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Introduction

      Over the past decade and a half the phenomenon of gospel music has taken on movemental proportions in such countries as Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Germany, and Poland, and is likewise spreading beyond Europe and North America in places such as Japan and China. Each year new gospel choirs are formed, often times in churches, but not always, and all who are interested are invited to come and participate in the weekly rehearsals and whatever concerts, worship services, programs and social events are arranged for the members. One does not have to be a professing Christian to join a gospel choir, and in some cases, it is not necessary to be particularly talented as a singer, although the more ambitious choirs tend to require tryouts and have waiting lists. The primary emphasis is on the experience of singing the rhythmic sounds of African-American gospel with texts that convey a gospel message in English, but in a relatively non-sophisticated language that is easily accessible to those who use English as no better than a second language.

      There is no question that gospel choirs are beginning to impact the ecclesiological landscape in many countries. Yet the degree to which gospel choir members generally connect the content and meaning of the unambiguously Christian texts with Christian faith is uncertain. One of the primary issues involves the extent to which gospel choirs constitute an evangelical outreach of the church, or are a mere example of the cooptation of a Christian music form by the larger society, thus mitigating the Christian foundation that it endeavors to proclaim in song. Since many participants are clearly immersed  in the New Age movement and maintain spiritual convictions that are not decidedly rooted in Christianity, the connection between the Gospel and gospel music as it is understood in contexts like Denmark is at least worth monitoring.

      As a viable musical genre that is rooted in the African-American Christian experience, gospel music is laden with symbols that communicate and evoke deep emotions and affections. However, as gospel music becomes diffused in different religious and cultural contexts, including New Age, there emerges a challenge for Christian music leaders and agents of the church to facilitate the spread of choirs without truncating the life-source of gospel music – namely, the Gospel of Jesus Christ. In this paper, I will briefly recount the story of the diffusion of gospel music and gospel choirs in Denmark during the past fifteen years, with particular emphasis on the challenges faced and efforts made in terms of Christian discipling. Using the rite-of-passage framework propounded and espoused by Arnold van Gennep, Victor Turner, and Mathias Zahniser, the paper will argue that effective discipleship measures can be enhanced by intentionally focusing on aspects of ritual, symbol, and ceremony while leading choir members through phases of separation, liminality, and reintegration, all in an attempt to facilitate a more profound association with Christian meaning.

The Innovation

      Gospel music is not a new thing. The roots are deeply imbedded in the experience of African-Americans and the incalculable degree of oppression and hardship they have endured during American slavery, segregation, and continued economic and social injustice. It is clearly an expression of immense hope and profound faith in God in light of the context of suffering. For that reason, the sight of predominantly Caucasian European choirs singing, clapping, and swaying to the energetic, rhythmic, and joyful sound of gospel will look like a strange anomaly to the outsider. The fact that Danes, like most other Europeans, appear to share little or no commonality with the story of black Americans and the struggle for justice and Civil Rights may cause some to take offense and others merely to dismiss European gospel as out-of-context. However, the degree of fervor and enthusiasm exhibited by singers, musicians and leaders, the assiduous development of highly talented participants, and the growing acceptance and mainstreaming of gospel in the general public render all glib dismissals of gospel in Europe invalid. Gospel music was indeed not invented in Denmark, but as with all true innovations, Denmark, like other countries in Europe and beyond, is making it her own through an elaborate scheme of contextualization. 
      The popularity of gospel choirs in Denmark underscores not only an interest in a particular music form, but indicates a felt need. Since only around two percent of the Danish population attend churches with any degree of regularity (Iversen 1997:140)
, it may seem odd that churches fill up during evenings of choir rehearsals, or more significantly, when special gospel worship services are held. Most people would conclude that the Danish Folk Church is (according to the title of a recent book) a “Distant Church.”
 Yet, when gospel is part of the agenda, the distant church becomes open and accessible.

      It is beyond the scope of this project to analyze the status of the church in countries like Denmark, but in short, a felt need in an “old Christian country” is for Christianity to be communicated in ways that relate to “middle level” concerns (Hiebert 1999:89) and experiences of those who find the church otherwise irrelevant and boring. Since traditional worship has been overly conceptual and has maintained a creedal and confessional function almost exclusively, it does not resonate with those who feel marginalized by the church, are not interested in church dogma, do not understand the importance of highly specialized and arcane ecclesial rituals, do not appreciate music from the 18th century played on an instrument that is affiliated with the cultured elite, and are agitated by a monologue form of communication (sermon) that seems painfully anachronistic in the postmodern age. Thus gospel music connotes a kind of “liberation,” albeit not in the same sense that describes the ethos of gospel in the African-American context.
 It instead refers to a type of deliverance from the stodgy forms of state and folk church religiosity that have pacified the populace from deeper interaction with and experience of Christian faith in a way that appeals to a common interest that may or may not be associated with Christian meaning. This is indeed the impression one gets when talking with gospel choir participants in general, who otherwise are disenchanted with traditional types of worship. Based on scores of formal and informal interviews conducted with gospel choir members during the past decade, particularly those who maintain New Age and other non-Christian convictions, it seems clear that these convictions usually go hand-in-hand with negative impressions of the church and Christian faith. Because of gospel music, many churches are now more accessible to those who may not share the church’s confession and are not likely to attend traditional services, except when rite-of-passage (Baptism, Confirmation, Wedding, Funeral) or Christmas eve services are involved. 

      As implied, participation in gospel choirs provides an alternate way of expressing Christian faith in a manner that respects those who are not Christians and relates in a way that is more suitable to postmodern people. Since postmodern Europeans often relegate religion to the realm of private opinion and lump Christianity together with the monolithic and now decaying culture of modernism, the church is often perceived as irrelevant. The distinct advantage of gospel choirs is the pluralistic “come as you are” approach that demands very little of those who attend, over and above an interest and willingness to participate in a particular music form. Likewise, choirs provide the sort of social networking that often is not found in most Danish Folk churches.
 This means that conversations are able to take place in an environment where people do not necessarily feel threatened by expressing convictions that do not mesh with the mainstream theology of the church. Those who come generally feel very comfortable in coming.  There is no sense of drudgery in showing up at a church for rehearsal, or attending a worship service where the choir will be singing. People are generally joyful, which is not often the case when attending a normal church service in Denmark. 

      In a sense, the rapid diffusion of gospel choirs in Denmark, which in the decade of the 90’s grew from no more than a handful to an estimated two-hundred with an average membership of fifty to sixty per choir,
 has mystified many, even those with insights into the peculiarities of Danish culture. This is perhaps due to the apparent counter-cultural nature of the movement. The fact that historically homogeneous cultures, like Denmark, often have a highly developed folk song and hymn tradition leads one to question how such an alien music genre can continue to bloom and have a lasting impact within the culture. It is intriguing, for example, that gospel music is sung exclusively in English, and efforts to translate gospel songs into the vernacular are regarded by gospel aficionados as anathema. By contrast, Praise choruses and songs that germinate from non-Danish sources are widely translated and adapted to indigenous worship contexts.
 

      Another counter-cultural feature in gospel music can best be referred to as the “swagger” inherent in the genre. Gospel music is considered by critics as loud and boisterous, which in itself runs antithetical to Danish culture. Culturally speaking, Danes value subtlety and irony – an ethos which is summed up by the word Janteloven. Similar to the Japanese adage, “the nail that sticks out is the one that gets hammered,” Janteloven serves as a cultural corrective to haughtiness and pride, instead promoting egalitarianism and humility. The cultural principle is evident in many things, including the value of quaintness, as evident, for example, in the size of their national symbol, “The Little Mermaid.” It is important to note that New Age adherents and Christians alike are subject to the same cultural formation, which in some sense creates a commonality that may often be overlooked. At any rate, since Gospel music is usually perceived as entailing very little subtlety, some would wonder if the appeal is signaling a decided shift in Danish culture.  

      On the basis of systems theory and functionalism, it can be surmised that the compatibility of gospel music to Danish society most likely relates to other elements of their culture.
 For one, the church still maintains an established position in society, in spite of its marginalization in terms of activity and participation (Iversen 1999:10). Since Denmark’s cultural undercurrent is and has been Christianity for close to a millennium, the church is not a non-entity. This means that people are not offended by the thought of entering a church, and though Danes are not exactly enthusiastic about the church, the level of antipathy against it, even among New Age adherents, is generally  low. Second, Danish culture is very musical, as evidenced by their rich hymn and folk song traditions. Even though they have their own music, the idea of musical innovations is not difficult to imagine in a country that encourages all forms of artistic expression, and even subsidizes such expressions very generously. Third, postmodernism and globalization are effecting Denmark as dramatically as any other Western country, which means that the openness to cultural exchange and implementation of new concepts has ushered in a new renaissance. Fourth, Denmark, in spite of its embracing of a collectivism in terms of health care and other social welfare, promotes a strong emphasis on individualism (1999:12). Although Danes have a much higher sense of cultural identity than U.S. Americans, for example, many elements of their culture are “fluid” rather than rigid, which makes the espousal of innovations more likely. These and other cultural features have created a milieu that has enhanced the adaptation and spread of gospel music in this and other Scandinavian countries. 

      The degree of complexity of gospel music can be analyzed on several different levels. One should first point out that participation in gospel choirs presupposes at least some degree of musical talent and interest, in addition to a special affinity for the gospel genre. This will, of course, limit the number of actual participants a great deal, although those who are not able to sing for one reason or another can attend any of the countless number of gospel concerts, worship services, and other events. Needless to say, the limited market is likewise true of any musical style or art form. Within the church alone, praise choruses, classical hymns and Christian folk and children’s songs appeal to different segments who attend. Since cultures in the West are no longer as homogeneous as they once were, even in smaller “tribal” countries like Denmark, there is no real possibility that any innovation involving a type of artistic expression will enjoy universal appeal. Having stated the obvious, gospel music has achieved a sort of pop status, which is testimony to its “palatability” and simplicity. A number of advertisements, including television commercials, for example, utilize gospel music and choirs in some form or another. The degree of accessibility, however, is best conveyed by the appeal of the rhythms and the simplicity of the texts. Gospel music is relatively easy to sing, and though it is always performed in English, the concepts and words are not aloof to those who otherwise do not have a strong background in the language. In addition, the gospel message in the music is image-laden and expressive in ways that do not reflect the conceptual theology engendered by many homilies and traditional hymns. People can sing “Jesus is the Rock” or “O, Happy Day” again and again, and be free to be moved by the message, or simply sing and sway without any real regard for the intended meaning of the message.

The Discipleship Challenge

      Although gospel choirs sing exuberantly about stories, themes, and scripture verses that are indelibly connected to Christianity, even superficial observations reveal that many choir members do not configure gospel music and Christian faith in a way that many Christians might assume. Since 1994, I have had the opportunity to interview and talk with scores of choir members, as well as many who regularly attend gospel music events. When asking people questions such as, “What does gospel music mean to you?”, the responses have been multifarious. Although some sort of connection between the music and Christian faith or worship is not uncommon, many have responded differently, particularly those affiliated with New Age practices. Many would refer to an undefined “spirit,” “aura,” or “warmth” they experience when attending or participating. (I recall one New Age adherent remarking during a rehearsal, “The force is strong here!”). People are attracted by the “energy,” “enthusiasm,” and “upbeat nature” that exude from choirs and characterize gospel events. Gospel music concerts are often on the agenda at annual holistic festivals, which is indicative of the appeal of this Christian music expression among representatives of alternative spiritualities. 

      In addition to the energy and the “positive mana,” some choir participants would mention the comradery and fellowship, although the more talented choirs tend to de-emphasize social bonding  in favor of musical proficiency. Musicians are often drawn to gospel as an art-form. I recall a conversation with several music students who were utterly impressed with the accomplished skills of a certain gospel pianist, yet seemed completely oblivious to the expression of Christian faith that the pianist clearly communicated. Some would go so far as to suggest that encouraging those who sing about Jesus to actually believe in the One whom they were singing about is an unnecessary imposition and is not germane to the future proliferation of the gospel music movement. 

      All in all, the many responses point to a common concern and challenge for all who maintain that gospel music is and should remain an instrument of Christian mission and expression – namely, syncretism. In his book, Symbol and Ceremony: Making Disciples Across Cultures, A. H.

Mathias Zahniser recognizes syncretism as “bonding to the wrong meaning,” or “mixing meanings in the process of adapting forms” (1997:113). Zahniser’s definition unveils one of the primary issues faced by gospel choirs everywhere; the music, texts, location (usually church), and tradition of gospel music are inexorably linked with Christianity in its form, but the adaptation of gospel music as a cross-cultural innovation has weakened this link, and has opened up possibilities of establishing gospel on a belief-system framework other than that which is originally intended. 

      It should be noted that gospel, unlike the shin-byu Buddhist initiation rite and other ceremonies described by Zahniser, does not constitute an example of a practice that springs from a non-Christian origin, which would raise issues regarding how Christian disciplers can take a culturally indigenous expression and infuse associations with Christian meaning. Christianity has until now always been gospel’s home turf. The type of syncretism encountered within the gospel movement is a kind of “reverse mission;” in other words, the movement is being “missionalized” unwittingly by an agenda that is foreign, even antithetical to Christian faith. For many, Christian meaning has been usurped, or at least made peripheral in favor of an exaltation of individualism and New Age associations, such as pantheistic spirituality, “energy,” “healing,” a-Christian holism, and the like. The positive aspect in syncretism is the fact that choirs and their church affiliates are struggling with the issue in the first place. It would be moot to criticize gospel choirs in countries like Denmark for being indiscriminate in allowing non-Christian people the experience of singing and participating in a gospel context. Since gospel leaders have refused to project an insular posture and exclude people on the basis of religious convictions, choirs have been able to build bridges to groups of people that otherwise would have remained outside the scope of the church’s reach, aside from the passive scheme of Culture Christianity fostered within State and Folk church contexts. Gospel is intentionally inclusive, and any attempt to revamp this axiom would likely undermine the effectiveness and broad-based appeal of the movement. Nevertheless, gospel choirs must make efforts to assure that the music does not disengage from the message, lest the movement begin to contradict its roots and squander a unique opportunity for Christian mission and discipleship. 

      In a sense, the issue of syncretism as it is being played out in the gospel milieu in countries like Denmark relates to the larger issue of faith and culture in Western societies. Painting in broad strokes, one can note that the challenge of the Christian gospel in the context of Western Europe is being waged along two distinct yet interrelated fronts. On the one hand, the struggle is taking place against the backdrop of modern and postmodern Western culture. Similar to North America, churches in Western Europe labor, if they labor at all, to maintain an identity against the marginalizing effects of a culture which increasingly views the church and Christian expression as superfluous. During fairly recent times, the church in the West has become increasingly disenfranchised within the very societies that it helped to forge throughout European history. Churches in European countries are especially waning in light of the de-spiritualized assumptions of modernism and the relativistic epistemology of postmodernism, giving rise to the notion that the former seat of Christian authority and dominance has entered a post-Christian era. One can observe that this same dynamic is at work in the gospel music movement, as the same assumptions and ideologies that are dominant within the culture are often unchallenged as they are brought into a gospel music context.

      On the other hand, the crisis exists within the church itself. As the designated guardian of the cultural identity of the nation-states of Europe, state and folk churches often serve to legitimate culture rather than to embody the missionary identity of the church established in the New Testament. In his book, Den fjerne kirke (The Distant Church), historian Jørgen I. Jensen unabashedly claims that the sacrament of Baptism, for example, has more to do with cultural initiation than incorporation into the body of Christ (1996:224). In other words, baptism, as well as the other rites of passage celebrated in the church, relate to being a good Dane more so than being a good Christian. Jensen’s statement has attracted attention only because he has stated overtly and without remorse an assumption that usually remains implicit. One could argue, on the basis of such assertions, that Culture Christianity is syncretistic, since the ultimate meaning of Christian symbols, ceremonies, and rituals abdicate to the cultural identity of a nation-state rather than the ultimate Lordship of Christ. The fact that the church in societies such as Denmark exist in large part to legitimate culture has implications for the gospel music movement since the people are already accustomed to Christianity playing a subservient role in society. Thus heralds of the Gospel within the gospel music community are challenged to promote coherence between Christian forms and meanings in a context that tacitly sanctions the syncretistic imposition of a non-Christian agenda upon Christian rites and witness. 

      In spite of the overarching challenge to promulgate Christian meaning in connection with gospel music, the movement has been advantageous for the church. However, churches have sometimes been slow to recognize God’s hand in this burgeoning phenomenon. The history of my own choir, Saints & Sinners, an affiliate of Gladsaxe Methodist Church (a suburb of Copenhagen) provides relevant case study material. When I first arrived as pastor of the congregation in August, 1996, the choir had existed for almost two years, although they had not yet become officially organized. During my inaugural Sunday, the choir sang several songs, at my request. Though the general tone of the worship service was very upbeat and celebratory, the mood changed as the choir began to sing. As the fifteen to eighteen singers were “belting out” high-energy tunes to the rhythmic piano playing of the choir leader and pianist, the majority of the congregation sat with arms folded, glum-faced and unresponsive. A couple of people actually walked out of the sanctuary while the choir was performing, claiming that the decibel level crossed the pain threshold for them. It was clear to me from the beginning that many in my new congregation had not embraced the gospel choir. After the worship service, as all in attendance entered the fellowship hall and sat around tables while enjoying refreshments and conversation (a tradition in most Northern European free churches), the people were segregated. Almost no interaction took place between choir members and members of the congregation, except for the few from the congregation who sang gospel. The sad reality is that these rare opportunities for church members to develop relationships and engender friendship evangelism among non-Christian people, including New Age adherents, is often squandered, even when these persons enter the church’s own territory.

      On another occasion, I had an opportunity to question members from the church about their response to gospel music. According to many of the elderly/senior members, the music was “obstreperous, unrefined, and foreign.” They sang exclusively in English, which was a huge impediment for those who either could not understand the texts or believed that church music should be sung in their native language. Some complained that some choir members were not trained in proper church etiquette, which created awkward situations. The fact that a large percentage of the choir members were smokers, for example, and were uninhibited about smoking in the foyer immediately prior to entering the sanctuary, was interpreted as insolence. 

      Some of the young adults in the congregation who were no strangers to adolescent rebellion and counter-cultural lifestyles did not embrace the choir either. They claimed the music was “superficial” and “too simplistic.” They were accustomed to different genres, such as Christian folk songs/melodies and more rock-influenced music. They were suspicious of texts that they considered “lacked content,” and were especially critical of Praise and Worship music, which they considered a twin Christian genre. Gospel was still too alien for them, even though they understood the language and respected the African-American culture from which gospel emerged. 

      As a result of my observations and the negative feedback from a large constituency within the congregation, I committed myself to building a bridge between the gospel choir and the church. Thus I assumed the role of opinion leader (1995:89). Eventually, as I got to know the choir members and gained their trust, I fielded as many questions and concerns from the choir about the church as I did from the church about the choir. The point is that the influence of late majority adopters and laggards (1995:255) among church members has constituted an impediment in the dissemination of gospel music as a tool of mission and discipleship, which has meant that much energy has been expended on “converting” the church, in equal proportion to evangelizing and discipling the choir. One could venture a conclusion, based on such observations, that reaching adherents of alternative spiritualities would imply first of all reaching the church. 

Discipling Strategies

      Discipling procedures among gospel choir participants has been a delicate matter, given the general presupposition that Christian faith and commitment are not prerequisites for participation. Generally speaking, choir members tend to support the activities of the choir, including singing at worship services and other Christian events, even if they hold personal convictions to the contrary. Yet there can be no compulsion to participate or even remain in the sanctuary during rehearsals when a devotional or time of prayer is held. 

      Nevertheless, conscientious efforts have been made on the part of many choirs to draw a deeper connection between the signs, symbols, and rituals of gospel music and Christian faith. It cannot be overlooked that the indubitable primary task of missionaries to choirs is to establish trusting relationships. This cannot occur unless one is committed to participating in rehearsals and events with the same degree of enthusiasm and reliability as the other members. Evangelism works best when it is based on friendship, and discipling procedures can only proceed with integrity when those who share Christ are sharing themselves. 

      Another discipleship strategy involved the establishment of mentoring relationships.
 As pastor, I experienced the fact that many in the choir were looking to me for honest answers, as well as some confirmation that the church’s theology is commensurate with the degree to which it is lived out in the lives of church members, including the pastor. Since many seemed to be searching for some sort of “intimate” experience or relationship with “ultimate” meaning (Zahniser 1997:10) (a disposition that likely has attracted people of various spiritual convictions to gospel choirs in the first place), choir members were interested in observing whether or not people were modeling faith. Other church members and myself, for example, often gave counseling and fielded questions that dealt with issues of faith and life. It was not unusual for me to hear choir participants remark, “I’ve never talked with a minister before,” or to rattle off similar comments to committed church members. This implies the importance of assuming the role of mentor for those who are seeking a deeper relationship with that which active Christians, in the most optimistic sense, are perceived to represent. 

      In terms of discipling strategies, it should be noted that the ALPHA program has had success among some gospel choir adherents, even those who adhere to alternate spiritualities.
 The host churches will often coordinate the program and cater it toward the needs and schedules of choir members. In our case, the short term classes were held on the same night as choir rehearsals, beginning with a snack supper at 5:45 and then proceeding into the program. The lure of food after arriving directly from work was a powerful enticement. It is, however, debatable whether or not ALPHA is reaping any long-term benefits in terms of discipleship. The apparent weakness of the program is that it offers a temporary, short-lived experience. Although some might conclude the ALPHA course with a first-time confession of faith in Christ, in our experience it rarely translates into continued commitment and church involvement. The process of cooptation is complex, and it does not appear that certain cultural predispositions, such as “experience-seeking” for the sake of the experience or underlying beliefs in some sort of amorphous postmodern spirituality are adequately challenged. In other words, it is questionable whether or not belief systems are actually changed as a result of the 10-12 week program, in spite of the program’s popularity. 

      In an attempt to offset the weakness of ALPHA in terms of discipleship, churches are forming cell groups in order to help incorporate choir members, particularly ALPHA participants, into a deeper fellowship. Our church, for example, re-organized existing small groups in order to accommodate those who desired a type of continuation of the course while yoking them together with church members. The efforts, however, have only had marginal impact, which seems to reflect a general trend among ALPHA participants elsewhere. 

      Choir rehearsals themselves normally provide discipling opportunities. It should be noted that the attitude of the leaders sets the tone for the degree to which Christian influence is permitted to impact the choir. Directors, for example, who do not share the same vision for connecting gospel music with its evangelical roots are not inclined to incorporate prayer and devotionals into the overall agenda. However, discipling procedures are evident in choirs where pastors and leaders take the initiative in promoting a desire for gospel singers to commit themselves to that which they are singing about. As one of the leading innovators in the gospel music movement in Denmark, Peter Steinvig has created a sort of template for integrating Bible readings, devotionals, and prayer into each gathering.
 The devotionals tend to be highly illustrative and simple, often touching on middle level concerns and real-life issues that urban dwellers, which comprise the overwhelming majority of gospel choir members, are confronted with. 

      A final word at this stage should be written about the discipling impact of actual participation in worship events, concerts, and festivals. There is no question that choir members are gradually formed by the events in which they are called upon to participate. A minor example comes to mind, relating to the difference in attitude toward the church among Saints and Sinners, from the beginning of my tenure until the end. A few years back, when the choir was relatively young, they were called upon to perform during a morning worship service featuring a visit from the United Methodist bishop of Russia and Eurasia, Rüdiger Minor. As the bishop and I walked through the foyer to enter the sanctuary, it was as though we could slice the cigarette smoke with a machete. Many choir members were oblivious to normal church protocol, and had no sense for the reverence of the moment. The bishop was fortunately very compassionate and displayed a remarkable understanding of the situation, as well as the “non-churched” mindset. By contrast, the choir’s understanding of the meaning of worship and the importance of playing a role in setting the tone of the service grew over the years. One could retort that rote behavior does not always signal a redirection in meaning; however, it would be difficult to deny, on the basis of observation over a six year period, that participation in Christian worship has effected transformation. 

      Gospel festivals are recognized as one of the most instrumental tools in promoting Christian faith among choirs and gospel participants. The adoption of traditional and contemporary African-American gospel as a vibrant music form in Denmark started in Copenhagen, and began to achieve notoriety by the time of the first annual Copenhagen Gospel Festival (CGF) in 1992. The festival has been held during the first weekend in October ever since. As one of the founders of CGF,  Steinvig has been one of the pivotal change agents in the movement. As leader of the well-known gospel choir, Kefas, in addition to Saints and Sinners, Steinvig conceived the idea of starting a festival that would attract some of the biggest names in gospel music. The initial concept was to invite registered participants to engage in intensive weekend training with the artists themselves, then conclude with an open-to-the-public concert on Sunday evening. During the first few years, registration was limited to 600 choir participants. However, due to the backlog of registrations, the CGF was expanded to include over 900 participants. Names such as Edwin Hawkins, Andre Crouch, Richard Smallwood, Jerome Bell, Priscilla Jones, Rickey Grundy, and many others have been featured headliners since its inception, and the concert traditionally is held in one of the largest concert halls in Copenhagen. It is sold out every year. Of primary interest is that the Festival is as much a revival service as a concert. The gospel artists are just as apt to share testimonies and uplifting sermons as they are to perform, which gives the gospel experience an air of authenticity and unmistakable grounding in Christian faith. It is, of course, difficult to determine the reactions and perceptions of New Age adherents to such events; nevertheless, the fact that such festivals usually catalyze the proliferation of new gospel choirs and growth of existing ones, which in turn attract people of varying spiritualities, would indicate that the model offers no impediment to Christian communication among New Age adherents.

Gospel as Rite of Passage

      Studies by Arnold van Gennep, and subsequent works by Victor Turner and Mathias Zahniser suggest convincingly that symbols, ceremonies, and the rite of passage framework are valuable tools in overcoming the disparity between form and meaning, and the related problem of syncretism. In the case of gospel choirs, the strengthening of Christian discipleship within the gospel context might be enhanced by recognizing the unwitting impact that rituals, symbols, and ceremonies are already effectuating. There is no question that gospel choirs have developed an elaborate array of rituals, etc., which have served not only to solidify the gospel music identity, but in many cases have effectively engendered a correlation with Christian meaning. 

      Looking at gospel choir rehearsals alone through the epistemological lens of van Gennep, et. al., one can observe a clear microcosm of the rite of passage experience occurring each time the participants gather. The phases of separation, liminality, and reintegration are played out with regularity, leading people through a transition from world, to the time of undifferentiated communitas (Turner 1997:96), to reentry into the world with an altered status. As people gather during evenings of rehearsal, for example, the process of separation takes place as they come out of their work-a-day worlds, catch trains, buses, or bike to the church. Since urban dwellers in Europe are not overly reliant on personal vehicles, they are likely to depend on public transportation, which requires deliberate planning. Choir members will sometimes travel substantial distances, taking up to an hour or more to reach their destination. The phase of separation is a testimony to the level of commitment and desire to experience the routinized transition from “chaos to cosmos,” from world to sacred space on a weekly basis (1957:29). 

      As people enter the church, they gradually transition into the phase of liminality. At this point, all measures of worldly status, importance, work, career, etc. are reduced to insignificance. Choir members might be wealthy or poor, young or old, career-minded or unemployed, Christian or “whatever.” Once rehearsals commence, however, the members are formed into an egalitarian and cohesive unit that are subject to the same rituals, the same instruction, and the same demands. In Turner’s words, this liminal state offers a blend of “lowliness and sacredness, of homogeneity and comradeship,” which is the essence of communitas (1997:96). The fact that choir participants bond, not on the foundation  of status in the outside world, but on the basis of a common experience in a musical context, creates a cohesiveness that even the most unified congregations would hope to emulate. In keeping with the analysis of van Gennep and Turner, a different sort of hierarchy emerges out of the liminal state, which is rooted in musical ability alone. Certain vocalists, for example, are better suited to be soloists than others, a status which is completely unrelated to abilities, training, and talents that may have profound relevance in other contexts (1997:167). Choir leaders also experience status elevation since they are, in the context of sacred time and liminality, endowed with authority, which has nothing to do with their income, beauty, or other common measurements of worldly significance. 

      Liminality is also expressed in the array of rituals that characterize rehearsals. Warm-ups, for example, constitute a segment where inhibitions are cast out amid a humorous string of tongue exercises, facial contortions, and bizarre tonal inflections, which produce the same “ice-breaking” responses each time they are practiced. It is doubtful that these warm-up exercises actually produce better singers, but leaders perhaps recognize intuitively the value of “humiliation” in the rite of passage process in order to promote better group cohesiveness and sense of common purpose. Warm-ups are normally followed by a devotional and time of prayer. This is the primary segment in which Christian formation in connection with gospel music is emphasized unambiguously. It is the time when the spiritual foundation of gospel is expressed. 

      Learning and rehearsing gospel songs is sometimes an arduous and tedious process; in other words, it can be hard work. The temptation to lose focus, especially as each voice section (soprano, alto, tenor, and bass) learns their parts separately, is sometimes overwhelming. Yet the eventual arrival at a finished product is contingent upon each person maintaining the necessary discipline to listen, learn, and support the other groups as they go through the tedious process of turning an unmolded string of  tones and phrases into an expression of musical artistry. 

      As choir practice winds down, the members prepare themselves for reintegration into profane space and time. The cycle is completed as people begin to think about bus and train schedules, and calculate when they must leave the church in order to reach the nearest station on time. As they go, however, they are transformed by the experience. The songs will linger in their minds, and they might even hum the melodies while at work the next day. Recollections of conversations will remain vivid. On the whole, the impact of the evening upon one’s affective sensibilities will normally be transformative, as evidenced by the fact that so many maintain a high level of enthusiasm, even after years of participation. The impact of the rite of passage during special events, such as concerts and festivals, can be so intense that it can elicit a truly transformative moment in a person’s life.

Using Gospel Symbols in Making Disciples

      As one might expect, the world of gospel choirs is laden with symbols which might be employed to effectively incorporate people into the world of the Gospel. A productive discipling strategy likely would be contingent upon linking the powerful symbols and imagery with Christian meaning in the minds and hearts of those, who otherwise might be predisposed toward syncretism or some alternate non-Christian spirituality. It is, of course, incumbent upon all gospel-related churches to perceive this linkage as a worthwhile challenge and priority in ministry. This indeed is the essence of our missiological challenge. 

      It should not be overlooked that music itself constitutes one of the most forceful symbols known within human experience. As Zahniser notes: “Music is one of Christianity’s most consistent symbolic connections between the sensory world of human life and the meaning of Christian faith” (1997:84). When employed in the proper context, it effects profound and positive transformation in attitudes and relationships, which is most certainly true in the case of gospel music (1997:189). Music is indeed a gift from the God of the universe, and though it often creates division in light of the fact that people have their own musical preferences, it also unites people, even inter-culturally and inter-racially (Scott 2000:9). One might also add that music could be a central key to building “trans-spiritual” bridges to those who maintain belief patterns that are not in sync with the Gospel. It offers an appeal that goes to the heart of Creation (Johansson 1998:8). It may be naïve to suggest that music is a universal language, especially since there is no universal music any more than there exists a universal language (2000:8). Yet certain genres, such as gospel music, are able to resonate deeply within the affective dimension of many, creating a sort of primordial connection to a spiritual reality that lies within and beyond the individual. It seems that many choir participants experience the music in such a way, which explains why gospel is more than a peripheral part of life and worship – it is integral. As a symbol, music has the capacity to penetrate the depths of one’s being in ways that are largely unparalleled. Therefore, gospel music has the intrinsic capability of being one of the most powerful instruments of the Gospel currently employed in the European context. The same could be applied to rhythm, which likewise is a unique “primordial” symbol that is integral to gospel. 

      Music is always accompanied by an array of signs and symbols, although the signs may not necessarily convey the sense of transcendence as overtly as the music itself. Choir directors, for example, employ a host of signs, such as a “balled fist” (last refrain), a “circling motion” (repeat the refrain), and countless other hand gestures, which are intended to provide direction to the choir. It would be interesting to think through how these gestures might be contextualized in terms of a discipling strategy. When the choir raises their hands, claps, and sways to the music and rhythm during a performance, for example, the opportunity exists to make a connection between these movements and gestures and the true focus of worship and praise. Although choirs sometimes use these symbols merely to mimic the gospel style, they have the potential to point to something beyond the gestures themselves. When the director points to his/her eyes as a sign to watch and stay focused, it might be effective to draw a correlation with “staying focused on God and God’s love.” Opportunities abound for promoting Christian discipleship by instilling a connection between seemingly mundane signs and the Gospel to which they may point.

      Other instrumental symbols could be viewed as keys to deepening discipleship. Coffee and tea thermoses, for example, are profound symbols in Denmark. Times of fellowship and meaningful conversation often take place during informal breaks and after worship services, where refreshments, including coffee, tea, and pastries, are always present. The mere sight of these symbols sets off a warm feeling of companionship and hygge (the Danish word for coziness). This is indeed an experience that has profound cultural significance, and is a key to reaching Danes in ways that are culturally indigenous. Of course, each context would benefit from the same type of cultural exegesis.

      In general, the symbols associated with gospel music offer an untapped goldmine of opportunity for relating the Gospel of Jesus Christ to gestures, signs, objects, sounds, and motions which are already indelibly ingrained in the gospel music experience. Since most gospel choirs in Denmark, at least for the time being, are still connected with the church, it is possible to utilize specifically Christian symbols and rituals, such as Communion, worship services, the Cross, etc., in an effort to maintain the affinity between gospel music symbols and Christian faith. The problem, as stated before, is that Christian symbols have to a greater or lesser extent been coopted in favor of national cultural identity. However, it is quite possible that gospel symbols, when working synergistically with innately Christian symbols, might enable the church to begin to reclaim that which has been lost to syncretism, as well as to present a more positive Christian aura for those who have opted for alternate spiritualities. 

Conclusion

      The rite of passage framework for analyzing and interpreting the gospel music movement and the need for an increased emphasis on discipling may present a unique opportunity in places like Denmark. Since the Danish Folk Church is largely perceived as a rite of passage church, the concept is not at all alien to their cultural identity. The primary difference is that rather than forging a passive Christian identity that subjugates the Gospel to the agenda of the nation-state, the gospel music rite of passage inducts people into a world of excitement and energy, that has the potential for  expressing Christianity in ways that do not exclude the middle zone, particularly in reference to the affective domain. Music reaches the heart, and gospel music is intended to take Christ as far as the music itself can reach. 

      The fact that the gospel music movement contains counter-cultural elements can be viewed as both an  advantage and a challenge. Since Christian expressions in the mother tongue are often attached with feelings and associations that are less than inspiring, the “foreignness” of gospel provides a vehicle for communicating Christianity in ways that circumvent the standard categories and mental constructs indigenous to the Danish worldview. In this sense, gospel constitutes a new paradigm in Christian life, worship, and expression, and is therefore to be studied and appreciated as a phenomenon that possibly could come to facilitate missionary and evangelistic efforts in ways that yet are unimagined. Yet the fact that English ultimately is not the heart language implies that gospel must find a way to be expressed in their own vernacular, lest gospel and the Gospel remain an “exotic” but not “intimate” encounter. The reality of syncretism must be addressed at many levels, given the proclivity in Danish and European societies on the whole to subvert Christian faith. Especially in lieu of the burgeoning interest in New Age spirituality and even Paganism, the gospel music movement should find a way to balance its counter-cultural nature, which emphasizes its uniqueness as a musical and Christian expression, with its provincial cultural roots, which can help to remind others that in spite of personal convictions, the underlying cultural identity is and will remain Christian. 

      The primary key in discipling gospel choirs in places like Denmark is leadership. The capacity to maintain and promulgate a connection between the forms of gospel music and the meanings associated with Christian faith will unfortunately not occur without vision and implementation on the part of those entrusted with leadership authority. Since most gospel musicians and leaders still acknowledge their indebtedness to the African-American and British gospel movements, which remain unmistakably rooted in Christian worship, the tendency to truncate Christian faith and worship altogether is not yet critical. However, leadership training in the future may become a pivotal factor in assuring that discipling is prioritized among choir members. 

     The challenges to discipleship in the Danish context, as well as other areas, necessitate deeper reflection on how to utilize the inherent symbols, rituals, and practices in ways that advance Christ in the hearts and lives of those who are drawn to the movement. Yet the challenge is actually an opportunity. Since the gospel music phenomenon may soon be recognized as one of the most effective grassroots Christian movements to take place in Northern and Western Europe in recent memory, it comes down to a matter of embracing what God is already doing. In the process, we learn that discipling is ultimately bi-directional: on the way toward transforming gospel music participants in accordance with the precepts of the Gospel, including those with New Age inclinations, we are discovering that it is in fact the church that is being transformed. It is still possible that the burgeoning gospel music phenomenon will one day go the way of the typewriter instead of the computer, but for now, the opportunity for making new disciples on the wave of a new work is yielding surprising results. Carpe diem!

Sources

Blackwell, Albert L..



1999. The Sacred in Music. Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press.

Eliade, Mircea.




1957. The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion. San Diego: Harvest Book.

Hiebert, Paul G., R. Daniel Shaw & Tite Tiénou.


1999. Understanding Folk Religions: A Christian Response to Popular Beliefs and Practices.  
          Grand Rapids, Mi.: Baker Books.

Iversen, Hans Raun.


1997. “Leaving the Distant Church: The Danish Experience.” Religion and the Social Order, 

7:139-158.

1999. “Kulturkristendom, kirkekristendom og karismatiskkristendom: Kristendomsformernes 
           baggrund og samspil i folkekirken.” In Ny Mission nr. 1: Kulturkristendommen og 

                    kirken. Jørn Henrik Olsen, ed.. Valby, Denmark: Unitas Publishers. Pp. 6-43.

Jensen, Jørgen I..


1996. Den fjerne kirke: Mellem kultur og religiøsitet. Copenhagen, Denmark: Samleren.  

Johansson, Calvin M..


1998. Music and Ministry: A Biblical Counterpoint, 2nd edition. Peabody, Mass.: 


         Hendrickson Publishers.

Pass, David B..


1989. Music and the Church: A Theology of Church Music. Nashville: Broadman Press. 

Rogers, Everett M..


1995. Diffusion of Innovations, 4th edition. New York: The Free Press. 

Stanley, Paul D. and J. Robert Clinton.


1992. Connecting: The Mentoring Relationships You Need to Succeed in Life. Colorado    
          Springs: Navpress.

Scott, Joyce.


2000. Tuning in to a Different Song: Using Music as a Bridge to Cross Cultural Differences.

                   Pretoria, South Africa: The Institute for Missiological and Ecumenical Research.     

Turner, Victor. 


1997. The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure. New York: Aldine De Gruyter. 

Zahniser, A. H. Mathias.

1997. Symbols and Ceremonies: Making Disciples Across Cultures. Monrovia, Ca.: MARC  

         Publishers.
� Hans Raun Iversen is Dean of the School of System Theology, University of Copenhagen, and has written extensively on issues of church and culture in Denmark. Iversen contends that the lack of church attendance does not necessarily mean that Christianity has no influence on Danish society. He propounds that the ninety-something percent of Danes who are baptized members of the Danish Folk Church yet do not attend, otherwise known as Culture Christians, cannot be assumed to be non-Christians. I am not making that assumption either, only pointing out that the popularity of gospel concerts and worship services in churches suggests a need that is largely unmet by normal church services.


� The Distant Church is a reference to a provocative book, Den fjerne kirke (1995), by Danish historian, Jørgen I. Jensen.


� While Danes have no experience with the type of socio-political and racial injustice upon which African-American gospel music in part is predicated, “bondage and liberation” is thematically interpreted existentially, alluding  to the need for freedom from emotional suppression which largely characterizes standard folk church religiosity and Danish culture in general.


� The dominant church in Denmark is referred to as the Danish National or “Folk” Church (“Den Danske Folkekirke”), not state church. The folk church is part of the Lutheran Confession. 


� These figures are personal estimates. Precise data on the numbers of gospel choirs and participants does not yet exist.


� Although Praise music and Gospel music sometimes overlap, they have distinct followings, styles, and historical origins. One of the primary differences, at least in Denmark, is that Praise is still associated with Charismatic-style worship, while Gospel is embraced by the mainstream and still conjures up stereotypical images of the uninhibited worship-style associated with many black churches in the U.S. and England.


� I am indebted to Everett Rogers’ book, Diffusion of Innovations (1995), for the theoretical framework implied by systems theory and diffusion.


� I am referring primarily to what Paul Stanley and Robert Clinton (1992) term “Spiritual Guide.”


� ALPHA is a course in basic Christianity, designed to last for 10-12 sessions, including a retreat. The appeal is based on the formation of fellowship, as well as the relative informality of the program. People who know next to nothing about Christianity and yet desire to learn more usually feel comfortable due to the non-threatening approach. Hence the appeal among a number of gospel choir participants. See � HYPERLINK "http://www.alphacourse.org" ��www.alphacourse.org� for more information. 


� Peter Steinvig is a leading figure in the gospel music movement in Denmark, and is a co-founder of the Copenhagen Gospel Festival, an annual fall event which since 1992 has drawn some of the biggest names in gospel music. 


� Interviews reveal that events such as the Copenhagen Gospel Festival are responsible for germinating a great deal of enthusiasm for gospel music and leading people, not only toward membership in a choir, but Christian confession. 





