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Why Geographers Should Study Christian Congregational Song

Worship through congregational song has been studied—with attention to both texts and music, both practices of composition and reception— using a variety of methods, and by practit
theology, sociology, ethnography, and social and intellectual history—with relatively minimal engagement with geography. Meanwhile, cultural geographers have cultivated a rich body o
Nash & Carney, 1996; Leyshon et al., 1995; Waterman, 2006; Dutty, 2009) with little engagement with Christian congregational song. Here are some reasons we believe singing in worship m

Because Congregational Songs Reflect and Shape Perceptions of the Physical World

and Geopolitics.

- Descriptions of the physical world often feature significantly in collections of congregational song.

- Congregational song identifies those gathered for worship in terms of location. Worshipping communities
come to know who they are, at least in part, by singing about where they are and where they are not.

- Recent movements towards global perspectives on hymnody aim to incorporate critical reflection on various
aspects of Western hegemony alongside increasing appreciation for cultural diversity and plurality within the

self-understanding of all worship communities and their liturgies.

- Recent trends in congregational song also locate the church amidst ongoing ecological concerns for the

global environment.

Because So Many Practices of Congregational Singing Are
So Closely Identified with Geographic Location.

-Patterns of worship practice take shape and particular bodies of literature
take root, not only along theological or sociological lines, but also in terms
of place. Congregational song may become explicitly identified by or
linked with a certain region (for example, Appalachian folk hymns), nation
(for example, Sibelius’ tune FINDLANDIA), or type of geographic location
(for example, urban hymns).

- Connecting songs with places not only affects how people perceive
music, but also how they percetve the potential and meaning of specitic
aces or landscapes. A hymn like “I Come to the Garden Alone” attirms
ens as places for divine encounter, but might also unwittingly suggest
ban streetspaces are not, a tendency that is similar to, and possibly
by country and western music’s tendency to picture cities as
e, isolation, and even godlessness (Wood & Gritzner, 1990).

Use and Reception Confirm Perceptions of
Are “Central” and What Is “Peripheral” in

ood to be the center of the film
abing congregational song have a
\ation can be reinforced by
ot the “worship

pattern of worship that presents a figurative progression from the outer
gate into the inner sanctum of the Holy of Holies (Music, 2001:7).

-Spirituals associated with 19" century American slavery have been used
differently over time to describe, in terms of location, the struggle for and
movement towards freedom. (think “If You Don’t Go, Don’t Hinder Me.”)
-North American congregations their
relationship to places like Nashville (known for its substantial Christian

locate musical practices 1n

recording and publishing industry), Detroit or Memphis (cities with long
histories of association with blues and black gospel).

Andrew M. McCoy, Center for Ministry Studies, Hope College
(co-authored project with John D. Witvliet, Calvin College)

Sound the Bamboo, 2011).
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Because Patterns of Use and Reception Confir
Immigration, Diffusion, Colonization and Colon

-Congregational song and assoclated practices often beco
helping them negotiate their sense of displacement.

-Issues of power, money, globalization, and colonialism.
Western colonialism throughout many parts of the world («
2008). Yet Groody (2007: 216) also describes congregational
colonialism and globalization: “Music is one of the primary
is often one of the ways in which oppressed groups in partic
-Critical examination provides impetus for growing move
instruments and musical practices back into Christian liturg

observations and exp

ers of several academic disciplines including musicology,
dies of geography of music (Carney, 1990, 1994, 1998;
5 for geographical research...

ye and Sometimes Resist Patterns of
and Globalization.
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published late 2013 as “Putting Christian Congregational Song on
et’s Map,” in Brunn, Stanley D., The Changing World Religion
Places, Identities, Practices and Politics, Springer Publishing.
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