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Thank you all very much for coming again.   
I’ve tried to explain how music in general can be considered obedient or disobedient.  And I’ve tried 

to list some ways to evaluate church music, and list many of our options in church music.   
Each of these subjects are valuable in their own right, and I certainly have not done them justice.  But 

hopefully I’ve said enough to give you an overview, a sense of what we need to ask, and why.  Because, 
remember, the reason Donald and Nate asked me to speak is because of this Congregational Psalter I’m 
compiling.  I need your help.  Why should you help me? 

So I need to explain why we should sing the Psalms, and why we need a new psalter.  And I did it in a 
couple paragraphs.  

 
We sing the Psalms because we respect the Bible, and the Psalms are the part of the Bible that’s 

supposed to be sung.  But we don’t know how to sing them from our Bibles, so we need them arranged 
with music we can sing.  God’s people have been doing this for several thousand years, and many 
musical psalters have been made.  But all the ones available to us at the moment have serious 
deficiencies: they are incomplete, or the lyrics are poor quality, or the music is poor quality, or poorly 
selected, or all of the above.  We need a complete Psalter with lyrics which do justice to the original 
words, and music that does justice to the lyrics.   

There are many ways to sing the Psalms as a congregation, and every one has been used by 
congregations with no musical training.  All these ways have some advantages, and they all have some 
drawbacks.  The Psalms are deep and broad, and every method for singing them reveals more about 
them.  We’ll never do them justice, but we should try. So we shouldn’t stick with just one way of singing 
them.  But if you pick the best music available for each psalm, nearly all of it will be unfamiliar.  Most 
people will have to learn it.  And since most people don’t read music, there ought to be recordings for 
people to learn from.  

So there you have it. That’s the point of this Psalter.  
 
For the next few minutes I’d like to detail that, and defend it, by asking why we should sing the 

Psalms, and why we need a new psalter.   
1. Why sing the Psalms?  Here, true to my reputation, I’ll divide this point into two: Why the Psalms, 

and then why sing them? 
   1.1. Why the Psalms? [write on board]   
      1.1.1. The Psalms are part of God’s word.  [write on board]  As the very first Psalm points out, 

people are not designed to survive without God’s word.  I hope none of us need to be told this.  
      1.1.2. The Psalms are a well-trodden pathway.  When we read the Psalms, we are identifying 

with followers of God through 3000 years.  Now, if your religion is just about you and God, this is not a 
big deal.  But the Bible always speaks about God’s people also as part of a stream of disciples.  The ones 
who are alive learn from the ones who went before, and build on their work.  The ones who have gone 
ahead also watch and evaluate us, as it says in Hebrews 13 and Revelation 20.  In some way we’re not 
told, those who have gone before us are reigning with Christ.   

The Psalms are perhaps the most popular section of the Bible.  Certainly the best-known part of the 
OT.  In the Psalms we are not just encouraged at the words, but encouraged knowing how many  other 
disciples have been encouraged by the very same words.  

Of course, both those are true of the whole Bible.  What makes the Psalms special? 
      1.1.3. The Psalms help us respond to the rest of Scripture.  [write on board]  The have a 
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necessary function, one which most of the Bible does not have.  Most of the Bible tells us things: what 
God has done, what we should do about it, what God will do if obey or disobey, or how men and women 
have obeyed or disobeyed.  In the Psalms, we are not just told how to respond, we are given a model to 
follow.  The Psalms (and a few other portions but mostly the Psalms) are our response.  They don’t just 
show us how others responded, or tell us what response is appropriate.  They put the words our mouth.  
[write on board]  The Psalms put into our mouths our correct response to God.   

   1.1.4. Furthermore, closely related the Psalms model our correct emotions.  When we look to the 
Psalms to express what we think, the Psalms will train our emotions.  [write on board]  If you are 
familiar with the entire book, you’ll know where to go when you’re in a certain mood, and you’ll find 
out, and practice, the right expressions, the godly response.  And eventually, as it always happens, your 
emotions will catch up, and you’ll feel what you need to, as well as saying it.  

 
1.2. Why sing the Psalms?  All of that applies to reading the psalms.  Why should to go further and 

also sing them?   
   1.2.1. We are commanded to.  Of course, the Psalms themselves command us to sing, but they don’t 

specifically say, “Sing this.”  It’s obvious we are expected to, since they are songs.  But if you want to 
get grinchy about it, you’ll need to check Col 3:16: Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly in all 
wisdom, speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your 
hearts to the Lord.” Now there are a half-dozen ways to interpret that list, but no matter which one is 
correct, they all agree that the Book of Psalms must be among them.  

   1.2.2. God’s people always have.  I think we established that this morning.  Hopefully this softens 
the shock factor, the blank looks I often get from people who’ve never heard of singing Psalms.  

   1.2.3. It greatly simplifies our choice in congregational song, because when we sing Psalms, we 
don’t need to ask most of the questions we talked about last week.  Do we believe it?  In other words, Is 
the content and the emphasis accurate?  If it’s a decent rendering, the answer of course is yes.  Is it 
appropriate?  In other words, Is it formal corporate confession and is it understandable?  Again, if it’s a 
decent rendering, the answer will always be yes.   

   1.2.4. It reforms the rest of our songs.  When the Psalms are our starting point for congregation 
song, the non-inspired words we sing is more likely to stay within Biblical bounds.  When the Psalms 
are our model, we are more likely to sing about other subjects in a Biblical way.  

In fact, this has happened more than once in Christian history.  The most dramatic transformation was 
seen after the Reformation, as several generations who thought in Psalms, began writing hymns to 
imitate them.  The rest of their history we talked about this morning.   

   1.2.5. We will sing things we would not otherwise sing.   
For instance, when was the last time you sang a hymn in which you confessed your envy of evil men?  

I don’t know of one.  But it’s right there in Psalm 73: “My footsteps were no longer sure, For I was 
envious of the proud.”  It’s what the whole Psalm is about.  

For another instance, do you know any hymns that speak about conspiracies?  You know, big 
government, or big business, agreeing together to deceive and to rule the world?  Several Psalms talk 
about these conspiracies, and they even name names!  Then they show how the conspiracy will turn out. 
Psalm 83 is the foremost example.  

For another instance, how many hymns have God speaking in the first person?  Now, they may be 
filled with truths that we learned from God.  In that way, they can be the voice of God speaking to us.  
And sometimes a hymn will quote God or Jesus, like “I hear the Savior say, ‘Thy strength indeed is 
small.’”  But it would be blasphemous for us to write an entire hymn from God’s perspective, to put 
words into God’s mouth.  But the psalms do it all the time.  And it’s not blasphemous.  Obviously.   
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For another instance, you have the imprecatory Psalms, the Psalms of cursing.  These Psalms call 
God’s judgment down, not just on sin, but on sinners.  There are more than a few, and they’re a 
necessary part of our life as Christians.  But you’ll search long and hard before you find an imprecatory 
hymn.  I found only one, not in any hymnal I know: Martin Luther’s  

“Lord, keep us in Thy word and Work, Restrain the murderous Pope and Turk.” 
The closest you’ll find will be hymns that warn non-Christians of approaching doom.   
And yet, these psalms make it clear that we ought to sing for God to judge His enemies.  As Kemper 

Crabb sings, in his imprecatory song against abortionists, “O, save them, Lord, or slay them dead.”  
That’s the attitude of the Psalmist.  

1.2.6. Music enhances the force of the Psalms. That is, they amplify the emotions, which is exactly 
what needs to be strengthened, the point of these Psalms.   

As I said earlier, the Psalms address every aspect of our relationship with God and His world.  But 
they do it through the lens of our emotion.  Many other texts of Scripture simply explain the truth.  Now 
they are also designed to arouse appropriate feelings.  When Luke describes the gruesome death of Judas 
Iscariot, for instance, he clearly wants us to be revolted.  But the Psalms are first and foremost 
expressing emotion.  They model for you how you should feel.  When you say them, you are expressing 
the emotion you should feel.   

And what is music?  Music expresses emotion.  So if you find music which expresses the same 
emotion that the Psalm expresses, the music will enhance that emotion.  

 
Now, of course, all this assumes that the lyrics are well-translated and the music is well-selected.   
 
2. Why do we need a new psalter? 
One reason: The Psalters currently available have numerous deficiencies.   
Now, we have a lot of Psalters.  Here I have 15 different Psalters or Psalter-Hymnals.  There are 

others I don’t have.  The OPC is making one right now.  Am I saying not one of them is good enough?   
Well, let me put it this way: Yes.   
First of all, there really aren’t 15 different Psalters here.  There is a lot of crossover.  There are many 

other Psalters available, but they are nearly all just variations of these.  Among this pile, for instance, 
there are only 4 different metrical settings of Psalm 128.  And they are set to only 7 or 8 different tunes.  
When I’m looking for a poetic setting of a particular Psalm, I look through these and a number of 
incomplete collections, and I might come up with as many as 6, but usually only two or three.  So, if 
there’s anything wrong with the settings, there’s not much else to choose from.  And as I’ll say in a bit, 
there is a lot wrong with them.  

Second, all these belong to one very narrow tradition, and all of them suffer from many of the same 
problems. Let me list the problems and give some illustrations, and explain how I hope to do better.  

Third, nearly all these Psalm collections, the music is treated like a neutral “growing medium.” Just 
add words; any words will do! But music has content and life on its own, as I was arguing last week.  
Out of respect to the source, not to mention the Author, these musical qualities should match the 
qualities of the words are closely as possible.  

Now, you’ll notice through all these points, I am assuming that we want the best, and that we are 
willing to work for it, and that we are taking a long-term view.  We are not in a hurry.  I’ll come back to 
that at the end. First, what are the problems? 

 
   2.1. Many are incomplete.  A number of hymnals in the reformed tradition include Psalm settings, 

but very few are complete.  Now, most of the ones in this pile are complete, so if you already have a 
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hymnal like the Baptist Hymnal you all use, you would just need to buy one of these complete Psalters, 
and you’d have all the Psalms and many of the hymns you want.  Also, some of these include a good 
selection of hymns along with all the Psalms, so you can get everything you need under one cover.  
Except that you need to leave out a lot, otherwise the book gets too big to carry.   

We need a complete Congregational psalter, which includes at least three settings of every Psalm, 
with as much variety as appropriate for that Psalm. I expect that could be done with about 1000 
selections, which is big but doable.  I own several hymnals which exceed a thousand selections.   

 
   2.2. The lyrics are substandard.  This is extremely common and I could give thousands of examples, 

but I’ll give just a few to let you know what I mean.   
      2.2.1. The word order is convoluted.  As in Scottish Psalter, 139 “E’en there, Lord, shall Thy hand 

me lead, Thy right hand hold shall me.”  I call these Yoda settings: “Very strange this is!  Singing 
Psalms I am!”   

Now, poetry does sometimes invert word order for emphasis.  And that‘s great.  It should.  The 
important ideas of the line are put at the beginning, for instance.  “Thee will I cherish, Thee will I honor. 
Thou my soul’s glory, joy and crown.”  And there are other reasons to change the natural order of words 
that I won’t get into.   

But in these settings, the word order is messed up just to make it fit into the meter and the rhyme 
scheme.  It’s a mockery.   

      2.2.2. The language is archaic.  This is so common I can pick examples at random from almost 
any of these.  [Pick a few]  Of course, archaic language is very common in prose translations of the 
Bible, as the Old King James Version is still extremely popular.  But these archaisms are worse because 
of the convoluted word order.  And because we preach on the Bible and explain them.  But we don’t 
preach from the hymnal.  

      2.2.3. The word choice is poor.  Word filler is common: 
The just man always wisdom speaks; his tongue speaks forth that which is right.  
His God is low within his heart, and so his footsteps do not slip.  

   And sometimes the writing is so childish is makes a mockery of Scripture.  
God spoke and horseflies swarmed ahead!  Hail raining down instead of bread,  
Grasshoppers hopped, increasing dread;  God killed their firstborn sons all dead.  

   AH! Stop!! 
   Poets and poetry-lovers down through the ages have always held the book of Psalms in highest 

honor.  But metrical psalms have always been considered among the worst form of poetry, because all 
three of these flaws unite to kill the emotion of the original.   

In other words, most of the time, it’s just bad poetry.  Who cares?  Well, God, evidently.  The 
originals were not bad poetry.   

For an example, let me read several settings of part of Psalm 109:5-13.  First, a prose translation.  
Then 1887 Psalter, then C&C, then Ward, then DPOII. If anything I would say that’s even more forceful 
than the prose.  

So of course, we need to find the best possible settings of each lyric.  And if we can’t find any that are 
good enough, we need to make more.  It’s hard work but we’ve got to start.  

 
   2.3. The music is often lousy.  In many cases, it’s just boring.  Let me illustrate this from the 

Scottish Psalter. Three tunes right in a row, 75-77 Kilmarnock, Kilsyth, and Lancaster.  Too predictable. 
Easy to learn, but hard to tell apart.   Ps1887 Psalm 128 Kenley 

In other cases, it’s silly.  For illustration, one of the most popular Psalms in the Cantus and in the 
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C&C Psalter is Psalm 128 is to the tune ULSTER, which was written for the hymn “All the way my 
Savior leads me.”  [sing from CC]  This is a shallow tune.  It’s not very creative, but it avoids being 
boring only by being bouncy.  That’s enough reason to avoid it.  But all the more, there are many other 
tunes which would be more appropriate.  

   I know three metrical settings which bring out different aspects of Psalm 128: GENEVAN 128 [PH 
87] is sober and profound.  McKee [C&C] is cheerful but still serious.  Both these are unfamiliar, but not 
hard to learn.  If you wanted a familiar tune, you could try JUDE [TH].  It is cheerful and not so 
profound, but more creative than ULSTER.   

 
   2.4. The music is not well-matched.  Again, I could give you lots of examples.  My favorite is from 

Rowland Ward’s Complete Book of Psalms for Singing, 1991, for instance, puts Psalm 38 to the tune 
CONVERSE: 

“Lord, rebuke me not in anger, Nor in hot rage chasten me.  
For Your arrows pierce me deeply, And Your hand is hard on me.”  Yee-haw! 
The words are not that badly done, though they’re not as potent as the original. And the tune is fine 

for “What a Friend we have in Jesus.”  But the two do not match!   
Another is from one of my favorite Psalters, the original Genevan.  GenPs 42, which I included in the 

first CongPs, is a total mismatch, and I will not use it in the final version.  It’s among the most popular 
Genevan tunes, and it is a great melody.  But it does not match the words.  [Sing] 

Now, as I mentioned last time, it is hard to find a single strophic tune (a hymn tune) which is capable 
of expressing every line of every stanza of a Psalm.  Inevitably you’ll have mismatches, a rising phrase 
of music will have words of sadness, or a jaunty line of music will have calm, thoughtful lyrics.  So what 
you need to do is find the emotion of the whole Psalm, and then find a tune which expresses that 
emotion by the whole tune.   

But with the Psalms, you have another option that you rarely have with hymns.  You can have several 
different settings of the same Psalm.  Different translation, different music.  Since many Psalms show 
different moods in different sections, it is appropriate to use different music for each section, particularly 
the longer ones.  Furthermore, any Psalm can have a variety of effects on the reader, each one worth 
emphasizing with the right setting. Several different musical settings can bring out some of the 
expressive possibilities of that Psalm. 

And how I plan to do that, I’ll get to in a minute.  
 
2.5. The musical selections are too limited.  By God’s providence, in the beginning of the 21st century, 

most people are familiar with a huge, huge variety of music.  Between all the types of popular music, all 
the types of classical music, all the types of folk music from around the world; what with radio, and CDs 
and MP3s, Youtube, soundtracks, music on the PA system, etc. we are comfortable with a vast and 
varied repertoire of musical emotion.   

Now, some of them would not be appropriate with the Psalms, I think.  But more to the point, most of 
them are not congregational.  Congregations aren’t going to sing symphonic music, or Jazz or Rap or 
New Age, just to name a few.  But quite a number of styles congregations can sing.  I went over them in 
the history lecture this morning.   

There are various types of chant.  These are very appropriate for singing the Psalms: the very simplest 
is the Psalm tone.  [recording]  More complicated, but still very doable, is the Anglican chant.  
[recording]  Then there’s the Gelineau chant, and various modifications of that. [recording]   

There are quite a few styles of hymn tune.  The Genevan Psalter deserves a prominent place, I think, 
both because it is a huge part of our Psalm-singing heritage, and because the tunes are so well matched, 



6 

Psalter Defense 4 Singing Psalms 

the melodies  
The Lutheran chorale should be included, in all its variations.  A sizable minority of these tunes were 

originally connected with Psalm-inspired settings anyway, like A Mighty Fortress from Psalm 46, or 
From Depths of Woe from Psalm 130.   

Related to the Lutheran tradition is the huge collection of Psalm tunes written by Heinrich Schütz, for 
a German Psalter translated by Bishop Becker, and called the Becker Psalter.  Where ever these are 
introduced, I find they become popular much more quickly than the Genevan psalms.  But most of them 
don’t have any English lyrics.  One of my current projects is to get English lyrics for all these tunes.  I 
have about 45 done, and a dozen partly done.  I have a poet currently working on them, actually, and he 
and I would both like some help.  So let me know if you’re interested.  

The Scots and the English produced a huge number of tunes.  They’re the ones that are most often 
used in these psalters, and they’re mostly pretty boring.  But some of them are worth keeping, and we 
should include them.  

The common practice period in Europe produced a number of great tunes which could express some 
Psalms, or parts of Psalms.   

The Welsh hymn tunes are among the most instinctive and singable congregational music ever made, 
in my opinon.  On average, these tunes manage to be both creative and predictable, both singable and 
beautiful.  Another of my current projects is to collect all the Welsh hymn tunes I can find, and typeset 
them and post them on the Net.  I have over 500 and I’m half finished.  When I’m done hopefully they’ll 
be a good resource for finding tunes for Psalms.  

The American folk hymn has a unique flavor which is appropriate for many Psalms.  And in fact, all 
the other types of congregational music likewise.  Victorian hymns, Oxford Movement hymns, Modern 
classical hymns, contemporary popular hymn tunes: they are all different.  There are also folk tunes from 
various nations, like African, Celtic, Russian, Chinese, and so forth.  All of them express some emotion 
in a more potent way than other styles do.  Time would fail me to talk about them all.  I just want to 
emphasize that should all be used.  

But in these psalters, you’ll find only three of these styles used: the Scottish tune, the Common 
practice tune, and the gospel song.  That is provincial.  Why limit ourselves?  We should use everything 
God gave us.  

By the way, I forgot to mention gospel songs.  I do think these tunes have some value, I just think that 
musically they are the lowest priority.  Besides, they all have one set of words connected to them.  And 
besides that, I believe they are over-represented.  I have 200 hymnals at home and every one, except the 
Lutheran Hymnals, have quite a lot of gospel songs.  I am actively working against this, and I will not 
include any gospel song tunes in the Congregational Psalter.    

 
2.6. The music is often stolen from other familiar hymns.  The extreme example is the Trinity Psalter, 

which includes all 150 Psalms, each once, set to a familiar hymn tune.  I understand why folks do this.  It 
is the easiest way to get people to sing the Psalms.  When your only standards are It’s got to be a Psalm 
and It’s got to have music, of course you will pick music people already know.   

I have three objections to this.   
      2.6.1. Familiar tunes already have strong associations with other lyrics, and I have no desire to 

weaken such healthy companionships. Like I said last week, music is the most conservative force in a 
church culture (or in any subculture).  Music is a force which helps us to retain what we have.  Word-
music associations greatly strengthen the heritage we’re trying to pass on. The words we want everyone 
to remember are entrenched in our minds with music.  When you already have those associations, you 
need to have some pretty good reasons for breaking that association.  Like, the new words are much 
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better than the usual words, or they are much better suited to that tune.  Not just, “we’d like to sing these 
words and we don’t feel like looking for and learning another tune.” 

      2.6.2. All Psalms are of equal value. If some tunes are familiar and some not, undue bias is given 
to the Psalms with familiar tunes. People will learn and sing only the familiar ones and the Psalms with 
unfamiliar tunes get skipped.  This is  

      2.6.3. I wish to encourage the godly desire to enrich our appreciation of beauty. The more beauty 
we are familiar with, the better.   

God is a God of infinite goodness, infinite truth and infinite beauty.  He created them all, He likes 
them, and He’s never going to run out.  So as we try to become like our Savior, we try to fill our lives 
with righteousness.  And we never stop trying to be righteous.  And we’re never going to stop searching 
for His truth, to better understand Him and the world He made.  Likewise, every bit of beauty that we 
know, that we come to love, gives us a slightly clearer view of the God Who made it.  

So, assuming that all the music we learn is beautiful, and it’s all different, it all will enrich our lives.  
And we should go on learning new music until we die.   

So that’s why nearly all the music will be unfamiliar.  A few might be familiar with another set of 
words.  After all, nearly all of them were written for another set of words.  But I try to pick tunes that 
either very obscure, or popular without words, or popular with very inferior words, or popular with 
words in another language.  

I spend time on this point because I expect it to be challenged.  It’s the first thing people notice about 
the Psalter, and those who love singing the Psalms will object that I’m making it harder than necessary.  
Of course, I don’t agree, but that doesn’t matter.  What matters is that I have a much longer-range goal.  
I’m not trying to get the congregation to sing the Psalms without any effort.  If that’s your goal, there are 
plenty of Psalters out there to satisfy you.  This one’s not for you.  But for people who are willing to do 
the work, I think this method will be much, much more satisfying in the long run.  

And what kind of work does it take?  In the past, there were only two ways to learn new tunes, and 
they both took a lot of effort.  You could learn to read music, which is an excellent idea that I think 
everyone should do.  Or someone else needed to teach you, and people set up choirs and singing schools 
and the like for that purpose.  Again, a great idea.   
But now we have an easier way.  We can listen to recordings.  And that’s my last objection to the 
existing Psalters.   

 
2.7. They are not recorded.  With the familiar music, of course, this is fine.  Everybody knows it 

already.  But unfamiliar music you need to learn.  since few in the western church today can read music. 
Thus, it seems shortsighted to release a collection of unfamiliar music, intended for non-musicians, 
without any accompanying recordings. How are they to be learned? The formal corporate meeting of 
Christ’s disciples, sometimes called the Worship Service, is not a good time to learn new songs. They 
are best learned in a neutral time, by listening. Recording technology is readily available. When new 
music is released, recordings of all unfamiliar tunes should be available at the same time from the same 
source. With certain styles of church music, this has already become common. Contemporary Christian 
music and PWM, as sung in many church meetings, are first released as recordings, and folks learn them 
by buying the CDs and MP3s and by hearing them on the radio.  

The congregational Psalter will include a recording of every selection available at the same time from 
the same source.  Right now, they are only available at this church’s website www.west-side-
baptist.com, at www.wordmp3.com, and also from me.   

 
So those are my reasons for working on a new Psalter.  If any of you, or anyone listening to this, 
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wants to help, please contact Donald or me.  There are many ways you can help.    
 
Now in conclusion, let me say again that none of this will happen quickly, and none of it will happen 

without work.  I say these things assuming you’re all ready to be patient and diligent, and persistent.  
You already know we need to stick with this for the long run, that we might not see much improvement 
in the next month, or year, or ten years.  Maybe only our great-great-grandchildren will see the reward of 
what we’ve done.  And maybe we won’t.  That’s true in all of life, and I know my brother has explained 
this to you a lot, because I listen to his sermons too.   

   After this morning’s lecture I trust we all sense how much we've lost. You could learn 2 hymns a 
day for the rest of your life and not run out of power and beauty from the past.  

   I hope after today we all have a vision for doing better in the future. Not just better than the last 150 
years: that's no challenge. Better than the church has ever done.  

   If we were a terminal generation expecting a rapture in 10 years, we would make temporal priorities 
based on a scale of value. But the reformed community is going to be around a while. What do you want 
to see in 250 years? Do it now. What's it going to take? A little at a time. A little of everything.  

Since we have a few minutes, let me broaden the subject slightly and talk a little about that everything.  
 
I am passionate about the Psalms, but more than that, my vehemence is from something much deeper: a grand and long-

term vision for musical reformation. Will someone tell me it's too grand and too long-term?  
Can anyone picture it?  
A family with 6 young children starts the day around the table singing favorites by memory, or with just the words. But 

instead of "I've got the Joy, Joy, Joy, Joy" and "Jesus bids us shine" they're singing 75 Becker and 139 Land of Rest. The 
older children request thoughtful tunes like 80 Genevan or 54 Blaenwern. The littler ones pick 99 Genevan or 33 Zion's Light.  

At lunch, Mom: "It's Jadon's turn to pick the song, so we might as well just start singing, 'The floods have lifted up their 
voice.' " Jadon squeals but his older sister says "Oh, do we have to sing 93 again? That's the only thing he ever picks!" "Now 
sweetheart," Mom says, "You know how many times we had to sing "Those who go down to the sea in ships" when you were 
his age."  

At dinner, Dad: "It's good to have the Turnbridges with us this evening; with Judah and Noah here I won't have to sing 
tenor! Do you all remember the words for Psalm 104, "God makes the grass grow" and so on? Do you have any sheets handy, 
honey?"  

The chorus is singing Psalm 128 Genevan while the wedding guests are being dismissed. The cellist notices that many of 
them are mouthing the words. He signals the leader who turns to the guests after the second stanza; "Please sing with us! 
'From Zion come your blessing!' "  

The young people stumble in at quarter to one. The parents look up, "Did you have a good time?" "Well, the volleyball 
was pathetic, but we sang a really long time. We must've sung half the Psalter. We finally had to stop when Mrs Drakehart 
noticed that the neighbors had turned off their TV. Man! You should've seen Hosanna with that bass drum on 109! O GOD of 
my PRAISE don't igNORE me in SIlence! Bam, bam, bam!"  

Several hundred men and women of all ages gathered for a concert. The moderator: "And while the chorus files up, let's 
prepare our hearts for their message by singing from memory, the Genevan Psalm 123." Aside to the guitarist: "Can you give 
me an F?"  

The group arrives at the platform to find the train is 20 minutes late. "Well, we have enough people here for a Psalm. How 
about Genevan 40, 'I waited and I waited'? "  

During the uncertain pause that always follows spontaneous singing, "Do we have enough parts to try 'Praise the God of 
Israel.'?" "You mean the Chorus Anthem? Does anybody remember what key it's in?"  

Later, "Hey, James packed his ocarina; could we do Come Unto Me? I mean Nickel's 'Come Unto Me,' with the 'da, da da 
da' violin part?"  

Sunday morning announcements. "And next Sunday the monthly Music Preparation will be outside, at the pavilion. Same 
time, 5pm, Glenn? Yes. For those who don't know, Glenn Zigrang leads the group trying out unfamiliar tunes, either newly 
composed or unjustly neglected. Please forward your suggestions to Glenn by this Saturday. And by the way, Glenn says 
come even if you can't sing parts. We need more people to sing just the melody on these new songs."  

 
We have a great deal to recover.  Many musical styles have fallen out of favor: Plainchant, unison and harmonized 
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Genevans, German chorales in rhythm, Becker Psalms, Bach and Cruger isometric chorales, Scottish Psalm tunes, West 
gallery music, American folk hymns, Welsh hymn tunes, Oxford movement hymnody, Anglican chant, English carols.  In fact, 
we have yet to recover everything outside the gospel song/praise chorus/PWM stream, which is all we have at the moment. 
Then after that, get ready for the future by examining modern High hymnody (Paul Steven Jones, Timothy Dusenbury, et al) 
and Popular hymnody (Stuart Townend, Greg Wilbur, et al). And try to do better at the same time.  

We have many musical forms to recover as well:  Congregations of the past have all used chant, anthem, fuging tune, as 
well as strophic music. Most Christians aren’t even familiar with strophic hymns, but just praise choruses! And we'll look for 
new musical forms at the same time.  

We have many other things to recover.  We have lost singing festivals, acappella singing, 3 and 4 part harmony, occasional 
chorus programs, men and boys choirs, hymn-writing competitions, dynamic variation in congregational singing, singing 
schools, sight-reading instruction to recover. And we need try to find new sonorities and venues at the same time.  I expect the 
Internet will play a part there.  

The future should also see instrumental variety. Today everything is organ or piano or guitar/drums/keyboard. Does 
someone in your congregation play oboe? How about panpipes? A well-played cello does wonders for fullness of sound, on 
melody, tenor or bass.  

    I'm looking five generations out. It took the Mennonites only 3 or 4 generations to get where they are, but we are 
apparently slower learners and we also have more to do and we are more independent. Anabaptists emphasize conformity to 
one another more than we do.  I keep mentioning the Mennonites to show that this goal is not only realistic, it's not that hard. 
Those pictures all came from them, except they'd be singing gospel songs. And minus the instruments. If you're tired of 
hearing about Anabaptists, look at the Welsh. "How Green was My Valley", the book and the movie, paints the same picture. 
If you have any love of singing, by the end you'll be ready to jump out of your skin.  

If only you could see -and hear!- some of these groups which sing so powerfully with so little effort and so much joy. 
They're not first-generations, or third or fifth. Their ancestors did the hard work, in the 1700s and early 1800s.  They learned 
to read music, struggled through thin singing, weak parts, wrong notes, unenthusiastic kids, tone-deaf parents and listless 
young people. But now! Their descendants get ten times the benefits with a fraction of the work. 

It’s like starting a business.  If you start a new business, you'll be pulling out your hair for years.  But by the time you pass 
it on to your children, it's a lot stronger. There's more capital, more customers, more experience. Your heirs have no startup 
costs. A streamlined business model. They know what works and what doesn't. They pass it to their children with the benefits 
compounded. They get all the perks of business ownership with none of the drawbacks.  

We’re just starting.  All beginnings are hard. We're still picking out what works. We're juggling a hundred duties at once. 
Most people don’t care about our vision.  If they did, someone else would have done it already.  We're not likely to see much 
reward. Be thankful if you see any: it's more than you can expect in a first generation.  
 

What DO you need for this vision? Right now,  
First , infect them with your enthusiasm for singing and for everything connected to it: various styles, 

songs, harmonies, recordings, instruments. Your enthusiasm is your only tool, your only hope of raising 
their sights.  

Second, learn to read music, and make sure all your children do. When you read music, you don't 
have to 'learn your part.' You just see it and sing it. You don't need to learn a new tune, any more than 
you need to learn the words. You just see it and sing it. With repetition you can memorize it.  

Third , get recordings of hymn and Psalm tunes that you *don't* already know, and play them a lot. 
You and your family can learn words, and music and harmony with virtually no effort.  

Fourth , relax. We're excited but we're not in a hurry. "Long obedience in the same direction," you 
know. Start it all, but start small.  

Seems to me, we can afford to defer the size of our hopes. But we can't afford to defer the details.  
This would be overwhelming if we had a time limit. We don't. We have all the time in the world to 

achieve the goal, but no time to waste getting started.  
Thank you.  Let’s close in prayer.  


