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An interesting trend has arisen in popular music: instrumental music is no longer confined to the classical domain.  Over the last 15 years it has slowly crept into popular genres, first in electronic music (a producer’s genre by nature), and then into experimental rock.  Recently, instrumental popular music has exploded, invading nearly every possible genre and sub-genre.  Artists are abandoning the personal in favor of the sensate, working with sound alone.  While it may never rule the airwaves, this movement will be making waves for some time to come, as it heralds a new attitude for popular music, a more delicate touch and a wider consciousness.  The question for Christians is: what is the value (if any) of such music?  And how can it be evaluated?

For much of its history, Western music was defined by scales derived from Pythagoras’ experiments with mathematical ratios in pitch intervals.  The ‘Christian-ness’ of music was simply a question of whether it used tonality in this traditional occidental manner – where consonance represented the divine, and dissonance the devil.  Other, foreign types of tonality were relegated to the ‘pagan,’ (despite the fact that many different modal scales had been used in medieval Christian music) and indeed, the very foundation of this system of composition lay in Renaissance obsession with humanist Greek thought.

Departures from these ‘common practices’ have of course aroused the ire of Christians throughout the centuries.  At the advent of rock ‘n’ roll, Christians condemned its syncopated rhythms as ‘demonic,’ exposing fears of social degeneracy and ‘the Other’ that had begun with similar criticisms of jazz, ragtime, and blues music.  This stemmed from a long history of Christians buying into Colonialist and Enlightenment ideas about a universal order and universal beauty – ideas which were tied more to imperialism and the white man’s burden than they ever were to Jesus.  ‘Chaotic’ music threatened those ideas; it threatened to undermine the very foundations of social order and turn all youth into degenerates (ironically, Elvis had a lot in common with Socrates, as they were both condemned for “corrupting the youth”).  But the threat was and has always been the cultural heterogeneity of these forms, and the way they undermined cultural supremacy.
Fast-forward 50 years.  DC Talk is in the stereos of good Christian youth everywhere.  Discussions of styles and forms are largely past; CCM is at least a huge market force, if not a wholly accepted mission vehicle.  Strangely enough, this is perhaps the essence of post-modernism: implicit in the production of contemporary Christian music is the idea that there is no universal, divine standard of beauty; it’s all a matter of taste.  Secular trends dictate the modes of production in CCM; in fact, they dictate everything except the lyrics.  Form follows function in the sense that the musical construction and style are conduits by which a target audience may be reached – any “form” is as good as any other, as long as it carries the appropriate lyrics.
In this climate, is a Christian discussion of instrumental music and pure sound forms even relevant?  Right now, the ‘Christian-ness’ of music amounts to whether or not the lyrics are ‘about’ God.  And not just anything about God either (e.g. Joan Osborne’s What if God Was One of Us?), they must specifically extol the virtues of the Evangelical God, using a specific set of canonized buzzwords.  Lyrical content has become the issue for Christians in popular music, and is really the whole reason for the existence of the CCM industry.  Yet with ‘music for music’s sake’ on the rise again, what place does instrumental music have in a Biblical worldview?

Early church writers often described music as a way to elevate the sentiments of humans, to break words out of the communicative boundaries of language, in order to praise God more fully.  This implied that organized sound constituted a “vocabulary,” which, even if not fully self-contained, could at least extend the communicative power of human language.  If words spoke more directly to the mind, music could speak to the heart.  Indeed, we have always spoken of major and minor scales having respectively “happy” and “sad” qualities, implying an intuitive understanding of the emotional nature of this aural vocabulary.
Music is intrinsically abstract.  Even the thought of standardizing a language of tonal symbols would not only demonstrate inexcusable cultural arrogance, but would also be inevitably doomed to failure.  Still, nearly everyone agrees that music can communicate.  It moves us, though we cannot understand how.  Movies wouldn’t make emotional sense without their soundtracks, sometimes the utter absence of music is even more jarring.  It is a vocabulary of the soul, a language that we learn just like any other, but are often powerless to explain or resist.
A comparison: instrumental music is in many ways like nature.  God’s creation awes us with its majesty, often moving us in unexpected ways.  We believe that nature communicates to us something about its Maker – this is general revelation.  The Word of God (Lyric of God?) communicates with specificity, but creation communicates with impressions, emotions, and sensations.  In much the same way, instrumental music can speak directly to our hearts in dramatic ways.
Rather than music for music’s sake, perhaps this is music for its Maker’s sake.  If music, in whatever form it takes, causes us to praise God, then it has revealed something about Him to us.  This is a sort of microcosmic general revelation – when we recognize what a gift it is to receive beauty through the language of music, we can experience in a sensory way the goodness of the Giver.  Even when those who create the sounds we hear are not Christians, we can still be blessed by what they make, because any beauty that they have access to is ultimately part of the general revelation of God’s character.  They may be inadvertently glorifying God without even knowing it.  In hearing it, our forever enjoyment of Him can be enhanced.  After all, every good and perfect gift is from above.  And perhaps every good and perfect sound is, too.
Suggested listening:

Mono – Walking Cloud and Deep Red Sky, Flag Fluttered and Sun Shone (Japanese post-rock)

Explosions in the Sky – The Earth Is Not a Cold Dead Place (rock)

Godspeed You Black Emperor! – Yanqui U.X.O. (symphonic rock)

Stars of the Lid – The Tired Sounds of Stars of the Lid (soft ambient)

Boards of Canada – The Campfire Headphase (electronic)

Pelican – The Fire in Our Throats Will Beckon the Thaw (hard rock)

Arovane – Atol Scrap (experimental electronic)
