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ABSTRACT 

This thesis is concemed that with the growing practice of hymn-text revision, a lack 

of consistency and quality is evident in some alterations which do not have the benefit of 

clear critena and guidelines for such revision. This is of particular interest to preachers and 

pastors because of the significant relationship between preaching and hymn singing which 

have complemented and supported each other in the proclamation of the gospel. Sixteen 

issues or concems about language usage and imagery are identified. Each of these issues is 

explained and examples are given to illustrate why individuals and faith groups today may 

have questions or difficulties with the wording in particular hymns. Homiletic theory and 

practice is used as the basis of a proposed hermeneutic for hymn-text revision. The five steps 

of this henneneutic provide guidance to those who revise hymns, and offer a process which 

will lead toward consistency and quality in hymn-text revision.. The revisions of two well- 

known hymns are critiqued to demonstrate the process. 
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For as long as the Word of the Lord has been proclairneci, the preacher has wrestled 

with both the nchness of language and its limitations. Each successive proclamation requires 

the retranslation and reinterpretation of the sacred texts so that the words, idioms, images and 

message are conveyed authentically to the hearer. Each new generation of preachen is 

trained and encouraged to reinterpret the gospel message faithfully in contemporary 

language. Each sermon is, in fact, a new interpretation of the gospel. 

To reinterpret the gospel, a preacher uses words to create a sermon But there is much 

more at work here than the mere preparation of an address. Something else is going on which 

homileticians describe as an event. A sermon happens; it becomes a moment in time. 

Sermons are spoken: This is essential to their nature, not incidental. The church has 
always insisted that the sermon is a spoken word. The Word is not silent. Although 
most of our theological libraries have large collections of sermons, these documents 
gained that name by having first been preached We might even say that a written 
document becomes a sennon only through its having been spoken. Sermons are 
events in time, God's Word addressed to particular congregations in particuiar 
ci rcurnstances. ' 

Martin Luther put it emphaticdly, that the gospel "should not be wriîten, but shouted" and 

that ''the church is not a peu-house but a mouth-house? David Buttrick brings in the 

additional concept of cornmuniîy, saying, "God's Word, spoken, constitutes cornmunity, for 

1 Paul Scott Wilson, The Practice Of Preachinq, (Toronto: The United Church hbiishing House, 1995). 

' M .  Luîher, Dr. Martin Luther Werkc KriUche Gessmtausaabe, (Weirmar, 1883- ), 12259; 
37:207, and IO: 1, 2,48; citeci with disaission m Fred W. Meuser and Sîaniey D. Schneider, eds., Inter~reting 
Luther's Legacy, (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1969), 19,30. 



God's Word always takes flesh. What is primary is neither gospel nor church but Jesus Christ 

who has created both a word-community and a community word.'" So the sermon, while 

constructed with words, becomes God at work in human existence. "Christian preaching not 

only reveals, it continues the work of Christ by cailing, liberating, and foming a new 

What then is the nature of the sermon which is spoken (Wilson) or shouted (Luther) 

or incarnated (Buttrick)? All make reference to voice. While Buttrick cautions us against the 

arrogance of thinking that we c m  equate our own voices with that of God: "we are only 

human and we speak with human voice~,"~ Wilson rnakes wwhat appears to be an extravagant 

daim: 

Preaching is no ordinary speech. However, preaching is no ordinary poetry either. It 
is the sound of God speakmg, and as such, it is the intelligible sound of ow salvation 
taking place. It is oral speech of a unique sort, rooted in Scripture and the oral 
traditions which gave it birth. It remains part of oral traditions we can no longer hear 
and for which historical records of sermon manuscripts are poor substit~tes.~ 

There is another voice heard in the community of faith, and that is the voice of Song. 

Whereas the voice of the preacher is usually solitary, the voice of Song has within it the 

invitation for dl to join in Whereas the message of the preacher has new words for each 

sermon, the message of the Song becomes a refrain, repeated over and over until it becomes 

part of the collective faith expression of the comrnunity. Yet there is a unity of message 

coming fiom and through the Word spoken and the Word sung. From Old Testament times, 

b v i d  Buttridg Hodetic Moves and Structures, (Phüadelpk Fortres Press, L987), 449. 

%id., 45 1. 

'fiid, 456. 

6Wdxi11, 19- 



psalms and singing have been a vital part of the proclamation of the Word of the Lord, and 

the Christian Church has continued to develop and use a great heritage of hymnody based on 

sacred texts and the experience of faith. The Hebrew Psalter was the first source of the early 

Church's hymnody. Alexander MacMillan points out, 

That this beloved Book of Praises was firmly established in the primitive Church is 
coafirmed from a number of sources. One of these is that ancien1 document, The 
Constitutions of the HoIy Amstles, where it is written: 

Sing the psalms of David, and pursue diligently the Gospel . . . 
if thou desirest something to sing, thou hast the Psalms . . . 
Assemble yourselves together every day, moming and evening, 

singing psalms and praying in the Lord's house.' 

The next additions to early Church hymnody were songs derived from other Old Testament 

texts. The victory paean of Moses, found in Exodus 15:2, lent ifself to song: 

The LORD is my strength and song, 
And he is become my salvation: 

he is my God. (KJV)' 

The Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures was the source of other songs, which were 

used from their time nght up to and beyond the Reformation. The Benedicite Omnia Opera, a 

Song found between Daniel 3:23 and 3:24 in the Septuagint, was used by the Western 

Church, and eventually ended up translated into English in the Book of Common Pra~er. 

When the Gospels appeared, they became a new resource for songs and hymns. Very 

quickly the Song of Mary, "My sod doth rnagnifi the Lord" (Luke 1:46 KJV) and the Song 

of Simeon "Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace" (Luke 229 KJV) were 

7 Alexander MacMi1Ian, H y  of the Churcb, (Toronto: The United Church Pubiishing House, 1935), 
2. 

%e King James Version is quoted here m several instances becaiw these texts have become so 
fàadiar to Church composers and musicians, and to believers in general, through h y m d s  and prayer books, 
that the same text in any of the modem English translations would not be as identifiable. This iuustrates the 
tension between the need for updatiag hymn texts and the wish to hold on to that which is &miiiar and loved, 



chosen for musical treatment Tbe song of Mary became the Mugnifcat, the Song of Simeon 

became the Nunc Dimittis, and with other hymns drawn directly fiom the Gospels the 

heriîage of hymnody grew. Not al1 hymns had their roots in Scripture, however, for the early 

Christians (like those of every age, including our own) created their own hymns and songs as 

expressions of their faith and experience. 

Thus the body of Christian Song began to take shape from the Scripntres and from the 
extemporized vocal expression of the early Christians. The practice of Christian song 
is well documented in the Scriptures. It is not known what songs or Scriptures were 
sung, but, for example, the account of the imprisonrnent of Paul and Silas relates: 
"'And at midnight Paul and Silas prayed, and sang praises unto God: and the prisoners 
heard them." (Acts 16:25) 
About the manner of performance, Paul writes,: "1 will sing with the spirit, and 1 will 
sing with the understanding also." (1 Corinthians 14: 15)9 

Still more hymns and songs were lifted fiorn the Epistles which were gaining popdarity and 

natus in the rather fluid 'canon" of the early Church. Paul's first letter to Timothy had the 

wording of a hymn waiting to be sung: 

Now unto the King etemal, immonal, invisible, 
the only wise Go4 
be honour and glory for ever and ever. (1 Timothy 1:17 IUV) 

The early church sang this text with words and music familiar to them. Much later, Walter 

Chaimen Smith (18244908) rewrote the text into what was modem English at the time: 

immortal, invisible, Gad only wise, 
in light inaccessible hid from our eyes, 
Most blesseci, most glorious, the Ancient of Days, 
Almighty, victorïous, Thy great Name we praise. 

While the sermon is new for each occasion, the hyrnns and songs of the faith tend to 

to remain unchanged for longer terms between penodic revisions. Even a repeated sermon is 

v i  J. Reynolds and Milbum Rice, A Survev of Christian Hynnody1 (Carol Stream, Iihois: 
Hope Publisbing Company, I987), 4. 
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different each time it is preached because of the oral delivery and the response of the hearers. 

But because of the repetition of the hymn occasion after occasion, the natural consequence is 

that the hymn becomes, word for word, part of the individual and collective memory of the 

faith comrnunity. The Scriptures have been retranslated many times in the last fi@ years; yet 

a few beloved texts such as Psalm 23 and the Lord's Prayer are still used in worship fiom the 

older version because of the familiarit- of memorized text. A survey of the hymnals and 

hymn-books listed in the Bibliography at the end of this thesis shows that during the period 

From 1850 to 1970, very little revision was done to the text of the hymns shared by the 

various denominations of the Christian Church. They had k e n  published and republished as 

fixed texts; that is, they were relatively unchanged, while great nurnbers of new hymns were 

introduced, reflecting a p e n d  in which the American gospel hymn becarne more and more 

popular. 

It is only recently, since around 1970, that signifiant arnounts of change or rewriting 

have been undertaken of the older hymns of the faith. As will be shown in Chapter 2, much 

of the reason for this interest in hymn-revision came about when issues concerning modem 

linguistic usage were raised, such as gender inclusiveness. Even more recently, with the 

advent of desk-top publishing and photocopying systems within the reach of even the 

smallest church, hyrnn texts are k ing  changed by pastors, church musicians, youth leaders, 

and anyone else who wants to do so. When there is a need to change the wording of a hymn 

in order to darifi it for a uew age, or correct a mistaken notion, or remove a single word 

which has picked up an inappropriate connotation, there is no clear set of guidelines for the 

re-writîng of the hymn text It usually W s  to the pastorlpreacher to be the judge of what 

change will be made in a particular hymn for a particular occasion in a particular churck 
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Most accredited theological educatïon includes homiletic training, with its particular 

concentration on proclamation. Within this discipline are to be found pnnciples and skills 

which pastors and preachers can use very profitably when they approach the task of rewriting 

hymn te&. 

Since the essence of al1 proclamation is to convey the truth in language understood 

and embraced by the hearer, this thesis will demonstrate that there is similarity of purpose 

and complementary nature in preaching and hyrnn-singing (the Word spoken and the Word 

sung). In any given situation, whether arranging a woship service or editing a 

denominational hymn-book, the proclamation of the Word of the Lord spoken by the 

preacher and that shared in Song by the worshippers should be unequivocally supportive of 

each other. Both proclamations are authentically rooted in the same sacred texts and 

Christian experiences. Chapter 1 will provide evidence of this unity between sermons and 

hymns. 

This thesis will m e r  demonstrate that just as in sermons, language and meaning are 

crucial in hymns; and many hyrnns now need to be revised or amended if their proclamation 

is to be clearly understood and embraced in a new age. Chapter 2 will identi@ many issues 

and concerns about linguistic problems and language usage in hymn tem. 

it will be shown in Chapter 3 that many of the necessary tools for such revision are to 

be found within a current homiletic hermeneutic. A specific stepby-step hermeneutic for 

hymn revision will be proposed and offered for the use of those who have the task of editing 

and revising hymns. In Chapter 4 this proposed hermeneutic will be applied to two familiar 

hymns and their current revisions, as a dernomkation of the validity of the homiletic 

approach to hymn-revision 
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Finally, as hymns are sung to musical twies, and are often identified with particular 

tunes, a short study of music's power to affect mood, emotion and behaviour will be 

explained in the context of its use and abuse in worship. Martin Luther considered music 

second in importance only to the~logy.~ This sîudy of the power of music will be presented 

as Appendix A. Since this thesis stresses the inter-relatedness of preaching and hyrnn- 

singing, and demonstrates the value of homiletic henneneutic to hymn-revision, it holds that 

this sharing can work in the other direction as well. Hymns and hymn-writers have much to 

offer the preacher. Appendix B will relate several things which preachers may learn Rom 

hyrnn-writen. 



CHAPTER I 

EXPLORING TKE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
SERMONS *m m s  

One's philosophy and theology of preaching are directly related to the particular 

heritage of worship and practice which iduenced and guided that person's own Christian 

growth and discipleship. Those things which were meaningfid and helpfil tend to be 

incorporated into a fairly permanent personal pattern of worship, while things not 

experienced in a positive marner are easily discarded or set aside as secondary. The result is 

that each new pneration of believen retlects both the acceptance and the rejection of the 

particular heritage which either surrounded that person in formative years, or was 

instrumental in bringing that person into faith at a later date. Some are strongly influenced by 

liturgy and symbols, othen by evangelical fervor. The place and prominence of preaching 

also varies with the heritage and tradition, and may be regarded as central to some like 

Baptists, or secondary to the Mass as in traditional Roman Catholic practice, or lei? to 

spontaneous uttemnce as among the Society of Friends (Quaken). 

Preaching the gospel is of great importance, both in worship (for believen) and 

evangelism (for those king sought by the Good Shepherd). Preaching is more than simply 

an exchange of information; it involves movement and direction. For the believers, it is an 

opportunity to be enwurageci and stîmulated into a deeper, more meaningful and productive 

relationship with the Saviour. For those who are wrestling with faith, it is the challenge to 

risk a relationship with God, to test for oneseif the promises of Scripture, and to put the 

8 



Saviour to the test In short, preaching always aims to start where the hearer is, and then 

attempt to move the hearer closer to God. This means that preaching is more than teaching 

and instruction in the faith. Preaching becomes the bont line, where life-changing decisions 

are made, where new courses of action are set, and where the Gospel becomes incarnate over 

and over again. The herhge of the Baptists inclrides street preachers, boîh men md ivomento 

who took the message to where the people acnially were. In the 1600's these often untutored 

street preachers felt compelled to step outside the boundaries of the official church and 

challenge their hearen to consider what the preachen believed to be God's pre-eminent 

claim. Notable in this tradition was John Bunyan, known for his book Pilgrim's Promess, 

written in 1678 while he was incarcerated in an English pnson for preaching without a 

license. Frorn this book cornes The Shepherd Boy S Song, written to be a faith-song of one of 

the characten in the allegory. 

Who would truc valour see, 
Let hirn come hither; 

One here wil1 constant ôe, 
Corne wind, come weather. 

There's no discouragement 
Shdl make hirn once relent 

His first avowed intent 
To be a pilgrirn. 

Whoso beset hirn round 
With dismal stories, 

Do but themselves confound; 
His strength the more is. 

'o"Thomss Edwards, an English ChUrchman, dmibed than disdainfully as 'she preacheny in 1646." 
Shirley F. Bemafl, "Baptists and "Freedom of Expression Without Distinction as to Sex", Fmth. Litè armd 
Wrtrtes ed. WilIiam K Brackney (Birmingb8m, Alabam S d o r d  University Press. 199û), 279. (ït would 
take another three hundred years for the issue of gender inclusiveness and equality to be renected in the 
language of b - 1  



No lion c m  him Fnght, 
He'll with a giant fight, 

But he will have a cight 
To be a pilgrim. 

It is significant that at this very time, the Baptists of England were embroiled in a 

debate about whether any congregational singing was appropriate for wonhip. Benjamin 

Keach, who in 1673 was pastor of the Southwark (London) Particular Baptist Church, 

introduced the singing of a hymn at the close of the Lord's Supper, following the example of 

Jesus and his disciples in Mark 14:26, "When they had Sung a hymn, they went out to the 

Mount of Olives." Slowly, congregational singing was accepted in this and other Baptist 

churches, "and about 1691, hymn singing became a weekly practice*" using hymns written 

mainly by Keach. Meanwhile, Bunyan, who was in pison for twelve years, wrote his 

manuscripts, and had hem smuggled out and published.12 His The Shepherd Boy's Song was 

Iater lifled from Pilerim's Promess and embraced as a Baptist (Dissenter) hymn. Much Iater, 

it was included in the hymnary of the same state church which had had him impnsoned. 

Arnong many others in a rich heritage of preaching, the Baptists also daim Charles 

Spurgeon, who preached repentance to thousands in his London tabernacle, Robert 

McCracken, the Canadian Bapst who preached the gospel and social conscience to the 

wealthy and prominent of New York's Riverside Church, and Martin Luther King, Jr., whose 

preaching still echoes through a society in the rnidst of change. A unimg theme in al1 of 

these was their belief that the spiritual gift of preaching was a divinely appointed oppomuiity 

" Although not active in the debate over ~nBregational &gin& Bunyan wmte h y m a ~  and wiis an 
accompiished musician- The Bunyan Museum in Bedford, England displays sheets of hymns and rmisic wrtten 
in his own handwritiag while in jaii, doag with the 0ute which he made out of one leg of the three-legged stool 
in his cei l  Ifthe guards heard the music (not aiiowed), the fiute was quickiy put back as a kg on the stool, 



to bnng about change in the lives of the hearers. Faithful preaching must move the hearer and 

prompt a response, always. Faithfüi preaching has an implicit therefire. 

Religious music has been closely associated with preaching. The earliest form was 

probably choral recitation as in this example From Deuteronomy 27: 14- 1 8 @IV). 

The Imites shall recite fo d l  the people oflsrael i~ a lovd voice: 
"Cursed is the man who cames an image or casts an id01 ..." 

Then al! the people shafl srry. "Amen! " 
"Cursed is the man who dishonors his father or his mother." 

Then ai[ the people sh l l  say, "Amen!" 
"Cursed is the man who moves his neighboh boundary stone." 

Then ail the people sholl suy, "Amen!" 
"Cursed is the man who leads the blind astray on the road." 

Then aZl the people shall say, "Amen!" 
(etc.) 

The great themes, whether preached, recited or sung demanded a response. God's 

people joined their voices. It is not necessary to trace in detail the use of music and Song in 

the history of God's people; this is well recordeci in Scripiure. However, there is a v e v  

pertinent theme from the New Testament which rnakes clear the close relationship between 

the spoken word and religious music: 

Speak to one another with psalms, hymns, and spirituai songs. Sing and make music 
in your hart to the Lord," (Ephesians SA9 NN) [and] ... sing psalms, hymns, and 
spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God." (Colossians 3:16 NIV) 
(my emphasis) 

The writer of Ephesians and Colossians (Paul?) appears to treat as interchangeable the 

witness of preaching and singing. Whether spoken or mg, the tnith about Goci, the joy of 

relationship with him, and the wonder of the gospel are proclaimed for dl to h m ,  and in 

addition to the affirmation of the preacher or singer, the hearer is invited to respond Ui kind 

These versa warrant some defit ion of the terms used to descnbe religious music. A 

hymnbook will usually contain examples of al1 three. 



Psaim. The revised BDB Thayen Greek/Hebrew Lexicon presents a definition from 

the Greek psalmos. being a Song sung to the harp, with twanging of the fingers. This would 

obviously include the Old Testament book of Psalms. It codd also incorporate any quotation 

or paraphrase of Scnpture, since at the time Ephesians and Colossians were written, the 

canon had not ken set, and references to the ScriptUres codd mem my of the twitings 

which are included (in part or in whole) in what is now the Old Testament. Calvin "insisted 

that onIy God's word is worthy to be Sung in God's praise,"13 and refused to allow hymns and 

spiritual songs to be used in wonhip. Most other parts of the church rejected Calvin's 

restrictions. 

Hymn. The Greek word hymnes is a Song in honour or praise of God (or die gods); 

usually, though not exclusively addressed to God, or having God as the object of praise; his 

worth-ship. The Hymn Society of America has adopted the following definition which it uses 

to describe this important part of Christian woahip and expression: 

A Christian hymn is a lyric poem, reverently and devotionally conceiveci, which is 
designed to be sung and which expresses the worshipper's attitude toward God, or 
God's purposes in human life. It should be simple and metrical in fom, genuinely 
emotionai, poetic, and literaxy in style, spiritual in quality, and in its ideas so direct 
and so immediately apparent as to uni@ a wngregation while singing it." 

Spiritual Soags. These may be any songs (other than psalms or hymns) which have a 

religious thoughf message about faith or experience, or are from the soul. These are 

devotional in nature or content, are usuaily simple (both words and music), and are 

emotionaily pleasing. Hustad refen to "odaes pneumoiicaes - pneumatic odes, possibly 

I3~ohn Calvin, as cited in Donald P. Hustad, Jubiiate II Church Music in Worshio and Renewai, (Carol 
Stream, Illinois: Hope Publishg Company, I993), 28. 

"'~nnin HeaiissIer, The Story of Our Hvmrip. (Sa& Louis, Missouri: Eden Pubüshing, 1952), 1. 



odes upon the breaW1* which he explains might refer to wordless songs, or single-word 

songs, or soloistic songs, or perhaps even singing in tongues. 

The order of listing may itself be important. Presuming that Calvin may have been at 

least partially correct in his assertion that psalms (that is, direct quotations or paraphrases of 

Scripture) were always worthy of use in worship, then the psalm, or Scriphire quotation and 

paraphrase would have the prime place in the listing, which it does. Then would corne 

h m ,  which though not aiways quoting Scnpture, have a special place of honour because 

they are addressed to God, or have God as the object of praise. Last in this order, and 

perhaps lowest in the level of importance and biblical acknowledgment, come the spiritual 

songs which, as Hustad points out, rnay be related closely with the lesser New Testament 

g i k  of speaking in tongues and ecstatic utterance, these king  clearly regarded in Scripture 

as not being as useful for corporate worship though perhaps quite meaningful and edifying in 

private ( 1 Corintians 14: 12- 14). 

Following are six clear similarities of purpose shared by preaching and sermons (the 

spoken word) and reiigious music or hymns (the Sung word). For simplicity, the term hymn 

is used to inciude al1 the foms of religious music referred to above: psalms, hymns, and 

spiritual songs. 

1. Sermons And Kymns Convey The Gospel. 

As contrasted with the simple direct quotation of Scripture, the gospel is the message 

revealed by God, incarnated in the life of our Lord, and experienced by the believer. It is the 

good news received and passed on. The gospel predates even the earliest Scriptures, for the 



good news of God's involvement with the world was shared in pre-Christian times, and even 

before writing had been invented. The language used was always one common to both the 

speaker and the hearer, otherwise the gospel codd not be understood and embraced This 

tradition of proclamation (usually called the kerygma) was practised by the early church 

before the Gospels were written, and the message o f  the Gospels thernselves was drawn from 

the proclamation of the gospel as told by the disciples and early believers. This tradition 

continued, and hymns as well as sermons were used to proclaim and share the faith. Among 

the early churc h hymn-wnters was Clement of Alexandria (c. l7O-XO), who wrote: 

Sunset to sunrise changes now, 
For God doth make his world anew; 
On the Redeemer's thorn-crowned brow 
The wonders of that dawn we view. 

(paraphrased by Howard C. Robins, 1939) 

The gospel is proclaimed, using images common to the witness of the early believers who 

passed on the stories of Jesus' death and resurrection, and the Gospels and other writings 

addressed to the churches which were now circulating freely arnong the churches. 

During the early middle ages, the use of hymns becarne more and more associated 

with monastic orden who compiled large manuscript collections which would serve as 

foundations for the continuing development of hymnody in later centuries. John of Darnascus 

(c. 750) wrote the following, as aanslated by John Mason Neale, (1 8 18-1 866): 

The Day of Resurrection, 
Earth, tell it out abroad; 
The Passover of gladness, 
The Passover of God! 
From deah to life e t e d ,  
From earth unto the sky, 
Our Christ hath brought us over 
With hymns of victory. 



Here we have more than a quotation or rephrasing of Scripture. This is a theological 

statement It doesn't just proclaim the account of the resurrection, it explains what 

resurrection means as history and doctrine, fiom God's point of view and ours. Ancient 

syrnbolism and current experience are interwoven in a poetic/musicai tapestry. 

standardued throughout the western church. Hymn singing by the body of believea was not 

a part of the liturgy at that time, "Mass was Sung by the choirs, congregational participation 

having been gradually abandoned."I6 The language of the Mass and church music was no 

ionger the language of the people, but was almost exclusively Latin. 

The Medieval hyrnn-writers continued to produce hymns which had limited use 

during their own times, but were often used in later centuries, translated or paraphrased. This 

example by Bernard of Clairvaux ( 109 1 - 1 1 53) is still used today: 

Jesus, Thou Joy of loving hem, 
Thou Fount of life, Thou Light of men, 
From the best bliss that earth imparts, 
We tum unfilled to Thee again. 

(translated by Ray Palmer, 1858) 

The Refomation saw a great increase in hymn-writing, with the emphasis being on 

the gospel and the use of the vemacular so that al1 people codd once again understand and 

embrace the gospel. Martin Luther (1485-1 546) wrote, in "A Mighty Fortress 1s Our Go&" 

Did we in our own strength confide, 
Our striving would be losing 

Were not the nght man on our side, 
The man of God's own choosing 

'dReyn01ds and Price, 8. 



Dost ask who that may be? 
Christ Jesus, it is He! 

(translated by Frederick H. Hedge, 1805- 1890) 

"The same conviction that motivated Luther's translation of the Bible into the vernacular of 

the people also produced the desire for congregational Song in the language of the people, so 

that al1 people rnight join in singing pmises to God."17 In addition to his own writing, 

Luther's work also brought about the translation into German of dozens of hyrnns from Latin 

and other pre-leformation sources. 

Similar movements later in England led to the rise of the English hymn, which is the 

focus of this thesis. A brief history of the English hymn will be presented at the beginning of 

Chapter 2, before we explore the many issues of changing English language usage which 

have brought about the need to revise hymn texts. 

2. Sermons And Hymns Proclaim the Message of the Scripture. 

While no one would claim that every sermon and every hymn has always been (or 

should always be) quoted fiorn Scripture, many early Christian hymns were statements of 

faith and doctrine, based on Scripture and quoting familiar Scripture texts. Aurelius Clemens 

Prudentius, (348-4 13), wrote 

Of the Father's love begotten, 
Ere the worlds began to be, 
He is Alpha and ûmega, 
He the source, the ending He, 
Of the things that are and have been, 
And that Future years shall see, 

Evermore and evermore. 



This is He whom seen in old time, 
Chanted of with one accord, 
Whom the voices of the prophets 
Prornised in their faithfui word; 
Now He shines, the long-expected; 
Let creation praise its Lord, 

Evennore and everrnore. 

(translatcd by John ?ilason Ncalc, 18 I 8- 1866 j 

Here, the message as recorded in Scripture was restated in poetry, using the rich 

terminology and imagery of Scripture, and given new life in music. Al1 God's people could 

then share in the proclamation which would be both a reinforcement of personal faith and a 

witness to others; just as the reading of Scripture both enriches the reader(s) and reaches out 

to the non-believer(s). There are nurnerous examples of direct quotation of Scripture, such as 

the Magnficat, or Song of Mary found in Luke 1:46, being used as canticles or hymns 

presented as direct quotations, or translations, or paraphrases set to music, or chanted. 

3. Hymas Support The Sermon. 

in the Protestant tradition of worship and Iiturgy there is considerable emphasis on 

the place of music in corporate wonhip. Themes which engage the worshippers in a cohesive 

and meaningfid direction rely to a great extent on the hymns which reinforce the movement 

of worship fiom beginning to end. in particular, hymns are used to emphasize the hearing of 

the Word and to restate emphaticaily the faithfùl message of the sermon. Most hymnals have 

indices listed by topic, theme and content, to allow their profitable use for every occasion, 

especially enhancing the effm of preaching. A good example is the hymn by William 

Walsham How (1823-1897), which restates what has been the therne for unnumbered 

sermons on Christian stewardship: 



We give Thee but Thine own, 
Whate'er the @fi may be; 

Al1 that we have is Thine alone, 
A trust, O Lord, from Thee. 

And we believe Thy word, 
Tho' dim our faith may be, 

Whate'er for Thine we do, O tord, 
We do it unto Thee. 

Many hymns could be considered sermons in themselves; and some hymns were 

written specifically to teach. The anonymous seventeenth-century Christmas Carol, 'The 

First Nowell," tells much of the Christmas story, combining information ftom several Gospel 

writen. Thes in the last verse cornes an invitation to make the story part of one's own faith 

joumey. 

The first Nowell the angel did say 
Was to certain poor shepherds in fields as they lay; 
In fields, where they lay a-keeping their sheep 
On a cold winter's night that was so deep. 

They lookèd up and saw a star, 
Shining in the east, beyond hem far, 
And to the earth it gave geat light, 
And so it continued both day and night. 

And by the light of that same star 
Three wise men came fkom country far; 
To seek for a king was their intent, 
And to follow the star wherever it went 

Then entered in those wise men three, 
Full reverentiy upon their knee, 
And offered there in his presence 
Their gold and myrrh aod frankincense. 

Then let us oll [emphasis mine] with one accord 
Sing praises to our heavenly Lord, 
That hath made heaven and earth of naught 
And with His blood mankhd hath bought 



4. Hymns Are A Vital PartOf The Faith Memory Bank 

Just as many people have found great solace in the words of Scripture which they 

have comrnitted to memory, many more find the words, themes, and even the tues  of hymns 

a great source of solace and cornfort. The difference is that while most Scripture which is 

memoriztd is done so intentiomlly, most h3rnns arc mcmorizcd +&ough common usage. 

The resdt is that for many people, the most lasting resource for faith and trust carried into 

old age is in the hymns they learned as children. In seminars for church musicians on how the 

music of the church can best be used to enhance the mini* of the church, Dr. Frederick 

Swann, the Director of Music at the Crystal Cathedral, refen to this as the faith memory 

bmk" Whiie the sermon may serve as a powerful means of presenting the gospel and 

invitation to faith, it is oflen the accompanying hymns which becorne part of the emotional 

response. Mernories, especially musical memones, have a great emotional meaning for they 

transport the penon back to the earlier event. This is one of many qualities of music which 

will be explored at the end of this thesis, in an appendix on the power of music. 

A musical performance does not express a present emotion, but rather, a recall of a 
previous emotional experience. Ln other words, the singer of a happy (or a sad) Song 
is not necessarily happy (or sad) at the moment of singing, nor is the listener. Rather, 
one projects and the other receives a recall of a previous experience of happiness or 
çadness. '9(emphasis in original) 

The faith memory bank motif is echoed succinctly by Mark A Nol1 as the title of an 

article written in 1999, "We .Are What We Sing?' Many of the elderly and infirm who 

spend long hours and days in nursing homes and hospitals would agree, as they soffly hum or 

- -- -- - 

"~redexick Swam, as raorded March L 1, L994, McMaster DNinity Coiiege, Hamilton, OR 

I9Tbid., 13. 

mMark A No& W e  Are What We Sing," Christianiry T*, (12 Iuly 1999,) 37. 



sing the hyrnns learned in childhood The feelings of faith, hop, comfort and al1 the other 

rich emotions felt and first experienced with the Ieaming of a hymn corne flooding back with 

the words, and even the tme alone. This makes it a11 the more essential that great emphasis 

be put on the use of worthy hymns for al1 ages, and that every attempt be made to ensure the 

validity of üie thcology, doctrine and Scriptural tnith axprzssed in those hymns. 

Someone asked Karl Barth to sum up the message of his books on Christian 

Theology. He unhesitatingly replied, using the farniliar words of a children's hymn, by 

Anna Bartlett Warner (1 820-19 15);' who wrote: 

Jesus loves me, this I know, 
for the Bible tells me so. 

This hymn was not even from his own language, German, but was instantly recognized as 

one of the most loved and best remembered hymns of another Ianguage? This illustrates 

even more the power and influence hymns may have, even beyond their language of ongin. 

5. Community b Found Both in Preaching and in Singiag Hymns. 

As quoted earlier from David Buttrick, "God's Word, spoken, constitutes 

c~rnrnwiity.~ The singing of hyrnns is an expression of that community, in word and action. 

The very act of singing the same words at the saine time to the sarne melody (hopeNly!) is 

in itself a unifijng device, practised from Old Testament times. As seen at many international 

"ln his book Arnazinn Grace* (Grand Rapids, Michigan: KRgal Pubficatious, 1990), page 73, Kenneth 
W. Osbeck reports tb this hymn was part of a story, Say and Seal, &en by &ers Anna and Susan Wamer. 
Osbeck notes thaî the story and its plot are long forgotteo, but the simple poem spokea by one of the characters 
remains one of the fàvourite hymns of ail t h e .  

?lis story has been verifïed by Dr. R Kmiaa, Professor of Preachg and Hodetics at McMaster 
Diwiiry CoUege, who shared classes with -dents of Dr. Barth at Basel when the incident took place. 



events such as the Olympics, each nation represented has a national anthem, which serves as 

a unikng force for that community, stirring up feelings of patriotism and valour. 

Cornmon faith, common experience, cornmon hope and much more are celebrated by 

singing in concert. The words of many hymns are designed to uni@ the faithful. ui this hymn 

by Isaac W3tb (1674-1748) a!! of the tvords refleçting community and oncness arc 

highlighted: 

1. Corne, we that love the Lord, 
And let our joys be known; 

Join in a song with sweet accord, 
And thus sunuund the throne. 

2. Let those refuse to sing 
That never h e w  our God; 

But chifdren of the heavenly King 
May speak their joys abroad. 

5. Then let our s o n s  abound, 
And every tear be dry; 

We' re marching* through Immanuel's ground 
To fairer worlds on high. 

[*in step with each other] 

It is of note that one of the characteristics of conternporary Christian music is that it is 

seldom written to be sung in four-part harmony, as most traditional hymns are. More often, 

conternporary hymns and chonses are written with melody (solo) voice, and a more 

elaborate accompaniment score, suitable for band or even orchestm While the result cm be a 

very pleasing sound, achieved with minimal musical ski11 on the part of the congregation, the 

experience of singing in four-part hannony is lost This is more than a musical concern, for a 

strong element of cooperative community is lost Four-part harmony requires learning 

complementary parts; it also demands the cooperative work of listening to each other, and 



relying on each other to make the sound complete. It codd also be argued that singing in 

unison requires cooperation and fosters unity, but the unity of unison singing is the unity of 

sameness, while the unity of harmony is the unity of complementary differences coming 

together to create a whole which is larger than al1 its individual cornponents. This is primarily 

an aesthetic argument, but has theologicd overtones. 

The old Scottish Presbyterians who forbade the use of musical instruments in their 

churches desired just the purity of the comrnunity of voices providing harmony in music (and 

faith). The old order Mennonites who still reject musical instruments in church have made 

hymbsinging a fine art, which provides not only harmonized spiritual enrichment, but 

greatly treasured socialkation for the whole community. 

6. Sermons And Hymns Elicit A Response, 

"Preuching evokes response. The response to preoching is a response tu Christ. und 

is, properiy, fuith und repentance (emphasis in original)."" To daim that hymns also evoke 

a response is not merely to point out that the words may be evangelistic or invitational, as in 

"Corne to the Saviour now" by John M. Wigner (1844-19 11). The force of a hymn to evoke a 

response is much more fundamental. When one hem a preacher, one is being preached to; 

when one shgs a hymn, there is the potential of one preaching to himself or heeelf, which is 

a pwemil psychologicai event. It is, of course, possible to sing a hymn without paying any 

attention to the words, but on those occasions when the words are sung with sincerity, they 

take flesh, just as Buttrick says about the spoken word of the sermon. This is intensified by 

the exnotional response triggered by the music, and the combined effect can be drarnatic. 



Evangelists have made good use (and sometimes abuse) of this evocative power in hymns. 

Billy Graham has for decades used the farniliar hymdprayer by Charlotte Elliott (1789- 

Sust as 1 am, without one plea, 
But that Thy b l d  was shed for me, 

And that Thou bidd'st me come to Ther, 
O Lamb of God, I come, 1 come. 

Those who sing the hyrnn, and mean it, have experienced an incarnation in their lives, with 

the Word of God, sung and spoken, drawing each one into the community of faith. 

Coact usion. 

Whiie not identical, the similarities in purpose and effect of sermons and hymns, their 

being preached and sung, leads to an obvious question. While one of the characteristics of 

effective preaching is that each sermon is new (no preacher would last long if the same 

sermon were preached word-for-word at every s e ~ c e  ail year), one of the characteristics of 

hyrnns is their cornfortable farniliarity which is found in words that remain the sarne over a 

lifetime. While an old sermon can easily be reworked for a new occasion, hymns tend to 

remain word-for-word the same in people's mincis. 

But language, symbols, and meanings are changing constantly, and more quickly than 

ever in the present technological age. The preacher has the opportunity to update language 

and relevance continuously and as required, using the various tmls of homiletic training. At 

what point can (and should) the hymns of the faith be updated to make them speak more 

clearly and effectively to the new age? How does one balance the need for renewed clarity in 



the hymn/sermon with the desire among the faithful for the old hymns to remain unchanged? 

In the next chapter we will examine sixteen reasons or circumstances under which the 

revision of a hymn may be advantageous or necessary. We will identiQ examples where this 

mut be done. We will dso identiQ situations where poetic and other concems or familiarity 

of phnse make dteraths nearly impossible. We rvill see clearly thc nccd for a hermeneutic 

to guide as such revisions and alterations are made. 



A B&f Bistory of the English Hymn 

Since the focus of this thesis is the need for revision of hymn texts in the English 

language, and the proposal of a hemeneutic to assist with such revision, a short history of the 

English hymn is appropriate at this point. As noted in the previous chapter, the earlier 

development of hymns and congegational singing of hymns went through many stages 

which reflected the time penods of church history. For the early church, singing was done in 

the language of the believers themselves or was quoted from whatever parts of the Scriptures 

were available to them, such as the Psalms. Then, for many hundred years, the language of 

church music was restricted to the officia1 language of the church. During the Reformation, 

Luther and othea retumed the Scriptures, liturgy, and church music to the people in their 

own language. 

This influence was felt in England and Scotland, "and psalm singing becarne a vibrant 

part of the movementm Protestant leaders in England during the sixteenth century adopted 

the limited concept of woahip and praise advocated by Calvin, and very few hymns were 

written During the reign of Queen Elizabeth I (1558-1603), a great quantity of religious l*c 

~ o t d s  and Pnce, 4 1. 



poetry was written. John Donne, Thomas Campion, George Wither, Robert Hemck and 

George Herbert were some of the most prolific arnong the many writen of devotional verse. 

"While these verses were ofien called hymns, they were intended neither to be sung nor to be 

used in the church s e ~ c e . " ~  George Wither published one small book, The Hvmnes and 

Sones of the Church. in 1623, but it wasn't until the latter part of that century that the usage 

of psalmody waned. With its decline, a renewed interest was s h o w  in hyrnn-writing, this 

time with congregational singing as the goal. This transition fiom psalmody to hymnody was 

charactenzed by a movement away From strict adherence to Scripture text or paraphrase 

toward giving "hymnic form to devotional poetry, ... fieely composed and yet more or less 

based on S~r ip ture . '~  These hymns, as well as reworked versions of previously published 

poetry, were readily accepted in the Church of England, but arnong the Dissenters and 

Puritans the whole issue of music in worship was being debated. As noted in the previous 

chapter, the introduction of congregational singing was slow in these groups, who regarded 

such things as inappropriate embellishments to wonhip, usually associated with the state 

church. By the last quarter of the seventeenth cenhiry, however, most groups had accepted 

hymns as a valid expression of praise and woahip. 

With the eighteenth century, came Isaac Watts (16741748) who is often referred to 

as "the Father of English ~ ~ n o d ~ . " ' ~  During his lifetime Watts wrote over 600~' hymns, 

with two distinct concentrations of effort. Having rejected the often ponderous wording of 

%id., 42. 

n~ouis F. Bensen, The Enelish Hvmn, (New York: George H. Doran Company, 19 1 S), 73. 

5,hdmq 111. 
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the Psalter, Watts was challenged by his father to write something better. In 1719 he 

published The Psalms of David imitated in the language of the New Testament and apoly'd 

to the Christian state and wonhip. In the preface Watts stated his method and purpose, 

explaining that he intended to Christianize the Psalrns so that they would be interpreted in the 

life, kath, resurrection and teachings of Jesesus. The resulting hymns are clearly hased on the 

Psalms but are modified to reflect New Testament faith. One of the best known is his 

rendering of the 72" Psalm, pnnted in most hymnals in five verses. Some references from 

Psalm 72 are Iisted at the right, with phrases quoted in the King James Version of Scnpture. 

1. Jesus shall reign where'er the sun 
Does his successive joumeys nui; 

His Kingdom stretch from shore to shore, 
Till moons shall wax and wane no more. 

2. For Him shall endless prayer be made, 
And praises throng to crown His head; 

His name like sweet perfume shall rise 
With every rnoming sacrifice. 

3. People and realms of every tongue 
Dwell on His love with sweetest Song; 

And infant voices shall proclaim 
Their early blessings on His Name. 

4. Blessings abound where'er He reigns: 
The pnsoner leaps to loose his chains; 

The weary find etemal rest, 
And d l  the sons of want are blest. 

5. Let every mature rise and bring 
Peculiar honoun to our King 

Angels descend with soogs again, 
And earth repeat the long Amen. 

vs. 17 

vs. 8 
vs. 5 

vs, 15 

vs. 15 

vs. 17 

vs. 4 

vs. 4 

vs. 18 
vs. 19 

His name shaI1 be continued as 
long as the s u .  

from sea to sea 
as long as the sun and moon 

endure 
prayer also shall be made for 

him continually 

daily shall he be praised 

al1 nations shail cal1 him blessed 

He shall Save the children of the 
needy 

He shall judge the poor of the 
people 

and shall break in pieces the 
oppressor 

Blessed be the Lord God 
Let the whoIe earth be filled 

with his glory 
Amen, and Amen 

The other concentmtion of hymn-wrïting for which Watts was known was his original 

verse, based on ScriptUres other than the Psalms and reflecting Christian life, faith and 



experience. Kis hymns descnid  dl aspects of the life, death and minisûy of Jesus, and their 

meaning for the Christian. Among his many hymns associated with the suffering and death 

of Jesus is this contemplative view of the Cross, which is considered by many to be the finest 

English hymn ever written:'' 

W e n  I s w e y  the wondrous Cross 
On which the Prince of glory died, 

My richest gain I count but loss, 
And pour conte- on al1 my pride. 

Forbid it, Lord, that 1 should boast, 
Save in the death of Christ my God; 

Al1 the vain things that charm me most 
i sacrifice them to His blood 

See From His head, His hands, His feet, 
Sorrow and love flow mingied dom! 

Did e'er such love and sorrow meet, 
Or thoms compose so rich a crown? 

Were the whole realm of nature mine, 
That were a present far too small; 

Love so amazîng, so divine, 
Demands my soul, rny life, my ail. 

Of particular significance in Watts' writing is his stance as a Dissenter, distancing 

him from the liturgical tradition of the Church of England 

The ernphasis of his hymns was related to the sermon of the day rather than the 
season of the year. This aspect of appropriateness led him to write hymns that wouid 
illustrate, reinforce, and climax the sermon fiom the pulpit Perhaps one of the 
rasons for the enduring quality of so many of these hymns is the hct that they were 
wrîtten during the week in the quiet of his hidy as the sermon for the corning Lord's 
Day was taking shape in his min& Sermon and hymn emerged together, but the 
hymn remains long after the sermon has been forgotten." 

'%cMjiIas 1 12, says "Is not this sublime verse a high-water mark of English Hymnody?" 

31 Reynolds and Price, 48. 



The next major contributors to English hymnody were the Wesley brothers, John and 

Charles. During his lifetirne Charles wrote over 6500 hymns, and John wrote an additional 

233. Their hymns added a new evangelistic emphasis, as the Wesleys spent so much of their 

lifetime as itinerant evangelists. In a day when the Calvinistic belief in limited atonement 

was prevalent, the Wesleys' semons and h p n s  stressed the fiee availability of Gd's love 

for dl .  Also stressed was the theme of Christian experience and life-style. Hymns were 

written which attempted to personalize the challenge and joy of the Christian life. In "O For 

A Thousand Tongues To Sing," Charles Wesley writes of his own experience of salvation 

and the joy which came fiom his conversion, 

He breaks the pow'r of cancelled sin, 
He sets the pnsoner fke; 

His blood can rnake the foulest clean; 
His blood availed for me. 

Strongly influenced by the Moravians in both theological and musical matten, the 

Wesleys were also concemed about the manner in which hymns were to be Sung. In the 

preface to their book Sacred Melodv (1761), they encouraged strong and lively singing with 

a strong emphasis on harmony and beauty of sound Slow, subdued fonnality was openly 

scomed, and the faithful were encouraged to sing "spiritually," endeavoring to please God 

with every word Sung They were told to sing "lustily," exceeding the effort put into singing 

for Satan, 

The Evangelical Revival in England in the mid-eighteenth century continued to be 

reflected in the output of new hymns, and many wrïters added their contributions. This began 

to have a noticeable effect on the music of the state church. "Throughout the eighteenth 

cenniry, hymn shghg was unauthorized in the Church of England While this was the 



official rule, there were many  exception^."^^ The hymns of Watîs and the Wesleys had 

becorne a part of the popular Christian culture, and were brought into the Church of England 

informally at unofficial prayer and devotional services. As the growing power of the 

evangelicals was felt within the established church, it was only a matter of a few years before 

the policy changed and even the hymns of the Dissenters were used in many unofficial 

hymnals published by the Church of Englmd. While it had strict control over every word in 

The Book of Common Prwer, the Church of England has never afirmed an official hymn 

book, even the popular Hvmns Ancient and Modem which has sold over 150 million copies. 

Another aspect of the continuing development of the English hymn was in the 

translation of hymns into English fiorn other languages. Early Greek and Latin hymns, along 

with numerous hymns of the Lutheran chorale and other European traditions, were 

introduced and readily accepted in the mix of English hymnody. The fact that the original 

venions of many of these hymns were in other languages does not seem to have dissuaded 

the English-speaking c hurches fiom claiming the new translations as if they were native to 

English! Many of the most-loved English hymns such as c'Jesus, The Very Thought Of 

TheeM3 and "Now Thank We Al1 Our  GO^,"^ have their origins in other languages. 

Throughout the remainder of the nineteenth century, and into the twentieth century, 

hymns of many varieties were written which reflected a new liturgical emphasis and interests 

in devotiod piety and humanitarian concerns, and in recent years the movement toward 

contemporary church music has Ied to the creation of a whole new genre of EngIish hymns. 

321bid., 56. 
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Paralleling the development of the English hymn in England was the growth of 

Amencan hymnody. Controveaies about the appropnateness of congregational singing raged 

in the Presbyterian and Baptist churches just as they had in England. Many of the sarne 

influences were felt through the visits of the Wesleys and the growing ppulhty of the 

English revivalist hymns. The Amencan revival, called the Great Awakening, resulted in the 

reprinting of the hymns of Watts and the Wesleys. 

During the nineteenth centwy the new term gospel song was used to descnbe h y m  

which had their roots on Amencan folk-hymnody. The name was fim used in 1874 by P. P. 

Bliss whose srna11 collection, Goswl Sones, was published by the John Church Company of 

Cincinnati. That title quickly became a generic label for al1 similar music used by the 

evangelists and campmeetings of the period Ira Sankey, who worked as a soloist and song- 

leader for Dwight L. Moody, eventually published in 1907 his Sacred Sona and Solos, a 

collection of 1200 hymns From many sources, but mostly composed of gospel songs. This 

book was enormously successfûi, selling eighty million copies in fi@ years, and remained 

the standard reference for gospel hymns. The single most prolific writer of new gospel songs 

was Fanny Crosby, whose more than 8,000 hymns include "To God Be The Glory" and "Al1 

The Way My Saviour Leads Me." Most Amenain gospel songs and hyrnns are characterized 

by noticeable emotional feelings, which are supporteci by simple, popular tunes and usually 

retuming to a refrain. These rnutually supportive features led to hymns which were simple to 

learn and easily remembered, and this placed them quickly and permanentiy into the religious 

consciousness of the people. Recent trends in contemporary Amencan hymnody in many 

ways reflect the same desire for ernotionally pleasing words w i i  music which is marked 

with the simplicity and repeiïtion of the gospel hymn. 



Linguistic Issues and Concems Which Lead to Hymn-text Revision 

The English language is constantly changing and redefining itseif Poetry and 

hymnody which were m-tten using the words and meanings of one age are often found to be 

unclear and even misleading in later years. Different people, with their own attitudes and 

concem, will Mew language in different ways and expect change for the sake of clarity or 

emphasis. There are many reasons for the changes being made to hymn-te-, ranging fiom 

words which have çimply become unclear with age, to issues of how we accept and treat each 

other, to theological principles about the nature and personhood of God. Sometimes, a single 

word, such as the use of for or und in "Jesus Loves Me" will bring about heated debate 

conceming the original intent of the writer, or what the new (or old) text really means. These 

words are £tom the 2930 HvmnaI for the United Church of Canada: 

"Jesus loves me, this 1 know 
for the Bible tells me so." 

In 1971, The Hvmn Book published jointiy by the Anglican Church of Canada and the 

United Church of Canada has an altered version of the words of that hymn, so that it reads: 

"Jesus loves me, this i know 
and the Bible tells me so."(emphasis mine) 

The most recent Hyrnn and Wonhip Book of the United Church of Canada, Voices United, 

1996, has reverted to the original words. 

Research for this thesis has identified sixteen issues or areas of concem which have 

resulted either in changes king made to the text of hymns, or serious questions king raised 

concerning the contiming use of existiog texts. It is not the purpose of this thesis to judge the 

merit of every change which has b e n  made to particular hymns. It is obvious that fiom time 



to time there will be valid rasons for changing or re-writing hymn texts. This thesis contends 

that on those occasions there should be guidelines for such re-writing, and will offer a 

homiletic hermeneutic for this purpose in a later chapter. 

It is worthy of note that one change often brings about another change, whether 

intended or not For instance, a change of wording to comct a bias such as dominancc could 

make subtle changes in the theological or doctrinal stance of the hymn. This may or may not 

have been the intention of the editor or reviser, indeed, the reviser may not even be aware of 

the ripple effect of change. The following sixteen categories of concerns are perceived by 

some to necessitate the rewriting of hymn texts. In each case, a short explanation is given, 

and a hymn is quoted on the left side of the page to illustrate the perceived problem. [n sorne 

cases, a revision is quoted on the right side of the page to illustrate alterations which have 

been made, and the changes are ernphasized. 

1. Archaic Language 

Language is not static; it grows and develops and ages and matures. Over centuries of 

usage, some words become endowed with the reptation of king out-of-date, or old- 

fashioned, or overly formal, or archaic. Thee, thy, thine, ha& doth? and similar words are 

commonly regarded as such, and cornmon language usage substitutes the more farniliar You, 

your, yours, had, and doer These words, which have been classified by many as 

Shakespearian, form the speech patterns of the King James Version of the Scriptures, so it 

follows that many of the hymns written during the time when the King James Version was 

the most readily available English translation would use the same patterns of speech As 

noted earlier in this chapter, Isaac Watts and othen deliberately chose to use these words and 



speech patterns. While the King James Version remained largely unchanged for over 300 

years, the common language of the English-speaking people changed greatly both in words 

and gramrnar. Because of the close association of hymn-writing with the language of this 

particular version of the Scriptures, hymn language became more and more removed from 

the common usage o f  the people. With the advent of new translations of the Scripnires during 

the twentieth century, the divergence between the language of the new Bibles and the old 

hyrnns became more and more pronounced While it is now cornmon for the pew Bible in 

most churches to be a relatively new version, many of the hymns in the hymnals sound 

decidedly Shakespearian. Without dismissing the obvious artistry and poetic flow of the old 

language, it is becoming more and more difficult for modem children (and adults) to 

understand the archaic words, and few churches make the explanation. The result is that 

many old hyrnns are being re-written specifically to replace the archaic language. Sometimes 

it simply involves replacing old words with new, without major changes to the flow of the 

poetic text and without shifts in meaning. Occasionally, the new words do not fit the rhyrne 

or rhythm pattern, which necessitates the adjustment of a whole line to accomrnodate a new 

word which can cornplete the rhyme pattern. 

JOYFUL, JO=, WE ADORE THEE Revision in Voices United, 1996, United 
Henry van Dyke (1852-1933) Church Of Canada 

2 Al1 Tly works with joy surround mec, 
Earth and heav'n reflect Tliy rays, 

Stars and angels sing around Inee, 
Centre of unbroken praise; 

Field and forest, vale and rnountain, 
Blooming meadow, flashing sea, 

Chanting bird and flowing fountain, 
CàU us to rejoie in mec. 

2 All your works with joy surroundyou, 
Earth and heav'n reflect your rays, 

Stars and angels sing around you, 
Centre of unbroken praise; 

Field and forest, vaie and rnountain, 
Hmv.y meadow, flashing sea, 

Chanting bird and flowing fountain, 
Suu& th& pra& etenia& 



It is of interest that experts in the English language point out that the words thee and 

thy, which are regarded as too fomal, were in fact words expressing familiarity in the time of 

Shakespeare. The words you and your were originally very formal and saved for the most 

official of occasions and personages. Over the l a s  300 years, the usage of these words has 

changed to becorne the exact oppsite of the earlier fom. To address God as rheg in tic tirne 

of King James was to assume a wann familiarity, while to modem mincis thee is hopelessly 

formai. This illustrates clearly how Ianguage changes, not just in choice and usage of words, 

but in the changing meanings of words. There are pockets of old usage in England, where the 

archaic foms and words are still used in common communication. It is not unwual in nual 

Yorkshire to hear an oId fanner address his cow as thee! 

2. Gender Issues As Related To Persons 

In recent decades, words which are gender-specific such as he, and Iiis have 

k e n  perceived by many to be needlessly exclusive when used in gender-neutral situations, 

and are replaced wherever possible in an attempt to include al1 people. Collective gender 

specific words, such as, foriier, mm, ttuznMnd, and broiher, when used to describe people, 

are replaced wi th words l i ke parent, humankim& and people. Unfortunatel y, Engl is h is very 

heavily gender-biased language, and many of the collective gender-neutral words are 

awkward in ordinary speech, and cumbenome in poetq. 

RISE UP, O MEN OF GûD 
William Pierson Merri11 (1 867- 1954) The Celebration Hymnal (Word Music, 

1997), with notation 'altered' 

1. Rise up, O men of Gd! 1. Rise up, O C k c h  of Gd! 
k v e  done with lesser things; Have dooe with lesser things; 

Give heart and sou1 and mind and strength Give kart and sou1 and mind and strength 
To serve the Kuig of kings. To serve the King of kings. 



2. Rise up, O men of God! 2. Rise up, O ChUrch of God! 
His Kingdom tames h g ;  His Kingdom tamies long; 

Bnng in the day of brotherhood, Bnng in the &y of brotherhood, 
And end the night of wrong. And end the night of wrong. 

The word men in this hymn is obviously gender-specific, and for that reason this 

hymn is often quoted as an example of unacceptable gender bias which mut  be removed. 

However, anecdotes about this hymn and its author suggest that shortly after having 

introduced it Rev. Mr. Memll was taken to task for the blatant gender bias, which even by 

the enlightened early 1900s standards was seen to exclude fully half the population. In 

response, Mr. Merrill stated firrnly that his choice of words was not unthinking, but 

The story of the wriang of this hymn is simple and uninteresting. The editor of The 
Continent in Chicago asked me to write a hymn appropriate to the "Brotherhood" 
movement in the Presbyterian Church ( 19 10 and 19 1 1 ). 1 r ad  a stimng article by 
Gerald Stanley Lee on %e Chwch Of The Strong Men," and was deeply impressed 
by it. So 1 wrote this hymn? 

'The words are a trumpet cal1 to men'7Mof the church, who for far too long had left the work 

and witness of the church (Le. missions, Sunday School, etc.) to the women. The women 

were not addressed in the hymn because their faithfulness did not need to be questioned! The 

reference to brotherhood was an intentional use of the name of the men's group, The 

Brotherhood Memll would sanction or allow no changes to his words. in a later chapter, we 

will address the issue of the original intent of the author and consider whether of not those 

intentions are absolutely binding for al1 time. 

The language of Snipture also has gender bias which is regularly faced in preaching. 

"cpoted by Armin HaeussIer, The Story Of Our H-ms, (Saint Louis, Missouri: Eden Publishing 
Kouse, 1952), 406. 

%Albert Edward Bailey, The Go@ in H y  (New York Charles Scninds Sons, 1950), 572. 



in John 1125-26, Jesus says, "1 am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will 

live, even though lie dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die."(Mv (my 

ernphasis) This is often read, "1 am the reswection and the life. Tliey who believe in me will 

live, even though they die; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die." At the 

me will live, even though she dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die." The 

truth is the same in al1 three readings, and it certainly was (and is) the intent of the Lord to 

make his salvation available to al1 who believe in him. Buttrick explains the issue. 

The problem, though not peculiar to English, is probably more evident in English. In 
languages such as French or Spanish or German there are definite and indefinite 
articles that express gender, for example, "le " and "fa. " As a result, if we live, let us 
say, in the French language, our whole world will be gendered. Things around us will 
be masculine, or ferninine, or neuter. Unfortunately, the English language seems to 
have been losing gender. Years ago, when a powerful locomotive rolled into a station, 
people would say "Here she cornes!" whereas today we say "Here il comes." Thus a 
sense of the mystery of gender in al1 things has been rubbed out of everyday 
Engli~h.~'(ernphasis in original) 

Another means of removing the imbalance of gender bias is to enlarge the hymn, and 

provide balance. This is done by Joseph R Alfred, who adds another verse ro a farniliar 

hymn, making the whole hymn become inclusive without changing the first verse. 

FAITH OF OUR FATHERS 
Frederick W. Faber ( 1 849) Voices United, United Church Of Canada, 

1. Faith of our faihers, living still 2. Faith of our mthers, daring faith, 
in spite of dungeon, fire, and sword; Your work for Christ is love revealed, 

O how ow hearts beat hi& with joy Spreading Gd's word fiom pole to pole, 
Whene'er we hear that glorious word; Making love known and freedom real: 

Faith of ourfahers, holy fath, Faith of our moiliers, holy faith, 
We wiU be true to thee tilI death, We will be tme toyou till death. 



3. Gender Issues As Related To God 

How we address God has become a point of issue among Christians, especially in 

ment years. For some, references to God which use gender specific words such as he, him, 

himserft his, faher, and son are unacceptable and need to be replaced with non gender 

specific words such as paren?, the loving one, or simply the repetition of the word Cod as in 

the following example, which has al1 gender references replaced. 

THE DOXOLOGY 
Thomas Ken ( 1637- 17 10) Revision in Voices United, 

1996, United Church Of Canada 

Praise G a  from whom al1 blessings flow; Praise God, from whom al1 blessings flow; 
Praise Him, al1 creatures here below; Praise Cod, al1 matures high and low 

Fraise Him above, ye * heavenly hoa; Give thanks to God in love made known 
Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Creator, Word and Spirit, One. 

The genrler of GoJ issue is very controversial, and is felt in al1 aspects of wonhip, especially 

in preaching and church music. Buttnck continues, 

The more serious problem for preaching has to do with sexist God-talk, thus with 
images: God the King, God the Wamor, and, yes, God the Father. Some of the 
obvious God-talk problems can be resolved neatly by simply using a different syntax. 
We do not need to use the construction 'When God spoke, he created the world;" 
when we can say, "God spoke, and the world was ~reated."~ (ernphasis in original) 

God7s gender is not revealed in Scripture, for there is no biologicai or physical atûibute to 

descni. God is Spirit The English language again fails as al1 language must, in adequately 

describing the indescribable. However, we still must refer to God in preaching and singing. 

Current use of language tries to be sensitive to this issue. 



4. Dominance h u e s  

Words associated with doMance such as Lord, King, Kingdom, and M c e ,  

whether male-biased or not, are ofien targeted for replacement with softer imagery. These are 

felt to presume hierarchy and power - offensive and inappropriate in today's world It is felt 

that the Christian faith should reflett better qualifies than those of the avorld around us. In thc 

Christian cornmunity, sharing would replace cornpetition, relating would replace power 

struggles, equality wodd replace al1 class structure, and none would seek authority over 

another. 

JOYFUL, JOYFUL, WE ADORE THEE 

Henry van Dyke ( 1852- 1933) Unatîributed revision in Voices United, 
1996, United Church Of Canada 

1 Joyful, joyN, we adore Thee, 1 Joyful, joyful, we adore you, 
God of glory, Lord of love. God of glory, li/e a d  love. 

Heats unfold like fiowers before Thee, hearts untold l ike flowers before you, 
Praising Thee, their sun above. opening to the sun above. 

5. Racial and Ethnic Coacerns 

Racial or ethnic b i s ,  shown in words such as heathen, savage, dark, or any 

condescendhg reference to an inferrioor nationality is aiways inappropriate. When found in 

hymns, these words should be removed. It is very difficult to remove racial and social bias 

fiom our patterns of speech. "Language, we have noticed, embodies cultural convictions, 

values and perspectives some of which may be quite alien to the gospel. Language may also 

express social attîtudes that, in the light of the gospel, are unlovely .... we must seek to alter 

language in view of the gospel."3g 



WE-EN MOTHERS OF SALEM 
William Medlin Hutchings ( 1  827- 1 876) 

1. When mothers of Salem 
Their children brought to Jesus, 

The stem disciples &ove them back, 
And bade them depart; 

But Jesus saw them ere they tled, 
.4nd sweetly mile& and kindly said, 

'SuKer little children 
To corne unto me.' 

4. O soon may the heathen 
Of every tibe and nation 

Fulfill Thy blessed word and cast 
Their idols all away; 

O shine upon them From above 
And show Thyself a Goci of love; 

Teach the little children 
To corne unto Thee. 

(No revised version available. This hymn 
has been dropped completely fiom the 
hymnals of the United Church of Canada, 
the Presbyterian Church of Canada, the 
.4ndican Church of Canada, and the new 
interdenominational hymnals. 

It appears that too much was in 
need of revision, in addition to the obvious 
word heuthen To modem cfiildren the 
phrase &ove them back could mean a trip 
in the car. And the unfortunate shift in 
word meaning makes it appear that when 
children corne to Jesus, rhey will s f i r ! )  

6. Local Images Trapped In Time and Space 

Images which are rich in meaning in some cultures and societies have little or no 

meaning in another culture or locale. For instance, the Inuit have no word for sheep but they 

do herd caribou. Translators of Scripture are very aware of the differing experiences and 

outlook of the hundreds of ethnic groups who live in various parts of the world. They try to 

substitute local concepts and images so that the truth of Scripture is revealed Many hymns 

do not translate well into other cultures. Fr. Jean de Brébeuf ( 1593-1649) was a rnissionary 

priest among the Huron Indians of Canada. As the seasons led toward Christmas, he wished 

to enhance the message of the Nativity through music. It is very likely that Brébeuf was 

familiar with the Latin nativity mol  which was very well hown in Europe at the tinte he 

had been receiving his priestiy training- 



UNTO US A BOY IS BORN 
Latin Carol 1 srn Century; Translated by Percy D e m e r  ( 1867- 1936) 

1. Unto us a boy is bom! 
The King of al1 creation, 

Came He to a world forlom, 
The Lord of every nation. 

2. Cmdkd in a stdi was He 
With sieepy cows and asses; 

But the very kads could see 
That he a11 men surpasses. 

4. Now may Mary's son, who came 
So long ago to love us, 

Lead us al1 with hearts afiame 
Unto the joys above us. 

Presurning that Brébeuf wished to prepare a nativity carol, he might have wished to translate 

this or some other existing Latin or French carol into the Huron language. But images are not 

always understood when they cross culturai and language boudaries. The Huron would not 

have known what a cradle was for they did not cradle their children. Cows, whether sleepy or 

not, were unknown to them, as were asses, donkeys, mules, and horses until they were 

imported into North Amerka by the Europeans. Beasts might have been imagined as fierce 

animals in the woods, while the caroi was refemng to domesticated, penned animals. So Fr. 

Brébeuf wrote a new Nativity Carol: 

'TWAS IN THE MOON OF WINTERTIME 
Jean de Brébeuf(1593-1649) 
translated fiom the Huron by Jesse E. Middleton (1 872-1960) 

1. 'Twas in the m w n  of ~ i n t e ~ m e ,  when dl the birds had fled, 
That Gitchi Monitou sent angel choirs înstead; 

Before their light the stars grew dim, and wond'cing hunîers heard the hymn: 
Jesus your King is bom, Jesus is bom, in excelsis gloria 

2. Within a ludjge of b r o h  bark, the tender babe was found, 
A rugged robe of rabbit skin enwrapped his beauty round; 



But as the hunter braves drew ni& the angel Song rang loud and high: 
Jesus your King is bom, Jesus is bom, in excelsis gloria 

3. O chiidren of the forest free, O sons of Manitou, 
The holy Child of earth and heav'n is bom today for you. 

Corne kneel before the mdiant Boy, who bring you beauty, peace, and joy: 
Jesus your King is bom, Jesus is bom, in excelsis gloria. 

Just as cultures diRer, tirne periods within the same culture provide mmy changing 

images, and occasions when images become obsolete or lose their meaning Some hymns are 

forced into disuse because they contain images, metaphors, or illustrations which are no 

longer comprehended by many aduits, and almost no children. 

MAKE ME A CAPTIVE, LORD 

George Matheson ( 1 842-1 906) Revision by T. T. Gibson (1 9 15- ) 

1. Make me a captive, Lord, 
And then 1 shail be free; 

Force me to render up my sworci, 
And I shall conqueror be. 

I sink in life's alarms 
When by myself I stand; 

[mpnson me within thine arms, 
And strong shall be my hand. 

2. My heart is weak and poor 
'Ti1 it a master fin& 

It hm no spring of action sure - 
It vades with the W~M!  

It cannot freely move 
'Til Thou hast wrought its chah; 

Enslave it with Thy matchless love, 
And deathless it shall reign. 

1. Make me a captive, Lord, 
And then 1 shali be Free; 

Force me to render up my sword, 
And I shall conqueror be. 

1 sink in life's alanns 
When by myself 1 stand; 

Imprison me within thine arms, 
And strong shall be my hand 

2. My heart is weak and poor 
'Ti1 it a master finci; 

It fath for every crafty iure - 
ft hm no constant nind 

It cannot freely move 
'Ti1 Thou hast wrought its chain; 

Enslave it with Thy matchless love, 
And deathless it shall reign. 

The whole hymn is based on the literary device paradox, the contnist of opposites 

being used to mate a repeating theme of finding fulfillment in God only as we surrender our 

free will. Even more meaningful is that in this hymn each of the paradoxicai opposites is 

i tself tme! The line whose Mage is seriously out of date is "It has no spring of action sure - 



It varies with ihe wind " The proof that it is in diniculty is that most people, when singing it, 

sing the word wind as if it means that we are buffeted by strong winds blowing us off course. 

But a look at the rhyme pattern shows that the word mut rhyme with find, and must 

therefore have the meaning of winding around or tightening. In fact the image used by the 

author was that of the latest advancemen? in clocks - for his &y. Previously, al1 clocks had to 

have a long pendulum, swinging at a constant speed to measure the seconds of time which 

the dock would relate to minutes and hours with its han& and face. The motion was kept 

active by heavy weights on chains which exerted a constant pull on the movement Pocket 

watches and wrist watches were impossible because you couldn't keep a long penduium 

swinging in your pocket; nor could you have heavy weights dangling from your wrist! Sorne 

inventors tried using tension springs, but failed because when fint wound up, they made the 

clock run very fast. Then, as the spring tension lessened the dock would slow down more 

and more until it stopped The resdt was the fint few hours raced by, while the final few 

minutes of the day took hours to go by. The solution came when an inventor created an action 

spring called a balance wheel. It rocked back and forth and regulated the counting of the 

seconds at a speed similar to a pendulum, but it was tiny enough to fit in the smallest of 

docks. The image in the hymn says, "My heart needs regulation: sornetimes it's al1 wound 

up and racing out of control; and other times it's alrnost dead." But who in today's world of 

digital electronic timepieces hows the inner workings of a pocket watch, and why an action 

spring is so critical? 

7. Historical Inaccu racy Or Adj ustment 

Some references to historÎca1 events are now known to be inaccurate, or to have an 



interpretation which is no longer supported by fact When these are found in hymns the result 

may be confusion or misunderstanding. Here, a revision is made to reflect an obvious change 

in the state of nations in today's world. 

JUDGE ETERNAL, THRONED IN SPLENDOUR 
Henry Scott Holland (1 847- 19 18) since the Commonwealth of Nations 

replaced thc British Empirc: 

3. Crown, O God, Thine own endeavor, 3. Crown, O God, Thine own endeavor, 
Cleave our darkness with Thy sword; Cleave our darkness with Thy sword; 

Feed the faint and hungry heathen Feed the faint and hungry heathen 
With the ric hness of Thy word; With the richness of Thy word; 

Cleame the body of this Empire Cleanse the body of this lmnd (or Nation) 
Through the glory of the Lord. Through the glory of the Lord. 

8. Doctrinal Difference Between Denomiaations 

The same hymn often appears with different words in the hymnals of different 

denominations, reflecting the point of view of that particular group. This hymn, written by J. 

Byrom in 1773, has had revisions of its second line which seem to indicate some 

disagreement on the theme of limited or general atonement. 

CHRTSTTANS, AWAKE! 
The Hvmnal: Revised and Enlargeci, The Protestant Episcopal Church in America, 1894. 

1. Chnstians, awake! Salute the happy mom, 
Whereon the Saviour of monRind was boni. 

The Hvmnarv: for use in Baptist Churches, The Baptist Hymnary Cornmittee of Canada, 
1935 (Printing Plates purchased fiom the United Church of Canada) 

1. Christians, awake! Salute the happy morn, 
Whereon the Saviour of the world was bom. 

As recorded by the Huddersfield Choral Society, England, 1990, wuce unknown. 

1. Christians, awake! Saiute the happy morn, 
Whereon the Saviour of the tribe was boni, 



While similar to 8. above, what is in question here is the view of Scripture itself. 

ESUS LOVES ME 
Anna Bartlett Warner (1 820-19 15) The Hvmn Book, published jointly by the 
Hvmnal for the United Church of Anglican Church of Canada and the United 
Canada, 1930. Church Of Canada, 197 1 

Jesus loves me, this 1 know 
for the Bible tells me so. 

Jesus loves me, this I know 
and the Bible tells me so. 

The word for signifies that the Bible is the primary source, while the word and 

suggests that the Bible simply agrees with other sources of information about Jesus' love. 

10. Questionable Tbeology 

On occasion, a hymn will reflect a point of theology which is not s h e d  by others. 

This may be a significant and contentious point between Chnstians, or it may be a personal 

feeling which has slipped into the hymn almost unnoticeci, as in the following example. 

IN THE GARDEN 
C. Austin Miles (1 868-1 945) 

1. I corne to the garden alone, 
While the dew is still is on the roses, 

And the voice I heu, falling on my ear, 
The Son of God discIoses, 

(Chorus) 
And He walks with me, and He talks with me, 

And He tells me 1 am His own, 
And the joy we share as we tany there, 

Norte other has mer knmn. 

This hymn celebrates the personal, intimate relatiomhip betweeo the believer and Gd, and 

the writer suggests that his own experience of and with God has never been matched by the 

experience of any other believer. 



11. Simple Iaaccoracy 

The best intentioned of authoa is capable of a simple error. Very popular hyrnns are 

almost impossible to correct, as comrnon usage will outweigh any effort to amend the text. 

THE BATTLE HYMN OF TKE REPUBLIC 

Julia Ward Howe fwritten 186 1 1 

1. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord; 
He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored; 

He has loosed the fateN lightning of His temile swift sword; 
His tmth is rnarching on. 

Glory, glory, Hallelujah! Glory, glory, Hallelujah! 
Glory, glory, Hallelujah! Our God is rnarching on. 

2. 1 have seen Him in the watcMres of a hundred circling camps, 
They have builded Him an altar in the evening dews and darnps; (etc.) 

4. In the beauty ofthe filies, Chrikt was born across the Seo, 
With a glory in His bosom that transfigures you and me; 

As He died to make men holy, let us live to make men fiee, 

The allusion to Mies is misplaced historically when associated with the birth of Jesus. As 

poetic imagery it would fit better with his death and resurrection. The present wording is 

slightly misleading. 

12. Milita ristic Imagery 

The Battle Hymn of the Republic," quoted above is reviled by some because of its 

militaristic imagery. Words which describe battle, or imagery which includes war, a m w ,  

orfight, are offensive to some, and wodd be removed whenever possible. There are many 

hyrnns which are not nationalistic, but use biblical irnagery which is quite militaristic. To 

some believers, there is no militaristic imagery which is acceptable, even if it quotes 

Scripture and describes the spiritual confrontation with evil. 



ONWARD! CHRISTIAN SOLDERS 
Sabine Baring-Gould ( 1 834- 1924) 

1 .  Onward! Chnstiansoldiers, 
Marching as to war, 

With the cross of Jesus 
Going on before; 

Christ, the royal Master 
Leads against the foe: 

Fonvard înto bnttle, 
See! His banners go. 

Onward ! Christian soldiers, 
Marching as tu war, 

With the cross of Jesus 
Going on before. 

3. Like a mghty army 
Moves the church of Go& (etc.) 

13. Melding Of Nationalism And Theology 

Some hymns are a blend of nationalism and spirituality. Few people are now willing 

to make a pledge which precludes the opportunity to question the actions of one's country or 

its leaden. For some whose background is oriented to the heritage of the state church such a 

pledge is quite acceptable. For others, spirituality should never be confused with temporal 

loyalty, and for them revisions would be made to reduce or eliminate the problem of tom 

loyalties between the two verses. 

1 VOW TO THEE MY COUNTRY 
Sir Cecil Spring Rice (1 85% 19 18) 

1. I vont to the, my country, aii earthly things above, 
Entire, and whole, and perfecf the s e ~ c e  of my love; 
The love that arRs no questl'on, the love that stands the test, 
That Iays upon the altar the dearest and the best; 
The love that never falters, the love that pays the price, 
The love that makes undaunted the final sacrifice. 



2 And there's another coun t~~ ,  I've heard of long ago, 
Most dear to them that love her, most great to them that know; 
We rnay not count her amies, we may not see her King; 
Her fortress is a faithful heart, her pnde is suffering; 
And sou1 by sou1 and silently her shining bounds increase, 
And her ways are ways of gentleness and al1 her paths are peace. 

14. Changing Connotations 

Words which were clearly understood in one age may have picked up current usages 

which differ greatly from the original meaning. Language is constant1y changing. For 

instance, in the hymn below the word lay is used When written, lay was a reference to u 

song ofpruise. However, the word is now a slang expression for sexual intercoune. 

O WORSHIP THE KING 
Robert H. Grant (1779- 1 838) 

6. O rneasureless Might, 
ineffable Love, 

While angeis delight 
to hymn Thee above, 

The humbler creation, 
though feeble th& lays, 

With tnie adoration 
shall lisp to Thy praise. 

Unattributed version in Let S. Praise 
Baptist World Alliance, 1988 

6. O measureless Might, 
unchangeable Love, 

whom angels delight 
to wonhip above: 

Your ransomed creation, 
with gioiy ablaze, 

in true adoration 
shall sing to your praise! 

Other cornmon examples are words used to descnhe handicaps or disabilities. A 

major institution in Brantford was, until recently, named the Ross MacDonald School For 

The Blind It is now named the Ross MacDonald School For The Visually Impaired. Hymns 

are full of ternis like bli& deai$ drrmb, and lanie. It is no simple matter to replace these 

words with those currently acceptable, as in the example of 6lind and visw~li'y impoired. i~ 

these situations, a simple definitive word such as blind is replaced with a descriptive phrase, 

which is not easily inserted into the poetic flow of a hymn 



O FOR A THOUSAND TONGUES TO SING 
Charles Wesley (1 707- 1788) Unattributed version in Voices United, 

f 996, United Church of Canada 

6. Hear Him, ye deaf, 4. Hea. him, you deaf, 
His prise, ye ciumb, you voiceless ones 

Your loosened tongues employ; your tongues again employ; 
Ye blind, behold you blind, behold 
Your Saviour corne, your Saviour cornes, 

And leap, ye lame for joy ! and leap, ye lame, for joy ! 

It is interesting to note that when Voices United was published in 1996, the word 

dit& was already not acceptable as a word used to describe a disability. Since then, blind 

has fallen into disuse and lame is questionable. This points out how quickly language usage 

is changing, and how difficult it is for a printed text to rernain ugto-date and acceptable. The 

preacher can change the words used in a sermon on a moment's notice. Buttrick points out, 

"We live in a rapidly changing language. Since 1955, to select an arbitrary date, more than 

100,000 new words may have found their way into our dictionary. Since the start of our 

century, we have watched a huge vocabulary slide away into social forgetfulness." He goes 

on, "We mut search the language of human conversation and, once more, find images and 

metaphon to proclaim the gospel. What we cannot do is fa11 back on stock theological 

terminology to any great degree. Mead, in our age, we must speak in a language of common 

image and metaphor, but do so with theological wisdom."' 

15. Unpleasant Words 

Sometimes hymns contain words that are well understwd, and still have the same 



meaning as intended by the author, but are regarded by some as offensive because they bring 

unpleasant or sad feelings to mind. In addition to unpleasant words, references which include 

selfdeprecation and related images are offensive to some. 

AMAZING GRACE 
John Newton ( 1725- 1807) Altenate unattributed version in Voices 

United 1996, United Church Of  Canada 

1. Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, I . Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, 
that saved a wretch like me; that saved and strengthened me; 

Z once was lost, but now am found, 1 once was lost, but now am found., 
Was blind, but now I see. Was blind, but now 1 see. 

16. Removal Of Negative Words And Phrases 

Similar to number 15 above, some consider the use of any negative word or image to be 

contrary to their philosophy of ministry, so hymns are adjusted to reflect the preferred mood. 

At the Crystal Cathedral, Garden Grove, Califomia, hymns are regularly amended to reflect 

positive thinking, as this quotation in a letter from the Director of Music States: 

Mrs. Schdler is the real power and thought behind our efforts, which consist almost 
exclusively of 

a eliminating archaic English words -'thee, thou, hast, dost, bIessED [emphasis 
in original] and other such words 

b. occasional changing of pronouns - although we still refer to God as "He" 
c. remval ofnegafjve words and p/itasd2 [emphasis in original] 

Summary 

While not all penons will agree about the importance of each issue or concern listed 

above, sunicient numbers do feel strongly enough about each issue to warrant their king 

R~uoted in a perwnal Ietier h m  Dr. Frederick Swann, Director of Music and Organ~ The Crystal 
Caîhedmi, and signed %th di best wishes for a 'bdessed' Easter!" [empûasis in original; obviously a 
commentary on 'a' in the quotation above] Dr Swarm also reporteci tbat there was considerable objection by 
some of the c k h  leadership at the the of the construction of the Crystai Cathedrd because the architect's 
d&gs showed a cross on tfie tower, and the cross was considered to be too negative a symbol. 



taken seriously. Those who are concemed about these issues will continue to request or 

demand changes; and many will attempt those changes themselves. A study of some 

appropriate homiletic theories and principles will now be presented, and a henneneutic 

specifically designed for the revision of hymn texts will be proposed 



CHAPTER 3 

SOME HOMILETIC PEUNCIPLES 
AND A PROPOSED HERMENEUTIC FOR HYMN-TEXT REVISION 

The world in consciousness is ever-changing, mysteries of being human are 
variously understood .... images of saivation may be different, even the ways in 
which we grasp images of revelation may alter From age to age." 

It has been demonstrated that there is a clear mutually-supportive relationship 

between preaching and the singing of hymns, the Word spoken and the Word Sung. It has 

also k e n  shown that there is a rich treasury of Christian hymnody which has been used to 

reinforce the faith of believers, and for education and evangelism. This heritage of churçh 

music has been a growing, changing entity. Each generation and age has made its own 

contribution in style and language, and as new hymns were added, others were quietly 

discarded through disuse. Some hymns, however, retained their places of usefulness and 

honour within the body of hymnody. They have been retranslated fiom one language to 

another. They have also been retranslated within the same language so that they can continue 

to speak to new generations through words and images which are contemporary and therefore 

It has aiso been shown that the revision of hymns has been necessary in the past and 



continues to be needed Our present task is to discover and recommend consistent principles, 

through which the necessary revisions can be made with maximum gains in a variety of 

competing objectives. Hymns that have been judged beautifûl and worthy for hundreds of 

yean deserve the best treatment possible so that they will continue to serve the church for 

years to corne. Otherwise- a _met h y n ,  because of poor revision, will fa11 into disuse and be 

lost forever. 

This chapter will present three clearly identified concems which must be addressed 

before any revision be attempted. Then, a hermeneutic for hymn revision will be proposed. 

Three Questions and Considerations 

1. Is it tme? In any translation, retranslation, interpretation or revision, we corne back to 

this basic question asked by ~uttrick." While Buttrick was refemng specifically to the 

interpretation of a text, the principle applies equally well to hymn revision. He says of the 

preac her, 

"Tmth" and "efficacy" are two different kinds of judgments. In speaking of Go4 the 
question we must ask of interpretation is "1s it bue? and not "1s it helpful?" Though 
grace may triumph efficaciously through al1 kinds of error (thank God!), we should 
not presume upon grace. So, responsible preachers worry about being true to a t e x P  

Sometimes change is both true and helpful. But first it m u t  be me. To change truth into 

untnith simply to make it more palatable or pleasing to the hearer is never acceptable; but to 

reinterpret it so that its larger tmth is heard is to be cornmended. in the case of Jesus' 

statement about resurrection (John 11:25-26), the preacher rightly tells the whole tnrth, that 

when ksus spoke these words he was refemng to one man (Lcarus); but through that one 



man, Jesus proclaimed his good news to al1 people. if this is tme of gospel and Scripttire and 

sermons, it may alw be applied to the issues of rewriting hymn texts since they are dedicated 

to the same message. The prïmary concem will always be, "is it tnie to the gospel?" 

For many Christians, the Scriptures are given the place of authority in matters of faiîh 

and practice? against which expience, tradition and personal revelation are tested. Selievers 

ask, "is it tnie to the Scnptures?" This is a very dificuit issue on which to satis@ the many 

differing stances. Buttnkk, in his discussion of the nature of Scripture, believes that those 

who assert the inenant literalism of the Bible take a unyielding stance, which he describes as 

"an extravagant position, seldom ventured by the church 'fathers' or by the fiamen of 

Reformation faith.'"' On the other extreme are those who regard Scripture as a human 

invention, helpfhi in parts, but unreliable and prone to error. Some follow the Zwinglian 

tradition that if something cannot be specifically foud or endorsed in the Bible, it is not 

acceptable, while others hold to the Lutheran tradition that anytlung is acceptable if not 

expressly forbidden in the Bible. 

So the question, "is something true to the Scnptures?" will bnng responses which 

ciiffer significantly according to the doctrine of Scripture held by each individual or faith 

community. An important consideration is that words of a Scnpture text and the message of 

Scripture may not always seem to be the sarne. Martin Luther points out emphatically that 

Scripture is oflen idiomatic language, and to translate idiomatic language litemlly is to lose 

much of the meaning. He advocates translating the text into eqidly idiomatic language, so 

that the full tmth of the message (and the gospel) is clearly spokea for al1 to hear 



Here, in Romans 3 [28], 1 knew very well that the word soium is not in the 
Greek or Latin text; the papists did not have to teach me that. It is a fact that 
these four letters s o I a are not there. And these blockheads stare at them Iike 
cows at a new gate. At the same time they do not see that it conveys the sense 
of the text; it belongs there if the translation is to be clear and vigorous. 1 
wanted to speak German, not Latin or Greek, since it was Geman I had 
undertaken to speak in the translation. But it is in the nature of our German 
language that in speaking of two things, one of which is afirmed and the 
0 t h  denied, we use the word solum   al lei^). dong with the word nich! [not] 
or Rein [no]. For example, we say, 'The f m e r  brings ailein grain and kein 
money'; '1 have allein eaten and nicht yet dnink'; 'Did you allein write it, and 
nicht read it over?' There are innumerable cases of this kind in daily use. 

In al1 these phrases, this is the German usage, even though it is not the 
Latin or Greek usage. It is the nature of the German Ianguage to add the word 
allein in order that the word nicht or kein may be clearer and more complete. 

We do not have to enquire of the literal Latin, how we are to speak 
German, as these asses do. Rather we must enquire about this of the mother 
in the home, the children on the Street, the common man in the marketplace. 
We m u t  be guided by their language, the way they speak, and do our 
translati ng accordingl y.* 

Ail proclamation must be tnie to the gospel and to the fullest interpretation of Scripture. This 

will affect the manner in which preachers prepare their sermons, the way hymn texts are 

evaluated, and the attitude of those who would revise. The end product is to be me, and al1 

other considerations become secondaq. [t does not matter if the sermon or the revised hymn 

is aesthetically pleasing, or gramrnatically perfect, unless it is tir* clearly show to be me. 

God is a God of tnith, and nothing less than ûuth is acceptable in Christian preaching and 

2. Bv what authontv do we oroceed? The whole question of authority is always before us 

in the interpretation of Scripture and the preparation of text to be preached to the faith 

community or sung by them. Buttrick asks. "For the preacher, where is authority - in text, in 

%n Trmrlirting: An Open Letter. Luther's Works, Vo1.35, Word and Sacrament, E. Theodore 
Bachman, Ed. (Phiiadeiphia: Muhienburg Press, 1960), 188- 1 89. 



interpretation, in imagination, in the congregaiion - where?"" As affirmed earlier, the 

authority of every preacher and the authority of every believer is to be found in relationship 

to Christ We do not presume in our own right to have authorïty, but we respond to the call of 

God (the call of Jesus in the Gospels) which i s  confinned in the community of faith. The 

authority of the preacher is assiped rather than assumed Like the avornen at the tomb, avho 

were the first to see the risen Christ and were the first commanded by him to 'Go and tell ..." 

(Matthew 28:10), every preacher is constrained to continue the telling or proclamation of the 

gospel first assigned to the women. We tell openly and honestly al1 that has been revealed to 

us, and we claim it to be tme, for we believe it to be tme. Wilson adds that 

the authority to preach is an office given by the entire church, in accordance with 
Scripture, usually through laying on of han& at ordination, only after the candidate 
has been thoroughly tested with regard to d l ,  character, theological knowledge, and 
ability to interpret the Scripnire corre~tly.~ 

Whle  there i s  no guarantee of perfection in the work or wisdom of any human preacher, the 

combination of Divine call and ecclesiastical confirmation is the best source of authority 

possible. So the claim to know the mind of God is both preposterous and proper - 

preposterous because we can not possibly know God as well as we are known; proper 

because we are granted the knowledge and experience of much of God's will for us and the 

world. We feel ourselves to be personally present in the narratives of our Lord's rninistry and 

his death and resurrection, and there is authority in our feeling and experience of Christ. 

Beyond this revelation, we can relate our own joy at having received forgiveness, and ou. 

experience of the Spirit The preacher dares to walk on holy ground, and speak for God We 



are thus cornmissioned to preach the gospel - to tell the truth as it has been revealed to us. 

This means that we rnust constantly wrestle with the limits of authority. 

For the hymn-reviser, this sense of authority is no less important. While it may be 

easy to justif) a change of wording which simply updates an out-ofdate term, there are more 

serious quesrions to be nised about the author's original alintent Is the proposed cbmge 

faithful to the original intent of the author? There are three distinct levels of answen to this 

question. 

First, what did the author m a n  to say? It is impossible for any person Mly to know 

the mind of another. When we say that we know what someone meant, we presume that we 

know. If we are able to discuss in detail with the author the intent and the meaning, we can 

still only presurne that we understand Even the author, looking back, may not be sure what 

was meant at the t h e  of writing. People's feelings and opinions change, and with these 

changes corne different interpretations of their own actions and speech. " m e  pet ]  

Klopstock was questioned regarding the meaning of a passage in his poem. He replied, 'God 

and I both knew what it meant once; now God alone knows.' '* 

Second, what did the author actuaiZy say? There is no certainty that the words used by 

an author relate perfealy the intent of the author, even if that intent is certain. Words are 

w d  to convey ideas and messages, but words are limited in that by themselves they cm 

never fully descni the idea or becorne the message. Marshall McLuhan's 1964 proposition 

that the medium is the message, when applied to linguistics, would affirm that the choice of 

" Cesare Lombroso, The Man of Genw [1891], p t  I, ch. 2 as quoted in Bartlett's Familiar ûuotations, 
(Cornputer Version), tic& from Little, Brown and Company, hc. Copyright 1980 by Litîie, Brown and 
Company, Inc. 



words used to deliver a message cannot help but rnodify the message. The author's choice of 

words will always affect the way the message is received by the hearer, and this rnay or rnay 

not be in keeping with the author's intent Words are best studied in context, that is, in 

reiationship to the rest of the text. .lut as Scripture texts are understood and interpreted in 

the contefi of the larger passage and larger message, the words of hqmn tek* need to Se 

studied as part of the entire hymn. For example, a metaphor, removed from its surroundhg 

text, may proclairn a much different message than if allowed to speak from within its original 

setting. Looking for the achial meaning of the words is M e r  complicated by the fact that 

any given text or writing rnay have more than one meanin& which rnay be evident in the 

original, or in the modem understanding' or in both. 

Anyone who has ever penned a poem and then listened as fn'ends (or those not so 
fiiendly) interpret the words knows that meaning rnay well be wider than an author 
rnay suppose. Words are obviously not lexically narrow in definition, they tend to 
connote; thus we speak of polyvalent meaning. Someone reading a poem you have 
written rnay corne up with surpxising meanings that yoy as poet, did not anticipate. In 
some cases, you rnay object, perhaps on the basis of intent, saying "No way!", but at 
other times you rnay tum inward and admit that, yes, the words you wrote rnay well 
reach beyond your own awareness, that unwittingly your poem has evoked more 
meaning than you knew. So, when we write, we rnay pen a system of words that, 
detached fiom our consciousness, claims a wider range of meaning than we once 
int endeci50 

Third, what is (or was) the author's attratude about the use of the hymn? This is a 

major consideration, because it raises the whole issue of ownenhip from an emotional and 

spiritual perspective. (This is also a separate legal issue, to be discussed hereafier.) Who 

owns a hyrnn which has been written for the glory of God, or the work ofevangelism, or the 

edification of the church, or the strengthening of a be1iever7s devotiond life? Some will insist 



that this is purely a legal issue of intellectual property nghts. Others will say that a hymn 

dedicated to God is now God's alone, and the Spirit will gui*de believers toward its best and 

most fitting use. Yet others will say that hymns designed for wonhip in church become the 

property of the Church universal and every believer who feels drawn to sing them. 

The evidence of the !ives and ninistries of many of the hym-writers is that they 

were not concemed about legal issues of ownenhip - copyright was a later innovation, and 

has been practised with much more fervour in Arnerica than England. The accepted practice 

in the early days of the English hymn was that new hymns were meant to be shared. As a 

new hymn was introduceû, a visitor would remember it - perhaps even copy it down - and 

take it back to his or her own church where it would be added to the small but growing 

collection of hymns. This is much the same way the original copies of the Gospels and other 

New Testament writings were passed on, shared, and copied by many early churches, so that 

al1 could benefit equally. The early hymn-writers were pleased and honoured that their 

hymns were deemed worthy of wider distribution, and many actually encouraged the 

practice. Some, like the Wesleys, however, discouraged their copiers fiom making any 

revisions. in the preface to their Collection of Hwuis for the Use of the People called 

Methodists of 1780, John wrote: 

Many gentlemen have done my brother and me (though without narning us) the 
honour to reprint many of our hymns. Now they are perfectly welcome so to do, 
provided they print them just as they are. But 1 desire that they would not attempt to 
mend them: for really they are not able. None of them is able to mend either the 
sense or the verse. Therefore, I must beg of them one of these two favours: either to 
let them stand just as they are, to take hem for better for worse: or to add the tme 
reading [the original text] in the margin, or at the bottom of the page; that we may be 
no longer accountable either for the nonsense or for the doggerel ofother men 

For the Wesleys, there were two issues. They regarded their hymns as a vital part of 



the great evangelistic effort to which they and others were whole-heartedly cornmittek and 

the more their hymns were used, the more souls would be won for the Kingdom. But they 

were concemed that some persons were changing the lgcs  of the hymns, so that the message 

was altered or weakened. This would reduce the usefdness of the hymns for evangelism and 

Christirin lifc-stylc, and %as thersfan vigorously opposcd T k i r  dsiw to limit "mmdinp," 

as they called it, was for the sake of the larger ministry of the hymns. From this we can find 

reason to appreciate and commend those who have dedicated their works to the Saviour and 

the Church, and who desire to see them bear f i t  as widely as possible, and for a long time 

to corne. We must also appreciate their concem that that the gifi they have fieely given not 

be abused by thoughtless or unworthy change. 

m e r  hymn-writers, such as William Merdl ("Rise Up, O Men of God!"), were less 

interested in the broader ministry of their hymns, preferring to keep them as written, and 

bound to their original purpose, even after it was pointed out that the change of a few words 

could enlarge the scope and potential usefulness of the hymn drarnatically. This raises the 

question of whether the need of the larger group outweighs the author's preference. As will 

be demonstrated in Chapter 4, most hymnd editorial boards have decided that if the revision 

of a few words can expand the usefulness and the life of a hymn, then it is proper to proceed 

for the sake of the wider proclamation of the gospel. This, presuming there are no lepl 

restrictions, will be done regardess of the author's preference. In short, hymns, once offered 

to God in worship, may be retranslated and arnended as needed to ensure their continued 

service to God 

We do not mise a hyrnn to suit ourselves or our own biases, but we do so under the 

authority given to us who are cailed to speak for the h g  God, and to repfesent God's 



interests in our age. So the only acceptable starting-point for the hymn-reviser is to approach 

the task at hand with honour and sensitivity. The tnith and message of God warrant only the 

best of our human talents and abilities and attitudes. But more than that, they demand an 

openness to the leading and the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. This is God's message, not 

oun, and not cvcn the original author's; we al1 are the messengers entnrsted with the +mlc of 

making God's message clear and understandable and appealing for today. "We must seek a 

mode1 that will relate contemporary interpretation to both original meaning and, somehow, 

original intending. 

3. 1s it legal? This is a consideration which is often overlooked by preachen and hymn- 

revisen. Preachers are used to searching for new ideas and interpretations to incorporate into 

sermons. We bomw thoughts and themes wherever we can find them, realizing that each 

generation rediscoven the same texts and themes over and over. No modem preacher has 

ever preached a sermon w*th a text and theme never before heard. 

But while sermon texts and themes are used again and again, they are seldorn 

copyrighted. How can one copyright a theme which is thousands of years 014 and which was 

origindly delivered by a prophet or apostle on beMf of God? The particular style or 

treatment of a theme or text in a sermon can be copyrighted, but many preachen have been 

hesitant to do so, prefemng to allow others fiee access to the sermon in hopes that it will be 

found profitable for the spread of the Gospel. It was always assumeci, however, that 

reasouable credit would be given. 

Church music and hymns, however, are now almost aiways copyrighted when 

51  Ibid., 274. 



published The theology and the message of course are the property of al1 people who 

embrace hem, but the wording used by the hymn-writer, usually in poetic form, is regarded 

in society and in law as artistic propew. Copyright laws Vary fiom country to country, but 

usually relate to the Iife of the author plus a number of years (normally fifty). Sometimes 

cstatcs and others, 

illegal to copy or publish the work of that author without being granted permission. It is also 

illegal to change even one word in a copyrighted hymn without permission of the author. In 

the copyright analysis published by the Royal Canadian College of Organists, we read, 

Adaptation - no one may make changes to a copyrighted work without permission. 
This includes, but is not limited to, changing words, harmonizing or reharrnonizing, 
making a choral or instrumental arrangement, or changing a music line ..." 

In recent years, c o p ~ g h t  licensing agencies have offered umbrella programs which, 

for a set annual fee, authorize churches and institutions to use copyrighted works of authors 

and publishen who participate in the licensing program. This permission is sometimes 

presumed to include the right to make rninor alterations in those works. But it does not; the 

only permission granted is to use the original work in its exact fom, with no alteration 

allowed, not even a change in punctuation. Those who revise hyrnns must be sure that what 

they are proposing is within the law. Churches and pastors are not exempt. As a spiritual 

matter, God is not glorified by the use of stolen property. 

There is an obvious tension between the belief that hymns offered to God are the 

property (spiritually) of God's church, and the fact that certain laws have been passed to 

protect the rights (legaily) of human &sts and writen. We must work within that tension. 

"~ lan  Wtmore. 'Copyright and the Chufchn. ûrgun C d :  Ihe Tricrmfual JmmI of Ihe Royal 
C d .  CuUege of ûrgwüas, VOL 1 1, No. 2; M y ,  1998,7. 



A Proposed Bermeneutic for the Revision of Hymns 

The revision of hymns is not a new thing. It is a task which has confionted editorial 

boards since the first hymnals were published Almost one hundred years ago, an editor 

The most arduous labours of the Committce were iri connesion with the iexts of the 
hymns. Wherever cornmon use bas endeared a particular reading to the Church, the 
Cornmittee have not deemed it expedient to revert to the original form: e.g. 'Hark, 
how d l  the welkin rings,' the original of 'Hark, the heraid angels sing."" 

M a t  is new, and exceedingly relevant, is the recent development of computer and copier 

technology now within the reach of most churches, pastors and musicians. 

Leaming and appiying al1 the theories of homiletics does not guarantee that a 

preacher will become a great preacher, though it will produce a more comptent preacher. 

Sirniiarly, applying a11 the theories of homiletics to hyrnn-text revision will not guanuitee 

perfea results, though it will eliminate many of the failings and inadequacies attendant to 

such revision. In both cases, the product will have the benefit of the best heip available, and 

will be more reliable for having been subjected to an appropriate hermeneutic. 

Homileticians themselves do not agree on every point, but there is a strong enough 

consensus to warrant our confidence and trust as we are provided with clear direction and 

process in the preparation and revision of sermons. Wilson provides a graphic representation 

of the process of sermonic preparation, which he calls the Hermeneutical Sq~are .~  In it he 

identifies four steps: what the text says, what the text means, what expenence says, and what 

the preacher says. This basic outiine, with one addition, will be adapted for the proposed 

?%e Buok of Common Praise. Church of Engiand in Canada. (Oxford: The University Press, 1908), 
xü. 



hermeneutic for hymn-text revision. He suggests that in following these steps, the preacher 

will at each stage ask the questions and do the research necessary to find the answers. Each 

step, when completed, leads to the next; and the process is incomplete if any steps are 

ski pped. 

n i e  proposed hermeneutic for the rcvision of hjmn tsxts +&a a similar fom, 

although the steps are appropnately modified to relate to the process at hand. Many of the 

conclusions sought, and the questions asked to reach those conclusions are the same in spirit 

and content as those asked by the preacher preparing a sermon The major difference is that 

the preacher starts with a text from Scripture which already has a certain level of authority 

and standing with the faith cornmunity; otherwise it would not be used. The hymn-reviser 

starts with the text of a hymn which, though loved and given a level of standing with the faith 

community, has been alleged to contain in its words one or more problems which have 

lessened its appeal or usefulness to the community. This means that though the result sought 

may be identical - the proclamation of the Word - the approach taken will be modified 

according to the text at hand. 

A HERMENEUTIC FOR HYMN REVTSION 

1. M a t  do the words sav? Of the preacher's task of retranslating Scripture, Buttrkk sa YS7 

"...spread out on a page, are words from long ago and distant lands. Preachers are supposed 

to decipher meanings, not for an ancient age, but for now (emphasis in original)."55 The 

person who has been asked or feels compelled to revise a hymn also has a text spread out 

This text may not be as ancient; in fact, even some modem hymns aeed revision. But the first 



task is the same, to find out exactly what the words say. For the hymn, this step may have 

already started with the identification of the offendmg words. What do they Say, and what is 

it about them which has caused some question or offense? Just as Scripture words must never 

be lifted from their context, but must always be viewed as part of a larger statement, the rest 

of the hymn must be d y z e d  to see what dl the words of the h } m  say, not just the few 

problematic ones. As quoted in Chapter 2, the hymn "Make Me A Captive, Lord," says: 

My heart is weak and poor 
'Ti1 it a master find; 

It has no spring of action sure - 
It varies with the wind 

It cannot k l y  move 
'Ti1 Thou hast wrought its chain; 

Enslave it with Thy matchless love, 
And deathless it shall reign. 

Those words deemed problematic because of their out-of-date imagery are highlighted. They 

must be analyzed to ascertain exactly and literaily what is being said. But this must be 

interpreted in context of what the other lines of the verse Say, as part of the whole hymn. 

2. M a t  did it mean to the writer? This is the issue of original intent. The writer obviously 

felt that there was something to say, and used these particular words to say it. But how can 

we, with our modem understanding of words and language, undentand what the words 

meant to the writer whose world and world-view were different from ours? Buttrick wonders, 

Tan we get at the psychological state of the   ri ter?"^ This involves trying to reconstmct 

the situation and the experïence of that author, to see his or her world through eyes of that 

moment in tirne, to set aside some of the advantages of modern technology and life, and feel 



the surroundings as they were then. For instance, many Victorian-era hyrnns seem 

preoccupied wÎth death. Children's prayers and hyrnns had ideas like "if 1 should die before 

I wake7' which seem jarring to us. To the authors and writers, and the parents and children of 

that tirne-period, death was a very real prospect, at any age and at any time; and the poetry 

and hymns of ttiat p e n d  reflected this very real part of Me. To h o w  what the author means 

in the words, we must comprehend and appreciate the Christian experience of that tirne, and 

what it felt like, day by &y, without modem medicine to protect from the many epidemics 

which decimated the population, especially the children. When we are sure we undentand 

what the author meant, we are ready to ask the next question. 

3. Was the intended message valid at the time of writing? This is the extra step added to 

Wilson's four Iisted above. When the preacher deals with a Scripture text, there is the happy 

presumption that the message intended by the human writer and the Lord of the Word had a 

message that was valid. The fact that pariicular Scriptures were included in the Canon gives 

us some reassurance of their validity and reliabiliv. The same assumption cannot be made of 

hymns, for though they may be greatly loved and have high standing with the faith 

community, they would never be seen on a par with Scripture in authorship or authority. (The 

exception would be those hymns which are direct quotations of Scnpture, as Calvin 

restrïctively taught that all hyrnns should be.) 

So it is possible and probable that the hymn-miser rnay corne across words in a 

hymn clearly stating something which should never have been said, like the original third 

verse of Mn. Cecil Frances Alexander's "Al1 Things Bright And Beautiful," which will be 

thoroughly anaiyzed in Chapter 4: 



The rich man in his cade, 
Tlie pour man nt h k  gate, 
Cod d e  thern high and lowiy, 
And order'd their estate. 

At the time these words were writîen, this type of Calvinism was a strong influence in 

main-stream Chnstianity. As well, many still accepted slaveiy as being God-ordained. Since 

that time the vast majority of the Christian faith comrnunity has rejected this theology as 

being un-Biblical and un-Christian. To Christians today, there is bewildement that words 

like these could ever have been written. So in answer to the question, the conclusion would 

be that the intended message was not valid even at the time of writing. 

4. Is the mesjape still valid? What does Christian exwrience sav? If the message was not 

valid at the time of writing, then it is very improbable that the message will have become 

acceptable and valid in our age. Such cases will most often result in editing-out the offending 

words or phrases, and inserting a new and different message which meets the needs of the 

faith community. For those instances in which the original message was valid for its time, we 

must decide whether the message still has meaning for today's world. 1s the approach to 

Christian mission identical to what it was centuries ago? Would the message of impending 

death lurking around every corner be as appropriate to our tirne, or does it need to be updated 

to reflect the state of medical science now taken for granted? Or, have we become too reliant 

on modem medicine, to the detirnent of our reliance on God's tender mercy? As we decide 

whether the message is still needed and appropriate for today, we corne to the final step of 

the proposed henneneutic. 

5. How can it best be reinterareteci for todav9s communitv? The preacher tells the story 

or retramlates the message of the Word of the Lord In preaching there are almost lirnitless 



options for style and methods of delivery. Words can be chosen which will paint a picture, or 

tug at an emotion, or explain a difficult concept with a few simple words. The preacher can 

take as long as needed to deliver the sermon, and even has the option of adding some 

spontaneous comment at any time during the delivery. The hymn-reviser is limited to just the 

few avords which need alteration. Unlikc much modcrn poetq which is fne v e ~ ,  most 

hymns were written according to some very firm d e s  of poetry, stressing but not limited to 

rhythm arld rhyme. Added to this is the fact that hymns are Sung to musical tunes which have 

become closely associated with the words, and may have been composed with those words in 

mind This creates even more dificulty in finding the perfect balance of message and 

meaning and poetic flow. New words which may Say perfectly in modem language what was 

meant by the original author may fail as poetry or as musical lyric because the em-pha-sis is 

on the wrong syl-lu-ble The result is vtry unpleasant and unmusical. When al1 the verses 

have six lines, one verse cannot be altered with the addition of a seventh line! 

This means that the hymn-reviser will pnmarily revise according to message and 

meaning, but will then have to address al1 the issues of prose and poetry, to ensure that the 

alteration will appear to fit seamlessly into the flow of the original. A weil revised hyrnn will 

not have alterations which announce their own presence with poor matching of poetic 

quaiiîy. 

The preacher deliven his or her sermon. It is an event in time and space, and the 

preacher is seen and heard as part of the message. It is impossible to preach a sennon 

anonyrnously. It is possible for the hyrnn-reviser to remain anonymous, but this removes part 

of the authenticity of the message. It is no longer the pure message of the on'ginal author. 

Some of the words have been amended, and therefore some of the message is altered The 



source of the revision should always be identifie4 so that the faith community may know 

who it is that has had a share in producing the gifi of a hyrnn for al1 to sing and proclaim. The 

inclusion of the narne of the reviseqs) as a footnote on the page would be very helpful. 

Conclusion 

Since it is certain that the cal1 for hymn-revision is going to continue to becorne more 

pronounced as groups and individuals focus more and more on issues of Ianguage and 

imagery, it is therefore essential that pastors and church musicians be given the skills 

necessary to undertake the task. The identification in this thesis of the many curent issues of 

Ianguage usage - gender, inclusiveness, archaic words, etc., - will help those facing these 

issues to know that others have faced them already, and that significant analysis has been 

done to assist in understanding the implications of retaining or changing particular words. 

This thesis has also stressed a clear preference to retain the artistry and poetry of the 

original hymn-texts wherever possible, so that the beauty of the hymns will continue to 

inspire the faith community to sing them and even commit them to memory. 

By careful application of this proposed hermeneutic for hymn-revision, many of the 

great hymns of the faith can be reclaimed for a new age. It would be a tragedy if such hymns 

were rejected and forgotten sirnply because a few words and images had become outmoded. 

The authors of these hymns were inspired to tell stories and teach doctrine, and share the 

gospel as  they wrote their verses and poems, which were eagerly embraced by the faithful. It 

is to be hoped that others who are e q d l y  inspired will carefully, even lovingiy, make the 

alterations needed to b ~ g  these hymns back to life again, and again. To this end this thesis 

is dedicated. 



CWAPTER 4 

CRITIQUES OF TWO ALTERED HYMN TEXTS 

There is an old adage which claims that those who do nothing are not nearly as likely 

to be criticized as those who attempt great things. In 1993 the United Church of Canada, 

Canada's largest Protestant denornination, set out to replace its twenty-two-yearsld Hvmn 

Book, which had been jointly published with the Anglican Church of Canada The intent was 

to produce a new hymnal which would bring together the best of traditional hymnody and a 

wide variety of new and contemporary hymns, with considerable representation of the 

diveaity of Canada's ethnic community, as well as the world-wide Christian community's 

contribution to church music and worship. The end product of this commendable objective, 

called Voices United, was published in 1996, and has been widely acclaimed for its obvious 

attempt to include and celebrate many diverse styles and traditions of hymns and songs. 

On the other hand, in 1990 the Baptist Federation of Canada voted to end production 

of The Hvmnal (1973), and immediately by-passed any attempt to replace it with an 

indigenous book on the grounds that advance orders for a minimum of 50,000 copies could 

not be obtained, Lnstead they recommended an adaptation of a generïc, non-denominational 

hymnal, published in the United States. Modification (limited to 10 percent) would include 

the removal of American nationalistic hymns, the insertion of others to refiect Baptist faith 

and practice (e-g. believer's baptism by immersion), and the deletion of such things as 



George Washington's birthday from the indices of special events! Not surprisingiy, this 

proposai was rejected, and the LOO0 Baptist Federation churches in Canada are now 

individually purchasing whatever hymnal they please, while some are still using the 1973 

Hvrnnal, the final one published by their own denomination. Hence there is no new Baptist 

h ~ m d  avhvhich codd be subjectcd to a critique as to its cditing and reising. IIowever, since 

the United Church of Canada took the nsk, and produced its new Voices United, it c m  and 

will be critiqued. 

The Co-Chain of the Hymn and Wonhip Resource Cornmittee, Nancy E. Hardy and 

Leonard Lythgoe, state their philosophy and intention in the Preface to Voices United: 

The task Facing the Hymn and Wonhip Resource Cornmittee was daunting. The 
changes in o u .  society, culture, and church over the past twenty-five yean have been 
enornous. Since the publication of The Hymn Book [1971], issues of inclusiveness 
(as they relate both to peaons and "God-language") have becorne criticai in our 
society and in our church; these have demanded the close attention of our cornmittee. 
In addition, the explosion of hymn writing during this period, much of it very fine 
quality, necessitated carefid consideration of what kinds and how much of this 
matenal to include. We were also diligent in our efforts to include a selection of 
material £iom the world church to reflect the "global village" in which we live. As 
well, we recognized the necessity of culling several weil-liked, but increasingly 
obsolescent hymns, but strove to restore, retain, and occasionally, revise the hymns 
which have played such an important and enduring part in the worship life of our 
church. We tmt that Voices United strikes a judicious balance between the old and 
the new. 

In the introductory pages following the preface, there are many helpful notes and 

explanations, including a list of abbreviations which are used throughout the book. The tem 

ah. in italics is w d  to identie those hymns which have been altered Though the Preface 

States that there were "'occasional" revisions or changes made to hymns previously use& 

page-by-page research of the hymns in Voices United reveais that a total of 220 out of the 

719 numbered hyrnns have the note ak beneath them as part of the credits. This represents 



over 30 percent of the entire body of hymns. Mien we factor in the laudable inclusion of 

fully half the hymns in Voices United being new, contemporary, or ethnic, and therefore 

needing no revision, it means that alrnost al1 the alterations were done on the remaining 

half - that is. the older hymns by authon such as Isaac Watts, Charles Wesley, and John 

Milton. The works of the newcr authors, including Brim Wren, nie bna Community, and 

Natalie Sleeth are rarely changed. The result is that closer to 60 percent of the "hymns which 

have played such an important and enduring part in the worship life of o u .  church" have been 

altered in Voices United A cursory examination of these hymns suggeçts that most of these 

alterations and changes were made to replace archaic language (Thee, Thou, Thy, etc.) with 

modem ternis. The same examination shows that the second most evident change was that of 

gender-inclusive language, as referred to in the Preface. 

As helpN as it is to have each altered hymn identifie4 there is no indication of what 

has been altered It is lefi to the reader or singer to find the changes. Many will not be aware 

that a change has been made, udess they happen to notice the oit. in the credits below the 

hymn. Some, who have Sung the hymn for years, or have it as part of their "faith memory 

bank" referred to in Chapter 1, will Find themselves singing the old words by memory, and 

noting that those around are singing different words. Many others will (mistakenly) preswne 

that the way it is presently written is the way it has always been. 

The changes in the texts of the hymns in Voices United did not happen by chance or 

without due consideration. The process was long and involved From correspondence and 

records provided by Rev. Dr- John Arnbrose, Managing Editor of Voices United, it is 

disclosed that the mandate for the preparation of a new hymn and wonhip book was given by 

the General Council of the United Church of Canada in 1990, Mly six y m  before its 



ultimate publication. The first three years were spent researching the preferences of local 

congregations, developing working principles, and creating criteria which would guide the 

actions of the committee as it completed the project. In the words of the Managing Editor, "It 

was a huge and complex (some would Say, impossible) assignment."" 

Tfie cornminec awestled avith the issues related to hjmn-text revision. 

In translating the mandate into working principles, the committee decided that it 
wouid rnove carefully, especially on matters of language. It was realized that some 
older hymn texts wouid need to be left alone; it would be a travesty to edit them into 
current English usage. Other hymn texts codd be modestly edited, which might 
assure that they wodd be used long into the future. In some instances it would be best 
to include both the older and revised texts side by side, giving congregations some 
options.'' [al1 emphases in original] 

The process used in developing the working principles was a major îask for the committee, 

who collectively used their various skills and interests to make the judgments necessary to 

evaiuate each hymn, each verse, and in many cases each word of the texts under 

consideration. Ambrose has afirmed that principles of homiletic theory were very rnuch a 

part of these deliberations, and the issues of revision seemed quite simitar to issues of faithfid 

proclamation which are regularly faced by prea~hers.'~ By July 1, 1993, guidelines for 

language in the new hymn book had been developed; these list the concems about language 

which would be encountered in the revision process. Ten issues or Ianguage concems were 

identified In conversation with Ambrose, these ten were compareci, point-by-point with the 

sixteen issues identified in Chapter 2 of this thesis. The lists would be identical, were it not 

for the subdivision of some concerns in the larger listing Wording and terms used difier, but 

n John Ambrose, in a penond later dated September 24, 1998, ~lating his work with the mrnmittee. 

s8rbid. 

5  mm an imaview at St Paul's United Church, Milton, ON., Iune 8,2000. 



the general interpretations of the need for revision were the same in each case? It should be 

noted however, that the United Church list represents the theological stance of that 

denomination, while the list in this thesis is drawn frorn many sources and represents 

differing stances. Each penon will interpret these issues according to his or her own stance. 

We will now analyze two hymns which hve k e n  revised or altered. In the fin4 "hll 

Things Bright and Beautiful" by Cecil Frances Alexander, the cornparison will be between 

the text as prïnted in Hvmns Ancient and Modem of 1904 and Voices United of 1996. The 

two versions of the hymn will be placed side by side in their entirety on a single page, for 

ease of study. Recognizing the similarity of the hemeneutic used by the editorial committee 

of Voices United and that proposed in this thesis, as well as the similarity of the lists of 

criteria for revisions, we will be allowed a high consistency of analysis, knowing that each 

change identified here, and each reason for change has been individually compared with 

those of John Ambrose's committee, and that each has been individually afirmed by him? 

This also rneans that we will be able to use the sixteen language-usage concerns of Chapter 2 

as being interchangeable with the ten of Voices United 

This process of cornparison cm help us identîQ clearly, through positive and negative 

examples, the need for standards and guidelines in hymn revision and alteration. The words 

in question will in each case be emphasized with M d  itafic type, and in each case an 

identifjmg nurnber will be placed in square brackets. These numbers will identiS, the 

reason(s) why the cornmittee's revisions were judged to be necessary. In some cases more 



75 

than one concem or issue will be identified The sixteen categories listed here represent al1 

the possible reasons for revision identified in this thesis, and as such are drawn h m  differing 

traditions and theological stances. However, this list also includes every one of the categories 

used by the Voices United cornmittee. 

1. 

3. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

I I .  

12. 

13. 

1 4. 

1 S. 

16. 

Arc haic language 

Gender issues as related to persons 

Gender issues as related to God 

Dominance issues 

Racial, ethnic concerns 

Local images trapped in time and space 

Histone inaccuracy or adjustment 

Doctrinal ciifference between denorninations 

Interpretation of Scripttire 

Questionable theology 

Simple inaccuracy 

Militaristic imagery 

Melding of nationalism and theology 

Changing connotations 

Unpleasant words 

Removal of negative words and phrases 



ALL THINGS BRIGHT AND B E A U T m  
Mrs. Cecil Frances Alexander (1 8 18- 1895) 

Hvmns Ancient and Modern, 
1904, Church of England 

Voices United, 
1996, United Church Of Canada 

1. NI things bnght and beautifid, 1. f\ll things bright and beautifid, 
Al1 creatures great and srnaIl, Al1 creatures great and small, 
Al1 things wise and wonderful, Ail things wise and wondemil, 
?Xe Lord God made them all. In love, God [4] made them all. 

2. Each little flow'r that opens, 
Each little bird that sings, 
He made their glowing colours, 
He made their tiny wings. 

2. Each litîle flow'r that opens, 
Each littie bird that sings, 
God [3] made their glowing colours, 
Cod [3] made their tiny wings. 

3. The nCh man in his cade, [verse entirely omitted] 
me poor mon at hik gate, 161 [71[81 ~ 0 1  
God made them high and lmuly, 
And order'd their estate, 

4. The purple-headed mountain, 
The river ninning by, 
The sunset, and the moming 
That brightens up the sky, 

5. The cold wind in the winter, 
The pleasant summer sun, 
The ripe fhits in the garden, 
He made hem every one. 

6.  The tall trees in the greemvood, 
ZTie meadms where we play, 
The rushes, by the water, 
We gather every &y; 

7. He gave us eyes to see hem, 
And lips that we might tell 
How great is God Almrghty, 
Who has made dl thùigs well. 

3. The purple-headed mountains, [?] 
The river m i n g  by, 
The sunset and the moming 
That brightens up the s l q ;  

4. The cold wind in the winter, 
The pleasant summer sun, 
The ripe bits in the garden, 
God [3] made them every one. 

5. The rocky nwuntain splendeur, 
The [one wolf s huunling cull, 
The great 1akes and the prairies, 
The forest in the /al; [6] 

6.  God [3] gave us eyes to see them, 
And lips that we might tell 
How great is God our nraker, [4] 
Who has made al1 things well. 



Mn. Alexander's hymn is one of several written by her which are arnong the most- 

loved hymns in the English language. Her others include "Once in Royal David's City," 

"Jesus Calls Us O'er The Turnulf" and 'niere Is A Green Hill Far Away." This particular 

one, "Al1 Things Bright And Beautifid," was part of a book of hymns written for children, 

but has bccn ernbraccd by pcoplc of al1 agcs. Thc Yorkshire veterinarian, James Hemot (a 

pseudonym) used the second line, "Al1 Creatures Great And Small," as the title for his first 

book of diaries, and each of the other lines as the titles for follow-up books, ending with the 

fourth line 'The Lord God Made Them AH." These phrases had become part of the language 

before Hemot adopted them and made them even more farnous in the television senes by the 

same narne. Ma. Alexander was mam'ed to a parish priest (Church of England) in an 

economically impoverished rural part of ireland. She was well known for her kindness, 

generosity and social action. Her husband was eventuaily elected Archbishop of Ireland, and 

From her more privileged position, Mn. Alexander donated al1 the profits from her book of 

hymns to support handicapped children. These details become more meanin@ as we 

andyze her hymn, and try to understand and appreciate the attitude and actions of the author. 

The most challenging concem about this hymn is the jarring social commentary and 

theology of the original verse 3. The belief that God "order'd the estate" of ail, including the 

poor and needy, was Calvinist predestination at its worst It was also the starus quo thinking 

of Victorian England As noted above, though Mrs. Alexander may have believed that God 

placed people in poverty and destitution, she didn't let that stop her From attempting to 

change what God had done, for she also believed that it was her Christian duty to use God's 

actions as her own personai cal1 (and that of sociefl as well) to change the temble situations 

which were placed before her. However, verse 3 was quickly rejected by aimost al1 the 



evangelical Christian movements in England at that time as being an unacceptable 

justification for allowing intolerable social situations to continue to exist. The Baptists, 

Methodists, Salvation Amy, and others who championed the poor and uneducated dmpped 

the verse, but kept the rest of the hymn. By the tuni of the century, the verse was rarely used, 

and is now not found in any current hymn book. 

This fine hymn, with one very questionable vene, gives clear evidence that there are 

times when words used by an author not only can but must be challenged. The theology 

expressed in Verse 3 is abhorrent to many, if not all, Christians. When taken in context with 

Mn. Alexander's work arnong the poor, it is clear that her own words do not do justice to her 

faith and practice; and the words proclaim a negative theology far beyond what she ever 

intended Those leaders of society who wished to hold on to their positions of privilege at the 

expense of the poor would have been delighted with the apparent theology of verse 3, and the 

wording of the vene itself demanded its eventual removal from the body of hymnody used 

by those with social conscience as learned from Jesus. 

The other changes noted in the revision of this hymn reflect a variety of concerns. 

The phrase nie Lord God in verse 1, has been changed to In love, God by the editon of 

Voices United The issue is unease with words of dominance or hierarchy. For some 

believen, dominance and hierarchy are seen as unwelcorne remnants of male patriarchai 

dominance of the faith. Words like king, tord and muter are blamed for perpetuating male 

domination of historic Christianity, as well as the obvious theologicd staternent of such 

words. The serioumess of this daim depends on the feelings and expenence of those most 

af5ected by it. For some, it is critical; for othen, it is a non-issue. Each society of faith, each 

denomination, each believer must test their own motives and attitudes and responses to those 



who feel threatened or offended by these words. 

A major consideration with the phrase Lord God, however, is that it is a very 

prominent phrase in Scripture. While many other dominance and hierarchy words are used 

in an ordinary sense in Scripture, the pairing together of the words Lord and God in that 

order is a prominent and recognized way of refeming to the Deity in both the Old and New 

Testaments. Ail English translations, past and present, use the phrase, ofien as one of the 

ways of speaking of God without using the unspeakable name of God. For this reason, it is a 

hard word to replace, especially as it occun 532 times in the King James Version of 161 1, 

which undoubtedly was used by Mrs. Alexander. It occurs 27 times in the more scholarly 

Revised Standard Version of 1946, and 88 times in the more contemporary New International 

Version of 1973. It is dificuit to give up a phrase so deeply imbedded in Ianguage. 

The neb  change of words made by the editors of Voices United occurs rwice in verse 

2, once in verse 4, and once in verse 6 .  The word He is replaced with the word God. This is 

clearly an issue of gender, as referred to in the Preface to Voices United. The view is held by 

many that if not necessary to the immediate story or thought, gender-specific words such as 

He, Him and His, should be avoided. Since English has little to offer in the way of gender- 

neutral personal pronouns, the obvious solution is to revert to proper names. If we are 

refemng to God's attributes, then the word God is always appropriate. Masculine words are 

taken by some to indicate a belief that God is literally and physically masculine by gender, 

and elimination of unnecessary use of such gender-specific laoguage is a focus for the editors 

of Voices United in other hymns, ferninine images are used to balance with the masculine. 

in "Bring Many Names" by Bt-ian Wren, the second verse starts "Strong Mother Go4 

working every &y," and the third verse begins "Warm Father God, hugging every child" 



These images confiont and mix the stereotypical gender assumptions of o u .  society, where 

men are supposed to be strong and macho, while women are supposed to be soft and warm 

and gentle. Some Scriptural images of God are ferninine (the mother hen protecting her chick 

under her wings, as told by Jesus in Matthew 23:37). The Voices United guidelines state, 

"The [unacceptable] preference for male imagery is certainly telateci ro the avorld in which 

writers of the texts lived, where social prominence was @en to men, and women were 

subordinated? On a poetic level, however, the constant repetition of the word Cod is m uc h 

harsher that the softer he, which fiows more fieely. 

One curious change between the original verse 4 and the revised verse 3 is the change 

of the word mountoin into the plural mountai11~. The other three nouns in the verse, river, 

sumet, and mom*ng are unchanged, as singular, only nuiuntain is changed. This may appear 

at first to be a typographical error, for there does not appear to be any other reason for 

changing one image and not the rest in a single verse, impairing a desirable poetic 

parallelism. However, Ambrose relates that the democratic committee took very seriously the 

reasoning of a committee member who lived in the mountains, and felt that the plural term 

was more inci~sive!~~ 

In verse 6, the word Almghty is replaced with our maker. This is another issue of 

dominance and hierarchical power. Again, the word Almighty is used extensively in 

Scripture in narning and addressing God. In modem English translations, it is even more 

common than the phrase Lonl God previously referred to. Ambrose reports that the 

62 Guidelines For Language in the N m  Hymn Book und Worship Remrce, rwised draft of M y  1, 
1993, 1. 

?knbrose, interview of June 8,2000, Ibid 



cornmittee mernben were divided on this issue, and some are still of the opinion that it was a 

loss to remove olmrghty. When making changes, care should be taken to continue the 

original thought, if possible. By definition, almghty and our mker are not even close as 

replacements for each other. Hence the meaning of the verse has subtly been changea as a 

by-product of aord replacement 

Finally, the editors replaced the second-to-last vene with a beautifid new verse. 

While there is nothing wrong with the original vene, it is fairly general and could apply to 

many areas of the world, especially those farniliar to Mrs. Alexander. The new verse is 

special in that it is f'uily Canadian in content, and draws a beautifid pichire of God's loving 

creation of this great land. [t could be further improved by the use of the missing initial 

capital letters on the words rocky niountains, great lakes and prairies In Canada, these are 

regarded as proper narnes, and appear on atlases and maps as such with capital letters. This 

small change would reinforce the distinctly Canadian imagery of God's creation around us. It 

is regrettable that we are not given the narne of the anonymous person who wrote this 

beautifid verse; even Ambrose did not have that infor~nation.~~ 

The second hymn-revision to be critiqued is "Be Thou My Vision," an ancient Irish 

hymn, translated by Mary Byrne, and versified by Eleanor Hull. It has been widely used in 

the hymnaries of most English-speaking denominations. It is full of archaic language and 

tems, and has examples of gender bias which offend Mme. But it has a strong poetic flavour, 

which has endeared it to many over the decades. One problem in revision is how far to go 

when correcting deficiencies, and what should be retained of the poetic forrn and flavour. 



The hymn is printed on page 84 (foldout) in four venions side by side: 

1. The versified version of Eleanor Hull (1 860-1935), common to both the Hpnarv,  
United Church, 1930, and the H - m a q ,  1936, for Baptist Churches in 
Canada. (The Baptists purchased the actual pnnting plates of this hyrnnary 
from the United Church, and republished it as their own, with a number of 
hymns replaced.) 

7. The revision in Let's Praise, Baptist World Alliance, 1988. 

3. The revision in Common Praise, Anglican Church of Canada, 1998. 

4. The revision in Voices United, United Church of Canada, 1996, 

The many changes made in this hymn also point out an unwelcome by-product of the 

current interest in hymn revision. Pnor to the pubiishing of new hymnaries by several 

Canadian denominations, "Be Thou My Vision" appeared as a vimially identical text in the 

Baptist, United, Presbyterian and Anglican books. Since the revision of hpnaries and 

publication of new ones, we now have at least four new versions of the hymn, diffenng fiom 

the former one held in common, and fiom each other. This means that a hymn which was 

once shared as a unif?ying force between the denominations of the church in Canada now 

serves as an example of our division. The Baptist hymnal, Let's h i s e ,  1988, is a British 

publication of the Baptist World Alliance, and is used some Canadian Baptists churches. 

By happy coincidence, John Ambrose, who served as Managing Editor of Voices 

United, was invited by the Anglican Church of Canada to be a member of the revision 

cornmittee which produced their Comrnon Praise in 1998. Ambrose has confirmed in the 

same i n t e ~ e w  noted earlier in this chapter that the criteria used by the Anglican Committee 

were very similar to those used by the United Church cornmittee, with the somewhat 

different stances of the two sponsoring denomiaations, and the resulting variations in 

interpretabon of the various issues and concem. 



As in the first hymn critique, the altered words are highlighted in bold itdic and the 

reasons for revision are identified by number in square brackets [ 1. The asterisk (*) in the 

first line of the Iast two versions points out just the first of dozens of removals of capitals 

From words addressing Gad, which rernoval is now the established convention in religious 

writing. The ment and theologicd implications of this new convention in hymns, religiow 

poetry, and modem translations of the Scriptures will make a good topic in some other paper. 



BE THOU MY VISION 
h c i e n t  irish Hymn, translated by Mary 
Byme, versified by Eleanor Hull. 

1 .  Be Thou my Vision, 
O Lord of my heart; 

Naught be al1 else to me, 
Save that Thou a& 

Thou my best thought, 
by day or by night, 

Waking or sleeping, 
Thy presence my light. 

2.  Be Thou my Wisdom, 
Thou my tnie Word; 

1 ever with Thee, 
Thou with me, Lord; 

Thou my great Father, 
1 Thy tnie son; 

Thou in me dwelling, 
and I with Thee one. 

3. Be Thou my battle-shield, 
sword for the fi@; 

Be Thou my dignity, 
Thou rny delight, 

Thou my soul's shelter, 
Thou my hi& tower: 

Raise Thou me heavenward, 
O Power of my power. 

4. Riches I heed not, 
nor man's empty praise, 

Thou mine inheritance, 
now and always: 

Thou and Thou only, 
fim in my heart, 

High King of heaven, 
my treasure Thou art. 

5. High King of heaven, 
afler victory won, 

May 1 reach heavenos joys, 
O bright heaven's Sun! 

Heart of my own heart, 
whatever befd, 

StilI be my Vision, 
O Rder of aII. 

Let's Praise, Baptist World Alliance, 1988, 

1 .  Lor4[l]  bemy &on, 
supreme in my heuti, 

[l laid every rival 
give woy and deptwt:[l] 

waking or sleeping 
your[l ] presence my light. 

2. Lord,[l] be my wisdom 
and be[ 1 ] my true word, 

1 ever with you[l] 
and you[ 1 ] with me, Lord: 

you[ 1 ] my great father, 
and I your[l] ime chi14 [2] 

[ 1 ]once far away, but 
by love reconciled [ 1 ] 

3. Lord,[ 1 ] be my breastplote, [7] 
my sword for the Bght: 

be [ I l  my strong a m u r ,  
for you[l] are my mght; 

you[l] are my shelter 
andyou[l] my hi& tower - 

raise [ 1 ] me to heaven, 
O Power of rny power. 

4. Ineedno [l]  riches, 
nor earth 's[2] em pty praise: 

you[i] my inheritance 
fhrough a!i my days; 

[ 1 ] al1 of your[ l ] treawre 
tu meyou impatt, 

high King of heaven, 
the Ptst in ny kart, [1] 

5. Hi& King of heaven, 
when banle is dom, 

grant h e m  's joy fo me 
bright heaven's sun; 

Cli&t[l] of my own heart, 
whatever befall, 

d l  be my vision,- 
O d e r  of di, 





Common Praise 
Anglican Church of Canada, 1998 

1. Be *thou my vision, 
O Lord of my heart; 

naught be al1 else to me, 
Save that thou art, 

thou my best thought, 
by day or by ni$t 

waking or sleeping, 
thy presence my light. 

2. Be thou my wisdom, 
and thou my me Word; 

I ever with thee, 
thou with me, Lord; 

thou my great Father, 
thine mun mqy I be; [2] 

thou in me dwelling, 
and I on4 with thee 

(3. verse removed) [ 121 

3. Riches I heed not, 
nor the worldYs[2] empty praise, 

hou mine inheritance, 
now and always: 

rhou and thou only, 
fm in my kart, 

hi@ King of heaven, 
my treasure thou art- 

4. High King of heaven, 
when viaory is won, 

may 1 reach heaven's joys, 
bright heaven's Sun! 

Heart of my own heart, 
whatever befall, 

be my vision, 
O RuIer of aII. 

Voices United, 
United Church of Canada, 1996 

Be *thou my vision, 
O joy[4] of my heart; 

naught be al1 else to me, 
save that thou art, 

thou rny best thought, 
bv day or by night, 

waking or sleeping, 
thy presence my light. 

2. Be thou my wisdom, 
my cairn in all stnfe; [8] 

I ever with ihee, 
and thou in my ive; [4] 

thou loving parent, [3] 
thy chiid may I be; [2] 

thou in me dwelling' 
and 1 one with thee. 

3. Be thou my battle-shield, 
sword for the fight; 

be thou my dignity, 
thou my delight, 

thou my soul's shelter, 
thou my high tower: 

raise thou me heavenward, 
O power of my power. 

4. Riches 1 heed not, 
nor vain[2] empty praise, 

thou mine inheritance, 
now and dways: 

thou and thou only, 
the first in my kart, 

great[4] God[4] o f  heaven, 
my treasure thou m 

5. Great[4] God[4] of heaven, 
after vicîory won, 

may I reach heaven's joys, 
O bright heaven's sun! 

Heart of my own heart, 
whatever befdl, 

stil1 be my vision, 
O d e r  of all, 





These revisions of this hymn involve issues of theology, language usage and the 

dilemma of poetic artistry venus modem functionality. The editors of Let's Praise identified 

a problem of excessive archaic language and made more than 25 changes most of which were 

the removal of the words Thee, Tliy and Thine. They were responding to a perceived need 

for lanepage to be updated because this hymn appean to use lanagage and images whch are 

disconnected fiom modem culture. For many people, archaic English is as strange to their 

experience and understanding as if it were a foreign language. Luther and others retranslated 

the Scripture into the language of the people because the issue of accessibility and 

undentandability outweighed al1 other considerations. The editon of Let's Praise would 

consider themselves as part of that great tradition. The Preface to their hymnbook 

acknowledges their intent to make the language hctional. "We believe that there is 

tremendous value in having hymns of deep spintual content, which are also in a language 

understandable to today's generation, included in the Let's Praise colIection."6J 

Virtually al1 of the older hymns in Let's Praise reRect the removal of archaic 

language, and in most cases the result is acceptable and pleasing. The well known "Great 1s 

Thy Faithfulness" becomes -Great 1s Your Faithfulness," and 'Thine 1s The Glory7' becomes 

"Yours Be The Glory." As a help for usen, the old titles are included in the alphabetical 

index, though such usea may be confused when that hymn does not appear in the text. These 

changes bring Let's Praise into line with many of the hymns Witten by contemporary 

composers, who operate according to a modern convention, that, "...one of the highest 

prioritia [in texts for hymns] is that language be vernacular, even colloquial, in style, diction 

%avid Pea- Let's Praise. (London: Manhall Pickering 1988). Prefàce, mumbered. 



and form. These are texts of direct discourse, of conversational speech This language is self- 

conscious about avoiding complexity and nuance; it purposely eschews images that are 

subtle, elusive, and symbolic in favour of intelligibility and accessibility.'" With such 

alterations however, cornes the possibilty of other changes in rneaning. In the case of 'Thine 

is the Glory" becornine "Yours be the Gloy" there i s  a change in the theological meaning. 

The indicative verb is asserts that something exists, while the subjunctive verb be only 

expresses potential. The issue is significant. Does God already have glory, or do we wish 

God to have glory? 

The poetic sentence stnicture in the original version of "Be Thou My Vision," makes 

it impossible simply to replace thee and thou with their more modem counterparts you, and 

your in al1 cases, so it became necessary to change the sentence structure to accommodate 

different phrases. The poetic "Be Thou" became "Lord, be." Unfortunately, the intended 

intimacy of thou in the original is lost to the far more formal Lord, which itself is rejected by 

many other current editon as an unacceptable dominance or hierarchical word Other phrases 

ernploying patterns of speech which are not archaic, but seem a little old fashioned, are 

replaced with simpler phrases: the poetic "by day or by nightn becomes the functional "in the 

&y or the night", and "May 1 reach heaven's joys" becomes "grant heaven's joy to me." The 

editors of Let's Praise have been faithful to their intent to use functional, easily-understood 

language, but the poetic Bow is 10% WhiIe this may be necessary if targeting particular 

groups, such as the young or those who have a mother tongue other than English, for those 

schooled in the richness of the language something is taken away and lost. MUS Christianity 

&~ohn D. Wrtvliet, The Blessing and Bane of the North Amencan Megachiurch: hptications for 
Twenty- f i  Camtcy Congregational Song," 7ne Amerhm Organist, (May, 2000) : 50. 



be stripped of artistry so that it cm become more seeker-sensitive? 

Romeo and Juliet, by William Shakespeare, is written in archaic language, but the 

theme is timeless. Many new plays based on the same theme have been produced using 

modem language and expressions and images. The musical, West Side Stury, is really Romeo 

and Juliet set in New York City. Young loven h m  different ethnic suh-cultures and street 

gangs. The language is appropriate to the setting, and the whole new product works. What 

has never worked is the attempt to re-write Shakespeare in modern conte* that is to put 

modem words into the ancient characters' mouths. A sixteenthcentury Juliet, wearing 

clothing of that period, and leaning over a balcony of that time and place, says, "Romeo, 

Romeo, wherefore art thou, Romeo?" (Act 2, Scene 2) Something is lost if, in the same 

setting, that plaintive question is replaced with "Hey, Romeo, where are ya?" There is beauty 

and artistry worth saving and worth teaching to new generations. Schools still teach 

Shakespeare as part of the rich heritage of the English language. There are some instances 

when hymns with archaic language should be afforded the sarne honour. 

By contrast to Let's Praise, the editors of Common Fraise, (Anglican Church of 

Canada, 1998) and Voices United, (United Church of Canada, 1996) in providing revisions 

of the sarne hyrnn, have chosen to retain the poetic quality of some of the archaic language. 

Both of these hyrnnals, as a matter of editonal policy, have detenined that archaic language 

will nomally be removeci. But each has chosen several hymns in which old langage and 

speech have been retained (with the rernoval of the capitalization of thou) for their obvious 

poetic value. The poficy, stated in the Introduction of Voices United reads, "The language of 

many of the older hymns has been updated in the sincere hope of extending their usable life. 

Some have been left unchanged in deference to the views of particular authors, or because it 



was felt that the poetry was not permitting of change?' An example is "O God, Our Help In 

Ages Past," which has beautiful phrases like "Under the shadow of Tny throne Thy saints 

have dwelt secure"; and "From everlasting Thou art God, To endless years the same." 

The thee-ihpthou issue is very complex affecting Scnpture translation as wel 

hymn-texts and other aspects of wonhip. 

New translations of the Bible and their use in church services has influenced 

as 

the 
language of hymnic literature. The American Bible Society published the New 
Testament in 'Today's English Version' in 1966 and the Old Testament in 1976. 
F e r e  have been many additional contemporary language translations and 
paraphrases since these dates.] In this context, for many people the Yhee-thy-thou" 
language of many hymns seemed awkward. Authors of new hymns avoided such 
usage. Some hymnal editon atternpted to carefully alter eighteen- and nineteenth- 
century hymns by using "you-youi' language. Some dificulties have occurred in 
weakened lyric lines and destroyed rhyrne. m e r  hymnal editors have retained the 
original words in the traditional hymns, but have accepted contemporary language in 
new hymns. The rnixing of "fhee- [hou-thy " wifh "'pu-yuw " seems acceptable in the 
sume hymnat. but nui in the sume hymn."[emphasis mine] 

We corne next to the issue of gender-bias in verse 2. While the editors of Let's Praise 

chose to retain the gender of foiher as it relates to God, the change of son to child as it 

relates to us is accomplished in very pleasing fashion, with the original poetic flow intact. 

Common Praise also retins faihet, but replaces son with the very generic but specific thine 

own rnay I be, while Voices United replaces both words with parent and chiid, in keeping 

with their policy on inclusive lang~age.~~ Arnbrose, in the June 8,2000 interview, makes the 

a~ohn Ambrose, hdanaghg Editor, Um'teduction, x 

68 Reynolds and Price, 1 18. 

*~mbrose, interview, Iune 8,2000. 



interesting observation that some current revisions have achially corne full circle. If a 

cornmittee were to change "Of the Father's love begotten" to "Of the parent's heart 

begotten," there might be an outcry about the l o s  of the original wording. But when 

Prudentius wrote the hymn in Latin in the fourth century it read, "Erparentis corde "! 

As to the other gender issue, man's in vene 4 is replaced by the far less meaningfid 

earth's (Let's Praise) and the generic the world's (Common Praise). Voices United has 

reflected the spirit of the proposed hermeneutic of this thesis by seeking for the deeper 

meaning of the phrase rather than a simple exchange of words. Their revision uses vain 

which states emphatically the real essence of the thought. 

In vene 3, Let's Praise rnakes a curious replacement of the term battie-shield with 

breaFrpate. Both are equally old terms describing ancient amour, so the proposed 

hemeneutic question "how can it best be reinterpreted for today's comrnunity?" cornes into 

play. In the attempt to replace a word which may be dificult to understand becaw of its 

ancient imagery, the editon have unfominately chosen another word even less appropriate, 

for the original battle-shield is clearly the most instinctively understood of the two, being a 

composite word with both parts still in cornrnon usage. This attempt to replace archaic 

language has actually had the reverse effect The Common Pmise revision leaves out verse 3 

entirely due to its supposed militaristic language, but it actually refers to Christian life-style 

and not human warfare." The rich biblical imagery of our stniqle against the eM1 within is 

Iost with the removal of this verse which is based directly on Ephesians 6:ll-18a The 

essence is clearly shown in the New Testament in Todav's Endish, a modern paraphrase: 



Put on al1 the amour that God gives yoy so that you will stand up against the Devil's 
evil tricks. For we are not fighting against hurnan beings, but against the wicked 
spiritual forces in the heavenly world, the d e n ,  authorities and cosmic powers of 
this dark age. So take up God's amour now! ï'hen when the evil day cornes, you will 
be able to resist the enemy's attacks, and after fighting to the end, you will still hold 
your ground. So stand ready: Have truth for a belt tight around your waist; put on 
righteousness for your breastplate, and the readiness to announce the G d  News of 
peace as shoes for your feet At al1 times cary faith as a shield; with it you will be 
able to put out ail the bming m w s  of the Evit Onc. And acccpt salvation for a 
helmet and the word of God as the sword that the Spirit gives you. 

In the Voices United version of "Be Thou My Vision" the revisers give added 

attention to the removal of words which suggest dominance or hierarchy, and this is in 

keeping with their particular mandate. Lord is replaced with joy and the phrase High King 

has both words replace& using Great God. As in the case of the other hymn critique where 

almghty is removed, the issue of dominance is more pronounced in the United Church 

criteria for hymn revisions than in some other faith communities. 

The overall result of the revisions to "Be Thou My Vision" is mixed. The Let3 Praise 

revision is a hymn which, if brand new and never before seen, would be fairly acceptable, 

though a bit cumbersome; but as a replacement for a hymn regarded by many to be 

representative of the poetic best of its age, the loss of literary character and structure is 

keenly felt. Wilson seeks poetic character in semons when he says, "...sentence structure, 

rhythm, emphasis, and pace ako can be used to communkate feeling. Red the sermons of 

great preachers through al1 ages and l e m  to spot passages that were delivered with 

pas~ion.~'  He concludes "the Tradition of Poetics allows us to identifjr the limitations of 

curent homiletics as well as its strengths with new opportunities for improving the quality of 



preaching that are coming nom attention to metonyrny, metaphor, and mis~ion. '~ By king 

faithhl to their intent to make language understandable and functionai, Let's Praise has, in 

this case, sactificed much of the imagery and passion of the idiomatic language. There is a 

time for simple, basic clarity, but there is also a time to celebrate, with the nchness of 

Either of the other two revisions, that is Common Praise (except for the unnecesq 

loss of verse 3) or Voices United, is preferable to that of Let's Praise, because of the skillful 

changes made by both to the few maners which needed attention, and the retention of the 

poetic beauty of the original with its grand old language. 

We end this section of anaiysis and critique by returning to the point of begmning in 

this thesis, the place of honour and importance nghtfidly afforded to hymns as part of the 

faithful proclamation of the gospel. John Ambrose, in the Introduction to the most widely 

used hymnbook in a Protestant denomination in Canada, Voices United, speaks for us all: 

Hymns have always had a centrai place in the making of Christians. For many, next 
to Scnpture, a hymnal is the church's most important sourcebook. It is from hymns 
that many learn and retain Scripture stories. It is from hyrnns that many receive their 
primary and most enduring theological education. Hymns stay with us long after 
occasions of teachîng and preaching fade from memory. Hyrnns and songs should 
convey the biblical and theological substance that will help form wonhippers into 
thinking, passionate, loving and courageous disciples of ksus CWst.lJ 

n ~ i d . ,  282. 

73 Jotii Ambmse, Managing Editor, Voices United, Introduction, x. 



THE POWER OF MUSIC AND ITS USE IN WORSHIP 

If a man were permitted to make al1 the ballads, he need not care who should 
make the laws of a nation. 

Andrew Fletcher of Saltoun (1 655-1 71 6) "Conversation 
Concerning a Right Regdation of Governments 

for the Common Good of Mankindn 11 7041 
Bartlett's Familiar Quotations 

Almost everywhere we go, we are surrounded by music. Most of the time we are 

hardly conscious of it; yet we are always affected by it. Supermarkets and stores spend large 

amounts of money for music systems which provide an atmosphere which, believe it or not, 

stimulates people to buy. Dentists often use special musical packages which have been 

show to relax the patients. Children instinctively sway to rhythmic music and march in step 

with a military band. A mother's lullaby çoothes her baby. And the fmiliar trumpet or organ 

fanfare, sets the emotions in action at a hockey game. The 

National Anthem brings people to their feek and the bagpipe's skirl sen& shiven to al1 the 

Scots. 

Andrew Fletcher of Saltoun considered the power of music so potent that he claimed 

that music outweighs even the laws of goverment in its ability to mold character and 

emotion. Modem psychologists would agree, as the power of the rock concert or rave would 

aaest One of the most basic teaching techniques used since the beginning of history is that of 



rhythmic repetition. 

mathematical tables 

93 

Until the middie of the twentieth century, children were still taught 

by this same method. Using a sing-song cadence and clear rhythrnic 

pattern ta-ta-ta-ia-tm, the children were required to repeat one und one is two, one rrnd two 

1s three, etc., until the whole table was commined to memory. What the educators knew was 

that the Iearning process is enbanced by the use of the power or  music, and thou& the 

mathematical tables may not have sounded like music, they did in fact use sound and rhythm. 

Andrew Fletcher claimed that if he were allowed to replace the words of the common 

ballads, or children's ditties, he would be able to train the people in any way he chose. In the 

school yard for instance, if the children were heard chanting to that sarne rhythm, better deud 

thun red, the message of the simple phrase could be expected to suwive into adulthood, and 

be the basis for further anti-comrnunist indocirination. The lectures delivered to children 

would be quickiy forgotten, but the simple phrase put to chant or music would last forever. 

Hustad refen many times to this power which has always been found in music, and says, 

The Greek philosophen Plato and Anstotle developed the doctrine of ethos, a concept 
that certain music (based on certain modes, or scaies) embodied certain attributes 
(e.g. strength, manliness, passion, lascivioumess) and thus affected human behaviour 
for good or evil. Hence, strong convictions about music education were expresseci, 
based on concern for welfare of the state.'' 

In modern terms of psychology, the power of music has been the focus of many 

studies which have shown to be tme what people presumed d l  dong. Music can affect hart 

beaf respiration level and speed, and cm aggravate or calm certain emotional States. 

Changing the speed of a rhythmic beat cm cause the human heart to change its beat in 

sympathy. Loud pounding music will intemi@ anger. (Those who are prone to road rage 



are advised to tune their radios to soi? mood music, and avoid aggressive sounding music, 

because the latter will make thern more susceptible to the anger associated with road rage.) 

On the other hand, music has the power to release within us some of our most noble 

and admirable emotions. Karen Burton Mains (in the preface to Sinn Jovfully, a hymnal 

published by Hope Publishing Company), says that music has thz power to lift aur spirits, at 

least ternporarily, into a special experience of the divine: 

Within its [this book's] binding and pages are contained the doctrines of the faith 
culled through the ages and satunited with the devotion of those saints who have been 
memben of the church tnumphant Music by its very nature evokes the soul's 
response. If we allow it, music cm lift our hearts to attend to God; singing heartily, 
suddenly we discover that for a moment, brief but powerfully, we are absolutely 
preoccupied with the divine. 

Augustine wams us to be wary of something so powemil as to be able to tempt us 

awa y from the pwity of worship, "When 1 am moved by the voice of him that sings more 

than the words Sung 1 confess to have s i~ed . " '~  Hustad says, "In other words, it is wrong to 

find pleasure in the music as an end in itself, while missing its Ml significance as a spiritual 

exercise. This is a danger which may be present in the use of any type of music in c hurch ..."76 

This is of particufar importance when we realize how prominent the various forms of 

music are in the average worship service in the Protestant tradition. Fully half the time spent 

in wonhip involves music of some kind, and this trend is growing as new seekersensitive 

services with their emphasis on music become more cornmon. The musical pmion of a 

typical (somewhat traditional) Protestant worship service is usually made up of selections 

(in whatever order) from the bllowing components: 



prelude (instrumental) 
introit (choral) 
Doxology 
fint hymn ( 
psalm or responsive reading 
Gloria Patri (recited, chanted, or sung) 
solo 
mthem 
hymn or chorus with children 
offertory (instrumental, choral) 
choral response with offering 
hymn with sermon (congregational) 
last hymn (congregational) 
communion hymn (congregational) 
choral amen (choral, congregational) 
postlude (instrumental) 
cantatas (choral) 
the ' hymn sing' (congregational) 
Sung prayer (choral, congregational) 
si t ence 

Silence is a neglected part of Christian worship, and is actually feared by many. The 

organ is used to cover the awkward times when no one is speaking; a moment of silent prayer 

seems like an etemity, and a p a w  in the flow of a service brings an imrnediate presumption 

that someone has goofed or missed a cue. Yet scripture says: '%e still, and know that I am 

God," (Psalm 46: IO), and "the Lord is in his holy temple: let al1 the earth keep silence before 

him." (Habakkuk 2:20). In musical composition and theory, silence plays an indispensable 

role. Carefully timed and positioned silences called rests become an essential part of the 

finished product Sometimes the tests are to allow a change of mood, or speed, or time; 

sornetirnes the rests are used for dramatic effect. Anyone who has sung in a choir knows that 

it is just as important to know when not to sing as when to sing. The flow and emphasis and 

even the meaning of worship can be affected by silence - often with dramatic results. If 

silence is to worship what a rest is to music, then the musical understanding of silence will 



help the worship leader to use this aspect of worship more effectively. 

Al1 of these musical components are used by the worship leader or preacher to 

reinforce the theme and the emotionai response of worship. Joyful music and hymns are used 

to express praise and exultation. More somber music is used to set the mood for certain times 

and seasons. .bd the skillful pastor a d  church musician are able tu lead the faith community 

where it is appropriate to go spintually and emotionally. 

It is also possible to use music to lead people in directions which may be open to 

question. Old-tirne evangelists used the hymn-sing to so/ren people up and make them more 

receptive to the Gospel message. At more contemporary seeker-sensitive services the use of 

repetitive, soothing choruses and praise songs has an almost hypnotic effect on the audience. 

(The entertaining style of some praise-tearns blurs the boundary between pefiormance and 

worship; hence the similar blurring of the terms audience and congregation.) At what point 

does the deliberate use of music to control people's emotions and responses become a b w ?  

Some of the techniques used by televungelists (and studied in the course by that name at 

Waterloo Lutheran Seminary) clearly abuse those who are swept along by the emotional 

flow, and music is prominent in that process. 

But for those who sing because their hearts are full of joy, religious music and hymns 

are a gift from God For those who mourn and look for dace ,  hymns offer peace and 

comfort as the voice of God is head Those who wish to walk with the Lord in service and 

discipleship find hymns that lead them toward the Mfillment of their aspirations. And those 

who can no longer go to church or participate in corporate wonhip sing the old hymns in 

their hearts and remember that God is with them. 



AE'PENDIX B 

WHAT PREACHERS CAN L E M  FROM HYMN-WTERS AND MUSICWS 

in the preparation of this thesis it has become evident that similarity of focus and 

intent between preaching and hymn-singing leads very nahirally to the value of sharing 

information and technique between the two related disciplines. This thesis has demonstrated 

that the discipline of homiletical hermeneutics may and should make a significant 

contribution toward the renewal of great church music, specifically hymns. This chapter will 

present observations conceming some practical aspects of preaching which would benefit 

frorn the church musician's training and experience. 

First, as noted in the Introduction, bath Buttrick and Wilson make emphatic reference 

to the voice; that is, the voice of God or the voice of the Word being spoken. Wilson goes on 

in a later chapter of his book to explain that this voice of Goci, heard through the sermon, 

depends very much on the voice of the preacher, and that no education in homiletics is 

complete without training the human voice to prepare it for the awesome responsibility of 

presenting God's voice. He says, "Voice is one of the first things people notice, and it can 

mean the difference between people listening or not Even ou.  reading of Scnpture should 

captue attention'"' James Forbes puts it even more bluntly, "A preacher who doesn't 



respect the word enough to strive for excellence in leading the congregation to hear it, 

doesn't deserve the oppominity to present his or her manuscript as if such words are 

somehow more important than the Bible.'" Wilson advises every aspiring preacher to leam 

simultaneously the skills of delivery with the skills of sermon preparation, and encourages 

preachers to seek out a musician who can giw valuable voice coaching." The voice is an 

instrument For which training and practice are required. The preacher's voice is one of the 

gifts of God which accompany the cal1 to preach, and it is a gift which matures with use. 

A second and closely related aspect of the voice and the message is the musical 

quality of preaching. The best and easiest illustration of this is found in the unique and 

effective preaching style common to many Afican-Amencan churches and preachers. One is 

immediately aware that the words preached are not merely spoken, they are almost sung. 

This style uses the fiow and cadence of free verse poetiy, but adds to it the richness of 

musical motion and expression. The particular raising and lowenng of the voice, not just in 

volume but in pitch and tonal quality, has become a recognized trademark of these preachers. 

As the sermon starts, the voice is fairly restrained, and the words corne clearly and with 

control. Then, as momenturn and excitement build the voice is transformed unttl at the 

climax, which may last a considerable time, the whole congregation is swept into the event. 

This oRen becomes antiphonal, with listenets joining in to respnd, sornetimes word for 

word, with identical musical cadence, to the voice they have absorbed into their own being. 

Not every preacher can or should adopt this culturally unique voice, but every preacher 

7 8 ~ a ~ e s  Forbes, The Holv Spirit and hachin% (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1979)- 70. 

mn, 268. 



should be aware of the powemil effect that speech-as-a-musical-event can offer to preaching. 

The third lesson to be leamed, particularly from hyrnn-writers, is to make every word 

count Sermons may run to several thousand words. Hymns seldom exceed a couple of 

hundred words. This gives the preacher the potential to use far more words than are 

necessary to say what needs to be said. Fiction writers during the Victonm e n  filled p g e  

after page with detail about the decoration of 'the room where the murder took place,' and 

readea happily read these details for hours. It was an accepteci part of the culture of 

communication at that time. In preaching there is a danger that the sermon will become so 

full of detail, with word detinitions and explanations of lesser points, that the main point(s) 

will be hopelessly lost in the mix Preaching to our modem mind and mentality requires the 

ability to say what needs to be said in fewer rather than more words, and with great care 

show in choosing the words which will best deliver the message. The hymn writer, on the 

other hand, knows fiom the beginning that the entire message or story in the hymn must be 

delivered in relatively few words. As a result, words which are rich in imagery and emotion 

and feeling will be chosen. These words will strike responsive chords in the hearen and 

singes. which will prompt them to fi11 in the details fiom their own experience or memories 

or feelings. The preacher might say, of Psalm 23, "1 sincerely want to become one ofthe 

sheep who f o h w  the Lord, becouse He will feed me fiom fhe greenest pastures, und rnuke 

sure thar I dways hmte enough to eut, especiaIfy in the dry semm when good grms is hmd 

tofind." The hyrnn-writer Dorothy AM T h p p  says, "Saviour, like a shepherd lead ur, much 

we need Thy tender care." In these words, rich images are seen and felc being drawn fiom 

the experience and lives of the singers. The word Smiour connects us with God in a personal 

way. Shepherd is full of images of what a shepherd does; very little detail is needed In the 



choice and flow of the words, the whole line has emotional elements of yeming and 

pleading, and the word tender has emotionai power which always evokes a response. The 

combined result is that in one dozen words we are brought face to face with feelings and 

memories and expressions which are embraced instantly, but which would take hundreds and 

hundreds of words to describe. Good preaching uses words skillfully, and takes advantage of 

the power of individual words to paint pictures which fil1 the listeners' mincis with images. 

Fourth, preachea can borrow from hymn-writers the desire to tell a story. Narrative 

preaching is currently undergoing a strong revival. It is not a new discovery, but is the 

rediscovery of the very fint rneans of passing on the essence of a society's history and 

beliefs. The oral tradition, which we view as an image of the elders and children of the tribe 

sitting around the campfire, has the old men and women telling the stories of when they were 

Young, and the events that their parents and grandparents passed on to them. The stories 

became the heritage of the people, long before the invention of writing and recorded history. 

Jesus was a master story-teller, skillfully weaving stories which drew the listeners nght into 

the plot, and often lefi them squirming when he put in a surpnsing unexpected ending. A 

quick look at any hymn-book will reveal that many hymn-writers are story-tellers at heart. 

Their hymns take us on a short but meaningfbl adventure, and then deliver us safely to a new 

location. As noted in the quotation fiom Karen Burton Mains in the previous chapter, the 

combination of music and words in a hyrnn has the power to transport us  momentarily into 

the presence of the Divine. Good sermons will embody this sense of adventure. They will 

attempt to take us somewhere in our mincis and hearts, and deliver u s  safely a little closer to 

the Saviour. The words which paint the picture, or map out the jomey, are by design a neat 

package which starts where we presently are, whisks us off on the adventure, and leaves us 



better off than we were. Great hymns have always attempted this, and sermons m u t  also. 

Finally, hyrnns attempt to evoke a response in the singes. If it is a hymn of praise, it 

is more than a list of reasons why our God is worthy of praise; we are called to join in the 

praise. If it is a devotionai hymn, we are cirawn into an attitude of contemplation and prayer. 

If it is 2 hymn of challenge, %.ve are ghen clear indications of what is desired of us as scwants 

of the Lord. If it is a teaching hymn, we are encouraged to leam more and more. In every 

case, there is a presurned response built into the hymn, either stated openly or skillfully 

touching the subconscious yearnings of the singer. A sermon which does not have a 

presumed response built into it is just a lecture. Preaching which does not attempt to move 

the hearers from where they are to where God wants hem is just a talk. In every real sermon, 

the voice of God is calling to his people - perhaps as a pleading voice, or a demanding voice, 

or a reconciling voice - but always as a voice asking for a response. Why bother preaching, if 

there is no anticipated movement toward God? 

In fine preaching and great hymns we have the very best of fiiends who share each 

other's interests and hopes and drearns. They are made for each other by divine choice and 

purpose, and they serve God best when used to cornplement and support each other. The 

union of the spoken Word and the Sung Word is like the coming together of God's children 

male and female, generously offerhg the unique charactetistics of both genden to become 

God's complete people. John Greenleaf Whittier's hymn "O Brother man," which itself is in 

serious need of updating, reminds us that in the final analysis, al1 our worship and preaching 

and singing must be validated in ow living 

To worship righiy i s  tu [ove each other, 
Eacit sinile a hymR each kindly deed a prayer. 
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