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Preface

			Although my career was devoted to mathematics, my retirement years have been given over to the study of a different subject, namely, congregational singing. As a music minor in college, I had the great privilege of studying with the outstanding organist Charles H. Finney. My subsequent years of service as a church organist coincided with the dramatic change in the evangelical church’s congregational singing, from the dominance of the gospel song style to the almost exclusive use of contemporary Christian music. This experience kept alive a question I had first wondered about in college: Is there a biblical basis for answering the fundamental questions about the music used for congregational singing?

			This book is a partial answer to that question. A more complete answer can be found in my book Worship and Congregational Singing. The present volume is a much less ambitious undertaking. The motivation for this narrower focus, as well as for the title, comes from the Preface to The Knowledge of the Holy: The Attributes of God; Their Meaning in the Christian Life, by A. W. Tozer, published shortly before his death in 1963. Tozer wrote this:

			The message of this book does not grow out of these times but it is appropriate to them. It is called forth by a condition which has existed in the Church for some years and is steadily growing worse. I refer to the loss of the concept of majesty from the popular religious mind. The Church has surrendered her once lofty concept of God and has substituted for it one so low, so ignoble, as to be utterly unworthy of thinking, worshipping men. This she has done not deliberately but little by little and without her knowledge; and her very unawareness only makes her situation all the more tragic.1

			It is well-known that the twentieth century, even before the time of contemporary Christian music, yielded a very large collection of Christian songs, and that many, particularly gospel songs, were increasingly heard via phonograph recordings and on Christian radio broadcasts even in the first part of the century. Tozer’s observation regarding the decline of the church’s conception of God during the same period, underscored conclusions I had arrived at through work on Worship and Congregational Singing. Being convinced that the same patterns continue to hold early in the twenty-first century, I concluded that a book examining the relationship between what the church is singing and how it views God, would be appropriate to these times. The title, “Volumes of Praise for a Vanishing God,” seemed most fitting.

			Not only is the focus of this book narrower than that of Worship and Congregational Singing, it is also less an academic study and therefore more accessible. The ideas, however, are still non-trivial. Herein I deal only with the music of congregational singing, not the texts. As will become obvious as we proceed, the primary emphasis is on the question of contemporary Christian music vs. the traditional gospel song vs. the classic hymn tune.

			On numerous occasions the location of a quotation is given by a numerical superscript that references the list under “Selected Citations” at the end of the book. For the choice not to include every quotation I can be justly faulted, but the decision was made in order to keep the presentation as unimposing as possible. Worship and Congregational Singing contains all the source information, as well as more detailed argumentation and examples. Also in that book are abundant endnotes on aspects of the subject that some might see as tangential if they were included in the text itself.

			Terms that are either used in a technical sense or are frequently misunderstood, are defined in the Glossary. The first appearance of each is preceded and followed by asterisks. For example, the term “gospel song” is not well understood in the evangelical community. It is, in fact, often thought to be synonymous with “hymn.” Therefore, the first use of “gospel song” in the text of the book proper appears as *gospel song*.

			When a song title appears in italic type, the reference is to both the text (lyrics) and the music to which it is commonly sung in the United States. In the case that only the text is intended, the name is given in Roman type in quotation marks.

			In this volume I do include several musical examples, some as short as two chords, others as long as a line of a hymn tune. These can be heard (repeatedly, if desired) on the website www.neusong.com. (At the main menu just select “Book Information,” “Volumes of Praise,” and then “Examples.” You will be asked for the chapter number and the figure number of the desired example.)

			At times, I will invite you to sing a familiar set of words to a tune that might not be commonly used for that text. (You can do this by locating the text in a song book or online, and then going to the above website, but instead of chapter and figure numbers you can request the tune by the name given in the book.) For example, more than once I refer to the text “O Sacred Head, Now Wounded,” which can be found in most church hymnals, but I suggest that the words be sung to the tune Webb, which is the name by which musicians speak of the music that almost always accompanies the text, “Stand Up, Stand Up for Jesus.” (To act on this suggestion, just obtain a copy of the words and then go to the website and ask for the tune Webb.)

			In order to keep the book as short and straightforward as possible I have limited the number of examples. A good case in point is the repeated reference to “O Sacred Head” sung to Webb. I could generate countless examples of bad matches of text and music, but I know of none that is more glaring than this one. Hence there is no need for discussion of subtlety. Those interested in subtlety on one point or another will find plenty in Worship and Congregational Singing.

			Soli Deo Gloria

			David F. Neu

			Westminster, CO

			


	

Chapter 1 

What this book is about

			The past half-century has been a time of great musical turmoil in much of the evangelical church. For a number of reasons, some of which I will discuss later, one’s stylistic taste in the secular pop music arena has become a major influence in the lives of many young people. Musical preference is held so tenaciously that when churchgoing young people need to decide what church to attend, the style of music used in the worship service becomes a prime consideration.

			At the same time, there are many people in the church who grew up in an earlier time and came to cherish more traditional music. Moreover, they typically do not listen to secular pop music, and so they are unfamiliar with it. From them one frequently hears complaints that contemporary Christian music is too loud, has too heavy a beat, and has no discernible melody. They also find it unsettling that the songs are sung over and over again but only for a brief time before they are set aside in favor of newly-written ones.

			This contentious time has come to be known to many as the “music wars.” One has to sympathize with the church leadership who have been trapped between opposing sides. On the one hand, the future of the church depends on a constant infusion of young people. On the other hand, it is the older members of a church who offer the financial resources, who serve on the various boards of the church, and provide continuity in mission and message. What’s a pastor to do?

			Unfortunately, rather than getting at the root of the musical wars issue, the church has developed some ways to try to reduce the tension. Three approaches to the problem have become common. One method is to have separate services for the different musical preferences, the “traditional” service vs. “contemporary” service idea, with which we have all become familiar.

			The second method is a variation of the first. In this model the congregation separates into smaller groups according to musical taste. The different groups meet in separate rooms at the same hour and sing songs in the style they prefer. At the appointed time attention in each group turns to a screen mounted in the front of the room and everyone on the campus hears the same sermon or teaching via closed-circuit TV. This is essentially the same as having separate services (at different times) with the same pastor preaching the same sermon at each one.

			The third approach is called the “blended service.” Here the single worship service includes some contemporary and some traditional songs, so that the “pain” of having to endure music that is not of one’s preference is shared across the congregation. However, this approach only “papers over” the problem. During the singing of a given song, some will be unwilling or unable to enter into it wholeheartedly, and the lack of unity among the worshipers, though perhaps less obvious, is still present.

			All three of these methods share a common weakness in that each fails to represent the great New Testament value: the unity of the Church. The image of oneness of the body of believers was a primary concern in the early church. It was so important that the Church Fathers insisted that the congregation sing in unison so that the many might be heard as speaking with one voice.

			It must be understood that the spiritual unity of the believers is not in doubt, for that spiritual unity is the work of the Holy Spirit and nothing that humans can do will add to it or detract from it. In this book, the concern with these different approaches to music is that each implicitly denies that corporate worship should be conducted in a manner that is consistent with the revealed truth of God, in this case, a manner that symbolizes the unity of all believers.

			Divisions within the church are understandable if they arise out of fundamental theological disagreement. Understandable, but yet lamentable. Such divisions are often the result of inescapable human limitations on knowledge, especially as we seek to probe divine mysteries such as free will vs. election.

			Separations in the church that arise out of mere personal preference are more difficult to justify. After all, when joining a local church everyone has to compromise on numerous preferences, some, perhaps, dearly held. We do so for a greater good, that being to represent the unity of believers. The truth of the oneness of the Church occupies such a high place in the theology of the apostle Paul, for example, that we would do well to see it as a “good” far greater than personal preferences. Whenever possible the unity of the body of believers should be symbolically represented in our worship.

			Of course, the unanswered question here is: Where on the scale that runs from “fundamental theological disagreement” to “mere personal preference” does the choice of musical style fall? Answering that question is a major focus of this book. Is it true—as many believe—that the musical style of congregational singing is entirely a matter of personal preference? Or, is there something of far greater theological importance that needs to be considered?

			Within a church, divisions based on musical preference can have consequences that go well beyond just destroying the symbol of unity, important though that is. Many of these sub-divisions of the congregation will use one musical genre or style exclusively, one that is tied to a particular historical period. For example, the *gospel song*, so cherished by today’s older churchgoers, is firmly rooted in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, while contemporary Christian music is of even more recent origin. Singing just the music of one era undermines not only the picture of unity in today’s church, but it also dims our awareness of our oneness with past generations of believers.

			And there is more to be considered. From generation to generation the church’s theological emphases tend to shift. In the late eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries, a significant segment of America’s evangelicals was focused on salvation, revivalism, strong emotionalism, and the second-coming of Christ. Many in this group scorned formal theological education, even for preachers, and—not surprisingly—had little interest in theological systems, like Calvinism. In every sense, a populist movement had arisen within evangelicalism.

			It was in those days that America experienced the second Great Awakening, the Campmeeting movement, and, later, the Dwight Moody/Ira Sankey and Billy Sunday/Homer Rodeheaver revivals. This emphasis on revivalism and the diminished interest in theology naturally influenced the texts of the Christian songs composed in those days, primarily the gospel song. In the large number of churches that used the gospel song to the virtual exclusion of other, older songs of the Church, the worshipers naturally came to focus on those same subjects. Important theological truths tended to be easily passed over.

			Supreme among these neglected truths is that of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. This statement will surprise many Christians, for we all confess our faith in the bodily resurrection of our Savior. The problem comes when we realize that there has been such strong emphasis on the substitutionary death of Christ and the need for a person to place his/her faith in that atoning death, that we have lost to a large degree the emphasis of the New Testament and the early church on the resurrection. Naturally, this theological weakness ultimately shows up in the texts of our songs. We glibly sing, “It is enough that Jesus died and that He died for me,” and the very recent line, “Here in the death of Christ I live.” Implied is the idea that the death of Christ for sin is all that is needed. To this the Apostle Paul would cry out, “No!” Without His bodily resurrection we would have nothing! (1Corinthians 15:14).

			The same phenomenon is happening now in the nearly-exclusive use of contemporary Christian music in worship. Without delving into the causes of these new emphases, we can clearly see that basic biblical concepts that the Church has held to for centuries have been shunned by preachers and are missing from the texts of the contemporary songs. Virtually gone is any emphasis on the all-important resurrection of Christ, or on sin, judgment, eternal damnation, holiness of life, sacrifice of one’s ambitions for the sake of the kingdom of God, etc. In their place there is a heavy emphasis on “relationship” with God. When the songs that people sing, or listen to, for hours each week fail to mention Christian fundamentals like these, they become dim in the minds of the congregation.

			But there is even more about which to be concerned when the people of God are content to sing songs from a rather narrow, recent period of time in church history. These effects have to do not with the texts but with the music. They are much more subtle than those that arise out of the song texts. The exploration of these musical effects is a prime topic of this book.

			Clearly, this lack of emphasis on what the Church has historically believed and practiced weakens our present-day theological moorings. We are seeing many examples of this today as long-held doctrines, such as sin, reverence before God, faith in His word, etc., are set aside, some because they are offensive to the “modern mind,” others because our conception of God has been corrupted.

			Two missing pieces in evangelicalism

			The inability to find a real solution to the music wars has exposed two rather large missing pieces in evangelicalism. The first is that there is no consensus as to the nature, and the purpose, or even the importance of, corporate worship. Some scholars, for instance, have concluded that worship in the New Testament era extends to all of daily life, and so there is no compelling need for a worship service. True, the church ought to get together, but they could gather for fellowship or instruction, etc., instead of worship.

			Among churches today that maintain a regular “worship service,” the goal of that gathering varies widely. A few churches hold to the idea that worship centers on the contemplation and celebration of the glory of God. More popular today is the service focused on edification through Bible teaching. A few churches design the service as an evangelistic outreach. Others see a worship service as a time for encouraging one another in living the Christian life, or simply as a time for fellowship with other believers. Finally, more than a few critics argue that modern worship is little more than a time of entertainment for the congregation.

			A rather curious trend has developed in recent years, and that is the use of the word “worship” to reference an extended time of congregational singing. For example, in churches that emphasize Bible teaching, one often hears the song service described as “worship,” and the lecture or sermon as “teaching.”

			In addition to meaning different things by the word worship, the church does not agree on the one toward whom worship should be directed. Earlier, one insightful evangelical leader lamented that even in his day the worship of the church was very often aimed “squarely at the man in the pew.” If that was true in the 1950s, many would say that it is more so today.

			Frequently Christian young people have gone off to college and, perhaps for the first time, faced the question of which church they’ll attend.
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