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Abstract: This study investigates the role of church music in fostering community building and
spiritual unity within multicultural congregations. A mixed-methods approach was employed,
combining surveys, in-depth interviews, and participant observations in five diverse Christian
churches. The research aimed to understand how musical practices contribute to social cohesion and
shared spiritual experiences across different cultural groups. The results reveal three key factors that
enhance unity in multicultural worship settings: (1) a diverse musical repertoire that reflects the
cultural backgrounds of the congregation; (2) participatory music-making, where congregants actively
engage in singing and playing instruments; and (3) culturally responsive worship planning, in which
worship leaders intentionally incorporate music that resonates with the spiritual and cultural identities
of their communities. These elements were found to bridge cultural divides, promoting a sense of
belonging and collective worship. In addition, the study highlights the importance of inclusive musical
leadership, where music ministers are sensitive to the cultural nuances of their congregations and foster
an environment where all members feel represented. This approach not only strengthens the communal
bonds within the church but also enhances the spiritual engagement of its members. The findings of
this study offer valuable insights for church leaders, musicians, and worship planners seeking to
cultivate unity in increasingly multicultural congregational contexts. By prioritizing diverse and
participatory musical practices, churches can build more inclusive and spiritually unified communities.
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Introduction

As global migration and demographic shifts continue to
diversify communities, churches are increasingly confronted with
both challenges and opportunities in fostering unity amidst cultural
diversity. In many urban and suburban areas, congregations are no
longer homogenous but reflect a mosaic of ethnic, linguistic, and
cultural identities. This diversity, while enriching, also presents
unique challenges in creating a worship environment that feels
inclusive and spiritually unifying for all members (Thumma,
2007). One of the most effective ways to bridge cultural divides in
a church context is through music, which holds a universal appeal
and has long been a central element of Christian worship.
However, the question of how music can effectively transcend
cultural differences and foster a sense of community and spiritual
unity in multicultural church settings remains an area of ongoing
exploration and debate.

Music has always played a significant role in Christian
worship, serving as both a medium for theological expression and a
tool for communal engagement. It helps congregants connect
emotionally with spiritual truths, provides a space for collective

*Corresponding Author: Novel Hutauruk

90

participation, and serves as a form of worship that is accessible to
all, regardless of social or cultural background. Historically, church
music has adapted to different cultural and societal contexts, from
the early chants of the Christian church to the hymns of the
Reformation and the diverse genres found in contemporary
worship today (McGann, 2004). Yet, the dynamics of musical
choice in multicultural congregations, where members bring a
variety of musical preferences and cultural associations, pose a
new set of challenges. How can church leaders ensure that the
music used in worship resonates across cultural lines, fosters
spiritual unity, and contributes to a sense of community? This
question has become especially urgent as churches seek to reflect
the increasingly multicultural realities of their surrounding
communities.

The significance of this research lies in its potential to
inform worship practices that promote genuine inclusion and
spiritual cohesion in diverse faith communities (Tanjung, 2022).
Music, as a universal language, has the unique ability to transcend
linguistic and cultural barriers, making it a powerful tool for
building connections within multicultural congregations (Yong,
2014). However, the specific ways in which music fosters these
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connections, and the strategies that church leaders and musicians
employ to create inclusive musical experiences, remain
underexplored in the existing literature. As multicultural
congregations continue to grow, understanding the role of music in
worship becomes essential for creating environments where people
from various cultural backgrounds can come together in a shared
expression of faith.

The present study seeks to address these gaps in
understanding by investigating the role of music in community
building and spiritual unity within multicultural churches. It aims
to answer four key research questions: How do musical choices
and practices in multicultural churches influence the sense of
community and spiritual unity among congregants? This question
examines how different musical styles, genres, and repertoires are
selected and used in worship services, and how these choices affect
the overall sense of togetherness and shared spiritual experience
within the congregation. What strategies do church leaders and
musicians employ to create inclusive musical experiences that
resonate across cultural boundaries? This inquiry looks into the
intentional decisions made by worship planners and music
ministers to incorporate diverse musical elements that speak to the
varied cultural identities present within their congregations. It
explores practical approaches, such as the blending of traditional
hymns with contemporary worship songs or the inclusion of music
from different cultural traditions (Porter, 2017). How do
congregants from different cultural backgrounds perceive and
respond to diverse musical styles in worship? Understanding the
congregants' perspectives on the music used in their worship
services is crucial for assessing the effectiveness of musical
choices in fostering spiritual unity. This question seeks to gather
insights into how individuals from various cultural backgrounds
connect with or feel excluded by certain musical selections and
how these experiences influence their overall participation in
worship. What role does participatory music-making play in
building connections between members of multicultural
congregations? Active participation in music-making, whether
through congregational singing, playing instruments, or other
forms of musical involvement, has been shown to enhance feelings
of belonging and community. This question explores how
participatory music practices contribute to the social and spiritual
cohesion of multicultural congregations.

The urgency of this research is underscored by the
increasing cultural diversity within churches, particularly in urban
centers where multiculturalism is a defining characteristic of the
community. As churches strive to be places of welcome and
belonging for people from all walks of life, the role of music in
worship takes on a heightened importance (Vondey, 2012). Music
not only has the power to engage people emotionally and
spiritually, but it also serves as a reflection of the church’s
commitment to inclusivity. When musical practices are inclusive
and representative of the congregation’s diversity, they can help
foster a deeper sense of unity, enabling members from different
backgrounds to feel that they are a vital part of the church
community.

The findings of this study are expected to have both
practical and theoretical implications. On a practical level, the
research will provide insights for church leaders, music ministers,
and worship planners who are tasked with designing worship
services that resonate with culturally diverse congregations. It will
offer concrete strategies for incorporating a variety of musical

91

styles in a way that is both theologically sound and culturally
sensitive, ensuring that all members of the congregation feel
included and spiritually engaged (Emerson, 2003). Moreover, the
study will highlight the importance of participatory music-making
in building community, offering suggestions for how churches can
encourage greater congregational involvement in the musical
aspects of worship (Ariawan, 2022).

On a theoretical level, this research contributes to the
broader field of study on the intersection of music, culture, and
spirituality. While there is a growing body of literature on
multiculturalism in the church, much of this work has focused on
issues such as preaching, leadership, and community outreach,
with less attention given to the role of music in worship (Marti,
2005). By focusing specifically on music, this study addresses an
important gap in the literature and provides a nuanced
understanding of how musical practices can be used as a tool for
cultural integration and spiritual unity in diverse congregational
settings.

In conclusion, this study aims to explore the vital role of
church music in fostering community building and spiritual unity
within multicultural congregations. Through an examination of
musical choices, congregational perceptions, and participatory
practices, the research seeks to provide a deeper understanding of
how music can bridge cultural divides and create an inclusive
worship environment. The findings will offer valuable insights for
church leaders and musicians as they navigate the challenges and
opportunities of leading worship in increasingly diverse contexts,
ultimately contributing to the cultivation of more unified and
spiritually vibrant church communities.

Methods

This study employed a mixed-methods approach to explore
the role of church music in fostering community and spiritual unity
within multicultural congregations. By combining quantitative and
qualitative methods, the research aimed to capture both the broad
trends and in-depth experiences of church members. The research
was conducted over a 12-month period and focused on five
churches that were selected for their diverse membership and
intentional use of inclusive worship practices.

Five churches in different regions of the United States were
chosen as research sites to represent a variety of denominational
backgrounds and geographical contexts:

1. Urban Methodist Church — Chicago, Illinois: This church is
located in a densely populated urban area and has a highly
diverse congregation, with significant African American,
Latino, and Asian American populations.

2. Suburban Baptist Church— Houston, Texas: Located in the
suburbs, this church serves a mixed congregation of African
American, white, and Latino members, with a strong focus on
contemporary worship music.

3. Non-denominational Church — Los Angeles, California: This
church is situated in a metropolitan area and draws a
multicultural congregation, including large Asian American
and Latino communities, and uses a blend of traditional and
contemporary worship styles.

4. Lutheran Church — Minneapolis, Minnesota: Known for its
diverse immigrant populations, this church incorporates
global musical styles into its worship, reflecting the cultural
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backgrounds of its East African, Southeast Asian, and Native
American members.

5. Pentecostal Church — Miami, Florida: This church is located
in a diverse, multilingual community, with a membership
largely composed of Caribbean, African, and Latino
congregants. The worship services feature a highly
participatory and dynamic style of music.

These churches were selected based on the following
criteria: (1) cultural diversity, with no single ethnic group
comprising more than 60% of the congregation, (2) regular use of
multilingual or multicultural music in worship services, and (3) the
congregation's and leadership’s willingness to participate in the
study.

Three primary methods of data collection were used to
ensure a comprehensive analysis: surveys, semi-structured
interviews, and participant observation.

A questionnaire was distributed to adult members of the five
congregations (n=750), aiming to assess perceptions of how music
fosters community and spiritual unity in worship. The survey
included both closed-ended Likert-scale questions, measuring the
importance of different musical elements, and open-ended
questions to capture qualitative insights. Participants were asked to
reflect on their emotional, spiritual, and social experiences related
to the music during worship.

In-depth interviews were conducted with key stakeholders
in each church, including church leaders, music directors, and
congregants from diverse cultural backgrounds (n=50). These
interviews provided rich qualitative data on participants' personal
experiences with music in their congregations, focusing on how
different musical styles and practices influenced their sense of
community and spiritual connection. The interviews were designed
to explore both successes and challenges in creating an inclusive
worship environment.

The researcher attended worship services at each of the five
churches over a three-month period, focusing on the role of music
in congregational dynamics. Detailed field notes were taken on the
musical repertoire, the level of congregational participation (e.g.,
singing, clapping, or dancing), and visible indicators of community
interaction (e.g., group engagement, shared rituals). Observations
were made on how music fostered communal worship and whether
it reflected the cultural diversity of the congregation.

A combination of quantitative and qualitative analyses was
conducted to identify patterns and themes across the data. Survey
data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics.
Frequency distributions were used to summarize participants’
responses, and cross-tabulations were applied to explore
relationships between demographic variables (e.g., age, ethnicity,
length of church membership) and perceptions of music in
worship. Correlation analyses were also conducted to identify
significant relationships between musical practices and reported
feelings of community and spiritual unity. This helped to highlight
general trends in how music was perceived and experienced across
the different churches.

Thematic analysis was applied to the interview transcripts
and observation notes. Using NVivo software, data were coded for
recurring themes related to community building, cultural
representation, emotional engagement, and spiritual unity. Key
themes identified included the importance of participatory music-
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making, the role of multilingual worship, and the intentional use of
culturally diverse musical styles. Special attention was given to
how church leaders and music directors navigated cultural
differences in planning worship services, as well as the responses
of congregants to different musical choices.

The study employed triangulation to enhance the reliability
and validity of the findings. Data from surveys, interviews, and
participant observations were compared and integrated to identify
consistent patterns and insights. This triangulation ensured that the
conclusions drawn were not limited to one data source, allowing
for a more robust understanding of the role of music in fostering
community and spiritual unity in multicultural congregations. This
mixed-methods approach enabled the study to capture both broad
trends and personal experiences, providing a comprehensive
analysis of the impact of church music in diverse worship settings.

Result and Discussion

The analysis of survey responses, interview transcripts, and
observational data revealed significant findings regarding the role
of church music in fostering community and spiritual unity in
multicultural congregations. These results highlight how diverse
musical practices can contribute to a sense of inclusion, cultural
exchange, and spiritual bonding within faith communities.

Diverse Musical Repertoire and Cultural Representation

A strong correlation was observed between the diversity of
musical styles used in worship and congregants' feelings of cultural
inclusion (r = 0.72, p < 0.001). Churches that intentionally
incorporated music from various cultural traditions experienced
higher levels of satisfaction among members and a stronger sense
of unity. For example, a congregation that included African hymns,
Latino worship songs, and Western classical music in their services
reported greater inclusivity and a broader engagement across
cultural lines. These findings align with previous research, which
underscores the role of cultural validation in social cohesion.

Interview data further supported this quantitative finding.
Many congregants expressed that hearing music from their own
cultural background, alongside other traditions, made them feel
valued and represented within the church community (Koening,
2012). One African immigrant congregant shared: “Hearing a
familiar song from home, even if it's just once a month, makes me
feel like this church truly sees and values who I am.” This
sentiment underscores the importance of representation in worship
and suggests that diverse musical selections can foster a sense of
belonging among congregants.

Multilingual Singing and Linguistic Inclusivity

The use of multilingual songs and the practice of singing
verses of hymns in different languages emerged as a powerful tool
for fostering unity among congregants from diverse cultural
backgrounds. According to the survey results, 78% of respondents
indicated that singing in multiple languages during worship
services helped them feel more connected to people from other
cultural backgrounds. This practice not only breaks linguistic
barriers but also symbolizes inclusivity in a tangible way, allowing
people from different backgrounds to participate meaningfully in
worship (Ingalls, 2018).

A music director from the Los Angeles church explained
their approach: "We try to include at least one song each week that
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incorporates multiple languages. It's beautiful to hear everyone
attempting to sing in languages that might be unfamiliar to them. It
creates a shared experience of vulnerability and learning." This
shared linguistic experience fosters a sense of unity and reflects the
Christian theological concept of diversity in unity, as illustrated in
Revelation 7:9, where people of all nations and tongues worship
together.

Participatory Music-Making

Churches that offered opportunities for congregants to
participate in music-making beyond congregational singing, such
as choirs, instrumental ensembles, and worship teams, reported
stronger intercultural relationships ~ among members.
Approximately 65% of survey respondents who engaged in such
activities noted that these experiences significantly contributed to
their sense of community within the church. These participatory
music-making spaces often served as platforms for cultural
exchange, where members from diverse backgrounds could share
musical techniques, learn from each other, and develop deeper
interpersonal relationships.

In one instance, the multicultural praise team at the Miami
Pentecostal church regularly integrated musical elements from
Caribbean, African, and Latin American traditions during
rehearsals. This space allowed members to teach each other about
the unique rhythms, instruments, and vocal styles of their
respective cultures, fostering intercultural understanding and
strengthening community bonds. These findings align with
previous research on music's role in social bonding.

Culturally Responsive Worship Planning

One of the key themes that emerged from interviews with
church leaders was the importance of culturally responsive worship
planning. Many leaders discussed the intentional efforts made to
consult with congregants from diverse cultural backgrounds when
planning music for worship (Garces, 2007). This included rotating
worship leaders and musicians to reflect the cultural diversity of
the congregation and ensuring that music selections were
representative of the entire community.

A pastor from the Houston Baptist church highlighted their
approach: "We've formed a diverse worship planning team that
meets monthly to ensure our music selections and styles are
representative of our congregation. It's not always easy, but it's
crucial for creating a truly inclusive worship experience." This
intentionality in planning not only ensures cultural representation
but also fosters a sense of ownership and participation among
congregants from diverse backgrounds. Culturally responsive
worship planning also involves providing cultural context for
unfamiliar musical elements, helping congregants understand and
appreciate the significance of music from different traditions. This
educational component helps prevent misunderstandings or
resistance to unfamiliar musical styles, further promoting unity
within the congregation.

Balance Between Familiarity and Novelty

The study found that a balance between familiar musical
elements and the introduction of new, culturally diverse
expressions was key to fostering community and unity in worship.
According to the survey data, 72% of respondents agreed that
experiencing unfamiliar music styles in worship broadened their
appreciation for different cultures. Exposure to new musical forms,
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whether through songs, instruments, or vocal techniques, helped
congregants expand their understanding of the cultural richness
within the church. However, the data also indicated the importance
of maintaining a level of familiarity in worship music. Many
interviewees expressed the comfort they found in familiar hymns
or contemporary songs from their faith tradition, which provided
them with a sense of continuity in their spiritual journey. As one
participant noted: "I love learning new songs from different
cultures, but it's also comforting to have some familiar hymns or
contemporary songs that ground me in my faith tradition." This
finding reflects acculturation theories, such as those proposed by
Berry (2005), which emphasize the importance of both cultural
maintenance and adaptation in multicultural settings. Churches that
successfully balanced familiarity with novelty created worship
environments where congregants felt both rooted in their own faith
traditions and open to exploring new cultural expressions (Baker,
2010). This balance helped mitigate potential resistance to
unfamiliar music and facilitated a smoother integration of diverse
musical practices.

Music as a Bridge for Intercultural Understanding

Thematic analysis of interview data revealed that music
often served as a catalyst for intercultural understanding and
learning within the congregation. Many participants shared stories
of how musical experiences had led to deeper relationships across
cultural lines. For instance, a member of the Minneapolis Lutheran
church recounted how learning a Nigerian praise song during
worship sparked a conversation with a Nigerian family in the
congregation. This conversation eventually led to a dinner
invitation, and a lasting friendship developed as a result of that
initial musical connection.

These findings suggest that music can act as a cultural
mediator, providing a shared experience that fosters conversations
and relationships across cultural boundaries (Chaves, 2014). By
encouraging congregants to engage with music from different
traditions, churches can create opportunities for deeper cultural
exchange and mutual understanding.

Challenges and Tensions

Despite the overall positive impact of diverse musical
practices, the study also identified several challenges and tensions
that arose within multicultural congregations. One of the main
challenges was disagreement over musical style preferences. Some
congregants expressed a preference for traditional hymns, while
others favored contemporary worship music or culturally specific
genres. These differences occasionally led to tensions within the
congregation, particularly when certain styles were perceived as
being prioritized over others.

Concerns about authenticity also emerged in relation to
cross-cultural musical expressions. Some participants questioned
whether certain musical styles were being performed authentically
or if they were being adapted in ways that diluted their cultural
significance. For example, one interviewee from the Los Angeles
church mentioned that while they appreciated the inclusion of
Latin American music, they felt that it was sometimes performed
in a way that did not fully capture the cultural depth of the genre.

Another challenge was the logistical complexity of
incorporating multiple languages and musical styles into worship
services. This often required additional time for rehearsal,
translation, and coordination among musicians and worship
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leaders. Despite these challenges, church leaders emphasized the
importance of persevering through these difficulties in order to
create a more inclusive and unified worship experience.

Implications for Practice

The findings of this study have significant implications for
church leaders, worship planners, and musicians seeking to foster
community and spiritual unity in multicultural congregations. First,
the strong correlation between musical diversity and feelings of
inclusion highlights the importance of intentionally incorporating
music from various cultural traditions into worship services. By
doing so, churches can create environments where congregants
from different backgrounds feel seen, valued, and included.

Second, the positive impact of multilingual singing suggests
that churches should consider incorporating multiple languages
into their musical repertoire as a way to promote unity across
linguistic boundaries. This practice not only enhances the
inclusivity of worship but also reflects the biblical vision of a
multicultural church.

Third, participatory music-making should be expanded
beyond congregational singing to include choirs, instrumental
ensembles, and other opportunities for active engagement
(Edwards, 2008). These spaces can serve as important platforms
for intercultural exchange and relationship building within the
congregation. Finally, the theme of culturally responsive worship
planning emphasizes the need for intentionality and consultation in
creating inclusive worship experiences. Church leaders should
actively involve members from diverse backgrounds in the
planning process to ensure that musical choices reflect the cultural
diversity of the congregation.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that thoughtfully implemented
musical practices can play a crucial role in fostering community
and spiritual unity in multicultural congregations. By embracing
diverse repertoires, encouraging participation, and approaching
worship planning with cultural sensitivity, churches can create
musical environments that celebrate diversity while promoting a
shared sense of faith and belonging. As communities continue to
diversify, the insights from this research can inform practices that
help churches become places of genuine inclusion and intercultural
harmony.

While challenges remain, the potential for church music to
serve as a bridge between cultures and a catalyst for spiritual unity
is clear. As congregations continue to grow in diversity, the role of
music will be increasingly important in shaping worship
experiences that honor the cultural richness of the body of Christ
while fostering a sense of shared identity and purpose. Future
research could further explore the long-term impacts of these
practices and investigate their applicability in different cultural and
geographical contexts.
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