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Sonic Congregating
The Hymn as National British Spectacle 
Erin Johnson-Williams

Hymn singing as an expression of national 
identity pervades mass sporting events in 
Britain. From the use of “Abide with Me” at 
the opening ceremony of the 2012 London 
Olympic Games (and, annually, at the 
opening of the Football Association (FA) 
Cup Final and the Rugby League Challenge 
Cup Final), to recent discussions by the 
England Rugby Football Union (RFU)1 
about banning “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” 
in the wake of the Black Lives Matter 
movement, hymns sung at British sporting 
events strategically frame quasi-religious 
notions of class, character, and nation.

Singing hymns—which I define 
here as any song with a Christian text 
that the community of singers perceives to 
be “a hymn”2—in secular public spaces 
in Britain has its roots in the nineteenth 
century, when the rise of mass choral 
movements intersected with the growth 
of new, commercialized forms of public 
entertainment, including sport. Academic 
studies of hymn singing have, however, 
largely focused on more narrow definitions 
of “congregational” music and, as such, 
the ongoing use of Victorian hymns as a 
form of nationalist expression in secular 
Britain is ripe for exploration. While there 
is growing interest in the intersections 
between sport and music, a consideration 
of the sport hymn as a distinct form of 
what I call here “sonic congregating”—
where a quasi-spiritual “congregation” 
is formed through mass singing in an 
otherwise secular environment—remains 
to be explored. Drawing on definitions 
of “the congregation” in congregational 

music studies, Victorian constructions of 
social control that underpinned mass hymn 
singing in the late nineteenth century, and 
contemporary British media reports about 
hymns and the Black Lives Matter movement 
more recently, I suggest that the current 
moment provides a crucial opportunity 
to consider the hymn’s power to reinforce 
overlapping associations of national identity 
and belonging in the otherwise secular 
world of professional sport. 

I focus largely on the British context 
because of the virtually unbroken tradition 
of sonic congregating around hymns in 
public spaces from the nineteenth century 
until today. The implications for hymn 
singing at commercialized sporting events 
around the world are, of course, vast, 
particularly in nations that are former 
British colonies. I suggest that acts of 
ritualized public hymn singing, particularly 
the highly celebrated patriotism associated 
with a Victorian hymn like “Abide with 
Me”—which, as I explore below, has long 
carried connotations of monarchism and 
British militarism—have become sites 
where massed hymn singing creates a sonic 
fantasy of a more religious and unified time 
past, rather than a secular and (dis)unified 
present.3 In the context of Brexit and Black 
Lives Matter, such nostalgic associations 
are also caught up within racialized 
ascriptions to a time in Britain’s history 
when massed gatherings were less racially 
diverse, more people went to church, 
hymns were a part of every child’s state 
education, and the empire was at its height. 
These fantasies are complicated, of course, 
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by the many conflicting meanings that 
imperialism held and still holds for British 
sporting fans past and present, particularly 
when considering the intersectionality 
of race and class as expressed through 

“respectable” crowd behavior.4 

I propose the framework of sonic 
congregating for understanding ritualized 
hymn singing outside of the church. 
Sonic congregating is also in dialogue 
with (or, perhaps, a musical counterpart 
of ) the notion of a “civic religion” for 
an increasingly secular country that, 
nevertheless, still has a monarch as the 

“Supreme Governor” of the Church of 
England.5 Dave Russell has helpfully 
explored the idea of sport hymns as a mode 
of civic religion, arguing that since the 
1920s, the annual singing of “Abide with 
Me” at the FA Cup Final has become “one 
of the most notable expressions of religious 
sentiment in an increasingly secular society 
and one that bathed football [soccer] in 
a highly respectable glow.”6 Likewise, I 
suggest that sonic congregating at large 
national sporting events can indeed foster 
quasi-religious experiences that are distinct 
from the singing of other (often more 
spontaneous, and physically embodied) 
genres, such as chants and popular anthems 
(through which singers will gesticulate, 
jump, yell, clap, and cheer, which they do far 
less when coming to a relative mutual calm 
for singing “hymns”).7 Sonic congregating 
therefore privileges a quasi-sacred idea of 
Britain’s past through hymn singing, while 
implying that belonging to a community 
of secular singers is “open.” And yet, due 
to the highly ritualized way in which 
hymns are encoded as a way to lend social 
respectability and gravitas to high-profile 
matches (in particular, rugby and football/
soccer),8 hymns can also be alienating for 

those fans who fall outside of the national 
or religious traditions that are reflected. 
Sonic congregating, therefore, risks 

“sounding”—and reinforcing—potentially 
harmful, racialized constructions of the 
Victorian hymn as being tied to an imperial 
past, as well as creating, for many of its 
singers, a comforting, often emotional and 
quasi-spiritual opportunity to belong to an 

“imagined community” of united Britons.9 

Decolonizing and Recolonizing    
the British Hymn 
The disruptive potential of massed singing 
has a long history of raising anxieties 
about secular crowd control. The gradual 

“silencing” of the concert audience in the 
nineteenth century was, for example, 
one way to regulate the behavior of 
musical gatherings along the lines of 
class, respectability, and gender.10 Within 
liturgical circles, the rise of congregational 
singing in nineteenth-century Britain, and 
the correlated growth of massed choral 
singing movements,11 placed the hymn 
within a largely institutionalized framework 
of socially acceptable public singing where 
it was framed by the Church of England as 
an accessible genre that was majestic and 
appropriate for the highest social classes, 
while also being suitable for “untrained” 
voices. Singing Victorian hymns—which, 
as every British subject was made well 
aware in public education discourses by the 
end of the nineteenth century, were also 
sung by the royal family12—was therefore 
a means of controlling crowds through 
a simple, disciplining genre of repetitive, 
stately melodies that also indelibly bore 
connotations of “respectable” class behavior 
and monarchism (associations that still 
persist in the body language of British 
and Commonwealth citizens, not only in 
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the UK but around the world, solemnly 
“rising” to sing hymns en masse, whether 
at sporting events, royal funerals, or in 
comedy sketches).13 Hymnic nostalgia is 
furthermore nurtured around the utopian 
notion, as the history of Victorian hymns 
by Ian Bradley implies, that there would 
have been a time in British history when 
virtually “everyone” would have known all 
the standard hymns and could have joined in 
(a fantasy that perhaps attempts to override 
religious, regional, and racial differences).14 
Effectively, a strong case can be made 
that the disciplining of the (singular and 
corporate) body associated with British 
hymns—particularly those understood to 
be “British” rather than “Welsh,” “Scottish,” 
or “Irish”—reinforces many of the same 
class-based hierarchies that are explored in 
Anna Bull’s sociological study Class, Control 
and Classical Music, which exposes how 
musical practice in Britain is still indelibly 
linked to Victorian notions of social class.15 
Despite—or, indeed, perhaps because of—
the fact that “British” singing at sporting 
events has long been marketed as a way 
to celebrate national unity, I suggest that 
sport hymn singing profoundly struggles 
to reflect a Britain that really includes 
everyone, because a top-down projection 
of “hymnic respectability” only reinforces 
hierarchies and inequalities. 

It is here where the musical features 
of the Victorian hymn play a particularly 
interesting role in terms of broader 
conversations about sport, nationalism, 
and British “character.” Amid fears that 
other categories of crowd noise—such as 
jeering, taunting, booing, chanting, and 
drowning out rival fans by singing club 
anthems as loudly as possible—might cause 
disruption and contribute to “hooligan” 
behavior,16 a hymn like “Abide with Me” 

is often programmed at the start of large 
football and rugby league events, where, 
alongside the national anthem (which is 
also a hymn),17 such acts of programming 
may be read as a way to encourage the 

“proper” musical respectability (and, indeed 
the sanctification) of the audience away 
from disruptive conduct. In the context of 
calls for “silencing” English football fans for 
singing (secular) songs too disruptively,18 
it is noteworthy that the genre of the hymn 
has largely retained an aura of respectability, 
reverence, and patriotism. The fact that, in 
large events like the FA Cup Final, members 
of the British royal family stand to sing 
the hymn over any other genre of music 
also furthers the association of “Abide 
with Me” with class-based notions of 
musical respectability. Numerous videos of 
sport-match singing, for example, show a 
dramatic change in body language between 
fans who jump and sway raucously when 
they sing popular football chants, versus the 
crowd standing in reverent, composed unity 
for the deliberate, measured, and repetitive 
tones of a hymn.19 Aesthetically, the (no-
frills) Victorian hymn with largely stepwise 
melodies and “lots of notes of equal value” 
has likewise been framed by musicologist 
Derek Scott as part of racialized histories 
of English music, heavily associated with 
nationalist characteristics like honesty, 
chivalry, and patriotism.20 The soundscape 
of “Abide with Me”—with its solemn, stately 
melody that is easy to sing (based on largely 
stepwise, simple intervals that tend to 
connote solemnity rather than the popular 

“chanting/yelling” of raucous football 
chants) also debatably operates in these 
contexts as a way to coerce the crowd into 
a kind of “respectable, British” conformity.

Where massed hymn singing complicates 
these quasi-religious modes of respectability 
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is often along the lines of race and 
class, particularly when hymns are not 
programmed but sung spontaneously by 
the crowd. A significant distinction to make 
about notions of “British” nationalism writ 
large (which, I suggest, is indelibly linked 
to notions of [neo]imperialism) is that in 
the context of Wales, Scotland, and Ireland, 
hymn singing often becomes more about 
local identity than British nationhood.21 
In contrast to English-language hymns 
like “Abide with Me” and “Jerusalem,”22 for 
example, popular Welsh sport hymns like 

“Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah” (often 
known colloquially as “Bread of Heaven”) 
and “Calon Lân” resist a narrative of 
British (neo)imperial unity by representing 
local Welsh pride and even anti-English 
sentiment, permeating not only rugby union 
and football matches but even pre-game 
hymn-singing flash mobs on city streets 
and in train stations (clips of which are 
now popular on YouTube). The description 
below one video even describes a hymn flash 
mob in Cardiff as an attempt to “counteract 
the whispers of ‘Swing Low’ finding their 
way around the Welsh Capital” (“Swing 
Low” being widely understood to refer to 
the “England rugby union team”).23 The 
Welsh hymn flash mob videos accordingly 
toe the line between celebrating nostalgia 
for an old musical tradition and alienating 
the opposition.

In the wake of Black Lives Matter, 
conversations quickly buzzed around 
issues of “belonging” and decolonizing the 
singing of the spiritual (usually described, 
however, by its rugby singers as an “anthem” 
or a “hymn”)24 “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” 
at rugby union matches, with an article in 
the Guardian in May 2020 bearing the 
headline that England player “Maro Itoje 
will no longer sing England anthem Swing 

Low, Sweet Chariot.”25 At the time, “Swing 
Low, Sweet Chariot,” which had been a 
staple of spontaneous crowd singing at 
English rugby matches since 1987, was a 

“subject of review by the Rugby Football 
Union [RFU].”26 While the RFU eventually 
decided not to ban it, they “produced 
a video explaining its historical context 
and withdrew its use from marketing and 
merchandising.”27 Itoje, born in London to 
Nigerian parents, declared at the time that 
he would choose to stop singing the hymn 
because both its cultural appropriation by 
English rugby fans and its links to the slave 
trade made him feel uncomfortable.28 A 
few months later, the Guardian followed up 
with another article specifying that “Swing 
Low, Sweet Chariot” would not be officially 
banned, although its lyrics would no longer 
be displayed in the stadium: “Surveying 
4,400 members of the rugby community, 
the RFU found that 74% of people, rising 
to 84% of those from a BAME [Black and 
Minority Ethnic] background, believed 
supporters needed to be educated about 
the history of Swing Low. It also found 
that 69% of people asked did not think the 
song should be banned.”29

A BBC News article in June 2020 likewise 
asked: “Why is Swing Low, Sweet Chariot 
the England Rugby Song?,” revealing that 
archival footage had traced the hymn to 
1987, when Black British player Martin 
“Chariots” Offiah was in his prime.30 It 
appears that crowds spontaneously started 
singing “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” in 
support of Offiah, nicknamed “Chariots” 
because the name “Offiah” sounded like 

“of-fire” (in reference to the 1981 film 
Chariots of Fire).31 The BBC website still 
links to a video of the 1987 match where 
the hymn is spontaneously sung while 
Offiah is playing.32 The elephant in the 
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room in all of these reports, however, is the 
uncomfortable origin story of an almost 
entirely white crowd singing an African 
American hymn associated with slavery “at” 
a Black rugby player. While the pun on his 
last name might be framed affectionately, 
singing “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” at all 
risks sonically alienating Offiah as being 
associated with the racial violence done to 
African Americans (as sung/narrated by 
white British singers), and placing him in a 
different cultural category than the context 
of London that he was born into. 

The swift adoption of “Swing Low, 
Sweet Chariot” by English rugby union fans 
after 1987 was so widespread that most 
singers forgot the connection to Offiah. This 
caused a lot of questions to be raised about 

“Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” in the wake of 
conversations around Black Lives Matter 
and decolonization. Examples like the 2012 
Twickenham match, where the English fans 
raucously sang “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” 
to drown out (and throw taunts at) the New 
Zealand team’s haka—a ceremonial ritual in 
Māori culture—are a reminder that the hymn 
can all too quickly collapse into a form of 
neocolonial provocation.33 According to the 
RFU’s data cited above, that 31 percent of 
surveyed members of the rugby community 
did think that the hymn should be banned 
suggests that there was long history of 
ethnic minority fans being uncomfortable 
about the idea of culturally reappropriating 
a hymn. But even though singing “Swing 
Low, Sweet Chariot” has declined in Britain 
since 2020, it has not disappeared from 
rugby culture. The “ownership,” therefore, 
of “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” by English 
rugby union fans contributes to a framework 
of recolonization (making the hymn a 
part of British culture again) rather than 
decolonization (repatriating to the former 

colonies what has been stolen by imperial 
cultures).34 If, as Eve Tuck and K. Wayne 
Yang famously proposed over a decade ago 
in their landmark article “Decolonization 
Is Not a Metaphor”—that decolonial work 
is often challenging within the institutional 
structures of colonialism35—then by 
extension, the decision not to ban “Swing 
Low, Sweet Chariot” in the wake of Black 
Lives Matter has recolonized a hymn of 
African American slavery as a reinforcement 
of (largely white) British rugby union 
identity. It was, after all, understood by 
British rugby fans to be a hymn: and for a 
long time in British culture, hymns were 
the unassailable domain of sacred reverence 
that offered even the secular congregation a 
sense of belonging and unity. 

Sonic Congregating: A Long View 
The annual FA Cup Final is one of the most 
anticipated events in the British sporting 
year, with up to 100,000 people—including 
prominent members of the royal family—
attending.36 There is a program of pre-
match rituals, all of which build up to the 
poignant massed singing of “Abide with Me” 
immediately prior to the national anthem 
and the start of the game. The same hymn 
has also been sung as the opening hymn 
for the Rugby League Challenge Cup Final 
every year since 1929, where it is often 
referred to as “the Challenge Cup final 
hymn.”37 By bringing together “the nation,” 

“Abide with Me” therefore functions as a 
song, understood as a hymn, that belongs 
to “all” English and Welsh football and 
rugby league fans, allegedly bringing rivals 
together in advance of the competition to 
come. There is usually a soloist to lead the 
crowd, often accompanied by a brass band. 
A tradition rose in the early 2000s at the FA 
Cup Final that the soloist would be backed 
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by a choir of 64 singers—consisting of one 
fan from each of the 64 clubs featured in 
the third round of that year’s competition.38 
Tens of thousands of fans in the stands then 
rise to sing along, often waving flags. As 
can be seen in a YouTube video of “Abide 
with Me” at the 2015 FA Cup opening, the 
professional soloist, Alfie Boe, becomes 
almost secondary to the massed singing, 
performing an operatic descant on top of 
the main melody while the choir of football 
fans and the crowd carry the hymn itself.39 
People in the choir and the crowd are visibly 
moved, even to tears; the camera zooms 
in on fans who clearly know the words by 
heart. At the close of the hymn, the crowd 
erupts into applause and cheering. For a 
moment, a “sonic congregation” is formed. 

I propose the idea of sonic congregating 
in order to play on the notion of “the 
congregation,” from where most hymnic 
traditions originated, as well as to suggest 
that congregating can, and indeed does, 
happen outside of the walls of the official 
church. I hold that formations of sonic 

“congregations” in secular contexts are 
particularly potent and powerful as a socio-
musical force in British society because—on 
the surface at least—singers are willingly 
choosing to participate in hymn singing 
regardless of any religious affiliation. The 
question then becomes: why sing the hymn? 
The answers to this question are tied, within 
Britain, to a long history of using the hymn 
as a way to discipline working-class massed 
crowds to a level of respectable physical 
discipline that has often been associated 
with the social elite: restrained bodies; 
reverent attention; musical melodies that 
are slow and accessible, yet not considered 

“popular” like the chants that many sports 
fans otherwise sing.40 I am heavily indebted 
here to Monique M. Ingalls’s concept of 

musical “modes of congregating,” a term 
that she uses to describe how music works 
in the “active creation of various evangelical 
social formations that have gathered for 
the express purpose of worship,” which 
can include worship conferences, music 
festivals, and social media.41 Ingalls’s 
modes of congregating is in dialogue with 
Mirella Klomp and Marcel Barnard’s idea of 

“sacro-soundscapes,” which describe “fluid 
Christian ritual-musical practices in late-
modern culture,” and the “sonic aspects of 
religions.”42 The latter also corresponds 
to the theorization of “religioscapes” (the 
subjective maps of diasporic communities 
in flux) by Elizabeth McAlister, and 

“sacroscapes” by Thomas A. Tweed, which 
he developed from the initial work on 

“-scapes” in the 1990s by anthropologist 
Arjun Appadurai.43

The relative reticence of either music 
or sport studies to examine the hymn as 
a source of social power has perhaps also 
reinforced the infantilization of the hymn 
as a musical genre.44 More recent studies 
of the movements of hymns outside of 
congregational settings, however, have 
emphasized the power of community 
singing in settings where the shared 
knowledge of a hymn can offer singers 
a unique, nostalgic sense of belonging: 
politically, racially, and quasi-religiously.45 
I depart from and expand on Ingalls’s 
notion of modes of congregating by looking 
beyond contexts where singers sing for the 

“express purpose of worship.”46 At British 
football and rugby league matches, a hymn 
like “Abide with Me” is understood “as a 
hymn,” but the singers are not gathered 
there in the first instance for a religious 
purpose. To that end, Klomp and Barnard’s 
formulation of a “sacro-soundscape” that 
invites “openness toward ‘extra-ecclesial’ 
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musical practices” is highly useful for 
considering the persistence of music from 
sacred spheres—particularly through 
the inscription of new, secular rituals.47 
While the musicological category of the 
“soundscape” has received substantial 
attention,48 the uptake of soundscapes 
to religious studies has been somewhat 
more recent, and is primarily associated 
with contexts of organized worship.49 
The study of the hymn-as-musical-object, 
moreover, has traditionally fallen to the 
domain of hymnology, congregational 
music studies, or musicologists who have 
examined hymns in relation to church 
use, and it has often retained associations 
of conservatism or a “dying” repertoire in 
light of increasing turns to contemporary 

“worship” music.50 I am therefore interested 
in how the theological “sacroscape” as 
explored in tandem by Klomp, Barnard, 
McAlister, and Tweed can work alongside 
Ingalls’s modes of congregating to locate 
quasi-sacred sonic meeting places outside 
of the church. In the British context, this 
primarily happens through the hymn in 
two locations: school hymn singing, which 
is demonstrably declining, and sport hymn 
singing, which is not.51 Hymn singing at 
British football, rugby, and cricket matches, 
moreover, constitutes some of the largest 
singing crowds in the world, with tens of 
thousands of participants singing together, 
not to mention many viewers singing 
along to television sets in their pubs and 
living rooms.52 

Relevant here is Klomp and Barnard’s 
challenge that “if practical theologians want 
to study religion and new quests for God in 
a society ‘after God,’ maximum openness 
is required concerning the practices they 
choose as their objects of study.”53 I take a 
slightly different view: that the singing of 

hymns as a form of national British spectacle 
at massed sporting events is not so much 

“after God,” but rather alongside a desire for 
(re)creating a spectacle of nostalgic unity 
that leaves room for the quasi-spiritual 
within a national framework. The ritualized 
programming of “Abide with Me” is often 
so powerful that it freezes everything else 
in time and space: in a video of the opening 
of the 1990 FA Cup Final, for example, 
well-known presenter Des Lynam abruptly 
interrupts a conversation by saying, “Got 
to stop you there, because it’s hymn 
singing time.”54 In this instance, the hymn 
effectively silences the pundits, who do 
not dare speak during the quasi-spiritual 
moment of sonic congregating.

Conversely, “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” 
is a form of sonic congregating that is far 
less ritualized than “Abide with Me” or 

“Jerusalem,” which in one sense made it 
easier to consider banning. “Swing Low, 
Sweet Chariot,” in the British context, also 
carries fewer connotations of “the nation” 
in its text and social use, and there is thus 
perhaps less of a sense of loss surrounding 
it. By contrast, “Jerusalem”—C. Hubert H. 
Parry’s famous 1916 setting of the poem by 
William Blake, which is often described as 
“England’s [unofficial] national anthem”55—
is indelibly associated with cricket matches, 
but these carry far more associations of 
upper-class “respectable” crowd behavior 
and calming soundscapes, rendering the 
hymn virtually untouchable, if potentially 
acrimonious. Anthony Bateman, for 
example, has equated the singing of 

“Jerusalem” at cricket matches to a fantasy 
that “clearly English cricket’s pastoralism 
still lives on.”56 It is noteworthy, in this 
vein, that “Jerusalem” is sung, and, indeed, 
even programmed at the opening of, rugby 
union matches,57 which carry cultural 
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connotations of middle- and upper-
class fans; but it is not sung at the more 
working-class rugby league games, where 

“Abide with Me” (the hymn for “all”) is 
customary. To that end, “Jerusalem” carries 
connotations of potential class divisions 
that “Abide with Me” does not, particularly 
for working-class rugby league followers. 
As British journalist Paul Mason tweeted, 

“Abide with Me is [the] Rugby League 
anthem. Generations of miners cry as they 
hear it.”58 Unlike “Jerusalem” or “Swing 
Low,” “Abide with Me” aspires to appeal to 

“everyone” in Britain, whether a working-
class miner or a member of the monarchy. 

By contrast, Mark Falcous notes that 
“Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” has been more 
divisive around definitions of loyalty to local 
region versus nation:

The 2003 victory of the English men’s 
rugby union team in the World Cup 
final in Sydney, Australia, occurred 
during the early hours of an English 
morning. Later that very same day 
in Huddersfield in the north of the 
country, the national rugby league team 
similarly lined up to face Australia in a 
test match. As the kick off approached, 
a small section of the crowd began to 
sing ‘Swing low sweet chariot’, a song 
synonymous with the rugby union team, 
in response to the victory on the other 
side of the world earlier that morning. 
The faint strains of the song, however, 
were quickly booed by a larger section 
of the crowd, and it was not heard 
again at the game, thus demonstrating 
that England’s rugby victories may be 
neither shared nor celebrated by all 
in the nation, but instead exist within 
uniquely nuanced contexts.59

What the above quote also reflects is the fact 
that the working-class, northern English 
rugby league fans would have seen the 
imposition of a hymn associated with the 

more upper-class rugby union culture in 
their own region as an invasion of their 
territory, and an effective silencing of their 
working-class identities, more than as an 
invitation to celebrate international victories. 

The risks of a hymn getting booed 
down, of course, are higher when the 
hymn is sung spontaneously rather than 
programmed as part of a highly ritualized 
annual event. There is a reason why “Abide 
with Me” is so popular in Britain that it 
can be found on albums like England, My 
England, released by the Choir of King’s 
College, Cambridge, as well as recorded 
by Elton John on the Carnival: Rainforest 
Foundation Concert album (1997).60 And, 
of course, Emeli Sandé sang it emotively at 
the opening of the 2012 London Olympics. 
The hymn’s social placement provides a 
sense of continuity with an imagined time 
past when the nation was less secularized, 
without placing an evangelical burden on its 
singers to buy into organized religion itself. 
As Russell notes, the presence of brass band 
music and hymns at football matches from 
the 1920s onward endowed the FA Cup 
Final “with an ‘Englishness’ that married 
military spectacle, a disciplined urban 
levity and powerful popular religiosity.”61 
While some scholars emphasize that hymn 
singing at British sporting events is “strange” 
or even “inappropriate as [a] symbolic 
cultural representation,”62 I suggest that 
the framework of the sonic congregation 
offers an explanation for the unique appeal 
of “congregating” around a hymn that 
does not necessarily involve ascribing to 
religious practice itself, but which carries 
with it subliminal social ideologies around 
belonging and cultural unity. While the 
idea of sonic congregating could relate 
equally to other forms of debatably secular 
hymn singing such as school singing or the 
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rising popularity of more grassroots shape-
note (Sacred Harp) gatherings,63 the vast 
scale of internationally televised singing 
in British sport takes a hymn like “Abide 
with Me” (and its attendant projections of 
British culture) to global audiences, while 
projecting an image of national unity, past 
and present.

The second part of my subtitle for 
this section—“a long view”— promised 
that I would consider the historical roots 
of sonic congregating, partly because the 
nostalgia that fuels sport hymns is firmly 
rooted in the notion that these hymns have 
been embedded within British culture for 
generations. The roots of sonic congregating 
in Britain go back to the mass singing 
movements of the nineteenth century, and 
are inextricable from the concurrent rise 
of modernization and secularization since 
the Industrial Revolution.64 This temporal 
distancing is important for understanding 
the layers of nostalgia that build up around 
hymns like “Abide with Me,” and it can 
also work to excuse contemporary singers 
from engaging with discussions about 
what nationalist musical rituals mean in a 
postcolonial context. 

The nineteenth century was the prime 
era for early instances of sonic congregating. 
Victorian hymn singing outside of the church 
was largely understood to complement 
and even enrich sacred singing, as well as 
reinforcing, through sport, ideas around 
the national benefits of community singing 
and physical fitness.65 The rise of singing 
competitions also helped to increase the 
popularity of certain hymns across multiple 
denominations, thereby uniting the nation in 
terms of a sense of shared sung sacred texts.66 
As Charles McGuire, among others, explores, 
the mass singing movement in the Victorian 
era saw the spread of sacred hymnody 

reach far beyond the confines of churches 
in Britain, and out into the international 
mission field, where hymns were often sung 
outside of worship services.67 The rise of 
arguably populist notation systems such as 
tonic sol-fa, moreover, saw the increased 
amalgamation of sacred and secular singing 
genres, where militarism, imperialism, and 
the secularization of hymnody went hand 
in hand.68 The Victorian singing movement 
was also indelibly linked to constructions 
of nationalism (the greatness of the nation 
as evidenced by larger and larger crowds 
singing relatively “accessible” music), social 
class (the singers of these hymns often being 
linked to the working classes and to colonial 
converts, thus rendering “the singing crowd” 
to be part of a national/imperial machinery), 
and race (the rise of the Victorian singing 
movement being concurrent with British 
imperial expansion, and constructions 
of British progress through sport and 
militarism).69 At the root of the Victorian 
singing movement, consequently, was the 
idea that massed hymn singing outside of 
the church equalled social good and reflected 
the robust fitness of the nation, but only as 
long as the repertoire and its execution were 
within the bounds of social decorum.

The rise of sonic congregating around 
a nostalgic British past grew steadily from 
the interwar period in the early twentieth 
century. Russell identifies a specific 
interwar “community singing movement” 
as a “distinctive feature of English popular 
musical life in the mid-1920s.”70 Tied 
into a deep nostalgia for those lost in the 
Great War, the singing movement—which 
went by the slogan “Set Britain Singing,” 
first made famous by the Community 
Singers’ Association in 1925—was linked 
to educational movements as well as to 
post-war rehabilitation initiatives that 
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saw community singing as a significant 
component of healing the nation.71 As 
Russell notes, this movement was typified 
by songs and hymns that were associated 
with the Great War, such as “Abide with Me,” 
with its lyrics about suffering and bravery in 
the face of death, and its strong associations 
with the soldiers who died in battle.72 

What was distinctive about the 
interwar singing movement was the 
swift investment in the public press for 
printing and disseminating song texts 
(including hymn texts) in advance of 
sporting events, so that massed crowds 
of spectators who had no opportunity to 
rehearse would be able to sing together. 
Many newspapers, in particular the Daily 
Express, took credit for the community 
singing that occurred at football matches 
from the mid-1920s.73 Russell notes that 

“football fans had certainly sung before 
matches in an impromptu fashion since 
the late nineteenth century, but there is no 
evidence of formal singing having taken 
place before this time.”74 The Daily Express 
was swift to capitalize on the idea that 
singing at massed sporting events would 
help to unite the nation: “All classes will 
join in one song, and singing at will they 
will find they are united by indissoluble 
bonds of co-operation and sympathy.”75 
A fantasy of massed singing in a secular 
context was therefore endowed with the 
idea that singing would be a way to unify 
a nation still healing from the Great War. 

“Abide with Me” was ultimately one 
of the Daily Express’s most successful 
campaigns. A hymn that, from 1861, 

“rapidly became one of the most popular of 
all British hymns, associated most closely 
with funerals and other commemorations 
of loss,” became from the early twentieth 
century onward “arguably more closely 

associated with community singing than 
any other single piece of music.”76 It would 
have been very well known by the end of the 
nineteenth century by most British citizens, 
and as Jeffery Hill notes, its regular use 
at funerals only increased its popularity 
after the Great War.77 There is widespread 
belief that the hymn was included in the 
program at the 1927 FA Cup Final at 
Wembley Stadium at the request of King 
George V and Queen Mary. Despite some 
evidence that George V simply liked the 
hymn instead of actually requesting it, 
Russell suggests that this idea has gone 
down so deeply in the lore surrounding 
the hymn that “Abide with Me” is now 
indelibly associated with the monarchy, 
and, since 1927, “royal initiation of the 
[‘Abide with Me’] ritual has been taken for 
granted.”78 As argued by Hill, moreover, 
since the stadium itself was built as part of 
the British Empire Exhibition (1924–25), 

“the Cup Final acquired characteristics 
more usually associated with state 
ceremony than with sport. The presence of 
the monarch, and the presentation to him 
of the teams, was the principal feature of 
the Cup Final’s new status.”79 From 1927 
the BBC also started broadcasting the FA 
Cup Final, and “Abide with Me,” followed 
by the national anthem, became an annual 
tradition, which was televised from 1938 
onward.80 The 1927 rendition of “Abide 
with Me” was clearly very moving, with 
members of the packed crowd removing 
their hats to stand and sing, coming into 
a stillness that had not been there for the 
secular popular songs sung previously. 
An existing recording reveals a sombre 
and stately sound of almost entirely male 
voices raised in harmony.81 

The Daily Express swiftly capitalized on 
this national spectacle, and for many years 
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published a song sheet with lyrics in advance 
of the FA Cup Final, so that spectators 
could arrive with the words (or would 
have time to memorize them in advance). 
This tradition also ensured that football 
fans would be more likely to purchase 
the Daily Express. An example of one of 
these song sheets from 1932 is provided 
in Figure 1 (next page), which shows a 
full-page spread entitled “Cup Final 1923: 
Community Singing at Wembley Stadium.” 
The lyrics for ten songs are provided, and 

“Abide with Me” holds a prime place as the 
final song. Notably, it is the only hymn: the 
other songs include popular standards like 

“Tipperary” (with its military associations) 
and “Clementine.” The song sheet was 
effective in simultaneously securing a 
large readership for the Daily Express, 
and enshrining—indeed, canonizing—a 
repertoire of popular songs for football 
crowds to come together: the different 
clubs from across the country ostensibly 
united in song for a moment of brief 
musical unity before the start of the game. 
Where the genre of the hymn is different 
is that it is given a privileged place as the 
final song and, notably, shifts the tone 
from the jovial and popular to the reverent 
and sacred.82

I suggest that the move from the 
popular songs to “Abide with Me” marks 
the moment when community singing 
became a sonic congregation. Significantly, 
the sacralization of the hymn as having such 
a privileged “place” on the Daily Express 
song sheet is also enmeshed within the 
commercial network of the newspaper’s 
marketing strategies. That there is a 
link between the history of programmed 
massed hymn singing at the FA Cup Final 
and the commercial world in which the FA 
Cup was created is unsurprising: as Ken 

McLeod notes with regard to more recent 
contexts, “both mainstream popular 
music and professional sports are typically 
viewed as being driven by commercial gain 
and so subject to the economic imperatives 
of capitalist production.”83 What is worth 
asking, however, is what the Daily Express 
sought to gain by sacralizing its song sheet 
with such a famous hymn—by then over 
half a century old—in the first place, and 
one so deeply associated with King George 
V. “Abide with Me,” as Hill suggests, 
struck the perfect tone of reverence and 
moral uplift that would convince the fans 
that there was a spiritually meaningful 
experience to be had in the stands: 

‘Abide With Me’ was a popular hymn 
at funerals. It dealt with the subject of 
death. Why sing it at a football match? 
The answer is that it was popular, it 
was felt that it fitted well into the 
community singing, and it was an 
easy tune to follow for an untrained 
and vast (100,000) audience; above 
all, it seemed to catch the mood of 
the times. It related strongly to the 
feelings of loss among members of 
the crowd and the listening public, 
many of whose loved ones would have 
perished in the Great War that had 
come to an end only a few years before. 
It is hardly surprising that the singing 
of ‘Abide With Me’ was experienced 
as a deeply moving event, a moment 
of remembrance that expressed the 
shared grief of a nation.84

In this construction, it was almost 
inevitable that the ideal musical genre 
for such secular congregating would be a 
hymn. For those who still sing the hymn 
at the new Wembley Stadium almost a 
century later, it represents perhaps even 
more potently a continuity with the 
nation’s past, despite all that has changed. 
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Figure 1: “Cup Final 1923: Community Singing at Wembley Stadium, April 23.” 
Daily Express (April 23, 1932). Getty Images.
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“Abide with Me” now also has a 
global reputation of being associated 
with British sport.85 Russell notes that 
while there are increasing fears that 
football is too “commercially driven,” 
fans are swift to “demonstrate its sense 
of history and social responsibility” in 
order to justify programming the hymn 
(accordingly counteracting criticisms of 
commercialism).86 Although there are 
certainly worries that modern renditions 
focus more on the soloist than on the crowd—
the most extreme case of this being the 
entirely solo performance by Emeli Sandé 
standing alone on the roof of Wembley in 
2020 due to Covid restrictions87—the hymn 
continues to endure in a post-Covid world, 
with emotional videos posted of the masked 
(for Covid precautions) fans singing along 
at the 2021 Cup Final.88 To that end, I 
challenge Russell’s claim that “the singing 
of the hymn has become meaningless 
for many of those who hear it.”89 Rather, 
perhaps the focus away from the ownership 
of the hymn by the crowd and onto a soloist 
by television cameras has robbed many 
sporting fans of the sonic congregating 
that they were yearning for (or that they 
do, indeed, experience). Compelling here 
is Hill’s suggestion that fans often want the 
hymn “back” from the soloist: 

[I]n 2007, at the first Cup Final to be 
played in the ‘new’ Wembley, the divas 
Sarah Brightman and Lesley Garrett 
gave, with the benefit of microphones, a 
powerful rendition of the old Victorian 
hymn ‘Abide With Me’. As the television 
cameras panned the faces of massed 
spectators, however, the music might 
have seemed to be evoking a less-than-
cherished response. Some people, to 
be sure, were seen to be singing along. 
But many were not. They possibly felt 
(as had the organisers of a supporters’ 

lobby the previous year) that songs, if 
they were to be sung at all, should be 
performed by the assembled crowds 
themselves, and not by professional 
musical stars.90 

A legacy from the singing movements of 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
the ownership of the hymn in the context 
of the large British crowd was always 
traditionally the crowd itself: there had been 
no soloist in front of King George V in 1927 
(this was likely linked to the fact that, at the 
time, the match was not yet televised, and 
the “production” of the event did not rely on 
the spectacle of a solo celebrity).

The issue of fans taking “ownership” 
of the hymn brings us back to the issue of 
musical respectability and crowd control. 
There is a long legacy in English sport, 
and in football in particular, of what Back, 
Crabbe, and Solomos have termed the 

“racist-hooligan couplet,” where disorderly 
crowd behavior and singing out noisy, 
racist slogans go hand in hand.91 Moreover, 
this “racist-hooligan” model is ultimately 
racialized, since English, and Scottish, 
Welsh, and Irish fans—communities that 
do have their own sung traditions that 
shape their sporting identities—often try 
to disassociate themselves from “English” 
singing.92 The category of the hooligan is 
therefore the opposite of sonic unification. 
Within discourses of “hooligan singing,” 
the hymn has long emerged as a 
disciplining mode. For example, the rise of 
hooliganism in English football is indelibly 
associated with a decline, from the 1970s, 
of a willingness to participate in sport 
hymn singing, which was linked to fans 
protesting the ways that individual clubs 
were treated “as hooligans” by the media. 
As noted by Roger Penn and Damon 
Berridge, “during the 1970s, crowds at 
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Wembley became increasingly reluctant 
to sing either the hymn Abide with Me or 
the national anthem. Often they would 
drown these out with their own songs 
such as ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’ when 
Liverpool were one of the finalists.”93 
A turning point, Penn and Berridge 
argue, was the 1982 Falklands War, 
which “initiated a remilitarization of 
the Cup Final and a recalibration of its 
ideological traditions,” which has only 

“intensified since the invasions of Iraq 
and Afghanistan and has been paralleled 
at other major footballing events such as 
the Play Offs at Wembley that complete 
the season in England.”94 

In this framework of renewed 
patriotism, more subliminal forms of 
nationalist racism are deemed appropriate, 
if expressed through the social uplift of 
a hymn, rather than a more openly racist 

“hooligan” chant with explicit neo-Nazi 
themes.95 Nevertheless, recent structural 
interventions into football singing have 
notably drawn on the technologies of space 
to mediate unwarranted singing that does 
not carry the respectability of sonically 
congregating around a hymn. For example, 
in the 1990s, Arsenal fans “pressured the 
club to attempt a ‘singing area’ where fans 
would be less severely policed in an attempt 
to recreate some kind of atmosphere at 
Highbury.”96 Further north, when the new 
West Stand was built at Manchester United, 
a 15,000-person standing section that had 
previously been nicknamed a “singing” 
area was replaced with more executive 
seats. The fan magazine United We Stand 
ran a mocking article entitled “The End of 
the Stretford? No, Just the Singing.”97 The 
fans—who usually stood to sing anyway—
felt that they had effectively been told to sit 
down and be quiet. 

In this vein, when fans have felt 
silenced in their singing, it is often in 
tandem with a silencing of working-class 
behavior rather than singing itself—a 
silencing of the “wrong kind” of songs, 
which were usually associated with secular 
disorderly violence. The singing that is 
still encouraged, and indeed officially 
programmed by powerful institutions like 
the Football Association, is in an unbroken 
tradition where the Victorian hymn works 
as an expression of national respectability 
and social discipline. This lineage has 
been so accepted, reified, and taken for 
granted that it has become what Penn and 
Berridge describe as a form of “invisible 
nationalism.”98 The hymn in massed 
British sporting events today still works, 
in part, as it did in the early twentieth 
century, when it was advertised by the 
Daily Express: it fosters (one could almost 
say, sponsors) an imagined community of 
the ideal fan—respectable, reverent, loyal, 
and patriotic. Through this imagined 
community, the ideal hymn-singing fan 
not only behaves in an orderly fashion, but 
also ascribes to a long association between 
hymn singing, decency, and a nostalgic, 
wholly affirmative fiction of British 
nationalism itself. 

Coda: Abiding Away, 2022  
For all the assurances of continuity that 
it appears to offer, “Abide with Me” has 
widely different resonances in global 
contexts. For many in Britain, it is the 
sound of nostalgia for a once-great 
empire, and for fallen heroes in a series 
of tragic wars. It is reminiscent of a time 
when children in all British state schools 
sang hymns as part of a standard primary 
education, securing the validity of the 
hymn for future generations.99 It is warm 



Yale Journal of Music & Religion Vol. 8, No. 2 (2022) 139

and welcoming—but only if you buy into 
it. On the one hand, the conversations 
around the programming, censorship, and 
singing of “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” in 
2020 opened the door to talking about the 
potentially problematic racial, social, and 
nationalistic issues raised by hymn singing 
in sport. On the other hand, the fact that 

“Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” was really an 
“American” hymn that felt, to many singers, 
largely divorced from contemporary 
British culture, also stood in the way of a 
comparable dissecting of “Abide with Me,” 
with its formal pre-match programming. 
Future conversations about Black Lives 
Matter and sport hymn singing, therefore, 
still have room to turn inward, to examine 
why British fans are singing hymns at 
all—and what modes of social behavior 
are associated with them. And because 
the Black Lives Matter movement—and, 
indeed, “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” 
itself—originated in America, various 
conservative commentators have even used 
the cultural distance of the USA to try and 
downplay the relevance of decolonization 
to British contexts.100 

A fitting postscript to this discussion 
comes from the enduring—and far more 
conflicted—presence of “Abide with Me” in 
the postcolonial world, where resistance 
to the sonic congregation is stark. Under 
the headline “Why British Hymn ‘Abide 
with Me’ Was Scrapped from Key Indian 
Ceremony,” Classic FM news reported that 
the hymn, a long-time favorite of Mahatma 
Ghandi, was to be replaced with the Indian 
patriotic song “Ae Mere Watan Ke Logon” 
at the Indian Beating Retreat Ceremony, an 
annual military parade that is a trademark 
of independence celebrations.101 The hymn 
was supposed to be scrapped from the 
ceremony in 2020, but, after a backlash, 

had been added back in at the last minute, 
where it was “the only non-Indian tune 
played.”102 The 2022 government decision 
to permanently scrap “Abide with Me” was 
labelled as part of an “ongoing process 
of decolonising India.”103 The Classic FM 
article then links to the widely diverging 
reactions on social media, where many 
defenders of the hymn claimed that since 

“Abide with Me” was part of India’s colonial 
history, its deletion robbed listeners of 
reflecting on its historical importance. 
The difference, of course, between the 
conversations currently happening in 
India about musical decolonization and 
those taking place in the UK is that Britain 
has yet to decolonize its own forms of 
congregating power through sound: it is all 
too easy to (attempt to) topple the legacies 
of “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” because 
there is an overarching sense that, in the 
end, the African American spiritual was not 
a British hymn anyway. It would be quite 
another matter—indeed, it might be an 
example of what ethnomusicologist Shzr 
Ee Tan describes as the “messy” challenge 
of decolonization104—to think even beyond 
the text, tune, and provenance of a hymn 
like “Abide with Me” to consider how and 
why it has the emotive power that it does to 
unify fans under a nationalist performance 
of harmony; and, furthermore, to consider 
the impact that this has on the image of 
Britain in the wider world. 

In discussing the places where Christian 
singing has gone public, Ingalls has described 
the process of “sonic permeation,”105 or a 
mode of congregating where church music 
breaks out of church walls.106 As a way to 
close this discussion, it is important to 
consider how singing hymns at sporting 
matches is always part of a fantasy that 
hymns offer a projection of spiritual unity 
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and national conformity in a secular 
world. The sonic congregating offered 
by the football or rugby hymn therefore 
creates its own landscape of belonging 
for many of the fans who travel to be 
there, or who tune in via televisions (and 
smartphones) from around the country 
and the world. Inasmuch as football and 
rugby hymn singing fosters a national 
fantasy that imagines place and, indeed, 
envisages an idealized Britain of the past, 
sport hymn singing also complicates the 
direct attachment to land that has hitherto 
pervaded a lot of writing on the religious 

“sacroscape.”107 And yet, if we draw on the 
open definition of congregational music 
given by Andrew Mall, Jeffers Engelhardt, 

and Monique M. Ingalls—that it “ranges 
across boundaries of region, nation, and 
ecclesial tradition, creating sonorous 
ways for participants to create, maintain, 
and challenge individual and communal 
identities”108—then there may yet be a 
way to understand the tearful, emotional 
experiences of FA Cup Final fans to “Abide 
with Me” as valid, even spiritual.109 Sonic 
congregating leaves—indeed, invites—
room for social and spiritual uplift through 
the rituals of hymn singing in secular spaces. 
The question for the future is whether such 
forms of hymnic uplift will work to either 
disrupt or reinforce a nation’s ideological 
legacies. The sonic congregation has the 
potential to do both. 
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