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Abstract 

 The musicking of Contemporary Christian Music (CCM) is essential for Protestant 

Christian communities worldwide. Hong Kong is no exception, where CCM was introduced 

two decades ago. Nonetheless, academic studies on CCM in Hong Kong are few. This study 

focuses on the musicking of CCM in three local organizations, namely the Stream of Praise 

Music Ministry (SOP), the Hong Kong Association of Christian Music Ministry (HKACM), and 

the North Point Methodist Church (NPMC). A mixed-mode method of ethnography and 

auto-ethnography is employed that entails semi-structured interviews, participant 

observations, and practice-led reflections. As a practitioner-researcher, I look at my 

participatory and reflexive experiences as a valuable part of this study. I argue that 

musicking plays an essential role in the formation of imagined communities. By applying 

Benedict Anderson’s notion of “imagined communities” (1983)—different communities that 

members may not know each other nor have actual physical contact with each other but are 

mutually connected (6), I reveal how different social imaginaries have contributed to the 

formation of three very different imaged communities and how CCM musicking can connect  

local Christians to other Christians globally.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

1.1 Hong Kong as the Focal Point of this Study  

Christian musicking is essential to Christians.1 The Bible shows the rich 

tradition of musicking of the Jews and their musical repertoire.2 The promotion 

and encouragement of vernacular hymn singing by Protestant Reformers like 

Martin Luther and John Calvin is the enzyme for Christian musicking in Protestant 

Christianity. By following the Western tradition of worshiping, local Christians are 

taught to sing songs congregationally in the worship. Before the rise of 

contemporary Christian music (hereafter, CCM), traditional hymn singing3 was 

the common practice in the West. Hong Kong was no exception. But nowadays, 

CCM musicking is an indispensable activity to local Christian living—whether in 

worship or not, and it has become the common practice of local worship for over 

three decades. Among different kinds of CCM, Cantonese CCM is the local 

Christians’ most favorite genre. 

                                                      
1 In this study, the term Christianity refers to Protestant Christianity only. Protestant Church is 
one of the major separation of Christianity, the others are Catholic Church and Orthodox Church.  
2 Such as the book of Psalms and some canticles. 
3 Most of the songs were dated from the Reformation to the mid-twentieth century and printed 
in hymnals. 
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 Cantonese CCM is a part of the larger global CCM movement. CCM is a type 

of music in the style of popular music with Christian contents (Lim and Ruth 

2017, 5; Ingalls 2017, 7). Originated in the 1960s,4 CCM was first known as “Jesus 

Music” (Bustraan 2014, xix). Nevertheless, the catalyst for the growth of CCM 

was the “Jesus People Movement” or “Jesus Movement,” which was influenced 

by the hippie subculture (Ibid; Ingalls 2017, 8). Larry Norman5 and Amy Grant 

were renowned singers who brought Christian messages into rock and pop music 

(Dowley 2011, 234). In the 1970s, churches or organizations like The Jesus People 

Army, Calvary Chapel, and Campus Crusade for Christ were the first to use 

contemporary style music with Christian contents in their worships (Ingalls 2017, 

8). Calvary Chapel established the record label Maranatha! Music, and songs 

under this label became transborder music products. Due to the rapid 

development of CCM, different sub-genres were found under the umbrella of 

CCM, such as Contemporary Worship Music (CWM)6 and Gospel Music (Ingalls 

2018, 6),7 while different styles and genres like short chorus, devotional song, 

                                                      
4 Though CCM emerged in the late 1960s, Christian content with jazz and other musical genres 
had been found in songs as early as the 1940s (Lim and Ruth 2017, 5). 
5 He is regarded as the “father of Christian rock music.” His album, Upon This Rock, is the first 
CCM album in the West. 
6 For some Christian communities, such as the white American evangelicals, CWM (or simply 
“worship music”) refers to music for congregational singing rather than personal enjoyment 
(Ingalls 2017, 15). However, the boundary between these two “are often blurry and vary among 
Christian communities,” and crossover between these two genres has been increased since 2000 
(Ibid.). 
7 This kind of Gospel Music is not Black gospel music. 
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and praise song, among others, were developed. CCM can be found in 

congregation musicking in contemporary worship,8 usually accompanied by a 

worship band. It can also be consumed independent of worship for personal 

enjoyment like popular music due to the development of the Christian music 

industry (Powell 2002, 9).9 CCM is not only a musical product but also “a shared 

cultural product, musical practice, and site of religious experience” (Ingalls 2018, 

4). Moreover, due to the advance in technology, CCM has become a transborder 

and transnational movement that has spread to almost every corner of the 

world.  

1.1.1 Local Christian Music before the Rise of Cantonese CCM 

Christian community appeared after Hong Kong became a British colony in 

1841 as Western missionaries from different Protestant denominations arrived. 

Dates of the arrival of significant Western missionaries who were the founders of 

some local churches are recorded. Rev. and Mrs. John Lewis Shuck were the first 

two Baptist missionaries to Hong Kong in 1842, after they departed from Macau 

                                                      
8 Contemporary worship, initially established in Pentecostal worship (Lim and Ruth 2017, 9), has 
become widespread in the 1990s (Ibid. 2). According to worship scholars Lim and Ruth, nine 
defining qualities of contemporary worship are observed as follows: using contemporary English, 
reflecting contemporary concerns and issues of worshipers, committing to adapt worship to 
match contemporary Christian, using musical elements from current pop music, extending the 
length of uninterrupted congregational singing, emphasizing on the leadership of the musicians, 
showing great levels of physical expressiveness, emphasizing on the informality, and showing the 
reliance on electronic technology (Ibid. 2-3). 
9 Music records and albums, Christian albums charts, and Christian music awards contribute to 
the development of the CCM industry, while Christian songs are now easily purchased in the 
iTunes Stores and the Google Play Music. 
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(“History of the Baptist”). Missionaries from the London Missionary Society 

arrived in Hong Kong and established an Anglo-Chinese college in 1844. The 

missionaries of the Basel Church and the Methodist Church arrived in Hong Kong 

in 1862 and 1882, respectively. Some Western missionaries came from cities in 

China, where Christianity can be traced back to the Tang Dynasty in the seventh 

century.10 Christian communities grew in the following decades. Besides those 

denominational churches like the Baptist, Sheng Kung Hui (the Hong Kong 

Anglican Church), and the Methodist, others were founded by missionaries from 

lesser known missionary communities and societies. The China Peniel Missionary 

Society (the Peniel Church) is an example of a local church founded by the 

missionary of a small missionary group.11 A. K. Reiton, the founder of the Peniel 

Church, was an American missionary from the Peniel Church and established the 

church in Kowloon, 1914 (“History of the Peniel Church”). Apart from 

                                                      
10 It is commonly accepted that the introduction of Christianity in China in 635, by a group of 
Persian Nestorian Christians. The Xi’an Stele erected in 781 documented such history. The title of 
the stele shows the translation of “A Monument Commemorating the Propagation of the Da-Qin 
(Syrian) Luminous Religion in China” (Bays 2012, 7). Another crucial moment of the history of 
Christianity in China is the arrival of Matteo Ricci, a Catholic missionary, in 1582. Protestant 
missionaries began to come to China since the early nineteenth century. The first missionary, 
Robert Morrison, arrived in Shanghai 1807. The most important contribution of Morrison is that 
he translated the Book of Common Prayer and several books of the Bible into Chinese. In the 
Nineteenth century, more Western missionaries went to China as more harbors had been opened 
to foreigners. The Chinese Recorder, an English journal published in China, recorded the works the 
Western missionaries had done in China between 1867 and 1941,10 such as social welfare, 
education, and, most importantly, evangelizing Chinese by making leaflets, translating Bible and 
hymns. 
11 I am the member of the Peniel Church. I was baptized and became a member of the Aberdeen 
church in 1994. Branch churches of the Peniel Church were established near the seacoasts around 
Hong Kong back then, including those in Yaumatei, Cheung Chau, Aberdeen, Shau Kei Wan, and 
Tsuen Wan. 
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evangelization, local Protestant communities provided social services like 

education, charity, and social welfare— establishing orphanages, providing food 

and clothing (Ng 2014), and medical service (Chan 2010). Taking the Peniel 

Church as an example, it established an orphanage and schools, and provided 

food to local citizens after WWII (Lee 2014). 

While teaching Christian beliefs and doctrines are essential to local 

Christians, hymn singing is a vital and effective medium to do so. In fact, hymn 

singing was regarded as an effective way to spread Christianity and proselytize 

the non-believers in China (Charter and DeBernardi 1998,84). Regarding the 

development of the Chinese Christian hymn, Charter and DeBernardi studied the 

development of the contextualized Chinese Christian hymns from 1867 to 1936, 

the publishing year of the first Chinese union hymnal, Hymns of Universal Praise 

(普天頌讚). According to Charter and DeBernardi, famous hymns written by 

renowned theologians and musicians like Charles Wesley and Isaac Watts were 

translated into Chinese by the missionaries (87). Some gospel tunes which were 

written in a pentatonic scale like “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” and “Steal Away to 

Jesus,” were used too as they were more accessible for Chinese Christians to sing 

congregationally (94). However, they pointed out that many missionaries 

struggled with the translation, transmission, performance, and reception of the 
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imported hymns, as mentioned in the Chinese Recorder (Richard 1890,310, cited 

in Charter and DeBernardi 86). Chinese Recorder was an English journal published 

in China, recorded the works the Western missionaries had done in China 

between 1867 and 1941, such as social welfare, education, and, most 

importantly, evangelizing Chinese by making leaflets, translating Bible and 

hymns. This journal not just offered information regarding evangelizing in China, 

but also a way for Western missionaries to know and connect with each other 

(Latourette 1929, 437, cited in Charter and DeBernardi 1998, 83). The difficulties 

and unsatisfactory of turning Western hymns into Chinese, as Bitton—a Western 

missionary—stated that only a few foreigners understood how to constitute a 

good Chinese poem (Chinese Recorder 1909,210). Due to different tonal systems, 

syllabary systems, and rhyme schemes between Western languages and Chinese, 

the paring between the lyrics and the melody was not desirable in Chinese 

hymns (Charter and DeBernardi 86, 91-92); in order to solve such difficulties, 

translating hymns by educated Chinese and using colloquial language (87), and 

also composing original Chinese hymns (95) were some implements.  

Hymnbooks were printed for congregational singing in China. Hymns that 

setting lyrics to pre-existing Chinese tunes suchlike “All Red the River” (滿江紅), 

Sinim (嶺南), “Yang Kuan San Tieh” (陽關三疊), and “Plum Blossom” (梅花), 
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were collected in Chinese hymnbooks. Different hymnbooks were published for 

different communities, even in Hong Kong—the first local translated hymn book 

was published in 1884, called the Hymn-Book of the Basel Mission. As China was 

a land with a great language diversity, Christian communities with various 

dialects produced their own hymnals, such as in Hakka, Hangzhou, Ningbo, and 

Shanghai (Leung 2007,29). In fact, there were more than forty hymnbooks 

written in different dialects (Munn 1911, 708, cited in Charter and BeDeBernardi 

89). Later, the compilation of a union hymn for Christians in China was first 

suggested in 1904 but only started the project in1935 by a Protestant missions 

federation with six leading Protestant church associations.12 Only in 1936, the 

union hymn--the Hymns of Universal Praise—was finally published, which 

showed interdenominational collaboration (Fitch 1935:544). Since then, local 

Christians have used the Hymns of Universal Praise for congregational singing. 

Many other hymnals used in Hong Kong, such as the Evangel Hymnal, the Sacred 

Hymns, and the Youth Hymns, were produced after Hymns of Universal Praise 

between the 1940s and 1950s. 

                                                      
12 This collaborative project was initiated from “six leading Protestant church associations” 
(Charter and DeBernardi 99)12, including the Chung Hua Shen Kung Hui (Chinese Episcopalian 
Churches), the Church of Christ in China, the Methodist Episcopal Churches, the East China 
Baptist Convention, the Methodist Episcopal Churches, North and South, and the North China 
Congregational Church (Charter and DeBernardi 99). 
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However, hymns from the above mentioned hymnals were not ideal for 

singing in Cantonese. As the translation of the hymns in these hymnals was 

designed for singing in Mandarin which has only four tones rather than the nine 

tones in Cantonese. As a result, singing Mandarin hymns in Cantonese can create 

a mismatch between the tone of the lyrics and the melody. Nonsensical 

meanings appear when local Christians sing these hymns in Cantonese. This 

makes it hard for them to understand the meaning of the lyrics. After 1949, most 

local churches adopted the standard hymnals, singing them in both Mandarin 

and Cantonese, depending on the chosen/worship language of the church. 

Having said that, a large amount of Mandarin or other dialect speaking Chinese 

escaped to Hong Kong after 1949 and they were used to sing hymns in Mandarin, 

whether they had converted to Christianity before or after arriving in Hong 

Kong.13 As a result, the singing of mismatch between the tone of the melody and 

the lyrics has been a unique practice of local hymns singing, even nowadays.14 

   

 

 

                                                      
13 The North Point Methodist Church was one of these communities singing hymns in Mandarin. 
14 It is pity that Fitch’s observation and comments on writing hymns in local musical idioms and 
colloquial languages did not applied to local hymns singing. 
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1.1.2 The Rise of Cantonese CCM 

Starting from the 1980s, local CCM started to develop in Hong Kong. The 

first published collection of local CCM was made in 1980,15 while local Christians 

then were more familiar with the term “modern hymn” (現代詩歌),16 another 

commonly recognized term for Cantonese CCM. Such Cantonese CCM is 

characterized by the perfect match between the lexical tone of the lyrics and the 

melody, which is very different from the traditional hymns. 

Three forces contributed to the rise of the local CCM. Firstly, as the rapid rise 

of the Western CCM in the 70s impacted local young Christians. Songs from 

Maranatha! Music,17 the pioneer of publishing contemporary worship music, 

was disseminated worldwide. Those Western musicians broke with tradition and 

employed such kind of Christian music in their churches, as singing hymns was 

the norm for congregational singing. Since many of these CCM songs can be 

accompanied by the guitar, local Christians were able to play, listen and enjoy this 

new kind of Christian music in their leisure time. 

Secondly, the popularity of Cantonese popular music, or Cantopop, in the 

                                                      
15 This first album—“How Can It be Forgotten” (怎能忘記)—was sold in the form of cassette and 

sung by the renowned Pediatrician and singer-songwriter Dr. Alvin Chan Yee-shing.  
16 According to Ng Ping-kin Benjamin, one of the founders of the Hong Kong Association of 
Christian Music Ministry, which is the pioneer of producing local CCM, the term “modern hymn” 
increases the acceptance and endorsement of local Christians regarding this new genre of 
Christian music (“Ng”).  
17 Maranatha! Music was founded by Chuck Smith in 1971, to promote the music of those young 
Christian hippie. (“Our History”) https://www.maranathamusic.com/about.  

https://www.maranathamusic.com/about
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70s significantly impacted the birth of Cantonese CCM. Cantopop shows the 

perfect matching between the lexical tone of the lyrics and the tone of the 

melody, which is regarded as one of the local heritages.18 The usual practice is 

writing the lyrics to the pre-existing tunes to achieve such matching.19 Many of 

the songs sung by Sam Hui were mega-hits as radio and TV programs became the 

platform to promote Cantonese songs to the general public. The fervor of 

Cantopop continued in the 80s. Cantopop became a model for local Christians to 

write their own versions of Christian songs, which showed Western-influenced 

elements.  

Thirdly, a local Christian songwriting competition gave impetus to the birth 

of Cantonese CCM. The First Hong Kong Modern Folk Song Composing 

Competition (香港現代民歌創作大賽) was organized by the radical Christian 

organization Breakthrough in 1980. It encouraged younger Christians to write 

their own Cantonese songs. Several significant Cantonese CCM writers 

participated and met in this competition, such as Ben Ng, Rev. Timothy Lam, Gary 

                                                      
18 The first recorded commercial Cantonese songs can be traced back to the 1930s. Between the 
50s and 60s, Cantonese songs were regarded as too vulgar being the entertainment of the 
grassroot. As Cantopop developed drastically and gained popularity in the 70s, Hongkongers 
enjoyed it very much through mass media. The term “Cantopop” was coined by Hans Ebert, the 
Billboard correspondent, in 1978, which was a revised name of the term “Cantorock” invented in 
1974, after he listened to Western popular songs covered by Sam Hui and other songs Hui wrote 
in rock style. 
19 Naamyam (南音) and Cantonese Opera are other two notable examples with such writing 

practice. 
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Lau, Vivian Yung, and others. Ben Ng and Vivian Yung later published the 

groundbreaking Come and Sing series with the help of Breakthrough in 1982. In 

1983, Ng, Yung, and Edward Tanner formed the Association of Christian Music 

(the predecessor of ACM) and continued to publish songs under the Come and 

Sing series, which will be one of the case studies of this thesis, along with 

another case study of the Stream of Praise Ministries. 

The Hong Kong Association of Christian Music Ministry (ACM) is the oldest 

existing contemporary Christian music organization which is regarded as the most 

influential one in promoting Cantonese CCM. However, its songs were not used in 

worship until the 90s as they were non-liturgical while contemporary worship 

was not introduced to local churches yet. Since then, more and more local 

Christian music organizations and individual Christians have produced Cantonese 

CCM to satisfy the need of singing CCM in contemporary worship. However, 

Cantonese CCM started to face the challenge of the rapid rise of Mandarin CCM, 

as some local worship teams loved and employed Mandarin CCM, particularly 

those songs of the Stream of Praise Ministries (SOP) and the Joshua Band. After 

the 2000, singing both Cantonese and Mandarin CCM has been common practice 

in local churches. Besides singing in worship, local Christians also sing and listen 

to Cantonese CCM for personal enjoyment.  
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Cantonese CCM developed rapidly after the 2000s. The need to sing 

contemporary Christian songs—particularly worship songs—increased drastically 

as more churches started to change the songs of congregational singing from 

traditional hymns to CCM. Then, a large number of local Christian music 

organizations, units, and individual composers emerged and helped the 

promotion and dissemination of local Cantonese CCM, along with the growth of 

Western and Mandarin CCM. Producing CDs and songbooks, visiting churches, 

and organizing public worship were common practices for disseminating local 

CCM before the rise of online transmission. In recent years, online transmission 

has become the dominant way of transmission Cantonese CCM, particularly for 

those newly established music communities of younger Christians. They do not 

produce CCM albums like those pre-existing music organizations; instead, they 

only produce songs online for faster and broader sharing. Older Cantonese CCM 

songs are also uploaded online and on social media as well. As a result, local 

Christians can know both newer and older Cantonese CCM by using social media. 

   

1.1.3 General Observation on Local CCM Musicking 

As a local church musician for more than thirty years, I observe that CCM 

musicking is an effective way to connect Christians. In fact, music is a powerful 
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force for social bonding (Turino 2008, 9). By musicking CCM, Christians can be 

connected, even if they do not know each other. ‘Musicking’ is a term originated 

from Christopher Small. Here, I refer to and extend the definition of Small (1998) 

that musicking is not just the gerund or the verb to music, but to cover a wide 

range of musical activities, such as making, playing, listening, and performing. 

Small defines that:  

To music is to take part, in any capacity, in a musical performance, 

whether by performing, by listening, by rehearsing or practicing, by 

providing material for performance, or by dancing (9). 

Musical performance, according to Small, is not limited to a stage or a live 

performance. It could be a recorded performance or even any background music 

while engaging in other activities (Ibid). Small continues, it “covers all 

participation in a musical performance, whether it takes place actively or 

passively…” (Ibid). Singing and playing musical instruments with or without bodily 

movements in worship, are seemingly examples of such musicking. However, the 

term can be extended to other activities, such as listening to or singing with 

recorded worship, music video, sound recording, and even the process of 

producing the music. Moreover, Small emphasizes the social function of 

musicking is the primary meaning of music (8), and musicking is the medium for 

people to encounter with each other (10). In a way, CCM musicking covers 

concepts like CCM music-making, the playing of and listening to CCM, which are 
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all connected to the sociality of musicking CCM. In expanding the social function 

of musicking, I argue that even in personal enjoyment, playing or singing music, 

one can connect to others by imagining others taking part in activities similar to 

that of the musicking congregationally or personally.  

The above observation and participation as a CCM practitioner in different 

churches and music communities has encouraged me to look deeper into how 

the musicking of CCM connects people and how those people become members 

of physical and imagined music communities. When musicking in large-scale 

worships organized by Christian music organizations, most of the participants do 

not know each other, but are connected to such organizations or other 

participants. Such a connection seems to continue and expand beyond the 

worships as participants play songs of those music organizations and reach others 

who do not attend the large-scale worships. Even if different soundscapes are 

produced due to the different ways of musicking by different church communities 

and music organizations, the connections between these church communities 

and music organizations sustain.  

Even though musicking CCM is important to local Christians, in-depth 

understanding of it or studies on it are limited.20 Having said that, six studies are 

                                                      
20 Most of the CCM studies are at the master level. I only found one Ph.D. thesis on local CCM. 
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worth noting. As the first researcher on local Cantonese CCM, Ko (2008), both a 

CCM practitioner and historian, examines the early history and development of 

local CCM (1980-1998) in his dissertation. This study has become the basis of a 

number of local CCM studies. For example, Ho (2010) studies the socio-cultural 

aspects of the local CCM communities as her Ph.D. thesis. She investigates the 

mediation and mediatization of music, and the phenomenon of the stardom of 

local CCM. Another one is my study (2014) on the triadic relationships among 

local CCM, Cantopop, and societal contexts. Fan (2017) studies the process of the 

localization of contemporary worship music in the context of social and cultural 

contexts of Hong Kong, while the social functions of such music are investigated 

as well. As an emigrant in Canada, Chong’s study (2011) examines how 

Cantonese CCM constructed diasporic identities in his master dissertation. 

Although her dissertation does not focus on the local Cantonese CCM, Wong 

(2006) studies the singing of “Praise and Worship” music among different 

Chinese communities, while Hong Kong is one of them. In a nutshell, there is still 

room for researching local CCM in terms of quantity and quality on both intra- 

and extra-musical dimensions. For the former, musical elements of CCM including 

singing method, musical style, instrumentation, and the aesthetic of melody, are 

some potential research areas. For the latter, the social connection and the 
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formation of identity, and moral advocacy rendered by musicking, some common 

topics for studying Western CCM, can be applied to the local context.  

1.1.4 Three Chosen Music Communities for this Study 

This study aims to understand how three different CCM organizations 

operate in Hong Kong, each with its own way of musicking on CCM to create an 

environment for its members to interact with others. I argue that each of these 

organizations is an imagined community of its own or a part of other larger 

imagined communities by drawing on Benedict Anderson’s notion of “imagined 

communities.”  

 Three different music organizations selected for this study are at the two 

ends of CCM production: two CCM producers and a CCM user. One of the CCM 

producers, ACM, is a renowned local Christian music organization pioneering in 

producing Cantonese CCM since 1983, as I mentioned above. Many of its songs 

are not just the favorites of local Christians but also the canon of local CCM. ACM 

is no doubt the representative organization of the local Cantonese CCM 

community unarguably. For almost forty years, besides producing Cantonese 

CCM, ACM also organizes public, and large-scale worships for local churches, as 

well as providing music training for local Christians. All these musicking 

endeavors have helped ACM spread its reputation and gain supporters that form 
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an imagined community of ACM. In recent years, sharing by social media 

becomes another essential medium to connect Christians. As a volunteer since 

the 2000s and being the present choir director and music consultant of ACM, my 

experience and understanding help me investigate the musicking of ACM in-

depth as an insider. 

Stream of Praise Ministries (SOP), another CCM producer selected for this 

study, is a renowned transnational Chinese music organization that has been 

based in the United States since 1993. Over the years, SOP has produced 

Mandarin CCM, worship concerts, events, and provided musical training to 

Christians worldwide. Hong Kong is one of the cities that SOP visits regularly. 

Local Christians have been using SOP songs in worship for more than twenty 

years. SOP is regarded as the most influential Christian music organization in 

producing Mandarin CCM. SOP contextualized its worships to suit the Hong Kong 

context, including rewriting a few of its songs with Cantonese lyrics. As its songs 

are suitable for congregational singing—simple but with memorable melodies, 

covering various themes, and serving as spiritual efficacy, SOP’s CCM has become 

local Christians’ favorites and is used regularly in many local worships. Similar to 

ACM, social media has become vital for SOP to connect its supporters globally in 

recent times. The sociality of musicking SOP’s music glocally, both globally and 
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locally through social media is a case in point. 

The last case study is the North Point Methodist Church (NPMC), a church 

which has employed CCM in its contemporary worship since 1997. It was one of 

the earliest local churches introducing CCM in its worship. At the time, many local 

Christians were skeptical about the appropriateness of singing CCM in 

contemporary worship, but NPMC had set up its own worship team to usher the 

congregational musicking. With rich musical tradition, unique musical practice, 

and collaborative spirit of the worship team, a unique soundscape is produced 

that is different from the original CCM. As an ex-music ministry assistant, I 

supervised and practiced with the NPMC worship team for three years, which 

renders NPMC a perfect case to study from the perspective of a practitioner. 

 

1.2 Research Methodology  

1.2.1 Theoretical Framework 

I propose to look at the musicking of the three chosen local Christian 

organizations as imagined communities. As McMillan (1996) explained, a 

community is bonded by a number of core elements that “distinguish members 

from nonmembers and provide emotional safety” (315). The community that 

McMillan concerns is, however, a real, concrete, and tangible community. While 
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the three organizations I have chosen to study are concrete communities, I 

contend that they are also “imagined communities,” communities that not all 

members know each other but share a collection of common imaginaries.   

“Imagined communities” is a term coined by the British historian and 

political scientist Benedict Anderson in his remarkable monograph Imagined 

Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (1983). He 

proposes that the nation is an imagined political community (6). The nation is 

“imagined” because “the members of even the smallest nation will never know 

most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the 

minds of each lives the image of their communion” (6). By using the concept of 

“imagined communities,” Anderson suggests and describes how the ideology and 

consciousness of nationalism emerged. Anderson’s notion of “imagined 

communities” can be applied to examine both real and imagined communities as 

imaginaries exist in both of them. I take Anderson’s notion of the “imagined 

communities” in relationship to CCM communities in the following ways: Firstly, 

Christianity is a huge imagined community and CCM communities is just one of 

its many that are unified by a particular worship format as Lim and Ruth (2017) 

claim that the main function of CCM musicking is to glorify the same God, then, 

arguably, Christians from different places can imagine other Christians sing and 
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praise the same God altogether, even though they speak different languages.  

Secondly, I argue that CCM is not just a medium for imagining Christianity, 

but it is also for the formation of the real and imagined community of its own. By 

different musical practices, that is “relatively coherent activities” (Miranda, 

2017:24), such as listening, sharing, and playing CCM, and also attending CCM 

gatherings, members of the CCM community can produce both imagined and 

physical connections and contacts with other members. Members of the CCM 

community may embrace and support CCM from all around the world that is 

another form of “imagined community.” Members of imagined communities of 

CCM can become real communities as in the three case studies I have chosen to 

examine. 

1.2.2 Research Questions 

Three major questions are investigated in this study. Firstly, how do the three 

music communities operate their musicking of CCM in Hong Kong? I want to 

know how the musicking and musical practices of these three music communities 

connect their members, supporters, and other Christians who do not know each 

other is investigated. Here, the term “practice” refers to the method, customary, 

the habit of doing something (Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “practice”),21 rather 

                                                      
21 Accessed August 20, 2021, http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/149226; also see Pretorius and 
van der Merwe 2019; Wenger 2000 

http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/149226
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than training or rehearsing something. Hence, musical practice in this research 

refers to the habit, method of, and executing music-making (Love and Barrett 

2019; Neff 2013; Schnable 2012).   

Secondly, what are the imaginaries in these three different communities of 

CCM, and how are these imaginaries crucial in the formation and development of 

imagined communities? Even though Anderson only lightly touches on the notion 

of imaginary in his volume, the term “imaginary” has been employed and used in 

different disciplines such as sociology,22 philosophy,23 psychoanalysis,24 and 

anthropology.25 John Thompson contends that the social imaginary is 

metaphysical (1982, 675) and obtains the creative and symbolic power in a social 

world where people create the ways and representations of their collective living 

(1984, 6). Sustaining relations in power and domination is the function of 

imaginary activities (Ibid.) Among these works, Taylor’s (2003) “modern social 

imaginary” offers insights for the present study. For Taylor, a social imaginary is 

the way how “people imagine their social existence, how they fit together with 

                                                      
22 Notable sociologists whose studies related to social imaginary includes Emile Durkheim, 
Geroge Herbert Mead, Max Weber, Alfred Schütz, John Thompson, and Charles Taylor. 
23 Philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre refers imaginary to the existence of imagination and the ways 
relating to human consciousness in his monograph The Imaginary: A Phenomenological 
Psychology of the Imagination (1940, trans. 2010). Conversely, C. Castoriadis uses the term to 
refer to how it creates the ways people live, perceive, and make their existence in his The 
Imaginary Institution (1975). Moreover, philosopher Charles Taylor coined the term “modern 
social imaginaries” to discuss the normative ideal within a society.  
24 Jacques Lacan proposes that imaginary is the first stage of the “Three orders” of forming the 
ego in the 30s. The other orders of his theory are “the symbolic” and “the real.”  
25 Such as anthropologist George E. Marcus.  
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others, how things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that 

are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that underlie 

these expectations” (23). 

Thirdly, how are the imaginaries of these three CCM communities crucial in 

forming and developing their imagined communities? Due to different musical 

practices and musicking, each music community has its own sonic properties 

when musicking, while the environmental, cultural, as well as musical heritage 

and characteristics play a part in forming its soundscape. Therefore, I would like 

to suggest that each soundscape is essential for the formation of its imagined 

community. Unlike the traditional definitions of soundscape,26 the meaning of 

“soundscape” in this study is similar to the definitions proposed by contemporary 

scholars. For example, Thompson defines it as not just a physical environment 

but also a way of perceiving such an environment (2002, 1). By comparing to the 

concept of a landscape, Thompson states that a soundscape relates to civilization 

than to nature, and it is fluid and ever-changing (Ibid, 2). Shelemay (2006) 

contends that a soundscape is fluid which is more similar to the concept of a 

                                                      
26 Since the study of soundscape emerged in the 60s and 70s, the definition of soundscape has 
changed over time. While Schafer (1969) argued that soundscape is a sonic environment that one 
can expect “to hear both inside and outside concert halls,” Truax, Schafer’s colleague, also 
pointed out that the soundscape is not merely musical but communicational (Kelman 2010, 224). 
However, contemporary sound studies show that the definition of soundscape has been modified 
and revised over time.  
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seascape rather than a landscape (xxxiv). For her, a soundscape has the ability to 

understand the relationship between sound and its cultural and social contexts 

(Ibid). In this study, I employ the term to refer to the sound that involves 

environmental characteristics and musicking of a particular community which 

embodies its cultural, religious, and even economic heritages in a specific 

context. 

In a way, the concept of the imaginary is employed as a tool to investigate 

common understandings and expectations in musicking CCM for three different 

communities of the present study. In fact, music is a way to foster political and 

societal imaginaries for communities (Chigudu 2016; Eriksen 2018; Schmidt and 

Yang 2018). For example, Chigudu states that by recognizing and exercising the 

feminist peace discourse as the social imaginary, the marginalized women in 

Uganda are empowered and able to achieve gender equality. Conversely, Schmidt 

and Yang find that positive attitudes and activity can be fostered for the elderly 

despite the common imaginaries of aging in Chile. In this sense, the empowering 

ability of the imaginaries on social and political status is crucial for the formation 

of the imagined communities in this study.  

1.2.3 Research Methodology 

This study is a mixed-method research. Ethnographic and auto-ethnographic 
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participation and observation, non-participant observation, and semi-structured 

interview (see Appendix 1) are employed for data collection.   

Many of the data collected in this study were from my experience of 

musicking. I also participated and observed as an insider for the cases on ACM 

and NPMC. As a practitioner-researcher (Jarvis 1999; Biggs and Büchner 2011) of 

CCM musicking—coaching the ACM contemporary choir and managing the NPMC 

worship team, engaging in practice-led research was a part of the research 

method to study ACM and NPMC. In practice-led research, new knowledge is 

seen to be produced by practice and then contributes to that practice (Candy, 

2006:1; also see Candy, Amitani, and Bilda 2006), while the creative works or 

practices studied can be described in texts (Ibid., also see Till, Mottram, and Rust 

2005; Harper 2011). Moreover, as a consultant to give advice and participate in 

ACM meetings, I understand the rationale and the practice of organizing the 

worship concert of ACM in depth.  

The use of auto-ethnography as a research methodology may be questioned 

by some as a lack of objectivity due to bias as an insider. Nevertheless, I also take 

note that such an approach is affirmed in various literature. According to the 

definition provided in A Dictionary of Social Research Methods, auto-ethnography 

is recognized as a method that uses “self-reflection and writing to explore” the 
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researcher’s experience in the research setting. Researcher’s subjectivity, 

personal relationship, and transforming identity are seen as able to provide 

insights into the research subject matter as an insider (see also Oxford Dictionary 

of Cultural Anthropology, s.v. “auto-ethnography”).27 My participatory and 

reflexive experience as the choir director of ACM and as the music ministry 

assistant for NPMC are valuable resources for my in-depth discussions of these 

two case studies, in which the interaction among me and different parties, 

including staffs, congregants, and worship team members, the unique musical 

practice of each community, as well as my spiritual experience rendered through 

congregational musicking, are discussed in detail. Moreover, combining auto-

ethnography with ethnography is seen as possible to make a Christian 

congregational music study richer and “more reliable” (Titon chap. 4). 

Participating and observing the worships of the three communities are 

crucial for this study. I attended and participated in SOP’s children worship in 

Hong Kong in July 2018 and observed its congregational musicking, the 

interaction between the worship team and the congregation, the language of the 

music and communication used, the response of the congregation, and the 

                                                      
27 Accessed Jan 26, 2020, 
https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780191836688.001.0001/acref-
9780191836688-e-27?rskey=BRcbvN&result=22). 

https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780191836688.001.0001/acref-9780191836688-e-27?rskey=BRcbvN&result=22
https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780191836688.001.0001/acref-9780191836688-e-27?rskey=BRcbvN&result=22
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atmosphere created. Follow-up interviews with some congregants were taken. As 

I participated in various worships and music gatherings of ACM and NPMC as 

both a congregant and non-participant observer between 2017 and 2021, I took 

note of the language used, the atmosphere created, and the response of the 

congregation. Moreover, the data collected through my participation and 

observation did not interfere with those activities like worship and rehearsal nor 

did it empower me to gain authority from these two communities. 

Semi-structured interviews were used in all three case studies (see Appendix 

2). For the ACM case, the ACM founder, staffs, participants of its worships, choir 

members, and supporters were interviewed. For the SOP case, the founder, 

participants of the children worship, and supporters were interviewed. For the 

NPMC case, a few former and present worship team members, as well as the 

church officials and ministers, were interviewed.  

 

1.3 Literature Review 

1.3.1 CCM Research 

Studies on CCM emerged in the 70s and developed in the 90s. Account of 

and account for the rising phenomenon of CCM (Collins 1996; Harrington 1980; 

Jeffery 1994; Price 1996; Mackenzie, 1978; Romanowski 1997; Wolfe 1998) is the 
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most common topic. The discussion and analysis of CCM songs’ musical elements 

(Howard 1992; Davin 1995) and lyrics (Skeris 1996) are other emphases of the 

earliest CCM literature, as Howard and Streck (1999) demonstrate that CCM is a 

“splintered art world.” Justification and debate on the appropriateness of 

employing CCM in worships were the focal points for both the general public and 

academia (Frame 1997; Dawn 1995, 1999; Romanowski 2000; Westermeyer 

1995; Wuthnow 2003; Vega 2012; and also the writings by Webber between 

1994 and 2008). 

CCM research flourished in the West after the mid-2000, as Ingalls points 

out that it is multivalent in topics and approaches (2018, 10). Transmission with 

technology draws scholars’ attention after 2000. In the last decade, studies on 

congregational CCM singing, in which communities and identities formation, 

singing and spiritual experiences, performativity, and global connections are 

some notable concerns. Studies on the development and the use of CCM are 

found both for academia and the general public. Scheer (2013) and Lee (2017) 

investigate the development of Praise and Worship music in different 

generations for the former. Sigler (2017) examines the changing roles of music in 

worship and argues that a shift in the theology of CCM occurred. Kinney (2019) 

studies the birth of Jesus Music concerning the American Evangelical Spirituality. 
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For the latter, some renowned scholars introduce CCM as an introductory for lay 

Christians. For example, Cusic (2009) and Powell (2002) edited two different 

encyclopedias of CCM respectively; Ingalls, Mall, and Nekola (2013) also write 

the entry in The Canterbury Dictionary of Hymnology. Bustraan (2014) discusses 

the earliest day of CCM—the Jesus People Movement.  

More detailed examination on the history of CCM appear in recent years. 

After presenting a concise history of contemporary worship and worship music 

for general public (Lim and Ruth 2017), Ruth and Lim (2021) expand the previous 

one and thoroughly explain the origin and the development of contemporary 

worship and worship music, which is more suitable for academic purposes. 

Unlike the majority of the secondary literature on the unitary direction of the 

development of CCM, they propose that the spread of CCM in the US is 

scattered, which can be traced back to different regions and their related 

denominations. Thus, the sound and the emphasis on the songs developed 

differently in different areas across the US.  

CCM’s musical elements have drawn attention from various scholars since 

the 90s, and it is one of the most established areas among others. Regarding the 

musical styles, some studies focus on the relationship between CCM and pop and 

rock music, such as Howard (1992) and Bossius, Hager, and Kahn-Harris (2011), 
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while Howard relates the changes in the musical style of CCM between the 60s 

and the early 90s to various religious, social, and cultural issues and their 

implications. Brady (2007) studies the musical styles of the top songs of CCM, 

while Ruth (2015) investigates “the levels of popular cultural influence” on CCM 

and the similarities and differences between CCM and traditional hymns. Wren 

(2000) claims that the musical genres of contemporary worship music varied 

from dance music, “folk and folk-rock to renewal music and soft-rock” (129). 

Ingalls (2017) studies the several musical styles used in writing CCM, such as the 

blues, folk, rock, indie-folk, pop-rock, traditional hymns, and the combination of 

several styles, while Dueck (2013) argues that different musical styles and genres 

are used according to different worshiping communities, especially for those 

diaspora communities. Busman (2015) also points out that electronic dance 

music (EDM) is one of the emerging genres used in youth worships.  

It is vital that lyrics of Christian music serves to teach theology and Christian 

doctrines (Lamport et al. xiv-xv). In The Message in the Music (2007), a collection 

that examines the most popular songs of CCM, textual analysis is important. Ruth 

investigates the theology of the Trinity in those songs. Paris studies the depth of 

the expression of the romantic love and the agape love of those songs. Drury 

extends Paris’ study and discusses the dangers of misinterpreting the Eros by 
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male Christians in those songs. Woods categorizes those songs into three 

missions—proclamation, kerygma, fellowship, and service. Goodliff (2009) also 

criticizes that an impoverished Christology is observed in some popular Christian 

songs. Longhurst (2015) finds that many songs focus on the deeds of Jesus, 

containing only two verses or less. Lindenbaum (2013) examines the ways that 

CCM projects the new Social Gospel. Hussey (2019) compares the textual 

contents between the most popular hymns of the 19th and 20th centuries and the 

popular contemporary Christian songs.  

Comments and criticisms on local Cantonese CCM resemble some 

commonalities to the findings of the above studies. The lack of Christology and 

theological depths, as well as presenting the romantic love, are observed by local 

Christians—pastors, musicians, and layman—non-academically (Chan 2008; Chan 

2010; Chan 2018; Yap 2010, among others) and in my causal discussions with 

church pastors and music ministries. In my previous research (Lam 2014), I 

analyzed the lyrics of Cantonese CCM and observed those criticisms similarly on 

local CCM. Moreover, unlike the significance of social concerns and social justice 

in Western CCM, as mentioned by Lindenbaum, social concerns are a rare topic 

in local CCM.28 A vast of local CCM songs are on adoration, gospel, and 

                                                      
28 The notable example is “Remembrance Of Hong Kong Amid Crisis” (〈風雨念香港〉, the 

Cantonese translation is mine) produced in 1984. 
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evangelization, but no longer so after 2014, due to the change of political 

ethos.29 Though the concept of the new Social Gospel is irrelevant and 

inapplicable to local context due to different social and political contexts, 

Lindenbaum’s study is a good resource for studying the importance of local CCM 

with social concerns. 

 CCM has also been developing in connection to the advance of technology. 

Several studies show that CCM’s development and the growth of recording 

industries are interconnected (Ward 2004; Busman 2015; Thornton and Evans 

2015), while the advancement of technology accelerates the transmission of 

global contemporary congregational songs (Thornton 2016). More recently, the 

development of CCM has closely related to the virtual realm, especially by means 

of social media as a product of transnational and global transmission (Riches and 

Wagner 2012; Evans 2015; Ingalls 2016). The above studies show the strong 

pairing of technology and CCM in the West. For the last five to six years, the use 

of technology and social media for CCM production and transmission has 

become more significant, especially more younger Christians produce and share 

new Cantonese CCM. Christian music organizations and communities, 

                                                      
29 A political movement, the Umbrella Movement, started in Hong Kong in 2014 which lasted for 
79 days. Occupying the main streets and territories in Hong Kong was the signature of that 
movement.   Songs like “May Your Justice Comes” (〈願祢公義降臨〉), “Hope,” (〈黑暗中的

盼望〉) “God Bless Our City” (〈主佑我城〉) are some examples (the Cantonese translation is 

mine). All songs are written after 2016. 
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particularly those independent ones, have been disseminating songs on social 

media rather than producing CDs. Local Christians are then reached and 

connected by Cantonese CCM songs on social media, not only limited to their 

favored ones. Though the Western Christians might not know the Cantonese 

CCM on social media, Cantonese-speaking Christians worldwide are able to enjoy 

it. In fact, some renowned Cantonese CCM music organizations and composers 

are now residing in the US30 and Canada.31  

Studies on congregational CCM singing in worship contexts flourished in the 

last decade. Amongst these studies, the Congregational Music Studies Series is 

the most profound and influential as it covers a wide range of perspectives, 

communities, music genres, and methodologies. Though this series focuses on 

different kinds of congregational singing and does not discuss CCM singing 

entirely, those investigations on CCM singing are valuable to understand concerns 

and issues relating to congregational CCM singing. The first collection of this 

series, Christian Congregational Music: Performance, Identity and Experience 

(Ingalls, Landau, and Wagner 2016),32 focuses on constructing identities, 

                                                      
30 Son Music is a notable example. 
31 The Heralders and Jim Ling are renowned music organization and music arranger respectively.  
32 Ingalls is possibly the most influential scholar of studying congregational music in the last 
decade. She has been contributing to the area of congregational music, including editing two 
volumes of the Congregational Music Studies Series, studying the change of musical elements of 
CCM across different generations, as well as co-founding the Christian Congregation Music: Local 
and Global Perspectives conference and serving as the convener for ten years. 
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performing, and embodying theology, as well as the spiritual experience. Dueck’s 

(2017) volume, Congregational Music, Conflict and Community, is the second one 

of the series. Dueck examines the music-making of several Mennonite 

communities across the US regarding genre, space, conflict, and negotiation, as 

well as their outreach to other communities and individuals. The third collection, 

Congregational Music-Making and community in a Mediated Age (Nekola and 

Wagner 2017), focuses on congregational singing that concerns theology, liminal 

experience, and ethics. The fourth collection, Making Congregational Music Local 

in Christian Communities Worldwide (Ingalls, Reigersberg, and Sherinian 2018), 

focuses on musical traditions and practices, the dynamics between the glocal and 

local contexts, as well as racial and national concerns of Christian communities 

across continents, are studied. The fifth one in this series is a volume by Porter, 

Contemporary Worship Music and Everyday Musical Lives (2018). The function of 

contemporary worship music in listeners’ daily lives and the ethical concerns on 

their musical preference are discussed in this work. Three other collections, 

Studying Congregational Music: Key Issues, Methods, and Theoretical 

Perspectives (Mall et al. 2021), Church Music Through the Lens of Performance 

(Steuernagel 2021), and Ethics and Christian Musicking (Myrick and Porter 2021), 

are the newest ones which are all published in 2021. These three collections 
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enrich the entire series. They demonstrate different ways of studying 

congregational musicking, the performativity of musicking, and the ethical 

concerns—including the copyright issues of Christian music, respectively. 

There are some other studies on congregational musicking beyond performing 

theology (Bear 2019), constructing community and identity (Engelhardt 2016, 

Myrick 2017), research methodology (Porter 2014; Titon 2017), and music genres 

(Hawn 2010).  

The Congregational Music Studies Series not only covers diversified research 

areas and topics but also provides research methodology and framework for later 

studies. However, most of the studies in this series are on English-speaking 

communities or other communities in the West, and only a few studies are on 

Christian congregations in China, Ghana, Finland, Brazil, and South Africa. As an 

emerging field in academia, more studies on non-English-speaking communities 

can enrich the understandings of musical practices and worship experiences 

worldwide. Besides, the relationship between those non-English-speaking 

congregations and the Western influences—musically, culturally, and 

theologically—can be further studied. Some potential areas for investigation are 

the adaptation, contextualization, and localization on musical practice, and even 

the cultural invasion and resistance on those non-English-speaking 
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congregations. Christianity in Asian countries like Japan, Hong Kong, Korea, 

Taiwan, and the Philippines has been influenced by Western countries, and the 

congregational musicking of these places is also affected. The adapted and 

contextualized ways of musicking of these congregations with the cultural and 

theological embodiments can deliver a very different picture from the Western 

ones. By doing so, dialogues between the Western and Eastern scholars and 

musicians—the global and local experiences—become possible.   

The study of constructing community and relating identity through CCM 

musicking is another emerging research area. Beyond the above-mentioned 

Congregational Music Studies series, some other studies follow that academic 

trajectory. Ingalls (2018) examines the ways that contemporary worship songs 

shape and form communities in church, worship conference, and worship 

concert; similarly, Lim (2017) studies how the contextualized practice of 

congregational musicking in China shapes and nurtures the Chinese Christians. 

Contextualized musicking using vernacular language, local melodies, and 

Sinicized songs are ways for Chinese congregations to identify themselves as 

Chinese Christians, in which “Chinese culture serves as a resource” (Lim 2017,50). 

Lim’s study shows similarities in the development of local Christian musicking in 

which translating Western hymns and writing original melodies are the two 
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critical stages of development. However, the musical form, style, and harmony of 

local CCM show the traces of the Western Christianity music culture, even 

nowadays. There is much room for scholars to study Christian musicking in China, 

especially for those communities with different dialects and diasporic Chinese 

communities worldwide. Another possible research area is the study of identity 

construction on Chinese congregations with linguistic, cultural, and music 

contexts. Moreover, studies on Hillsong Church (hereafter, Hillsong) from 

Australia, the phenomenon charismatic megachurch that produces worldwide 

music albums and worships, is emerging in academia. A vast number of research 

have been done on Hillsong in different perspectives, such as on its development 

(Connell 2005; Riches and Wagner 2017; Marti 2017), worshiping experience 

(Hawn 2006; Klaver 2016; Wade and Hynes 2012; Wade 2016), branding (Wagner 

2013; 2014), musicality and the changing sound in Australia (Riches and Wagner 

2012; Wagner 2013), and its influences on evangelical Protestantism (Goh 2008). 

Cowan (2017) examines the theological development of Hillsong songs. 

 There are some other studies on CCM reflecting the broad spectrum of it. 

Such diversity includes the relationship between culture and CCM (Ruth 2015; 

Wagner, 2015; Yoon 2016), the tension between globalization and localization 

(Minako 2013; Webb 2015), people’s sonic experience in private and secular 
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contexts (Porter 2017; Tepera 2018), the pastoral role of CCM (Lindenbaum 

2012), and the consciousness of ethnicity (Dumbauld 2012), among others.  

The majority of the above studies are carried out in the West and provide 

valuable research directions and research methodologies. However, all these 

studies were taken in specific social, cultural, and religious contexts that are very 

different from the local one; yet, the theoretical concepts and research 

methodology of these studies are applicable to this study. In the following 

chapters, I will discuss the adoption, adaption, and contextualization of Western 

Christian musicking and musical practices by three CCM communities in Hong 

Kong.  

 

1.3.2 Imagined Communities and Related Research 

In understanding community, I turn to Benedict Anderson’s notion of 

“imagined communities” (1983), which unravels how community, real or 

imagined, is often based on people’s imaginations and imaginaries, such as the 

formation of nationhood. Though Anderson’s notion of the “imagined 

communities” was applied to the construction of nation and nationalism, its 

impact is far-reaching as evident in different academic disciplines’ engagements 

with and applications of his concept. Social and cultural studies have benefitted 
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the most from his concept as evident in feminism/women studies (Díaz 2011; 

Steeves 1993), internet, social media, and online studies (Kavoura 2014; Gruzd, 

Wellman and Takhteyev 2011), and race and ethnic studies (Dhoest 2009; Caswell 

et al. 2017; Itzigsohn and vom Hau 2006; Mayhew 2018) among others. 

In music studies, several researchers have applied or appropriated the 

notion of “imagined communities.” Stobart (2011) applies it to his examination of 

the ways how the production of Carnival music by Bolivian indigenous musicians 

constructed a broader circuit of culture and imagined communities. Aspden 

(1997) claims that British operas were the instruments to express nationalism by 

an imagined British national community and differentiate the imagined “Others” 

from different nationalities. By applying and extending the “imagined 

communities,” Hill (2014) is the first to use the concept to study the female fans 

of heavy metal groups, arguing that their “imagination” from their music 

experience helped to break gender inequality. Fu and Wang (2017) argue that an 

imagined community of Chinese patriotism is constructed by China’s Central 

Television variety show Chunwan, while the music used in this show functioned 

as a political communication tool for the construction of a shared identity among 

Chinese audiences from Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan.  

 Various studies on Christianity have appropriated Anderson’s concept as 
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well. Terpstra (2009) states that different denominational imagined communities 

were formed during the Reformation. Though the renowned New Testament 

scholar N.T. Wright (2012) does not mention Anderson’s ‘imagined community’ 

directly, his concept about the believers of the early church had to imagine their 

religion as believing in one God that maintained their mission and ecclesial life is 

no doubt a reference to Anderson.  

Among the studies on imagined community, Ingalls’ study (2011) is the most 

related to the present study. She proposes using the concept of “imagined 

Evangelical Christians” in understanding the community formation in the 

Evangelical conference worship in the US. By sharing the evangelical core values 

and belief in the Gospel, as well as social practice intertwined with musical 

experience, participants identified themselves as evangelicals. Though significant 

differences in the Christians’ denominational background and the scale and 

content of the worship were observed between Ingalls’ study and this study, the 

research methodology, the theoretical concepts of “imagined community” and 

participatory experiences, and the research of identity formation can be applied.  
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1.3.3 Identity Formation Research  

Music experience can construct identities (Frith 1996). Apart from some 

studies mentioned above showing how Christian musicking constructs the 

congregation's identity, other CCM studies show different identities can be 

constructed by music-making and listening. Harrison (2008) argues that White 

Southern Gospel Music can produce the identity of earthliness rather than the 

otherworldliness ideology. Yoon (2016) investigates how CCM constructs the 

identity of “Holy Christian” in youth culture. Dumbauld (2012) argues that 

congregational singing making between Chinese and American Christians in the 

same worship creates conflicts due to their ethnical consciousness. Language and 

musical style are two major factors contributing to the differences between the 

two groups within the same community; while the older members are diasporic 

Chinese, whereas the younger members are second-generation Christians. 

Moreover, studies on the experience and identity formation of popular 

music concerts also shed light on large-scale worships. For example, the 

relationship between the environments of music festivals and different identities 

(Davies, 2015), architectural design and the rendered experience (Kronenburg 

2011), popular music concert as the formation and maintenance of the 

community, the site that music and politics intertwines (Brown and Knox 2017), 
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and the emergence of tachytopian experience in pop music concerts (Saffle and 

Yang 2010) are helpful literature for a better understanding of music ministry in 

the form of large scale religious concerts which can contribute to the formation 

of both imagined and concrete communities.  

 

1.4 Chapter Structure  

Three individual case studies on three CCM communities are structured as 

three chapters following this introduction. Chapter two is the case on ACM. In 

this case, I will discuss the ways that ACM created an environment for the 

emergence of its local community through musicking, the means that ACM 

connects its supporters and members, as well as the functions of Cantonese CCM 

in its physical and imagined community. As early as in the 80s, songbooks, and 

cassettes of ACM’s Come and Sing series were the primary medium for 

transmitting its songs, while songs recorded by local celebrities helped spread 

ACM’s reputation and gain supporters that form an imagined community of ACM; 

even though its supporters do not know each other, they can imagine other 

supporters singing and sharing ACM songs as themselves. ACM later uses 

different ways to spread its songs and reach its supporters. Besides producing its 

original songs, ACM has been organizing worship in various scales for different 
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churches and organizations, which is another way for ACM to reach local 

Christians. By using social media, ACM can reach its supporters while their 

supporters can also share ACM songs to those ACM cannot reach. The musicking 

of ACM Cantonese CCM, then, becomes the imaginary of the ACM imagined 

community and serves to unite all the members. Furthermore, by musicking ACM 

songs, some identities are recognized by the members of the imagined 

community of ACM, namely supporters, local Christian, and Hongkongers.  

 The chapter on SOP follows the ACM case. As a renowned contemporary 

Christian music organization globally, SOP in Hong Kong is a good case in point of 

an “imagined community.” As serving Chinese Christians worldwide has been the 

group’s primary mission, Hong Kong is one of the cities that SOP visits regularly. I 

will discuss the ways SOP initiated and expanded its ministry in Hong Kong 

through its own songs in different contexts, like local Christian members 

participating in contextualized SOP worship in Hong Kong, the spread of its songs 

in congregational singing in local churches, and Christians of different 

communities using these songs as a form of personal enjoyment. In a way, the 

local imagined community of SOP was constructed and expanded. As local 

Christians favor the rendered sonic and spiritual experiences in SOP worships, 

and SOP songs are suitable for congregational singing, local Christians employ 
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them in local worship and reproduce such sonic and spiritual experiences. As a 

result, local worship teams love to play SOP songs in their worships. Three ways 

of musicking of SOP songs are observed in local churches to achieve a similar 

experience, namely reproducing the original sound, imitating and producing a 

similar sound, and producing a similar worshiping atmosphere only, due to 

different physical and musical considerations of local churches. In so doing, the 

local SOP imagined community expands. Sharing songs by social media in recent 

years has been effective in expanding the local SOP imagined community. Though 

all the SOP sounds produced in musicking are different, they can still be 

recognized as originated from SOP, so they are regarded as “associated SOP 

sound,” which functions as the imaginary of the imagined community by 

connecting and uniting supporters of SOP.  

 The third and final case study concerns the worship team of North Point 

Methodist Church (NPMC). In this case, I will discuss a unique soundscape of the 

NPMC worship team that forms the NPMC community and different imagined 

communities connected to it. By the customized musical practices of the worship 

team, the use of Cantonese and Mandarin CCM, the team spirit of the worship 

team members, and the interaction between the team and the congregation are 

all critical to the formation of the unique NPMC soundscape through musicking. 
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This soundscape is crucial for the community of NPMC as it functions as the 

imaginary which unites the congregants of NPMC. Such soundscape provides a 

window on connecting different music organizations and Christian communities, 

as members of the NPMC worship team and the NPMC congregation do imagine 

the musicking of other worshipers and Christians just as themselves.   

 A chapter of concluding words follows the NPMC case. It points out how 

musicking has been crucial in these three cases’ construction of physical and 

imagined communities. Three elements are seen as most crucial for constructing 

imagined communities: soundscape, musical practice, and spiritual experience. 

While the imaginary of each community varies, it unites each of them by the 

members’ musicking. 

 

1.5 Contribution  

This study contributes to academia in several ways. First, this study expands 

the current literature on contemporary Christian music, particularly in the Asian 

context. More specifically, this study serves as a valuable study on local Christian 

musicking. The participatory experience, musical practice, and the formation of 

the local soundscape are novel research topics in local Christian music literature. 

Second, the localness shown in the local CCM musicking provides a valuable 
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example of the adaption and recontextualization of Western Christian musicking 

in a new context. Finally, this study provides insights on the use of different 

languages in the formation of individual Christian communities by CCM 

musicking.  
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Chapter 2 

The Hong Kong Association of Christian Music Ministry  

 

2.1 Introduction 

After the emergence of contemporary Christian music (CCM) in Hong Kong 

in the early 80s, some pioneering local music organizations and Christian 

musicians began to adapt CCM to the local context by producing Cantonese CCM. 

Cantonese CCM is a type of Christian music that is in the style of local popular 

music (Ho 2010; Lam 2014). Among these pioneers of Cantonese CCM, the Hong 

Kong Association of Christian Music Ministry (hereafter, ACM)33 is the most 

influential and long lasting, and it is still producing Cantonese CCM today. 

Throughout the years, ACM has accumulated many supporters and fans, 

who joined the organization as volunteers. These volunteers became members of 

the physical community of the ACM. Nevertheless, there are still many 

supporters who do not belong to the physical community. These two different 

groups of supporters, particularly the latter, led me to wonder how they are 

connected to ACM by musicking and why they continue to support ACM as a 

                                                      
33 The abbreviation ”ACM” is the official abbreviation used in its logo. Though “HKACM” seems to 
be the more appropriate abbreviation that is used in its website domain and social media 
platforms such as Facebook and YouTube, “ACM” is the common short form used by local 
Christians. Adding “HK” before “ACM” is to distinguish other organizations’ abbreviations. 
Therefore, I will use “ACM” throughout this paper instead of “HKACM.” 
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community for so many years that in my view have formed an imagined 

community of its own.  

 In his renowned monograph Imagined Communities: Reflections on the 

Origin and Spread of Nationalism (1983), the political scientist Benedict 

Anderson argues that members of the imagined community do not necessarily 

know and meet each other, but they are connected by imagining the same 

behaviors conducted by other members. In this regard, Anderson's concept can 

be applied to ACM in that all Christians who share ACM’s songs form an imagined 

community as majority of ACM’s supporters do not actually know each other 

even though they are spiritually connected by ACM’s songs. Without doubt, they 

can imagine other members’ loving and singing of these songs. In a way, ACM’s 

imagined community is built upon its members’ shared commitment toward 

spreading its songs, particularly their use of these songs in local worships. I argue 

that ACM’s Cantonese CCM has played a crucial role in fostering the group’s 

social imaginary that resulted in the formation of ACM’s unique identity and 

imagined community.   

In this chapter, I will first discuss how ACM’s CCM is transmitted and shared, 

namely by the dissemination of its hymnals and the musicking in its worship 

concerts, while the imaginary of singing lexical-tonally matched CCM serves as 
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the cohesion in ACM’s physical and imagined communities. Musicking refers to 

the making of music, whether “by performing, by listening, by rehearsing or 

practicing, by providing material for performance, or by dancing” (Small 1998:9). 

After introducing the establishment of ACM, the localness—its reference to 

Cantopop, the matching between the lexical tone and the melody, and the use of 

local celebrity—of its songs is going to be pointed out, which also helps to 

construct the collective identities of ACM. These shared identities of the 

members drive them to contribute and involve in ACM’s community more 

actively and devotedly, and thus emerge a sense of belonging. By referencing to 

McMillan’s theory of Community (1986, 1996), characteristics of both the 

physical and imagined communities of ACM are identified and discussed. Then, I 

will discuss the ways that musicking in the worship concert constructs and 

expands both the physical and imagined communities of ACM, while I propose 

that the shared transcendental experience in ACM’s worship concert helps to 

construct a heavenly imagined community.    

Information in this chapter is collected through ethnographic and auto-

ethnographic research approaches. The former entails my interviewing eight 

members of ACM’s choir, band, and administration as well as four participants of 

its worship concerts. The latter entails my participant-observation of ACM’s 
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worship concerts, and my self-reflections on my experience as a supporter of 

ACM’s songs for thirty years and then its choir director for five years (figure 2.1), 

as well as my taking part in two recent worship concerts. Moreover, my visits to 

local churches and discussions with church musicians, staffs, and pastors in the 

past four years provide additional information on the popularity and the 

Christians’ musicking ACM’s songs. 

Figure 2.1 My coaching the rehearsal of the ACM choir.   

 

Photography by the author 

 

2.2 ACM’s Hymnals 

Before the setup of the ACM, Benjamin Ping-kin Ng and Vivien Yung, the co-
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founders of ACM, had produced the first volume of its signature hymnal Come 

and Sing in 1982, with the help of Breakthrough, a local Christian organization 

(“About-us”). Ng and Yung, along with Edward Tanner, founded the organization 

the year after, then known as the Hong Kong Association of Christian Music, a 

cross-denominational Christian music organization with an evangelical 

background. In 1995, ACM merged with City Song Association (城市旋律), 

another local contemporary Christian music organization, and re-named itself as 

the Hong Kong Association of Christian Music Ministry. 

As western contemporary worship was transmitted to Hong Kong in the 

early 90s, ACM started to promote local contemporary worship along with the 

publication in 1993 of a new line of hymnal known as Come and Sing Short 

Choruses (齊唱短歌)34 under Joseph Chi, its new director. The contemporary 

worships of ACM were held in public venues that attracted Christians, particularly 

young Christians, from different churches to participate. The scale of ACM’s 

contemporary worships grew bigger and bigger over the years while some were 

even held in venues with thousands of audience capacity, such as the Queen 

Elizabeth Stadium. These worship concerts have worked to promote ACM’s new 

songs as well as its membership to newcomers.  

                                                      
34 The translation is mine as no official English name was released. 
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ACM’s songs have been effectively transmitted and disseminated by its 

hymnals to local churches and Christians since the 80s. Demand for the product 

was enormous. According to a financial report of ACM, the sales revenue was 

amount to approximately HK$ 40 000 per month,35 which doubled the amount 

of donation to the organization (Ko 2008, 16). This massive demand for Come and 

Sing was an unprecedented phenomenon. Even though the hymnals were not 

intended for liturgical use, local churches still bought them. In his visit to around 

two hundred churches in twenty years, Ko observed that more than 90 percent of 

the visited churches had in their possession the cassettes and hymnals of the 

Come and Sing I to Come and Sing III (15). Corroborating Ko’s observation above, 

my church also owns 15 to 20 copies of each series of Come and Sing (particularly 

from series I to IV), while the later compiled volumes were used in fellowships or 

other functions.  

As for me, I started to sing ACM songs when I was a primary school kid in my 

church’s fellowship. The most memorable song was “God Is Love”36 (神是愛) 

(Come and Sing I). I learned many more ACM songs after then. Many of my 

Christian friends shared similar experiences. These shared experiences of 

                                                      
35 The prices for the cassette and hymnal of Come and Sing 1 were only HKD17 and HKD 6 
respectively. The income of selling such music products of $40,000 per month was an incredible 
number. It also showed how popular ACM was at that time.  
36 All the songs in Come and Sing series do not have official English names, so I translate them 
myself.  
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knowing and loving ACM songs are crucial in the formation of the unique identity 

and community of ACM, be that physical or imagined. 

Several features accounted for the success of ACM’s hymnal, namely its 

novelty, localness, and familiarity. In the first place, the novelty of Come and Sing 

is highlighted by its Chinese name—齊唱新歌 meaning “come and sing new 

songs together,” italics mine), which echoes a recurring theme in the Psalms.37 

When compared with traditional hymnals, Come and Sing is different in a number 

of ways. For traditional hymnals such as the Hymn of Universal Praise38 (普天頌

讚) and the Century Praise39(世紀頌讚), each contains more than 400 hymns. 

However, each Come and Sing volume contains only 10-14 songs, and the sum of 

the songs from all the albums are only 156. The style of notation used in Come 

and Sing is also different from that of the traditional hymnal. Universal Praise 

uses two different formats in a single edition, the four-part chorale style, and the 

numbered musical notation, the Galin-Paris-Chevé notation. However, Come and 

Sing provides melodies, chords, and simple piano accompaniment for each song. 

The cover design is also different, as each volume has its own color-printed cover 

quite similar to that of Cantopop songbooks. In other words, ACM’s Come and 

                                                      
37 Such as Psalm 33:3, 96:1, and 149:1, among the others. For instance, “Praise the Lord! Sing to 
the Lord a new song, his praise in the assembly of the faithful” (Psalm 149:1, NRSV) and “Sing to 
him a new song; play skillfully on the strings, with loud shouts” (Psalm 33:3, NRSV).  
38 Universal Praise has been commonly used in the local Anglican and Methodist churches. 
39 Century Praise has been the official hymnals for the Baptist churches in Hong Kong. 
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Sing does not look like any traditional hymnal that local Christians were familiar 

with at the time. 

The hymnals and cassettes of Come and Sing were sold separately in local 

Christian bookstores. In my observation, local churches purchased more hymnals 

than cassettes due to the use of the former in fellowships and other gatherings, 

while the compiled editions of the hymnals were the most popular. Even though 

the melodies of each song are notated in the hymnals, musical arrangements, 

musical style, and singing styles are not suggested. Rhythmic discrepancies are 

sometimes found between the printed and the recorded versions of the hymnals.  

The songs in Come and Sing cover a wide range of topics, such as praise, 

praying, evangelism, Christian fellowship, commitment, teaching, and Christian 

mission, categorized and shown on the table of contents of the hymnals. As 

songs are scattered into different categories (see Appendix 3), even the biggest 

category, praise, makes up only 15% of all the songs from the nine albums of 

Come and Sing. Famous songs from this category include “The Unchanged 

Faithfulness of the Lord” (主信實無變) (Come and Sing V), “The Daily Leading by 

the Lord’s Love” (每日主愛牽) (Come and Sing VIII), and “Praise the Lord” (讚美

主) (Come and Sing IX).  

Although there are only eight out of 106 songs categorized under 
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“commitment,” almost all of them, namely “Committed to Serve the Lord” (投身

事主) (Come and Sing I), “Dedicate Today” (獻上今天) (Come and Sing II), “Full of 

Energy” (一生衝勁) (Come and Sing IV), “The Life Is Worthwhile” (一生不枉過) 

(Come and Sing V), and “Practicing the Love of the Lord All the Way” (一生將主

愛實行) (Come and Sing IX) are favorites of local Christians. Topics not found in 

traditional hymnals, such as marriage, friendship, spiritual exercising, and 

concerning the society, are also found in Come and Sing. 

 

2.3 The Localness of ACM Songs 

The localness of Come and Sing was groundbreaking for its time, which also 

set it apart from the imported traditional hymnals. Such localness is revealed in 

these CCM songs’ appropriation of Cantopop, a local musical genre. Ironically, 

Cantopop’s lyrics, performance practice, and the rendered musical experience of 

the genre’s listeners were at the time condemned by many conservative 

Christians as “devil’s music,” a concept originated in the West (Garlock 1971; 

Larson 1970). 

2.3.1 Reference to Cantopop 

In my previous research on local Cantonese CCM in social and musical 

contexts (Lam 2014), I note that the songs of ACM are heavily influenced by 
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Cantopop, the quintessential form of local popular music. “Cantopop” and its 

prior name “Cantorock,” are nomenclatures coined by Hans Ebert to refer to the 

emergence of a new kind of popular song in Hong Kong in the 70s (Lee 1992, 14; 

McIntyre 2002, 225). These songs show many different influences, not only the 

pop and rock music of the West but also local musical genres such as Cantonese 

opera and Chinese ditties. According to Joanna Lee, the pop and rock style of 

Cantopop is similar to the Western soft-rock and Japanese pop music (1992, 14); 

and according to W.C. Ho, the folk style of Cantopop shows traces of Taiwanese 

“campus folk songs” (2017, 146). As Cantopop blossomed in the 70s and 80s due 

to its wide transmission through radio and television broadcasting (Ho 2017, 

147), local Christians were exposed to its sonic features. It is inevitable that the 

genre’s musical features were transferred to Christian songs composed locally. 

 In general, music in Come and Sing employs various sonic features of 

Cantopop from the 1980s. Simulated sound of different instruments made by the 

electronic sound module for fast and energetic songs and the real/simulated 

guitar accompaniment in folk style and ballad were typical then. Regarding the 

fast songs, the first track of the Come and Sing I cassette (also the first song of 

the hymnal) “Committed to Serve the Lord” (投身事主) employs an electronic-

simulated drum sound and guitar emphasizing the backbeat to imitate the style 
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of rock songs. In the music break, the simulated guitar solo section is used to 

imitate the guitar solos found in Cantopop. Another lively song, “Be Happy and 

Sing” (快樂常歌唱) (Come and Sing V) uses electronically-simulated sounds of 

bongo, drum-set, xylophone, guitar, and whistles, and such instrumentation 

reminds listeners of the time the theme song of the famous local children’s TV 

program—Hopscotch.40  

Regarding one of the most famous songs "God Is Love" (神是愛) (Come and 

Sing I), it is accompanied by guitar in the first two verses while the sound of the 

electronic drum is added to the third verse’s accompaniment. Backing vocals are 

added both at the beginning and the end of the song. These arrangements 

suggest the song’s reference to a mixture of folk and ballad styles.  

 Compositional techniques and musical arrangements of some songs from 

Come and Sing also suggest their strong reference to well-known Cantopop 

songs. “The Fire of Youth” (青春火花) (Come and Sing VII) is one of such 

examples. This song is in minor key with the beat of disco which is very similar to 

the hit song “Hot and Red Lips” (烈焰紅唇) sung by Anita Mui, a diva of Hong 

Kong popular music. The similarities of both songs are shown at the beginning of 

the chorus (figure 2.2 and table 2.1).  

                                                      
40 Hopscotch was a renowned children program produced by Television Broadcasts Limited, Hong 
Kong, which premiered in 1976. Some songs of this program are available on YouTube.  
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Figure 2.2: Melodic and rhythmic notation of “The Fire of Youth” and “Hot and Red 

Lips.”  

 

 

 

Table 2.1 Comparison of the musical features of the choruses of “The Fire of 

Youth" and "Hot and Red Lips." 
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Firstly, the time signature and the tempo of both songs are in four-four and 

around 130 beats per minute. Secondly, the contour of the first phrase of both 

songs’ choruses moves up mostly in a stepwise manner. Thirdly, the rhythmic 

pattern of both choruses is characterized by the repeated two-note syncopation 

followed by a four-note motif. Fourthly, the choruses of both serve as the hook in 

both songs. Finally, the musical arrangement of both choruses is characterized by 

simulated sounds of the drum, synthesizer, strings, and some other electronic 

instruments made by the synthesizer, even though the “Hot and Red Lips” is a bit 

richer in its texture. 

Interestingly, though the musical features of both songs are similar, the 

meaning of them is significantly different. For “The Fire of Youth,” it encourages 

Christians to treasure the time; but for “Hot and Red Lips,” it articulates an anti-

establishment message of liberating sexual desires, which was a taboo in local 

churches under the influence of Christian fundamentalism and religious right in 

the US (Law and Gong 2010; Wong 2013; Yau 2013).  

2.3.2 Tone-Melody Matching 

The second dimension of CCM’s localness is articulated in its songs’ paying 

special attention to the tone-melody matching in the songs’ Cantonese lyrics. For 

traditional hymns, the lexical tone of Cantonese is neutralized to fit the melody. 
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By not looking at the lyrics of these hymns, Cantonese speakers may not 

understand the meaning of the words sung due to the mismatch of the 

language’s natural tones and that of the melody (Zhang 2016, 38). One of the 

most notable examples of meaning alternation due to the mismatch is the phrase 

“His Sheep Am I” (「我是主的羊」) as in the translated hymn by Orien 

Johnson.41 The original melody is m-d-m-r-d, which, when fitted to the 

Cantonese lyrics, changes the words’ meaning to become “the goose is the pig’s 

sheep.”42 There are many instances of mis-match between words and tunes in 

traditional hymns as most of these hymns were imported from the West and 

then fitted to Mandarin lyrics, which are less complex in lexical tones than 

Cantonese.   

Back in the 50s, several millions of Mandarin speakers migrated to Hong 

Kong from the mainland after the founding of the PRC in 1949 (Carroll 2007, 

143ff; Choi 1990, 538ff). Local churches then experienced a religious revival due 

to the influx of this great number of immigrants—especially those Mandarin 

speakers—who were converted to Christianity before 1949 (Ying 2007; Ying and 

Lai 2015). As a result, there was a massive need for singing Mandarin songs in 

                                                      
41 This hymn was composed in 1956 and collected in the Sacred Songs. The first line is “In God’s 
green pastures feeding, by His cool waters lie” 
(hymnary.org/tune/in_gods_green_pastures_feeding_johnson).  
42 The Chinese version was translated by Newbern, Ho, and Lam, published by China Alliance 
Press). 

https://hymnary.org/tune/in_gods_green_pastures_feeding_johnson
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local churches, while translated hymns were then shared by both Mandarin and 

Cantonese speaking church members and were often sung in Cantonese directly 

(Zhang 2016, 38). This singing practice of traditional hymns was the only form of 

hymn singing in local churches before the 80s, which was before the birth of 

CCM. Even today, traditional hymnals such as Hymns of Life, Century of Praise, 

and Universal Praise are still in use in some of the local churches, and hymns 

from them are still sung in this tone-melody mismatching manner in traditional 

worship services. However, with the rise of contemporary worship, traditional 

hymn singing is gradually replaced by CCM. 

Matching between the tone of the words and melody is essential for local 

Cantonese speakers because Cantonese is a tonal language (Francis et al. 2008; 

Zhang 2016). Kenneth L. Pike defines a tonal language as having “lexically 

significant, contrastive, but relative pitch on each syllable” (1967, 3). He points 

out that languages of some southeastern Asian countries such as China, Burman, 

and Siam, as well as west of Ethiopia and south of Sahara are tonal (Pike 3). On 

the contrary, English is a non-tonal language (Zhang 2016, 21). Cantonese has six 

contrastive or lexical tones in terms of the Western linguistic practice and 

terminology (Francis al et. 2008, 271; Schellenberg 2012, 46), which is 

understood differently in the Chinese way, the so-called traditional classification 
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of nine-tones (Matthews and Yip 1994, 20).43   

For English CCM, the lyrics simply follows the musical tune without any 

phonemic changes and causing no alternation of the words’ meanings. For tonal 

languages such as Mandarin and Cantonese, the tone should be preserved when 

matching with the melody at their best. Modern pop-songs singing in Chinese 

Mandarin are thought to be generally “totally neutralized in singing” 

(Schellenberg 2012, 117), and the syllables only need to conform to the melody. 

In my observation, it also applies to Mandarin CCM, such as the songs from 

Stream of Praise, the renowned Chinese Christian music organization from the US 

to be discussed in the following chapter.  

Zhang points out that "the perfect match of the lexical tones and musical 

tones in singing is an outstanding characteristic of Cantonese. The multi-register 

structure of the tonal system in Cantonese may be an important factor, which 

makes it easier for tones to fit the melody movement" (2016, 38). The six pitches 

of Cantonese are categorized in four-register-scale as high, mid-high, mid-low, 

and low. Even with only four-register-scale, Cantonese can match to a wide range 

of musical notes because of the “elasticity” and “transposability” of its lexical 

                                                      
43 According to Chan et al. (2016), the nine-tone system of classifying Cantonese dates back to 
Eitel’s effort, in his A Chinese Dictionary in the Cantonese Dialect, 1877. The reason for classifying 
Cantonese as nine tones was the result of ignoring the “distinct tones before unreleased 
consonants” (Matthews and Yip 1994, 20-21). 
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tones suggested by K. H. Cheung (2012a). 

Taking one of the songs that I have mentioned above “The Unchanged 

Faithfulness of the Lord” as an example, I will illustrate how the song’s melody 

and its words meet the tone-melody matching feature of Cantopop. As the song 

is in E-flat major, the So-Fa names of the first phrase are: s,-d-m-d-l,-d-f. In 

Cantonese, the intervals among the first three words 「慈愛主」(“merciful 

Lord”) are perfect fourth and major second (or third) upwards. Therefore, the 

pitches of these three words s, -d -m do fit the melody. For the following two 

words 「信實」(“faithfulness”), the words’ natural sonic interval should be 

minor second or minor third down which fits the melody “d-l,” too. The interval 

of the following two words 「無變」(“unchanged”) could be in unison or 

perfect fourth as the first word 「無」(“no”) has two different pitches, either in 

high-rising or low-level. As the melodic pitches for these two notes, d-f, it is a 

sensible option too. As a result, the melody of the first phrase of “The 

Unchanged Faithfulness of the Lord” is matched with the lexical tones of the 

words. 
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Figure 2.3 The tone-melody matching of “The Unchanged Faithfulness of the 

Lord.” 

 

 

 

Moreover, setting some Christian jargons and technical terms of Christianity 

into the hooks or the opening of local CCM contributed to the localness of ACM’s 

songs. For example, the phrases "committed to serving Lord"(「投身事主」) 

and “God, you are taking control” (「神！你在掌管」) are set as the lyrics at the 

openings of the chorus and the names of the songs, while “God Is love” (「神是

愛」) is not only the first three words in the song but also the name of the song. 
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According to Ben Ng, one of the co-founders of ACM, such an approach was 

adopted because local Christians frequently used these terms; therefore, this 

served as a way to teach God’s message to local Christians. 

2.3.3 Use of Local Celebrity 

The third dimension of localness in the CCM of ACM is the use of local 

celebrity as the organization’s iconic figures44 that Sunny Wong Yue-sun (黃汝燊) 

and Ruth Chen (曾路德) were crucial in broadening the group’s recognition and 

promoting its music more effectively. 

Sunny Wong Yue-sun—also known as "Brother Sunny," was a renowned host 

of the children TV program, “Hopscotch,” as well as a local children-and-folk song 

singer. He recorded several well-known songs for ACM, such as “Song of Heart” (心

曲) (Come and Sing I), “Wishes” (願) (Come and Sing I) and “Heavenly Food” (天糧) 

(Come and Sing II). Among his songs, “Song of Heart” has been regarded as one of 

the classics of ACM songs, and was chosen to be performed in the Orchestral 

Fundraising Concert (「齊唱金曲管弦夜：籌款音樂會」) in 2014. However, after 

Come and Sing IV, Wong no longer sang for ACM.  

                                                      
44 According to A Dictionary of Media and Communication, “iconic” refers to “anything expected 
to be instantly recognized as famous (a popular icon) by any fully-fledged member of a 
particular culture or subculture” and celebrities or stars are usually treated with “added 
connotation of widespread admiration.” (A Dictionary of Media and Communication, 2nd ed., s.v. 
“iconic, ” accessed Jan 19, 2020, http://-oxfordreference-com.lib-
ezproxy.hkbu.edu.hk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198841838.001.0001/acref-9780198841838) 

https://www-oxfordreference-com.lib-ezproxy.hkbu.edu.hk/view/10.1093/acref/9780199568758.001.0001/acref-9780199568758-e-602
https://www-oxfordreference-com.lib-ezproxy.hkbu.edu.hk/view/10.1093/acref/9780199568758.001.0001/acref-9780199568758-e-2648
http://-oxfordreference-com.lib-ezproxy.hkbu.edu.hk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198841838.001.0001/acref-9780198841838
http://-oxfordreference-com.lib-ezproxy.hkbu.edu.hk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198841838.001.0001/acref-9780198841838
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Ruth Chen was even more familiar to the then youth Christians than Sunny 

Wong as she was a famous pop song singer, a youth idol and a member of “Six-

Pair and a Half”—the name of the thirteen most popular radio program disc 

jockeys, and also the name of their album. Before joining ACM, Chen had sung 

several famous pop songs such as “Scattered to Different Side of the World” (天

各一方)45 and “At That Day” (那一天).46 In 1982, Chen started to record ACM 

songs. After she had resigned from her disc jockey job and joined ACM in 1984, 

she produced and recorded several famous songs in the Come and Sing series, 

such as “Memorizing Hong Kong in the Time of Troubles” (風雨念香港) (Come 

and Sing IV) and “Dedicate My Heart” (將心給我) (Come and Sing V). Her image 

as a “gospel singer”47 attracted considerable attention from local Christians. 

Some interviewees48 told me that they were fascinated and excited after they 

realized that Chen had become a “gospel” singer, and as a result, they paid more 

attention to ACM and purchased Come and Sing products. Indeed, the joining of 

Chen had increased the sales of ACM products (Ko 2008, 15, n23 & 24). 

The use of celebrity as iconic figures for impact is a well-established practice 

                                                      
45 This song’s music was composed by Herb Alpert and lyrics by Winnie Yu (俞琤) & Ding Xiao-

Fei (丁小菲), was produced in 1980. 
46 This song’s music was by Watanabe and its lyrics by KK Cheng, produced in 1980. 
47 In the saying of local Christianity, “gospel singer” simply means a singer who sings Christian 
songs and does not have any relations to the Black gospel. 
48 They are the middle-aged local Christians from the Siu Sai Wan church of the Chinese Church 
of Christ and were interviewed in 2019.  
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in marketing (Hollensen and Schimmelpgenning 2012). Nelson (2012) finds that 

the use of multiple celebrities in a single advertisement had a tremendous effect 

on brand promotion in the Nigerian society. The use of celebrities of popular 

culture was reported to have a positive impact on changing youths’ smoking 

habit (Yoo 2016) and promoting feminism in Hong Kong (Fung and Curtin 2002). 

In Christian studies, some iconic Christian celebrities were reported to have made 

substantial impacts on the camps of evangelicals49 and Christian 

fundamentalists.50 For example, Tim Tebow, the high-profile white Christian 

American Football star, became an icon of successful-masculine-white-

fundamentalists (Hawzen and Newman 2017, 12). By infusing Christian norms 

and values into his sports career, Tebow was seen to have become an 

“incarnational message” and a “lived sermon” (Parker and Watson 2015, 235). In 

ACM, the appearance of the duo celebrities—Sunny Wong and Ruth Chen—as 

iconic figures were considered to have contributed to the organization’s 

reputation and popularity. As most of the ACM's singers were unknown to local 

Christians, Wong and Chen became the representatives of the group.    

                                                      
49 Evangelicals refers to Protestant Christians who emphasize on personal salvation and 
conversion by faith through Jesus Christ’s atoning death and the Bible is the only authority in 
matters of faith (Bowker 2003). 
50 Christian Fundamentalists are those committed to Christian Fundamentalism who emphasize 
on Biblical inerrancy and literalism, separation from the world and obey to strict religious code, 
such as forbidding to drink wine, smoke cigarettes, or even not to dance and drink beverages 
(Sandeen 2016).   
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 According to my interviewees, many local conservative Christians were 

against the use of ACM's music at the time,51 not only because of the musical 

genre but also because of the use of celebrities as iconic figures, which was 

thought to be connected to idol worshiping. In the 60s and 70s, many local 

Christians were taught to avoid or get away from idol worshiping, particularly 

those idols created by the popular culture—the so-called “culture of the devil.” In 

my church, many then young Christians, including my parents, were among these 

conservatives. They told me that they were taught to avoid any physical and 

tangible materials related to popular culture that included cinema and popular 

music. As ACM employed youth idols to promote its songs, many Christians 

criticized its approach. 

The images of Wong and Chen had changed such a perception as they 

communicated the message that celebrities could be “good” Christians, who 

would bear good witnesses to God. Good Christian examples of popular or 

secular culture were crucial for the promotion of local CCM in the 80s. In the eyes 

of evangelicals and fundamentalists, the success of this iconic figures became 

their success. However, the acceptance of ACM songs varied from church to 

                                                      
51 Many of these Christians were under the teaching of the doctrines of Fundamentalists in which 
opposition to science and culture, and biblical literalism were two essential teachings. The 
teaching of "You shall make no idol" from the Ten Commandments was then treated literally 
(Sandeen 2016). 
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church, even in some churches with Evangelical background. In this regard, the 

impact of the duo local iconic figures Wong and Chen must not be overlooked as 

they became the focal point of the supporters and fans of ACM’s imagined 

community at the time.  

 

2.4 The Construction of Identity 

As I see it, it is the localness of Come and Sing that was crucial for the 

hymnal’s success as well as the construction of ACM’s identity. For me, this is 

what formed a part of the “imaginary” of ACM, in which the use of this term is 

different from that of Anderson’s. For Anderson, he uses this term in describing 

the imagined attribute of politics and social transformation, and he uses only 

three times throughout his monograph.52 Hence, I turn to philosopher Charles 

Taylor, who proposes “social imaginary” as the way people imagine their social 

existence, how they fit together with others, how things go on between them 

and their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and the deeper 

normative notions and imagines the underlie these expectations” (2003, 23). For 

ACM, this localness of its songs is the core attribute, common practice, and 

shared experience and expectation of its members, which is crucial for the 

                                                      
52 Anderson uses “imaginary” as “imaginary polities” (69), “imaginary transformation” (117), and 
“…neither ‘imaginary’ as in ‘unicorn’…” (227). 
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identity construction. By musicking of ACM songs, members are able to imagine 

their existence, as well as the others, and thus they are connected in an imagined 

way. They then become members of the ACM imagined community.  

Regarding the emergence of imaginary in music activities, Dueck states that 

imaginaries exist when people perform and publish music for unknown 

audiences who recognize and understand others’ performances and publications 

with trained minds and bodies. Imaginaries are thus the musical understandings 

shared by a group of people as a result of their similar background in training. 

Imaginaries emerge when people link up the musical activities and experiences in 

the past and anticipate the future ones (2013, 6). Many non-volunteer ACM 

members and supporters do not participate in ACM events—public worships, 

training, and annual dinner—frequently and regularly, but when they participate 

in one, they remember those good experiences and look forward to the coming 

events. Those experiences include the members’ spiritual revival, breakthrough, 

or satisfaction by singing Cantonese CCM songs of ACM, and the emotional 

connection to other members. I remember that a strong connection between 

ACM and me was an ACM music camp in the 90s when I was a teenager, in which 

I participated in a workshop of composing Cantonese CCM songs, congregational 

musicking, and a mini-concert. I was deeply impressed by the ACM’s effort in 
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promoting Cantonese CCM. Since then, even I did not frequently participate in 

ACM’s events in the past decade, I still looked forward to ACM’s newly released 

Cantonese CCM every time when it announced the news.  

As pointed out in many studies, music experience, the shared imaginary, is a 

powerful way for identity construction, as evident in the construction of fans’ 

identity (Duffett 2014; Löbert 2012), generational identity (Burns 1996), local 

identity (Bennett 1999, 2000), and national identity (Larkey 1992, 2000), among 

others. In his research on music and identity, Frith puts that: “[m]usic constructs 

our sense of identity through the direct experiences it offers of the body, time 

and sociability, experiences which enable us to place ourselves in imaginative 

cultural narratives” (1996:124), though he does not specific what kind of identity 

he actually has in mind. 

Similar findings are also found in Christian musical experience and music’s 

power of identity formation. Just as other forms of identity, religious identity is 

also complex. Christians, like other human beings, also experience different 

forms of identity negotiations. Existing scholarship does point out various forms 

of Christian identity negotiation, such as the study on evangelicals (Harrison 

2008; Ingalls 2011), ethnic and generational identity (Dumbauld 2012), self-

identity (Yoon 2016), and collective and racial identity (Burdick 2009). For 
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example, Harrison (2008) argues that listening and performing the southern 

Gospel music are the ways to understand the Protestant theological doctrines 

and to construct the identity as the white evangelicals. Yoon (2016) states that 

the sense of spirituality constructed by the singing contemporary praise songs of 

the younger Korean Americans in New York is able to mediate multiple identities 

like generation, gender, spiritual and ethnic identities of their own. Burdick 

(2009) finds that by the causal musicking of the black gospel music of Afro-

Brazilian gospel rappers in Brazil—the weaker racial but stronger class, the 

collective identity of Blackness is constructed. The black consciousness functions 

as active political power too. 

My research on members of ACM corroborates the power of musical 

experience in the construction of identities. However, the process of the 

identification and the kinds of identities suggested by the ACM members are 

very different from the identities revealed in existing studies, particularly those 

from the US. My interviewees tended to interpret “identity” as a dichotomy 

between Christian and non-Christian. Moreover, ethnic and racial identity is not 

an issue among my interviewees as they are ethnic Chinese predominantly. The 

findings show significant cultural differences between the local Christians and 

the Western Christians.  



72 
 

In musicking ACM songs in either worship concerts or local worships, my 

interviewees told me that they had the awareness of the identity of being the 

supporter of ACM, the local Christian, and Hongkongers. These identities, 

according to my interviewees, are not mutually exclusive, but co-exist with 

others. Having said that, not all interviewees recognize all the above three forms 

of identities by musicking, as some thought they were only ACM supporters or 

just Christians.  

  All my interviewees have been converted or baptized at least five years and 

there is no doubt that they are clear about their Christian identity. Nonetheless, 

the notion of local Christian as a form of identity turned up in my chatting with 

them. These interviewees identified themselves as local Christians because of 

the use of Cantonese in singing Christian songs, which I have regarded as the 

shared social imaginary of the group. On the one hand, ACM songs match my 

interviewees’ religious beliefs. So when they sing or play ACM songs in worship, 

they are reminded of their Christian identity. On the other hand, they also 

identify themselves as local Christians as studies show, language is an important 

medium to build identities (Block, 2007; Bourdieu 1991; Hobsbawm 1996; Le 

Page 1986; Milroy 1991; and Norton 2000, among the others); it applies to 

popular music as well (Adegoke 2011; Benson 2013; Brace 1991; Leung and Chen 
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2018, and Liu 2014, among the others). Even though some of the studies of 

popular music did not emphasize the linguistic concerns, local identities are 

constructed by the use of local language as a form of local cultural product 

(Emielu 2006; Ballantine 1989, 2000 and 2004; Larkey 1992; Shuker and Pickering 

1994), including Cantopop (McIntyre 2002). In this regard, the use of Cantonese 

CCM, I argue, is another critical medium to construct local identity. 

First and foremost, my interviewees all told me that they identified with 

ACM as they identified with the music associated with this organization. Some of 

my interviewees have been following and supporting ACM for more than twenty 

years. Two staffs who are also current ACM’s worship leaders joined ACM as choir 

members in their teenage years and performed in numerous worship concerts 

and gatherings. One of the staff members K told me the following, “I loved 

singing, particularly Cantonese songs. When I discovered the Cantonese CCM 

produced by ACM in the late 90s, I sang a lot of them… Later, I became an ACM 

choir member.” Another staff E, who also first joined ACM as a choir member, 

became full-time staff later. She also told me that some of her friends who had 

participated in ACM’s worship concerts were supporting ACM for several years. I 

recognized that five to six congregants who had frequently participated in ACM’s 

worship concerts and music events were friends of one of the ACM staffs. There 
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are more than a handful of musicians and choir members of ACM who joined in 

recent years had sung its songs beforehand. These worship leaders, choir 

members, and musicians expressed that they supported ACM even more after 

their musicking (Small 1998) in worship concerts.  

Interviewee H, who had taken a keyboard playing course offered by ACM, 

became a member of the worship band later. He stated that “singing in 

Cantonese moves me…. When Cantonese is used in a prayer, it is more direct 

and preferable…Even when I play the keyboard (in worship concerts or 

gatherings), there is no big difference between playing and singing.”  

Another interviewee, S, remembered that English “was the barrier” when 

singing CCM in church after it had been introduced to Hong Kong; on the 

contrary, singing in Cantonese was full of “verve and charm.” In fact, singing in 

Cantonese helped local Christians to express their faith locally, as interviewee K 

stated, “I support ACM…Cantonese CCM impressed me…I didn’t have much 

resonance with Mandarin songs, only one to two…Singing Cantonese made me 

reflect or ponder my faith locally, not in either Taiwanese or American 

approaches.”  

A few interviewees extended the discussion of identity from that of the local 

Christian to local people—the Hongkonger. In this regard, musicking of songs in 
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Cantonese is seen by a lot of local people as a powerful way to construct local 

identity. Similarly, Cantonese CCM can be treated as a medium to construct Hong 

Kong identity. Congregational singing and musicking in ACM's worship concerts is 

then a place for the construction of local identity and preserving local heritage 

for its imagined community. As K, a staff of ACM, mentioned that “producing 

Cantonese CCM is a way to preserve the local culture, as Cantopop is a heritage 

of Hong Kong…Singing Cantonese songs is what a Hongkonger should do.” 

Interviewee L, a worship concert congregant, expressed that singing Cantonese 

CCM is “the identification of the Hongkonger and its inheritance.” Thus, singing 

Cantonese CCM is not just a religious activity but also a cultural activity to some 

of the members of the ACM. 

Regarding the construction of Hong Kong identity through musicking, 

Cantopop has been regarded as a powerful medium since the 70s (Choi 1990; Ma 

1999; Witzleben 1999; McIntyre et al. 2002; Chu 2013). As a British colony, Hong 

Kong did not have a strong identity of her own prior to 1997. In a way, Hong Kong 

identity is a construct, seen by some writers as only constructed in the post-

colonial narrative derived from the old British colonial identity (McIntyre 223). 

Turner (1995) proposes that the Hong Kong identity was no longer guided by 

Chinese tradition or modernity but demonstrated a shared lifestyle recognizing 
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similar self-images and other existential choices ranging from food to education. 

Moreover, the cultural space defined by Cantopop distinguished the Hong Kong 

identity from the old British colonial and the mainland Chinese identities 

(McIntyre 239). Similarly, Ma suggests that the “de-sinicization” (Ma 1999,1)—

the rejection of the association with the government of mainland China—was yet 

crucial for identity formation. Apart from constructing collective memory, 

modernity, and cultural imagination of Hong Kong (Fung and Chan 2017; Yuen 

2018), recent articles corroborated that Cantopop served as a local cultural 

product to resist other cultural and political forces since 2014—after the broke 

out of the Umbrella Movement (Leung 2020; Rühlig 2016). Hence, the Hong Kong 

identity recognized by the Hong Kong public now differs from the Hong Kong 

identity recognized by them between the 70s and 90s. In a way, musicking in 

Cantonese—be that of Cantonese CCM or Cantopop—constructs the identity of 

Hong Kong. Hence, the identification of the Hongkongers changes continuously. 

The identity of Hongkongers is indifferent to the local identity interpreted by 

my interviewees. As Hong Kong is the only residing place for my interviewees, the 

local identity is the predominant Hong Kong identity. Having said that, only a few 

interviewees expressed their identification with the local identity. In other words, 

identities other than Christians are not an issue for ACM members by Christian 
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musicking.  

 

2.5 The ACM Community 

Identity constructed in activities and interactions within a community is 

regarded as social identity (Tajfel 1974). Such social identity enables members to 

imagine their belongings to a group with the knowledge of its membership, as 

well as the emotional and value significance to them of that membership (Tajfel 

72). Hodgins et al. suggest that the sense of belonging is also attached to social 

identities (2016, 347). In this sense, the belongingness of ACM is an extended 

discussion of the construction of identities by musicking of and listening to ACM’s 

songs, while McMillan’s discussion on the sense of belonging and the 

construction of community shed light on the study of the community of ACM.   

According to McMillan (1986, 1996), several factors are crucial in the 

formation of a community, be that real or imagined. While a sense of belonging is 

an essential element to the membership, trust, integration of fulfillment of 

needs, shared stories, shared emotional connection, and spiritual bond are other 

major elements for his theory. In a way, I have come to the realization that what 

made the supporters of ACM continue to be attached to the group and 

contribute to its ministries is their identification with the group so there is a 
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feeling of community among all its members.  

By building a sense of belonging, people are connected “with those whom 

they believe want and welcome them,” while “stronger attraction to that 

community” are revealed as people are welcomed and “fit or belong” in that 

community (1996, 317). Interviewee Y, who has been serving as a choir member 

for eight years, expressed that he joined the choir and supported ACM due to his 

love of singing Cantonese CCM. He felt that he belonged to ACM’s choir and will 

support it in the future. Interviewee E, who has been serving for ACM as a staff 

for more than ten years is still enthusiastic about her serving.  

Another feature similar to emotional connection is emotional safety. 

McMillan argues that emotional safety is essential to the community, in which 

members can free to speak honestly and freely with “empathy, understanding, 

and caring” (1996, 316). Some choir members know each other very well for 

years, and they had leisure activities together as posted on their Facebook and 

Instagram. They told me that they were happier and feeling safe to serve with 

their good friends in the choir together. Many of them were free to express their 

feelings and opinions on religious and political issues among themselves, as well 

as to other choir members. When members who were in difficulties with their 

families, jobs, or other issues, caring and support were shown by other 
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members. Some members gave suggestions and advice to the choir and ACM as 

well. The support from each other is not limited to the emotional level, but also 

the spiritual level.  

The spiritual bond is crucial to the formation of a community. For Christian 

community, the spiritual bond with God, aside from the bond with humans, is 

crucial to its formation (Doat 2013; Reed 2011). For McMillan, the spiritual bond 

is not the bonding found in “religious and quasi-religious communities and cults,” 

but similar to the “soul” found in the black community (1986, 14). These two 

different kinds of spiritual bonding, I call them the vertical (to God) and 

horizontal bonding (to others), are also found in ACM. In regular rehearsals, 

biblical teaching, as well as spiritual guidance and practices were usually 

provided by staffs of ACM or me, and occasionally provided by different choir 

members. Choir members shared and prayed together after the choral training 

rehearsals as a Christian fellowship, in which staffs of ACM also shared the good 

and bad news. Members prayed to God and also prayed for others—members, 

staffs, Christians, and ACM. Choir members also prayed for others beyond the 

rehearsal. I was told that other music groups, such as the worship band and the 

children choir practiced similarly. Besides, ACM posts songs with updates on its 

social media, in which members are asked to pray for different concerns 
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sometimes, such as its ministries, minority groups, or the recent COVID-19 

pandemic.53 When members of ACM or Christians pray, they can imagine others 

to pray as well, and thus spiritual bonds emerge not only for its physical 

community, but also for the imagined community. 

  Besides, the reciprocal behaviors and offers between ACM and its members 

are vital to the construction of community as well. As ACM is invited to churches 

and schools for organizing worships, music events, or gatherings on both 

weekdays and Sundays, it needs quite a lot of helpers—musicians, singers, and 

people for the logistics—to accomplish. Many choir members and musicians are 

willing to help and support as volunteers, even though they may need to apply 

day-off from their jobs. For these supporters, they are willing as they believe 

doing so will give them more chances of serving God and ACM, which give them 

a sense of satisfaction in return. This kind of satisfaction or fulfillment of needs 

serves as the “reward factor,” through which the members become valuable 

resources for the community (McMillan 1996, 320). 

The ACM community is not a perfect community without tensions among its 

members. Take the ACM choir as an example. As the choir members came from 

                                                      
53 The post on “walking with ACM” in the times of the pandemic (HKACM 香港基督徒音樂事工

協會). 

https://www.facebook.com/hkacm.page/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZVGzElFb1QT2Q6Qbst0-9IBUaqT4v-8BNOD_JOLaP79UA_Q9fOZhu_tUFHqGx4njEMDzr2BNqMEZHpnJKyqqjdPLiBXGB9-MCn2w2ePmJDJ10zNRIF0STH_21cszMRangJTBY43pJxM33BMyqrcng_S&__tn__=-UC%2CP-R
https://www.facebook.com/hkacm.page/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZVGzElFb1QT2Q6Qbst0-9IBUaqT4v-8BNOD_JOLaP79UA_Q9fOZhu_tUFHqGx4njEMDzr2BNqMEZHpnJKyqqjdPLiBXGB9-MCn2w2ePmJDJ10zNRIF0STH_21cszMRangJTBY43pJxM33BMyqrcng_S&__tn__=-UC%2CP-R
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different churches with different denominations and socio-economic 

backgrounds, disagreements make members embarrassed or upset when sharing 

and discussing their churches’ practice or personal religious beliefs. Occasionally, 

when a few were too noisy or unintentionally misbehaving in rehearsals, other 

members showed their disapproval, and I received some complaints about such 

distractions as well. Moreover, choir members sometimes question the 

administrative decisions and policies on discipline—attendance and 

punctuality—made by ACM staffs. Those members who lack discipline or cannot 

commit to the group left ACM due to dissent or discipline problems.  

 

2.6 ACM’s Worship Concerts 

Producing contemporary Christian music has been the primary music 

ministry of the ACM while others include evangelization, serving local churches, 

providing music training, and organizing worship concerts (“Our Ministry”). The 

worship concert of ACM, in a way, is another medium for it to expand its 

imagined community. Worship concert, again an imported practice in Hong Kong, 

refers to “a mass collective performance of contemporary worship music” (Ingalls 

2018, 42). However, it is not just a concert or putting on any Christian popular 

music performers or groups in an event, but a worship that contains “additional 
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genre rules, performance expectations, and experiential components involved” 

(Ibid). American evangelicals started to combine pop-rock music to collective 

singing in worship in the late 1960s (Stowe 2011; Ingalls 2013, 2015). Unlike the 

performance of Christian music made by "specialists for devotional listening," 

worship concert emphasizes on the "worship experience" since late 1990s 

(Nekola 2013, 133 n49).  

Since the 90s, ACM has hosted a series of large-scale worship concerts in 

stadiums with thousands of audience capacity once every two to three years. 

ACM has also been producing the “Praise and Worship” music album series, 

while songs of each album are sung under the shared topic of that album and 

worship (see appendix 4). One-off smaller scale worship concerts—usually in 

smaller venues like local churches and school halls—are held three to four times 

a year. In general, glorification, evangelization, and spiritual revival are the 

objectives of the worship concerts.  

ACM organized several worship concerts under the title “The Lord is My 

Shepherd” at different locations and venues between 2015 and 2017. Besides the 

large-scale premier, worship concerts of the same name were held in smaller 

venues such as at local churches. I participated in both the large-scale worship 

concerts and some of these smaller ones. Both the large-scale and small-scale 
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worship concerts shared the same purposes; however, there were some 

noticeable differences regarding the structure of these smaller worship concerts. 

First, the duration of the larger worship concert was 30 minutes longer. Second, a 

witness session was inserted in the large worship concerts only. Third, more 

members of its children’s choir were involved in the large worship concerts as 

well. Fourth, since the large-scale worship concerts were located at one spot 

only, whereas the smaller worship concerts were held in different districts, 

Christians or non-Christians who lived or went to churches in those districts were 

invited to the latter. Hence, more Christians and non-Christians from different 

areas were able to participate in ACM’s different forms of worship concerts.  

ACM organized another big worship concert the “Mission” to celebrate its 

35th anniversary in 2018 (figure 2.4). This one was bigger than “The Lord is My 

Shepherd” concert as it was held at the Queen Elizabeth Stadium with an 

audience capacity of 3500. Four concerts under the same name but for different 

purposes were given.54 I participated in three of them as a choir member and 

congregant. A mass choir with one hundred members was formed in addition to 

the regular choir. I was in charge of training these two choirs. The structure of 

                                                      
54 The four purposes of the worship concerts “The Lord is My Shepherd” are: “Praise & Worship” 
(敬拜讚美會), “Music Witness” (音樂見證會), ”Parent-Children Praise & Worship” (親子敬拜讚

美會), and “Revival Worship” (奮興敬拜會). 
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these worship concerts was very similar to that of “The Lord is My Shepherd” 

concert with the exception that a drama played by the children choir was added 

to the "Parent-Children Praise & Worship event." Similar to that of “The Lord is 

My Shepherd,” smaller worship concerts were held in small venues in different 

districts for the same purpose. All these concerts show that the musicking of 

ACM’s CCM is not limited to the supporters of ACM.  

Figure 2.4 The “Mission” worship concert of ACM. 

 

Photograph by the author 

Some of my interviewees who had attended ACM’s worship concerts 

expressed that they also attended similar events organized by other 

contemporary Christian music organizations in Hong Kong such as One Circle (同

心圚敬拜者使團), Amazing Grace Worship Music Ministry (基恩敬拜事工), 
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Share Hymns (共享詩歌協會), and Worship Nations (玻璃海樂團). Nevertheless, 

they also told me that the frequency of their attending these organizations’ 

events was lesser than those of the ACM. In other words, my interviewees were 

familiar with the local CCM scene.  

For some attendees of ACM’s worship concerts, the events allowed them to 

become connected with other local CCM organizations. For example, at the 

worship concert “Mission,” a number of local CCM organizations were invited as 

guests. According to Simon Ho, the then Director of ACM, one of the purposes of 

inviting these organizations was to intensify the connections between ACM and 

other CCM organizations, and thus connecting as many local Christians as 

possible. I still remember vividly the moment when DJS,55 an emergent music 

group, presented its most famous song “I am Determined to Dedicate.”56 The 

singing of the congregation was so loud that I was totally captivated. Some choir 

members told me that they also sang this song at the backstage even though at 

the moment the choir was not required to perform this song.  

By inviting other local Christian music organizations, the participants of ACM 

worship were reminded to support these organizations, which have been 

contributing to the field of Cantonese CCM. After participating in ACM’s worship 

                                                      
55 建道神學院新祢呈敬拜 
56 〈立志擺上〉. The English translation is mine. 
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concert, interviewee S expressed that she followed and listened to local 

Cantonese CCM produced by different local Christian music organizations more 

often after the worship concerts. She was reminded to support those music 

organizations in that worship. 

Not surprisingly, ACM’s worship concerts were essential in establishing its 

members’ local identity due to the many local elements in the concert such as its 

exclusive use of Cantonese as well as ACM’s songs. Some interviewees told me 

that when they were singing in worship concerts held by other foreign Christian 

organizations, such as Stream of Praise, they would not be aware of themselves 

as local Christians because of the language used as all the songs of Stream of 

Praise are sung in Mandarin. 

Though Cantonese is used in regular worship services in local churches, 

some Mandarin or even English CCM are used for congregational singing. 

Compared to this kind of worship, the “local” part of local Christian is 

emphasized in ACM’s worship concert. The localness is the primary goal for 

producing and promoting Cantonese CCM for more than thirty years, which is 

ACM’s "trademark." Even though some local Christians did not follow ACM for 

some years, they still recognize ACM as a local Christian music organization 

without a doubt. 
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2.7 The Imagined Heavenly Community  

I argue that attending the worship concert is a way to construct, re-

construct, and expand the imagined community of ACM due to the fluidity of the 

concert community. Most of all, interviewees’ support of ACM is not only limited 

to musicking in worship concerts, but also for ACM’s long-term production and 

promotion of Cantonese CCM for local churches. As ACM has been producing a 

vast number of worship songs, many local churches and Christian schools use 

these songs in their worships and other gatherings. All choir members and 

musicians have sung ACM’s CCM in either their churches or schools despite 

different denominations. Producing songs continuously for cross-denominational 

local churches—the Baptist, the Methodist, the Pentecostals, and some free 

churches—is not an easy task, as some essential criteria, such as theology, as well 

as Christian beliefs and values of different organizations, as well as the contents 

and musicality of the songs, had to be taken into consideration as has been 

pointed out by Witvliet (2007, 169-194). Most important of all, the perfect 

matching between the tone of the language and the melodic pitches is a 

challenge not found in the production of Western CCM. 

ACM supporters’ acts are noticeable in a number of ways. For instance, 

some participants of these worship concerts donated money at the post-concert 
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offering; some bought ACM products, whereas others followed and subscribed to 

the updates and news of ACM. Interviewee S expressed that after participating in 

the “The Lord is My Shepherd” worship concert, she searched and listened to 

ACM songs more often, especially those songs sung in the concert. I was told that 

some participants joined as volunteers after both the large-and-small-scale 

worship concerts. A few newer choir members also told me that after they had 

participated in the worship concerts, they decided to be a part of the ACM. 

People joining large-scale Christian events are mentioned in a number of 

studies as being in an imagined community. Ingalls argues that pilgrimages’ 

traveling to participate in Congregational Conferences—Passion and Urbana57—

in the US formed imagined communities of eschatology (Ingalls 2018:72ff), while 

the shared core beliefs on the evangelical background and practicing social 

justice are crucial for such imagined community. Several hundreds of thousands 

of Christians from different areas in the US gathered at these conferences. 

Congregants sang songs, studied the Bible, and prayed in these conferences, so 

that they were able to experience the divine encounter. Through musicking in 

these worships, the singing of conference congregations became the “sound of 

                                                      
57 Passion and Urbana are two large-scale renowned ”multi-day events for evangelical college 
students that are similar in scope, length, and age demographics" (Ingalls 2017, 73). For example, 
over 17.000 and 60,000 participants joined in the Urbana Conference in 2012 and the Passion 
Conference in 2013, respectively.    
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heaven,” which linked them with the heavenly community (Ingalls 79). Moreover, 

as imagined communities, the conference congregants were invited “to imagine 

their gathered conference community in relationship to the ideal heavenly 

community” (Ingalls 81). The common experience of imagining themselves as a 

heavenly community made the conference congregation becoming an imagined 

community.  

Though the size of the worship concerts of ACM was much smaller than the 

Passion and Urbana concerts, the common experience the congregants had did 

make the event an imagined community. For the worship concerts of ACM, I 

argue that two common experiences—congregational singing of ACM’s songs and 

the rendered spiritual experience—are the determinant factors in forging its 

imagined community’s shared experiences. Different from the imagined 

community mentioned by Ingalls, the participants of ACM worship do not 

necessarily recognize their shared evangelical beliefs and social concerns or the 

identity of the evangelical in the worship concert or conference, yet they can still 

be the members of the imagined heavenly community. For the congregational 

singing in the worship concert, ACM’s songs were used exclusively. Indeed, 

singing together with all other congregants as a unit made my interviewees’ 

singing and participating more passionate and meaningful. Interviewee Y, a choir 
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member, told me that when singing with the congregation, he treated himself as 

one big congregation that worshipped altogether wholeheartedly. Interviewee L 

expressed that he was “immersed in the music” and got involved more in the 

congregational singing of Cantonese songs in the worship concert, compared to 

that of his church. Interviewee E commented on the high participation of the 

congregational singing in worship concerts, which was not the case in her church. 

When compared with some other worship concerts held by foreign music 

organizations that sang in English or Mandarin, E also expressed that singing in 

Cantonese helped her get better involved and imagined herself being one of the 

ACM “family” members.  

ACM’s worship concert no doubt fosters a short-term imaginary community. 

Ingalls argues that the congregation’s worshiping experience in the worship 

conference can be interpreted as “a foretaste of worship with the heavenly 

community” (2013, 83), which is also an imaginary community. By referencing 

Phillip Wegner’s notion of the “imaginary community,”58 Ingalls proposes that 

the “heavenly community” becomes the imaginary community in worship 

conference by its imaginaries—the evangelical narratives and beliefs about the 

                                                      
58 For Wegner, the imaginary community is formed by the common vision, the imaginary, 
provided by a “narrative utopia”—to shape the understandings, values, and action-consequences 
of the community (Ingalls 83; also see Wegner 2002, xviii).  
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eschaton (Ingalls 2013, 84). In this sense, the worshiping community in ACM’s 

worship concert becomes the “imaginary community” by emphasizing the 

“narratives” of ACM—worshiping God with tone-melody matching Cantonese 

CCM. 

Spiritual experience or spirituality rendered by the congregational singing 

and musicking is another shared experience in worship concert. An intimate and 

contemplative relationship with God can be sook by spirituality (Tacey 2003). In 

the context of worship, transcendence can be achieved by focusing on “the 

wonder of God” (Steward 2014:16) and Christian music (Atkins and Schubert 

2014, Callaway 2013; Westermeyer 2013; Winter 2013). In this regard, the 

participants’ singing and musicking of ACM’s songs in the group’s worship concert 

is a channel to seek and experience transcendence and sacredness. Interviewee Y 

told me that he felt his singing was lifted to the “spiritual level” when performing 

with the congregation. Interviewee S expressed that he had been told by some of 

his friends that they experienced the presence of God in the worship concert 

“The Lord is My Shepherd,” just as what he experienced. Worship leaders also 

expressed that they experienced the divine encounter and spiritual 

empowerment in their singing. Worship leader K remembered that she had filled 

with the Spirit when singing the song “On Earth as in Heaven” (在地若天) with 
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different singers, musicians, and the congregation in “Mission.” Congregant S also 

expressed that she had experienced the divine encounter in “The Lord is My 

Shepherd,” as the music was well-prepared. Interviewees’ experiences of 

transcendence, I argue, is also a liminal experience. 

This sense of spirituality is a state of liminality—betwixt and between. This 

experience of betwixt and between—neither here nor there—is experienced in 

ritualized “social and cultural transitions” (Turner 1969, 95). For the congregants 

of ACM’s worship concerts, their worship concert experience allowed them to 

enter a “sacred time and space” distinct from that of normal life. In the worship 

concert, all participants were equals in status. This sense of liminality is not 

unique to worship concerts. Participants of popular music concert also 

experience this liminal stage (Fuhr 2011; St. John 2015), what is seen as a 

tachytopia—a short-lived utopian experience (Saffle and Yang 2010). In a way, 

Christian worships or ceremonies are often seen as liminal (Barnard 2010; Carson 

2003; Carson et al. 2018; Holmes 1973; Starkloff 1997; Turner 1984; Yoo and 

Chung 2008). Participating in ACM’s worship concert, likewise, would also usher 

to a state of liminality for its congregants. 

I also experienced liminality in different ACM’s worship concerts, especially 

when I was singing on stage as a choir member, the experience enhanced by the 



93 
 

stage setting and the use of special lighting effects. When I was touched and 

experienced the spiritual experiences, I also thought that my fellow choir 

members, the band members, and the congregation experienced similarly too. 

My divine encounter was a well-remembered moment as it was very special to 

me. However, I note that being a choir member was easier for me to experience 

divine encounter than participating as a congregant. Two factors influenced my 

experience: one is the surroundings, while the other my preference of and 

familiarity with the songs.  

 The discrepancy of experiencing liminality between participating as a 

performer and a congregant of mine is not a unique experience. Some choir 

members who also needed to serve off the stage at different positions, such as 

the ushers or the backstage crew, told me that their worshiping experiences were 

very different from performing on stage.59 One of the reasons is that they could 

not concentrate fully on singing in the worship concert due to their job duties, 

which distracted their concentration in singing. Familiarity with the songs also 

affected participation. Participant L told me that “I participated and enjoyed 

more for those songs familiar with...though some of the new songs were easy to 

                                                      
59 Many of these choir members were not fulfilled the required attendance, and thus they were 
not allowed to sing on stage. A few of them expressed that they did not know all the songs with 
equal familiarity due to a lack of rehearsals. 
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follow.” S also expressed the same problem she had faced. The experience of S 

and L coincided with research on the relationship between emotional responses 

and familiarity, in which the level of enjoyment of music relies heavily on 

familiarity with the music (Hargreaves 1984; Miller and Strongman 2002; 

Schubert 2007). Another congregant, N, expressed that he did not experience the 

transcendence at all in worship concerts. He said, “Though I followed the hands 

clapping and sing (invited by the worship leader) the new songs, I couldn’t get 

into the worship...I did not know many of the songs.” Though not all congregants 

experienced the transcendence in ACM’s worship concerts, they can still imagine 

others to experience that, as the worship concert provides a special space for all 

the participants to imagine, and thus to become members of the imagined 

heavenly community. 

 

2.8 Summary  

In this chapter, I have discussed the formation and expansion of ACM’s 

imagined community—supporters of ACM who do not actually know each other, 

but connected by musicking ACM songs, that is also the imaginary of ACM. As the 

imagined community of ACM is full of fluidity and flexibility, it keeps changing—

constructing, consolidating, and expanding—at the same time, the group’s 
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imaginary serves as the cohesion of its imagined community. This imaginary of 

ACM, the Cantonese contemporary Christian music with certain unique 

characteristics, namely its strong musical reference to Cantopop, the use of local 

celebrity, and the singing of Cantonese CCM that its tone and melody matches 

marks its localness and contribute to the group’s collective identities—ACM 

supporters, local Christians, and Hongkongers. Group identity, or “group 

identification” suggested by social psychologist Tajfel, contains two necessary 

components: the sense of awareness of membership (cognitive) and the sense of 

the relationship between such awareness and shared values (evaluative) (1982, 

2). The third, a sufficient component, is the emotional investment in cognition 

and evaluations (Ibid.). The process of the identification of ACM supporters and 

members, the sense of belonging to ACM by its members, the recognition of the 

ACM’s effort in producing Cantonese CCM, and the social, emotional, and 

spiritual connections between ACM and the ACM members contribute to the 

formation of ACM’s collective identity. Moreover, collective memories, hopes, 

and needs are essential to identifying the collective identity (Mak and Chan 

2013).60 

                                                      
60 Mak and Chan (2013) argue that the collective identity can be constructed through icons of a 
community—images, artifacts, landmarks, figures—in which collective feeling, unconsciousness, 
memories, hope, and needs are essential elements. They argue that cultural and political icon like 
the City Hall, popular cultural icons like Connie Chan and Sam Hui, and the images of Hong Kong 
citizen and Chinese projected in a local movie, Her Fatal Ways, are medium to construct the 
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 The emergence of collective identity by listening, sharing, and musicking 

ACM songs consolidate the ACM community. By identifying themselves as ACM 

supporters, local Christians, and Hongkongers, members of ACM contribute to 

the organization more committedly and passionately. This identification helps the 

growth of the physical community of ACM as these members are valuable 

resources to promote ACM’s music ministry and the social imaginary of 

Christianity. 

Experiencing the transcendence in ACM’s worship concerts is not just 

providing valuable experiences for the participants, but is also an important way 

to expand its imagined community. By imaging the shared experience of 

transcendence in ACM’s worship concerts, a temporary imagined heavenly 

community emerges. This transcendental experience makes a strong relation to 

ACM and helps it to recruit new members.  

 Though the localness, particularly the singing of Cantonese CCM, is the 

imaginary of ACM, the elements that contribute to such imagined community 

should not be assumed static. For nearly forty years, the local elements of 

Cantonese CCM have been changing. Musical elements like styles, contour, 

structure, rhythmic pattern, and arrangement, the use of words or terms, the 

                                                      
collective identity of Hongkonger.  
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topics, and the attitude of Christian celebrity, are very different now from the 

1980s. In my observation, some older ACM supporters are only familiar with ACM 

songs from the 80s to early 2000s since they have not followed ACM for years.61 

They only know a few new songs of ACM which are introduced in these 

supporters’ worships. Conversely, many younger ACM supporters do not know 

those iconic celebrities who promoted ACM songs in the 80s and also those 

songs in the Come and Sing series. Instead, they pay attention to ACM’s recent 

songs, particular those on topics like darkness and hope due to the social and 

political instability in the past few years. Yet, disregarding these ACM members’ 

generational difference in musical preference, they are still members of the ACM 

imagined community.  

As using social media is a trend in promoting products nowadays, YouTube, 

Facebook, and Instagram are new platforms for ACM to transmit and disseminate 

its songs and news. As recognized by Lipman et al., social media is a powerful 

medium for branding 2012). Some of the videos uploaded on ACM YouTube 

channel reaches more than 500 thousand views, while the top video “Smile And 

Give Thanks” registers more than 1.3 million views (see Appendix 5). By the 

sharing of the present members of ACM, ACM’s songs are able to reach friends of 

                                                      
61 These members know the songs in Come and Sing and Come and Sing Short Choruses series. 
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its community members, including the ex-supporters and non-Christians, just as 

Lipman et al. suggest that messages transmitted through social media draw more 

significant population by friends of fans than by the fans only (2012,42). In this 

regard, by reaching friends of ACM’s supporters on social media is a way to 

expand its imagined community, just as some studies show that platforms of 

social media as a form of imagined communities are possible (Ferré 2014; Gruzd 

et al. 2011; Ridings and Gefen 2004).  

Positive responses and enhanced reputation received by local Christians, 

including ACM supporters, and by sharing new songs on social media are ways to 

expand the ACM imagined community. “Darkness Will Fall,” one of its newest 

songs, received a lot of views and likes on both YouTube and Facebook.62 I note 

that members of ACM shared this song, as I did the same, and some of the users 

who liked or loved the song were not even Christians nor ACM supporters. These 

non-members were potential members of ACM’s imagined community. 

Moreover, in order to reach the younger generation, the new Facebook and 

YouTube channel—Pulse Channel—was established in 2019, of which fresh 

graduates, university, college, and secondary students are its targeted audiences. 

                                                      
62 “Darkness will Fall” was launched on both YouTube and Facebook on 9 Aug 2019. The 
Facebook post with this song received 358 responses with “like,” “sad,” and “love,” twenty-nine 
positive comments, and 164 shares; while it also received 126000 views and 1500 likes on the 
YouTube channel. 
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Young musicians in their twenties played and recorded ACM songs and posted 

them on their Facebook.63 All these posts and shares are expanding ACM’s 

community. 

Even though using new technology is a fast way to promote new songs for 

both members and non-members of ACM, the traditional method of producing 

CD is still in use by ACM. In response to the comments and suggestions from its 

supporters, ACM produced in 2019 the new EP Hope with four new songs.64 In 

my observation and the discussion with ACM supporters, I noted that some 

supporters bought at least one or more CDs during or after ACM worships. They 

kept one for themselves as a souvenir and gave the rest to their friends or 

relatives as gifts. As a result, ACM songs are disseminated to non-ACM members. 

Such dissemination then becomes a means to expand the ACM imagined 

community. Another traditional method of promoting ACM songs is by its 

overseas tour. Cantonese-speaking Christians from North America, Australia, 

Vietnam, and Taiwan are able to participate in worship and music gatherings 

organized by ACM. Through these musical events, ACM songs are disseminated, 

                                                      
63 For example, these two videos are the recordings of the ACM’s “Darkness Will Fall,” the former 
is recorded by a university band (facebook.com/ng.ho.581/videos/10162739106090484/), the 
latter one is recorded by a busking-singer (“Shel craft&music”).  
64 This information was collected in 2019. However, the most recent EP Stand Firm, which is 
released in July 2021, is no longer produced in the format of the CD. Rather, using a QR code to 
access all the songs is employed instead, in which songs are made in the format of mp3 and wave.  

http://www.facebook.com/ng.ho.581/videos/10162739106090484/
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and ACM’s long-time effort in producing Cantonese CCM   is acknowledged.65 

Emotional and spiritual connections between the congregation and ACM can be 

built through the events. Such transmission of ACM songs is vital in the past years 

before the frequent use of social media by ACM. By these new and old ways of 

promoting and disseminating its songs, more Cantonese-speaking Christians can 

become ACM members of the imagined community. 

The ACMLA, Hong Kong Association of Christian Music Ministry Limited (Los 

Angeles Branch), is an example of the expansion of the ACM community. Its Los 

Angeles branch—founded in 2015—has been organizing worship and music 

activities in Los Angeles. It has been doing it every year till the pandemic Covid-

19. Some musicians and staff of ACMLA visited the Hong Kong ACM members. 

They visited the rehearsal of the ACM choir once, and I was there. Though the 

two ACM communities come from different regions, members of each 

community are also members of the broader ACM community. In a way, all the 

members are regarded as members of the ACM imagined community without 

geographical boundaries. 

By the above practices of promoting ACM songs, the imagined community 

of ACM is possible to grow bigger; but the benefit does not limit to ACM only, as 

                                                      
65 Besides choosing some classic and popular ACM songs in its overseas tour, songs of the latest 
albums produced right before the tour are used as well.  
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other local and global Christian communities are related to ACM. In the local 

context, ACM is part of the broader Cantonese CCM community and the local 

Christian community. The ever-changing and evolving feature of ACM’s imagined 

community helps to construct and develop imagined communities of Cantonese 

CCM and local Christian community, particularly in the era of social media. 

Moreover, the expansion of Cantonese CCM also contributes to the imagined 

global CCM community and the ultimate global Christianity community. 
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Chapter 3 

Stream of Praise Music Ministries 

 

3.1 Introduction 

Stream of Praise Ministry (hereafter, SOP) is a global Contemporary Christian 

Music (CCM) organization with a Charismatic background that is also well 

established in Hong Kong. Hong Kong Christians love SOP songs; they sing them 

in worships and share them physically and digitally on social media. As SOP songs 

are highly rated by the local Christian music communities, they are used regularly 

in local worships. 

The success and popularity of SOP and its songs in local churches are not 

ephemeral. SOP first visited Hong Kong in 1997. Since then, it has visited Hong 

Kong regularly in its annual world tour. In 2000, SOP was registered as “Stream of 

Praise Music Ministries Limited” in Hong Kong. This subsidiary of SOP helped 

organize and promote its ministries for Hong Kong Christians, promoting and 

disseminating its two-hundred and fifty some songs from the twenty-five albums 

of its Praise and Worship series. As SOP develops and expands its ministries, the 

Hong Kong Creative Worship School was established in 2015, which offers 

children extra-curricular activities such as choral training and classes in 
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percussion, drawing, dancing even photography with the goal to nurture them to 

be influential worshipers. The various music ministries of SOP have worked to 

attracted supporters at different ages locally, and as a result, a local imagined 

community of its own is formed.   

For many local SOP supporters, participating in SOP events is their primary 

means of gaining the unique SOP sonic and spiritual experience, be that of large-

scale worship concerts or smaller-scale church worships as well as listening to 

and watching SOP songs and videos respectively. The practice of reproduction 

and imitation of SOP sounds in local churches thus has become a shared musical 

and spiritual experience among Hong Kong Christians. The sound produced by 

musicking of SOP songs in different churches and occasions is what I call the 

“associated SOP sound,” according to the participants’ experience. This 

associated SOP sound is not just to connect the local members, but also SOP 

supporters worldwide, thus the formation of the SOP global imagined 

community, which is a part of an even larger imagined community of Christianity.  

This SOP global imagined community is the result of the transmission of SOP 

songs and the participation of its members in various worships and music 

activities worldwide. Founded in 1993 by Sandy Yu, a Taiwanese studying in the 
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US, and Chuck Hong, an experienced Chinese musician and worship leader,66 

SOP started its ministries as a way to reach out to young Christians from eight 

Chinese churches locally by holding “Praise and Worship” once a fortnight. 

Together with Jessica Lee and Marlene Wan, Yu’s roommates, they wrote songs 

for these worships, which became SOP’s earliest songs (“The Responsibility of 

Taking over the Stream of Praise Music Ministry”). These songs included “Stream 

of Praise,” the shared name of the group.67 In 1995, after publishing its first 

songbook—Let Praise Arise (讓讚美飛揚), SOP was registered as a non-profit 

organization in California (“About”). Two years later, SOP was registered as the 

“Taiwan Stream of Praise Music Ministries Foundation” in Taiwan, which helped 

promote its songs and organize worships in both Taiwan and other Chinese 

communities in Asia. SOP has since become a leading Chinese contemporary 

Christian music organization. Nowadays, SOP is reaching Chinese Christian 

communities worldwide, including that of Hong Kong through its music ministries 

of CD albums,68 songbooks, videos, world tours, workshops, music and worship 

trainings,69 as well as Children ministry—choir training, worship training, and art 

                                                      
66 As a student at the University of Southern California, Sandy Yu met Jessica Lee and Marlene 
Wan, her Taiwanese roommates, who became the writers of SOP songs. 
67 SOP held its first “Praise and Worship” at Evangelical Formosan Church of Los Angeles while 
many of their songs like “Stream of Praise” were sung. 
68 These albums are from different series, such as the “Praise & Worship” albums, the 
“Instrumental Album” series, and the “Live Worship” series. For every “Praise & Worship” album, 
a corresponding songbook was published as well. 
69 These countries include Canada, England, Panama, Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, and 
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programs—launched under the Creative Worship School, first in the US, then in 

Hong Kong and Taiwan,70 all contributing to the transmission of SOP songs and 

aspirations to kids and adults.71 The advent of social media such as Facebook 

and Instagram extends the group’s reach to Chinese Christians in different 

countries. Then, the practices of its supporters worldwide, their sharing, 

enjoying, and musicking of SOP musical outputs, become the cornerstones of its 

communities. 

The musicking of the Hong Kong SOP is the focal point of this chapter. The 

associated SOP sound produced by the musicking of SOP songs and the rendered 

sonic and spiritual experiences, I argue, is the social imaginary of the local SOP, 

which functions as the cohesion of the community. Though the ways members of 

different community's musicking of SOP songs vary, they share some 

commonalities: that is the practice of localizing and re-contextualizing these 

songs to suit local consumption. In the end, these different kinds of musicking do 

not just define the local SOP community but also contribute to expanding the 

SOP global imagined community.  

Ethnography is the primary method to collect data in this chapter. Semi-

                                                      
Malaysia. However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, most of these visits were canceled (“Events”) 
in 2020. 
70 Drawing and dancing courses with or without intercession training (“Current Class”). 
71 The “Children Praise & Worship” album series was produced afterward. 
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structured interviews are employed. I have interviewed the founder of SOP—

Sandy Yu, a parent whose kid is a participant of SOP’s children’s creative worship, 

participants of SOP’s worships, and supporters of SOP from different local 

churches. My personal participation and observation of SOP children worship in 

2018 contributes to part of the data collected (figure 3.1). Moreover, 

participation and observation in various local churches from 2017 to 2020, along 

with semi-structured interviews, informal discussion, and the reflection of 

personal experiences provide valuable information. Finally, analysis of the lyrics 

of SOP songs is employed in this case as well. 

Figure 3.1 The SOP children worship in Hong Kong, 2018. 

 

Photograph by the author 
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3.2 The Glocal SOP Imagined Community 

As a worldwide music organization, SOP disseminates its musical outputs to 

Chinese communities worldwide, including Hong Kong. Musical and non-musical 

products,72 as well as training and worships, are ways to construct a big and 

bigger SOP community. Due to its global orientation, I argue that a global 

imagined community of SOP is formed gradually in the process of Christians’ 

disseminating its songs and other products and participating in worship that form 

a distinct community of its own. Simultaneously, different regional imagined 

communities of SOP, as a part of the global one, are also established. 

In his renowned monograph Imagined Communities: Reflections on the 

Origin and Spread of Nationalism (1983), the political scientist Benedict 

Anderson argues that members of the imagined community do not necessarily 

know and meet each other, but they are connected by imagining the same 

behaviors conducted by other members. In this regard, Anderson's concept can 

be applied to SOP just as it is applied to ACM in Chapter 2. All Christians who 

share SOP songs form an imagined community as the majority of SOP supporters 

do not know each other even though SOP songs spiritually connect them. 

Supporters of SOP are able to imagine other supporters’ loving and singing of 

                                                      
72 Non-musical products include souvenirs, accessories, and clothing.  
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these songs globally, and I can imagine them all connected to this “global” SOP 

imagined community, which is fluid and flexible. Then, this global Imagined 

community of SOP is further expanded upon its supporters’ shared commitment 

toward spreading its songs.  

As local supporters of SOP share songs in local worships, they are part of the 

“global” SOP imagined community. They are also a part of the local SOP imagined 

community—the “glocal” imagined community, a globally imagined local 

community. The significant difference between the glocal and the global 

imagined community is the language—the use of Cantonese in the local 

community as the dialectic medium in worship and training as well as the use of 

Cantonese version of some of the SOP songs in its activities. In this sense, the 

global SOP imagined community contains different glocal imagined communities 

from different places, be that America, Taiwan, Hong Kong, China, Britain, Japan, 

and Korea, which show their uniqueness when compared to other SOP 

communities. I argue that the SOP “sound” has played a crucial role in fostering 

the group’s social imaginary, resulting in the expansion of the global imagined 

community of SOP.  

3.2.1 Songbook as Medium of Transmission  

Songbook is an effective medium to transmit SOP songs worldwide. 
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Purchasing SOP songbooks and compiling SOP songs into songbooks of different 

churches were two ways local Christians shared SOP songs in the 90s and early 

2000, the earliest stage of SOP’s development in Hong Kong. As one of the local 

churches which employs contemporary worship in the 90s, North Point 

Methodist Church’s (hereafter, NPMC) worship team, to be discussed further in 

the following paragraphs and the next chapter, uses SOP songs from its 

songbooks. Some other churches, according to my informants, also bought some 

SOP songbooks, if not all. As there were limited songbooks available for 

contemporary worship at the time,73 SOP’s became a valuable and stable source 

for local churches to produce their own worship music.  

Some other local churches compiled their own songbooks by selecting songs 

from each of the SOP songbooks. For example, Spirit Praise 2,74 a songbook for 

two local churches, the Church of Christ in China Chai Wan Church and Siu Sai 

Wan Church, included two SOP songs in their songbook of ninety-six songs. 

Almost all these are Cantonese songs with the exception of the two SOP songs 

and one other song that are also in Mandarin.75 Though the percentage of 

Mandarin songs is small, the two SOP songs are very popular among the 

                                                      
73 Besides SOP, some imported songs that were translated and compiled in Song of Praise (讚之

歌) series, and Hong Kong Association of Christian Music Ministry (ACM) also produced short 

choruses series as has been discussed in the previous chapter. 
74 The English translation of the songbook’s name is mine, as it shows the Chinese name only. 
75 “How Precious You Are to Me” (深觸我心) and “Fill Our Hearts with Love” (把冷漠變成愛). 
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congregations of these churches. The Hong Kong Shaukiwan Alliance Church 

(SKWAC), for example, selected ten SOP songs for its Sixty Anniversary (1953-

2013) Memorial Songbook.76  

The score format of the SOP songbook—the lead-sheet format77—is 

welcomed by many local church musicians, particularly the guitarists and bass 

players, who are largely amateur musicians; and for practical reason, this format 

is easy to be edited and compiled into other songbooks. In later SOP albums, one 

or two songs in each album are presented in the choral format too so that vocal 

ensembles and both contemporary and traditional church choirs can also 

experience the SOP sound readily. As a result of the user-friendliness of SOP 

scores, both professional and amateur musicians are able to play SOP songs 

readily that help to expand the local SOP imagined community. 

3.2.2 Social Media  

 The use of social media is another effective way to transmit the SOP sound 

to members of the local SOP community. Social media is recognized as an 

effective medium to promote products and to build brands (Lipman et al. 2012); 

it is employed for the expansion of imagined communities (Ferré 2014; Gruzd et 

                                                      
76 SOP songs like “Let Praise Arise,” “There is a God,” “Precious Cross,” and “The Path of Grace” 
are included in this songbook. 
77 The lead-sheet format usually contains the melody with lyrics and chords notated in the Chevé 
system. 
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al. 2011; Ridings and Gefen 2004), and virtual Christian communities (Wagner 

2014). It is also essential to the expansion of SOP’s imagined communities. These 

digital platforms, a form of digital capitalism,78 functions similarly to “printed 

capitalism”79 for constructing the imagined community (Hansen 2015). YouTube 

channel,80 Facebook, and Instagram are three main mediums used by SOP 

supporters to promote and disseminate SOP songs. Several informants from 

different churches and most of my interviewees told me that they all subscribe to 

SOP’s YouTube channel. Interviewee M, a worship leader who loves SOP songs 

and has been following SOP for many years, would sometimes watch videos 

before selecting songs for worships (“Interviewee M”). Interviewee C told me 

that watching the videos of SOP’s live performance helped her “improve the 

leading skills in worship,” because the “worship atmosphere in SOP worship is 

very nice” (“Interviewee C”).  

Facebook and Instagram are nowadays two most effective platforms for SOP 

to reach its supporters worldwide. Since 2009, SOP has accumulated 197000 

                                                      
78 According to Hansen, the word “digital” refers to “digital mediation” or “digital publishing” in 
academia (Hansen 2015:4). 
79 As Anderson proposes, novels and newspapers are examples of “print capitalism,” which are 
essential medium for the expansion of the imagined community (1983:25) 
80 Since its launch in 2008, SOP’s YouTube channel has accumulated 305 thousand subscribers. 
Compare to some other famous Chinese (both Mandarin and Cantonese) CCM organizations, such 
as Joshua Band’s 95 thousand, One Circle’s 25 thousand, and Hong Kong Association of Christian 
Music Ministry’s 16 thousand, SOP has the highest number of subscribers. Among its songs, “Let 
My Stay” and “Won’t Give Up” received 12 million view, 19,000 likes and 10 million views, 17, 000 
likes respectively between 2016 and 2020.  
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Facebook followers and over 197000 likes. SOP also connects with its supporters 

through Instagram by posting and sharing its songs and news, while its 

supporters, particularly those amateur musicians and music lovers often upload 

their own music performances of SOP songs on their own Instagram accounts 

with the hashtag “讚美之泉” (the Chinese name of SOP). By clicking this hashtag, 

other SOP Instagram followers are then able to view different video clips of SOP 

songs, even they do not know each other. In short, social media is an efficient 

and effective way to share SOP sound, and, thus, form a global imagined 

community of SOP. 

 Though transmission and enjoyment of SOP songs and sounds varies, 

particularly those musicking in churches, the SOP sound is the primary element 

that bonds the SOP supporters and thus the imaged community of SOP. These 

different SOP sounds, I argue, can be regarded as the associated sound of SOP, 

the social imaginary of the group—the primary element that bonds members of 

SOP’s imagined communities. This social imaginary appears in various musicking, 

whether in congregational singing or in private enjoyment.  

 

3.3 The Associated Sound of SOP      

Local Christians love listening to and musicking SOP songs in public worship 
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and in private enjoyment. The disperse but connected SOP sound, the 

“associated sound,” is no doubt the most important element—the social 

imaginary—of the local SOP imagined community. By adopting the term 

imaginary into his proposition of social imaginary, philosopher Charles Taylor 

states that social imaginary is the way to carry out common practices and shared 

sense of legitimacy, in which people imagine their connections and bonding with 

others. Taylor argues, social imaginary is: 

… the ways people imagine their social existence, how they fit together 

with others, how things go on between them and their fellows, the 

expectations that are normally met, and the deeper normative notions 

and images that underlie these expectations (2003, 23).  

In a way, when members of local SOP community sing and play SOP songs, 

particularly in worship, they can imagine their musicking and worshiping not just 

with those they know, but also those they do not know from different churches. 

In so doing, they contribute their parts as a corporate praise to the triune God. 

Wagner (2014) states that the associated sound of Hillsong, another well-known 

global Christian music ministry originated in Australia, is the cohesion of its 

imagined communities in UK. This Hillsong sound, combining Hillsong’s brand 

and its evangelical beliefs, form a gestalt “Hillsong sound,” which is also the social 

imagination of the different Hillsong communities (Ibid., 26), particularly for the 

British and other European communities. I borrow Wagner’s observation and 
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argue that the “associated sound” serves as the social imaginary of the local SOP 

community. This unique SOP sound from fast, energetic praise songs and soft 

sentimental ballads is what conveys the spiritual experience. 

 The divine encounter is one of the shared spiritual experiences and is 

rendered by musicking. Studies have shown that fast songs are able to encourage 

and emphasize the high participation of the worshipers as these fast songs help 

to elicit excitation (Ooishi et al., 2017). Most of SOP’s fast songs are energetic and 

lively with tempo markings of at least 150 bpm. Though the songs are fast, they 

are not difficult to follow for congregational singing, as the rhythmic patterns are 

rather simple, which is characterized by musical motives and ideas made by 

quarter and eighth notes, while the melodies are still tuneful. The excitement 

rendered by musicking these fast or energetic songs is not just for warming up 

but as arousal and awakening of both body and spirit of the worshipers to 

“praise.” Such kind of music can be regarded as “vertical music” as similar to the 

fast and energetic contemporary gospel music (Johnson 2011, 109), which 

encourages congregants to sing along and outwardly express praise and 

adoration to God (Ibid, 110). As fast SOP songs create a sense of excitement and 

spirituality that many local fast Cantonese Christian songs fail, this explains why 

some local Christians have a tendency to favor fast SOP songs than locally 
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composed Cantonese praise songs in worship. 

 Soft and sentimental SOP ballads convey the intimacy between the 

worshiper and God. Such intimacy, a transcendental intimacy as I see it, can be 

regarded as the divine encounter. This kind of ballads is usually used for in-depth 

worshiping, praying, and even meditation, in which worshipers are able to 

express their love for different Persons of the Trinity. The musical characteristics 

of these SOP ballads facilitate worshipers into such a transcendent experience. 

Most of these songs, on the one hand, are easy to sing. For most of them—in 

style of folk-ballad or pop-ballad—are in binary structure, quadruple meter, 16-

bar or 32-bar long, and the melodies are characterized by intensive stepwise-

motion, repetitive musical motifs, regular phrases, simple rhythm and harmony, 

voice range within the interval of tenth, and most importantly, beautiful tune and 

memorable hook. “The Covenant under the Rainbow” (彩虹下的約定) and 

“Stream of Praise” (讚美之泉) are two typical examples showcasing these 

stylistic features. Generally speaking, congregants are able to sing freely and 

participate devotedly in singing them. Even for the musicians, the chords of these 

songs are easy to play. On the other hand, those more complex songs—extensive 

use of syncopation, advanced harmonies, and wider range, are very similar to 

Taiwan popular ballads, which are very soft and sentimental in general, yet they 
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are still less complicated than most of that of Cantonese CCM. “Let Me Stay”(能

不能), “I Pray” (禱告), and “The Love of Jesus” (耶穌的愛) are typical examples. 

The NPMC worship team members told me several times that they experienced 

the presence of God in musicking slow and soft music, especially SOP songs.  

Though the over-intimate relationship or even the romantic relationship 

with God found in western CCM are often criticized for being too personal, too 

romantic, and to the extent of producing erotic feelings (Drury 2009; Tönsing et 

al. 2015), SOP songs do not express such danger in general. Conversely, the 

intimacy rendered in SOP songs is key to its success in local churches. Loving 

Jesus as a close friend, loving the “Abba Father” from the perspective of Father’s 

child, and loving the “dear Holy Spirit” as friends are observed in SOP songs. 

Terms like “the Only One” and “your beloved” also demonstrate intimacy. Some 

of these titles and names are drawn from the Bible indeed. When singing SOP 

songs in worship, particularly in SOP worship, the intimate relationship can be 

intensified, leading to even the experience of the divine encounter and 

transcendence.  

Entering into the transcendence experience with the intimate relationship is 

possible to create a unique and exclusive relationship—the “I-Thou” relationship. 

This “I-Thou” relationship, coined by theologian Martin Buber, is the ultimate 
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relationship between man and God, the eternal Thou, in his classic work Ich und 

Du (1923, translated in 1937, 6). In this relationship, people are allowed to 

respond to God directly with no barriers in the Holy Spirit (4). Historian James 

White points out that Martin Luther and Joh Calvin, the two influential 

theologians, had stated that the interaction between God and his worshipers was 

essential in worship (2000).81 Furthermore, this “I-Thou” relationship is also the 

ideal model of relation among human beings. By extending the “I-Thou” 

relationship, worshipers can apply such relationship to anyone close to them, 

which is also the extension the love of God. Therefore, the intimacy experienced 

in worship are transferrable and transformative. 

The shared spiritual experiences rendered by the associated SOP sound are 

essential to different SOP supporters and other Christians, particularly in 

worshiping context. This associated SOP sound helps to connect these people 

and to shape the glocal imagined community of SOP in Hong Kong. Participating 

and musicking in SOP worship concert is another crucial way to shape the local 

SOP imagined community. Besides expressing the love of listening to SOP songs, 

Interviewee M, also mentioned that she associated the musicking of her worship 

                                                      
81 For Luther, the Lord “talk(s) to us through His holy words and that we, in turn, talk to him in 
prayer and song of praise” (22). This interaction is achieved by the “revelation and response” that 
empowered by the Holy Spirit (23). For Calvin, the ultimate purpose of the worship is “union with 
God” (ibid.). 
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team with the experiences of the “God is with me” during her listening to SOP 

songs sometimes. Interviewee E also expressed similarly. She remembered the 

transcendent experience gained in the SOP worship concerts when she sang SOP 

songs that she was familiar with in the congregational singing in her church. 

However, she also said that it was difficult to experience the same in her own 

church’s musicking due to different musical, acoustic, and environmental factors. 

Interviewee B, a local worship leader, associated the local congregational singing 

of SOP songs under his leadership with the spiritual experience he gained in the 

musicking of SOP songs many years ago. Even if he did not participate in any SOP 

worship in recent years, the sonic and spiritual experiences gained previously still 

left a profound impact on him. In order to facilitate such spiritual experience in 

his worship, he usually chose SOP songs that the congregants were familiar with.  

 

3.4 The Glocalization of SOP Worship Concert and Songs 

Participating in SOP worship is the most direct way to experience the 

original SOP sound that connects different supports both locally and globally. SOP 

organizes and produces its annual world tour worship concert globally, musicking 

a very similar set of songs for each location, thus creating a globalized SOP sound. 

More specifically, the songs that SOP plays in each tour are those songs produced 



119 
 

in the latest albums each year. In other words, participating in SOP worship is not 

just to sing some familiar songs, but also the opportunity to enjoy new songs.  

The worshiping experience of glocalized worship of SOP creates both shared 

global and local spiritual experiences, which are essential to SOP’s imagined 

communities. Regardless of the languages used in different places, the musical 

arrangement, the worshiping style, and atmosphere are highly similar, if not the 

same. This consistency in worship provides opportunities to share the common 

experience globally. Though nuances in the congregation’s participation are 

observed by Sandy Yu and her team, in which Hong Kong congregation is usually 

less excited than the congregation abroad, it would not affect the shared 

experiences—enjoyment, pleasure, and spirituality—of SOP globally. Such shared 

emotions are vital for connecting members of various physical SOP communities 

as “shared emotional connection” is one of the elements contributing to a 

community (McMillan and Chavis 1986).82 In this regard, the emotion shared in 

SOP worship helps to expand the imagined community of SOP.  

The shared-spirituality experience in SOP worship is the key to the success 

of SOP. Interviewee C, who participated in several worships of SOP, stated that 

                                                      
82 McMillan and Chavis construct the theory of the Sense of Community, in which “membership,” 
“influence,” “integration of fulfillment of needs,” “time and shared stories,” “spiritual bond 
emerges from shared history” and “shared emotional connection” are six main elements. 
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singing SOP songs “made it easier to get involved in the worship, that is getting 

into the state of praising God genuinely and freely quickly” (“Interviewee C”). The 

state of worshiping that C experiences is the engagement without barriers and 

deep-level worship spiritually. Spiritual experience—seeking the presence of God 

and spiritual discernment—is emphasized in SOP worship (Wong 20006, 125). By 

experiencing this spirituality, also called the “spiritual groove”—similar to feeling 

the groove in jazz music with one accord, under the lead of the Spirit—a 

spiritual communitas is created (ibid, 124-125).83  

 In order to promote and expand its ministries in Hong Kong, SOP localizes 

the worship and a few of its songs in its worships.84 Such localization is twofold: 

singing the rewritten Cantonese lyrics of SOP songs and using Cantonese as the 

dialectic medium instead of Mandarin. The most notable example is the worship 

held in Hong Kong in 2019,85 in which the Cantonese version of “Peace” is sung, 

while Cantonese is used in certain moments in the SOP worship. As the last song 

of the worship, it is reported that when singing “Peace,” the congregants were 

asked to switch on the light of their mobile phones and swing their hands. Rev. 

                                                      
83 The concept of communitas, a Latin term, became famous by anthropologist Victor Turner. It 
refers to an unstructured or antistructure community, in which the social structure is disrupted. 
Moreover, members in that communitas can experience liminality during the rites de passage 
(Turner 2011, 96-100). 
84 The word “worship” refers to public worship and worship concert. It applies to the latter 
discussion as well.  
85 This annual worship was held at the Hong Kong Convention and Exhibition Centre on 3 Aug. 
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Sandy Yu stood on stage and explained that she hoped the song would bring 

God’s blessings to Hong Kong in times of social instability (“The Eighth 

Channel”),86 which was though not the intention of SOP’s rewriting the 

Cantonese version of the song. By these ‘localization’ means, local supporters are 

more involved in SOP worships as they tended to enjoy the glocal SOP sound 

more, and they could therefore feel the togetherness and unity in SOP worship. A 

sense of belonging and solidarity to the SOP community are thus forged.  

Using Cantonese as the dialectic medium in Hong Kong worship becomes a 

regular practice of SOP. In the early years, SOP only uses Mandarin in worships in 

Hong Kong. Interviewee E told me that she experienced the change in the use of 

language over these years (“Interviewee E”). In her first worship participation in 

the early 2000s, all the spoken dialogues were in Mandarin. However, Cantonese 

was employed in several sections in recent years, namely, announcements, 

promotions, and preaching. She thought that SOP’s messages were delivered 

more effectively in local dialect. Such a change in worship language enhances the 

worship experience of the congregation. I participated in a “Children Praise & 

Worship” in 2018, in which all the songs were sung in Mandarin; however, the 

                                                      
86 This social instability results from the several confrontations between the protestors, who 
pursue the extradition bill since March 2019, and the police. A friend of mine also told me that 
after singing “Peace,” some pro-democracy participants shouted some slogans of the anti-
extradition bill movement. 
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short drama played by the children was in Cantonese; in the “sharing SOP news” 

section, Cantonese was used too. In so doing, a stronger connection is created 

between SOP and its supporters, as well as among its members.  

 Moreover, SOP was committed to glocalized ministries in Hong Kong. More 

and more songs have been rewritten into Cantonese officially by collaborating 

with local renowned Christian lyrists in recent years, including Yun Yin-Ming (甄

燕鳴).87 Earlier, SOP had tried to produce Cantonese version of a number of its 

songs but without success. The matching between Cantonese lexical tones of the 

words and the melodic tone of the tune is not easy to be accomplished. 

According to Sandy Yu (2018), the early attempt simply entailed replacing a few 

of the original words to fix the word-tone melody mis-match problem in 

Cantonese. The song “Revive Holiness” (7, hereafter, the numbers within the 

bracket after the song refer to the number of the "Praise and Worship" series 

album) was a case in point. As I have discussed in chapter two that the 

differences between setting Mandarin and Cantonese lyrics to the melody, and 

the difficulty in matching the lexical tone of Cantonese and the pitch of the 

                                                      
87 Yun is an experienced Christian song lyricist with more than 300 both original and translated 
Cantonese Christian songs written and published in Hong Kong and North America. She 
collaborates with many local Christian organizations, such as Association of Christian Music 
Ministries, Music 2000, Eternity Music Ministry, as well as foreign ones, such as The Heralders 
from Canada. Moreover, she also works with non-Christian organizations and companies, such as 
Emperor Entertainment Group and Hong Kong Children Choir. 
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melody,88 SOP has since tried to improve its setting of Cantonese lyrics for its 

songs. For instance, the Cantonese version of “We Cry Out” (12) shows only a few 

examples of the mismatch between the lyrics and the melody,89 which is much 

improved when compared to that of “Revive Holiness.” While the lyrics of this 

song’s Cantonese version is different from its original Mandarin counterpart, the 

song’s meaning is preserved (see table 3.1).90 The Cantonese version of this song 

is probably even more popular than the Mandarin version in Hong Kong; the 

matching between the tone of the words and the melody, as well as the 

grammar, are similar to those well-accepted Cantonese CCM. Another song, 

“Peace,” (24) as mentioned above, its Cantonese version is written by Celine 

Cheung, a Hongkonger and the Principal of the Creative Worship School, Hong 

Kong. There is no mismatch between the tones of the lyrics and the melody in 

this song. SOP’s allowing local lyricists to re-write its songs’ lyrics to achieve a 

                                                      
88 Taking “Revive Holiness” as an example to illustrate the writing of Cantonese lyrics for SOP 
songs, only thirteen words out of fifty-three of the Cantonese version are altered from its original. 
In other words, most of the lyrics of the Mandarin version have to be sung in Cantonese, which 
creates nonsensical meanings. At the beginning of the chorus (bar 17-20), the first four words 
originally mean “my body” (我的身體). Unfortunately, the lexical tone of the first word— “I”—

does not fit the melody and the tone changes the word’s meaning to “the goose’ body.” There are 
other meaning confusions in the rest of the song. Probably as a result of this mismatch of 
Cantonese tone and melody, this Cantonese version of the song is not often sung in local 
worships. For instance, it was never used in the worship of the church I worked which will be 
covered in the next chapter. 
89 I find eight words or nouns that show the mismatch between lyrics and melody (omit the 
repetitions). Moreover, the Cantonese version of “We Cry Out” is the theme song of the “Global 
Praying Day,” Hong Kong division, 2007. 
90 I sang both versions in different churches before, but the Cantonese version seemed more 
popular. Though there are still a few problematic words in terms of the mismatch between the 
tones of the words and the melody, the song's popularity does not decrease in general. 
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better match between words and melody demonstrates that SOP values and 

cares about its Hong Kong community, and as a result, more local Christians enjoy 

glocalized SOP songs even if they do not speak Mandarin. 

Table 3.1 The Cantonese and Mandarin versions of “We Cry Out.”  

The underlined words are shared words in both versions. 

Mandarin version Cantonese version 

Verse 1 

主我們同心在祢面前，以禱告尋求祢面。 

我們轉離所有的惡行，定意單單跟隨祢。 

主我們是屬祢的子民，求賜下父神的心。 

我們要迴轉向祢父神，也要看見復興。 

共聚這刻渴望尋見祢，心切切呼求我主。 

離開一生所有的惡行，一心單單跟我主。 

願屬祢的子民百姓，也滿有主祢的心。 

回轉單單歸向主父神，全城來復興。 

Chorus 

我們呼求祢阿爸父，設立祢寶座在這地； 

祢必睜眼看側耳垂聽，奉主名的呼求。 

萬民都要來敬拜祢，榮耀高舉祢的聖名； 

復興這地全能的君王，我們歡迎祢。 

齊心的呼叫阿爸父，在這裡願同遇見主； 

祢已看見也定然聽見，祈求父祢恩典。 

同心一起到你跟前，全因你是榮耀救主； 

全城跪拜盼望齊興起，一起禱告祢。 

Verse 2 

但願這家國只屬於你，盼祢掌管全地。 

憐憫恩典充滿於這地，榮耀再次降臨。 

主我們國家是屬於祢，求祢來掌管全地。 

願祢來憐憫醫治這地，榮耀再次降臨。 
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Another example of the glocalized ministries is the local children ministry—

the Creative Worship School, Hong Kong. I observed that the staffs and teachers 

of this children ministry are mainly Hongkongers, and they spoke Cantonese most 

of the time, while the teaching materials and methodology are still from the SOP, 

thus maintaining SOP’s global perspective. This glocalized implementation is a 

way to improve the participation of the children, and the communication 

between SOP and parents, which also help to expand the local SOP imagined 

community. 

 

3.5 Musicking SOP Songs in Local Churches  

The success of SOP is in producing both energetic and lyrical songs and the 

shared spiritual experience in its worships. Local Christians intend and try to 

reproduce such SOP sound and the rendered spirituality in their worships. In a 

way, the musicking of SOP songs is able to reconstruct and expand the local SOP 

imagined community. However, reproducing the SOP sound is not always simple 

for local churches. As a result, local worship leaders find various ways of 

musicking SOP songs, namely re-writing the lyrics into Cantonese unofficially, 

imitating and adapting the original SOP sound to suit their use, and imitating the 

atmosphere rendered in SOP songs. The following are practices I have observed 
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in my participation which are also confirmed by my informants.  

3.5.1 Unofficial Cantonese SOP Songs 

Though SOP songs are popular in local churches, there are still some local 

Christians who find singing in Mandarin challenging. For these congregations, 

singing Cantonese CCM is the only option. For many of the local churches, 

particularly before the first decade of the 2000s, Cantonese has been the primary 

language to sing in worship, if not the only language. My church, Aberdeen 

Church of China Peniel Missionary Society, is an example. Cantonese is still 

preferable to some even today in some churches. In the earliest years of 

practicing contemporary worship in Hong Kong, some translated English 

contemporary worship songs best sung in Mandarin were sung in Cantonese. The 

tone between the lyrics and the tone of the melody of such translated songs did 

not match at all when singing in Cantonese.91 The scene changed gradually that 

singing SOP songs in Mandarin became a common practice, as speaking and 

learning Mandarin were getting more common in the society after the handover 

of Hong Kong from the British government to the People’s Republic of China in 

                                                      
91 Notable examples include “Jesus Shall Take the Highest Honor” (耶穌配得至聖尊榮), “Come 

Let Us Sing” (來高聲唱), and “Shout for Joy and Sing” (揚聲歡呼讚美), and they were translated 

by a Taiwanese publisher, the Elim Bookstore. Some of these translated songs were then collected 
in several local hymn books and song books, such as Songs of Praise 5. Apart from the translated 
songs, the mis-match between the lyrics and the melody were observed in a few songs that were 
written for sing in Cantonese in Songs of Praise 5, such as “Holy One of Israel” (以色列的聖者) 

and “Life My Eyes Up to the Hills” (我要向山舉目).   



127 
 

1997. Since then, local churches were more open to singing SOP songs in 

Mandarin.92 Having said that, for those churches whose members are incapable 

of speaking Mandarin, they either sing the lyrics of SOP songs in Cantonese or 

sing in awkward Mandarin. Apparently, at the time, the need for local churches 

to sing SOP songs in Cantonese with matching word-tones to the melody arose. 

Re-written Cantonese lyrics to the SOP songs, even without the permission of 

SOP, became a desirable alternative for these churches.  

Rewritten Cantonese lyrics for both specific church and for the general 

public help to spread the SOP songs in local Christian communities and also the 

local SOP imagined community. In the church that I grew up, the first SOP song 

sung in the worship is the Cantonese version of “There is a God” (有一位神), 

which was re-written with Cantonese lyrics by a church member in around 2005. 

This song opened the doors for SOP songs to enter my church. Over the years, 

many of these re-written SOP songs are uploaded on Cantonhymn.net, a CCM-

collection website that contains various Cantonese Christian songs, including 

originally composed ones, officially and unofficially translated songs, as well as 

the re-written Cantonese version of SOP songs. Local Christian musicians and 

lyricists are welcomed to upload their products on this site. Eighteen SOP songs 

                                                      
92 North Point Methodist Church is one of the earliest churches to sing SOP songs in Mandarin. 
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with twenty-one different Cantonese versions are found, in which “The Stream of 

Praise” has three different Cantonese versions.93 The number of these re-written 

SOP songs seems not significant; however, as these songs can be used freely 

without any royalty charges, they are sung frequently at different local churches. 

More importantly, these resources are easier and convenient to reach than the 

official SOP Cantonese songs for some churches, and they are accessible for free 

despite the issue of copyrights. Then, different churches can enjoy the SOP sound 

with various versions of unofficial Cantonese songs.  

3.5.2 Various Musical Practices 

Whether or not using official or unofficial versions of SOP songs, musicking 

of SOP songs in local churches varies from church to church. Participating in SOP 

worships as well as watching videos and listening to recordings are the primary 

and most common ways to experience the SOP “sound” for the organization’s 

members. The beloved sound of SOP and the rendered atmosphere become the 

objects of learning and imitating for local worship team musicians and worship 

leaders. By reproducing or imitating the sound of SOP, the associated sound and 

experience of SOP emerge.  

Three kinds of musicking of SOP songs in local worships are observed by me 

                                                      
93 All three Cantonese versions are unofficial, see (“Cantonese Translation”).  
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and my fellow CCM musicians and practitioners. The first kind of musicking is to 

reproduce the original SOP sound. When I was the music supervisor of North 

Point Methodist Church worship team, I was asked by worship leaders to 

reproduce the recorded versions of SOP sound with musicians occasionally. My 

piano student, who was a member of the younger worship team of the Chinese 

Rhenish Church, told me that her worship band needed to “copy”—the 

reproduction of the musical arrangement—some SOP songs years ago. I was also 

told by some local musicians from other churches that they have intended to play 

the original SOP sound in these years, but due to the lack of a full band-score, the 

re-production of SOP sound is extremely difficult. They pointed out that the 

difficulty of such reproduction is that it requires high command of aural skills. 

SOP only provides scores for instrumental playing such as drum-set, piano, and 

strings for certain songs, musicians or band leaders have to figure out how to 

reproduce the original sound as heard in CDs aurally and on their own. In my 

experience of trying to reproduce the sound, due to lacking very skillful 

musicians, my attempt was hardly successful at all as my band’s musicking could 

only copy a certain aspect of the original music. However, while I was unable to 

reproduce the SOP sound exactly, the musicking by combining the imitation and 

adaptation of SOP’s musicking, as well as improvisation, the effect and the 
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rendered atmosphere were still satisfactory to my worship team as well as the 

congregation. This hybrid approach of musicking SOP songs is an alternative to 

producing SOP sound authentically.  

The hybrid approach of musicking is more welcomed by local worship teams 

and it is also the most common practice locally. As the reproduction of original 

SOP sound is too difficult, local Christian musicians prefer a mixture of copying, 

imitating, adapting, and even improvising the musicking of SOP songs, so that the 

musical style, musical arrangement, patterns or grooves of instrumental playing, 

the flow of the songs and the atmosphere rendered of the two are very similar. 

This way of musicking is indeed a better way for amateur musicians. In my 

coaching, particularly in serving in the NPMC worship team, the team’s playing 

falls into this kind of playing usually. Keyboard players and guitarists listen and 

imitate some of the musical elements from the YouTube version of the original 

SOP performance in their own musicking. Suggested introductions provided by 

SOP are used in order to recreate the association of the SOP “sound.” In order to 

produce a more similar sound, musicians usually imitate or even copy the kind of 

original musicking, such as arpeggiation, the rhythmic patterns of using broad 

chords, specific treatments, distorted sounds played with guitar pads, remarkable 

fill-ins, and some special treatments at certain places like entering the chorus or 
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at the climax. In short, even if the sound is different, the associated SOP sound is 

produced.  

The following examples show how this adaption works. “The Path of Grace” 

(恩典之路) (figure 3.2), one of the most favorite songs of the NPMC worship 

team. In the original recording, the first part (b.1-4) of this introduction is played 

by the piano and strings, while more instruments, including guitars, are used in 

the second part (b.5-8). When the female singer sings the first line, the 

accompaniment becomes much softer, while the piano is the only 

accompaniment. However, when the NPMC worship team plays this song, due to 

the lack of string instruments, the melody of the introduction is played by the 

keyboard with or without the accompaniment of the guitar. Sometimes, the 

keyboard player employs the keyboard’s built-in sound of strings to imitate the 

original SOP sound. When singing the first verse, female singers usually lead the 

congregation with the keyboard only to produce a softer sound, which is similar 

to the original SOP sound. After singing the song once or twice, the worship 

leaders would ask the musicians to play a short music break or a longer break for 

meditation or praying; I once asked the guitarist to play the short solo similar to 

that of the original sound. Though the original song transposes up a major 

second after repeating the song twice, the NPMC worship team tends not to 
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transpose unless a more intense atmosphere is desired. Finally, the song ends 

with a coda of the last phrase of the song and an instrumental postlude follows.  

As the worship team leaders usually plan the flow of a song according to the 

flow of the overall congregational singing, they do not necessarily follow the 

original flow produced by SOP. The original flow is then for reference only. More 

importantly, for those more experienced worship leaders, they have the freedom 

to adjust the number of times of a song’s repetition in worship, likewise, whether 

to sing the whole song or the chorus only, and even the number of times of the 

coda.  

Figure 3.2 The introduction and the opening phrase of “The Path of Grace. 

 

 

In certain occasions, musicians of NPCM’s worship team would adopt a mix-

mode approach of having one musician playing from the SOP score while others 

improvising. For example, when playing the songs “Worthy Is the King” (君王就
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在這裡) and “Open Heaven,” (將天敞開) the drummer would sometimes play 

from SOP’s official drum-scores, while the rest of the worship team would just 

improvise. The resulting sound is both similar but different from the original one. 

If the drummer follows the score only partially while the rest of the team 

improvises, the overall sound of the team’s musicking would be quite different 

from the original SOP sound.  

In my own musicking in NPMC worship, I tried playing SOP songs with and 

without the original SOP-provided introductions for some familiar songs, such as 

“Great Is Your Love” (十架的愛), “I Pray”(禱告), and “I Am Strengthened in 

Him”(滿有能力), among the others. When played without the provided 

introductions, receptions were twofold. On the one hand, some congregants 

appreciated the new arrangement; on the other hand, some congregants 

expressed that they had expected the original sound to be played. In other 

words, even by musicking the provided introductions only while the rest of the 

music sounds different, the associated sound of SOP forms and reinforces the 

congregants’ impression and love of these SOP songs.  

However, for some less well-trained church musicians, the original 

arrangement of the SOP songs is often too difficult for them, even if they attempt 

only a part of the song. Then, the third kind of playing—imitating the atmosphere 
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only of SOP musicking—is in practice.  

Imitating the atmosphere of SOP songs is not just suitable for those worship 

teams with lower musical skills, but also for those teams which do not have 

enough musicians or adequate rehearsal time.94 Easier ways of musicking, such 

as playing broken chords and broad chords, are common in this kind of 

musicking. Taking “The Path of Grace” as an example again, I suggested the 

young and less experienced keyboardist who could not play the melody of the 

introduction fluently to play an imperfect cadence or just the tonic chord as an 

alternative to the original introduction. When in the quieter section, I suggested 

him to play just simple broken chords; in the chorus, which requires more energy 

to produce a brighter or more intense atmosphere, I suggested board chords in 

open positions. In the same vein, I suggested the cutting of the postlude. When 

there were two musicians in a team—a keyboard player and a guitarist, I usually 

suggested either one to play the entire verse with a softer sound and less 

rhythmic activities in order to imitate the serene sound in the original 

arrangement. The other player would be told to enter the chorus to thicken the 

texture and produce a louder and richer sound. For the ending, if anyone could 

                                                      
94 The youth worship team of the Hong Kong Harbour Mission Church falls into this kind of 
musicking. This team lacks guitarists. In any normal musicking, only piano/keyboard and the 
drum-set are used.    



135 
 

play the postlude alone, I usually let this musician finish it, which would be 

similar to that of the original recording. In short, by adjusting the texture, 

accompanying method, and the number of instruments, this kind of musicking 

can render similar atmospheres comparable to the original SOP sound.   

In recent months, I was told that a local Christian drummer and a YouTuber, 

Modus Chan, has been playing covers of some SOP songs and produced scores 

for these songs. More importantly, these drum covers are authorized by SOP 

even though they are not identical with the original drum playing but very similar, 

and the arrangement of them also fits the flows of these songs. These scores are 

available to purchase on the internet.95 In other words, more advanced 

drummers are now able to render atmospheres similar to the originals by playing 

these drum covers that they create for their own use instead of having to 

memorize and stick to the original patterns.  

All these three kinds of musicking, I argue, produce the associated SOP 

sounds. Again, by musicking, these sounds—the social imaginary, the divine 

encounter and intimacy are possible to be experienced by the congregants who 

would expect similar sounds from SOP songs in the future. Besides musicking in 

regular worship, SOP songs are used in different contexts, in which new meanings 

                                                      
95 Modus’ Facebook page provides song names and purchasing methods for the authorized cover 
songs (hymndrumcover). 

https://www.facebook.com/hymndrumcover
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are produced. These new meanings help to expand or reconstruct the local SOP 

imagined community.  

3.5.3 Creating New Meanings in Local Contexts 

SOP songs are not played in worship only but in other different contexts and 

occasions. Musicking In these contexts generates new meanings of SOP songs for 

different Christian communities, which is also a way to expand the local SOP 

community. One of these memorable events in Hong Kong is the use of the SOP 

ballad “The Covenant Under the Rainbow”(彩虹下的約定). This song was used 

as a eulogy in the funeral of the husband of Dr. Joanna Tse Yuen-Man, a local 

pulmonologist and devout Christian, while this song had been used in her 

wedding ceremony as well. A year after the death of her husband, Dr. Joanna Tse 

passed away. This song was used again as the eulogy in her funeral. Her death 

becomes a shared memory of Hongkongers as she sacrificed her life for her 

patients at age 35 due to having contracted the terminal severe acute respiratory 

syndrome (SARS) from a patient’s resuscitation during the 2003 SARS epidemic. 

The outbreak of SARS caused 1775 people being infected, and 299 people losing 

their lives in Hong Kong (“In Pictures: Hong Kong during the 2003 SARS 

epidemic”). As her death was regarded as a selfless devotion, Tse was hailed as 

the "Daughter of Hong Kong" ("Report from Mingpao").  
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Though Tse’s death is a shared memory, the way that made the song “The 

Covenant Under the Rainbow” famous was after it being used in the film The 

Miracle Box (天作之盒)96—an adapted story of Tse’s great deeds—in 2004. Due 

to the touching story of Tse, The Miracle Box received massive success in the 

local Christian community. Along with the film, “The Covenant under the 

Rainbow” became well-known. In a way, the tragedies of SARS, Dr. Tse, and “The 

Covenant Under the Rainbow” have become a unique shared memory of 

Hongkongers. As a result, the meaning of “The Covenant Under the Rainbow” is 

recontextualized to create a new meaning to local Christians—the emotion and 

memory rendered by listening to this song—would be quite distinct from the 

song’s original meanings. As Anderson points out that memory is an essential 

element of the imagined community (Anderson 1983, 187ff), such 

recontextualization of the song has become a vital element for the imagined 

community of SOP in Hong Kong. By listening to this song, a very different 

spiritual experience is gained in contrast to the musicking in worship. I argue that 

the connection between Christians and God, facing and reflecting the life and 

death in the time of eschatology when memorizing this specific context, is a 

transcendental experience as well.  

                                                      
96 Directed by Adrian Kwan and produced by the Christian organization the Media Evangelism 
Ltd. 



138 
 

Musicking SOP songs in specific events and occasions can generate new 

meanings for related Christian communities. “The Path of Grace”(恩典之路) is 

one of the favorite songs of the NPMC congregation. When I was the NPMC 

worship team supervisor, this song was sung several times. This song is about 

walking in the path under God’s protection and grace, even when facing 

difficulties and troubles. The emphasized “every step is on the path of grace”97 in 

the chorus becomes the hook of this song. In a very special Sunday worship in 

2017, this song was sung repeatedly, particularly the chorus, when all the 

congregants were walking from the church hall to the hall of the adjacent school 

due to the reconstruction of the church afterward. The act reminisced the biblical 

story of God’s leading the Israelites’ escape from Egypt to Canaan—the Promised 

Land. When “every step” of the congregants matched with the hook of the song, 

the imagery of God’s leading them was reinforced. The original meaning of this 

song was recontextualized to mean differently to the NPMC members, which was 

very symbolic of their situation. More importantly, singing this song at such a 

critical moment of the church bonded the community of NPMC as “emotional 

connection” and “dramatic moment” are essential to a community (McMillan 

                                                      
97 The Chinese version suggests this idea stronger than in English as the term “every step” (一步

又一步) is repeated.  
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and Chavis 1986; McMillan 1996).98 In the same vein, the connection between 

the congregation and God would be strengthened too that reinforced both the 

local SOP imagined community as well as the imagined community of 

Christianity. 

 SOP songs are often used in local wedding ceremonies and funerals as well. 

For the three wedding ceremonies that I attended in the last four years (2016-

2019), SOP songs were sung in two of them in 2016 and 2018;99 an upcoming 

one in 2021 will also feature an SOP song for the congregation.100 For the one 

held in 2018, two out of the three congregational songs were SOP songs—“Let 

the Praise Arise” and “Let Your Love Rise.” According to the new couple, these 

two songs were not only for worship, but delivered a message that the love of 

the new couple was the extension of the love of God. Also, by the congregational 

musicking in the wedding, the new couple hoped that God’s blessings came to all 

the guests, as well as all the musicians and the couple. Then, the congregational 

singing became symbolic and created a specific meaning for all the guests and 

the couple. In some recent funerals that I attended, some SOP songs were sung 

as well to accompany the memorial tribute videos. “There is a God” is a case in 

                                                      
98 For more details on McMillan’s theory of Sense of Community, please refer to chapter two. 
99 I was the worship leader of the wedding ceremony in 2018. Two of SOP’s songs were sung, “Let 
Your Love Rise” and “We Will Love (We Can Make a Difference).” 
100 In this coming wedding ceremony in January 2021, I was told to play “More Than I Could 
Know” (祢永遠如此深愛著我) as a pianist. 
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point that is often picked for such an occasion. 

 The SOP sound in all these different occasions and events is also a part of 

the associated SOP song. The associated SOP sound and the rendered new 

meanings in these songs through which Christians are able to experience the 

divine encounter, not only strengthen the bonding of members of a community 

but also create a sense of belonging among Christians in the communities, 

deepening their support of the SOP that is essential for the extension of local and 

global SOP imagined communities. 

The localness of musicking SOP songs in Hong Kong churches can be 

understood through the associated SOP sound. The practicality and efficiency of 

musicking in a majority of local worship form a unique shared practice that is 

embodied in the associated SOP sound. Temporal consideration is essential as 

usually one rehearsal before the worship can be arranged and fifteen to twenty 

minutes for the congregational singing are common in many local churches. 

Efficient is crucial for musicking then. Moreover, spatial and acoustic concerns are 

conditions for local worship teams to ponder regarding their congregational 

musicking. Many local churches are at commercial buildings and schools halls, 

which are small and lack technological support. Imitating or “transferring” the 

original musical arrangement listened to on the internet or in worship concerts is 
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difficult, if not impossible, as the musical arrangement of those SOP songs is 

carefully designed for professional musicians and large venues. In short, such 

localness shows its uniqueness and diversity in the imagined global SOP 

community. 

 

3.6 Summary 

In this chapter, I have discussed how the associated SOP sound—the social 

imaginary—is produced, and its importance to the local SOP imagined 

community. This associated sound not only functions as the cohesion of the local 

SOP imagined community, but also reaches out to a larger global SOP imagined 

community, and ultimately, the global Christianity. This associated SOP sound 

includes the original SOP sound and the altered SOP sound. On the one hand, the 

glocalization of SOP worships and songs in Hong Kong and the transmission on 

the internet are two major sources to gain the original SOP sound. On the other 

hand, due to practical reasons, especially the limitation of musicians, the original 

SOP sound cannot be reproduced at ease in local churches. While adapting SOP 

songs is the most common musical practice in local churches, the influence of 

singing both official and unofficial Cantonese SOP songs in local worships should 

not be underestimated. More importantly, the shared spiritual experience—the 
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divine encounter—rendered by this associated SOP sound is the key for uniting 

different local SOP supporters and thus the imagined community. Members of 

local SOP imagined community are able to experience the transcendence by 

musicking SOP songs in the future.   

 By this investigation of the SOP songs, I observe some issues that are worth 

mentioning. Firstly, using the rewritten Cantonese SOP songs is not only a way to 

connect local Christians, but also the diasporic Hong Kong Christian communities. 

As most Chinese communities use Mandarin as the dialectic medium, musicking 

Mandarin SOP songs is an effective way to connect SOP and its supporters 

abroad, especially by different platforms of social media. Having said that, 

Cantonese SOP songs could also connect Hong Kong SOP supporters overseas as 

well. In the last two years, a rising figures of Hongkongers have emigrated to 

Taiwan, UK, and Canada, while some of my Christian friends, who are also SOP 

supporters expressed that they are going to leave Hong Kong soon. SOP songs, 

especially the Cantonese version ones, may generate a sense of homesickness or 

even nostalgia.  

Secondly, there is a tendency toward the decreased use of Mandarin SOP 

songs in worship. As I have pointed out that some local congregations prefer 

musicking Cantonese CCM to Mandarin CCM in chapter two, the use of SOP 
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songs is dropping, particularly in the last one to two years, according to my 

informants. The use of SOP songs in the past ten to fifteen years, which I believe 

is the golden era of SOP songs in Hong Kong. As the sense of preserving 

Cantonese CCM has been arisen in recent years, Cantonese is considered one of 

the primary mediums to resist the “Mainlandization” of Hong Kong (Liu 2017).101 

Cantonese popular music is also deemed an important way to preserve the 

Cantonese language (Au Yeung 2012). I was told that some worship leaders in 

various churches and choir members of ACM now preferred to sing more 

Cantonese Christian songs than SOP songs. Interestingly, they also do not prefer 

Cantonese SOP songs. Moreover, some local Christian music organizations have 

played a role in encouraging the productions of more Cantonese CCM songs by 

organizing songwriting competitions. Hong Kong Association of Christian Music 

Ministry organizes such competition in 2014, while Hong Kong Church Music 

Service also organizes two singing and composing competitions twice in 2017 and 

2019. Some local songwriters also produced more contextual songs in 2019 and 

2020. Many Christian songs produced recently concern peacefulness and hope in 

the midst of COVID-19 and political instability. In this regard, it shows the fluidity 

                                                      
101 The fear of “Mainlandization” is that Hong Kong is becoming a homogenized city of China, 
losing its existing judiciary system, administration, and governance of the Government. 
Interestingly, as a US-based Taiwanese music organization, SOP should not have any association 
with such “Mainlandization.” 
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and flexibility of the local SOP imagined community which is re-constructing itself 

from time to time. 

Relating to this second observation is that some theological issues of SOP 

songs are considered not appropriate for use in local worship. Superficial, 

impoverished, and even problematic theological interpretations are common 

criticisms on SOP CCM (Chow 2006; So 2010).102 Yet, encounter with God in 

worship is SOP’s emphasis but not constructing theology. However, there is no 

sufficient data to show the relationship between the negative reception and the 

decreasing trend in Hong Kong’s use of SOP songs in worship. As I also observed 

that some Christians love to sing SOP songs regardless of these theological issues. 

Hence, further studies are needed to investigate the dynamics among the 

negative reception on SOP’s theology, the experience of transcendence, and the 

use of SOP songs against the importance of these songs’ lyrics and musicality. 

Moreover, a more detailed analysis of the changes on theological discourse of 

SOP songs is suggested as well. 

Thirdly, the soundscape of local SOP musicking is ever-changing. While some 

local Christian communities reduce the use of SOP songs, some are increasing it 

                                                      
102 As a Pentecostal background music organization, the address on the theology, compared with 
those with evangelical background, is much weaker. Some problematics in SOP songs include 
confusing the different Persons of the Triune God, impoverished Christology, and fragmented 
theology, among others. 
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use, particularly using Cantonese SOP songs to experience the SOP sound. SOP 

CCM is still very popular. A church worship team that I am collaborating closely 

with for a few months falls into this kind of practice in its worship.103 Though the 

congregation knows a few popular original SOP songs very well, and some singers 

listen to Mandarin SOP songs, singing Cantonese SOP songs is still preferred. One 

of the singers told me that singing Mandarin songs is not the “tradition” of the 

church. Then, the worship team selects more Cantonese SOP songs and tries not 

to choose the Mandarin version. In my observation, when singing the Cantonese 

SOP songs, congregants and worship team singers enjoyed and participated 

devotedly. A few congregants responded that the musicking helped them 

worship more devotedly and experience the “worship.” Conversely, musicking 

Mandarin SOP songs may not produce the effect for this congregation. In a way, 

experiencing the transcendence by musicking Cantonese SOP songs is indifferent 

to musicking Mandarin SOP songs for some Christian communities. In my 

experience, Mandarin SOP songs are easier to get involved in the worship and 

experience transcendence.104 In this regard, the difference between using 

Mandarin and Cantonese SOP songs in terms of uniting the local SOP imagined 

                                                      
103 The Hong Kong Shaukiwan Alliance Church. 
104 Personally, I prefer Mandarin SOP songs is due to the matching between the lyrics and the 
music. The rendered atmosphere of those Mandarin songs are more impressive. Moreover, the 
rhetoric of the Mandarin version seems more beautiful than that of the Cantonese version. 
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community seems insignificant. Cantonese may be a sufficient condition but not 

necessary to form or expand the local SOP imagined community. However, 

changes in the soundscape of the local SOP imagined community is expected in 

the future. 

   Fourthly, musicking SOP songs does not seem to suggest a strong identity 

construction for local Christians, except for the identity of Christians Even so, 

local Christians do not overly suggest Christian identity; instead, they mention 

some religious terms that Christians commonly understand, like “the depths of 

worship,” “moved by God” and “the presence of the Holy Spirit,” among others. 

Other identities, such as local identity and ethnic identity, are merely suggested 

probably as a result of SOP songs’ origins or language. The difference in language 

between singing Mandarin and Cantonese SOP songs plays an insignificant role in 

identifying the local SOP members as Chinese Christians or Hong Kong Christians 

as well. The “Chinese-ness” of SOP songs—songs produced by a US-Taiwanese 

music organization—gets different receptions of local Christians. Only a few of 

SOP members suggest the association between singing Mandarin SOP song and 

the fear of “Mainlandization” mentioned a above, while a majority of them do 

not show such the worry. In this chapter, music is more importance than 

languages for SOP members.  



147 
 

There is no doubt that musicking SOP songs is able to carry local Christians 

to the spiritual realm rather than the “this-worldly. Moreover, more 

memberships of different imagined communities can be suggested by musicking 

SOP songs. The first one is the member of the global imagined SOP community, 

as local Christians are able to connect with Christians worldwide. Related to the 

first one, the second is the ultimate imagined Christian community. The last one 

is the member of the imagined heavenly community. The way that local 

Christians experiencing divine encounter or transcendence in both SOP worship 

and their own worships is the foretaste of the eschatological heavenly musicking. 

Finally, more research on different perspectives on musicking SOP songs is 

suggested. Changes in musicality, such as style, structure, arrangement, and 

practices in different regions and countries, as well as developmental strategy 

and its branding, should be considered.  
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Chapter 4 

The North Point Methodist Church’s Contemporary Worship 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Musicking contemporary Christian music (CCM) in worship is a global trend. 

Hong Kong is no exception. This ethos of musicking CCM is found locally in 

contemporary as well as traditional worships. For communities of contemporary 

worship, they sing and play CCM weekly in which their worship teams play an 

essential role, serving, guiding, and helping congregations to participate in 

worships. Based on these worship teams’ backgrounds and capitals,105 I argue, 

they each create a unique soundscape of their own. 

In this study, soundscape refers to the sound that involves environmental 

characteristics and musicking of a particular community which embodies its 

cultural, religious, and even economic heritages in a specific context. Such 

definition is inspired by Shelemay (2006). She contends that a soundscape is fluid 

which is more similar to the concept of a seascape and has the ability to 

                                                      
105 I am here appropriating Bourdieu’s concept of “capital” (1986). For Bourdieu, “capital is 
accumulated labor,” which can be manifested in objectified or embodied forms (241). He 
identifies three fundamental categories of capital: economic capital, social capital, and cultural 
capital. I argue that the musicality of the worship team members and the musical traditions of the 
church are regarded as cultural capitals, while the connection to other music communities and 
organizations is its social capitals. 
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understand the relationship between sound and its cultural and social contexts 

(xxxiv). 

Christianity is manifested in many different soundscapes due to its 

worldwide transmission, and each Christian soundscape may mean differently to 

those involved, namely the church, its worship team, and its congregations. In 

this chapter, I am going to focus on the musicking of North Point Methodist 

Church’s (NPMC) contemporary worship team and its rendered unique 

soundscape. I argue that the soundscape of NPMC contemporary worship is not 

only the outcome of the musicking of its worship team and congregation but also 

the embodiments that influence the musicking of the team. These embodiments 

include the recontextualized musical practice of the worship team, unique 

qualities of the team that form communitas of its own,106 and the interaction 

between the team’s and the congregation’s musicking. Besides, the team 

members also identify with the imaginaries of other musical imagined 

communities when they seek to enhance their musicking. Even though the 

worship team of NPMC is a concrete community, it is undoubtedly a part of the 

Christian community, which is an imagined community. Moreover, by the teams’ 

musicking, members are able to become members of imagined communities of 

                                                      
106 Here, I refer to the term communitas developed by Victor Turner. He states that communitas 
is a community that is unstructured and members in it can experience liminality (1969). 
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other music organizations and Christian communities. 

Christianity, as both a physical and imagined community (Anderson 1983, 

10), has spread universally with different denominations, while the Methodist 

Church is one of them. Christianity is an imagined community as Christians all 

over the world do not necessarily know each other. Still, they serve the same God 

to maintain and expand Christianity through evangelizing and worshiping with 

shared Christian beliefs. The North Point Methodist Church—a member of the 

Methodist Church and the World Methodist Council (“Hong Kong, Methodist 

Church”)107—could be considered a part of multiple imagined communities 

regionally, nationally, and internationally. Local Methodists do not know 

members from other Methodist churches, even though all Methodists are 

members of an imagined Methodist community, which will be discussed further 

in the following section. 

Founded in 1953, NPMC was one of the local churches employing 

Putonghua as the primary worship language (“About Us”) as many of its 

congregants were from mainland China, émigrés who moved to Hong Kong after 

                                                      
107 By representing and serving over 80 million members of Methodist, Wesleyan, and related 
Churches worldwide, the World Methodist Council aims at “encouraging Methodist unity in 
witness, facilitating mission in the world, and fostering ecumenical and inter-religious activities” 
(“What Is The World Methodist Council?”). The Methodist Church in Hong Kong is a united church 
of the Methodist and Wesleyan churches as shown in its Chinese name (香港基督教循道衛理聯

合教會) (“About”). 
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the founding of the PRC in 1949. Hymn singing, scripture reading, and sermon 

giving were all delivered in Mandarin, though Cantonese translation of the 

sermon was provided for those who did not speak Mandarin. Due to the growth 

of Cantonese-speaking members, NPMC added a Sunday Cantonese worship 

before its regular worship in 1970.108  

Congregational singing in Cantonese was adopted for the NPMC Cantonese 

worship only since the 1970s, while singing in Mandarin remained for the 

Mandarin worship. Despite the language difference for congregational singing, 

the Hymn of Universal Praise (HUP) was the shared hymnal for both services. 

HUP was a groundbreaking hymnal as it was the first union hymnal for Chinese 

Christians in China published in 1936, which was briefly covered in the 

introduction of this study. HUP marked its significance due to its nature of 

ecumenism and localization (Leung 2015). A federation for the HUP publication 

consisting of six different denominations was formed in which the HUP was 

intended to be used by “church communities throughout China” (Fitch 1935,628). 

Nowadays, NPMC uses the 1977 edition instead of the 2006 version for 

congregational singing in its liturgical worship.109 Since the HUP was designed for 

                                                      
108 While the original worship is held at 11:00 am, the new one is held at 8:30 am; the former is 
regarded as the noon worship and the latter the morning worship. 
109 The main reason for such selection was that the NPMC congregation was so familiar with the 
1977 version of HUP well and it was afraid of spending much time to learn the hymns in the 2006 
HUP version. The 2006 version of HUP differs from the 1977 version not only on the song 
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singing in Mandarin, singing in Cantonese produced a mismatch between 

melodic and lexical tones. However, local Cantonese-speaking Christians were 

used to the practice. The problem of singing hymns in mismatched music and 

words was resolved after introducing the Cantonese CCM in 1997. 

In 1997, contemporary worship was introduced to renew the original 

Cantonese worship in NPMC. This worship attracted younger NPMC church 

members, while the foundational members of the then worship team were only 

in their early twenties. Since then, both Cantonese and Mandarin CCM have been 

used in congregational singing in contemporary worship. Musicking with different 

languages in worship is a unique feature of NPMC. Besides Cantonese and 

Mandarin songs, Latin songs and occasionally a few African songs110 were sung 

in the past worships.111 Besides its worship language, worship style is what 

distinguishes the two NPMC worships. Before introducing the two-format 

worship in NPMC, liturgical worship was the only format used.112 Though many 

                                                      
selection but also the translation of most of the hymns.  
110 “Siyahamba” (We Are Marching), a South African song, is a notable example. 
111 Even though the format of worship has been changed from liturgical to contemporary, choir 
singing is retained. This implementation is rare as most of other the local contemporary worships 
do not have choirs at all. 
112 Liturgy (in Latin: leitourgia) means “people’s work” or “public work” literally in Greek. 
However, the more common interpretation of “liturgy” is about its symbolic practice—“Its words, 
songs, actions, and ritual repetitions”—with theological interest (“Liturgy”). The liturgy used in 
Hong Kong’s Methodist Church is based on the Methodist Church of Great Britain (Leung 2011). 
One of its characteristics is to follow the “Liturgical Calendar” in deciding elements such as 
congregational singing, lectionary, collective praying, sermon giving, offering, benediction giving, 
and sending. 
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liturgical elements are retained,113 contemporary worship differs from liturgical 

worship in the genre of music adopted while the worship atmosphere is less 

formal, thus allowing more corporeal expressions than liturgical worship. 

Moreover, the age group of congregants also differs in these two formats of 

worship.114 A majority of younger church members in their twenties and early 

thirties, including the members of the NPMC worship team, take part in the 

contemporary worship, which also include NPMC members ranging from 

primary-school kids to retirees.115 Since my study focuses on the contemporary 

worship of NPMC as a case study of CCM, I will only concentrate on the 

musicking in the contemporary worship. 

In this case study, I have used an array of research tools to collect data, 

namely, (auto-) ethnographic participation and observation, as well as semi-

structured interview. I interviewed seven current members of the church’s 

worship team, plus a church minister and a church staff. Regarding the auto-

                                                      
113 Suchlike the reading of the lectionary, the Lord’s Prayer, and the sending.  
114 Generally speaking, some local churches introduced a new contemporary worship other than 
the original worship that targeted younger members of their churches. They recruited younger 
members of their churches to be the regular musicians as well. A few local churches which did not 
have enough manpower to introduce the two-format worship, could only change the format to 
contemporary worship from traditional or liturgical ones. For some local churches, age group is 
not a notable difference in different style of worship, rather, the timeslot of the worship matters. 
115 Nowadays, different age groups of NPMC member participate in contemporary worship. Some 
of their considerations of the church members for joining contemporary worship include better 
time management on their family activities, different timeslots of other church activities suchlike 
children worship and Sunday school, and schedules of other family members or friends. Some 
church members who miss the contemporary worship occasionally, usually participate in the 
liturgical worship that follows. 
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ethnographic investigation, I am an “insider,” a research-practitioner as I was 

NPMC’s worship team member and supervisor, keyboard player, and worship 

leader from 2014-2017.116 As an insider, I know the operation of the church, the 

NPMC worship team, and members of the team. As a result, interviewees were 

willing to speak more openly at the interviews due to our mutual relationships. 

Moreover, my experiences attuned me to better describe and explain the team’s 

musical characteristics and the interaction and negotiation among different 

stakeholders.  

This chapter is structured as follows: after this introduction is an overview of 

the NPMC sound. The discussion on the musicking of the NPMC contemporary 

worship team and its embodiments follow. The ways of connecting to different 

imagined communities through the musicking in NPMC will then be discussed. 

The chapter ends with a conclusion. 

 

4.2 Overview of the NPMC Soundscape  

The soundscape of NPMC worship is the outcome of a number of factors, 

namely, the musicking of the team as well as its structure and song selection. 

                                                      
116 My duty included organizing and preparing the music scores, arranging music, pastoring the 
team by giving musical and practical suggestions, as well as communicating among the team, the 
church, and other parties. I participated in its two worships and observed the rehearsal of its 
worship team after my serving.  
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This soundscape is a way to connect to other Christians and Christian 

communities. 

4.2.1 Team Structure 

 The fundamental component resulting in the soundscape of NPMC’s 

contemporary worship team is its structure, which has around twenty members 

as keyboardists, guitarists, bass players, drummers, and singers, while some of 

these members also serve as worship leaders. Usually, musicians and singers are 

altogether divided into two groups evenly. For practical reasons, the team does 

not have enough instruments and space for all the team members to play 

simultaneously. So, they are arranged to play in the worship once a fortnight. It is 

also easier for worship leaders to manage each rehearsal session. For musical 

reasons, since fewer musicians are involved in each rehearsal session, they can 

try different kinds of playing. Though the team members are divided into two, 

they can swap with members in the other group flexibly. In guiding the team, the 

post of a music supervisor was created in 2009.117 The music supervisor serves 

as the musician or singer as well, when there is a shortage of musicians or 

singers. The team serves every Sunday and practice every Thursday evening until 

the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. 

                                                      
117 Two musicians serve as the music supervisor three times in total, while I am one of the two. 
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One-third of the members of the worship team were foundational members 

who have served for over twenty years. They were at the time invited by the then 

Minister-in-charge, Mr. Francis Lau to join, and were pleased to play CCM in the 

worship. Interviewee M remembered that many members were then “very 

excited” about singing Cantonese CCM in contemporary worship. Interviewee B 

echoed M’s opinion and added that “members were eager to improve their 

playing then” as they were “new and fresh.” Over the years, a few of the team 

members have changed to different positions for betterment. For example, 

interviewee S (“S”) has become a drummer from a singer. The other two-third of 

the current members are in their early thirties to forties. Only one member is 

under thirty who is also the keyboardist of the band M2000 Music. Therefore, the 

team is mature and experienced with good communication among its members. 

Having said that, I note that younger musicians who are in their early twenties do 

not seem to fit in with the current team members. At the time I worked there, 

some younger musicians intended to join and were trained with the team for a 

short period of time. Even some of these young members were more skillful and 

talented than the existing members, they failed to commit to the team eventually 

due to personal reasons. In short, the musicking of the NPMC team and the 

soundscape rendered have been in place for a very long time with which the 
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congregation of NPMC is very familiar. 

4.2.2 Song Selection  

Song selection affects the participation of the congregation, and thus, the 

soundscape of the worship. For each contemporary worship, worship leaders 

choose suitable songs for congregational singing, according to the topical theme 

of the worship,118 the Liturgical Calendar, and also his/her personal preferences 

of songs in a particular language or musical style, while the Methodist theology is 

embodied. Usually, three to four songs are chosen for the congregational singing. 

Adoration, confession, forgiveness, praising, thanksgiving, preaching, and offering 

are elements of Methodist worship (“Second Five-Year-Plan”) as well as NPMC 

worship.119 While vertical music—music that is intended to be sung to God 

(Cusic 2009, 74)—is an inevitable part of musicking in worship, horizontal music, 

songs that intended to be sung to other people (Cusic, ibid.), is also important for 

the NPMC congregation.120 Musicking of the “horizontal music” is common in 

NPMC worship, as there are several special thematic worships such as Root-grass 

                                                      
118 For example, “A Lively Methodist—Worship, Growth, Serve and Evangelization,” the yearly topic 
of 2018, and the first sub-topic of the quarter is “Worship in the Spirit and Truth,” are combined 
with Epiphany Sundays.  
119 Songs in different categories are sung at different parts of the Methodist worship’s structure, 
such as meeting before God, preaching and response, fellowship and expressing gratitude, as well 
as sending. 
120 Historian White also points out this horizontal perspective that “teaching of doctrine” and 
“reaching out to the unchurched” are two purposes of congregational singing in Methodist 
worship (2000, 126). 
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Sunday, China Sunday, Hong Kong Sunday, Youth Sunday, and Schooling Sunday 

that overlapped with themes in the Liturgical Calendar. Then the aim of these 

special Sunday worships is not just to glorify God but to serve others (“Faith 

FAQ”). Such musicking with theology and beliefs is regarded as the “sung 

theology” (Young 1995:30). Tillman also proposes a similar term, “performed 

theology,” which is seen as crucial in shaping religious experience and spiritual 

formation, and also the understanding of “contemporary theological 

developments” (Tillman 2013, 51-52). Similarly, the theology of Methodist is 

performed by congregational musicking in NPMC worship. 

Both Cantonese and Mandarin CCM are used at NPMC as most of the 

congregants of contemporary worship are comfortable with both languages (see 

Appendix 6). The reasons are threefold. Firstly, most of the congregants can 

speak both Cantonese and Mandarin, especially those second-generation church 

members. Secondly, even those not fluent in Mandarin, they are not afraid of 

singing incorrectly, as the lexical tone of the Mandarin lyrics has been 

neutralized, similar to that of the popular songs in Mandarin (Schellenberg 2012, 

17). Finally, the congregants are in general familiar with the Mandarin songs and 

are able to follow. There is not a difference in the congregation’s degree of 

participation in singing songs in Mandarin or Cantonese, suggesting that they are 
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comfortable with songs in either language. 

The NPMC worship team has sung many styles of CCM in the past, namely 

short chorus, high praise, ballad, pop-rock, and folk-style songs produced by local 

or foreign Christian music organizations. Some popular English Christian songs, 

which are translated into Mandarin, are also sung in NPMC worship.121 Local 

Cantonese CCM organizations also provide a vast number of songs for NPMC’s 

worship repertoire, while Hong Kong Association of Christian Music Ministry (香

港基督徒音樂事工協會) (HKACM) discussed in Chapter 2 and One Circle One 

Worship (同心圓) are cases in point. As different foreign and local music 

organizations develop their unique musical characteristics and styles, a more 

extensive range and style of songs are available for NPMC’s congregational 

singing. Despite these songs’ various styles, the musicking of these songs is 

adapted to fit the worship team and the congregation. 

4.2.3 The Members of the NPMC Community 

The musicking of the NPMC members in contemporary worship contributes 

to the soundscape of the NPMC. The NPMC members are varied in age, language 

use, education level, gender, and social status. Teenagers and the elderly are 

                                                      
121 Among these songs, some original songs by Hillsong Church—a renowned Australian-based, 
globalized music ministry—and Redman, a renowned British songwriter, covered by Joshua Band, 
are particularly favorable.  
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found in NPMC contemporary worship, while the majority age group is between 

the twenties and forties. A few members are the second generation of those 

earliest Mandarin and Shanghainese speaking members. The occupation of the 

members includes homemakers, chief executive officers, teachers, social workers, 

and students of primary and secondary schools and universities. The two NPMPC 

worships are fluid as the members of NPMC are free to join either the 

contemporary worship or the liturgical worship. Those who are late that cannot 

attend the contemporary worship join the liturgical worship, so that they do not 

miss the chance to worship God, even for the worship leaders of the 

contemporary worship. This practice is applied to the members of the liturgical 

worship as well. However, those regular liturgical members are older than the 

members of contemporary worship on average. In this regard, even though the 

style of worship is only a medium to worship God, the identity of the two 

worships, such as the worship format and the members’ age groups do tell them 

apart.  

 

 4.3 The Embodiments of the NPMC Soundscape 

 The NPMC soundscape is not only a sonic environment but an environment 

with embodiments. According to Oxford English Dictionary (OED), “embody” can 
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be defined as to express intentions, thoughts, or principles in a work of art or 

action (“embody”). At the same time, the term “embodiment” refers to “a visible 

or tangible form of an idea, quality, or feeling” in OED (”embodiment”). For 

example, bodily experience and the knowledge of the relationship between 

physical tension and musical pitch are the embodiments of vocal performance 

(Clayton and Leante 2013). In a way, I argue that the qualities and unique musical 

practice of the worship team, and the interaction between the team and the 

NPMC congregation are the embodiments of the NPMC soundscape. These 

embodied qualities include the emotional and spiritual connections, interaction, 

and commitment of the members, which make the team as communitas. 

Moreover, this soundscape is not only the communal musicking of the NPMC 

community but also the cohesion of the NPMC community. I suggest that this 

soundscape is the imaginary of the NPMC community in that this soundscape is 

the shared sense of legitimacy that shapes and enables people to perform 

collective practices, which provides ways for people to imagine their existence so 

that they can fit and work together with others in common norms and 

expectations (Taylor 2003, 23). Imaginary is seen to help constitute motives and 

needs, as well as the “existence of symbolism, tradition, and myth” (Thompson 

1984, 23). So, I argue that musicking in NPMC and its rendered soundscape 
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provide norms and practices for NPMC members to imagine their existence and 

connections to other imagined communities.  

4.3.1 NPMC Worship Team as Communitas  

Though the NPMC worship team is a part of the NPMC community, it is also 

a unique community (figure 4.1). As a team that many of its members have been 

working together and serving for more than twenty years, qualities like 

commitment, the sense of belonging, discipline, as well as shared emotional 

connection and spirituality, among others, are embodied. Studies show that 

embodiment in musicking conveys extra-musical meanings (Bonde 2007; DeNora 

1986; Ferguson 1960). In this regard, I argue, the embodiments of the musicking 

of the NPMC worship team and thus the soundscape function as the cohesion of 

the team. 

Figure 4.1 The team members of the NPMC worship team 

 

Photograph by the author 
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Commitment 

First, many team members have served for more than twenty years. More 

than one-third of the members are the foundational members who were invited 

by the then Minister-in-charge, Mr. Francis Lau to join, and were pleased to play 

CCM in the worship. Interviewee M remembered that many members were “very 

excited” about singing Cantonese CCM in contemporary worship. Interviewee B 

echoed M’s opinion and added that “members were eager to improve their 

playing.”  To improve the musicking, the team hired renowned Christian 

musicians—Joseph Chi122 and Yeung Tin-Yan123—to coach the team. After 

learning from these Christian music celebrities, team members have been 

committed to playing better. Over the years, a few of the team members have 

changed to different positions for betterment. For example, interviewee S (“S”) 

has become a drummer from a singer. Though some members had left, the 

existing ones still love to serve, even though they have other commitments in the 

church, such as serving as the instructors of younger fellowships, teachers of 

Sunday school, and members of the board committees of NPMC.  

 

                                                      
122 Joseph Chi (吉中鳴) is the former executive director of the Hong Kong Association of Christian 

Music Ministry. 
123 Yeung Tin-Yan (楊天恩) is a renowned Cantonese CCM writer and worship leader. 
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Dedication 

Dedication is another feature that contributed to the embodiment. Since 

the very first rehearsal on Thursday evening, the team has been practicing on 

Thursday evenings until now (figure 4.2). Team members have to put the practice 

as a top priority in their lives and sacrifice every Thursday evening for rehearsal. 

Both the Minister-in-charge and music supervisor do keep an eye on those 

members who cannot attend regularly. Flexibility is available as the team is 

divided into two to serve on alternate Sundays. Members can swap with another 

group’s members. Such flexibility makes the team members more willing to 

commit.  

Figure 4.2 The rehearsal of the NPMC worship team

 

Photograph by the author 
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Moreover, team members have to practice for the worship before eight-ten 

on the serving Sunday morning. For those who are late, the worship leader is 

given the authority to suspend them from playing. Team members understand 

and respect the decision made by the worship leader. Such discipline becomes 

the team’s spirit. 

Sense of Belonging 

The sense of belonging is probably the most important element embodied 

in the team’s musicking. Those senior members who have joined the team for 

more than twenty years are close to each other. Such friendship helps to build a 

sense of belonging to the team, which ties the team as a community, and which 

testifies to what McMillan and Chavis describe, “a feeling that members have of 

belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a 

shared faith that members’ needs will be met through their commitment to be 

together” (1986:9). At the end of each rehearsal, a sharing and intercession 

section helps the team members express their happiness, needs, difficulties, and 

worries, thus increasing the sense of belonging. 

After having served for more than twenty years, foundational members S 

and M both expressed that they would continue to serve in the team. 

Interviewee E mentioned that she loved the team as her serving was appreciated 
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by other team members, the congregation, and God, while the “tacit 

understanding and mutual support” of the team developed. When facing new 

members, current members support and encourage them. Such a welcoming and 

accepting attitude toward new members is crucial in building a sense of 

community, as pointed out by McMillan (1986/1996). He contends that a 

member has “the responsibility of believing in the membership or right to 

belong” (1996, 317). NPMC members have been building a solid bonding, which 

helps them to commit to the team. 

One of the team’s newest members, J, who joined the team less than two 

years ago, expressed that he was “well-accepted” by the team members and 

hence felt a close relationship between himself and the team members, which 

help him feel belonging to the team. Such acceptance is also an “awareness of 

being welcomed” by the team members (McMillan 2011, 509). J is an exceptional 

team member because he is only in his twenties and much younger than other 

team members. I observed no barriers between J and the rest of the members in 

their chatting, making jokes, or discussing musical arrangements during 

rehearsals. In my experience, when I was new to the team, the members 

accepted me quickly, too, not just I was the new music supervisor, but as a team 

member as well. We shared musical ideas, as well as religious views and political 
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views. We spent time on leisure activities too. As the new team members 

believed that they were welcomed, they fitted in and felt belonged to the team 

and thus had a stronger attraction to the team (McMillan 1996, 317). 

Emotional Connection 

Moreover, members have strong emotional connections among themselves, 

which strengthens their commitment to the team. As many members know each 

other for more than fifteen years, they shared common experiences, such as 

visiting and caring for the team members’ kids and nurturing newborn babies 

and elderlies. They are also willing to swap or serve for extra services when some 

members are not feeling well. In facing tragedies of other team members, they 

support each other by comforting, advising, or providing material support. Such 

shared experiences not just allow members to have more profound contact with 

each other, but also become the team’s symbols of togetherness, as suggested by 

McMillan (1996, 322-323). Such togetherness is “a spiritual bond” rendered from 

these shared events (2011, 510), which facilitates the team’s playing. Interviewee 

S pointed out that for many team members, their “minds are alike,” which was 

attributed to years of cooperation.    

By musicking with shared experiences, the worship team of NPMC becomes 

a very cohesive community, or “a small fellowship” suggested by interviewee S. 
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The community constructed by musicking brings to mind Anthony Storr’s theory 

(1992) that the primary purpose of music in human society is to create 

community. For him, music is “a source of reconciliation, exhilaration, and hope 

which never fails…” (188), though he focuses on listening to music rather than 

playing music. Taking a step further, I argue that the NPMC worship team exists 

as a communitas (Turner 1966).  

According to Turner, communitas is an unstructured society in which 

“politico-legal-economic positions” are unrelated or insignificant (98); rather, 

individuals are of equal status who “submit together to the general authority of 

the ritual elders” (98). In fact, Christian communities are examples of 

communitas (133, 155). Though there are no “ritual elders,” worship leaders take 

the role of “the elders,” especially in the rehearsals and the worships—the ritual. 

Team members are equal in status, and regardless of their social status or 

professions, they are seen by both themselves and others as equals. As a church 

of bourgeois, many of NPMC’s church members are well-educated and 

professionals, likewise, members of the worship team. Disregarding their 

professions as medical doctor, teacher, professional game player,124 

physiotherapist, international brand manager, and others, once they have joined, 

                                                      
124 One of the singers is a professional Magic player who is “the all-time most successful Asian 
player outside Japan…In 2018, he was voted into the Hall of Fame” (“Lee Shi Tian”). 
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they have to obey the worship leaders regardless of their professions. As a result, 

the societal social structure is no longer existing in the worship team, qualifying it 

as a communitas.  

Interviewee S noted that musicking with the team in the rehearsals allowed 

her to “worship God and experience the presence of God,” and ignore all the 

worldliness—thus entering into a state of liminality, the stage of neither here nor 

there, which as pointed out by Turner, is experienced in ritualized “social and 

cultural transitions” (95). Members of the NPMC worship team experience such 

between and betwixt in rehearsals and worships, which testify to Starkloff’s 

argument about experiencing liminality in worships (1997, 667). Interviewee E 

(“E”) mentioned the experience of transcendence in the rehearsals. I also found 

that musicking with this communitas is easier to experience liminality than with 

the congregation. The closeness among the team members, the likeness of their 

serving attitude, and the devotedness of musicking were conducive to the 

experience of transcendence.  

Hence, the sound produced by the NPMC worship team’s musicking is the 

sound of communitas, embodiments that unite, enhance, and enrich the 

members’ playing and interaction. The sound that the team plays does not just 

benefit the worship but also the NPMC congregation’s participation, which 
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results in a unique soundscape of NPMC worship. 

The strong bonding of the NPMC worship team as communitas leads to 

some disadvantages for the team’s development. Some NPMC members who 

played instruments or sang well were not interested or refused to join the team, 

while a few quit after joining the team for a short time. The problems are 

twofold. On the one hand, the requirement for commitment and discipline is 

demanding. As newcomers were required to attend all the rehearsals for three 

months as the probation, many potential musicians could not fulfill such 

requirement. After joining a few rehearsals, some new members quit temporarily 

and permanently as they needed to work or study on Thursday nights during 

their probation. A few new members had passed the probation and joined the 

team, but left after a few months as they could not attend the rehearsals 

regularly afterward due to family and job issues. On the other hand, some 

younger musicians struggled to fit in the NPMC worship team due to 

communication problems. It is challenging not just because of the age difference, 

which is over twenty years between the younger musicians and the current 

worship team members, but also their ways of musicking. As a result, it is difficult 

for the NPMC worship team to recruit new members.      
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4.3.2 The Unique Musical Practice 

 The musical practice of the NPMC worship team plays a vital role in the 

soundscape of NPCM. This musical practice is not only the result of the team’s 

technical level, habits, musical preference, and physicality of the members but 

also the recontextualized sound—a unique musicking of CCM in which the 

original CCM is adapted and altered to suit the worship team’s musicking 

preference and abilities and the congregation of NPMC so that a sense of 

familiarity is achieved. Recontextualization, a widely adapted concept, is a way of 

reproducing or reinterpreting something, such as practices, customs, from its 

usual context in a different or new context (OED, s.v. “Recontextualization”).125 

For example, the bansuri lesson, the renowned flute playing class in North Indian, 

is altered and recontextualized from its origin in the Netherlands, due to 

differences in cultural practice, tradition, as well as teaching and learning 

concerns (Schippers 2007, 123). Similarly, the meanings of some original global 

Christian songs are recontextualized in various countries regarding their different 

performance practices, liturgical placements, and cultural contexts, rather than 

the “exact performative replication of its original” (Moore 2017, 1). One of the 

typical examples in Hong Kong is that “Take My Hand, Precious Lord,” a well-

                                                      
125 These disciplines include Christianity, world religions, cultural studies, and music, among 
others. 
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known Black gospel song written by Thomas A. Dorsey—the “Father of Gospel 

Music”—in 1932, is recontextualized into a four-part choral singing when it was 

compiled in a hymnal, which is easier for local church choirs and pianist to play, 

rather than arrange it in the style of black gospel singing. In so doing, the 

elements of gospel singing, such as improvisation, ad-lib singing, and free 

harmonization, cannot be reproduced in local contexts. In a way, the musical 

practice of the NPMC worship team, its unique way of playing and singing CCM 

songs from various origins, results in the recontextualization of these songs with 

new meanings that are unique to the NPMC congregants and worship team 

members. The followings are some musical elements being recontextualized due 

to different considerations of the team and the congregation of NPMC.  

Dynamics 

Toning down the energetic and powerful CCM is one of the practices of the 

NPMC worship team. Such implementation can be considered into two phases. 

The first phase is before 2017, when the demolition of the church building due to 

the redevelopment started that year. The acoustics of the church hall is designed 

for projecting vocal and choral sounds, which is similar to the cathedral’s 

acoustics, in which the resonance and reflection of sounds are emphasized. 

While a part of the sound is projected through monitors in the hall and amplifiers 
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on stage, particularly the sounds of the keyboard, the guitars, and the bass; 

another part of the sound is projected directly from the instruments, such as the 

drum-set, the piano, and the flute occasionally. As I was responsible for tuning 

and adjusting the sound with a few congregants who helped control the console, 

I found that the sound was difficult to balance and thus professional opinions 

were sought. It was suggested that the worship team had to tone down the 

dynamics of those energetic and powerful songs in such an acoustic environment 

to avoid sounding muddy and blurred so as not to lower its participation. As a 

result, the worship team usually played softer than the original versions of those 

high praise songs, and if need be, less repetition was used to avoid the sounds’ 

volumes. The second phase is tuning the dynamics of musicking to suit the 

acoustics of the smaller and narrow hall in the adjacent secondary school due to 

the redevelopment of the church. The hall held around 200 seats, one-third of 

the size of the old church hall, while the stage was also smaller, narrower, and 

lower than the old church hall (figure 4.3).126 Unlike the sound in the original 

hall, all the sounds were projected through monitors and amplifiers. Since the 

monitors did not support very loud sound, the music supervisor had to instruct 

                                                      
126 As a team supervisor, I needed to control the sound mixer console for balancing and tuning 
the sound of the worship team’s musicking; therefore, I know the characteristics of the sound 
acoustics of both halls to a certain extent. 



174 
 

the technician to lower the volume. So, even if the team played loudly and 

excitedly, the sound received through the monitors still sounded soft. The 

congregation too welcomed a softer sound even when the worship team played 

exciting and loud songs.  

Figure 4.3 The old church hall of NPMC (above) and the school hall (below) for 

current NPMC worshiping  

 

Photograph by the author 
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Photograph by the North Point Methodist Church 

(https://nwl.methodist.org.hk/ ) 

 

Tempo 

Another way to tone down the exciting and energetic sounds is to adjust the 

tempo. In recent years, worship leaders tend to choose songs in moderate to 

slow tempi, compared to the songs played in the earlier years of the team. Even 

when fast and energetic songs were used, worship leaders tended to tone down 

the tempo so that the team could play them more comfortably, and the 

congregation could participate more comfortably as well. One of the reasons, as 

worship leader B expressed, was the “lack of bodily energy” of the worship 

leaders who were in their forties. Interviewee M shared the same view. Many 

https://nwl.methodist.org.hk/
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team members were also in their thirties and forties, and the high energy level of 

singing was considered challenging to maintain in a song, needless to say in the 

medleys. This inability to maintain the high energy level applies to most of the 

congregants as well. Most of them are grown adults in their thirties or above, 

while only a small proportion are teenagers and youths who are considered more 

energetic. Besides, the shyness and quietness of many of the congregants of 

NPMC are another reason for worship leaders to tone the tempo down. When 

singing such fast songs, spontaneous bodily movements such as clapping or 

swinging are usually lacking even if the singers swing and clap all the way, unless 

the song is very well-known to them. A few congregants expressed that they felt 

embarrassed to move in the worship as many others did not move. Playing fast, 

intensive musical grooves or rhythmic patterns is also challenging to these 

amateur players as they generally need more time than one rehearsal to master 

the musical features of the fast songs. Worship leaders then avoid spending too 

much time on such songs at the expense of other songs. When playing new 

songs, particularly those fast songs, toning the tempo down, “playing the melody 

more clearly and the accompaniment simpler,” are employed to improve the 

participation of the NPMC congregation, as mentioned by interviewee J, the 

team’s keyboard player. Contrarily, the team is good at playing ballads, soft-rock, 
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and folk-pop—the frequently used styles in the worship. The team has developed 

its unique ways of playing such songs through interaction and negotiation in the 

rehearsals. For example, the keyboard player plays arpeggio most of the time 

with limited melodic decorations, the bass player plays the bass notes with a few 

passing notes occasionally, and the drummer plays similar patterns. As the team 

members hardly play songs in other styles, all the songs do sound alike.   

Opening and Ending 

NPMC worship team has also developed its own styles of playing the 

introductions and postludes that replace those in the original CCM. Compared to 

the original versions, either the CD version or the recorded live version, NPMC’s 

introductions and postludes are shortened and simplified, but still keep the 

atmosphere, the flow, and the emotions of the originals. Such practice is not 

arbitrary but pragmatic. For the introduction, the NPMC worship team usually 

plays the first or last phrase of the song, sets of chord cycle,127 or simply play the 

tonic chord for four or eight beats. Even when they play according to the 

provided introduction, the music still sounds different in two ways. Firstly, the 

keyboard player may not play the provided introduction exactly or entirely. On 

the one hand, not every keyboard player is capable of playing all the written 

                                                      
127 Usually, two sets of chord cycles are played: tonic-subdominant-dominant-tonic (I-VI-V-I) and 

tonic-submediant-subdominant/ super tonic- dominant (I-vi-VI/ii-V). 
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notes. On the other hand, some keyboard players prefer to change the 

introduction slightly to produce a fresher sound. Taking “Unity” of Stream of 

Praise (SOP) as an example, which is one of the favorite songs that the NPMC 

congregation sings. The introduction of “Unity” is provided by SOP (figure 

4.4a).128 Whether or not to play the exact melody of the introduction is the 

keyboard players’ decision, especially in bars three and four (figure 4.4b). 

Sometimes, the team may even play the introduction alternatively, such as the 

last phrase of the song. For the congregation, the musicking of the last phrase of 

the song is easier to join as the congregation anticipates when to sing. For the 

ending, the team usually plays either the extended tonic chord for four beats or 

an added perfect cadence (figure 4.5). Alternatively, a plagal cadence is 

considered instead of a perfect cadence. 

Figure 4.4a The introduction of “Unity” in its original form   

 

 

                                                      
128 Interestingly, it is not the original introduction found in the recording but a simplified one. 
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Figure 4.4b The introduction of “Unity” as played by the worship team 

keyboardist 

 

 

Figure 4.5 Hand-written indication for changing the harmonic progression 

 

 

Secondly, even if the melody of the introduction is played exactly, the 

accompanying instruments would not be the same as the original, due to the 

different use of the instrument and playing skills of the musicians. The common 

practices of playing the introduction of ballads are presenting the melody by the 

keyboard with or without the guitar as the accompaniment. The sound of such 

musicking is very different from that of many Christian ballads. Moreover, 

compared to the Western professional worship teams, the size of the 
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congregation and the physical environment of NPMC are much smaller. Lengthy 

introductions affect the flow of the worship. Efficiency is the key as the duration 

for singing is only fifteen to twenty minutes. As a result, the team has to sacrifice 

the musical arrangement of the original CCM for practicality.  

Similarly, the worship team’s unique way of playing the endings is also due 

largely to practicality. When a song provides a very short postlude that is not 

longer than four bars, the NPMC worship team generally follows and finishes the 

song accordingly. Nevertheless, if the postlude is longer than four bars, the team 

tends to replace it with its own form, such as using an extended perfect cadence 

for one to two bars, or simply extending the final tonic chord for one bar. One 

notable example is playing the song “The Highest Is My Lord” (全地最高是我主). 

The lengthy ending, which lasts for ten bars (figure 4.6), is not played by the 

team. Occasionally, an ad hoc shorter version is used instead. 

Figure 4.6 The lengthy ending of “The Highest is My Lord.”  
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Music Break 

The way that the NPMC worship team plays the music break also shows its 

unique soundscape. If there is a music break for praying or meditation, the 

keyboard player usually plays that song repeatedly, either with the melody or 

simply plays the chords. In this break, the keyboard player plays a vital role as 

he/she is the only musician playing alone usually. Worship leaders usually plan 

the flow of the congregational singing section, including the length of the music 

breaks—for example, playing the verse twice, the verse and chorus once, or the 

chorus twice to trice. Worship leaders can adjust their prayers in worship 

according to their response to the Holy Spirit, the atmosphere of the worship, 

and the participation of the congregation. Worship leaders listen to the music 

while leading the praying for meditation, and towards the end of the break, they 

lead the singers to guide the congregation to join the singing again. The 

congregation habituates to such kind of praying with music. Then, the musicking 

of the songs produces different sounds when compared to the official recorded 

versions. 

Negotiation within the Worship Team 

Though the worship leaders plan the flow of the congregational singing, the 

worship team members are given autonomy in their musicking. Without the 
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presence of the music supervisor, musicians arrange the songs according to the 

ideas suggested by the worship leaders. In my serving as the music supervisor, I 

sometimes asked the team members to arrange the song prior to my 

suggestions. Moreover, after listening to the team’s musicking of the songs in the 

rehearsal, the worship leaders respond and suggest the way of musicking 

interactively. Through the interaction and negotiation among the worship 

leaders, music supervisor, and the musicians, the musicking of the team yields 

the best result. In a way, the musicking of the worship team embodies the 

interaction of different parties involved.    

Extension of the Song’s Meaning 

Besides musicality, the NPMC worship team extends and alters the original 

meanings of different Christian songs to suit the different purposes in worship. 

The worship team leaders play an important role in the worship as they may 

elaborate and reinterpret the original messages of the songs by drawing 

connections to the topical theme of the worship and sometimes relate the 

message to different issues. Such elaboration usually occurs during praying or 

meditation, while the team plays the song as background music. In a way, the 

contents of the original Christian songs are then recontextualized in the new 

contexts. For instance, when singing “We Cry Out,” the word “nation” (國家) of 
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that NPMC worship leaders refer to is different from that of SOP’s. Though it is 

unsure which nation that SOP refers to precisely as it may refer to Taiwan or the 

US as a US-based Taiwanese music organization, the Kingdom of God is probably 

the most likely answer. NPMC worship leaders never refer the term “nation” to 

Taiwan or the US. They occasionally refer “nation” to China, especially playing 

this song on the “China Sunday;”129 they suggest the name of the nation in the 

prayers, and sometimes extend the content of the song to the church, or even 

the Kingdom of God.   

New meanings can be created in special events for the NPMC community by 

musicking. Two examples are worth mentioning. The first one is “The Path of 

Grace” (恩典之路), which is mentioned in chapter three. This SOP ballad is about 

walking in the path under God’s protection and grace, even facing difficulties and 

troubles. On the first Sunday in 2017, this song was sung when all church 

personnel and congregants walked from the old NPMC church to the adjacent 

school hall in the worship due to the redevelopment of the church. By musicking 

the chorus130 repeatedly through the walking, “every step” was recontextualized 

to every step of the NPMC congregation, while the phrase “the path of grace” 

                                                      
129 The China Sunday (中國主日) is on the first Sunday of July. 
130 “Every step is on the path of grace,” the first phrase of the chorus, is the hook of the song. The 
Chinese version suggests this idea stronger than in English as the term “every step” (一步又一步) 

is repeated.  
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symbolized the journey of the redevelopment of the church. It reminisced the 

biblical story on God’s leading the Israelites to escape from Egypt to Canaan—the 

Promised Land. When “every step” of the congregants matched with the hook of 

the song, the imagery of God’s leading them was reinforced.  

 Another example appears in a very special and unusual context. “The Song 

of Life” (生命的歌) was sung in the memorial service of the most experienced 

and long-serving NPMC worship leader B, who passed away due to cardiac arrest 

in his forties in summer 2020. The order of this memorial service is very similar to 

that of the Sunday worship, which included congregational singing, scripture 

reading, prayer, choral singing, and sermon—Eulogy. The NPMC worship team 

members with some invited church members, including me, played “The Song of 

Life” in this service. This song was B’s favorite, and he used this song for 

congregational singing in worship frequently. Though the song is about God’s 

unforsaken love that guides and embraces us, it became a song to commemorate 

and even represent B and his committed and long-lasting service as a worship 

leader and church board member.    

The above examples demonstrate that the musicking of NPMC create new 

meanings to its community. For the latter two events, the new meanings are also 

the shared memories of the NPMC members. While memory is a crucial element 
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for the construction and bonding of a community (McMillan 1986/1996), in a 

way, these shared memories of NPMC members become the cohesion of its 

community.  

In sum, this unique sound produced by the recontextualized music practice 

of the NPMC worship team fits the singing habit and expectation of the NPMC 

community. In this regard, this embodied recontextualized sound due to the 

unique music practice serves as the cohesion for the NPCM community. 

4.3.3 Interaction between the Team and the Congregation  

The participation of the congregation plays an important role in shaping the 

unique soundscape of NPMC’s worship. As the worship team’s musicking is not 

for its performance, but for leading the congregation to participate in the 

worship, the interaction between the team and the congregation is crucial. 

Boyce-Tillman suggests that musicking as communal engagement in the worship 

in which every participant in the worship does not only interact with each other, 

but also with the Divine (2013, 52).  

Musical preference is a crucial factor influencing communal engagement. 

For instance, songs in slower tempos are seen as more preferable by the worship 

leaders due to the participants’ less enthusiastic response to the fast songs, as I 

have discussed. Songs in slower tempos are generally preferable by the NPMC 
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congregation. The communication between the NPMC worship leaders and the 

congregation is more easily established in those Christian ballads than in fast, 

energetic praise songs.  

 The musicking of the worship team is affected by the participation of the 

congregation. As a music supervisor, when I observed a continuous low and 

unenthusiastic participation of the congregation in worships, I discussed this 

issue with the worship leaders to seek possible solutions. Several 

implementations were introduced to reinforce the congregation’s participation, 

including adjusting the ratio between singing new and old songs in any worships, 

listening to the congregants’ opinion on their worshiping experiences, and 

encouraging and supporting team members to take a further study on 

instrumental playing and music arrangement. In my experience as a worship 

leader, when the low participation was due to singing unfamiliar and new songs, I 

usually invited and encouraged the congregation to sing bravely, while repeating 

the choruses several times was an effective way to increase the familiarity of 

these songs and the participation. When playing songs that were very familiar to 

both the worship team and the congregation, some easy but interesting musical 

patterns or motifs and altered chords at certain spots could be played. In so 

doing, more musical varieties and freshness of sound resulted, which motivated 
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the congregation to participate more. After such arrangements, I was told that 

the musicking was “awesome,” “fresh,” and “interesting” by both the musicians 

and congregants. Musicians are also affected by the response of the 

congregation. Musician E expressed that when the congregation sang involvedly, 

she would play the music more passionately and involvedly. Then, the interaction 

on the musicking in NPMC worship becomes an essential element for the 

soundscape of NPMC.  

The interaction between the worship team and the congregation produces a 

unique soundscape that is very different from other local churches. A number of 

worship team members told me that they experienced a very different “sounds” 

in their church visits to other local Methodist churches.131 Interviewee C 

expressed that the sound of the worship she had participated in was very 

advanced and full of energy, though teenagers were only a small portion of that 

congregation. Interviewee B stated that he was surprised by the differences in 

musicking in worships. He was impressed by the techniques of the musicians and 

the arrangement of the songs. Though he expressed that he would like to borrow 

and appropriate the sound that he had heard, he also worried that the NPMC 

congregation would need time to adapt to such new ways of musicking, if not 

                                                      
131 Such a visit was the promotion and fundraising for the rebuilding of NPMC, while many 
worship team members were assigned to give speeches on the re-development of the church. 



188 
 

unacceptable, which affect the participation of the congregation. In other words, 

as the NPMC congregation is very familiar with the existing musicking and sound 

of the worship team, it is easier to anticipate and expect the musicking of the 

team. Interviewee J also noticed “a little but reciprocal and mutual interaction” 

between the team and the congregation. “Familiar songs were easier for the 

congregation to sing,” he added. More importantly, the participation of the 

congregation depends largely on the musicking of the worship team.  

Though the majority of congregants sing songs devotedly and respond 

passionately to the worship team, some congregants do not participate similarly, 

especially the younger ones. The younger members of NPMC, especially those 

belonging to the younger band, expressed that their musicking is not the same as 

that of the NPMC worship team,132 considered by them as “older sound,” while 

these new generation of Christians listen to newer Christian and popular 

songs.133 These ‘newer’ songs are usually technically more advanced and 

stylistically trendy. As music is closely tied to identity and is thought even to 

construct generational identities (Burns 1996; Connell 2012; Marsh 2010; 

McIntyre 2011; and Swainger 2013), younger Christians identify the differences in 

                                                      
132 This younger team is formed by youth musicians irregularly. It is invited to lead the 
congregational singing occasionally, such as at the Youth Sunday or other church functions. Some 
of them are technically skillful.   
133 CCM of Hillsong is one of the examples.  
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the musicking of the older generations (Dumbauld 2012). The younger NPMC 

Christians corroborate the above studies as they identified the differences of the 

musicking and their sounds compared to that of the NPMC worship team. For 

instance, a young team member, J, who is in his mid-twenties, mentioned that 

the songs of the worship team were old, and he did not like to listen to them.134 

When playing these songs, he learned to “play in the older styles,” which is very 

different from what he plays with his band members outside NPMC. This 

generational identity that interviewee J mentioned can be categorized as 

“identity of resistance” in Castells’ term (2004, 8; 2010, 95).135 Similarly, the 

younger generation in the church could become a resisting force against the 

existing worship team, which is an issue the church should take note.  

 

4.4 Musicking and Imagined Communities  

Musicking is a way to construct communities (Frith 2007; Butler 2000) while 

Christian musicking is essential in the construction of Christian communities, 

                                                      
134 Interviewee J’s experience fits my observation on the team’s song selection that only a few 
worship songs were “young” and favored by the younger generations in recent years. Most of the 
contemporary songs used in worship are at least eight to ten years old; some are even more than 
thirty years. Many younger generations do not know these songs before worship. Conversely, 
some “younger” songs favored by the younger generations would sound too new for many 
worship team members. 
135 This particular kind of identity emerges in those who feel “either culturally rejected or socially 
or politically marginalized” and “to confront what would be its assimilation into a system in which 
its situation would be structurally subordinated” (2010, 95). Castells also proposes that the 
indigenous movements in Latin America were a notable example of this kind. 
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especially in worship contexts (Riches and Wagner 2012; Wagner 2014). Only in 

some exceptional cases, such as the Quakers, that worship takes place without 

music, the majority of Christian communities embrace the use of music in 

worship. In the worship, as people can imagine others musicking, whom they do 

not know but perform the same act as theirs, any community is both concrete as 

well as imagined. There are many well-known music communities that Christians 

can identify with even though they may not be a part of the community 

physically, and such people can be considered members of these imagined 

communities, such as the Hillsong community (Wagner 2013) and the SOP 

community discussed in chapter three. As supporters of these communities exist 

worldwide and many of them do not know other supporters. However, they can 

imagine others also playing the music of these music groups as themselves, and 

they are regarded as members of these imagined communities. In this regard, 

musicking in NPMC contemporary worship connects the congregants and 

members of NPMC to form not only the NPMC community but also the larger 

community of the Methodist church and beyond.  

As a member of Methodist Church, Hong Kong, musicking in NPMC 

contemporary worship is not only the collective worship of NPMC congregants 

and the worship team but also that of other Christians. The liturgy and the 
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embodied performed theology are ways to remind and imagine the NPMC 

members that their musicking is a part of the larger musicking of the Methodist 

church. In a way, NPMC members are also members of the imagined local 

Methodist community. 

Musicking of NPMC involves Christian songs of different music organizations 

and groups globally. For the NPMC congregants, musicking in NPMC 

contemporary worship is a good opportunity to know and learn songs of these 

organizations and groups. They can also become the supporters of these groups 

afterward. For worship team members, they have broader and wider listening 

and music-making playlists which consist of songs from various music groups. In 

so doing, I argue that they become members of the imagined communities of 

these organizations too. For my interviewees, appreciating and admiring the 

worshiping atmosphere and different styles of CCM musicking, evaluating 

suitable songs to sing in the worship, and relating personal experiences with 

these songs are crucial in connecting them to these different communities as 

their imagined members. For non-local music organizations, such as City Harvest 

Church from Singapore, Stream of Praise Ministry from the US, Joshua Band from 

Taiwan, and Hillsong from Australia, are some favorable foreign music 

organizations. Mandarin version of some popular songs from these organizations 
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are also sung in NPMC contemporary worship. Among these communities, the 

Stream of Praise (SOP) and Joshua band are the ones to which they feel most 

connected due to their songs sung in the worships. 

As a long-term supporter of SOP, worship leader M (“M”) always thinks of 

the group’s songs when choosing songs for the worships. She expressed that 

Mandarin CCM is “easier to move people, while Cantonese CCM is difficult to 

express such feelings” and “covers broader thematic topics” (“M”). Moreover, her 

love for SOP songs is due to her unique experience: “when in hard times, SOP’s 

songs comforted me a lot, especially when my son was in severe sickness136… the 

songs always moved me while many Cantonese songs could not produce the 

same effect.” 

She also follows the group’s news and watches its YouTube video clips. By 

watching SOP’s live worship, she has learned different leading techniques as a 

worship leader. She uses SOP’s mobile app as well. As she keeps practicing such 

behaviors, she has become a part of SOP’s imagined community discussed in the 

previous chapter. By embodying her love of the SOP songs, M’s immersion in 

leading these songs in worship helps the congregation to participate more 

devotedly. I experienced that myself a number of times when she was leading 

                                                      
136 Her son was in a severe blood inflection, which could end the boy’s life, and was hospitalized 
for several months after several operations. 
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some slow and sentimental SOP songs, her praying within and between the 

songs intensified my participation in the worships emotionally and spiritually. 

Congregants of NPMC then were able to experience singing SOP songs 

emotionally and spiritually too. These shared experiences which are not 

commonly found in songs of other music organizations, could lead the 

congregants to love and pay more attention to SOP’s songs—and even become 

members of the imagined community of SOP.  

As Cantonese Christian songs are generally welcomed by the NPMC team 

members and NPMC congregants, members of NPMC are possible to be the 

members of these various imagined communities. Among these organizations, 

the NPMC congregation is more familiar with Cantonese CCM from the Hong 

Kong Association of Christian Music Ministry (ACM) discussed in detail in Chapter 

2, One Circle One Worship and its previous name Worshippers (敬拜者使團), 

Sharehymns (共享詩歌協會),137 Worship Nations (玻璃海), and Milk & Honey. 

Then, Cantonese CCM organizations or units are connected by the musicking of 

NPMC members. Interviewee B (“B”), a long-serving worship leader, has been 

updating himself with Cantonese CCM by various music organizations. In his early 

years of serving (the late 90s) the NPMC, there were not many resources for him 

                                                      
137 Though Sharehymns has stopped operation for five years, its songs are still popular in NPMC. 
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to count on to choose suitable songs; songs of ACM, Fellowship of Evangelical 

Students (FES), and Rev. Timothy Yeung became his favorites. In 2000, as more 

contemporary songs became available, he felt the need to learn them from 

different groups. Since then, he has been updating his repertoire from online 

channels and also from songs shared by others. Furthermore, in his leading, he 

also observed that “Cantonese is more preferred as it is easier to draw the 

attention and participation of the congregation.” His way of updating, following, 

and singing music from these groups also makes him members of these different 

imagined communities.  

For some leaders, Cantonese CCM is preferable, as Cantonese is a spoken 

language. They expressed that Cantonese CCM should be sung more and valued 

highly. In the last two years, some Cantonese Christian songs that concerned the 

societal situation—the darkness of the society and social justice—are even more 

welcomed. Among these songs, “Darkness Will Fall” (黑暗終必過去) of ACM and 

“May Your Justice Comes” (願祢公義降臨) of Worship Nations, along with 

“Glorious Showering” (榮雨降下) of Milk & Honey Worship and Flow Church, 

were sung in NPMC worships. Among these organizations, Worship Nations and 

Flow Church are regarded as the most outspoken and sincere toward societal 

issues. Such sincerity toward societal issues, I argue, is one of the imaginaries of 
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these two organizations. By recognizing these imaginaries through musicking, 

members of NPMC are connected to the imagined communities of the Flow 

Church and the Worship Nations, like other members of these communities, 

share the same aspirations and beliefs.  

The dissatisfaction with the musicking of the NPMC worship by some 

members also triggers their search for other communities’ songs. Interviewee T 

(“T”) expressed that when she was not satisfied with the worshiping atmosphere 

created by the worship leader and the team’s musicking, she would watch some 

online video clips for entertainment and inspiration. Among these video clips, 

she mentioned that she appreciated the worships of Joshua Band a lot because 

“[there was] less speaking during the worships. Leaders need not speak too 

much in leading it…so that there is more time for the congregation to pray and 

meditate quietly.” She said she admired Hillsong—a globally renowned Christian 

music organization—which “creates better worshiping atmospheres due to 

better congregational participation.” She thought that detailed planning in music 

arrangements and effective leading would result in a better worshiping 

atmosphere. Besides, she also appreciated some Korean CCM groups and their 

songs because of the richness and varieties of musical arrangements. Her 

appreciation and admiration for other CCM organizations allowed her to become 
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members of the multiple imagined communities. 

 

4.5 Summary 

In this chapter, I have discussed the NPMC soundscape and the major 

component of it—the musicking of the NPMC worship team. This NPMC 

musicking with its musical practice forms a unique soundscape of the community 

of NPMC contemporary worship. Firstly, such musicking embodies the 

recontextualization of various local and foreign music organizations’ CCM. The 

recontextualized musicality and lyrical content observed in NPMC musicking are 

to fit the musical level of the team and the congregation, the expectation of the 

congregation, and specific contexts of the church and its members. Secondly, 

such musicking is highly dependent upon the songs chosen to fit into the order 

and theology of Christian worship, its liturgical elements, theology, and values of 

the church. Thirdly, such musicking also embodies the temperament of the 

NPMC worship team as communitas, in which the musicking of the team is 

influenced by the members’ emotional and spiritual connections, commitment, 

and discipline. Finally, the interaction and negotiation between the worship team 

and the congregation are an important element not to overlook as they are key 

to the musicking process. 



197 
 

 As have been pointed out in many other studies, musicking is an inevitable 

part of identity formation, and this holds true for NPMC’s worship team. Taking 

part in the worship as a member of the worship team or just as a congregant is 

itself a reaffirmation of the Christian identity as the act itself is a direct 

communication with God. In addition to that, I would like to point out that the 

worship team and its soundscape also create a sense of belonging to NPMC for 

its worship team members and all the congregants. Such identification—a 

stronger sense of belonging and solidarity—are crucial for the future 

development of the church. For instance, during the reconstruction of the 

church, as financial and emotional supports are crucial, the identification of the 

members of the NPMC community would increase the level of their support.  

The identity negotiation between the older and younger generation of 

church members in terms of their different musical preferences is an inevitable 

part of any identification process. Such negotiation could lead to advantages and 

disadvantages regarding the development of the NPMC worship team. It could be 

a potential challenge for recruiting younger musicians and singers to join the 

NPMC worship team. However, it could also be a chance for the team to develop 

a fresher or even more energetic sound if more younger members join the 

worship team and team leaders allow them to play in their ways.  
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 The use of multi-lingual songs in NPMC contemporary worship is a unique 

feature of its soundscape. Though Cantonese is the mother tongue of many 

NPMC members, singing Mandarin CCM has been a practice since the 

establishment of the worship team in 1997. Besides, songs in other languages are 

sung in the NPMC contemporary worship, especially the choral pieces sung by 

the choir, which are in English, Cantonese, and Mandarin. In other words, NPMC 

is used to a multilingual environment. This practice is highlighted as one of the 

uniqueness of the church. However, such use of songs in different languages is 

not conducive toward the construction of local identity. In a way, the musical 

practice of the NPMC contemporary worship shapes its participants’’ 

identification with NPMC rather than with Hong Kong or its local cultures.  

The fear of Mainlandization mentioned in the previous chapters and the 

preservation of the local heritage are not the concerns for the NPMC members. 

Two possible reasons desensitize such fear. Firstly, the meaning of the selected 

songs in worship is much more important than the language of the songs. Some 

pro-democratic NPMC members are not bothered by singing Mandarin CCM in 

their worship. Secondly, the inclusiveness of the NPMC community plays an 

important role as well. As I mentioned above, the NPMC community consists of 

diversified members of different ages, occupations, social statuses, educational 
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levels, and even political standpoints. Accepting and embracing the differences 

among the NPMC members is crucial for the NPMC community, even if they face 

strong political opposition from other members. In a way, language is not the 

primary concern for the identity formation of the NPMC members.  

The soundscape of NPMC is fluid. For instance, during the COVID-19 

pandemic, the NPMC worshiping mode changes from physical to both physical 

and online, the way of musicking in NPMC is replaced by either a digital piano 

accompanying a cantor or status quo. In both cases, the participation of the 

congregants is limited, and the interaction between the congregants and the 

worship team is significantly reduced. The soundscape is different as well as a 

result. In a way, this NPMC physical worshiping community becomes a virtual 

worshiping community, as members of NPMC have to literally imagine other 

members singing and worshiping God simultaneously. It is also expected that the 

soundscape of NPMC will change again when worship takes place in the new hall 

after the completion of the new church building. The playing of the worship 

team will need to adjust to the new hall’s acoustics, while the congregation may 

also need time to adapt to the new soundscape of the worship team.   

Finally, the change in the membership of the NPMC worship team has 

impacted and will continue to impact on the soundscape of the worship team. 
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For instance, the sudden loss of its experienced worship leader, as I mentioned 

above, was a shock to the worship team. Many team members were very close 

to this worship leader as they knew each other for thirty years. Sadness covered 

the team, and the morale of the team was low for a period. Some of the 

members’ musicking was distracted during rehearsals as a result. The frequent 

departure of members of the worship team recently due to Hong Kong’s political 

situation has also a negative impact on the team and changes its soundscape. 

The soundscape of NPMC will continue to change because of the following 

factors, namely changes in the worship environment, the musical practice of the 

NPMC worship team, and the musicking of the NPMC congregation. Such fluidity 

brings hopes and fears to the NPMC congregation and the worship team. Most of 

all, this chapter shows how the soundscape of a local church’s worship team 

functions as a cohesive force to unite its church members, in the framework of 

the imagined community.  
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

 

Musicking is a way to connect people. By using the concept of the imagined 

community, I examine in this thesis how musicking has served to connect 

members of three local music organizations—the Hong Kong Association of 

Christian Music Ministry (ACM), the Stream of Praise Ministries (SOP), and the 

worship team of the North Point Methodist Church (NPMC). I argue that these 

different organizations are each an “imagined community” of its own. For each 

local worship team’s members, church members, and lay Christians, as they each 

have different kinds of musical practices that rendered different sounds for each 

of their own communities, they can be members of different imagined 

communities of Christian music organizations, as they can imagine others’ 

musicking just as themselves. For expanding and reconstructing each imagined 

community, shared values and expectations of that community—imaginary—are 

essential, and more importantly, this imaginary functions to bond the members.  

 

5.1 Summaries on the Three Case Studies 

Three different music communities are discussed in three chapters as three 
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different case studies. The first study is on ACM, the most influential local 

Christian music organization. ACM has gained a reputation for producing lexical 

tone and melody matched Cantonese CCM, inviting local celebrities to record its 

hymn anthology Come and Sing series songs, and publishing songbooks for local 

Christians since the 1980s. Local Christians love and enjoy ACM songs and 

employ them in fellowship and worship. In a way, many local Christians are 

supporters of ACM and have become members of the ACM imagined community. 

ACM also organizes large-scale worships in which its original songs are played and 

shared with participants. By musicking in such worships, members of the ACM 

imagined community are able to connect with each other physically. Moreover, 

identities are recognized through the musicking of ACM songs by the members, 

in which supporters, local Christians, and Hongkongers are the three unique but 

interconnecting identities. In recent years, ACM starts to promote and share its 

songs on social media, leading to the expansion and reconstruction of its 

community. 

 The second study is on SOP, the renowned global Chinese CCM 

organization. SOP produces its songs mainly in Mandarin, which have been 

transmitted to different Chinese Christian communities worldwide since the 

1990s. Local Christians love and sing SOP songs in worship, particularly after the 
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2000s. These local supporters become members of the local SOP imagined 

community. SOP visits Hong Kong regularly and organizes large-scale worship 

concerts. In order to appeal to local Christians, SOP has localized a selected 

number of its songs with Cantonese lyrics. As a result, a glocalized sound is 

produced. The spiritual experience rendered by the musicking in SOP’s worships 

and recordings is essential to its members. Members intend to experience the 

SOP soundscape by musicking SOP songs in their worships or personal 

enjoyment. The associated sound—different sounds produced by musicking SOP 

songs—is the imaginary of the local SOP imagined community.  

  The last study is on the musicking of a local worship team—the NPMC 

worship team. As one of the earliest churches to employ CCM in its worship in 

1997, the NPMC worship team regularly plays CCM in Sunday worships. Over the 

years, the team establishes its own musical practice, which becomes an 

important element of the unique NPMC soundscape familiar to the NPMC 

congregation. This NPMC soundscape is the imaginary of the NPMC community. 

As part of the soundscape, the musicking of the NPMC worship team embodies 

several qualities of the team as communitas. The sense of belonging, the 

members’ emotional and spiritual connections, and the team spirit are these 

notable qualities. The interaction between the team and the congregation also 
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contributes to the NPMC soundscape. Though the NPMC community is physical, 

the musicking is a window to connect with other Christians, while the NPMC 

members become members of different imagined communities, including the 

ACM and SOP and other music or non-music Christian communities, and 

ultimately the imagined community of Christianity.  

 

5.2 Recalling the Research Questions 

This study answered the research questions mentioned in the introduction 

in depth. Firstly, how do the three music communities operate their musicking of 

CCM in Hong Kong? Secondly, how do the musicking and musical practice of local 

worship teams and Christian individuals contribute to the imagined communities 

of ACM and SOP? Thirdly, how are these imaginaries crucial in the formation and 

development of imagined communities? 

Firstly, the three music communities operate their musicking of CCM 

differently, particularly between the CCM producers and CCM users. The ways of 

sharing music of ACM and SOP, the two Chinese CCM producers, in Hong Kong 

are alike. They connect their supporters and local Christians by producing 

recordings and publishing songbooks of their songs, organizing worships and 

music training, as well as transmitting songs through social media. In so doing, 
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ACM and SOP reach and connect supporters they do not know. Their members 

can connect with others by imagining others’ musicking as themselves in ACM 

and SOP worship concerts or local worships as well as through personal 

consumption of their songs. As a church community, the musicking of the NPMC 

community is a powerful way to connect its members, while its unique musical 

practice, including the interaction between the worship team and the 

congregation, plays an important role in such connection.  

Secondly, local worship teams and Christian individuals show their own 

musical practice and ways of musicking and contribute to the imagined 

communities of ACM and SOP. NPMC is taken as a case in point. The NPMC 

worship team establishes its own musical practice that helps the NPMC 

congregation to participate in the worship. NPMC members can experience 

transcendence by their musicking and unique sound. Some NPMC members favor 

ACM and SOP songs and become supporters, and even members of the imagined 

communities of the two organizations. Besides, Christian individuals contribute 

to the ACM and SOP imagined communities by musicking songs of these two 

music organizations. These Christians share official video of ACM and SOP songs 

on social media. Some of the individuals even share their musicking clips of SOP 

songs on social media and put the hashtag of SOP on their posts. In so doing, 
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their musicking can reach other members of imagined communities of ACM and 

SOP.  

Thirdly, three different imaginaries are observed regarding the three music 

communities discussed in this study. These three imaginaries indicate varied 

values and expectations of these communities, which differentiate them from 

others. For ACM, its original Cantonese CCM is the most crucial element for both 

its physical and imagined members, while an associated sound of musicking SOP 

songs are essential for the members of local SOP imagined community. For the 

NPMC community, its unique soundscape is the members’ imaginary, which helps 

to bond the community.  

 

5.3 Some Observations   

As the imaginaries of the three communities in this study are very different, 

a few observations on these imaginaries are worth mentioning. I argue that 

language, musical practice, as well as sonic and spiritual experiences are three 

interlocking factors that contributed to transforming and reforming the imagined 

local Christian music communities. 

First of all, Cantonese is not the defining criteria for forming an imagined 

community locally. For the ACM imagined community, singing its Cantonese CCM 
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is unarguably the most crucial element for the community. ACM members 

recognize the importance of singing ACM songs in Cantonese in terms of 

inheriting Cantonese songs, which also helps them identify themselves as local 

Christians and Hongkongers. For SOP and NPMC communities, singing non-

Cantonese CCM songs allows them to be connected to other communities, even 

though Cantonese is the mother tongue of many local Christians. Some local 

Christians prefer singing Mandarin CCM to convey their emotions and religious 

devotions. In so doing, they can become members of other imagined 

communities that Cantonese is not a crucial part of the imaginary. I have also 

pointed out that the NPMC community is indifferent toward the musicking of 

CCM in Cantonese or Mandarin as its members are usually comfortable with 

these two languages. Some local churches share the same practice of musicking 

both Cantonese and Mandarin CCM and even English CCM. Without the linguistic 

boundaries, church members can more persuasively imagine themselves to be 

connected to other communities, particularly overseas music organizations, and 

through musicking, they become a part of the global Christianity, which is also an 

imagined community as pointed out by Anderson (1983:10).  

Secondly, local Christians can become members of CCM organizations’ 

imagined communities despite different ways of musicking and musical practices. 
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Different worship teams’ reproducing and imitating the musical arrangement of 

CCM recordings or live versions of the ACM and SOP songs interestingly result in 

their unique sounds different from the original ones. The soundscape of the 

NPMC worship team is one of the examples which is the result of customized 

musical practice among its worship team members. I argue that the rendered 

sound of different churches is the most suitable and interactive sound for their 

congregations and members. By embodying theological standpoint and cultural 

background with music practice, church communities are able to produce unique 

soundscapes of their own which help their members get involved and experience 

the divine encounter in worship musicking, and which also help them connect 

with other communities imaginarily, just as the case of the NPMC community.  

Thirdly, that music serves as the agency for Christians to experience the 

divine encounter is crucial for experiencing the notion of the Christian imagined 

community. Divine encounter is vital for Christians, as they are told to worship 

God in spirit (John 4:23). In the three cases, local Christians experience their 

divine encounter differently through different languages, musical practices, and 

soundscapes, and they can imagine other Christians experiencing these in similar 

ways. A broader, universal imagined Christianity could be strengthened through 

such imaginings. Thus, the “spiritual resonance” among different Christians is 
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possible. In so doing, local Christians in different churches and denominations 

become members of global Christians, in which the identity of a Christian can be 

fortified.    

Observations about the formation of identity and the localness shown by 

musicking CCM locally are notable. For the former, musicking CCM plays different 

roles in the formation of identity of the three communities. Musicking CCM and 

its connection to Christian identity is one commonality shared among the three 

cases. Except for a few ACM members who identified themselves as Hongkongers 

and local Christians by musicking ACM songs, members of SOP and NPMC did not 

raise issues about the musicking of non-Cantonese CCM and identifying with 

local identity seems not a common concern for the local Christians. 

The musicking of the three music communities shows their localness 

differently. For ACM, its local-based background and the production of Cantonese 

CCM clearly marks its localness unarguably. For SOP, the musicking of its songs by 

different local worship teams and their unique musical practices and 

recontextualizing its songs’ meaning for their own purposes made SOP’s CCM 

local. For NPCM, as a local church, its soundscape becomes part of local 

Christianity’s larger soundscape.   

Employing the appropriated and adapted form of the western CCM is a 
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shared musicking practice of local Christian communities. Once a British colony 

and has been returned to China for more than twenty years, western musical 

practices is still predominant in local churches. Chinese musical elements, such as 

the Chinese pentatonic scale, Chinese instruments and orchestration, and the 

singing style of Chinese opera, are uncommon and not unaccepted in the local 

worship context. Even though a few Cantonese CCM songs show a touch of the 

above Chinese musical features and a few churches manage to combine Chinese 

instruments with their worship bands,138 they are still sporadic cases.  

 

5.4 The Fluidity of Imagined Christian Music Communities  

Imagined communities are not static as changes are an inevitable part of any 

community. The first foreseeable shift in Hong Kong’s Christian communities is 

caused by changes in mode of worship and the trend of CCM. Just recently, social 

distancing due to the COVID-19 pandemic has brought changes to the mode of 

worship. As only a fraction of Christians is allowed to worship physically in 

churches, many Christians are forced to worship at home. They can only watch 

the pre-recorded or live-streamed worship through social networks like YouTube 

or Facebook. Though many local Christians worship separately, they are told to 

                                                      
138 A notable example of these churches is Sen Lok Church. 
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remember other church members. However, some Christians choose different 

churches’ worships rather than the one they originally belong to (“Interview”) as 

they can observe and experience the musicking of those worships that they 

cannot do due to their church duties. In a way, no matter how Christians choose 

to worship in time of COVID-19, they fully embody the notion of worship being a 

form of an imagined community, as they literally have to imagine their church 

members and other Christians. As a result, the imagined Christian communities 

of different churches, denominations, or even the local Christian communities 

are possible to reconstruct and expand when the mode of worship changes.   

The change in CCM trend is a profound factor for changes in local musical 

communities. The Hypersonic Fest 2021,139 a Christian festival organized by the 

Hypersonic Lab, I argue, is a watershed in local Christian CCM development. 

Hypersonic Lab is a music organization established only a few years ago with the 

aim to promote and develop different genres and styles of contemporary 

Christian music. The Hypersonic Fest 2021 serves as a platform for many younger 

and alternative Christian music communities to share their own form of 

musicking. New sounds in musicking CCM are produced. EDM sound on new and 

old Cantonese songs and songs rearranged in progressive rock and post-rock are 

                                                      
139 It was held on 7 Mar 2021. 
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some notable examples. Moreover, some younger Christian organizations seem 

to follow the societal situation closely, as found in their new songs. The reports of 

local Christian media and the sharing of the event140 help to transmit such 

musical trends. For example, “Secure in the Lord” (安穩在主裡), an original 

Cantonese song produced by ACM in 2002, is rearranged to an EDM version by 

young musicians in the fest. By rearranging the older songs of ACM, younger 

Christians are able to connect with ACM and become members of the ACM 

imagined community. This change of CCM trend provides opportunities for young 

Christians to connect with different Christians locally and worldwide and expand 

the ACM community.  

With the increase in the popularity of Cantonese CCM songs produced by 

emerging local music organizations in the past three years, a decrease in the 

popularity of SOP is expected. Such a decrease is also connected to COVID-19 as 

SOP is forced to cancel its visit to Hong Kong. Though many Christians still love 

musicking SOP songs in worship, likely, the younger generation of Christians may 

no longer favor these SOP songs. Instead, some younger Christians expressed 

that they favored and enjoyed the musicking of CCM from the west and the 

rendered atmosphere.  

                                                      
140 Such as the report of the Christian Times and sharing of ACM and Worship Nation on their 
social media accounts. 
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As imagined communities are fluid, so is the imaginary of a particular 

community. Taking ACM as an example, it has produced new songs and organized 

worships in the past year.141 Younger musicians, composers, and lyricists were 

invited to participate in the production of these songs. Younger partners can help 

ACM produce a newer sound—newer musical styles, different melodic contours, 

and simpler and more direct messages in the songs’ lyrics—that are similar to 

those produced by other young musicians in popular music. ACM is therefore 

expected to reach younger Christians. Then, young Christians are potential 

members of the ACM imagined community. However, another study would be 

required to investigate if the imaginary of ACM remains, as musicking Cantonese 

CCM for those young Christians may not be the most crucial element in their 

support of ACM. For some mature Christians who sang and listened to ACM 

songs since their teenage period in the 80s and 90s, ACM’s CCM serves as a 

collective memory.142 These Christians are regarded as members of the ACM 

imagined community. Their memory of musicking could, in the future, become 

the imaginary of the ACM community.  

                                                      
141 Four new songs under the theme “Stand Firm” are in progress, while the new worship with 
the same title will be held in July. 
142 A few Christians in their fifties in churches I serve as the coach of their worship team and 
choirs told me that they did not follow ACM for years. They liked singing ACM’s older songs, 
particularly those from the Come and Sing series and The Highest Priest album. They treasure 
their musicking on ACM songs.   
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Finally, musicking Cantonese CCM for diasporic Christian Hongkongers is 

another related area for future study. Many Hongkongers, including some of my 

Christian friends, have emigrated to different countries. Therefore, it is 

reasonable to expect that Cantonese CCM will thrive in diasporas as Hongkongers 

will be musicking them in places away from home.  
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Appendix 1 

Interview Questions 

Chapter Two 

ACM Staffs 

1. What were the rationales behind your ministry? What are the characteristics 

of ACM’s CCM? 

2. What is the significance of producing music in the style of Cantopop?   

3. When did you join ACM? What position were you in? 

4. How do you organize those large-scale worships? What are the expectations 

of organizing those worships? 

5. What do you notice on the reaction of the congregation in those worships?   

ACM Singers and Musicians 

1. How long have you served as ACM singers or musicians? 

2. How do you feel when you play with the worship band and the choir? 

3. Have you ever experienced emotionally or spiritually with your musicking? 

4. Are there any differences between musicking in ACM worship and the 

worship in your church? 

5. When have you started to use social media to share the group’s songs and 

news? Do you consider such to be an efficient way? 
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ACM Supporters 

1. How did you know ACM? When did you start to follow the news and 

updates on ACM? 

2. Why do you support ACM’s ministry? Have you shared ACM’s songs and 

updates with your friends? 

3. Which ACM concert(s) did you participate? Which parts impressed you the 

most? 

4. Did you get involved in ACM’s worship? Have you ever experienced ACM’s 

worship spiritually? 

5. What did you feel and notice when you worship and sing with people you do 

not know in ACM’s worship? 

 

Chapter Three 

The SOP Founder—Sandy Yu 

1. What were the rationales behind your ministry? 

2. Why and how did you start the ministry in Hong Kong? What were the 

expectations? How have you extended and expanded the ministry in HK? 

3. When have you started to use social media to share the group’s songs and 

news? Do you consider such to be an efficient way? What do you think of 
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using social media to deliver messages, transmit songs and maintain 

connections for your Hong Kong ministry? 

4. Are there any differences between the ministry’s operation methods in Hong 

Kong and other places, such as organizing the worships, producing worshiping 

atmosphere, selling products, promoting SOP, evangelizing, and connecting 

local Christians? 

5. Are there any localization attempts for the Hong Kong ministry? Such as 

speaking Cantonese in the worships, singing in Cantonese, or others? How do 

you pick the songs for the tours or other occasions in Hong Kong? What are 

your considerations? 

SOP Supporters 

1. How long have you been listening to SOP songs and following SOP updates? 

2. Why do you like SOP songs? Have you experienced any emotional or 

spiritual experiences in singing, playing, or listening to SOP songs? 

3. Which SOP concert(s) did you participate? Which parts impressed you the 

most? 

4. What did you feel when SOP played its songs in Cantonese in the worships? 

5. What made you sharing SOP songs? Are there any expectations for your 

sharing?  
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Chapter Four  

NPMC Worship Team Leaders 

1. How long have you been in the role of the NPMC worship team leader?  

2. What are the criteria for you to select songs for the worship? Do you select 

songs that your favorite music organizations produce? What are your 

expectations for choosing those songs? 

3. What kind of implementation have you imposed on the worship team to 

improve the participation of the NPMC congregation? 

4. What have you observed on the participation of the NPMC congregation? 

NPMC Worship Team Members 

1. How long have you been joining the NPMC worship team? Which position are 

you in?  

2. What are the characteristics of the team’s musical practice? 

3. When musicking in worship, how do you interact with the congregation? 

Shared Questions for NPMC Worship Team Leaders and Members 

1. What kind of qualities that you observed in your musicking with the worship 

team? 

2. How do you experience your musicking in the rehearsal and worship? Are 

there any differences between musicking in both situations?  
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Appendix 2 

Interview Information 

Ping-Kin Benjamin, Ng. 27 May 2020.  

Ng is the founder of ACM. He mentioned that he had referenced foreign 

Christian short chorus and Cantopop to produce the lexical tone and 

musical tone matched Christian songs. He met the other founders of ACM 

at a local folk song competition and then established ACM in 1982. Since 

then, they produced the Come and Sing hymnal of Cantonese CCM. After 

his leaving as the staff of ACM, he has been supporting ACM by writing 

songs, promoting ACM, and cooperating with ACM, including the overseas 

tour. 

Rev. Yu, Sandy. 11 Nov. 2018.  

Yu is the founder of SOP. She is now the CEO of SOP. Blessing Chinese 

Christians and worshiping in Chinese are two primary rationales for SOP. 

She believed that though different Chinese are in different places, their 

musical cultures are similar. Yu intended to write SOP songs in simple 

melody and harmony for congregational singing, as she observed that 

Western songs might not be suitable for Chinese Christians. A touch of the 

“classical style” was used in some of the SOP songs. She emphasized that 
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each SOP song has its missionary purpose. Each song was a medium to 

speak to other people and to bring different people together.  

To usher local Christians in SOP worship, Yu intended to localize its worship 

by singing a few Cantonese SOP songs and speaking Cantonese in some 

parts of the worship, as it was “proper” to Hong Kong congregants. 

However, the playing of SOP songs in Hong Kong worship was similar to 

that of worships in other parts of the world. In addition, she observed that 

Hong Kong participants were rather shy, so that the worship leaders 

needed to encourage the participants more in the worship.  

In recent years, using social media has been an effective way to connect 

SOP members, according to Sandy. Using social media, SOP can promptly 

and widely contact Christians and churches, especially promoting 

significant events. Some staff are assigned to take charge of different 

platforms of its social media. In order to satisfy the needs of different 

Christians, four versions of the SOP app are made, in which different kinds 

of resources such as news, music scores, songs, among others, are 

provided. In addition, the app for kids is invented to develop the kids’ 

devotion.  

Moreover, the recently established SOP children worship ministry is vital to 
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serving young Christians. She mentioned that she was called to start such 

ministry. While the US was the first place to start such ministry, Hong Kong 

was the second place. Children are encouraged to use various art forms to 

worship God, such as singing, dancing, acting, and drawing. 

 

Interviewee B. 30 Sept. 2019.  

B participated in the worship concerts of SOP a few years ago but not in 

recent years due to family reasons. Back in earlier days, B attended the 

worship and learned the skills of leading and new songs. He liked to use new 

and old songs together in his worship. He mentioned that imitating the 

playing of SOP in his worship team was difficult. For him, learning different 

playing skills was a way to enrich and bring freshness to his worship team. 

He watches the YouTube channel of SOP and learns new songs and the 

musical arrangement of different songs in his leisure time.  

B was also a veteran worship leader and has been the foundational worship 

team member since 1997. He passed away in 2020. In the earlier days, 

music directors have been hired to coach the team. Team members, 

including B, learned the leading technique, the criteria of choosing songs, 

and the playing or singing technique. In those earlier days, Cantonese and 
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Mandarin songs of certain music organizations were selected, such as ACM, 

cover songs by Fellowship of Evangelical Students (FES), and translated short 

choruses. The choice of language was not a concern for the NPCM 

congregation, B expressed. B remembered more SOP songs were chosen as 

SOP was getting more attention and popularized in Hong Kong after 2000. 

However, in the last few years, B preferred singing Cantonese CCM more, 

except for those overfamiliar SOP songs, as he treasured the values of 

Cantonese songs more than before. For B, the main criteria for choosing 

songs was whether a song was suitable for congregational singing. 

Moreover, concerns about theology, musical genre, and style, songs for 

different generations, were other considerations for B. In recent years, he 

watched online music videos and tried to pick some suitable songs for 

NPCM worship.  

In rehearsal sessions, B would imagine how the congregation reacts and 

participates. He mentioned that the team should play in its own style, while 

the recorded version was for reference only. Over the years, he observed 

that a unique NPMC developed gradually. Practicality was necessary for the 

team due to only one rehearsal session for each worship. It influenced the 

practice of the team’s playing. A tighter flow and a more comfortable playing 
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of musicians could enhance the participation of the congregation and team 

members in worship.  

He insisted that discipline was essential to the team. Rules were set and 

compromised by the team members. In order to maintain a closer 

relationship among the team members, team members were able to share 

and pray with each other in a short prayer meeting right after each 

rehearsal. He mentioned that the bonding among the team members was 

solid, as some of them knew each other for more than twenty years. He 

treated some team members as his family members. B and some 

foundational members organized different family activities in their leisure 

time.     

Interviewee C. 24 Sept. 2019.  

C is a staff of NPMC and had joined the NPMC worship team as a musician 

for several months. She is also a coach of the younger NPMC band. She 

expressed that she had joined the NPMC worship team as she loved singing 

in worship and served as a role model to join the NPMC worship team to her 

younger band members. She treated herself as a worshiper rather than a 

musician when playing in the worship. When singing in NPMC worship, she 

occasionally imagined the music playing in her own church.  
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She mentioned that in order to learn new songs, she searched and watched 

music videos on YouTube. She admired the music arrangement of the songs 

of Joshua and the Worship Nation as their songs were easier to convey 

musicians’ emotions. Moreover, as she likes to learn and imitate different 

leading techniques in worship, C watches recorded live worships of different 

music organizations, such as Joshua band, SOP, and One Circle, as 

references. Moreover, she listened to Korean CCM and CCM in different 

languages.  

C participated in the worship concerts of SOP several times. She was 

impressed by the leading skills of SOP worship leaders, in which she could 

participate devotedly. In her leisure time, she watched videos of SOP, 

especially those recorded live worship. She imagined the ways she led the 

song when watching those videos. She likes to introduce SOP songs to her 

band members to play. However, she also commented that SOP worship was 

a bit commercial sometimes, especially when promoting new songs in its 

worship.  

Interviewee E. 30 Sept. 2019.  

E has been the NPMC worship team member for more than twenty years. 

She insisted that her playing is to worship. She mentioned that as more 
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youngsters participated in contemporary worship in the early days, the 

worship was very lively. Regarding the team’s playing, she felt that the 

team was full of mutual understanding. Everyone knows what to do or play, 

even if nobody voices out. In order to usher the congregation to worship, 

she imagines how her playing helps the NPMC congregation sing in 

worship. E mentioned that she was always aware of the congregation's 

reaction in NPMC worship when she played the keyboard. She stated that 

sometimes the interaction between the team and the congregation was 

good. Besides, she opined that a few team members do not attend the 

worship regularly, and the spirituality of the team can be strengthened. 

Some of the team members were her best friends. She said that she 

treated them as family members.     

Interviewee E. 06 Oct. 2017.  

E participated in the worship concerts of SOP for years. She likes attended 

many worship concerts held by different Christian music organizations. She 

admitted that she desired to know and learn how different music 

organizations prepared their worships that could be useful and helpful for 

her to organize large-scale worship with her organizations. Regarding SOP 

worship, she recognizes the change of language in previous years. She had 
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participated in the all-Mandarin worship in the earlier days and witnessed 

the use of Cantonese in different parts of the worship, such as singing 

sections, sermons, and the sharing of the group’s news. She appreciated 

the atmosphere rendered in SOP worship, especially sometimes it was 

“exciting as in a disco.” Dancing and singing were found in these worships. 

However, she felt uncomfortable a few times in SOP worships when the 

worships were full of new Mandarin songs, which made her difficult to get 

involved. She expressed that in such a situation, language was a 

determinant for her. She likes to share and introduce SOP songs with her 

church, but the arrangement is different as the technical level of musicians 

in her church was not as good as that of SOP. 

E is also a long-time ACM staff for more than ten years. She joined ACM 

first as a volunteer. She is a committee member of different ACM worships 

over the years. She liked ACM songs as it is similar to Cantopop musically. 

In the ACM worship in 2017, she watched the singing and playing of the 

worship leaders, the ACM band and choir, and the congregation, clearly at 

the panel area. She found that many congregants participated passionately 

and swung their hands even though they needed to stand for more than 

twenty minutes when singing. She participated in that worship devotedly 
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as well. She introduced ACM songs in her church when she was the 

worship leader. 

Interviewee H. 26 Sept. 2017.  

H is a member of the ACM band for five years. She serves as a musician in 

ACM’s worship as a musician not only the large-scale ones but also some 

worships of local churches in which ACM was invited. She enjoyed playing 

music with other band members, whether in rehearsal or worship. She was 

satisfied with the acoustics and the flow of the worship in 2017 that made 

her participated devotedly. She felt the togetherness with other band 

members. She mentioned that she likes Cantonese CCM as the lyrics are 

lively and sophisticated enough to describe different aspects.   

Interviewee I. 01 Feb. 2019.  

I is an ACM staff. He became a choir member of ACM in his teen years. He 

rejoined ACM as a staff member in 2014, and he has helped organize several 

ACM worships since then. In his teenage time, he bought ACM products 

suchlike CDs and listened to ACM songs. He mentioned that ACM songs 

were able to express the Christian faith. As an ACM staff, he observed that 

the listening habit kept changing; enhancing the connection between ACM 

and local Christians by setting up an online platform is crucial for its 
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development. Producing Facebook live performance and short video clips 

are two important implementations ACM intended to improve the 

communication with its supporters. He hopes that its supporters could make 

a habit of watching ACM online videos and worships online and share these 

videos with their friends. He mentioned that even though the cost of 

producing high-quality Cantonese CCM was high, ACM still needed to do so, 

as it is a way to serve Cantonese-speaking Christian communities. He 

expressed that singing Cantonese songs is a good way to express emotions. 

He expected that expanding the connections in Hong Kong and overseas 

would be possible when ACM supporters' online sharing and transmission 

are made.    

Interviewee J. 03 Oct. 2019.  

J has joined the NPMC worship as the newest and youngest musician for 

three years.  He was once a band member of the NPMC younger band. He 

expressed that he could cooperate smoothly with the more experienced 

NPMC worship team members in his playing, as the communication was 

good. Compared to the M2000 worship band—a local music organization 

that J worked for, the NPMC worship team's playing was more varied. The 

team might imitate the playing of the original recordings or improvise the 
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playing. Sometimes, he mentioned that he would help the congregation sing 

new songs by playing the melody or simpler.  Interviewee K. 28 Sept. 2017 

and 01 Feb. 2020.  

K is an ACM staff. She joined the ACM choir in 1997 and later as a singer. She 

had left ACM and then rejoined it as a staff in 2016. She mentioned that she 

was aware of the participation of the congregants when she served as an 

ACM worship leader. She intended to usher congregants and musicians to 

experience the encounter with God collectively. She mentioned that the 

bodily movements of the congregants had helped her to usher them back 

more devotedly. Generally, she felt the togetherness with the ACM band, 

choir, and staff for organizing and singing in different ACM worships.  

She mentioned that though the lyrics of Cantonese CCM songs were a bit 

“rough” and too direct, compared with Mandarin CCM, she experienced 

more emotionally as Cantonese was her mother language. She stated that 

singing Cantonese CCN helps to project and deliver her affection and 

emotion. In addition, she experienced cultural differences by singing CCM in 

English or Mandarin. Singing Cantonese CCM reminded her of both a local 

Christian and a Hongkonger. 
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Interviewee L. 25 Sept. 2017. 

L participated in ACM’s worship concert in 2017. It was his first time to join 

ACM’s worship in 2017. He enjoyed it very much because of the familiarity 

of the songs, the performance standard, and the atmosphere. He felt that 

the ACM choir made an impact on his participation. He followed the 

instruction of the worship leader and showed his bodily movements in the 

worship. He prefers songs in the style of Cantopop so that he can 

participate more actively.  

Interviewee M. 02 Oct. 2017.  

M is a supporter of ACM. Though he seldom participated in ACM worship, 

he went to the ACM worship concert in 2017 to support ACM. He 

recognized the effort by ACM in producing Cantonese CCM. He expressed 

that Cantonese Christian songs are essential to local Christians as they are 

contextual. He bought a lot of ACM products as a way of supporting ACM. 

In the ACM worship in 2017, M expressed that he did not get involved in it, 

even if he moved his body accordingly to the worship leaders, but he 

observed some surrounding congregants were singing devotedly. He shares 

some of ACM songs with his friends through his social network, especially 

those meaningful songs. 
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Interviewee M. 24 Sept. 2019.  

M is a supporter of SOP. She participated in the worship concerts of SOP 

several times. She admitted that SOP had its labeling effect and attracted 

her to buy its products and join its worship. She likes SOP CCM as it is 

suitable for congregational singing. As a worship leader, she likes to imitate 

the atmosphere that she experienced in SOP worships. Therefore, she 

selects SOP songs for congregational singing in her worship regularly when 

she serves as a worship leader. She mentioned that singing SOP songs 

could express emotion easier than singing Cantonese songs. For her, the 

lyrics of Cantonese songs were a bit strong to express intimacy and 

tenderness. When singing SOP songs that were about the trinity, she was 

particularly touched. She mentioned that when she was in a difficult 

situation—her son was seriously ill in 2016, SOP songs comforted her. 

M is also a veteran worship leader. She is one of the foundational worship 

team members since 1997. She chose Cantonese songs of ACM and 

Worshippers and Mandarin of SOP regularly in her early days as a worship 

leader. It was based on her preference. She mentioned that a sense of 

belonging emerged when playing music with the team. In the earlier days, 

she observed that the congregants moved their bodily freely when playing 
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fast, energetic songs, but in recent years, such bodily movements seemed 

scarce. She thought that the average age of the congregation increased 

was the primary reason. She admitted that she was not as energetic as 

before as she got old, as many NPMC members did. Then, she preferred 

ballads and softer songs to sing in worship. Songs of SOP are her favorite. 

For her, the atmosphere of these songs fits the NPMC congregation. Newer 

songs and lengthy songs are not preferable for M. Moreover, she likes 

singing SOP Mandarin songs rather than Cantonese songs as SOP songs 

were easier to convey emotions. When singing in worship or rehearsal 

sessions, the ecumenical and togetherness in her church and others were 

imagined occasionally.   

Interview O. 22 Apr. 2020.  

His daughter has joined SOP worship school. He participated in the SOP 

children worship a few times as his daughter was one of the worshipers 

and performers—acting in a short drama. He wanted his daughter to know 

how to get closer to God and worship God. He mentioned that a friend 

once told him that there was a Hong Kong SOP children ministry, so he 

brought his daughter to join the worship school. He expressed that he had 

experienced the freedom in SOP worship, which made him participating 
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more devotedly. He also mentioned that SOP organized prayer meetings 

for parents to nurture them spiritually. He subscribes to the YouTube 

channel of SOP and watches its videos. 

Interviewee S. 25 Sept. 2019.  

S has been the NPMC worship team member for more than twenty years 

and serves primarily as a drummer. She knows a majority of her band 

members very well. She said she tried to learn the playing different music 

organizations’ drummers and imitated it in the NPMC worship. Moreover, 

she enjoyed the atmosphere produced in different worship concerts, but 

reproducing or imitating the playing and the rendered atmosphere in the 

NPMC worship seemed very difficult, as she expressed. She likes playing 

together with the team in rehearsal and with the congregation in worship. 

She stated that she played the music more freely in rehearsal than in the 

worship, and she could experience the encounter with God easier in 

rehearsal.  

Interviewee T. 07 Oct. 2017.  

T1 participated in ACM’s worship concert in 2017. She liked the worship 

very much. Singing ACM songs was easy for her to participate in. She 

enjoyed and moved her body freely in the worship as she knew the songs. 
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She experienced the encounter with God in that worship. The interaction 

and connection in the worship impressed her. She listens to different CCM 

in her leisure or traveling time and likes to share some of her favorite 

songs, including some ACM songs.   

Interviewee U. 20 Sept. 2019.  

U is a minister of NPMC for more than twenty years. She explained the 

history of NPMC and the music tradition of NPMC. From 1996 to 1997, the 

church started to introduce contemporary worship and the worship team 

to fit the needs of the younger members of NPMC as the liturgical worship 

was too quiet. Then a committee of the NPCM church music was formed 

for the renewal of NPMC music. T remembered that though some 

significant church members did not agree with such renewal, the 

contemporary worship and the worship team were finally established. 

Regarding the congregational singing in NPMC contemporary worship, she 

observed that the participation was more or less the same as hymn singing 

in the NPMC liturgical worship. But there were some changes in song 

selection regarding the use of language. More Cantonese CCM was used in 

the earliest years, before a dominance on singing Mandarin songs, 

particularly those from SOP and Joshua band after 2000. In recent years, 
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the ratio between singing Cantonese and Mandarin CCM was very similar. 

For U, music was the tool to bring Christians to God. Music was able to 

break different boundaries such as social status, age, gender, and 

musicality, in the worship.      

Interviewee W. 28 Sept. 2017.  

W is the former director of ACM. He joined ACM as a volunteer and band 

member for more than twenty years before being appointed the director in 

2013. He organized the large-scale ACM worship in 2017. Under his 

supervision, ACM songs were more inclined to Cantopop and more 

worshipful, as he mentioned. The music in ACM worship, he expressed, is 

the medium to bring participants to God so that they can experience the 

presence of God. He experienced emotional and spiritual experiences 

when he sang “On Earth as in Heaven” in the ACM worship. S desired to 

address the identity of “Christian” in ACM worship, while collectiveness 

and togetherness were also addressed. In his opinion, singing songs in 

English or Mandarin in worship creates hesitation that affects his 

participation.  

Interviewee Y. 25 Sept. 2017.  

Y is a long-time choir member who has been joining for more than ten 
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years. He enjoyed singing with other choir members. He got involved and 

participated freely in ACM’s several worships. He expressed that he had 

observed the participation of the participants in different ACM worships. 

When the participants sang passionately, he sang more energetically in 

response as a way of interaction. He experienced the transcendence in 

ACM worships as well. He introduces ACM songs to his church members as 

he prefers Cantonese CCM more than Mandarin CCM.  
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Appendix 3 

Information on Thematic Topics of ACM Come and Sing series 1 to 9 

Topic143 No. of songs (106 songs in total) Percentage 

Praise 16 15.1 

Witnessing 13 12.3 

Teaching 13 12.3 

Evangelism 9 8.5 

Christian living 9 8.5 

Self-commitment 8 7.5 

Christian fellowship 6 4.7 

Praying 6 4.7 

Mission 5 4.7 

Family 4 3.8 

Spiritual exercising 4 3.8 

Affirming faith 4 3.8 

Comfort 3 2.8 

Friendship 2 1.9 

Marriage 2 1.9 

Thanksgiving 2 1.9 

 

  

                                                      
143 The categorization of the thematic topics is based in Come and Sing: ACM 25th Anniversary 
Memorial Hymnbook (translation is mine) and modified by me. 
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Appendix 4 

Information on Themes and Songs of ACM Praise and Worship series 1 to 15 

Album title Year No. of songs Remarks 

You are the King 1998 17 All songs were produced in both Cantonese and Mandarin versions 

High Priest 1999 14 Two traditional hymns were translated into Cantonese 

Come! Revive Me 2000 15 One song is with both Cantonese and Mandarin versions. Two traditional hymns 

were translated into Cantonese. 

Elia: Jehovah is God 2001 5 Two traditional hymns were translated into Cantonese 

The Prince of Peace 2002 11  

The God of Presence: 

Emmanuel 

2004 12  

Worship Crossover  2005 4 Collaborate with other local Christian music organizations. 

The Triumphant 2006 9  

Be God with You 2008 5 EP 

The City of Zion 2009 8  
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For Yours  2012 10 Nine songs with an instrumental prelude. Choral arrangements are set for two 

songs. Songs are written according to the Lord’s Prayer. 

The Lord is my Shepherd 2015 10 Songs are written according to Psalm 23. 

Mission 2017 10 Choral arrangements are set for all of the songs. 

Hope 2019 4 EP 

Stḗkō 144 2021 4 EP. CD format is no longer produced for this album. Instead, a cardboard with QR 

code is produced for supporters to store and download all the songs in their mobile 

phones or other devices. 

Three songs are written by young songwriters who are in their twenties. 

                                                      
144 Stḗkō is the Greek term for “stand firm” as appears in 1 Corinthians 16:13.  
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Appendix 5 

Top Ten Most Viewed Videos on ACM YouTube Channel (in descending order) 

Song Name No. of 

views 

No. of 

likes 

Year of 

uploading 

Remarks 

“Smile and Give Thanks” 1.3M 3.5k 2018 Kids song 

“God is my Provider”  532K 1.2k 2012 From All Yours 

album 

“Song of the Little Angels”  480K 956 2018 Kids song 

“Praising You a Thousand Words” 396K 818 2019 Kids song 

“Sheep” 314K 672 2018 Kids song 

“Footprint”  281K 797 2018 Kids song 

“Darkness will Fall”  243K 2.3k 2020 From Hope album 

“Fly with the Lord”  241K 1k 2019 Kids song 

“Praising the Lord’s Greatness” 234K 451 2019 Kids song 

“Fearless”  220K 715 2019 Kids song 

Information in this chart was last updated on 28 July 2021.
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Appendix 6 

Songs Selected in NPMC Contemporary Worship between 2018 and 2020 

2018  

Month Language 1st Sunday 2nd Sunday 3rd Sunday 4th Sunday 5th Sunday 

Jan. Mandarin Not available (NA)145 - 滿有能力 - 住在祢裡面 - 唯有耶穌 NA 

Cantonese - 更新我心 

- 祢讓我生命改變 

- 開展主的國 

- 神坐著為王 

- 我們是祢的百姓 

- 我們同心合意 

- 打開我雙眼 

- 三百六十五天 

- 求祢以真理和愛引導我 

Feb. Mandarin nil - 世界之光 

- 進入祢的同在 

- 主賜福如春雨 - 轉化 NA 

Cantonese - 誠心敬拜 

- 願祢國來臨 

- 傾出愛 

- 得力在乎祢 

- 就在這個時刻 

- 一生不枉過 

- 來高聲唱 

- 永恆國度 

- 永約的神 

- 打開我雙眼 

- 耶和華以勒 

- 我們呼求# 

Mar. Mandarin nil - 在這裡 

- 全新的生命 

- 轉化 

- 煉淨我 - 君王就在這裡 

- 耶穌的名 

- 救贖的恩典 

NA 

Cantonese - 響應 

- 至高尊貴的祢 

- 向君王歡呼 

 

- 永活真神 

- 是為了我罪 

- 奉獻 

                                                      
145 All marked “NA” are the worships taken in liturgical format. 
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- 惟有祢 - 願祢國度降臨 

Apr. Mandarin - 感謝主十架 

- 在乎祢 

- 榮美的救主我們獻上 - 安靜 

- 真實的悔改 

- 自由地高唱 NA 

Cantonese - 主我高舉祢的名 

- 祢靠近 

- 在這一刻 

- 主啊!求祢憐憫我 

- 除祢以外 

- 耶穌我耶穌 

- 祢是王 

- 祢是彌賽亞 

- 我們愛因為神先愛 

- 以愛奉獻 

May Mandarin - 聖靈請祢來 - 我要看見 - 前來敬拜 

- 親愛聖靈 

- 煉淨我 

- 我獻上我心 

- 求祢充滿我 

NA 

Cantonese - 頌讚全能上帝 

- 萬有都歸祢 

- 更新我心 

- 萬代君主 

- 我要一生一世住在祢聖殿 

- 請差遣我 

- 最美好…盡力愛祢 

 

- 我要一心稱謝你 

- 牧我一生 

June Mandarin - 求充滿這地 - 聖潔歸於你 

- 榮耀的呼召 

- 日日夜夜 

- 自由地歌唱 

- 祢是耶穌我的一切 

- 腳步 

- 活出愛 

NA 

Cantonese - 神是我這生供應者 

- 停留祢身旁 

- 我們呼求# 

- 求主充滿我 

- 只要祝福 

- 因著信 

- 響應 

- 聖潔的你 

July Mandarin - 渴慕祢 

 

- 喜樂泉源 

主你是我的力量 

- 我需要有祢在我生命中 - 奔跑不放棄 

- 耶穌我耶穌 

- 認定祢 

- 煉淨我 

Cantonese - 讓我謙卑屈膝俯拜 

- 榮耀祢的都市 

- 呼求耶穌 

- 高唱入雲 

- 理想去 

- 皆向至高者讚美 

- 每天每刻獻上為祢 

- 沒有祢，那有我 

- 萬代君主 

- 同心合意 

- 無言的讚頌 

- 復興聖潔 
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Aug. Mandarin - 耶穌基督 - 我神真偉大 

- 主的喜樂是我力量 

- 讓讚美飛揚 

- 進入這地 

- 一生跟隨祢 NA 

Cantonese - 如鹿的心 

- 祢的愛 

- 耶和華以勒 

- 有祢愛我 

- 愛是永遠堅持 

- 觸動我 

- 求祢以真理和愛引導我 

- 侍立讚美 

- 求祢興起我 

- 永約的神 

Sept. Mandarin - 榮耀大君王 

- 真實的悔改 

 - 進入這地 

 

- 世界之光 

- 順服 

- 安靜 

- 主啊!求祢憐憫我 

Cantonese - 一首讚美的詩歌 

- 慈愛不放開 

- 我們在天上的父 

- 心中的眼睛 

- 頌讚主活在我心 

- 燃動生命 

- 天地讚美 

- 藏祢懷內 

- 在祢跟前 

- 立志擺上 - 祢是彌賽亞 

- 頌聲響應 

- 求祢復興我們 

Oct. Mandarin - 全能的創造主 

- 住在祢裡面 

nil - 聖潔歸於祢 

- 祢是配得(聖哉聖哉全地唱) 

- 願祢國來臨 

- 這裡有榮耀 

- 在呼召我之處 

- 我安然居住 

NA 

Cantonese - 侍立讚美 

- 普通的人 

- 讓我謙卑屈膝俯拜 

- 全地至高是我主 

- 敬拜我心 

- 我願我靈 

- 我要一生一世住在祢聖殿 

 

- 惟有祢 

Nov. Mandarin - 傾倒 

- 更深渴慕祢 

- 全能上帝是我主我的神  - 前來敬拜 

- 活著為要敬拜祢 

- 進入這地 

NA 

Cantonese - 崇拜主 

- 頌讚主活在我心 

- 獻上頌讚 

- 我已找得盼望 

- 頌讚全能上帝 

- 祢是良善 

nil 
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以愛奉獻 - 讓我感恩 

- 只有祝福 

Dec. Mandarin - 在祢寶座前 

- 更深渴慕祢 

- 祢的話 

- 我們歡迎君王降臨 

- 喜樂泉源 

- 榮耀的呼召 nil - 祢是聖潔 

Cantonese - 儆醒為主 - 求祢以真理和愛引導我 

- 燃動生命 

- 主愛同在 

- 神已獲勝 

- 來復興我 

- 和平之君 

- 耶穌配受大崇拜 

-誰會像祢 

-以愛還愛 

- 齊來頌讚 

- 來!高聲唱 

- 永恆唯一的盼望 

- 神是我一生力量 

Note: 75 times of singing Mandarin songs and 122 times of singing Cantonese songs.  

 

2019 

Month Language 1st Sunday 2nd Sunday 3rd Sunday 4th Sunday 5th Sunday 

Jan. Mandarin NA - 新的事將要成就 

- 聖靈請祢來 

- 我們獻上 

- 君王就在這裡 

- 聖潔全能主  

- 將天敞開 

- 每一天我需要祢 

NA 

Cantonese - 榮耀里程 - 祢是我神 

- 獻上活祭 

- 在祢手中 

- 同路人 

Feb. Mandarin - 願祢國降臨  

- 讓我得見祢的榮面  

- 榮耀的呼召 

- 讓讚美飛揚 

- 勇敢走出去 

 

- 呼求祢憐憫 - 耶穌的名 

- 愛可以再更多一點點 

NA 
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Cantonese - 神坐著為王 - 願主愛圍繞你 

- 耶穌我感謝祢 

- 主愛大能至高- 尊貴的祢 

- 永約的神 

- 施恩的主 

- 尋回起初的愛心 

Mar. Mandarin - 在這裡 

- 讓我得見祢的榮面 

- 榮美的救主 

- 君王就在這裡 

- 我要歡唱 

- 愛中相遇 

- 轉化 

- 耶穌基督 nil - 求主充滿我 

Cantonese - 求祢復興我們 nil - 親近祢 

- 求主用我 

- 動力信望愛 

- 祢今在 

- 心靈照耀 

- 願祢用愛吸引我 

- 求 

- 求主興起禱告的心 

- 榮美真光 

- 獻上頌讚 

- 求主充滿我 

- 呼求耶穌 

Apr. Mandarin - 深深愛祢 

- 單單只為祢  

- 聆聽祢聲音 

 

- 我們愛戴的王 

- 神羔羊配得 

NA - 煉淨我 

- 在至高之處 

NA 

Cantonese - 萬有都歸祢 

 

- 向君王歡呼 

- 陶造我一生 

- 全因為祢 

- 祢是蒙揀選 

May Mandarin nil nil - 祢是配得 - 在寶座前 NA 

Cantonese - 全然向祢 

- 祢是耶穌，我的一

切 

- 打開我雙眼 

- 祢讓我生命改變 

- 偶然遇上的驚喜 

- 愛是不保留 

- 尋著你的那天 

- 愛，再不是傳說 

- 祢是王 

- 願祢國來臨 

- 更新我心 

- 如此認識我 

- 我要一生一世住在祢聖

殿 

- 牧我一生 

June Mandarin - 願天歡喜 - 全能的創造主 - 這是聖潔之地 - 降下祢大能 - 向列國宣告 
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- 求充滿這地 - 我們呼求 

- 光明之子 

 

- 我們歡迎君王降臨 

- 住在祢裡面 

- 全能上帝是我的主我的

神 

Cantonese - 舉目望耶穌 

求 

- 榮光普照 

- 因祢聖名我們敬拜 

- 願我屈膝祢跟前 

- 不變的應許 - 我要一生一世住在祢聖

殿 

- 祢是我的神 

- 神！祢在掌管 

July Mandarin - 我神真偉大 

- 耶穌來得著這地 

- 戰勝巨人的恩膏 

- 愛中相遇 

- 煉淨我 

nil - 在我主光亮中 

- 安靜 

NA 

Cantonese - 誰曾應許 - 我們在天上的父 

- 主我高舉祢的名 

- 頌讚全能上帝 

- 一首讚美的詩歌 

- 停留祢身旁 

- 有了祢異象 

- 祢是君王 

- 主，請祢憐憫 

Aug. Mandarin nil - 為愛和合一禱告 

- 在靈裡我們合而為

一 

- 坐在寶座上聖潔羔羊 

- 專心仰望耶穌 

nil NA 

Cantonese - 容我寧靜 

- 全地至高是我主 

- 更新我心 

- 願我屈膝祢跟前 

- 和平之君 

- 祂知道，祂看到 

- 我心敬拜 

- 藏祢懷內 

- 頌讚全能上帝 

- 聖潔的祢 

- 我該拿甚麼報答祢 

- 投靠 

Sept. Mandarin - 耶穌基督我願來說

祢 

NA NA - 日日夜夜 

- 唯有耶穌 

NA 

Cantonese - 除祢以外 

- 侍立讚美 

- 靠近祢 

- 求 
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- 讓我親近祢 

Oct. Mandarin - 傾倒 - 我的救贖者活著 - 天父 

 

- 讓讚美飛揚 

- 主的喜樂是我力量 

NA 

Cantonese - 響應 

- 祢是我惟一的倚靠 

- 靠近祢 

- 耶穌配受大讚美 

- 黑暗終必過去 

- 我向祢禱告 

- 敬拜上帝 

- 我要一生一世- 住在祢聖

殿 

- 從沒有放棄 

- 神我愛祢 

- 祢是王 

- 生命的歌 

Nov. Mandarin - 沙漠中的讚美 

- 凡事都能做 

- 我神真偉大 

- 耶穌來得著這地 

- 祢是配得 

- 安靜 

- 我需要有祢在我生命中 

- 帶我進入祢的同在 

- 祢是聖潔 

NA 

Cantonese - 願祢公義降臨 

- 主與我同在 

- 祢是良善 

- 儆醒為主 

- 主是安息港 - 祢是我惟一的倚靠 

- 在祢跟前 

Dec. Mandarin  - 世界之光 

- 豐盛的應許 

- 新的異象，新的方

向 

- 榮耀都歸祢 

-  坐在寶座上聖潔羔羊 

- 注目看耶穌 

-祢是我的一切 - 祢是聖潔 

Cantonese - 因主的名 

- 永恆國度 

- 耶穌我感謝祢 

- 靠著耶穌得勝 

- 感恩歌 - 和平之君 

- 我要一生一世- 住在祢聖

殿 

 

 

- 高唱入雲 

- 耶穌配受大崇拜 

- 我安然居住 

- 主愛同在 

- 全世界都讚美 

- 祢是君王 

- 讚頌祢的愛 
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Note: 81 times of singing Mandarin songs and 114 times of singing Cantonese songs.  

 

2020 

Month Language 1st week 2nd week 3rd week 4th week 

Jan. Mandarin NA - 前來敬拜 

- 十架的愛 

- 盡情的敬拜 

- 當我們同心合意 

nil 

Cantonese - 陶造我一生 

- 立志擺上 

- 永活真神 

- 呼求耶穌 

- 頌讚全能上帝 

- 一首讚美的詩歌 

- 最好的福氣 

- 燃動生命 

Feb. Mandarin - 投靠 nil NA 

Cantonese - 神坐着為王 

- 打開我雙眼 

- 尋求神的面 

- 真光普照 

- 侍立讚美 

- 讓我感恩 

- 牧我一生 

Mar. NA 

Apr. 

May 

Jun. 

Jul. Mandarin - 滿有能力 Nil NA 
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- 這是聖潔之地 

- 住在祢裡面 

Cantonese - 更新我心 - 一首讚美的詩歌 

- 萬有都歸祢 

- 榮雨降下 

- 十架的冠冕 

Aug. NA 

Sept. 

Oct. 

Nov. Mandarin NA - 同心聚集 

 

- 耶穌我感謝祢 

- 每一天我需要祢 

- 禱告 

- 一生跟隨祢 

Cantonese - 我們在天上的父 

- 天國近了 

- 神坐著為王 - 容我寧靜 

- 與祢更靠近 

Dec. NA 

Note: 21 times of singing Mandarin songs and 17 times of singing Cantonese songs. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, the worships of 

two formats were merged into one as liturgical worship.
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