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Watering Down Christianity?

An Examination of the Use of Theological Words in Christian Music

ABSTRACT

This study examined five years of successful Christian music to determine if there had been a significant change in the amount of theological language used in contemporary Christian songs. Christian music is the only genre defined by lyrical content instead of musical style (Price (h), 1999). In a 1999 Wall Street Journal article, the Christian music industry was accused of watering down its lyrics in an effort to increase profits (Miller, 1999). After coding 100 of the top Christian songs from 1998-2002, no systematic decline in theological words was found. Therefore, the success of Christian music may be related to other issues, such as the broadening of the genre to include more artists. 

Watering Down Christianity?

INTRODUCTION


The radio in my car has space for at least fifteen pre-set radio stations. My selections include a few pop/top 40 stations, two contemporary Christian stations, a country station, and two adult contemporary stations. One Thursday afternoon in April 2003, the disc jockey on a local top 40 station caught my attention. She introduced a song by saying, “In my 20 years in radio, I have never seen the kind of response to a song as I’ve had for the song I’m about to play.” Naturally, I was curious. The disc jockey explained that every time she played “I Can Only Imagine” the phone lines were jammed with callers. The emotion-filled pop ballad, performed by Christian band MercyMe, received the Dove Award for Song of the Year for 2002. In late 2001 and early 2002, “I Can Only Imagine” sat at number one on the Christian radio and sales charts for weeks. The lyrics include the following refrain:

Surrounded by your glory, what will my heart feel?

Will I dance for you Jesus? Or in awe of you be still?

Will I stand in your presence? Or to my knees will I fall?

Will I sing hallelujah? Will I be able to speak at all?

I can only imagine


As I listened to the song play, I caught myself checking one more time to be sure I hadn’t inadvertently switched to the local Christian radio station. But the radio was still tuned to the top 40 station, where I typically heard artists such as Eminem, Kid Rock, and Jennifer Lopez. However, the awkward feeling I had did not come from hearing a Christian band on mainstream radio, it had to do with the lyrical content of the song. 

Christian music is the only genre that is defined by lyrical content instead of musical style (Price (h), 1999).  According to a study by the Gospel Music Association, the total sales in the contemporary Christian and gospel music industry grew by 290% from 1985 to 1994. The study also showed a 22% growth in CD, cassette, and video sales for each year from 1991 to 1995 (Price (m), 1996). More recent sales figures show that the growth of Christian music has not slowed. While the music industry as a whole has been declining since 2000, Christian music album sales rose 13.5% in 2001 and held steady in 2002 (“Contemporary Christian And Gospel Music…, 2003). 

Studies of Christian music are important because of the influence Christian music can have on mainstream perceptions of Christianity. Christian album sales at mainstream retail outlets have increased more than 17% since 2000 and stores such as Wal-Mart and Target are devoting more shelf space to Christian music (Price (k), 2003). As a result, songs are reaching a more mainstream audience, and perhaps even consumers that have never set foot in a Christian bookstore and are not familiar with the culture of Christian music. 

One central question is the focus of this study: as the Christian music industry has become more profitable, has there been a strategic change in the amount of theological lyrics used in popular Christian songs?


In 1999, a Wall Street Journal article reported the Christian music industry was at odds as some insiders accused Christian music labels of watering down their lyrics in an effort to reap more financial success. The results of this research will attempt to respond to that observation, as well as provide a deeper understanding of lyrical content as it relates to the contemporary Christian music industry. An examination of the lyrics of the top ten Christian Rock and Christian Hit Radio (CHR) songs from 1998-2002 will be conducted in order to answer this question.

The content of any study of Christian music lyrics is rooted in notions of framing theory. Frames are created when selected pieces of information about a certain idea, person, or object are more memorable to audiences. The selected information then becomes the “dominant meaning” for the idea, person, or object (Entman, 1993, p.56). Society and the media send messages that create frames using repetition and placement (Entman, 1993, p.53).   

This study is based on the notion that theological words create frames (meaning) for consumers of Christian music. For example, anyone who is scanning the radio channels and stops on one radio station long enough to only hear the word “Jesus” will most likely believe that station is a Christian station. Whether the listener is a Christian or not, the one word unconsciously brings to mind the frame for Christian music.

RELATED LITERATURE

The contemporary Christian music industry has its roots in the so-called Jesus Movement of the late sixties and early seventies. The main purpose of the Jesus Movement was to spread Christianity to a “lost” generation of teenagers. In an effort to reach out to young people, Christian artists began to put religious lyrics to the popular rock music of the time. The ministry was met with much criticism from traditional and conservative Christian churches and organizations. However, the movement helped develop a new denomination of churches that are now known as evangelical churches (Peacock, 1999). 

The momentum behind the music fizzled until the late 1970s when a young teenager named Amy Grant burst into the industry. Grant’s youth, vocal talent, and obvious enthusiasm for God brought a new audience to Christian music. Following closely in her footsteps were artists Michael W. Smith and Steven Curtis Chapman. In the late eighties and early nineties, Amy Grant had more crossover success in the mainstream market than any other Christian artist had ever experienced. She also received more criticism for that success than any other Christian artist. Conservative Christians claimed that her lyrics were no longer “Christian” and that she should, in no way, be associated with Christian music. From that controversy sprung the never-ending discussion about what constitutes a “Christian” song or artist (Peacock, 1999).  

Amy Grant’s success also made industry owners face the question of ministry. How should success in Christian music be defined? Is it more important to focus on ministry or economics? Following Grant’s success, contemporary Christian music gained popularity quickly. But was the success a result of a growing population of Christians, or the watering down of Christian lyrics (Gersmehl, 1998)? An unwritten rule in Christian music dictated that a song would not get airplay on Christian stations if it didn’t have enough JPM’s, or “Jesuses Per Minute”(Carlozo, 2002).  

With the mainstream success of Christian bands such as Jars of Clay, Sixpence None The Richer, and P.O.D., people are wondering if it is right for Christian bands to de-Christianize their lyrics in order to sell albums to a larger crossover audience.  Sixpence None The Richer’s song “Kiss Me” started a debate among Gospel Music Association members because its lyrics were not explicitly Christian. The GMA excluded the song from any consideration in the industry’s Dove Awards. Michael W. Smith’s song “Love Me Good” was also excluded. However, contemporary Christian artists continue to blur the line between sacred and secular. The GMA has revised its award criteria to define gospel music as “substantially based” on “orthodox Christian truth” that is found in the Bible, music in the “worship” and “testimony” genres, and music that is “prompted and informed by a Christian worldview.” GMA president Frank Breeden says that the rules are simply “eligibility criterion for an awards show, not an end-all statement about Christian music,”(Group 25, 1999). The criteria leave plenty of room for interpretation. 

According to an industry review published by the Gospel Music Association in October 2002, the key demographics of Christian Music buyers are:

· 51% of buyers are between the ages of 25 – 44 

· Male/Female ratio is 40/60.

· 70% of buyers are married

· 67% of buyers live in households of 3 or more

· 80% of buyers own homes

· Race: White- 84%, Black- 11%, Other- 5%

In 1998, a study of lyrical content in Christian music videos by Joe Gow was published in The Journal of Popular Film and Television. The cable television network Z Music began advertising in Broadcasting & Cable with references to “Christian music” and “the world’s only 24-hour contemporary Christian music television network” but over time the word “Christian” was removed. Instead, Z Music was advertised as “objection-free” and “positive.” According to Gow, the network was “downplaying the religious roots of contemporary Christian music in hopes that cable television operators and potential advertisers will perceive Z Music as something of a less controversial version of mainstream rock video networks.” Gow points out three categories of music videos that are shown on Z Music. He calls the categories “unequivocally religious,” “moderately religious,” and “ambiguously religious.” By showing more videos that are “ambiguously religious,” the channel hoped to broaden the audience of contemporary Christian music. In these “ambiguously religious” videos, the lyrics can be applied to situations other than religion. The songwriter may have meant “you” to mean God, but they didn’t write “God” so it is open to interpretation. Gow says, “Because the lyrics only hint at spirituality and the visuals are not related to Christianity, secular viewers might watch the videos and experience a positive or uplifting mood.”(Gow, 1998, p.188) 

A recent study examined the popular WOW compilation series in terms of lyrical content. The series includes seven CD sets with a total of 224 songs. The study asked the same general question as this study: has there been a change in the amount and type of theological words used in contemporary Christian songs? Using Joe Gow’s categories, the study found that since 1998 the percent of explicitly theological words decreased while the percent of moderately theological words sharply increase (Livengood, 2003). 

The major difference between that study and this one is the songs on the WOW series are chosen by Christian record labels. The choices are not completely based on the actual popularity of the song among consumers.





METHODOLOGY


The data set used in this study includes the top ten Christian Rock and Christian Hit Radio (CHR) singles from the years 1998 through 2002 as reported in airplay charts from CCM Update and Radio and Records. 

CCM Update was a Christian music trade publication that reported only Christian radio and industry information. CCM Update published the charts through 2001, and in early 2002 the publication became part of Radio and Records. Radio and Records publishes airplay charts for many mainstream genres including adult contemporary, pop, alternative, and country. 

Using standard practices of content analysis, a total of 100 songs were coded for theological words. In order to employ a similar method to the one used by Joe Gow (1998) in his study of music videos, theological words were classified into three categories: explicitly, moderately, and ambiguously religious. 

 For this study, the operational definition of explicitly theological words is:

Any single word that, if heard in a song in any context, would cause the listener to immediately classify the song as “religious.”

The operational definition of moderately theological words is:

Any single word that, when placed in a religious context, is obviously theological, and when used in secular contexts it still retains some reverence or religious feeling.

Words such as God and Lord were included in the moderate category because of the tendency to hear such words used in secular songs, as well as Christian songs. Even punk rocker, Kid Rock, has a popular song in which the word God is in the chorus. 

The operational definition of ambiguously theological words is:

A word that is often used in religious contexts, but carries no reverence or religious feeling when used in secular contexts.

Gender of singer and type of group were also coded. The established categories were: male solo artist, female solo artist, male duo or group, female duo or group, and group with male and female members.


Two separate coders conducted a content analysis of theological words and intercoder reliability was established using Scott’s pi  at .97. 

DATA ANALYSIS

Table 1 and 2 illustrate the frequency of explicitly, moderately, and ambiguously theological words per year in the lyrics of the top ten Rock and CHR songs from 1998-2002.

Table 1

Theological Words in Christian Contemporary Hit Radio Charts   

	
	Explicitly
	Moderately
	Ambiguously
	Total

	1998
	22
	47
	20
	89

	1999
	1
	7
	6
	14

	2000
	
	20
	6
	26

	2001
	8
	38
	7
	53

	2002
	3
	25
	9
	37


Table 2

Theological Words in Christian Rock Music Charts

	
	Explicitly
	Moderately
	Ambiguously
	Total

	1998
	3
	21
	1
	25

	1999
	2
	10
	4
	16

	2000
	2
	6
	2
	10

	2001
	8
	6
	5
	19

	2002
	1
	6
	4
	11


When considering the total theological words for each year, there does seem to be an overall decline. The frequency fluctuates over the years, which suggests that the numbers are not related to any systematic attempt to water down the lyrics. 

The charts below demonstrate the data in a more visual manner, showing the percent of the total number of theological words for the three categories of words. 

Graph 1: Christian CHR Theological Words by Category
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Consistently Christian CHR music has utilized more moderately and ambiguously Christian lyrics than explicitly theological lyrics. While the number of moderate and ambiguous words has declined over the years, there does not appear to be a systematic decline each year. However, there does appear to be a decline in explicitly theological words. For both CHR and Rock, the largest drop in total theological words occurred between 1998 and 1999.   In only one instance are there more explicitly theological words than moderate or ambiguous, Christian Rock, 2001.

Graph 2: Christian Rock Theological Words by Category
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Being generally the most “crossed-over” genre of Christian music, rock has more mainstream exposure than any other type of Christian music. The only fairly steady trend in rock over the five years is the increase in the percent of ambiguously theological words. The percent of moderately theological words seemed to be decreasing consistently until 2002 showed a sharp increase. Explicitly theological words experienced the exact opposite. While showing a steady increase from 1998 to 2001, a major drop-off occurred in 2002. 

For all three categories, the total number of theological words in the CHR songs for all five years combined was more than twice that of the Rock songs (Table 3). The chart above shows that in every year except 1999 there were many more theological words in Rock songs than in CHR songs. As mentioned already, however, the year 2001 in Rock was the only year to have more explicitly theological words than moderate or ambiguous.

Graph 3: Total Frequencies: Rock vs. CHR by Year
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Christian rock is also the genre of Christian music most frequently targeted to young people. The WB and MTV are two of many youth-oriented television networks that have used songs by Christian rock bands in programming (Tauber, 2001). In the history of Christian music, one of the goals has always been to bring young people to God (Peacock, 1999). By using the same sound made popular by secular rock musicians, Christian rock bands can drop in the random reference to God or Jesus without turning away the young audience.

We also explored the relationship between the financial state of the Christian music industry and the amount of theological words in the top songs for each year studied. 

The year 2000 was the only year that the Christian music industry experienced a drop in sales since 1996. The year 2000 was also the year in which there were no explicitly theological words in the top ten songs for the CHR format. However, sales in 2000 were still higher than in 1998, the year with the highest percentage of explicitly theological words for the CHR format. Also in CHR, the years with the highest percentage of ambiguously theological words (1999 and 2001) coincide with the two largest increases in sales in the past 5 years. 

Graph 4: Total Christian Album Sales (CD & Cassette) 1996-2002.
Source: Nielsen SoundScan®
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When considering the data by the type of group (band or solo artist) and gender of the singer with the frequency of theological words used in a song, a crosstabulation did not show any systematic relationship between the two categories. However, it was clear that male groups are the most likely to have top ten hits in Christian rock or CHR. There were five times more songs by male groups (71) than any other type. The next highest was female solo artist with 14 songs.


CHR music appeals to a much broader audience. Many times rock bands will have their top hits show up on both the CHR and Rock radio charts. Since CHR format stations play a wider range of Christian music, the rock songs do not receive as much airplay. CHR stations are more likely to play the top hits from the gospel, adult contemporary, rock, praise and worship, and popular genres. For the five years studied in the CHR format, the percent of moderately theological words was much higher than for any other type. This coincides with the idea of CHR as being a format with something for everyone.


Lastly, we examined the relationship between the number/type of theological words as it related to its success on radio airplay charts.  Again we found no significant relationship between the two areas.  In other words, a number one ranked song was as likely as a number 10 ranked song to have or not have theological words.





CONCLUSION


The disorganized nature of the Christian music industry makes any systematic study of the genre difficult. Findings from this study indicate no systematic pattern in the total number of theological words in the top CHR and Christian Rock songs over the past five years. Clearly, there are other factors that influence the success of a Christian song such as musical style, artist, and overall subject matter. However, the results of this study do seem to indicate that, in general, Christian songs with less theological words have become increasingly more popular. For both Rock and CHR, the first year coded, 1998, had the most theological words. Since only the years 1998 through 2002 were studied, expanding the study to a ten-year span of time may shed more light on consistent trends.


Purchasers of a Christian rock album are much less likely to hear spiritual or theological messages. CHR songs, on the other hand, vary in the use of theological words. Some songs coded in this study had over 20 mentions of the word “Jesus” and some entire songs were dedicated to techniques of prayer. However, 19 out of the 50 CHR songs coded had no theological words at all.


This study cannot support the notion that the Christian music industry has been watering down the “Christian-ness” of lyrics in order to gain success. Instead, it seems that the decline in theological lyrics is related to other issues such as the popularity of a specific artist or the broadening of the genre to include more artists. Now with the success of the genre as a whole, many small Christian record labels are being taken over by the large music corporations such as RCA and EMI. This opens the door for many more artists to be accepted into the genre, but the larger corporations may not be as concerned with keeping the Christian element of the lyrics intact. 

A recent situation involving the band Evanescence brought potential problems to light. The debut album from Evanescence contains a few songs with moderately theological lyrics, and other songs with general lyrics that could be interpreted as religious. In a 2002 interview, band member Ben Moody stated, “The message we as a band want to convey more than anything is simple – God is love,”(Parrish, 2003). Evanescence agreed to a distribution deal with Provident, one of the main Christian music distributors. Soon after, Evanescence was lined up as a co-headliner of Provident’s yearly conference (Kaufman, 2003). Christian bookstores decided to sell the product based on the band’s alignment with Provident and their vaguely religious lyrics. However, an interview in an April 2003 edition of Entertainment Weekly quoted Evanescence as saying that they had no idea why their songs were successful on the Christian charts, emphasizing their disbelief with profanity. The band’s comments implied that they never intended to present a spiritual message, a direct contradiction to the 2002 comments by Ben Moody.  


When Evanescence’s record label, Wind-Up Records, received word of the interview they immediately issued a recall of the album from Christian bookstores, Christian radio, and Christian charts. So, expansion of the Christian genre to include more secular artists comes with problems. 


When Christian artists gain mainstream airplay it has generally been met with suspicion by Christian music fans. However, mainstream radio and sales outlets have accepted many artists who have attempted the cross over from the Christian music industry. Examples include Michael W. Smith, Jars of Clay, P.O.D., Sixpence None The Richer, and Stacie Orrico. The group MercyMe is exploring new ground in mainstream radio with the song “I Can Only Imagine.” After hearing the song on the local top 40 station, program managers of top 40 and adult contemporary stations that added the song to the station playlist were e-mailed programming managers and deejays asking about consumer response. The stations reported having been playing “I Can Only Imagine” for three weeks or less. Of the responses we received, no station reported getting more than one negative call or email about “I Can Only Imagine.” 

The program director at an adult contemporary station in Rome, NY wrote back, “We have not received any negative calls on the song. In fact, anytime we play it the phones light up with people asking about it and telling us how much they love it.” A disc jockey from an adult contemporary station in Columbia, SC explained,

“It's the first time in my nearly 20 years of radio broadcasting that I've had an opportunity to play a song that is focused on Jesus.  There have been other songs, like ‘Sunday Bloody Sunday’ by U2 or ‘Free Fallin’ by Tom Petty that mention Jesus in passing, but not a Christ-centered song like this one.” 
The decline in theological lyrics in Christian music may be a natural process resulting from the expansion of the genre to include many different types of artists. At the same time, Christian artists are being accepted into the mainstream. In other words, perhaps the situation is actually the opposite of what the Wall Street Journal reporter originally suspected and the decline in theological lyrics is not intentional, but rather a natural result of the increasing success of the Christian music industry and its artists. 

As the Christian music genre includes more artists in its repertoire and has increase airplay on general audience radio stations, it brings Christianity to the forefront of the consumer’s mind.  This mass consumption of Christian music has significant cultural underpinnings and merits continued and future study by religion and media scholars.
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� For this study, explicitly theological words include: Bible, baptism, Christ, gospel, holy, and Jesus.  


� For this study, moderately theological words include: Amen, God, alleluia, hallelujah, worship, and Lord.


� For this study, ambiguously theological words include: the Father, pray or prayer, spirit, the cross, and salvation.
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