An Open Letter to Pastor Tchividjian
 

and the Session of Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church:  

Are Musical Preferences “Trivial”?

T. David Gordon

Pastor Tchividjian is to be commended for his desire to unite a divided congregation, and all Christians everywhere rejoice in whatever degree of unity that his congregation has experienced, and we all pray that the same will continue. Pastor Tchividjian is also to be commended for making public the rationale that has led Coral Ridge to their present decision; his is a large and influential church, and the publication of its rationale could and should stimulate further conversation about the liturgical issues at hand.  If I (and you) had time and space, I would like to offer a lengthy review that included both areas of happy agreement and the areas that I regard to be misleading or mistaken; but I will choose to address only one matter, because I think this matter almost always confuses the discussion rather than aids it.

Pastor Tchividjian considers it to be wrong “when we separate people according to something as trivial as musical preferences…”  Why would a pastor--of all people--describe preferences about how best to sing praise to the living God as “trivial”?  Certainly there never was any division at Coral Ridge over the kinds of musical preferences people expressed in their own homes for their own entertainment.  Whatever division they experienced had to do with the liturgical question of how best to fulfill the biblical mandate that God’s assembled people sing praise to Him; preferences about such a matter could hardly be “trivial.”  When our first daughter died of leukemia, we selected the hymns for her funeral.  One began: “Jesus lives and so shall I; death thy sting is gone forever.”  Was this preference “trivial?”  Was it “trivial” for grieving first-time parents to select a resurrection hymn for their daughter’s funeral?  Two days before my father died, he, my brother, and I discussed his funeral service, including the question of which hymns to include in the service.  My father “preferred” to employ the same hymns that had been employed in my mother’s funeral service six years earlier.  Would Pastor Tchividjian call such a preference “trivial?”  Was it trivial for a man who was married for fifty years to honor his late wife with what was literally the last earthly decision he ever made?  I’m sure Pastor Tchividjian would not suggest that my father’s musical preference, in this case, was “trivial,” or that our decision to sing a resurrection hymn at our daughter’s funeral was “trivial.”  So then, not all musical preferences are trivial; some may be, but others are anything but trivial.  

It is misleading, therefore, to label questions of musical preferences as “trivial.”  Further, I would submit that it is in the interests of the promoters of Contemporary Worship Music to do so, because this levels the playing field for them; they no longer have to produce work that has the merits associated with the best hymns.  They need merely produce work that conforms to the “preferences” of some (in a consumerist and populist culture), and then all discussion must end.  But the discussion will not end.  

I would suggest, rather, that the choice/preference to make sacred music sound like the music we listen to throughout the day (i.e. “mundane music”) is an erroneous choice, but not a trivial one.  I further agree with Pastor Tchividjian that it would be wrong to divide the church if some insist that their own mundane music should be the standard of sacred music (rather, they should disabuse themselves of such a notion quickly, before it causes any harm).  But the preference itself--to prefer that music in the worship of God sound just like all the music we listen to throughout the week--is not “trivial.”  It is wrong (earlier generations would have said “sacreligious”); not trivial.  And it may even be more wrong to suggest that such a significant decision or preference is “trivial.” 
Not all preferences are consumerist preferences (“I prefer to pay money to listen to this type of music in my leisure time”); some preferences are theological and/or aesthetic.  I prefer, for instance, that the musical setting of a hymn correspond to its lyrical setting; that the musical setting to a resurrection hymn be celebratory or triumphant and that the musical setting to a passion hymn be pensive, contrite, perhaps even somber.  But this is not a consumerist preference; it is a significant aesthetic preference.  I also prefer that sacred music sound sacred; that the music we employ in the worship of God sound different than the music we employ to accompany playful (or possibly even sinful) situations (I follow Luther here, despite the many misinformed misrepresentations of his actual position on the matter).
  For the same reason, I do not prefer to show up at church wearing a swimming suit, a bright floral shirt, and sunglasses propped on my head; the occasion is sacred, and I prefer to treat the occasion as sacred.  My preference may be mistaken; but it is not a consumerist preference, nor is it trivial.  It is a theologically-informed preference (and a cultural anthropologically-informed preference), one that recognizes the significant role ritual plays in all human cultures.  I also have the following preferences for hymns (some of which, I suspect that Pastor Tchividjian shares):

-I prefer theologically orthodox lyrics to those that are heterodox.

-I prefer theologically significant lyrics to those that are theologically insignificant, even if true (e.g. hymns that touch upon the significant moments in the humiliation or exaltation of Christ are preferred to hymns that ambiguously refer to God’s “salvation” or “grace,” amazing or otherwise).

-I prefer in corporate worship lyrics that celebrate the objective work of redemption to those that recount our/my subjective experience of redemption (e.g. I prefer “an hour is coming when all who are in the tombs will hear his voice and come out” to “the hour I first believed” or even a “sweet hour of prayer”).
-I prefer literarily apt and thoughtful lyrics to those that are not (the language should correspond more to the imaginative language of poetry than to the clinical language of a textbook; “Crown him with many crowns” is preferable to “I affirm his sovereignty”).

-I prefer lyrics and music appropriate to a meeting between God and His visible people to lyrics and music that are are common to run-of-the-mill meetings with other humans that we experience every day.

-I prefer music that makes it easier for the congregation to participate (e.g. the key signature should keep everything at an e-flat or lower) to music that makes it more difficult for the congregation to participate (such as printing lyrics but not the musical score).

-I prefer well-written music with regard to melody, harmony, rhythm, and form to music that is less well-written with regard to the same considerations (e.g., formally, music should resolve; we shouldn’t repeat the last stanza several times simply because it doesn’t resolve and we don’t know what to do with it, as with Sandra McCracken’s musical setting to “O Love That Wilt Not Let Me Go”).

-I prefer that the musical setting be appropriate to the lyrical content (e.g. that celebratory lyrics be accompanied by celebratory musical settings; that contrite or pensive lyrics be accompanied by pensive musical settings).

Each of these preferences is debatable; each could be challenged, and I am perfectly willing to entertain a discussion of why each or all is wrong-headed or mistaken.  But not one of these preferences is a consumerist preference, and not one of them is a merely personal preference.  I do not own any CDs with traditional hymns on them; and I do not listen to traditional hymns in my leisure time, so I am not saying that I “prefer” the church’s liturgical choices to be dictated by (or even informed by) my consumerist choices.  And, by definition, if the preferences I listed above were derived from my study of liturgy and worship, from my study of theologians, from my study of Media Ecology and Sociology, and from my study of Scripture, the preferences are not merely personal preferences.  They are informed by studying the works of other individuals/persons, and indeed not one of my preferences is idiosyncratic; each was derived from someone else.
The question of the role of music in individual or cultural life is very serious. Some universities and colleges offer courses on the sociology of music, and extremely important works have been written on the sociology of music, by such influential thinkers as Max Weber.
  To dismiss the cultural effects of music as insignificant, or merely a matter of taste, is like dismissing the study of Sociology itself as merely a matter of taste. Neither is merely a matter of taste; each is a significant field of intellectual inquiry. Even at a non-academic or non-philosophical level, we observe that music is sociologically significant.  Nations compose national anthems; each branch of the American armed services has its own song; lovers compose love-songs; and European soccer fans boisterously sing the songs of their respective teams throughout soccer matches. Music may be religious or profane, sublime or mundane, pious or pernicious, but music is not insignificant. It would not be a universal reality in all cultures if it were insignificant.

Moses, in an almost-offhand manner, indicated how significant music is when he described the early generations of human society in Genesis 4.  Tracing family lines, he said this in verses 21 and 22:  “Adah bore Jabal; he was the father of those who dwell in tents and have livestock.  His brother’s name was Jubal; he was the father of all those who play the lyre and pipe.  Zillah also bore Tubal-cain; he was the forger of all instruments of bronze and iron.”  He mentions three individuals; one who was an agriculturalist (“dwell in tents and have livestock”), one who was an industrialist (“forger of all instruments of bronze and iron”), and, between them, a musician (“the father of all those who play the lyre and pipe”).  Moses said nothing about public policy, and nothing about education; but he mentioned agriculture, industry, and music, as though these were essential elements of human civilization in its earliest expressions.  Preferences about agriculture could either be helpful or harmful; preferences about industry could either be helpful or harmful; and, presumably, preferences about music could also be either helpful or harmful.
We have preferences about other issues in worship and church-life also; preferences about preaching, about the frequency of communion, about whether women should hold office, etc.  We do not dismiss these preferential differences as “trivial,” however.  We attempt to resolve them as biblically and as wisely as we can.

Suppose, for instance, the issue were preaching.  There are different preferences about preaching.  Some (Coral Ridge?) believe in political preaching, viewing the pulpit as an opportunity to promote “God-and-country.”  I don’t.  Some prefer brief, ten-minute sermonettes, while others prefer lengthier sermons.  Some object to exposition, and just want the preacher to tell stories; others prefer exposition.  But no one would recommend that, in the same church there should be different kinds of sermons every week:  a story-telling “sermon” this week; an expository sermon next week; a moralistic sermon the week after, etc., to be sure that we accommodate every preference.  No one, that is, would suggest that this is just a trivial matter of taste, when it is, in fact, a matter of one’s theology of preaching.  

Or suppose the issue were the frequency of communion:  Would we have it annually one year, quarterly the next year, monthly the following year, and weekly the year after, to accomodate different “preferences” for the frequency of communion?  No, we would do our best to study the sacraments, to study the history of the question, and would resolve the matter as best as we could in the light of scripture.  Or suppose the issue were women elders:  Would we have women elders on even-numbered years and retire them on odd-numbered years, to accommodate different tastes and preferences?  Or would we study the issue, and make a determination that we believe best accords with the teaching of Scripture?

All of us are delighted to hear it reported that Coral Ridge is enjoying a degree of unity that it did not enjoy before; and we all sincerely hope that such unity is real and that it will continue.  But for those of us who might have looked to Coral Ridge for theological leadership, we are profoundly disappointed.  I am accustomed to the fact that people occasionally have an honest theological disagreement with me, so I would not have been disappointed if Pastor Tchividjian had merely articulated a position with which I disagree.  I am very disappointed, however, to hear that Coral Ridge regards music, and the various preferences associated with it, as “trivial.”  To regard it as such will inevitably have three effects, each harmful:  First, it will continue to marginalize those of us who regard music (and the sociology of music) as an extremely significant humane consideration.  We have apparently wasted our time attempting to develop informed preferences, since all such preferences are, apparently, “trivial.”  Second, this will continue to embolden those who have not studied music, music history, aesthetic theory, theology, etc., because their uninformed preference is, apparently, to be regarded as neither more nor less “trivial” than the preference of those of us who are informed.  Third, this determination will continue to foster some degree of division because Pastor Tchividjian assumes, as a given, one answer to the very question that needs to be resolved, to wit:  Is the matter of how we sing praise to God in corporate worship a serious matter, worthy of the attention of our best theologians (Luther and Calvin wrote about the matter, and Luther and Charles Wesley wrote about hymnody and hymns themselves), or is it merely a “trivial” matter, about which we should not really have any firm opinions?  Pastor Tchividjian’s post begs the very question that needs an answer.

I had hoped that Coral Ridge would have spoken prophetically to a consumerist culture whose popular artforms ordinarily are trivial and banal, and whose aesthetic standards are (therefore) as relativist as its ethical standards.  Far from making such a prophetic challenge, Pastor Tchividjian has conformed to that culture, and has conceded not only that the culture’s musical preferences are trivial, but that the Church’s musical preferences are also. 

� In response to Pastor Tchividjian’s 8/22/2010 post, “We Are One” <http://thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/tullian/2010/08/22/we-are-one/>





� Those interested in a fuller expression of my thoughts more generally may consult my Why Johnny Can’t Sing Hymns:  How Pop Culture Re-Wrote the Hymnal (Philippsburg: P&R, 2010).


� “I too, with the help of others, have brought together some sacred songs, in order to make a good beginning and to give an incentive to those who can better carry on the Gospel and bring it to the people…And these songs were arranged in four parts for no other reason than that I wanted to attract the youth (who should and must be trained in music and other fine arts) away from love songs and carnal pieces and to give them something wholesome to learn instead.” [Emphasis mine, parethesis his, from the Forward, first edition, of Johann Walter’s Wittenberg Geistliche Gesangbüchen, 1524.  Cf. also the discussion of this matter in “Luther and Bar Song:  The Truth, Please!” in Paul S. Jones, Singing and Making Music:  Issues in Church Music Today (P&R, 2006), pp. 171-178]. 





� The Rational and Social Foundations of Music, translated and edited by Don Martindale, Johannes Riedel, and Gertrude Neuwirth (Southern Illinois University Press, 1958). Also cf. Augustus Delafield Zanzig, Music in American Life, Present & Future (London: Oxford University Press, 1932); Alphons Silbermann, The Sociology of Music translated by Corbet Stewart (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1963); and Wayne D. Bowman, Philosophical Perspectives on Music (Oxford: University Press, 1998). 





� I am not suggesting that it is sinful or shameful for an individual to be unfamiliar with the sociology or philosophy of music. Each of us is ignorant of many things. I, for instance, do not understand the Fundamental Theorem of the Calculus. But I do not deny that the Calculus exists, nor do I deny that it is important. Similarly, it is fine for some individuals to take no interest in the sociology of music, or in musicology per se; but it is not fine for them to deny that such areas of study exist, or to deny that some individuals have taken the matter seriously.  If I understand the matter correctly, Leibniz and Newton proposed different proofs for the Fundamental Theorem of the Calculus; each “preferred” a different solution.  I am incompetent to render judgment on which was right, so I modestly refrain from saying their differing preferences were “trivial.”  I don’t know enough about the the Calculus to determine whether their differing preferences were trivial or substantive.
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