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Freedom Within Form: The Work of the Holy Spirit Envisioned in John Coltrane’s “A Love 

Supreme” 

 

 An excellent jazz record has the almost indescribable ability to confer upon the listener a 

sense of something deeper than words can convey.  This is perhaps why many musicians label 

the genre as being “contemplative” or “difficult.”  Jazz does not simply provide a light-hearted 

and accessible “feel good” vibe that is often present in most popular music.  A good jazz artist 

would much rather embrace the complexity involved with attempting to express in music the 

same glorious paradox that defines spirituality: how to express perfect freedom in perfect form.  

Nowhere is the connection between jazz and spirituality more beautifully encapsulated than in 

John Coltrane’s magnum opus “A Love Supreme.”     

 “A Love Supreme” served as Coltrane’s most intimate expression of worship and prayer 

to the God who had brought him out of suffering, through redemption and grace.  The beauty of 

this piece is that it breaks our common contemporary stereotypes regarding how we are to 

worship God through music.  Jazz is certainly not the preferred mode of worship in the church 

today, but Coltrane teaches us not to over look the non-traditional mediums that can serve as 

expressions of the creative power of the Holy Spirit guiding us towards the Father.   

 Jazz is especially excellent as a form of worship because it allows for the expression of 

the soul that cannot easily be put into words.  Although we can certainly attempt to explain the 

spiritual transformation that occurs in our lives when we accept the grace of Christ, we also 

recognize that the work being done within us is beyond our capacity to logically understand it.  

mailto:cbernhar@eastern.edu


When we consider the ways in which the Holy Spirit “speaks” through us it becomes quite clear 

that it is easier to express our worship through more abstract forms of creativity.  This creativity 

is sparked by the deep feelings and emotions that the Spirit reflects within us, and it is not bound 

by the constraints of logicality or vocabulary.   

 Jazz is the perfect vessel for the expression of these inner feelings because it allows for 

the perfect balance between freedom and form.  In part one of “A Love Supreme”, bassist Jimmy 

Garrison lays down a recurring four note riff that serves as the base for Coltrane’s improvisation.  

Coltrane is free to take his solos in any direction because he has the solid foundation of 

Garrison’s bass, McCoy Tyner’s keys and Elvin Jones’ drums to keep up with him and mold his 

prayer into an accessible and beautiful work of art.  This is a perfect example of the freedom 

within form that allows the Holy Spirit to take the inexpressible longing deep within us and 

channel it to its final destination in the Father.  It perfects the imperfect desires that manifest 

themselves in our acts of creation and it reflects them both upwardly to God and outwardly to 

our fellow human beings.  “A Love Supreme” is a deeply personal prayer for John Coltrane, but 

it is perhaps most striking in that it is shared with all of us.  Most of us have never experienced 

the pain and struggle that Coltrane experienced in his life, but when we listen to his music it is 

nearly impossible not to share in the joy of his redemption.  Jazz allows for the listener to 

experience aspects of the artist’s life that cannot simply be put into song lyrics.   

 “A Love Supreme” is a brilliant work of art because it showcases the inherent spirituality 

of the jazz genre that is encapsulated within the invitation to share in deeply personal expressions 

of creativity and worship.  It also perfectly shows that the purest form of spirituality is the 

freedom to express our longing for God within the form of what we enjoy.  To put it simply, jazz 

is spiritual because allows for a prayer that is deeper than words.       



  

 

 

 


