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Coda – noun: 1) Music. a more or less independent passage, at the end of a composition, introduced 
to bring it to a satisfactory close. … 3) a concluding section or part, esp. one of a conventional form 
and serving as a summation of preceding themes, motifs, etc., as in a work of literature or drama

1
.  

The musical function of codas: Charles Burkhart … suggests that the reason codas are common, even 
necessary, is that in the climax of the main body of a piece a "particularly effortful passage", often an 
expanded phrase, is often created by "working an idea through to its structural conclusions" and that 
after all this momentum is created a coda is required to "look back" on the main body, allow listeners 
to "take it all in", and "create a sense of balance."
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In a recent article entitled Music that Writes Culture, Darrow Miller explores the theme of what 
constitutes music which has the power to transform, shape or “write” a society or culture3. In it he 
wonderfully unfolds the music of Isaac Watts, in particular his familiar hymn Joy to the World. Darrow 
develops the theme that music which conveys truth, beauty, and goodness from the worldview of 
biblical wholism, the whole story of the Bible interacting with the whole of creation, man, society and 
culture, is music that will transform, shape or write culture toward the kingdom of God. It is music that 
will cause “Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in Heaven.” Like the main movement of 
a musical piece, Darrow works these ideas through to their logical conclusions. My hope is that, like the 
coda of a musical work, this paper will create a space for the reader to reflect on what has been said, 
and fit it into a broader framework of what constitutes music that has the power to deeply shape 
culture.4  

Darrow’s article prompted me to undertake a brief biographical review of the life of Isaac Watts. I was 
looking for more hints of the power of Watts’ music to shape a culture, beyond the observations made 
concerning this one particular work. Watts is considered the father of modern English hymnody and as 
such, he brought a change to church music that influenced not only his own 18th century English culture, 
but also other cultures around the world. From this review, and my own limited study and practice of 
music, particularly in relation to Christian worship, I would propose that music which shapes culture has 
the following four principal components: 

1. Doctrinal objectivity:5 the music truly presents and supports the underlying belief 
system/worldview [faith] 

2. Emotional or spiritual subjectivity:6 the music conveys the “feel,” the spiritual & emotional 
experience of the underlying belief system, as well as the experiential connection of one with 
that belief system 

 

Equipping the Church to Transform the World  
 
 

www.disciplenations.org  



3. Culturally relevant and understandable sounds and rhythms 

4. The intent, heart, of the musician and, to some lesser degree the recipient. 

The Wikipedia article on Watts (quoting music scholar Stephen Marini) states: “By ’doctrinal objectivity’ 
Marini means that Watts’ verse … ‘presented Christian doctrinal content with the explicit confidence 
that befits affirmations of faith.’” 7 This aspect of culture-shaping music is the theme that Darrow very 
thoroughly explores. In other words, culture-shaping music tells the truth of the underlying worldview. 
To write the culture of the kingdom of God, a piece of music must tell the truth of the biblical wholistic 
worldview. Darrow demonstrates that Joy to the World does this. Further it speaks of the goodness of 
the worldview and demonstrates its beauty. Such music creates a bridge from mind to heart for truth, 
beauty and goodness (or their antitheses, as we will see) to cross. 

Reality is not realized by reason alone. Man, created in the image of God (imago Dei), is both mind and 
heart, both reason and emotion, objective and subjective. He apprehends truth both rationally and 
experientially. Take, for example, the reality of a tree. The word tree creates a mental image of the 
object; it doesn’t represent the object itself but the idea of the object. If I were raised in a culture whose 
entire territory was savannah (or prairie), I might be able to grasp the idea of a tree by extension from a 
low bush or shrub that I find around me. However, I will not fully realize what a tree (or mountain, or 
subway or skyscraper) is—especially an American giant redwood, or jungle teak—until I actually go to 
the forest and experience one. In the same way, music which has transforming impact must not only 
engage the mind with truth, but also build an experiential connection from our emotions and spirit to 
that truth. It must have an “emotional subjectivity.” 

When describing Watts as the father of modern hymnody, Marini states : “Watts led the way in the 
inclusion in worship of ‘original songs of Christian experience’ … By *emotional subjectivity+ he means 
that ‘Watts' voice broke down the distance between poet and singer and invested the text with personal 
spirituality.’”8 This is the second theme of music that writes culture.  

Watts’ music was significant in that it both spoke the truth and built a bridge for one to experientially 
connect with that truth. We can see this in another of his better-known hymns, When I Survey The 
Wondrous Cross: 

When I survey the wondrous cross, 
On which the Prince of Glory died. 
My greatest gain I count but loss, 
and pour contempt on all my pride. 

Forbid it, Lord, that I should boast, 
Save in the death of Christ my God! 
All the vain things that charm me most, 
I sacrifice them to His blood. 

See from His head, His hands, His feet, 
Sorrow and love flow mingled down! 
Did e’er such love and sorrow meet, 
Or thorns compose so rich a crown? 

His dying crimson, like a robe, 
Spreads o’er His body on the tree; 
Then I am dead to all the globe, 
And all the globe is dead to me. 

Were the whole realm of nature mine, 
That were a present far too small; 
Love so amazing, so divine, 
Demands my soul, my life, my all. 

 

 

 

 



In just the first stanza we see the truth of the cross and its wonder. We also see the Pauline theme of 
the futility of our works, and of laying down anything one may boast in and only boast in the cross.9 In 
this hymn we hear the truth and feel, with the poet, the response of a heart connected to that truth.  

In our modern context, John Barnett, a worship leader and songwriter (perhaps best known for the 
chorus Holy and Anointed One and his wife Marie’s chorus Breathe) has written a similar song that 
connects us to the beauty and the pain of the cross, entitled Man of Sorrows. Another picture, this one 
of Psalm 42-43 and Job 15:13, seen through the lens of I Peter 1 & James 1 (“consider it pure joy … when 
you face trials of many kinds”), can be found in the song Kiss The Son by Kevin Prosch. In this song the 
connection is the response of worship no matter what the circumstance, worship that becomes a sweet 
fragrance before God and the world. 

 

Man of Sorrows – John Barnett  
Man of sorrows, Word became flesh 
Suffering in silence, tasting my death 
Blood that flowed from innocent veins 
Beautiful agony poured out on Calvary 
Beautiful agony, poured out for me 

Priest or Prophet, Servant or King 
Friend of sinners, You're all of these things 
You gave Your life so I could be free 
Beautiful agony poured out on Calvary 
Beautiful agony, poured out for me 

Chorus 
And what can I give You in return 
For grace undeserved and mercy unearned 
Man of sorrows how could this be? 
You'd be a ransom for me? 

Father forgive us for what we have done 
Thank You for sending Your only Son 
Faithful in life and faithful in death 
Beautiful agony poured out on Calvary 
Beautiful agony, poured out for me 

© John Barnett 

Kiss The Son – Kevin Prosch 
When you've been broken,  
 broken to pieces. 
And Your heart begins to faint 
'cause you don't understand. 
And when there is nothing, 
to rake from the ashes. 
And you can't even walk 
onto the fields of praise. 

Chorus 

But I bow down and kiss the Son. 
Oh, and I bow down and kiss the Son. 

Let the praise of the Lord be in my mouth. 
Let the praise of the Lord be in my mouth. 

Well, though You slay me, I will trust You, Lord. 
Well, though You slay me, I will trust You, Lord. 
Though You slay me, I will trust You, Lord. 
Though You slay me, I will trust You, Lord. 

When the rock falls,  
 falls upon you. 
And you get ground to dust 
no music for your pain. 
You open the windows, 
the windows of heaven. 
And then You opened me 
and You crushed me like a rose. 
Chorus 
©1994 7th Time Music  

Prior to Watts, most songs of the church were Old Testament poetry, which was sometimes translated 
into the vernacular. Watts introduced “original songs of Christian experience”10; a ‘new’ extra-biblical 
poetry, though one firmly rooted in Biblical truth. A gifted poet, as well as theologian and logician, with 
a propensity for rhyme, Watts’ not only opened the door for this new extra-biblical poetry, but did so in 



the style and sound of the poetry of his day, poetry that then easily adapted to the melodies of his 18th 
century English culture. He wrote with a culturally relevant sound. 

Every culture has a unique sound—its own heart song. This sound is expressed through the culture’s 
language and its music.11 By music, we mean a series of tones, sounds of discreet pitches, which are 
organized in a unique pattern and timing, meter and rhythm. This sound rings in the rituals and tells the 
stories of a people. As a bridge12 into this theme, let us pause for a moment and speak directly to the 
concept of culture and the power of music within that concept. 

The English word culture is a direct descendent of the Latin cultura whose primary meaning is tilling or a 
tilled place (other derivatives—agriculture, horticulture). While not the meaning of culture we are 
directly using, this root meaning has direct implications as it ties this discussion to the Creation Mandate 
found in the story of Creation, and the Fall, in Genesis 1-3. This mandate, briefly stated, is to “be fruitful 
and multiply …” and subdue, that is exercise dominion, steward or develop, the earth [creation]. One 
aspect of this is the tilling of the soil and tending the Garden: the development of the earth both 
agriculturally and its mineral and other resources. The other is the development of people, society, and 
governance or culture, also known as the Cultural Mandate.13  

While one meaning of culture [cultura] is to till or cultivate, the primary meaning we are using has to do 
with the beliefs, principles and metaphysic of a people, their worldview/belief system, their gods and 
ceremonies.14 In nearly every culture music, and language obviously, is an integral part of the worship 
system—for the rituals and celebrations of beliefs and the movement of life. Music and language are 
also intertwined storytelling tools in most cultures.15 Thus the sounds of a culture tell the story of the 
earth, the gods, and men. Music and language, the sounds of a culture, are a fertile field for the growth 
of ideas. 

Almost all agree that the language and music of the people is a major part of what constitutes the 
“culture” of the people. On one hand this is obvious, especially with language. The thoughts, ideas, and 
stories of the people are expressed in its language. Further, music is one of, if not the, main avenues of 
the creative expression of a people and the one most closely allied to language. Music, along with its 
close cousin dance, is the only non-lingual creative expression requiring no other medium or tool than 
the human voice and body. Language expresses the ideas and music connects the ideas to experience, 
bridging the heart-mind gap. Together they sing the sum of the ways of living and believing of a people 
and pass that story on to the next generation. This is the song that writes culture. 

Secondly, by culturally relevant sound, we are not necessarily talking about just the historical, traditional 
sound of the culture. Rather, it is a sound that to the culture, at a particular moment, creates an 
environment that is conducive to unhindered growth and development. This could be any particular 
musical style or a blend of styles, often combining historical sounds and sounds of other cultures. An 
example of this would be the “Bollywood” style predominant in India at the moment. 

With these foundations laid, let us unfold this theme of a relevant sound. Music that writes culture is 
primarily a new and unique expression of the ideas, the doctrines if one would, and the experiential 
connection one desires to write in to a people, in the language and current music of that people. This 
can come through interpretation of existing songs of other cultures or through new songs. This is what 
Watts did in his day. He wrote a new song, rooted in the ancient song of the heavens, expressed in the 
song of his people. 



I use “interpretation” and “new songs” instead of “translation” here on purpose. There are dynamics of 

both language and music behind this. For our purposes we will set aside a discussion of the issues of 
translating poetry inherent in the logical & psychological dimensions of language. E.g. “roast pork” and 
“roast swine meat” have the same logical dimension (meaning) in English but very different 
psychological (emotional) dimensions.16 Only “interpretation” will correctly render these terms both 
objectively and subjectively. Instead, we will only look at some relationships between language and 
music. This second dynamic can be viewed in terms of tone (sound of a discrete pitch) and time (better 
known as meter and rhythm). These two factors (semantics and sound as tone / time) are behind Watts 
“new poetry” and gave power to his music. 

The easier place to see this interaction, and why “new” or “interpreted” songs versus “translated” songs 
are key, is in rhythm and meter. The meter and rhythm of a culture’s language and its music are 
synchronized. We can see this by looking at a couple of simple examples. Meter is a division of a piece, 
or a phrase, into blocks of equal counts or beats. Rhythm is the pattern within those blocks. In English 
“my heart” has a meter of two, or four if you would, beats and an even rhythm, 1*-2]—3[-4]. This same 
phrase in Spanish, “mi corazón”, will also fit in a meter of four, but with the rhythm of 1—2-3—4. 
Similarly the English “Holy Spirit” (again 4 beats, 1-2—3-4) is “Heiligen Geist” in German and could 
actually be in a meter of three beats (1-2-3—4[-5-6]). These examples show the implication of matching 
words to the meter and rhythm of melodies. The Spanish, sung to the rhythm of the English, could 
sound odd to the Spanish speaker. 

The second aspect is tone. Some languages, like English (or Spanish and its Latin siblings), are mono-
tonal semantically. That is, the tone (high, low etc.) or tone change (e.g. low to high) make no difference 
to the meaning of the phonetic sound other than emphasis or emption. Others—Mandarin, Cantonese, 
and Thai for example—are tonal. In Mandarin and Cantonese the word for pig and the word for lord 
have the same phonetic sound but the first is said with a level tone and the second with a rising tone. 
Now look at a well-known hymn by Fanny Crosby—To God Be the Glory. We only need to look at a 
segment of the first stanza and the beginning of the chorus (if one recalls the melody) to see the point. 

To God be the glory, great things He has done 
So loved He the world that he gave us His Son 
… 
Chorus 
Praise the Lord, Praise the Lord 
Let the earth hear his voice 
Praise the Lord, Praise the Lord 
Let the people rejoice … 

When the word Lord in the chorus is translated literally (word for word) the Mandarin or Cantonese 
speaker will hear “to God be the glory …He gave us his Son … Praise the Pig, Praise the Pig …” When the 
tone of the melody (level, one pitch), is matched to the phonetic sound of a word, The Lord [God] 
becomes a pig—a culturally irreverent sound! A more humorous (and telling) example also comes from 
a pastor friend in Hong Kong. To quote from his letter to me “The other song is ‘I am loved by and *sic+ 
everlasting love’ – but when translated directly into Cantonese, the Chinese when sung meant – ‘I am 
sad because of your eternal stupidity.” 

From this discussion we can see that when one works at odds with the sound[s] relevant to the culture, 
the wrong thing can be written. When one works with the sounds that already tell ideas and stories that 
are accepted as true and relevant to life, a new song can be written into a culture and indeed, a culture 



can be rewritten. Tom Avery and Paul Neely state, “No musical instrument is inherently godly or pagan. 
Nor does any instrument produce sounds that are inherently evil or good, nor can the sound of any 
instrument cause us to behave in a certain way unless our will is already set that direction. The sound of 
an instrument can help to set up emotional moods, to be sure, but the connection between emotions 
and instrumental sounds is culture-bound and context-bound. … To people within a shared sociomusical 
culture, their instrumental sounds carry associative meaning; that is, meaning acquired through time 
and the consensus of people in the local area.”17 The sounds, in and of themselves, are neither good nor 
evil, but are a fertile field in which ideas can grow and take shape. 

One of the parables of Jesus about the Kingdom is found in Matthew 13:24-30: 
Jesus told them another parable: “The Kingdom of Heaven is like a man who sowed good seed in 
his field. But while everyone was sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat, 
and went away. When the wheat sprouted and formed heads, then the weeds also appeared.  
“The owner’s servants came to him and said, ‘Sir, didn’t you sow good seed in your field? Where 
then did the weeds come from?’  
“‘An enemy did this,’ he replied. “ 
 “The servants asked him, ‘Do you want us to go and pull them up?’ 
 “‘No,’ he answered, ‘because while you are pulling the weeds, you may root up the wheat with 
them. Let both grow together until the harvest. At that time I will tell the harvesters: First collect 
the weeds and tie them in bundles to be burned; then gather the wheat and bring it into my 
barn.’” 

While Jesus supplies the direct, specific interpretation of this parable in verses 36-43, there are also 
some transcendent Kingdom principles that can be found here which apply to our discussion. This 
becomes clear when one looks at this parable through the lens of Genesis 1:28-29, 2:15 and 3:17-19 
where we see God’s mandate to man to develop (till or cultivate) creation (this includes the writing of 
culture) and the warping effect of the Fall in the “curse”. My point here is that in both the parable and 
the Genesis passages the same soil brought forth wheat and weeds, good and evil fruit. The soil, earth, 
is merely the medium for the growth of the seed. Likewise music—the same music—can write either 
heaven’s culture or hell’s culture. It can tell the story of life or death. It all depends on the intent of the 
one who sows [sings] and the seed that is sown.  

The first two aspects of music that writes culture, doctrinal objectivity and emotional subjectivity, deal 
with the seed. The third aspect, culturally relevant sound, looks at the field. Let us now look at the intent 
of the heart of the poet/singer—the one who sows this good seed. Jesus, in speaking of the disciples not 
washing their hands at one point, said that it is not what goes into a man [from the outside, such as 
food] that defiles him, but rather that which flows from the heart.18 In the Sermon on the Mount,19 he 
expands certain sins (adultery, murder) to include, and indeed to be rooted in, what is in the heart. 
James, in speaking of the power of the tongue,20 asks the rhetorical question “Can a *man’s tongue+ both 
bless and curse, can a spring bring forth both fresh and salt water?” The implied answer “Yes, but it 
should not be this way.” The tongue is man’s primary sound maker, the most fundamental musical 
instrument. Along with all creation it cries out for redemption, as does music and all the other 
instruments that are used to produce it. Christ’s blood was shed for the redemption of all things – 
including all music and instruments.21 It is time they be tilled to produce a kingdom harvest. Avery and 
Neely state this beautifully: 

What matters is the intent of the people using the instruments, not the materials themselves. A 
missionary in Thailand thought that the khaen (free reed bamboo aerophone) could not be used for 
worship in church because of past associations with spirit worship. But a new Christian in that town said, 
"I used to use my mouth for praising other spirits before I met the true God; I used many parts of my body 



and mind for worshiping spirits. But God cleansed all that in me. Why can't he cleanse the instruments 
too?”  

We are left with a feeling that God looks not so much at the intricate stringing of the sitar [an Indian 
stringed instrument], or at the shining sea of bobbing brass bells of a tuba choir, or at the intricate 
woodwork with lacquered inlaid designs on an oud [a lyre or mandolin like Armenian instrument], or at 
the secret varnish that makes the violin sing like an angel. We have a feeling that God looks most of all at 
the heart of the one playing the instrument. Therefore let us offer up our lives as a sacrifice of praise and 
pray, "Play upon the strings of my heart, Lord Jesus."

22
 

A few examples may help harmonize these ideas. Watts’ music brings all these elements together. He 
wrote his first hymn in response to a challenge from his father that if he didn’t like the music in the 
church he should write something better. Which he promptly did; and then did again and again and 
again, and in doing so he wrote into his culture. Darrow Miller tells the story of speaking to a group of 
Christian worship leaders and asked them what [pop singer] Madonna was doing on her current tour in 
Japan. His answer was that she was making disciples, i.e., she was writing culture. If we look at her music 
we see all the needed elements (albeit as weeds not wheat): a “doctrinal” objectivity, the doctrines of 
hedonism, nihilism, relativism, narcissism and a few other isms and schisms thrown in; emotional 
subjectivity; experiential connection; culturally relevant sound and the clear intent of her heart to 
spread this worldview. On the positive side, there is a group of musicians, in a burgeoning church 
movement in the state of Andhra Pradesh, India, who are walking in Watts’ footsteps. They are taking 
Psalms and other Old Testament poetry and interpreting them through the lens of the Gospel into their 
language (Telegu) then setting this new poetry to the Bollywood sound mentioned earlier. I’ll finish with 
a story of my own. 

At one time I lead a prayer meeting whose format included a printed [liturgical] outline as a meditative 
guide. The total expression of praise, prayers and worship, however, was with non-verbal music only. I 
used hand drums (and other hand percussion) and Native American flutes. One day a visitor came who, 
at the end, told me he almost left when he saw my flutes but decided to stay. He related that it had 
been one of the most uplifting prayer meetings he’d ever been in, and that he had been freed from 
something that had been tormenting and binding him for ten years. He related that ten years before, in 
his search for God, he had an encounter with a Native American medicine man (a shaman). This man 
played the same style flute over him and something had bound him in an area of his life since that time 
(he didn’t tell me what). This is why he’d been leery when he saw my flutes. He said that my playing 
them—using the same style melodies and sounds, only unto God—freed something inside him. The 
intent of the heart (and the seed of the Word behind it) was the only difference. The sound of this flute 
had been redeemed for him. 

Music that would write culture must speak to the cult, the worship, of a people. Unless the cult sings to 
heaven, unless the cult puts man as imago Dei, unless the cult celebrates the beauty of creation and the 
Creator, the song of a people will produce weeds. John, in his Revelation, speaks of the glory of God in 
the New Jerusalem and the kings [nations or ethnos / peoples] bringing their glory before the Glory of 
Heaven.23 What will this glory [of a people] be if not imago Dei as that nation reflects, individually and 
communally, the oneness and community of the Triune God through the song they sing, the story they 
tell, the culture they have written? We’ve A Story To Tell To The Nations, a hymn by H. Ernest Nichol, 
poses the call to sing the song that writes God’s Story into every people. In closing, to paraphrase a 
saying Darrow uses, God sang and created the cosmos; mans sings and writes culture. 

 



What story will we tell? 
What song will we sing? 
The cacophony of the lies of hell, 
or the symphony of Heaven’s King? 

We’ve a story to tell the nations 
Let men, their tongues employ 
Beautiful agony, poured out on Calvary 
Amazing grace how sweet the sound 
 When I survey the wondrous cross, 
 I bow down and kiss the Son 

Oh, for a thousand tongues to sing, 
Hark the herald angels sing, 
And Heaven and nature sing, 
Joy to the world, the Lord is Come 
Let Earth receive her King!

24
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