This article first appeared in the Summer 1989 issue of Focus on Worship, a former publication of WELS Commission on Worship, James Tiefel, editor. In the publication this article was formated as a camera-ready insert for congregations’ service folders.

Trends and resources may change over the years, but the insights of this article are still useful for us today.

Why is the Organist Playing THAT Music Before the Service?

The music our church organists play before the service gets to be a little like the chirping of a bird on a summer morning. We know the sound is there, but we don’t really notice it. But the music we often call “pre‑service music” has an important function in our worship.

God created music, like he created language, to help in the proclamation of the good news about his Son. Every word which is spoken in worship and every musical note which is sung or played means to say something about that greatest story ever told. It’s true that some words contribute more to that purpose than other words. A sermon, for instance, says more about God’s plan than does a confession of sins. But the confession is a vital tool to prepare us to hear the Gospel. In the same way, a hymn says more about God’s love than pre‑service music does, but pre‑service music prepares our attitudes and establishes our mood for hearing and praising. That function alone makes the music before the service important for our worship. With this purpose pre‑service music actually becomes service music ‑ music which is a part of the service ‑ and much more than simply some sound to cover up for a noisy congregation.

Organists who understand all this try to match their pre‑service music with the focus the pastor has chosen for a particular service. If the subject matter for the day is serious, we can expect to hear quiet, contemplative music before the service. If the mood of the day is joyful, the organist likely will prepare us for worship with joyous music. On any worship day we can plan on hearing some music which is based on the tunes of familiar hymns. Some congregations publish the names of the pre‑service hymns in the service bulletin so worshipers can read the words as they prepare for worship.

Why not find out how your organist plans the pre‑service music. Then spend some pre‑service time in church and let the organist prepare you to worship the God who prepared your salvation.

