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THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF THE
LIFT EVERY VOICE
AND SING HYMNAL

There are few songs in
American history that
carry the weight, hope,
and resilience of "Lift
Every Voice and Sing."
Often referred to as
the Black National
Anthem, this hymn has
been a cornerstone of

African American
culture, faith, and
protest for over a
century. However,

while the song itself is
universally recognized
within the Black
community and

beyond, the Lift Every
Voice And Sing
Hymnal represents
something even
broader. It is a
collection designed to
preserve, celebrate,
and pass down the
musical and spiritual
heritage of the African
American church
experience. This article
explores the historical
roots of the hymn, the
creation and
significance of the
hymnal, its role in
worship, and why it
remains an essential
piece of liturgical
literature today.


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

The Birth
of a

From

Anthem

To understand the Lift
Every Voice And
Sing Hymnal, one
must first understand
the genesis of its title
track. The poem "Lift
Every Voice and Sing"
was written by James
Weldon Johnson in
1900 for a celebration
of Abraham Lincoln's

birthday in
Jacksonville, Florida.
Johnson, a

distinguished writer,
educator, and civil
rights activist, penned
the words as a

Hymn

reflection of the African

American
experience—a journey
from slavery to

emancipation and the
«continued struggle for
*equality. His brother,
John Rosamond
Johnson, set the poem
to music, creating a

Doem ‘E@ing melody that

lends classical

composition with the
soulful cadences of
spirituals.

The song quickly
transcended its original
occasion. It was
adopted by the
National Association for
the Advancement of
Colored People
(NAACP) in 1919 as its
official song and
became a staple in
Black schools,
churches, and civic
gatherings. By the time
the Lift Every Voice
And Sing Hymnal
was being
conceptualized, the

2 Lift Every Voice And Sing Hymnal2022-08-14



Lift Every Voice And Sing Hymnal 3

song had already
achieved iconic status.
It represented not just
a hymn, but a
declaration of identity
and hope.

What is
the Lift
Every
Voice And
Sing
Hymnal?

The Lift Every Voice
And Sing Hymnal is
more than a single
volume of music; it is a
carefully curated
anthology of worship
music rooted in the
African American
tradition. Published by
the African Methodist
Episcopal (AME)

Church, it serves as a
comprehensive
resource for
congregations that
want to honor their
heritage while
engaging in modern
worship. The hymnal
includes traditional
spirituals, gospel
songs, anthems, and
liturgical responses
that have shaped Black
worship for
generations.

The inclusion of "Lift
Every Voice and Sing"
as the opening hymn is
a deliberate choice. It
sets the tone for the
entire collection,
signaling that this is a
hymnal built on the
foundation of struggle,
faith, and triumph. For
many, opening the Lift
Every Voice And
Sing Hymnal is akin
to opening a time
capsule of Black sacred
music. It contains the
songs that have



sustained communities resonate  specifically
through Jim Crow, the with the Black church
Civil Rights Movement, experience.

and into the
contemporary era.

The
Structure
and
Content
of the
Hymnal

The Lift Every Voice
And Sing Hymnal is
structured to be both
practical for worship
and educational for the
congregation. It
includes traditional
hymns familiar to
mainline Protestant
denominations, but it
places special
emphasis on those that

e Spirituals:
Songs like
"Swing Low,
Sweet Chariot,"
"Go Down
Moses," and
"Nobody Knows
the Trouble I've
Seen" are
included,
preserving the
oral tradition of
the enslaved and
transforming
them into
structured,
singable
arrangements.

e Gospel

Selections: The
hymnal features
classic gospel
numbers from
the mid-20th
century,
including works
by Thomas A.
Dorsey, often
called the

4 Lift Every Voice And Sing Hymnal2022-08-14



Lift Every Voice And Sing Hymnal 5

"Father of Gospel
Music." These
songs bridge the
gap between
traditional
hymnody and the
more expressive,
rhythm-driven
style of modern
gospel.
Liturgical
Responses: In
addition to
hymns, the
hymnal provides
responses,
chants, and
prayers that are
used in the
liturgy of the
AME Church and
other Black
denominations.
Contemporary
Music: While
deeply rooted in
tradition, the Lift
Every Voice
And Sing
Hymnal also
makes room for
more recent

compositions,
ensuring that the
collection
remains relevant
to younger
generations.

This careful curation
makes the hymnal a
vital tool for music
directors and pastors
who want to lead their
congregations in
worship that is both
theologically sound
and culturally
resonant.

The Role
of the
Hymnal
In Black
Worship

Worship in the African
American tradition is
not a passive



experience. It is
participatory,
emotional, and deeply
communal. The Lift
Every Voice And
Sing Hymnal
facilitates this style of
worship by providing
music that is meant to
be sung with full voice
and heart. Unlike some
modern praise and
worship sets that rely
heavily on projection
screens and
contemporary
instrumentation, the
hymnal reminds
congregations of the
power of the printed
word and the discipline
of learning music
together.

In  many Black
churches, the act of
pulling out the hymnal
and turning to a
specific page is a ritual
in itself. It signals a
moment of reverence,
a connection to
ancestors who sang

the same songs in
fields, in storefront
churches, and in grand
cathedrals. The Lift
Every Voice And
Sing Hymnal serves
as a physical link to
that history, allowing
worshippers to feel
part of a continuum
that stretches back
centuries.

Why the
Hymnal
Matters
in the
21st
Century

In an era of digital
streaming, Spotify
playlists, and on-
demand worship
music, one might
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question the relevance
of a physical hymnal.
However, the Lift
Every Voice And
Sing Hymnal remains
profoundly important
for several reasons.

First, it acts as a
preservation tool. Many
of the songs included
in the hymnal are not
readily available on
mainstream music
platforms. They are
oral traditions that
have been passed
down, often with
regional variations. The
hymnal standardizes
these songs while still

maintaining their
authentic  spirit.
Without such

collections, there is a
real risk that these
musical treasures
could be lost to time.

Second, the hymnal
provides theological
depth. The lyrics of
traditional Black hymns
are rich with biblical

imagery, double
meanings, and coded
messages of hope and
resistance. They teach
theology in a way that
sermons alone cannot.
By using the Lift
Every Voice And
Sing Hymnal,
churches ensure that
their members are
engaging with deep,
substantive content.

Third, the hymnal
fosters
intergenerational
connection. In many
congregations, older
members remember
singing these songs
from memory, while
younger members are
encountering them for
the first time. The
hymnal becomes a
bridge, allowing the
wisdom and faith of
one generation to be
passed to the next.



How the

Hymn

of resistance.

When a congregation
sipgs from the Lift

a ery Voice And

Sing Hymnal, they

SUPPOFES:ereiie e
the BIAERL.E e

mobilizes,

d
C h u rC I%ar:ninding worshippers

Mission

The Black church has
always been more than
a place of worship; it is
a center for community
organizing, education,
and social justice. The
Lift Every Voice And
Sing Hymnal supports
this mission by
including songs that
speak directly to the
experience of
oppression and
liberation. Hymns like
"We Shall Overcome"
and "Oh, Freedom!"
are not just songs of
faith; they are anthems

that their faith calls
them to seek justice on
earth. This is
particularly powerful in
a hymnal that begins
with "Lift Every Voice
and Sing," a song that
explicitly calls for faith,
hope, and collective
action.

Comparin
g the
Hymnal
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to Other

Collection

S

While there are many
hymnals used across
Protestant
denominations—such
as the "United
Methodist Hymnal" or
"The Baptist
Hymnal"—the Lift
Every Voice And
Sing Hymnal occupies
a unique niche. It is
specifically designed to
reflect the African
American experience
within the broader
Christian tradition.
Other hymnals may
include a few spirituals
or gospel songs, but
they do not center
them. This hymnal, by
contrast, puts the
Black musical tradition
at the heart of the
worship experience.

This distinction is
crucial. For many Black
Christians, worshipping
from a standard
hymnal can feel
alienating. The songs
do not reflect their
cultural rhythm, their
theological emphasis,
or their historical
journey. The Lift
Every Voice And
Sing Hymnal corrects
this by offering a
collection that feels
like home. It validates
the unique ways in
which Black Christians
worship and express
their faith.

Education
al and
Cultural
Significan



CE

Beyond the church
walls, the Lift Every
Voice And Sing
Hymnal has
educational value. It is
used in academic
settings to teach music
history, African
American studies, and
liturgy. Musicologists
and historians study
the hymnal to
understand how Black
sacred music evolved
from the spirituals of
the 18th century to the
gospel of the 20th
century and beyond.

The hymnal also serves
as a cultural artifact. It
documents the
language, theology,
and musical
preferences of a
specific  time and
community. Future
generations will look
back at the Lift Every
Voice And Sing
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Hymnal to understand
what the Black church
believed and how it
worshipped in the late
20th and early 21st
centuries. In this
sense, it is as much a
historical document as
it is a worship tool.

Challenge
s and
Future
Direction
S

Like many traditional
resources, the Lift
Every Voice And
Sing Hymnal faces
challenges in a rapidly
changing religious
landscape. Many
younger Christians
prefer contemporary
worship music and are
less familiar with
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hymns. Some churches
have moved away from
using hymnals
altogether, relying on
projection systems and
digital song lists.

However, there is a
growing movement to
reclaim traditional
worship elements.
Many congregations
are rediscovering the
depth of hymnody and
the importance of
singing from a shared
resource. The Lift
Every Voice And
Sing Hymnal is well-
positioned to benefit
from this trend.
Publishers have also
begun to offer digital
versions of the hymnal,
making it more
accessible to tech-
savvy congregations
while preserving its
content.

There are also efforts
to update and expand
the hymnal to include
more contemporary
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music while
maintaining its core
identity. This balance
between tradition and
innovation is delicate,
but it is necessary for
the hymnal to remain
relevant in the years to
come.

How to
Use the
Hymnal
In a

Modern
Context

For pastors and music
leaders who want to
incorporate the Lift
Every Voice And
Sing Hymnal into
their worship services,
there are several
strategies that can
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help bridge the gap
between tradition and

experience and
helps the

modernity. congregation
. connect with the
1. Combine material
Hymns with Use
Modern Responsive
Arrangements:

Use the hymnal
for the lyrics and
chord structure,
but feel free to
update the
musical
arrangement to
fit the style of
your
congregation. A
traditional hymn
can be
reimagined with
contemporary
instrumentation.
. Teach the
History: Before
singing a hymn
from the
collection, take a
moment to
explain its origin
and meaning.
This adds depth
to the worship

Readings: The
hymnal includes
many responsive
readings and
liturgical
elements. These
can be used to
structure parts of
the service
beyond the song
segment.

. Create a Hymn

of the Month:
Introduce one
hymn per month
from the Lift
Every Voice
And Sing
Hymnal and sing
it reqularly. This
builds familiarity
and appreciation
over time.
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Conclusio
n

The Lift Every Voice
And Sing Hymnal is
far more than a
collection of songs. It is
a testament to the
endurance, creativity,
and faith of the African
American community.
From the powerful
opening anthem that
gives the hymnal its
name to the final
spiritual that sends
worshippers out into
the world, this hymnal
captures the full range
of Black sacred music.
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It preserves the past,
enriches the present,
and carries forward a
legacy of hope and
resilience for future
generations.

Whether you are a
lifelong member of the
Black church tradition
or someone seeking to
understand its musical
heritage, the Lift
Every Voice And
Sing Hymnal offers a
profound and moving
experience. It invites
all who sing from it to
lift their voices—not
just in praise, but in
remembrance of a
journey that continues
to unfold.



