
Hymn of the Week
Reflection by Ben Welch on 
"Let Us Build a House (All Are Welcome)"
#301 in Covenant's Glory to God Hymnal (v. 1, 4, 5)

Let us build a house where love can dwell and all can safely live, a place where
saints and children tell how hearts learn to forgive. Built of hopes and dreams
and visions, rock of faith and vault of grace; here the love of Christ shall end
divisions. All are welcome in this place.

And with that phrase, “Let Us Build A House Where Love Can Dwell
(All Are Welcome)” begins. One of Marty Haugen’s most popular
contemporary hymns, the lyrics to “All Are Welcome” have been
interpreted differently by several different denominations ever since it
was composed in 1994. I, for one, have always taken this hymn as a
message of love and inclusivity to the church.

Marty Haugen (born in 1950) is a prolific liturgical composer with
many songs included in hymnals across the wider church (and translated
into many languages). He has worked as a touring musician and
composer for many years and currently calls Mayflower Community
Congregational Church in Minneapolis (where he is their “Composer In
Residence”) his home. I had the good fortune of meeting Marty 7 years
ago, and I--along with a group of other musicians--spent a weekend
hoping to glean some of his compositional mastery. 
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"The church of God is a
world where all SHOULD

be welcome, although I
know that is not always

the case. But maybe part
of that repeated phrase is

a challenge to the
listener… as in 'all

SHOULD be welcome, all
ARE welcome… so what
are you going to do to

make it so?'"
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We watched him work but also just enjoyed his company and his time
(he is very gracious and humble), listening to his many stories. We have
remained in very sporadic contact; he may not really even remember me
specifically (when we are not in the middle of a pandemic, he does
several workshops like that one every year)… but those days with him
left quite an impression, and something to strive for, even though I
would never call myself much of a “composer.” 

We talked at length about “All Are Welcome,” and he is still surprised to
this day at the ways it is used and discussed in churches. Many have
used it simply as a frequent opening hymn for Sunday worship, while
others use it as themes for special days (several churches recently sang it
during their worship on “International Coming Out Day”). One church I
know used it every week during their most recent capital campaign.
Imagine singing “All Are Welcome,” all 5 verses, every week for a year!
Most of us wouldn’t need the hymnal or screen anymore (and neither
would your choir/organist/pianist/director, I would bet!). 

I have always liked how singable Haugen’s melodies are, and from my
perspective how enjoyable they are to play. Some of you may have sung
other popular pieces by him, such as his common Lenten liturgy called
“Holden Evening Prayer,” or another popular addition to Covenant’s
worship, “Gather Us In.” There is little doubt his melodies stick with us,
often being hummed as we leave and go about our day.
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What can YOU do to welcome the stranger in your midst?
What can YOU do to show God’s love to those who haven’t felt it in
a while?
What will YOU do to make your church and your world open and
welcoming to all?

I could dive into the lyrics of each phrase, but I think what I (and
maybe many) always come back to is that simple phrase, “All are
welcome in this place.” It was so important to Marty that he
emphasized it three times during each verse… I would say that is a
pretty important moment, if the composer himself keeps repeating it.
Like he’s saying, “Hey, look at this, don’t forget! And in case you DID
forget, let me say it again!” 

The church of God is a world where all SHOULD be welcome, although
I know that is not always the case. But maybe part of that repeated
phrase is a challenge to the listener… as in “all SHOULD be welcome,
all ARE welcome… so what are you going to do to make it so?”

Take a listen to some members of Covenant’s music ministry singing
this hymn, and perhaps consider:
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