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Oak Grove African Methodist Episcopal Zion 
Church in Erwin, North Carolina, is not 
only the place I call my home church, it is 

the impetus of my spiritual and musical formation. 
Oak Grove is the place that allowed this seven-year-
old kid, whose feet could not touch the pedals, to 
play the opening and closing hymns for Sunday 
school. Eventually, the church made provisions 
for me to become a paid musician accompanying, 
directing, and assisting with various choirs.  

I will never forget one Sunday when my Sunday 
school teacher, Mrs. Beatrice (pronounced “Be-AT-
rice”) Williams, pulled me aside in the hallway as 
we were heading to the sanctuary after class. As 
not to have anyone know what she was up to, she 
bent down and whispered loud enough for me to 
hear the assignment she had in mind for the Black 
History Month program. Mrs. Beatrice took a copy 
of the church hymnal out of her pocketbook and 
opened it to a specific song. As she pulled back the 
folded corners of the pages, I remember seeing the 
title, “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” printed at the top of 
the page on the left. “I expect for you to know how 
to play this for the Black History program,” she said 
in a hushed and hurried voice that made me think 
it was our secret. She put the hymnal securely in my 
hands and gave me two quick squeezes. That was 
her unspoken permission for me to take the hymnal 
home and to keep this agreement as our secret. 

At the end of my next piano lesson, I pulled the 
hymnal out of my book bag and showed the music 
to Mrs. Rhue, my piano teacher, whose first name 
was also Beatrice (pronounced “BE-a-trice”). She 
leaned back, arms folded, and grinned with a mixed 
sense of pride and suspicion and asked, “Son, what 
do you know about this song?” I explained that I 

was expected to play this song for the upcoming 
Black History program at Oak Grove. “My, my! Is 
that right?” Mrs. Rhue said. I asked her to help me 
learn to play it. For the next three weeks, at the 
conclusion of my piano lessons, Mrs. Rhue and I 
would spend an additional twenty to thirty minutes 
working on fingerings, rhythm, and musicianship. 
Mrs. Rhue not only taught me how to play the hymn 
as it was published on the page, but she also taught 
me how to play in a way that would encourage 
passionate congregational singing of the text. My 
introduction to this iconic text and tune happened 
through two Black women and my church. Little did 
I know at the time that my ability to play “Lift Every 
Voice and Sing” had a purpose beyond the Sunday 
school Black History program at Oak Grove Church.  

The responsibility Mrs. Beatrice Williams placed 
on me to learn this song was an important marker in 
my musical development as a future church musician 
and music educator. My ability to play the National 
Negro Anthem (also referred to as the National 
Negro Hymn) equipped me to be a cultural bearer 
of the story and tune for my community. During 
middle school and high school, I was frequently 
hired (for the compensation of five or ten dollars) 
by family reunions, citywide and countywide events, 
and even other churches to play “Lift Every Voice 
and Sing.” Sometimes people sang the first stanza 
only; at other times, they sang all three. What Mrs. 
Rhue taught me during the extended piano lessons 
was not just to provide accompaniment to support 
corporate singing, but to be a trusted steward of a 
cultural artifact that defines, memorializes, unites, 
challenges, and encourages the lives of those who 
declare it in song.
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Throughout high school and college, I continued 
to play the hymn setting of “Lift Every Voice and 
Sing” for various choirs and events. As a sophomore 
in college playing piano for the gospel choir, I 
encountered the text of “Lift Every Voice and Sing” 
prepared as a lyric sheet, divorced from its assigned 
notes and rhythms. Although the precision of the 
key signature, chords, and rhythm were deeply 
buried in the muscles and marrow of my fingers 
from grade school, the visual presentation of the 
lyrics on the page, justified to the left margin, 
forced me to see and internally hear the song 
anew. It looked like a poem instead of a song. 
The organization of each verse stacked above the 
previous one permitted me to engage the text for 
the first time as a complete story, not just syllables 
and words paired with piano accompaniment. The 
interdependence of the metaphors, text painting, 
imagery, and contrasting harmonic moods seemed 
purposeful and clear. 

“Lift Every Voice and Sing,” written by James 
Weldon Johnson, was originally performed in 
1900 by the children at Edwin McMasters Stanton 
(Elementary) School in Jacksonville, Florida. The 
song shifted from being a poetic text written in 
1899 to lyrics set to music by James’s brother, J. 
Rosamond Johnson. The Stanton School requested 
James, who served on the faculty at the time, 
to speak at an assembly honoring the birthday 
of President Abraham Lincoln. In the acclaimed 
book May We Forever Stand: A History of the Black 
National Anthem by Princeton University professor 
Imani Perry, the author quotes James Weldon 
Johnson saying:

 
I was put down for an address, which 
I began preparing, but I wanted to do 
something else also. My thoughts began 
buzzing around a central idea of writing 
a poem about Lincoln but I couldn’t net 
them. So, I gave up the project as beyond 
me. . . . My central idea, however, took on 
another form. I talked over with my brother 
the thought I had in mind and we planned 
to write a song to be sung as a part of the 
exercises.1 

A chorus of five hundred students from the Stanton 
School performed the song at the celebration 
honoring Lincoln’s birth. They dedicated their 
performance to Booker T. Washington, founder of 

Tuskegee Institute. Perry says the magnitude of this 
artistic effort by the Johnson brothers proved to be 
“much bigger than an ode to any one leader or icon.” 
She describes the hymn as “a lament and encomium 
to the story and struggle of black people.”2 The song 
is a masterful, artistic rendering of the lives of Black 
folks in America, converging at the intersections of 
invitation, participation, reflection, and anticipation. 
It was a story placed in the hearts of impressionable 
adolescents that took root and grew in the often 
stony ground of twentieth-century America. Those 
adolescents who grew into adults would teach  
this song and its lessons to the children in their 
homes, communities, churches, and schools. In 
speaking of the impact of the anthem, James 
Weldon Johnson says:

Shortly afterwards my brother and I moved 
away from Jacksonville to New York, and the 
song passed out of our minds. . . . But the 
school children of Jacksonville kept singing 
it; they went off to other schools and sang 
it; they became teachers and taught it to 
other children. Within twenty years it was 
being sung all over the South and in some 
other parts of the country. . . . The lines of 
the song repay me in an elation, almost of 
exquisite anguish, whenever I hear them 
sung by Negro children.3

While individuals were inspired to share the 
song, institutions also found a place for it in their 
own customs. Growing and developing Black 
organizations (civic, religious, social, and educational) 
sang “Lift Every Voice and Sing” and incorporated 
it in worship, graduations, conferences, protests, 
conventions, and other events. These organizations 
programmed the song for congregational or solo 
performance to pay homage to ancestors who died 
in the struggle for liberation, to instill community 
pride, and to affirm commitments in the pursuit of 
equality and justice. The National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) later 
adopted the song as the official National Negro 
Anthem in 1919, thereby cementing its position 
within the culture.

For 121 years, “Lift Every Voice and Sing” has 
served as a cultural marker symbolizing the struggle, 
victory, and hope of African American inclusion 
and prosperity in this country. The song played a 
pivotal role in shaping the identity of Black civic 



15

and community organizations such as the National 
Association of Colored Women’s Clubs (NCAW) and 
the Atlanta-based women’s organization once known 
as the African American Chautauqua Circle. The song 
certainly speaks to the political, social, and liberative 
aspirations of Black people, but it also serves as a 
soundtrack to reflect the experience and mission of 
organizations founded to address these concerns. 

Part of the brilliance of this poem-turned-
anthem is the formative power of the text 
to mold hearts and minds. It is difficult to 
ignore how contagious this text and tune 

have been over the past 121 years.

Part of the brilliance of this poem-turned-anthem 
is the formative power of the text to mold hearts 
and minds. It is difficult to ignore how contagious 
this text and tune have been over the past 121 years. 
Habitual singing of the song was part of the cultural 
and spiritual catechism of Black children. The song 
served as a tool of education and preparation for 
what it means to be Black in America. It was a 
musical vehicle to expose Black history, Black life 
in the present, and the hope of a Black future. “It 
was a means of socializing Black children. It gave 
them a way of understanding the world and finding 
self-worth despite its meanness [in the world]. It also 
could provide a pathway toward forging identity.”4 
It is in the song’s affect to foster personal and 
communal identity that makes it so necessary for us 
to sing as justice-seeking people.  

South Carolina Representative Jim Clyburn 
initiated a bill in January 2021 to make “Lift Every 
Voice and Sing” the national hymn for the United 
States based on the hymn’s ability to foster unity 
and shared understanding of what it means to  
be American. In an article written for National 
Public Radio, Ryan Benk quotes a story reported in 
USA Today:

To make it a national hymn, I think, would 
be an act of bringing the country together. 
It would say to people, “You aren’t singing a 
separate national anthem, you are singing the 
country’s national hymn,” said Clyburn, the 
highest-ranking Black American in Congress. 
The gesture itself would be an act of healing. 
Everybody can identify with that song.5

Clyburn’s efforts underscore his belief, and mine as 
well, that there are universal elements in the song 
that resonate to all who give pause to consider 
its meaning. More simply put, everyone can find 
themselves in the narrative of this anthem. 

Over the past five years, there has been a 
resurgence of interest by mainstream artists from 
various genres in re-discovering the potency of 
the song. Artists such as Beyonce, Kirk Franklin, 
Kurt Carr and the Kurt Carr Singers, Alicia Keys, 
and Coriology have included arrangements of 
the anthem during live performances and virtual/
prerecorded performances, and featured it as a 
stand-alone track on their albums. Additionally, 
the National Football League announced it would 
include a live or prerecorded performance of the 
Black National Anthem prior to “The Star-Spangled 
Banner” during the first game of each season. The 
motivation for these modern-day recordings and 
intentional performances has been in response to 
the overwhelming need to address white supremacy, 
police brutality, racism, transphobia, and inequality. 
These renditions give voice and create awareness 
concerning the senseless deaths and mistreatment 
of Black and Brown men, women, children, and 
transwomen. The music also pricks our collective 
conscience to action. Songs like “Lift Every Voice 
and Sing” underscore the need to advocate and 
protest for those outside of our personal privilege. 
This is the work of justice.

With the current reconnection to and 
inclusion of “Lift Every Voice and Sing” in 
the larger cultural arena, churches have 

a significant opportunity to foster a more 
frequent use of the song beyond the 

month of February (Black History Month) 
and the annual city-wide ecumenical 

services we often depend  
on for permission to engage the song. 
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foster a more frequent use of the song beyond 
the month of February (Black History Month) and 
the annual city-wide ecumenical services we often 
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depend on for permission to engage the song. 
How might churches reimagine the function of 
this historic anthem (hymn) for corporate worship? 
What ongoing possibilities exist for engaging this 
text in creative ways, outside of worship, that will 
inform and strengthen its function in worship? 
What musical and nonmusical considerations might 
musicians and clergy include as a part of their 
planning and leading? I would like to offer some 
practical ideas for reflection.

Corporate Worship
“Lift Every Voice and Sing” not only enriches 
worship during predictable days and seasons in 
the arc of our liturgical and civic calendars, but 
the anthem also provides musical and theological 
imagery for incorporating elements of justice, hope, 
and unity during other markers such as Advent 
(“Sing a song full of the hope that the present has 
brought us”) and Epiphany (“where the white gleam 
of our bright star is cast” and “Thou who has by thy 
might, led us into the light”). The cross-fertilization 
of past (First Coming), present (the anticipation 
of today), and future (Second Coming) are critical 
dimensions of Advent. These dimensions of time 
are tightly woven throughout the fabric of this 
anthem. The first half of the first stanza is both an 
invitation and command to “Lift ev’ry voice and sing 
[now!]. . . . [Now] Let our rejoicing rise high as the 
listening skies. . . .” The second half of the same 
stanza invites us into a participation of a “[present] 
faith that the dark past has taught us.” That song 
continues to evolve or completely changes into a 
song of “the hope that the present has brought us.” 
The first stanza ends with the eschatological charge 
for us to “march on till victory is won.” Coupled with 
liturgy that complements, foreshadows, or responds 
to the metaphors in the text, the hymn would be 
an effective tool to highlight the deeper theological 
meanings of Advent and Epiphany through the lens 
of justice. 

For the civic calendar, I strongly encourage 
music directors to consider using the song in 
conjunction with or in the place of the national 
anthem for patriotic holiday observances such as 
Memorial Day, Veterans Day, or July 4. I am not 
suggesting this to say one is greater or better than 
the other. I do offer this hymn as a means of singing 
a story that acknowledges the collective grief, 
hope, pain, and joy of the people of this country, 
especially those of marginalized populations. 

In addition to considering using the  
hymn on special days and seasons,  

it may also be helpful to think about  
how the hymn may function across  

the general arc of worship. 

In addition to considering using the hymn on 
special days and seasons, it may also be helpful 
to think about how the hymn may function across 
the general arc of worship. Stanza one could 
possibly serve as an introit or call to worship. The 
words are positioned in the here and now and 
are laced with communal invitation, participation, 
and a joyful mandate to be active: lift, sing, ring, 
rejoice, resound, face, and march. The late Robert E. 
Webber reminded us that “worship is a verb.”6 The 
actions and embodiment of worship are as diverse 
as the people doing them. Actions do speak louder 
than words. We need appropriate action words that 
point us toward justice.  

Stanza two could function as sung confession. 
I can imagine hearing this stanza sung, in short or 
larger phrase groupings, interspersed with spoken 
words of communal confession and lament of things 
past and present. Perhaps a recapitulation of the 
second half of the first stanza (“Sing a song . . .”)  
could serve as a response to the confession or 
function as an affirmation “of faith that the dark past 
has taught us,” while pointing us toward the “hope 
that the present has brought us.” 

Stanza three is prayer. The focus turns from 
horizontal celebration and lament to vertical 
description and reflection, ending with petition. 
The text is poignant in naming who God is and 
what God has done. It is out of the descriptive 
power and protection of God the writer offers four 
distinct prayer petitions: (1) “Keep us forever in the 
path [of justice and freedom], we pray;” (2) “Lest 
[Prevent] our feet [from] stray[ing] from the places, 
our God, where we met Thee;” (3) “lest, our hearts 
drunk with the wine [messiness] of the world, we 
forget thee;” and (4) a deep desire to remain “true,” 
or just, to God and “native land.” Although the 
original “native land” reference points to Mother 
Africa, I would like to submit the possibility of 
honoring the original intent as well as embracing 
a broader view of “native land” that might include 
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our immediate communities and national locales—
and places beyond—that align with our particular 
ancestral heritage. The third stanza is an excellent 
demonstration of the power of sung prayer.  

During the months of January and February, 
when this hymn is sung frequently by congregations, 
it may be effective to formally teach and sing the 
hymn across a series of weeks, culminating on a 

Sunday or another day of worship when everyone 
demonstrates a mastery of the words and tune (from 
memory or with text). A teaching series could start 
in mid to late January and end mid to late February. 
I have done a teaching series on this hymn at 
several of the churches where I served. A series 
could look like this:

Prepare (1–2 
weeks prior to 
series launch)

1. Announce the series. 
2. Communicate the text and words (bulletin, church newsletter, website, and 

social media platforms). Encourage listening by including links of congregational 
performances that map to your hymnal. 

3. Share a brief historical background on the lyricist and composer for the upcoming 
weeks.  

4. Have a choir member or congregant reflect on what each verse means (short, 
written and/or video). Share the reflection in church communication channels. 
Prepare the song in advance (1 to 2 weeks) with choir/singers assisting with 
leading worship. Expose the deeper theological, historical, and formative 
significance via the song and the series. Encourage memorization for those 
selected to lead each week; others may be inspired to do the same.

First Sunday 1. Re-state the learning series’ purpose.
2. Introduce the tune and first stanza. 
3. Introduce the song with only the accompanist/musicians and then add the choir/

singers to sing the first stanza in unison while the congregation follows the text. 
4. Repeat the stanza in unison with choir/prepared singer and congregation.

Second 
Sunday

1. Re-introduce the series’ significance. Sing the second stanza where choir/singers 
sing in unison. 

2. Have the choir/singers and congregation sing the second stanza in unison. 
3. Have the accompanist play an extended interlude.
4. Then have everyone sing the first and second stanzas. The choir sings parts on 

the second stanza while the congregation sings in unison.

Third Sunday 1. Re-introduce the series’ significance.
2. Have the accompanist/musicians play the third stanza once. 
3. Then invite the choir and congregation to sing the third stanza in unison or have 

choir/singers sing alone in unison. 
4. Have the congregation join in unison and repeat the stanza. 
5. Return to the first stanza followed by second and third stanzas. The congregation 

sings all stanzas in unison while the choir sings parts (second and third stanzas). 

Fourth 
Sunday

1. Sing all three stanzas either as the opening hymn or song; or select stanzas to 
support the service across the worship experience (see examples below).  

2. First stanza serves as the opening hymn (everyone sings unison).
3. Second stanza serves as the call to confession (choir in parts, congregation in 

unison).
4. Third stanza (harmony or unison) serves as corporate prayer (rubato style).  
5. Sing all three stanzas together as the closing hymn for worship.

Dismantling Racism in Worship “Lift Every Voice and Sing”
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The ultimate goal of the teaching series is to 
affirm the value and worth of the song by using 
the corporate learning of the song during worship 
as a form of worship. Another goal should be to 
make “Lift Every Voice and Sing” a part of the 
congregational repertoire of every justice-seeking 
community. In other words, it should be within the 
body of music the congregation is able to sing with 
accuracy, confidence, and heart in the presence or 
absence of rehearsed singers.

For Formation 
It is ironic how this imaginative text, paired with 
a tune far from melodic mediocrity, was accessible 
enough to teach to elementary-aged children. I 
am not sure how long it took Mr. James Weldon 
Johnson to teach this musical tribute to his students, 
but it signals to me possibilities for the area of 
Christian education and formation for all ages. 
How would the Christian education of children 
and the discipleship of adults be impacted if “Lift 
Every Voice and Sing” was an ongoing part of the 
principles, songs, lessons, and conversations we 
hold as critical components of establishing Christian 
identity? What if Sunday school teachers, like Mrs. 
Beatrice Williams, asked children and youth to 
learn to play, recite, and sing the hymn and assist in 
teaching the hymn to the congregation? 

For adults, I suggest engaging them in what I 
call a paraphrasal analysis of the text. Individuals 
paraphrase each verse or phrase of the hymn in 
their own words and discuss those responses in 
community (small group), phrase by phrase. At 
the end of each stanza, a broader discussion of 
that stanza occurs. At the end of all three stanzas 
an even bigger discussion emerges. I have known 
churches and Bible study groups to do a series of 
reflections and studies on the song texts as an entry 
point to the interdependence of worship and justice.

For Performance 
Programming the hymn for Sunday (Sabbath) 
worship and other corporate gatherings could 
be enhanced in several ways. Consider having 
the congregation sing with a prepared children’s 
choir (or a few children) leading from the front of 
the worship space. This not only brings together 
persons across the age spectrum, but it honors the 
memory of the elementary children who first sang 
the anthem in 1900. Children should have frequent 
experiences of singing freedom and justice songs 
like “Lift Every Voice and Sing” not only among 
themselves, but as members of the cosmic body 
of Christ. May I also suggest conductors face the 
congregation as you lead them in singing. Use 
hospitable gestures, such as a wide open-armed 
embrace for the downbeat of each stanza and 
major phrase, as a visible reminder of welcome and 
participation for all. It is common for conductors to 
lead the first two stanzas in the spirit of a heroic 
anthem or march. Sometimes fermatas are employed 
at the words “rise,” “beat,” “might,” and/or at the end 
of the first section of the hymn (“sea,” “sighed,” and 
“pray”). In almost every hymnal I have encountered, 
there is a fermata toward the end of each stanza at 
“us,” “slaughtered,” and “Thee.” This dramatic pause 
places significant emphasis on the intensity and 
passion of the text that follows. After an (extended) 
interlude, it is common practice to sing the third 
stanza as a rubato, free-flowing prayer, similar to 
the style of Gregorian chant. Here, clear leadership 
from the conductor is critical. The singing usually 
regains a sense of tempo at “Lest our feet . . .” and 
shifts to a dramatic and punctuated ritardando on or 
before the word “drunk” to the word “thee.” From 
this moment to the end of the piece, the conductor 
and/or musicians usually guide the congregation 
triumphantly to the end.  
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The ultimate goal of the teaching series is to affirm the value and worth of the song 
by using the corporate learning of the song during worship as a form of worship. 

Another goal should be to make “Lift Every Voice and Sing” a part of the congregational 
repertoire of every justice-seeking community.
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The congregation, like any other performing 
ensemble of the church, deserves time to study, 
rehearse, and reflect about the texts they sing, 
how they sing, and why they sing. Through careful 
collaborative planning, the ongoing integration 
of justice songs like “Lift Every Voice and Sing” 
in worship and discipleship practices can help 
shape congregants into being the change agents 
the world needs. Congregations that are serious 
about the work of establishing communities into 
places of harmony, shared power, and justice have 
a responsibility for shaping worship and ministries 
that reflect this commitment. 

It should never be an issue for a congregation 
to feel unqualified to sing “Lift Every Voice and 
Sing” based on its demographic. James Weldon 
Johnson stated in a response to a critique about the 
anthem, “It is fully as patriotic [as other recognized 
hymns and anthems], among possibilities are that it 
may grow in general use among white as well as 
colored Americans.”7 This hymn offers necessary 
words we need to regularly place on the lips of 
our congregation. John Witvliet states, “What goes 
into our soul shapes who we are.”8 The key to 
congregations experiencing the beauty, history, 
and possibility of the National Negro Anthem lies 
in our being vulnerable enough to see it as a text 
and tune capable of transforming minds and hearts 
beyond the conventional ways we have (mis)
used the song in the past. I advocate for more 

frequent use of the anthem in worship, coupled 
with hospitable leadership and education. The story 
in the song is a soul-shaping force that calls the 
singer to remembrance and action. When we allow 
justice songs of this caliber to find their way into 
the marrow of our spiritual bones, they help us be 
what we sing.
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