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Music is not automatically spiritual; it can appeal to our merely animal

instincts and feelings; it can be banal and soporific; it can be frenzied and

dehumanizing. But music can also help us to reach the depth and the heights

of human experience, where it touches on the eternal and divine. Music has

spiritual significance when it aids us to attain a deeper level of humanity, a

level that transcends our spontaneous egotism and reaches out, at least

implicitly, to an ultimate meaning. At its most profound level, music allows us

not only to experience the joy of existence, even in its tragic and discordant

moments, but also to anticipate, to feel, the ground of all beauty and desire,

and the overcoming of all sorrow. The spiritual function of music is to raise the

rhythms, consonances, and associations of our physical, animal nature to the

level of spiritual values: contemplation; communion; active concern for others

and for the world. It can be associated with these values by accompanying

words. Sacred song and chant are a vehicle for an explicit message that

appeals to the human heart and mind; a message about values and meaning

in life. Music can also be spiritual outside the realm of the religious, and by its

own proper means. Music itself, as Plato said, reaches into the depths of the

heart. It can lead to contemplation, communion, and love, by convincing us of

the final joy of existence, despite the contradictions of sorrow and pain, and by

pointing to that joy’s source and goal. It can console us with order, harmony,

and beauty that point to an ultimate meaning; or it can confront us with

discord that prophetically stirs our souls toward the reversal of evil.
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