Choral Stewardship?  Try a Motet Choir
by Bryan Gerlach

Sometimes we are tempted to define stewardship as getting by cheaply. Good stewardship does mean spending only what is necessary to accomplish a task. But there’s more to it than that. Good stewardship is also making the best use of a talent or ability. Think about what this dimension of stewardship might mean when applied to the singing talent in a choir or among potential choir members.

Do you ever find the best singers in your choir becoming bored with choir rehearsals? These singers are able to sight-read music which others must learn by rote. Practicing the same music over and over is not likely to be exciting and fulfilling to the best singers; yet, because they are the backbone of the choir, their participation is essential. Without the best singers, the learning process as well as the over-all quality of the choir would be hurt. Some of these accomplished singers continue because they love to sing; some may leave and find other ways to serve.

Do you ever find that some of the best potential choir members choose not to join the church choir? Perhaps they have been frustrated by the rote learning necessary in the average choir. They may conclude that the choir sounds good enough already, and their leadership contribution is not needed.

Good choral stewardship can try to involve the best singers in creative and challenging ways beyond the backbone role of section leader. Good choral stewardship can find a role for those superior singers who aren’t critical to the success of a larger choir. Try forming a motet choir to make good use of superior vocal talent in your congregation.

The designation “motet choir” has a lot of history behind it. A motet was originally a sacred polyphonic composition, often unaccompanied. The term eventually came to have a meaning as generic as “anthem.” Much motet music is superbly fitting for Lutheran worship today — and effective as well.

For several years, a small group of eight to twelve singers with the name Motet Choir has provided worship music at St. Mark Lutheran Church in Citrus Heights, California. This group often sings five- and six-part polyphony. But as with any choir the choir’s role in worship — not only the choir’s ability — determines selection of music. So St. Mark’s Motet Choir also sings simple music, sometimes in unison, such as the Psalm of the Day or Verse of the Day. Within one service this Motet Choir might sing a demanding five-part Tudor anthem in addition to a unison setting of a psalm.

What if you don’t have as many as six strong sight-readers? If you have only three singers of above average ability you can form a motet choir. A great deal of challenging music is available for SAB voicing. Look, for example, at the Ars Antiqua Choralis series.* Directors may want to use the three compact discs available to demonstrate the choral literature of this series. That way, if they are not confident of their ability with this style, they can learn by listening. The singers too can use the recordings to increase their precision.

A name with historic overtones, like motet choir, need not limit your repertoire to old music. A good deal of contemporary music is beyond the ability of most church choirs, but not beyond the ability of stronger singers. Try Richard Hillert’s “Alleluia! This is the Day,” an Easter piece that requires excellent rhythmic drive and good diction for a text that races past.** If you have an above average organist, try John Rutter’s jubilant Ascension psalm/anthem “O Clap Your Hands.” Ten solid singers can easily sound like twenty-four average singers because of precise intonation and a large dynamic range.

Here are several other reasons to consider forming a motet choir:

· The participation of another choir means that more services will have special music. Or is your church the rare parish that already has a choir of adults or children, a small ensemble, or a soloist in every service?

· Musical responsibilities at busy times of the year like Holy Week and Christmas are shared with another choir. 
· Some people who simply love music will be happy to sing in the regular choir and the motet choir. 

· The congregation will hear music to assist their worship which they would not hear otherwise. Both the style and quality of this music will add richly to a congregation’s worship experience.

· A motet choir can rehearse only as needed rather than weekly. This is useful if some regular choir members want to participate but cannot make another weekly commitment.

For several years at St. Mark, it has been our custom for Advent Evening Prayer to hear a different setting of the Magnificat at each service. One year we sang a hauntingly beautiful setting by Thomas Tallis. The guest preacher was so mesmerized by the spiritual power of that music that he forgot his role as liturgist. At the end of the Magnificat, he remained in his chair contemplating the song of Mary and the spiritual insights expressed by the music. Then he suddenly remembered that he was to be at the altar leading a prayer.

It took only eight singers to produce that music and its powerful impact. Those singers practiced the piece privately as needed and then together for only half an hour. This “choral stewardship” was able to make maximum use of the ability of strong singers and to offer powerful music for the edification of fellow believers and for the praise of God.

* The Ars Antiqua Choralis series is available from GIA, 7404 S. Mason Avenue, Chicago, IL  60638-9927. (708) 496-3800. Three compact discs are also available to demonstrate the choral literature of this series. 

** Richard Hillert’s “Alleluia! This is the Day” is available through Concordia Publishing House, #98-2924. 
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