
How music points us to God. A reflection on engaging with Choral Worship. 

Welcome to the second evening in this series entitled ‘Music and Worship.’ In the first 
talk, David looked at different musical styles, both classical and contemporary, and 
tackled the question of why music is important in worship. He then turned that around 
and suggested that worship was important for music. Tonight we will be focused 
exclusively on the realm of more traditional forms of worship. I want first to look at 
how music points us towards God both in its nature and in its construction. I want 
then to look at an example of how music and text can work powerfully together to 
move us emotionally. To put this another way, we will look at the worship of the mind 
and then the worship of the heart.  And in the final section, I want to look at the 
service of Choral Evensong and offer some suggestions as to how we might engage 
with it. This evening will start off being quite theological and gradually become more 
practical.  

O Nata Lux by Thomas Tallis –  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tp5hrYAYJNs 

Hail, Gladdening Light by Charles Wood-  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=acGGSCZAjsg 

I will begin by telling you about my friend Erik. He is probably one of the keenest 
intellectual minds that I have met. He speaks five languages fluently and has a PHD 
from Cambridge. One day in his room at Cambridge University, he was listening to 
Gustav Mahler’s monumental Symphony no.2, otherwise known as the ‘Resurrection’ 
symphony. If you don’t know this work, I would encourage you to listen to it. It is, in 
my opinion, one of the greatest creations of western art across any genre; and like so 
many of Mahler’s symphonies, it takes the listener on a journey from hopelessness to 
hope, from purposelessness to purpose. The final movement ends with the chorus 
singing the words ‘Auferstehn, ja auferstehn.’ (You will rise again). Erik was listening 
to this and was converted to Christianity on the spot.  He is now the Abbott of a 
Trappist monastery in Leicestershire, where they get up to pray at 3am every morning 
before going off to make their beer!  

This story, and those of others who I know or have read about, touches on something 
that is important: this sense of longing or yearning that lives inside of each one of us. 
We feel this same sense of longing in various different areas of our lives. Romantic 
relationships would be a good example. Even in the best relationships, we experience 
a sense of something that remains unattainable. We become acutely aware of the fact 
that there are parts of us that nobody else will ever fully comprehend, even the one 
closest to us and there are parts of the other that we will never fully comprehend 
either. We remain at some level a mystery to others, and they to us.  

Pope Saint John Paul II wrote about this experience, which he called ‘original 
solitude.’ He traces it back to the garden of Eden and explains how this was the 
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feeling that Adam felt when he was alone in the garden. This feeling of loneliness in 
Adam led to a feeling of longing for another. This feeling is, therefore, in our spiritual 
DNA, inherited from the first man. And John Paul II goes on to say that this 
experience of original solitude that we all feel is supposed to be there precisely 
because it points us to the Other, the One who can truly satisfy those feelings of 
longing. This is the link that my friend Erik made in his room in Cambridge. The 
experience of listening to great music can arouse in us this sense of longing, this 
feeling that we want something more. 

This happens precisely because music is bound by its limitations. Time would be one 
such limitation. Once the music stops, it is finished. But by virtue of those limitations, 
it should point us beyond, to the satisfaction of the longing that is aroused. It will do 
this, as it did to my friend Erik, if we are open to hearing, in that longing that we 
experience, what it wants to point us to. Great music should always leave us wanting 
more. It should fill us with that longing for something deeper. And in that longing, we 
hear an invitation to seek God.  

This longing is awakened in us by beauty. The obvious example of this would be the 
man who sees the beautiful girl across the room and his longing is awakened. Beauty 
in music or architecture, for example, can arouse the same emotion in us. We are 
drawn to what is beautiful and that beauty can disarm us, leaving us open to receiving 
a deeper message behind it. Christian theology has for a long time understood that the 
deepest desires of man are for what is good, beautiful and true. God is the ultimate 
expression of Goodness, Beauty and Truth and wherever those things are to be found, 
therein God is. But crucially, it also understands that because God is found where 
those things are, wherever one of these components is present, the others will be there 
too. So where there is beauty, goodness and truth are present also. Who can deny the 
beauty in a great piece of music? And when we hear that beauty, we are, even if we do 
not realise it, coming into contact with God who is One, with the One who is the 
ultimate desire of man.  

Sometimes this connection is made directly by the individual who experiences beauty, 
such as in the case of my friend who walked into Westminster Cathedral one day an 
atheist and walked out an hour later a Christian. However, I like what Fr Robert 
Barron, an American Bishop, says about beauty. He calls it the arrow of 
Evangelisation. It can be a good way to lead off, but it must lead to truth and 
goodness. This is where music in combination with text or verbal explanation can be 
so powerful. I am going to return to this more fully later on when we will analyse a 
musical example together. But in the meantime, let us hear a piece of music and let us 
delight in the beauty to which it is pointing.  

Ego Flos Campi by Jacob Clemens ‘non Papa’ –  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dIEih20lZkE 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dIEih20lZkE


So the music is pointing us to God in its essence. I also believe that it does this in its 
construction. Let me briefly show how: 

David mentioned in his first talk about the importance of engaging all our faculties in 
worship – heart, soul, mind and strength. Classical music can move us but within a 
complexity that at times is almost mesmerising and beyond comprehension. It offers 
us the chance to combine our intellects with our emotions.  A part of this complexity 
is the contrapuntal nature of much classical music. Counterpoint (from the Latin 
words contra – against and punctus – point) is simply where two or more parts are 
heard at the same time but performing independent melodies. We can demonstrate this 
now in the choir by making up some three-part counterpoint. What we have just 
created there is a beautiful musical description of the Trinity: three parts are 
independent but sound as one. I believe that all contrapuntal music, whether in three 
parts or more, carries this hallmark of the complexity and the Trinitarian nature of the 
Creator within it.  

One of the masters of counterpoint was J.S.Bach and there is no finer example than 
his B minor mass. The choir are now going to sing the movement ‘Gratias agimus tibi 
proper magnam gloriam.’ See if you can hear how all the parts weave in and out of 
each other and come in at different times. There are two tunes to listen for: the first is 
a smooth, steady melody on the words ‘Gratias agimus tibi.’ The second is a faster-
moving point on the words ‘propter magnam gloriam tuam.’ Bach introduces these 
themes one at a time and then brings them together. I think that you will agree that 
this is a fitting setting of the words ‘we give you thanks for your great glory.’ There is 
something of the complexity and glory of God in this setting. But whether you want 
to sit and try to hear it in its intricacies, or whether you just want to allow the 
wonderful sound to wash over you, it does not really matter. Sometimes we try to 
analyse God in His complexity, at other times we just stand back and admire.  

Gratias Agimus Tibi by J.S.Bach –  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C5ohS-o4kys 

If we are to experience God at Choral Evensong, it is important that we allow the 
music to tug at our emotional heartstrings. In an age where we are saturated with 
music, we can, if we are not careful, let it pass us by. Having our emotions engaged in 
worship is important in the same way that we are physically and intellectually 
engaged. In choral worship, our physicality is expressed through things like sitting, 
standing, kneeling, opening our hands and singing hymns. And music is a key element 
in engaging our emotions.  

One of the things in music that aids the emotional engagement is the relationship 
between tension and resolution. This has been the underlying feature of western 
classical music since the medieval period. Harmony is fundamentally satisfying 
because of its ability to create tension and then to resolve that tension. The point 
about tension and resolution in harmony is that it is a mirror of our lives. Our lives 
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have moments of tension and moments of repose. If I have an argument with 
someone, it creates a dissonance within me and between me and the other person. 
When we resolve our differences, this is often accompanied by a feeling of relief, or, a 
consonance. In music, we feel this, even if we cannot analyse it. It is one of the 
reasons why music can connect us to our pain and open the way for healing. We like 
the feeling of resolution and feel uncomfortable without it. It is said, incidentally, that 
Bach’s servant used to get his master out of bed in the morning by going to his piano 
and playing an unresolved dominant 7th. Bach simply had to get out of bed and 
resolve the chord at the piano himself!  

This is something that is borne out at a micro and a macro level within a particular 
piece of music. When this is combined with a Christian theme or text, it can be 
particularly powerful. I mentioned my friend Erik and his relationship with Mahler’s 
‘Resurrection’ symphony. Mahler asks himself in this work what the point of our 
existence is. In some ways it is reminiscent of the struggle of many of the Old 
Testament writers. I am thinking for example of the author of Ecclesiastes who states 
that ‘all is vanity.’ But the symphony echoes the resounding hope of scripture that 
‘Even so in Christ, shall all be made alive.’ Those that return to dust in Jesus Christ 
will rise again to everlasting glory. The purpose behind life’s struggle suddenly 
becomes clear and takes on ultimate meaning. In the music, this is borne out in a 
journey of harmonic tension and discomfort that resolves into a long finale of glorious 
harmonic consonance. The harmony resolves itself just as the answers to life’s 
problems are resolved in Christ.  

How does this pertain to spiritual matters? I would like to propose an answer to this 
question using the example of Mozart’s ‘Ave Verum Corpus.’ Ave Verum is one of the 
last pieces of music that the dying composer wrote.  I will explain briefly how Mozart 
responds to the text through this idea of tension and resolution.  

At the start, the text is an adoration: ‘Hail, true body, born of the Virgin Mary.’ There 
is a serenity and sweetness to the harmony, which sits over a very still bass line. We 
are gazing at God in stillness. There are very few dissonances, notably one on the 
word ‘corpus’ (body), reminding us of the fragility of Jesus in his human nature. 
Interestingly, just a few bars later, Mozart echoes this dissonance, using the same one 
on the word ‘Virgine,’ reminding us of the relationship between Jesus and his mother. 
But when we get to the text about Jesus dying on the cross for men (‘in cruce pro 
homine’), Mozart employs a string of dissonances, resolving to a beautiful A major.  
The resolution to this tension should allow us to sense something of the sacrifice that 
has been performed on our behalf that is the resolution to the problem of our 
sinfulness. It is an invitation to experience the peace that the cross brings, perhaps 
something of the pain of it as well. 

But this is not all. The text goes on to talk about how Jesus was pierced and then his 
side flowed with water and blood. Here the harmony becomes more dissonant. Listen 
for example for the chords on ‘sanguine’ (blood) with the expressive semitonal shift 
in the bass moving from A to G sharp. Then in the final section, the text turns 



prayerful. ‘May your death be an example to us in the hour of our death.’ Mozart 
increases the tension and sense of longing in this prayer by gradually asking the 
singers to sing higher and higher. It is important to remember at this point that what 
we are waiting for is the final D major chord but Mozart wants to delay this 
resolution, creating tension and an increased sense of fervour in the request. When the 
final resolution does come, it feels all the more final as a result: the resolution of 
death, of being forever at peace, in heaven with God. This is the Christian hope, 
beautifully reflected in this exquisite miniature. The struggle of life and its resolution 
in Christ at the cross, all reflected in harmonic tension and resolution.  

Ave Verum Corpus by Mozart – 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DsUWFVKJwBM 

I want to offer some brief thoughts on the service of evensong and to suggest some 
things that may help us to engage with it. For those that are unfamiliar with the 
service, it is a service of prayer and worship, lead by the choir, which gives an 
overview of salvation history through Old and New Testament readings that carry a 
unified message, psalms, an anthem and the repeated texts of the Magnificat and 
Nunc Dimittis.  

It should go without saying that there is more than one way to engage with evensong. 
We are all different and we come with different things that are going on in our lives 
that affect how we engage. This is as it should be with God if our relationship with 
Him is to be real. These are, however, some things that I have found helpful.  

I like to see evensong as a conversation between me and the Father, all played out 
through the scriptures, enhanced and elevated by the music. There are times when I 
am listening (in the readings for example) and times when I am speaking (such as in 
the psalm). This combination of listening and responding opens the way for a 
beautiful dialogue with God.  

I allow myself the freedom either to engage with the texts directly or to allow those 
texts or the music take me into things in my life or the life of someone else that needs 
deeper prayer. Sometimes I am in praise, at other times I am gazing at God or a 
particular facet of His character. Sometimes I am seeing something of my own 
character reflected back to me, something that needs to change in my life, an area that 
God is highlighting, perhaps through a line in a psalm.  

We will hear now some pieces that you might hear at evensong. The first is a psalm. 
Praying the psalms has been a part of Christian prayer since the very beginning of the 
church. Paul reminds us to speak among ourselves in ‘psalms, hymns and spiritual 
songs.’ (In some way, this is quite a good summary of the different parts of 
evensong!). But the praying of psalms goes even further back to the practice of 
ancient Israel and connects us therefore to the Jewish roots of our faith.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DsUWFVKJwBM


I have a simple way of praying the psalms where I pray the words as I hear them and 
make them my own. I am amazed at how relevant these ancient texts are to my life 
today. So often they seem to speak directly into a situation that needs my prayer. 
However, another way that you may wish to engage is to focus on just one line or 
word of the psalm that strikes you and, turning that line over in your head, allow it to 
take you into more spontaneous prayer as the music continues. It may be that this 
word or phrase is something that you take away with you and come back to at various 
points in your day.  

Psalm 121 – Walford Davies – 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xkIrg0SDSoQ 

To finish, we are going to hear two pieces that bring us back to the theme of light that 
was explored in the first two items. Te Lucis ante Terminum by Thomas Tallis and a 
setting of the Nunc Dimittis by Gustav Holst. Both of these are in Latin. With works 
like this, I like to use my imagination to help me engage. The first item is a prayer 
asking for God’s protection at the end of the day. One way of listening to this might 
be to sit with your eyes closed and just imagine God’s protection around you; to sit 
and feel safe in the loving arms of the Father.  

Te Lucis ante Terminum by Thomas Tallis –  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-EsWhz-964U 

The Nunc Dimittis is the prayer of the old man Simeon in the temple. Simeon has 
been waiting at the temple because he has been told by God that he will not die until 
he has seen the Messiah. Here he holds aloft the baby Jesus and says ‘for my eyes 
have seen Thy salvation.’ One way of engaging with this might be to picture this 
scene in you mind’s eye; to gaze upon that baby yourself, to adore the one who is 
your salvation, ‘the light to lighten the gentiles.’  

Alternatively, another way that I like to engage is simply by asking the Holy Spirit to 
minister to me through the music. If you have the gift of tongues, this might be a good 
opportunity to use this gift. I see this as similar to the charismatic concept of soaking 
in the Spirit. I remember sitting in Choral Evensong once at King’s College, 
Cambridge listening to a grand piece of English choral music called ‘Vox Dicentis’ by 
Edward Naylor. I was not engaging with the text of the anthem directly, but it was, 
nonetheless, a healing experience. Music has the capacity to put us in touch with 
painful areas of our life, which, once accessed, can be open for God’s healing touch. 
Sometimes the Spirit brings things to mind that I need to hear at that moment. At 
other times I might just experience a sense of the presence of God and His peace or 
joy.  There might be a word of scripture later in the service that speaks into what I am 
thinking or feeling. How I then choose to respond to or engage with what I feel or 
hear is up to me. In other words, I allow God to touch me through the music and this 
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is then a springboard for deeper prayer and intimacy with the Father. It can be a place 
of deep healing.  

Nunc Dimittis by Gustav Holst – 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OZcqFxljJ_s 
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