
CHAPTER XX 

THE MINISTRY OF SACRED SONG 

‘ LET who will make the laws of a nation if I may make 
its songs ’ is a saying which applies to the songs of Zion 
as well as to the folk-songs of any people. From earliest 
Christian times the ministry of sacred song has been 
a vital element in the worship and service of the Church, 
and also a popular and powerful instrument in quicken- 
ing the soul and shaping the character of nations. The 
subject has already been touched upon in the chapter 
which deals with church music ; but the outpouring 
of Christian song has been so continuous and its volume 
is so great, that it calls for separate treatment. 

The Book of Psalms in its influence, if not in its 
origins, falls well within the range of this survey. Its 
relevance at this point is that it affords the most striking 
of all illustrations of the inspiration which a single local 
sanctuary may yield. To quote once more Principal 
Sir George Adam Smith, ‘the Psalter, now the con- 
fessional of half humanity, was at first the hymn book 
of a little mountain sanctuary and congregation in one 
of the most obscure provinces in the world.’ I t  is 
through Christian rather than Jewish agencies, how- 
ever, that it has acquired its unique and universal 
recognition as a manual of devotion and a body of sacred 
song. In  addition to being the hymn book of the Jewish 
temple and synagogue, it has formed the basis of those 
‘ psalms and hymns and spiritual songs ’ with which 
from New Testament times every Christian congrega- 
tion has fed its faith and voiced.its praise. 

To judge by many New Testament hints and refer- 
‘ 
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ences, as well as by direct statements, the New Testa- 
ment Church.was a singing Church. The gladness of 
the Gospe€ sent its earliest missionaries and their con- 
verts singing on their way. The Evangelists record four 
of the earliest hymns of the Church-the Magnificat, 
the Benedictus, the Angels’ Song, and the Nunc Dimittis 
-which are universally used in Christian worship to 
this day. In the Acts of the Apostles we read of hymns 
being sung, and fragments of the praise of the early 
Church are quoted in other writings of the New Testa- 
ment. The Doxologies, too, which break forth from 
time to time, g.iving utterance to some exalted feeling 
or conviction l&e the gush of an intermittent spring, 
lend themselves with singular effect to the purposes of 
congregational praise, and are too apt to Christian 
worship to have been long overlooked or unused. 

Such bits and pieces of Christian song scattered 
throughout the New Testament, in addition to not a 
few specific references to the subject, clearly indicate 
that it was a marked feature of the new religion. 
Indeed, it is difficult to conceive of the Church, in that 
early morning and spring-time of the Faith, as other 
than a singing Church, or of its members, whether in 
their corporate worship or in life’s common ways, as 
not ‘singing and making melody in their hearts to 
the Lord.’ 

Certain it is that from the beginning, and almost 
’ without cessation throughout the ages, every branch 
of the Church has blossomed into sohg. The Greek 
and Latin Churches abound in the wealth of their 
hymns and other forms of praise. The names of their 
great hymn writers are famous throughout Christen- 
dom, examples of their hymns are to be found in every 
modern hymn book, and even in translation they are 
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gems of beauty and devotion. I t  is safe to say that as 
long as the Faith endures they will remain among the 
noblest and best-loved numbers of Christian song. 
From the fragments which survive, mainly hymns of 
St. Patrick and St. Columba, it is a fair inference that 
the praise of the Celtic Church must have been excep- 
tionally vigorous and rousing, with the nature-note 
mingling and ringing in its strains. Saxon hymns date 
from as early as Caedmon, the father of English litera- 
ture. Bishop Aldhelm, who died in 709, sang sacredl 
poems in the vernacular, and is said to have rendered 
the Psalter into metre ; and if, by the instructions of 
Alfred the Great, Saxon poems and the Psalms in the 
Saxon tongue were taught in Saxon schools, the like- 
lihood is that they were also sung to Saxon strains. 

Nor have the churches of the Reformation been less 
prolific than their predecessors in their contributions 
to Christian praise in aU its forms. Specially rich in 
the volume and variety of their hymns have been the 
EngIish-speaking Churches, with Thomas Ken, Philip 
Doddridge, Isaac Watts, Charles and John Wesley, 
William Cowper, John Newton, James Montgomery, 
Reginald Heber, John Keble, Horatius Bonar, F. W. 
Faber, John Mason Neale, John Ellerton, and William 
Walsham How, outstanding among a thousand others 
for the amount as well as the quality of their work. 
Charles Wesley alone wrote more than 6,000 hymns, 
and hymns in English are said to number now more 
than half-a-million-a truly astonishing figure. In  
all, as many as twenty-five thousand hymns in the 
English tongue have been listed, although only a frac- 
tion of these are in regular use by congregations, and 
a still. smaller number have found their way into the 
popular heart. 
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In  the wealth of their hymnody the German Churches 
rival this afffuence. In the German language there 
are no fewer than a hundred thousand hymns, of 
Ghich about ten thousand have passed into German 
hymn books of various dates, and nearly a thousand 
are regarded by German critics as classical. From the 
Reformation onwards they include innumerable contri- 
butions from the Lutheran and from the German 
Reformed and Moravian Churches, many of which are 
of supreme beauty, spirituality, and power. They cover 
the entire field of Christian faith and experience, and 
are not excelled in the whole range of Christian praise. 
For the rest, the smaller Reformed Churches, French, 
Dutch and Scandinavian, Bohemian and Moravian, 
while mainly dependent for their praise on metrical 
psalms and paraphrases, or on hymns translated fi-om 
other tongues, have produced hymn writers of their 
own whose work, though small in volume, is of note. 

Special mention falls to be made of the hymns 
of the American Churches. American hymnody 
dates back only some hundred and twenty years, 
but during that period there has been great activity 
in hymn writing, so that not less than a fifth part 
of any good American hymn book to-day is by 
American authors. In  the earlier part of the period 
the most distinguished of these were Unitarian, and 
include such eminent men of letters as Emerson, 
Whittier, Holmes, Longfellow, and Lowell ; but all 
the other Churches can claim hymn writers of wide 
reputation, and have increasingly helped to achieve 
a truly remarkable result. By way of contrast Sankey’s 
‘ Sacred Songs and Solos,’ and the ‘ Negro Spirituals,’ 
deserve mention, not for their distinction in words or 
music, but for their widely popular religious and 
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emotional appeal. Add to the sacred song of all 
the Churches the hymns translated into more than a 
hundred and fifty different languages and dialects, and 
sung by Christian congregations in every mission field, 
and the claim .of one such hymn is no mere poetic 
licence but the sober truth : 

As o’er each continent and island 
The dawn leads on another day, 

The voice of prayer is never silent, 
Nor dies the strain of praise away. 

For only the smallest fraction of this vast volume of 
Christian song can a strictly parochial origin be claimed. 
It  is through the parish church, however, and the local 
congregation, that it has exercised an age-long and 
immeasurable influence on the character of nations and 
the life of the world. Perhaps not enough credit has 
been given to the praise of the sanctuary as a quickener 
of faith and an instrument of doctrine, as over against 
its function as an organ of worship and a general means 
of grace. Certain it is that multitudes have entered 
the Kingdom through the gates of song, and that 
nowhere have the great doctrines of the Faith found 
nobler and more persuasive expression than in the 
words and music that have sung their way into Christian 
hearts. 

In the early days of creed-making the various heresies 
found their most powerful ally in popular hymns, which 
so swept the Church by their appeal that they could 
only be countered by hymns no less popular broad- 
casting the orthodox faith. Everyone knows, too, that 
a revival of religion is invariably accompanied by an 
outburst of Christian song. It was so when St. Francis 
of Assisi sung his way through the villages and vine- 
yards of Italy with his ‘ merrymen of the Lord.’ It 
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was so when the Reformers, at first mainly by psalm- 
versions but speedily and increasingly by hymns, 
popularized the praise of the Reformed Church, and 
cast their distinctive doctrines into song. And it was 
so in the most marked degree when, by the ministry 
of sacred song no less than by the power of preaching, 
the Wesleyan Revival swept England from end to end ; 
and when the Salvation Army, with its banner of ‘Blood 
and Fire,’ marched with almost corybantic enthusiasm 
into every slum of ‘ Darkest England,’ and into every 
nation under heaven. That being so, who can measure 
the influence of congregational praise, offered week by 
week in every local sanctuary, and enshrining itself in 
the faith and life of successive generations ? 

Examples are not lacking, however, of hymns which 
had a directly parochial origin, and which have not 
only exercised a powerful national influence but have 
passed far beyond the boundaries of nation and of 
national Church. Luther’s hymns, composed for the 
use of his own congregation at Wittenberg, were for 
centuries almost national anthems in Protestant Ger- 
many, and sang their iron faith into German blood. 
Like his words in general, the hymns of Luther, even 
in translation, are ‘ half-battles,’ and they have not lost 
their ancient power. 

Isaac Watts rendered the same kind of service to 
England, and to every people that lisps the speech that 
Shakespeare spoke and Milton sung. Even before he 
became the young minister o f  an Independent Chapel at 
Stoke-Newington, he criticized and complained of the 
tedious praise then in use, and was challenged to produce 
something better. He wrote hundreds of hymns and 
paraphrases, the best of which are not excelled in the 
hymnody of any Church. One has only to name a 
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few of these to show how the poverty of that little church 
enriched the world. ‘ There is a land of pure delight,’ 
‘Before Jehovah’s awfid throne,’ ‘ 0 God our help in 
ages past,’ ‘ How bright these glorious spirits shine,’ 
‘Jesus shall reign where’er the sun,’ and ‘When I 
survey the wondrous cross,’ are but half a dozen of his 
more familiar hymns. There are a score of others 
almost as perfect, without which the praise of the 
Church Universal would be sadly incomplete, and whose 
melodies abide in the hearts of multitudes to whom 
the Church has ceased to appeal, but who will be 
haunted till the day they die by the hymns which they 
learnt at their mother’s knee and sang in the church 

Scotland furnishes perhaps as notable an example as 
any nation of the profound and far-reaching effect of 
the songs of the sanctuary upon a people’s life. The 
Scottish Church has produced at  least one hymn writer, 
Horatius Bonar, whose work alike in volume and in 
quality falls little short of the highest ; and others like 
Walter Chalmers Smith and George Matheson, whose 
hymns, though few, have marked distinction, and strike 
a poetic rather than a liturgical note. After the Refor- 
mation, however, and until the latter half of the nine- 
teenth century, the praise manual of the Scottish Church 
was the Scottish Psalter, supplemented in 1781 by 
Scottish paraphrases, which are translations in verse 
of Scripture passages, ‘collected and prepared by a 
committee of the General Assembly of the Church of 
Scotland, in order to be sung in churches.’ And sung 
they were, the best of them and a host of favourite 
psalms, to such purpose that their words and music 
became entwined in Scottish hearts, and helped to 
create an ineradicable strain in Scottish character. 

~ of their childhood. 
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If it be no more than a mere fancy that Sir John 
Falstaff, when as he lay adying ’a babbled 0’ green 
fields,’ was groping back in his delirium to his child- 
hood’s memories of the twenty-third psalm, it is certain 
that generations of Scottish men and women, both 
those who were true to d e  faith of their fathers and 
those who wandered from it, have found in that same 
Shepherd Psalm and in other familiar strains of Scottish 
worship their comfort and their hope. And the power 
and permanence of the divine message, enshrined in 
these worship songs which have so powerfully affected 
the spirit and character of a whole nation, was enhanced 
by their association with the village church, or the shrine 
among the hills or by the sea, or the quiet sanctuary 
in the midst of d e  city’s tumultuous life, to which in 
its deepest need not the Scottish heart alone instinctively 
turns as to its spiritual home. 

Few influences have contributed more widely to the 
popular love and cult of music and singing than the 
praise of the Christian congregation ; and in this respect 
the Reformed Churches have taken a leading part. The 
Reformers might have taken as their motto the modern 
slogan, Let the people sing.’ Wyclif and Huss, Calvin 
and John Knox, no less than Luther and Beza, realized 
the power of song for reaching the hearts of the common 
people, just as St. Francis did centuries before their day, 
and the Wesleys and Moody and William Booth cen- 
turies after ; and, gradual and imperceptible though 
the process was, the impulse thus given to the popular 
love of music cannot be exaggerated, 

The institution of the church choir was a landmark 
in the history of music ; and the enthusiasm with which 
congregations of simple folk learned to sing the praise 
of God goes far to explain the rise of musical com- 
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munities. To take one outstanding example, it is not 
due to their great populations alone, nor to their native 
qualities alone, that Yorkshire and Lancashire have 
achieved a pre-eminence in music above all other Eng- 
lish counties ; that world-famed Musical Festivals have 
their origin and home in Yorkshire cities ; and that that 
county produces more organists than any other com- 
parable area on the surface of the globe. It is due, 
in some measure at least, to the fact that, amid the 
dense populations and in the mean streets of these great 
manufacturing centres, the Wesleys with their Gospel 
in song aroused an enthusiasm for music in the people’s 
soul, and awakened a delight in music in the breast 
of the common man. 

Even more outstanding is the case of Wales. Wales 
is a nation of musicians. Without doubt that is due to 
its original Celtic inheritance of artistic gifts ; but for 
generations it has been in its chapels that Welsh music 
has been nurtured and its musicians trained. The 
Eisteddfod itself, after being for centuries in abeyance, 
was only restored with the Evangelical Revival. 

This whole subject cannot be more fitly concluded 
than in the words of Robert Bridges, former Poet 
Laureate, who took charge of the congregational singing 
in the parish church of Yattendon in Berkshire, and 
whose ‘ Yattendoq Hymnal,’ set to old tunes revived 
by himself, has contributed notably to the Church 
worship of our time. Those old tunes, he declared- 
and his words are true of all great Church music-are 
‘ masterpieces, without question, of an excellence which 
sets them above either the enhancement or ruin of 
Time.’ 


