Lift Your Glad Voices: Nurturing the Four-Part A Cappella Tradition

By Wendell Nisly

This lecture is entitled “Nurturing the Four-Part A Cappella Tradition.”  But why four-part a cappella?  First a disclaimer: although I love four-part a cappella music, I am not convinced that it is the only possible biblical approach, as the New Testament is silent on the question.  In fact, to the best of our knowledge the singing of the early church was not four-part at all, but unison.  The discussion of four-part singing per se is not the primary focus of today’s address, but I will mention this: the heart of harmonized hymns is melody, and lush harmonies may at times disguise poor melodies.  We might add a significant dimension to our worship to rediscover the simplicity of a beautiful, unadorned melody sung profoundly.

Concerning a cappella singing, what we will discover in a bit is that the reformers took the silence of the New Testament to speak as forcefully as explicit commands.  I do think unaccompanied singing has many compelling qualities, and believe it merits more consideration than it has gotten as churches exchange it for other more accessible forms of music.  Having said that, I would qualify it by saying that I am not championing more of the “same ol’ same ol.’” This is not a plea for a return to the good old hymns that our grandparents sang.  As much as we need old music–and we do need it–so we need thoughtful new music of equal depth, new music which speaks profound truths but in today’s language and into today’s historical context.  More foundationally, however, we need a fresh vision of church music that is biblically shaped, historically informed, and culturally applied: biblically shaped, because if it is not, we may as well simply save ourselves the bother of going through the motions of worship; historically informed, because we dare not be marooned on the island of today; culturally applied because we dare not be marooned on the island of yesterday.

To give a context, we will look first at the historical precedent, then at the biblical mandate, and finally at cultural application.

History.  Obviously, a cappella has not been the only practice of the church.  And yet, I have found it surprising how extensively the church of the past deliberately excluded instruments in worship.  Thus we will take a cursory glance at the historical practice of the church to give us some context to evaluate our own practices.

The Early Christian Church.  The early Christian church grew not out of temple rituals, but out of the Jewish synagogue practice.  Unlike the Temple, the synagogue worship was unaccompanied, including the singing of Psalms.  Although the NT gives no explicit directives concerning the use of instruments in the worship of the church, the early church fathers were not silent on the subject.  There seems to be unanimous agreement among the earliest writings that although instruments were common in pagan worship, they were not in use in the church.  Justin Martyr (ca. 100-165) writes, “The use of singing with instrumental music was not received in the Christian churches as it was among the Jews in their infant state, but only the use of plain song.”  Martyr is explicit that he considers instruments in worship a part of the old sacrificial and ceremonial rites: “Musical organs [i.e. instruments] pertain to the Jewish ceremonies and agree no more to us than circumcision.” Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150-215) agrees: “But as for us, we make use of one instrument alone: only the Word of peace, by whom we pay homage to God, no longer with ancient harp or trumpet or drum or flute. . . .”

And in fact, the church seems to have been largely without musical instruments until 670, when an actual organ was introduced into a church in Rome.  Even then, musical instruments did not reach prominence until the 14th and 15th centuries.  This is highlighted by Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) who comments on the issue: “The Church does not use musical instruments such as the harp or lyre when praising God, in case she should seem to fall back into Judaism. . . .  For musical instruments usually move the soul more to pleasure than create inner moral goodness.”  These few quotes are representative of mainstream thought in early church history.  Instrumental music was widely considered to be associated with that which was antithetical to Christianity – paganism, and/or the Old Testament sacrificial system.

Reformation-era Church.  Surprising as it may seem, there was an almost uniform agreement among the leading reformers that the worship of the church should be unaccompanied.  Luther was a notable exception.  The other leaders of the Reformation strongly disagreed with him on this and on other issues such as the wearing of vestments and the use of images.

Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531)–no great friend to the early Anabaptists–was pastor of the Great Munster Church in Zurich.  He was an accomplished musician and composer who played almost a dozen musical instruments. Zwingli (and his successor Heinrich Bullinger) believed the church must use in its worship only what Christ has explicitly commanded in His Word.  This is what theologians refer to as the regulative principle: only what God has commanded in Scripture is acceptable; anything not commanded is off limits. (This stands in contrast to the normative principle, which considers off-limits only that which is strictly forbidden by Scripture.)  The logical extension, then, is that since the Scriptures are silent on the use of instruments, they are not to be used in the worship service.  Zwingli was, in fact, the first reformer to clearly articulate the regulative principle.  Thus in 1524 the use of the organ was discontinued in Zwingli’s church.  Zwingli went even further, and also removed all vocal singing from the church, arguing that the scriptural commands to sing referred to worship of the mind, not the voice.  Although we would argue that he went too far, the point is this: Zwingli was attempting to purify the worship of the church, and was (at least initially) determined that Scripture alone must prescribe the shape of the worship.

John Calvin agreed.  He objected strenuously to the use of instruments in worship, asserting that they were a part of the Old Testament Temple ceremonies abolished by Christ, and that since there is no precedent for use of musical instruments in the New Testament church, we have no authority to introduce them.  Calvin believed in singing only unaccompanied Psalms–in unison. 

Menno Simons also believed that what is not expressly commanded in the New Testament should be prohibited in worship.  Simons put instruments and “choral music” in the same camp as all the other extra-biblical worship practices of the day: “There is not a word to be found in Scripture concerning [the Catholic rituals of] . . . crosses, caps, togas, unclean purifications . . . chapels, organs, choral music, masses, offerings . . . etc; but under these things the lurking wolf, the earthly sensual mind, [and] the anti-Christian seductions . . . are readily perceived.”

These are not isolated iconoclasts.  Many other significant figures in Western church history took a position against the use of instruments in worship: John Wycliffe, John Hus, John Knox, William Ames, John Owen, John Bunyan, Samuel Rutherford, Matthew Henry, Isaac Watts, John Cotton, and Cotton Mather, among others.  The issue of pure and simple worship was taken seriously wherever the flames of the Reformation were kindled.  The forbidding of instruments was a significant component of worship reform on the Continent, the British Isles, and America.

In Old Light on New Worship, a well researched book on the issue, John Price asserts that during only two periods of church history did musical instruments have great prominence in worship: the dark ages of Roman Catholicism in the 14th and 15th centuries, and in the church of today.  This merits consideration.

In summary, I continue to hesitate to build absolute practice on the silence of Scripture. But I also think it foolish, in light of the witness of church history, to blithely assume that a cappella worship is merely an out-moded relic of a past era.  Alice Parker, for one, suggests that accompaniment does not help the people sing better, and that it can foster a lack of participation.  And certainly a pragmatic approach would inform us that if we value the four-part tradition, singing a cappella is going to be one of the most sure ways to nurture that.  The more dense and varied the instrumentation, particularly once we abandon the musical notation system in favor of text alone, the more difficult congregational harmonization will become.  No matter where we land concerning a cappella or four-part, I think we must agree with Alice Parker when she says, “The congregational voice is the heart of church music.”  Any other modus operandi will lead, inevitably to some level of nonparticipation.  

This takes us into the next section: the witness of Scripture concerning the function of music in the church.  Here we go more directly into the heart of the matter: what is this thing of church music all about, anyway?  As we hear the witness, we will find it sustains Parker’s assertion: The congregational voice is indeed the heart of church music.

Biblical Apologetic for Church Music.  So why do we include singing in our worship services in the first place?   The central feature of the worship service is the word, and singing is one way of ministering the word.  The Apostle Paul states, “What then, brothers? When you come together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation. Let all things be done for building up” (1 Cor. 14:26).  The apostle is here giving a description of the activity of the church worship service in a nutshell.  What we see is that all of these activities are word-based: they are propositional, they are to be intelligent, they are to engage the mind.  This can hardly be overemphasized. Paul’s argument up to this point has centered on the use of tongues in worship.  He has no particular problem with it, as long as it is interpreted so that it may engage the mind.  The tongues proponents were thinking in ways that is fascinatingly close to what many musicians–whether the liberals or conservatives–are saying: “I really worship with this.  I am edified.  My spirit is lifted to God.”  But in all this the operative word is “I.”  Paul corrects this: Self-expression is not what this is about.  It is about communicating the Word, engaging the mind with truth.  This includes music.  The purpose of the word in worship here?  Not I, but other.  All is to be done for the benefit of the church.  If the church is not built up, if it is not edified, that activity is in vain.

Again, we hear the apostle: “Let the word of Christ richly dwell within you, with all wisdom, teaching and admonishing one another with psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with thankfulness in your hearts to God” (Col. 3:16).  Note that the command is not to sing, but to let the word of Christ dwell in us richly.  Again we observe the centrality of word in worship.  But note the overflow of the command.  When the word of Christ dwells in us richly, it results in teaching with psalms, hymns, spiritual songs.  Singing to each other is an integral expression of the indwelling word of Christ. Note too that the focus is not the music, but the word of Christ; not primarily emotion, but teaching and admonishing–mind activities.

Thus the central feature of the worship service is the word, and singing is one way God says we are to minister the word.  The music is not about music: it is about communicating truth first to the mind for the building up of the Body.  Music indeed engages the emotions, and this is part of what makes it so powerful; in the corporate worship of the church, however, engaging the emotions must remain secondary to engaging the mind.

Fulfilling the mandate.  How does this flesh itself out?  How do we put principle into practice? 

We will consider both the song, and the singing of the song.

Song.  The song is comprised of text and music, and both must be evaluated carefully.  The text should be theologically sound, artistic, and of maturity and depth.  Consider the phrase of a well known song: “You ask me how I know he lives. . .He lives within my heart.”  This is a poor substantiation of the resurrection, and hardly reflective of a biblical approach.  In fact, Scripture gives many objective, convincing proofs of Christ’s resurrection, rather than appealing to a subjective experience.  In terms of apologetics, this level of subjectivity is about as weak as it gets.

Consider a verse from another song: “Not a shadow can rise, not a cloud in the skies, but His smile quickly drives it away; not a doubt nor a fear, not a sigh nor a tear, can abide while we trust and obey.”  This romanticized picture of daily life is not the picture of the almost gritty Christianity that the Bible portrays.  (The editors of The Hymnal: A Worship Book have mercifully omitted this verse.)  

Contrast “Forth in Thy Name,” which also treats our daily walk–but more truly, more beautifully, and at greater depth: “Forth in Thy name, O Lord, I go, my daily labor to pursue; Thee, only Thee, resolved to know in all I think, or speak, or do.  The task Thy wisdom hath assigned, oh, let me cheerfully fulfill, in all my works Thy presence find, and prove Thy good and perfect will.”  The text here is theologically sound and artistic, and calls us to increased maturity and depth.  Thus if the text is to speak rightly into our lives it must be first true, then compelling–for skillful poetry will simply speak more convincingly than that which is shoddy–and it must call us to a deeper experience. 

The music of our songs should be treated to a similar scrutiny.  Like the text, it should be artistically compelling, or it will fail to convey the text adequately.  A song such as “When the Roll is Called Up Yonder” is simply fun to sing.  The most cursory of inspections, however, reveals incessant dotted rhythms which quickly become cliché.  And although the song is fun to sing, the music trivializes and romanticizes an awesome and terrifying event.  Let us not be mistaken: our singing shapes our perspective of events such as this.

The music of a hymn may be artistically compelling, but mismatched to its text.  If the music of the tune Spanish Hymn (“Throned Upon The Awful Tree,” The Mennonite Hymnal #162) is sung as it wants to be sung, it seems cheerful, optimistic, and almost triumphant.  But it stands in opposition to the text: “Throned upon the awful tree, King of grief, I watch with Thee: Darkness veils Thine anguished face, None its lines of woe can trace, None can tell what pangs unknown Hold Thee silent and alone.  Silent through those three dread hours, Wrestling with the evil powers, Left alone with human sin, Gloom around Thee and within, Till the appointed time is nigh, Till the Lamb of God may die.”  This text and music would do well to amiably part ways.

Our song not only reflects our thought, it also shapes it.  We must give careful consideration to text, music, and the compatibility of the two.

Singing the Song.  The most basic of rules for singing well is that we must allow the text to drive interpretation.  This (in coordination with the music, of course) will shed light on many interpretative decisions such as tempo and dynamics.  

[Here the audience sang two songs as examples of good hymnody and appropriate text-driven musical interpretation.]

Conclusion.  In July of 1859, Joseph Funk and Sons first published a music journal entitled Southern Musical Advocate and Singer’s Friend.  The first publication of this journal contained a bit of the Funk vision, and their perception of the condition of the church music of the day:

“The service of song is often presented to Heaven as a sacrifice; “Maimed, and blind, and halt.”  It shall be one of our prominent objects to create a more general interest upon this subject; this done, the result must be glorious. . . . We shall not advocate special choirs of the select few, but choirs composed of the whole congregation. . . . We shall, however, use all our influence against that popular style of musical trash which is so much afloat in our day.  We look forward with confidence, to the day, when Christians generally will be awakened to the importance of musical cultivation and training, and when all Christians may unite in praising God with melodious voices.

May we, with Joseph Funk, be people of vision, people who lift their voices in glory not to themselves, or to the art of music, but to God.
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