreadful.  Let 
me demonstrate this.  Some ladies do this too but that’s not a problem; they’re just singing the exact notes 
the men should be singing.  Now of course I know why men do it: the right notes feel too high. Often the 
guys who do it have low voices.  I can just say 1. If it really does hurt to sing that high, don’t do it.  I 
don’t want you to hurt yourself.  But 2. most often, it doesn’t hurt.  It just takes more energy.  It’s hard.  
Well, it won’t be hard if you practice it, and you won’t mind that it’s hard if you throw yourself into it 
enthusiastically.   But what if you simply can’t sing those notes?  Well, you do have another option.  This 
option was created expressly for you, man or woman, who find the melody too high.  And that’s my last 
suggestion: 

-You can sing harmony.  I think this is much more beautiful than unison singing, everyone on melody.  
It’s richer and fuller.  It emphasizes the melody.  It shows unity in diversity.  I could give a whole talk on 
the reasons for harmony singing.  Perhaps I will.  I’m not sure the FORC as a whole is ready for that, 
though some folks are doing it and loving it, and perhaps we’ll put some time into that.  But in case you 
don’t know, if you happen to find most of the songs, most of the church music, too high, it’s because it’s 
too high for you. You should be singing alto, if you’re a woman or a child.  Or you should be singing 
bass, if you’re a man.  It’s not that hard to learn.  It’s just like learning a tune.  It’s a tune that you sing 
along with the tune.  Now, if you’re not used to singing another tune along with the tune, that’s an 
additional hurdle.  But you can do it.  If you can sing a tune, you can sing harmony.  You may need to cup 
your hand to your ear for a while, to make sure you stay on the tune.  But it will come.    

3 You can sing more appropriately to the text. (FILL OUT) 

4 To do that, you need to think about the words.  Here I rebuke myself first of all.  I am much more aware 
of music than words.  Perhaps most people aren’t like that.  (FILL OUT) 

5The last thing we need to do to make our music better is to teach other people.  You need to do what I’m 
doing, for anyone who will listen to you.  If you’re a parent, lead the way.  If you’re a church leader, lead 



the way.  Whatever you know, teach it to those who don’t know: your children, your congregation, 
whoever will listen.   

Teach them what I’m teaching you.  If you know more than they do, about any of this, teach them.  Do 
what I’m doing.  I wish there were 50 people doing this.  Many of them would be better at it.   

Now, this is a burden.  You already have a lot to do, and I’m piling on more?   

If you are excited and enthusiastic about it, it’s more likely to happen.  

Here I think I’ll switch from instructing to storytelling.  A few years back I thought up some vignettes to 
try to get a group of music leaders interested in the long-term vision, of what can be done with this, of 
where we can be.    

I am passionate about the Psalms, but more than that, my vehemence is from something much deeper: 
a grand and long-term vision for musical reformation. Will someone tell me it's too grand and too long-
term?  

Can anyone picture it?  

A family with 6 young children starts the day around the table singing favorites by memory, or with 
just the words. But instead of "I've got the Joy, Joy, Joy, Joy" and "Jesus bids us shine" they're singing 75 
Becker and 139 Land of Rest. The older children request thoughtful tunes like 80 Genevan or 54 
Blaenwern. The littler ones pick 99 Genevan or 33 Zion's Light.  

At lunch, Mom: "It's Jadon's turn to pick the song, so we might as well just start singing, 'The floods 
have lifted up their voice.' " Jadon squeals but his older sister says "Oh, do we have to sing 93 again? 
That's the only thing he ever picks!" "Now sweetheart," Mom says, "You know how many times we had 
to sing "Those who go down to the sea in ships" when you were his age."  

At dinner, Dad: "It's good to have the Turnbridges with us this evening; with Judah and Noah here I 
won't have to sing tenor! Do you all remember the words for Psalm 104, "God makes the grass grow" and 
so on? Do you have any sheets handy, honey?"  

The chorus is singing Psalm 128 Genevan while the wedding guests are being dismissed. The cellist 
notices that many of them are mouthing the words. He signals the leader who turns to the guests after the 
second stanza; "Please sing with us! 'From Zion come your blessing!' "  

The young people stumble in at quarter to one. The parents look up, "Did you have a good time?" 
"Well, the volleyball was pathetic, but we sang a really long time. We must've sung half the Psalter. We 
finally had to stop when Mrs Drakehart noticed that the neighbors had turned off their TV. Man! You 
should've seen Hosanna with that bass drum on 109! O GOD of my PRAISE don't igNORE me in 
SIlence! Bam, bam, bam!"  

Several hundred men and women of all ages gathered for a concert. The moderator: "And while the 
chorus files up, let's prepare our hearts for their message by singing from memory, the Genevan Psalm 
123." Aside to the guitarist: "Can you give me an F?"  



The group arrives at the platform to find the train is 20 minutes late. "Well, we have enough people 
here for a Psalm. Since we’re waiting, how about Genevan 40, 'I waited and I waited'? "  

During the uncertain pause that always follows spontaneous singing, "Do we have enough parts to try 
'Praise the God of Israel.'?" "You mean the Chorus Anthem? Does anybody remember what key it's in?"  

Later, "Hey, James packed his ocarina; could we do Come Unto Me? I mean Nickel's 'Come Unto Me,' 
with the 'da, da da da' violin part?"  

Sunday morning announcements. "And next Sunday the monthly Music Preparation will be outside, at 
the pavilion. Same time, 5pm, Glenn? Yes. For those who don't know, Glenn Zigrang leads the group 
trying out unfamiliar tunes, either newly composed or unjustly neglected. Please forward your 
suggestions to Glenn by this Saturday. And by the way, Glenn says come even if you can't sing parts. We 
need more people to sing just the melody on these new songs."  

 

We have a great deal to recover.  Many musical styles have fallen out of favor: Plainchant, unison and 
harmonized Genevans, German chorales in rhythm, Becker Psalms, Bach and Cruger isometric chorales, 
Scottish Psalm tunes, West gallery music, American folk hymns, Welsh hymn tunes, Oxford movement 
hymnody, Anglican chant, English carols.  In fact, we have yet to recover everything outside the gospel 
song/praise chorus/PWM stream, which is all we have at the moment. Then after that, get ready for the 
future by examining modern High hymnody (Paul Steven Jones, Timothy Dusenbury, et al) and Popular 
hymnody (Stuart Townend, Greg Wilbur, et al). And try to do better at the same time.  

We have many musical forms to recover as well:  Congregations of the past have all used chant, anthem, 
fuging tune, as well as strophic music. Most Christians aren’t even familiar with strophic hymns, but just 
praise choruses! And we'll look for new musical forms at the same time.  

We have many other things to recover.  We have lost singing festivals, acappella singing, 3 and 4 part 
harmony, occasional chorus programs, men and boys choirs, hymn-writing competitions, dynamic 
variation in congregational singing, singing schools, sight-reading instruction to recover. And we need try 
to find new sonorities and venues at the same time.  I expect the Internet will play a part there.  

The future should also see instrumental variety. Today everything is organ or piano or 
guitar/drums/keyboard. Does someone in your congregation play oboe? How about panpipes? A well-
played cello does wonders for fullness of sound, on melody, tenor or bass.  

I'm looking five generations out. It took the Mennonites only 3 or 4 generations to get where they are, but 
we are apparently slower learners and we also have more to do: we have higher goals. And we are more 
independent than they are.  Anabaptists emphasize conformity to one another more than we do.  I keep 
mentioning the Mennonites to show that this goal is not only realistic, it's not that hard. Those pictures all 
came from them, except they'd be singing gospel songs. And minus the instruments. If you don’t like 
hearing about Anabaptists, look at the Welsh. "How Green was My Valley", the book and the movie, 
paints the same picture.  If you have any love of singing, by the end you'll be ready to jump out of your 
skin.  Everybody sings, at every chance, fully and in harmony.  



If only you could see -and hear!- some of these groups which sing so powerfully with so little effort and 
so much joy. They're not first-generations, or third or fifth. Their ancestors did the hard work, in the 
1700s and early 1800s.  They learned to read music, struggled through thin singing, weak parts, wrong 
notes, unenthusiastic kids, tone-deaf parents and listless young people. But now! Their descendants get 
ten times the benefits with a fraction of the work. 

It’s like starting a business.  If you start a new business, you'll be pulling out your hair for years.  But by 
the time you pass it on to your children, it's a lot stronger. There's more capital, more customers, more 
experience. Your heirs have no startup costs. A streamlined business model. They know what works and 
what doesn't. They pass it to their children with the benefits compounded. They get all the perks of 
business ownership with none of the drawbacks.  

We’re just starting.  All beginnings are hard. We're still picking out what works. We're juggling a hundred 
duties at once. Most people don’t care about our vision.  If they did, someone else would have done it 
already.  We're not likely to see much reward. Be thankful if you see any: it's more than you can expect in 
a first generation. 


