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In its full range of styles and forms, choral polyphony (with or without instru-
mental accompaniment) accounts for the bulk of today’s music in church. How
ever, the focus no longer falls exclusively on the classical church choir: both of 
Germany’s major denominations cultivate church music with children and young 
adults (children’s choirs, youth choirs, Orff ensembles, rock bands etc.) as a deliber
ate investment in the future, not only of the church, but of society as a whole. This 
emphasis is clearly bearing fruit, for the number of participants in this field has 
increased significantly over roughly the last ten years, whereas classical church 
choirs for adults have declined as their membership grows older.

The organ, the oldest instrument employed in church music, has been accepted 
and valued since time immemorial. Its rich repertoire has been a permanent part 
of the church music spectrum, both in the liturgy and in recitals. Increasing im-
portance is being attached to organ improvisation both in church services and in 
concerts – a fact reflected not only in the curricula for church music students but 
in requirements for filling vacancies. 

The difficult relationship between the church and contemporary music must 
be viewed in the context of the reception of contemporary art as a whole. The 
‘rift’ between them is caused, for example, by composers’ insensitivity toward 
the musical limitations of amateur choristers in their choral music. It can only be 
overcome if the two parties will bridge their differences by entering a long-term 
dialogue. Several encouraging examples of just such a dialogue already exist, one 
being the Discussion Forum for Issues of Church and Music (Gesprächskreis für 
Fragen von Kirche und Musik) in Stuttgart and Würzburg.

ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURES

As befits their historical evolution, the organisational structure of Germany’s 
two major churches is extremely complex. As in the Catholic Church, where each of 
the 27 dioceses is financially independent and maintains its own church music po-
licies, the Evangelical Church is noted for the autonomy of its 23 regional churches 
(Landeskirchen). This renders impossible any attempt to compare the organisational 
structures of Germany’s church music on a nation-wide level. Over the years, how
ever, a pyramidal structure has emerged in most bishoprics and regional churches. 
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The top of the pyramid is formed by the administrative church music bodies 
and departments, which are responsible for designing and developing staff ap-
pointment plans, for training church musicians for semi-professional and volun-
tary positions, and for offering advanced education programmes. The musical po-
sitions at Germany’s major churches (cathedrals, monastery churches, bishop’s 
seats, large municipal churches etc.) are all equal in significance. They are often 
scenes of superb artistic achievements, which can serve as models for the role and 
potential of music in propagating the faith. Dioceses or regional churches which 
are subdivided into districts (Bezirke) have church music positions at the district 
or regional level. These positions have greater authority over church music, and 
many of their occupants are actively involved in training semi-professional or vol
unteer musicians. Some Catholic dioceses whose congregations have been merged 
make use of ‘pastoral musicians’ (Seelsorgebereichsmusiker), who are responsible 
for music in two or more parishes. Finally, a (declining) number of church mu-
sicians are employed exclusively in a single parish. The basis, however, is provid
ed by semi-professional and volunteer musicians who take charge of playing the 
organ or directing the choir in parishes that are either too small or financially too 
weak to afford a full-time professional musician. In recent years there has been 
a tendency to link full-time positions either on the supra-regional level or with 
mergers between parishes. This reflects the fact that the organisational structures 
of Germany’s two major churches are increasingly being downscaled to reflect de-
mographic trends in society or in response to ongoing financial shortfalls. None
theless, persons in positions of responsibility should realise that in future, too, 
church music programmes with fully professional musicians (in whatever form) 
will be mandatory in every diocese or regional church, whether to train musicians 
active at the grass-roots level or to ensure the presence of church music in German 
culture. In some cases, dramatic downturns in funding have caused the basic level 
of church music to be mercilessly slashed. The fatal consequences of this will be 
keenly felt over the next few decades. Several positions for full-time church music 
directors are already impossible to fill.

Other pillars of Germany’s church music include those who assume supra-
regional responsibility for a complex of topics, such as the building of new organs 
or the care and maintenance of older ones. The last 20 years have witnessed a 
qualitative leap in the field of organ appraisal. Not least of all, the training pro-
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gramme for certified organ appraisers, based in Rottenburg and Ludwigsburg, has 
frequently helped to safeguard historically valuable instruments and to restore 
them in a proper manner. Moreover, expert advice and supervision is of crucial 
importance to congregations planning or currently building a new organ, particu-
larly in view of the great financial risk that such an undertaking involves.

ACTIVE MUSICIANS

Despite the declining numbers of church-goers and congregations and the sharp 
reduction in financial resources, leading to staff cutbacks in church music positions, 
Germany is still a ‘land of milk and honey’ for church music compared to its European 
neighbours. Nevertheless, the trends in human resources are extremely worrying.

Church musicians 6

In 2009 a total of around 1,400 fully professional church musicians were ac-
tive in the Catholic Church, including 800 working full time and 600 part time 
(see Figure 9.1). Compared to 2002, with 2,000 musicians, this represents a drop of 
roughly a third. In contrast, the number of musicians with less than half-time em-
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ployment (including so-called ‘mini-jobs’ up to € 400 per month) almost doubled 
within the same period, namely, from 3,400 to 6,300.

A similar downturn has been observable for years in the Evangelical Church, 
but, compared to the Catholic Church, relatively few positions have fallen victim 
to austerity measures. In 2009 a total of around 1,900 fully professional church 
musicians were active in the Evangelical Church, including 500 in ‘A’ positions and 
1,400 in ‘B’ positions (see Figure 9.1). Compared to 2002, this represents a decline 
of a mere six percent. That said, many positions have had their number of hours 
reduced, sometimes drastically.

Church choirs and instrumental ensembles

More revealing of the importance of music in religion and society are the de
velopments in Germany’s church choirs, where the figures run at least partly con-
trary to job figures and to trends in secular amateur music-making.

In 2009 the Catholic Church (see Figure 9.2) had a total of 393,800 members 
in 15,700 choirs. Compared to 2002, this represents a drop of some 30,000 sing
ers, mainly because of the decline in membership among church choirs (roughly 

>>  Fully professional church musicians  

>>  in the Catholic Church1 >> in the Evangelical Church

incl. incl.

Total Full-time Part-time2 Total ‘A’ positions ‘B’ positions

2002 2,039 1,045 994 2002 2,073 524 1,549

2005 1,567 911 656 2005 1,959 522 1,437

2009 1,386 789 597 2009 1,943 514 1,429

1  No distinction made between ‘A’ and ‘B’ positions.
2  Over 50 % of a full-time position.

Source: Arbeitsgemeinschaft der Ämter/Referate für 
Kirchenmusik der Diözesen Deutschlands [Working 
Committee of the Administrative Bodies and Depart-
ments for Church Music in Germany’s Dioceses].

Source: Konferenz der Leiter der kirchlichen und der 
staatlichen Ausbildungsstätten für Kirchenmusik und 
der Landeskirchenmusikdirektoren in der Evangelischen 
Kirche in Deutschland [Conference of Directors of Eccle-
siastical and State Educational Institutions for Church 
Music and the Regional Church Music Directors in the 
Evangelical Church of Germany].

Figure 9.1
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33,000 since 2002). In contrast, there was a sharp increase in the membership of 
children’s and youth choirs (some 8,400 more than in 2002). The membership of 
scholae cantorum dropped by about 2,000 during the same period.

The most recent statistics from the Evangelical Church in Germany (see Fig
ure 9.3) list a total of some 362,000 choristers in approximately 17,700 choirs, 
including 9,900 ensembles with 248,600 musicians in the Association of Evan
gelical Church Choirs in Germany (Verband evangelischer Kirchenchöre Deutsch-
lands, or VeK). This organisation represents 7,650 church choirs and music ensem-
bles with a total of 179,000 members, as well as 2,250 children’s and youth choirs 
with 69,600 members altogether.

>>  Choirs in the Catholic Church

2002 2005 2009

Ensembles Members Ensembles Members Ensembles Members

Church choirs 9,910 315,454 9,730 287,778 9,482 282,369

Children’s choirs 2,989 60,750 3,165 63,706 2,979 66,371

Youth choirs 1,767 31,681 2,022 36,564 1,929 34,472

Scholae cantorum 1,179 12,235 1,341 12,372 1,350 10,544

Total 15,845 420,120 16,258 400,420 15,740 393,756

Source: Arbeitsgemeinschaft der Ämter/Referate für Kirchenmusik der Diözesen Deutschlands [Working Committee of the 
Administrative Bodies and Departments for Church Music in Germany’s Dioceses].

>>  Choirs in the Evangelical Church

2001 2003 2005 2007

Ensembles Members Ensembles Members Ensembles Members Ensembles Members 

Church choirs 17,394 360,495 18,765 369,387 18,133 368,070 17,676 362,441

Note: Figures include children’s choirs.

Source: Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland [Evangelical Church in Germany].

Figure 9.2
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Figure 9.3

In contrast, the Catholic Church noted clear growth in the number of amateur 
instrumental ensembles. If there were 1,800 groups with a total of 17,600 mem-
bers in 2002, by 2009 the figure had risen to 2,400 groups with 23,800 members. 
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The brass ensembles of the Evangelical Church are especially noteworthy. The 
Evangelical Brass Service in Germany (Evangelischer Posaunendienst in Deutsch-
land, or EPiD) listed a total of 6,100 ensembles with a total of some 110,000 mem-
bers in 2010. An additional 55,000 amateur musicians played in other instrumen-
tal groups (see Figure 4.1 in the article ‘Amateur Music-Making’ by Astrid Reimers). 

When we add up all the people musically active in Germany’s two major Chris
tian churches, we arrive at an impressive total of about one million conductors, 
singers and/or players.

Especially important are the promising developments in church music-mak
ing with children and young adults, which, as might be expected, has undergone a 
sharp upward trend. This is particularly revealing in view of the fact that the Allens-
bach Institute for Public Opinion Research noted a decline of 1.4 percent in choral 
singing among 14- to 19-year-olds in German society as a whole from 2000 to 2005.7

PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS

In both of Germany’s main churches, church music is sustained and marked 
primarily by professional associations and conferences with different areas of re-
sponsibility. In the Catholic Church, these are

•	 the General Cecilian Society for Germany (Allgemeiner Cäcilienverband für 
Deutschland, or ACV), the umbrella organisation for Germany’s Catholic church 
music, especially for its choirs, including the large association of choirs for chil-
dren and young adults, Pueri Cantores;

•	 the German Federal Association of Catholic Church Musicians (Bundesver-
band katholischer Kirchenmusiker Deutschlands, or BKKD), a free association 
of church musicians from Germany’s dioceses that is devoted to their profes-
sional representation and consultation;

•	 the Working Committee of the Administrative Bodies and Departments for 
Church Music in Germany’s Dioceses (Arbeitsgemeinschaft der Ämter/Refe
rate für Kirchenmusik der Diözesen Deutschlands, or AGÄR), which unites all 
the heads of Germany’s church music administrations and departments into a 
service level; and
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•	 the Conference of Directors of Catholic Church Music Education Institutions 
in Germany (Konferenz der Leiter katholischer kirchenmusikalischer Ausbil-
dungsstätten Deutschlands).

The ACV is responsible for publishing two periodicals: the bimonthly Musica sa-
cra, whose 130th annual volume appeared in 2010, and the annual Kirchenmusika-
lisches Jahrbuch (‘Church music yearbook’), whose 93rd volume appeared in 2009.

These organisations are complemented by four associations or conferences on 
the Evangelical side:

•	 the Association of Evangelical Church Choirs in Germany (Verband evange-
lischer Kirchenchöre Deutschlands, or VeK), which is responsible for the work 
of church choirs;

•	 the Conference of Directors of Ecclesiastical and State Educational Institutions 
for Church Music and the Regional Church Music Directors in the Evangelical 
Church of Germany (Konferenz der Leiter der kirchlichen und der staatlichen 
Ausbildungsstätten für Kirchenmusik und der Landeskirchenmusikdirektoren 
in der Evangelischen Kirche in Deutschland), the service level for church music 
administration and education in Germany;

•	 the Federation of Evangelical Church Musicians in Germany (Verband evange-
lischer Kirchenmusiker), which represents its members in professional mat-
ters; and

•	 the Evangelical Brass Service in Germany (Evangelischer Posaunendienst in 
Deutschland).

The trade journals for Evangelical church music include the bimonthly Forum 
Kirchenmusik, whose 61st annual volume appeared in 2010, and the likewise bi-
monthly  Musik und Kirche, which reached its 82nd annual volume in that same year. 

The associations and conferences on both the Catholic and Evangelical sides 
are connected by lively and intensive ecumenical contacts, since many issues af-
fect church music as a whole and can only be addressed in a spirit of ecumenical 
co-operation, especially when it comes to congregational work at the local level.
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EDUCATION IN CHURCH MUSIC

Church music education falls into two 
main areas: training for service as a full-time 
professional church musician, and training 
for the many and varied semi-professional 
and volunteer tasks in church music.

Training for full-time  
professional church musicians

As a rule, Germany’s full-time pro-
fessional church musicians are trained 
at an institute of higher learning for mu-
sic (Musikhochschule) or church music 
(Kirchenmusikhochschule) (see Figure 9.4). 
Their training is extraordinarily broad, 
and a gift not only for music but for schol
arship and teaching is required in order to 
master the great range of subjects covered. 
Fortunately, standards equal to the duties 
that church musicians face in their daily 
work have recently been established in the 
theological and scholarly subjects (liturgy, 
church history, basic theology, hymnology). 
Indeed, church musicians are sometime 
better trained in this respect than pastoral 
workers, who are often poorly equipped in 
liturgy and hymnology and insufficiently 
aware of the opportunities available in 
this field.

Figure 9.4
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For a long time the study of church music was divided into ‘A’ and ‘B’ tracks. 
However, these two labels came to designate conflicting curricula and lengths of 
study in Germany as a whole, which bred increasing confusion and, in the end, in-
tolerable conditions at its educational institutions. An attempt to unify these two 
tracks in the 1990s was thwarted by the conflicting needs of Germany’s dioceses 
and regional churches. In the meantime, the Bologna Process has successively in-
troduced the bachelor’s and master’s degrees in Germany’s federal states, so that 
dual-tier training in church music is now very likely to remain standard practice 
in the future. According to figures from Germany’s Federal Bureau of Statistics, 
those educational institutions that offer training to become a full-time profes
sional church musician had 475 students of church music in the winter semester 
of 2009-10, including 69 in their first semester.8 The number of those who passed 
their church music examinations ran to 106 (see Figures 3.1 and 3.5 in the article 
‘Education for Musical Professions’ in this volume). The number of student appli-
cants has, with certain deviations, settled at a low level, so that the paradoxical 
situation may soon arise in which the job market, though tight, can no longer be 
filled by qualified applicants. In many cases the students choose combinations of 
related subjects (especially school music or music education) in order to be bet-
ter equipped for the difficult job market. The same motives have increasingly led 
them to seek multiple or postgraduate degrees.

Training for semi-professional and volunteer church musicians

There has been a sharp quantitative and qualitative leap in the training of 
Germany’s semi-professional and volunteer church musicians. Twenty years ago 
the ‘C’ track was practically the only form of training beneath the ‘A’ and ‘B’ levels, 
and most of the students who pursued it were 15 to 20 years old. But recently many 
new things have happened in this area:

•	 A ‘D’ and sometimes even an ‘E’ level with more elementary starting points 
have been introduced beneath the ‘C’ track.

•	 The combination of organ and choral conducting, which used to be compulsory 
in the ‚C‘ track, has been split into so-called ‚sub-area qualifications‘ (Teilbe-
reichsqualifikationen) to satisfy those who feel drawn to only one of these two 
core church music subjects (the original combination is still standard).
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•	 There are curricula devoted almost exclusively to new topics such as children’s 
choir conducting or popular music. These recent developments address a com-
pletely new clientele with a broader age spread who previously had no oppor-
tunity to receive organised training in church music.

It thus comes as no surprise to learn that, in recent years, the number of partici-
pants in and graduates from these educational programmes has constantly grown.

CONCLUSION AND PROSPECTS FOR THE FUTURE

Despite structural downsizing, church music remains, in both denominations, 
of central importance to the form of the Christian religion and a key factor in 
Germany’s cultural life. The promising trends in church music with children and 
young adults may at least, by encouraging active music-making, begin to counter-
act the continuing decline of music in church that threatens future generations. 
No one can seriously doubt that church music, with its unique and still living and 
resounding history, is an important addition to Germany’s cultural self-assurance. 
However, it is essentially up to the churches themselves (and their musicians) to 
preserve their identity and put it to fruitful use in our own time. The relevance of 
church music to our age will be judged on the basis of the vitality and legitimacy 
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of this identity. One part of this identity is the fact that music-making in church 
must take the propagation of faith as its principal guide. Another is the physical 
space of the church itself as its distinctive setting.

Yet church music is not inevitably bound to this physical space. It can abandon 
and transcend it to become a factor in society as a whole, a factor which can make 
an essential contribution to education, value transmission and art in Germany.

1	 ‚Leitlinien zur Erneuerung des kirchenmusikalischen Berufsbildes‘. The complete text can 

be found  inter alia in  Musica sacra 6 (1991), pp. 535-6.
2	 See Oskar Söhngen:  Erneuerte Kirchenmusik – Eine Streitschrift [Church music renewed –

a polemic] (Göttingen, 1975), and Dietrich Schuberth‘s entry on ‚Kirchenmusik‘ in Theolo-

gische Realenzyklopädie 18 (Berlin and New York, 1989), pp. 649 ff.
3	 Eph 5:19 and Col 3:16: ‚Teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and 

spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord‘.
4	 unterwegs:  Lieder und Gebete  [underway: hymns and prayers], rev. and enlarged 2nd edn. 

(n.p., 1998), compiled for the Liturgical Commission of the German Bishops’ Conference 

together with the German chapter of the General Cecilian Society, the German Liturgical 

Institute and the Central Committee of German Catholics.
5	 gemeinsam unterwegs: Lieder und Texte zur Ökumene [underway together: songs and 

texts for ecumenical Christianity], ed. Ecumenical Church Convention (Berlin, 2003).
6	 In Germany, church music positions are roughly classified by the letters ‘A’ (fully profes

sional positions of exceptional importance), ‘B’ (fully professional positions at the pasto-

ral or congregational level) and ‘C’ (semi-professional positions at the congregational lev

el). The same system used to apply to the training of church musicians until the recent 

introduction of the bachelor’s and master’s degrees.
7	 See statistics on ‘Laienmusizieren’ on the home page of the German Music Information 

Centre at http://www.miz.org (accessed on 10 November 2010).
8	 Plus some 90 students at other church-operated institutes of higher learning not included in the 
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