
S U N S T O N E

T HE BISHOP WAS ABRUPT AND OBVIOUSLY 
irritated when he phoned that Saturday morning. He
had just read my email message regarding the music

for sacrament meeting the following day. “I notice you have
Brother X (a newcomer to the ward) scheduled for prelude. I
hope he’s not playing what I think he is.” 

“He’s playing the harmonica.” 
“No, he’s not,” the bishop fumed. 
Our conversation degenerated from there. He insisted the

harmonica was not to be played in sacrament meeting, and
went on to say the guitar-violin-organ trio I had scheduled a
previous Sunday had been inappropriate—that there would
be no more guitars in church. After a few more words, one
stubborn man had resigned as ward music director and closed
the conversation. The other was astonished, I believe, to have
our dialogue end as it did.1

My seven years as ward music director/choir leader had
been fulfilling, but there were dark spots. This was not the first
time leaders had criticized my style. At times, as in this in-
stance, some had questioned my choice of music and the in-
strument used to make it. Accusations that I allowed “secular”
music in sacrament meeting (leaked from one high councilor’s
visit) stung. True, I once scheduled children to play “Twinkle,
Twinkle, Little Star” on the violin for prelude music. It was sec-
ular music, but I believe Jesus was there. The bishop is a good
man and a great leader. He’d had a tough week, and it showed
in his voice when he called. Although he had supported me in
past instances, I think stake leaders laid down the law after the
violin-guitar-organ trio, and he succumbed.

A T THE SAME time I was called to supervise ward
music and direct the choir, my wife was asked to be
partner and accompanist. She accepted her call and

encouraged me to do the same. I did so, but with trepidation.
Other than playing the trumpet in high school and singing in

Church choirs and community choruses, I had minimal music
education. I had, however, begun voice lessons a few years ear-
lier, eventually singing solo and doing ensemble work with
various groups in the community and at the university where I
taught.

At the time we received our callings, little was happening
musically in the ward other than conventional hymn singing
and organ prelude. We focused on three basic objectives: 

1. Make the sacrament meeting prelude more effective and
inspirational. 

2. Promote sacrament meeting special music that is indeed
special. 

3. Develop a successful ward choir. 
Since there were few confident organists in our ward, and

they were heavily involved with other meetings and respon-
sibilities, we saw the prelude as an opportunity for less-vis-
ible musicians to present their offerings in a low-stress set-
ting. Rather than have one person play the organ each week,
we rotated assignments, scheduling preludes that involved
singing or instruments other than organ and piano. I
stretched the limits to involve a convert who played bag-
pipes. At my request, a versatile supportive organist accom-
panied her to moderate the sound. Nonetheless, that prelude
was electrifying to say the least. Brother X’s harmonica was
not that earth-shattering. I had heard him play “Green-
sleeves” and other hymns on this classical, valved instrument
and found it quite moving.

To elevate the importance of preludes, I scheduled them
months in advance and sent copies of the lineup to bishopric,
performers, and others concerned with music or creating the
printed meeting programs. In looking back, I see mostly key-
board presentations, some by people who had never before
played publicly in the ward. One musician was a young wife
and mother in temporary housing without a piano. She wel-
comed the incentive to hone her skills. Another was a convert
who played largely by intuition and by ear, but with great sen-
sitivity, expression, and skill. He especially liked Brahms,
whose music he delivered with feeling and inspiration. One
young adult, trained in piano, harpsichord, and voice, had se-
rious performance anxiety caused by discouraging physical
problems. She found the prelude less threatening than per-
forming in the meeting itself. 

The roster also included one gifted violinist who studied
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S U N S T O N E

with a member of the Boston Symphony and taught others
using the Suzuki method. She, her children, and her students
frequently performed preludes and special numbers that were
always beautiful and well-prepared. Several organists and pi-
anists played in rotation. All in all, five or so regulars from the
ward and several special guest artists participated. The instru-
ment and performer were usually different each week. Our
bagpiper, for instance, found that her mother (who otherwise
refused to come to her daughter’s new church) was willing to
play occasional hammer dulcimer preludes.

During the early days of this new prelude policy, I felt em-
barrassed to ask people to play amidst the din of members
talking and greeting one another loudly as they entered the
chapel. A notice in the printed program helped: 

Recently, I apologized to one playing the prelude
music because of the noise and commotion. Having
once played background piano at a restaurant, she
replied it didn’t really bother her that much.

For the sake of those who prefer to worship in the
atmosphere of a sanctuary rather than a restaurant,
could we suggest that others who wish to carry on
conversations before church do so in the foyer?

—The Ward Music Director 

Further reminders from the pulpit, remarkable promptness
among young men preparing the sacrament, and leaders who
took their places on the stand early and sat quietly listening to
the prelude, eventually created a marvelous feeling of quiet
and reverence. Glorious floral arrangements, produced inde-
pendently of our initiative and with great artistry by a woman
in the ward, acted synergistically with the music. 

The transformation was miraculous. Visitors were almost
shocked. In fact, visitors tended to be the offenders when our
prelude worship was violated by loud talking. This prompted
another announcement in the program:

Visitors may notice that initial greetings are sub-
dued in our ward. This is not a sign of unfriendliness
but a tradition of meditation and contemplation
during the prelude music. Doors to the chapel are
closed fifteen minutes before meeting so that those
who wish to enter and meditate can do so undis-
turbed. Others, who wish to converse and visit are
encouraged to do that in the foyer. You are always
welcome to join in either activity so long as you do it
in the appointed place.

—The Ward Music Director 

Increased reverence was illustrated dramatically one Sunday
when, by some fluke, we found ourselves without a prelude.
People sat in total silence. Many commented afterward how
peaceful and spiritual it had been, even with no music. 

About this time, the stake presidency issued a proclamation
instructing all wards to begin their worship fifteen minutes be-
fore sacrament meeting by coming early enough to listen to

prelude music. I don’t believe our initiatives were related, but
pre-meeting attendance did increase. With such attention from
a larger audience, preludes became more daunting to per-
formers, but our first goal—creating a more effective and spir-
itual introduction to sacrament meeting—had indeed been
achieved. 

To promote the second objective—more meaningful music
in the meeting itself—we began scheduling according to the
resources available. A talented high school soprano eagerly
sang when invited. Others welcomed the opportunity to per-
form solo or in small groups. I sang occasionally. Ward youth
developed several inspiring musical presentations. One girl
brought her high school flute ensemble. The Primary children
sang several times a year, and the ward choir averaged once
per month.

As momentum developed, we found new volunteers and
participants. It was exciting to see these creative energies un-
leashed. When members praised the inspiration and unity that
followed this initiative, I demurred, because the generous out-
pouring of creativity demanded so little. True, I scheduled
people months in advance and followed up with those whose
performances were near. I also made sure the calendar was dis-
tributed widely so that ward members and leaders were aware
of, talking about, and anticipating future presentations.
Otherwise, music took care of itself

For instance, the director of a community youth orchestra
that rehearsed in our building on Saturdays wanted to show
his appreciation. Accompanied by his wife and others, he per-
formed several exquisite viola solos and string trios. A small
semi-professional vocal ensemble that included three mem-
bers of our ward sang in Sacrament meeting near Christmas-
time every year. The majority of singers, though they belonged
to other churches, looked forward eagerly to these occasions.
A loose combination of members formed a “ward string/flute
orchestra” that gave several presentations. 

Soon, our ward gained a reputation for having amazing mu-
sical talent and reverence. We even found a gifted harpist in our
midst. After hearing her prelude, a visitor who was planning to
build a house in the area said, “Wow, what a ward this is going
to be!” (This brother’s wife, a devoted Catholic and professional
singer, sang a solo for our next Christmas program and gra-
ciously joined her husband in the choir for that occasion.) 

More attention to music had a powerful impact on the
sacrament meeting atmosphere. It not only lifted spirits in the
congregation but inspired speakers to come better prepared,
more sensitive to their role in our worship. High councilors
often spoke of how, because of its music, they looked forward
to visiting our ward. I have no doubt that music promoted
better attendance as well as greater spirituality. 

W ITH SUCH REWARDS in this calling, why did I
give it up so abruptly when the bishop called? In
the weeks that followed, I pondered the issues that

prompted my resignation. This essay is my attempt to under-
stand what happened. 

I believe spirituality and creativity go hand in hand. Only
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S U N S T O N E

an unfettered mind can find the richer, sometimes hidden,
treasures of both holiness and art. The scriptures are full of lit-
erary art. The Word of Wisdom, (D&C 89) for example, begins
with the prosaic and stretches to the sublime: “And all saints
who remember to keep and do these sayings, walking in obe-
dience to the commandments, shall . . . find wisdom and great
treasures of knowledge, even hidden treasures” (D&C
89:18–19).

Successful artistry demands both an
elegant creation and a receptive vessel.
Some, less tuned to the poetic, might
simply read one of President Kimball’s
greatest discourses as a “nice sermon
about tithing.” He tells of touring a vast
ranch in a luxurious limousine with a
non-tithe-paying friend. The proud
owner’s language is punctuated with
“mine,” “mine,” “mine.” 

Kimball’s account ends with an ironic
description of his friend’s final estate, “a
tiny, oblong area the length of a tall man,
the width of a heavy one.”2

Without appreciation for its literary
images, this is a sermon in black and
white—like reading Isaiah or the
Gospel of John translated into
modern vernacular. 

Jesus was the consummate
artist. In answer to apostles who
asked why he taught in para-
bles, he replied “Because they
seeing see not; and hearing
they hear not, neither do they
understand” (Matt. 13:14–15).
Attuned to the hidden mean-
ings, certain listeners received
in greater abundance,  and
others, even though listening,
“heard not.” 

Sometimes, messages from “the Brethren” find questionable
priggish translation “in the field.” For example, in  a recent
Ensign article, Merrill M. Bateman describes a visit by Boyd K.
Packer many years ago to a stake conference where Elder
Bateman was present. The organist was playing “various Bach
selections” as prelude music, and the congregation was noisy.
President Packer stood, told the organist to stop playing, and
asked congregants to cease speaking and take their seats. He
then directed the organist to play hymns which, evidently, pro-
duced the desired quiet.3

Elder Bateman’s article was an impassioned testimony of
how hymns have the power to influence and sanctify.
President Packer’s primary intent was to establish reverence.
But, as retold in my high priest’s quorum the following week,
that story was used to condemn the use of Bach or any music
other than hymns in church meetings. 

I happen to believe the congregation would have been sub-

dued by scolding from this or any general authority no matter
what the organist had played. Let me fantasize a rebuke that
conveys the same intent but one tilted toward the thirteenth
Article of Faith; “Brothers and sisters, our organist is playing
from Bach’s glorious Cantata No. 142, ‘The Bridegroom
Cometh.’ I want to listen to this inspiring music and contem-
plate whether I have extra oil for my lamp or not. I encourage
you to cease speaking, take your seats, and do the same.” 

W HAT ARE THE Lord’s
feelings regarding
music? The most di-

rect answer is found in the
Doctrine and Covenants: “For my
soul delighteth in the song of the
heart; yea, the song of the right-
eous is a prayer unto me, and it
shall be answered with a blessing
upon their heads” (D&C 25:12).
And, from the thirteenth Article of
Faith, “If there is anything vir-
tuous, lovely, or of good report or
praiseworthy, we seek after these
things.” In light of these passages,
any virtuous or lovely music per-
formed in righteousness and from
the heart is a prayer that delights
God. 

I used these standards in se-
lecting sacrament meeting music.
Others obviously disagreed with
my judgment. Faced with similar
conflicts throughout the Church,
leaders have given more rules.
They are contained in Section 14
of the Church Handbook of
Instructions.4 Following are ex-
cerpts relevant to this essay: 

“Stake presidencies and bish-
oprics determine which musical selections or instruments are
suitable for a particular meeting.”5

• Hymns are our “basic” church music and the “standard
for all congregational singing.”

• Hymns are encouraged for prelude and postlude music,
choirs, and special selections. “If other musical selections are
used, they should be in keeping with the spirit of the hymns,”
and “texts should be doctrinally correct.” 

• Music in Church meetings “should not draw attention to it-
self or be for demonstration. Some religiously oriented music in
a popular style is not appropriate for sacrament meetings. Also,
much sacred music that is suitable for concerts and recitals is
not appropriate for a Latter-day Saint worship service.” 

• “Organs and pianos are the standard instruments used in
Church meetings. If other instruments are used, their use
should be in keeping with the spirit of the meeting.
Instruments with a prominent or less worshipful sound, such
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as most brass and percussion, are not appropriate for sacra-
ment meeting.” 

• Preludes should be “quiet. . . . [The] organist or pianist
usually plays hymns or other appropriate music for five to ten
minutes before and after a meeting. . . . Occasionally ward or
stake choirs may also provide prelude music.” 

• For special music, “Selections that are presented by vocal
and instrumental soloists and small groups can also enhance
Church meetings and can supplement choir music for sacra-
ment meetings. Hymns and other appropriate selections may
be used..”

Even these firm guidelines can be widely interpreted. Some
have narrowed them even more to exclude from sacrament
meeting anything other than a hymn played on organ or
piano. I was told of one stake that has a list of “acceptable” mu-
sical instruments spec-
ifying “piano, organ,
stringed instruments
that involve stroking
with a bow, and flute.”
Clarinets are excluded
along with other
woodwinds, brass,
percussion, and
plucked strings.
(There goes the harp
and hammer dulcimer
with the guitar. I don’t
know if they have a
special rule for pizzi-
cato violin.).

Frankly, I see no
way that classical
guitar and religious
compositions of Bach,
Beethoven, Dvor’ak,
Handel, Mozart,
Schubert, or others can in any way be considered inconsistent
with official Church guidelines. Rigid rules map a safe and
boring path—good to follow if one wants to avoid risk or
growth. 

The actual guidelines are not that rigid. Note that words
like “encouraged,” “should,” “some,” “much,” “such as,” “occa-
sionally,” “may be” appear often within the framework the
Handbook creates. I would prefer that for special music official
guidelines place less emphasis on hymns and more on Mozart,
perhaps, or African American spirituals. On the other hand, I
welcome their discouraging rock and roll and Mormon
bubble-gum music.

No one can question the emphasis on hymns for congrega-
tional and home worship. There is no religious experience like
brothers and sisters joining in heartfelt song. As Elder Bateman
emphasized, hymns remind us of gospel principles and soothe
a troubled heart. But, there is an ethereal realm of inspiring
music outside the hymnal. When transcribed to music by
Handel and rendered by a gifted soloist or choir, for example,

a one-dimensional scripture becomes a lush multi-dimen-
sional spiritual journey. 

I treasure the memory of two precious sacrament meetings
(sadly, only two) where Handel’s setting of Job’s affirming ex-
clamation, “I know that my Redeemer liveth” was performed.
This cannot be experienced as a hymn. It is beyond the reach
of an untrained voice, but rendered by soprano and accompa-
nist, its inspiration falls like the dews of heaven on all. To ex-
clude such sublime music from our worship would be like re-
moving the Gospel of John or the book of Isaiah from our
Bible.

Why do many, including some in authority, adopt and
promote prosaic, priggish interpretations of music guide-
lines? I think professional musicians in the Church share
some blame. As a chemical engineering professor, I am sub-

ject to administrators
who know nothing of
what I teach. That’s
why they hired me. If
they told me to de-
mand less of students
because it was too
hard or to avoid con-
troversial topics like
pollution and indus-
trial safety, I know
how I would respond.
Just as students even-
tually recognize the
value of teachers who
stretch their horizons,
I believe Church
members and leaders
will come to appre-
ciate—even if they
never say it out
loud—musicians and

other artists who open their ears, their eyes, and feed their
spirits. 

Jesus loved his disciples enough to explain hidden mean-
ings in his parables. Having limited aptitude in the visual
arts, I appreciate anyone who cares enough about me to ex-
plain a painting and open my eyes so that I, looking, can see.
Do not those in the Church who hear, owe the same to
others—leader and layperson alike? Instead, driven by a
most limited interpretation of guidelines, our gifted musi-
cians often direct their talents to converting hymns into dra-
matic distorted vehicles of performance that are inappro-
priate and unsuccessful.6

I HAD WEATHERED discomfort with narrow limits on
music in the past without resigning. What was different
this time? Disappointment that leaders did not share my

musical values? Frustration at being criticized and micro-man-
aged? Stubbornness? Spite? All of these feelings may have
played a role, but this time I was caught between obedience to
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authority and seeing serious emotional damage done to one
musician. 

The guitar-violin-organ trio that I mentioned at the begin-
ning of this essay had been organized at my request by the gui-
tarist. He suffers from a serious mental illness and has experi-
enced loss of family, loneliness, and rejection. When he first
began coming to our ward, I was impressed by his sweet,
loving spirit. He joined the choir, and sang with sensitivity and
skill. One day, after church, I heard him playing his acoustical
guitar in the Relief Society room. He jumped at my invitation
to do a prelude and, thereafter, played and accompanied sev-
eral times in our meetings. 

Leading up to the fateful Sunday, he asked our accom-
plished violinist and organist to join him in a medley of
hymns. In the choir rehearsal that preceded the prelude, he
suggested that singers stay on the stand and blend impromptu
with the trio. I rejected his request because I saw it as an im-
possibly complex undertaking. It took him a few minutes to
adjust. This caused delay, a little confusion, and one false start.
Finally, when the three were synchronized, it was transforming
as we watched two, with their love and confidence, lift up the
one. They interacted much as a jazz trio would to produce a
“song of the heart; yea, the song of the righteous,” a prayer
unto God. 

I believe the bishop listening did hear that day. When he
told me guitars were banned, I asked if he had felt the message
of that prelude. He was silent. Stake leaders had been present
that Sunday. I believe it was at their behest he was forced to tell
our brother his guitar was no longer welcome in sacrament
meeting.

Soon after his discussion with the bishop, the guitarist met
me in the foyer. He said, “I understand—the guitar really is an
instrument of the devil—associated as it is with drugs and
stuff.” 

I replied, “No. The way you play it, it’s an instrument of the
Lord.” 

I am not sure he heard me. 
I carried the burden of his sadness and rejection into my

telephone confrontation with the bishop the following week.
My friend is now too ill to come to church and has stopped
playing his guitar. 

NOTES

1. We soon reconciled, both apologizing for our impetuous hostility.
2. Spencer W. Kimball, “Render . . . Unto God,” Faith Precedes the Miracle

(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Company,  1972), 281.
3. Merrill M. Bateman, “The Power of Hymns” Ensign (June, 2001):15.
4. Church Handbook of Instructions, Book Two, 1998.
5. There is no question that the guidelines give the bishop and stake presi-

dent the authority to censor sacrament meeting music.
6. Such efforts are like trying to put new wine in old bottles. There are ex-

ceptions, of course. Leroy Robertson’s rendition of the “Lord’s Prayer” from his
“Oratorio from the Book of Mormon” is a classic example of inspired creativity,
and there are many outstanding hymn arrangements where LDS composers have
converted worthy vehicles to an artistic level.
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