Intelligibility, Accessibility, and Familiarity in Worship

T. David Gordon


The history of theology, like the history of philosophy, is largely a matter of refining definitions.  Homoousion is orthodox; homoiousion is not; a single iota in Greek makes all the difference.  On its worse days, this becomes an unnecessary contest for which one word alone can communicate truth (we call this “quibbling”); on its better days, this definitional care is an appropriate attempt to be clear, if nothing else.
 


In the last two decades or so, there has been considerable discussion of contemporary worship music, and often that discussion has been accompanied by the confusion of three terms that, in my judgment, ought to be kept distinct.  Defenders of contemporary worship music occasionally attempt to justify their choice on the ground that the church should employ worship forms that are easily accessible and/or familiar to a given culture.  Further, such defenders often do so by appealing to Paul’s (and/or Martin Luther’s) belief that worship should be intelligible. 

Prima facie, this claim ought to be regarded with some suspicion, on the two-fold ground that:  a) most of the previous Christian tradition did not consider it necessary to abandon ancient forms for familiar and accessible ones, and b) on the rare occasion that such was done (e.g. the Moody-Sankey revival choruses), the results were fairly disastrous.  Calvin entitled his Strasburg liturgy:  “A Form of Prayers According to the Pattern of the Ancient Church,” obviously suggesting that there was some propriety to employing worship forms that were self-consciously not dictated by his own generation’s tastes, preferences or customs.  But beyond this prima facie concern, I would suggest that one cannot defend worship forms that are accessible or familiar on the ground that Paul (and Luther) insisted that such forms be intelligible.
  Both lexically and conceptually, intelligibility is a different thing than accessibility or familiarity.

Here are Paul’s thoughts on the matter:

Therefore, one who speaks in a tongue should pray for the power to interpret.  For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays but my mind is unfruitful.  What am I to do? I will pray with my spirit, but I will pray with my mind also;  I will sing praise with my spirit, but I will sing with my mind also.  Otherwise, if you give thanks with your spirit, how can anyone in the position of an outsider say “Amen” to your thanksgiving when he does not know what you are saying?  For you may be giving thanks well enough, but the other person is not being built up.  I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you.  Nevertheless, in church I would rather speak five words with my mind in order to instruct others, than ten thousand words in a tongue. (1Cor. 14:13-19).

It is not necessary, for our purposes, to engage in detailed exegesis of this passage, but a thought or two are in order.  The expression “speak in a tongue” or “speak in tongues” is somewhat unfortunate in contemporary English, since we now ordinarily use the word “language” to describe the linguistic conventions of a given culture, and the word “tongue” ordinarily to describe the physical organ that is in one’s mouth.  Thus, the expression “speak in tongues” strikes us as a kind of curiosity or mystery, though there is nothing mysterious about the expression in Greek.  In Greek, λαλεῖν γλώσσαις (and sometimes λαλεῖν ἑτέραις γλώσσαις) simply means “to speak in a foreign language.”  Despite the frequent claims by various proponents of the Pentecostal traditions that the expression “to speak in tongues” refers to incoherent/ecstatic babbling, the evidence of the New Testament is contrary to this.  On the only occasion that the expression occurs in the New Testament with an actual phenomenological description of what happened, it is perfectly clear that the speech is not incoherent or nonsensical speech, but speaking in known languages that are unknown to some:

And they were all  filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues (λαλεῖν ἑτέραις γλώσσαις) as the Spirit gave them utterance. Now there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men from every nation under heaven.  And at this sound the multitude came together, and they were bewildered, because each one was hearing them speak in his own language (τῇ ἰδίᾳ διαλέκτῳ).  And  they were amazed and astonished, saying, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans?  And how is it that we hear, each of us in his own native language (τῇ ἰδίᾳ διαλέκτῳ ἡμῶν)? (Acts 2:5-8)
Note here that what Luke calls speaking in other tongues he also calls speaking in what is someone’s own language.  Similarly, when English translations (curiously, to me) refer to “interpreting a tongue,” the Greek behind it is the ordinary Greek expression for translating:

1Cor. 14:13   Therefore, one who speaks in a tongue should pray for the power to interpret (ἵνα διερμηνεύῃ).

Note how this verb is used elsewhere in the Bible:

Acts 9:36   Now there was in Joppa a disciple named Tabitha, which, translated (ἣ διερμηνευομένη), means Dorcas.  She was full of  good works and acts of charity.

Similarly, when the Letter of Aristeas (second century BC) refers to the translation of the Hebrew Bible into Greek, note the language employed in the narrative:

When the work was completed, Demetrius collected together the Jewish population in the place where the translation (τῆς ἑρμηνείας) had been made, and read it over to all, in the presence of the translators (τῶν διερμηνευσάντων), who met with a great reception also from the people, because of the great benefits which they had conferred upon them.…After the books had been read, the priests and the elders of the translators (τῶν ἑρμηνέων) and the Jewish community and the leaders of the people stood up and said, that since so excellent and sacred and accurate a translation (διηρμήνευται) had been made, it was only right that it should remain as it was and no alteration should be made in it. (Letter of Aristeas, 308, 310)

In Greek, the hermeneuo lexical stock (with or without the prefix dia) means “translate.”  I do not object to the Authorized Version using the English verb “interpret” in the early seventeenth century, since at that time “interpret” was used interchangeably with “translate,” much as it is today in the United Nations, where someone who works as “an interpreter” is, plainly, a translator.  But “interpret” in contemporary English ordinarily suggests a different task than translation--a task more akin to “interpreting” a Robert Frost poem, for instance--and English translations today would be better advised to say “translate” in the New Testament.  In the pluralistic, cosmopolitan culture such as existed in the first-century Mediterrean world, it was not uncommon for people to speak other languages than their own native language, not unsimilar to the situation in Europe today.  


Paul was delighted (especially delighted, as apostle to the Gentiles) that there were in many Christian assemblies people with the capacity to give praise, thanks, or instruction in different languages.  He insisted, however, that such vocalizations be translated for the benefit of those present who did not know such languages (1 Cor. 14:13).  This was due to his principle that all worship should be intelligent:  

1Cor. 14:14 For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays but my mind is unfruitful.  15 What am I to do? I will pray with my spirit, but I will pray with my mind also;  I will sing praise with my spirit, but I will sing with my mind also.


On this Pauline basis, the Protestant Reformers insisted that worship should be conducted in the vernacular languages and that the Bible should be translated into such.  That is to say, the Reformers believed that a biblical truth was at stake:  the truth that worship must be intelligible to be truly edifying.
  I concur with their judgment entirely, and I believe that Jesus taught the same principle when he warned about heaping up empty expressions in prayer:  “And when you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think that they will be heard for their many words” (Matt. 6:7).  We shouldn’t babble on in prayer, heaping up word after word that is essentially devoid of any intellectual content.


The question that concerns us here, however, is whether “intelligibility” means the same thing as “accessibility” and/or “familiarity.”  Must worship-forms be accessible to be intelligible?  Must they be familiar to satisfy the Pauline requirement that they be intelligible?  To raise the question is to answer it.  If Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina had never been translated into English, it would be unintelligible to me (and to others who do not read Russian).  It has been translated into English, and is, therefore, intelligible (and magnificent, but that’s another story).  Is it, on the other hand, accessible?  Well, it’s over 900 pages, and it moves along in a somewhat meandering fashion, intertwining two significant plot lines.  I suspect the typical American in the typical Evangelical church would not regard it to be accessible.  I doubt that one in a hundred such people has ever read it, and if they attempted to do so, many would quit early on, complaining that it was “too hard,” by which they would mean that it was not very accessible.  And, if we were to ask if it were “familiar,” the answer would be similar.  No, we today are unfamiliar with czarist, pre-Soviet Russia, with its social customs, pre-industrial agriculture, etc.  To read the novel is to enter a world that is far different from our own, with which we are almost entirely unfamiliar.  But this unfamiliar, inacessible novel is perfectly intelligible to anyone who is both literate and willing to expend a modicum of effort.


Let me quickly answer the objections that many readers will have just raised:  I am not saying (at least not here, not now) that our worship forms should conform to the style of the English translations of Tolstoy.  I am merely arguing the more-modest point:  That Paul’s insistence on intelligibility is not the same as insisting that worship-forms be accessible (“easy”) or familiar.  I am not (at this point) arguing that worship-forms should be difficult or unfamiliar; I am merely saying that worship-forms can and do satisfy the Pauline demand for intelligibility even if they are not especially accessible or familiar.  And if the Tolstoy example does not satisfy, let us consider the biblical Psalms.


If the biblical Psalms were not translated from Hebrew into English, they would not satisfy Paul’s criterion.  As the Letter of Aristeas indicated, it was necessary for them to be translated (in the third century BC) into Greek, and it is also necessary for them to be translated, for us, into English.  But are these English Psalms either accessible or familiar?  Well, if one has read them for almost forty years (as I have), they have become somewhat familiar; and if one has taught an introduction to the Psalms academically (as I have), they have become somewhat accessible.  But if we were to take the average contemporary American “off the street” as it were, and sit him down for the first time with a copy of the biblical Psalms, the average American would find them to be neither accessible nor familiar; but he would find them to be intelligible.  

Will we therefore exclude the biblical Psalms from worship?  Will the old Christian liturgical practice of employing the biblical Psalms in worship (whether read in unison, antiphonally, or responsively) disappear?  And if this practice disappears (and, in my judgment, it largely has disappeared), why?  The answer is simple:  Because they are not easily accessible and they are unfamiliar; they do not pass the Tolstoy test.  Once churches determine that accessibility and familiarity are appropriate liturgical criteria (on the mistaken ground that they must be so to be intelligible), people come to expect worship-forms that are familiar and undemanding.  Biblical Psalms, in such a context, are too foreign and too difficult; they do not fit, liturgically, in such a context.
  But these Psalms are just as intelligible today as they were thirty or forty years ago.  In any good English translation, they are perfectly intelligible; but they are not accessible and they are not familiar.  Poetry itself is now unfamiliar to our culture (Robert Frost, a virtual contemporary, is as inaccessible to our culture as are the biblical Psalms or a Tolstoy novel); and the frequent military, theocratic, agricultural and monarchical imagery of the biblical Psalms are entirely unfamiliar to many/most individuals today.  Indeed, such individuals think Psalm 23 is agricultural, when it is, in fact, monarchical.
  We are so distanced from that culture that we do not recognize the then-common reference to monarchs (or prophets, or other leaders) as shepherds.

English is still English; and it has undergone no substantial or revolutionary change in the last generation.  What has changed rapidly in that generation is the pervasiveness of consumerist/pop culture, and the comparative disappearance of high culture and folk culture.  Consumerist culture must be easily accessible.  You cannot sell Pepsi to people who have changed the channel to find a program that is more accessible.  Your programming must require little or no learning curve, if your programming is to be a vehicle for successful (i.e. profitable) commerical messages.  What has changed, that is, is not that English is no longer intelligible; what has changed is that we have become a consumerist/pop culture, and our sensibilities have largely shifted.  We are so accustomed to what is undemanding (i.e. accessible), we are so accustomed to that which is contemporary (i.e. familiar) that we are now largely out of touch with that which is a little demanding (novel and poetry have been replaced by television and web-surfing) or a tad unfamiliar (Kardashians we know; Kareninas we do not).

Let us indulge an argument ad absurdum:  Suppose we were to concur in the implicit belief that worship-forms should be familiar and accessible.  Where would we stop?  Would the least literate in our congregation have veto power over our worship forms?  Need every form employed in worship be entirely familiar and/or accessible to our least refined members?  Should the Apostles’ Creed be replaced with:  “See God Save.  Save, God, save!”?  In some circles, this has already happened.  Forty years ago, about twice annually, churches would sing “Jesus Loves Me” in the morning worship service, as a gesture towards the young children in the church who could not yet read.  Today, in many churches, nearly every song every week is theologically, literarily, and musically less sophisticated than “Jesus Loves Me.”  The adults in such churches are routinely employing worship-forms that are less sophisticated than a children’s hymn from just a generation ago; and perhaps because we have confused intelligibility with accessibility.

As I have argued elsewhere,
 contemporaneity is a value (and, in my judgment, an unbiblical value), a value that is promoted agressively by commercial forces, because it then becomes the currency by which everything else is sold.
  “New” is the most common adjective employed by Madison Avenue, because if we can be persuaded that newer is better, our old possessions must be discarded and new ones purchased in their place.  But notice that “familiar” and “contemporary” are almost synonymous.  The assertion that worship-forms must be “familiar” to a contemporaneous culture is the equivalent of denying that they can be traditional (so much for Calvin’s “A Form of Prayers According to the Pattern of the Ancient Church”!).  Many portions of the church have unwittingly embraced the sensibilities and values of a contemporaneous, consumerist, commercial culture; and have baptized these values under the mistaken guise of intelligibility.

The question of how accessible, and the question of how familiar, our worship-forms should be is a fair question of pastoral care, a fair question of missions, and a fair question of good liturgy; and I am offering little counsel on the matter here.
  All I am suggesting here is two things:  First, intelligibility is not the same thing as accessibility or familiarity; and second, that accessibility and familiarity should not be the highest liturical criteria.  If they were primary liturgical criteria, the biblical Psalms would necessarily be excluded, in which case our admittedly post-literate culture would effectively become a pre-literate culture.

During my nine years of pastoring, I selected hymns on a weekly basis.  Accessibility became a de facto concern because congregational participation in worship was and is an important liturgical value to me.  Occasionally, when a hymn was set to more than one tune, I would select one tune over another because the other tune had unusual rhythms or difficult intervals; it was musically beyond our congregation’s ability.  Yet even here, the tune selected was not “accessible” in the sense of being familiar, or common to our cultural sensibilities.  The selected tune was still different from the kind of music commonly heard in our culture; and some learning curve was involved in learning to sing hymns per se.  Further, each week I put at the bottom of the bulletin the list of the hymns for the next week.  Any individual or family interested in becoming familiar with those hymns could look at them during the week, employ them devotionally, plink them out with one finger on the piano, or whatever.  Additionally, whenever I introduced a new hymn tune to the congregation, I asked the accompanist about four to six weeks earlier to play the tune as a prelude, postlude, or offertory in each service, so that by the time we actually sang the hymn, the tune had become somewhat familiar.  On occasion, the key signature in which a hymn was written was too high for most voices, so I would transpose the score into another key, a step or half-step down, and give this score to the accompanist so that the tune was more accessible to the typical worshiper’s vocal range.
  So I made those forms “accessible” to anyone who made even the slightest effort; and made them sufficiently “familiar” even to those who made little effort.  I did not make them contemporary, and I did not make them easy.

I was less concerned than John Frame was about music that “leaves us cold.”  Frame says:  “Music that leaves you cold does not enhance the communication of the gospel to you.…In any case, the church should seek music that does not leave the congregation cold--music that enhances its praises, preaching, and prayers; music that really edifies the people.”
  While I do not think an adequate psychology of edification has yet been produced (or, for that matter, an inadequate psychology of edification), I would be very suspicious of Frame’s equation of music that “does not leave the congregation cold” with “music that really edifies the people,” because there is much music that does not leave us cold that isn’t edifying at all.  People almost go berserk at live concerts by rock and rap musicians, so such music plainly does not leave them cold; but I doubt anyone would suggest that this is edifying.  As a tamer example, an unbelieving friend of mine, on my encouragement, once attended a live performance of one of my favorite works, the Brahms Ein Deutsches Requiem, and later recounted that he wept through much of the performance.  So Brahms did not leave him cold, but Brahms also did not edify him.  Further, as Frame himself says, “When music leaves someone cold, it is not necessarily the fault of the composer or the performer.  There are many reasons why music can fail to communicate, and often the problem is with the listener…”
  I concur with Frame, that some listeners are “left cold,” as it were, because they are literarily, aesthetically, or musically uninformed, parochial, or unadventurous.  Therefore, it was never my intention, when selecting hymns as a pastor, to avoid/evade leaving them cold.  Rather, it was to select material that was of a high literary, musical and theological quality (ordinarily proven by its widespread use in the church catholic), material that would reward effort, and would eventually not leave cold those who made such effort.  It did not and does not bother me that some very fine hymns leave one cold on our first hearing or two; this is often due merely to their unfamiliarity, which will be overcome in time.
And perhaps this is the real issue.  Perhaps the issue is not intelligibility, or accessibility, or familiarity; perhaps the issue is one of effort.  Does participation in corporate worship require (and therefore reward) effort?  More pointedly, should participation in worship require (and therefore reward) effort?
  Should those who prepare beforehand have a richer experience than those who do not?  Should those who arrive early, and read over the bulletin (and/or the hymns or Scripture readings) thoughtfully, have a richer experience than those who do not?  If we are to love God with all of our heart, all of our soul, all of our mind and all of our strength, is it proper to engage almost none of our heart, soul, mind or strength in worship?  That is, when some promote the alleged value of worship forms that are “accessible” or “familiar,” are they unwittingly promoting worship forms that are easy?  The Psalmist reminded us: “The LORD looks down from heaven on the children of man, to see if there are any who understand, who seek after God” (Psa. 14:2).  And the apostle Paul described rebellious humanity by the opposite of this:  “No one understands, no one seeks for God” (Ro. 3:11).  
I wonder if those who promote worship-forms that are easily accessible (i.e., require little to no effort) do so because on occasion a visitor has commented/complained that the worship forms were too difficult or too unfamiliar.  I can certainly imagine that this may have happened to some pastor somewhere (though it never happened to me in nine years).  But why should the objections of a visitor (unbeliever?) regulate the dialogue between God and His people that we call “worship”?  Indeed, how do we even know that the stated concern is the real concern?  Is it not possible that, when a visitor complains that the forms were “difficult,” he really means that they were religious, and he is not?  And should we not take this as an excellent evangelistic opportunity?  If a visitor were to say that the forms employed in worship were “difficult,” should we not then say that following Christ is even more difficult--that it may require surrendering mother, father, sister, or brother?  If, as some suggest, “all of life is worship,” then is the Christian life easy?  Is taking up a cross daily easy?  And if our religion per se is not easy, if our religion per se is difficult, why should our worship be otherwise?

The late John Haddon Leith of Union Seminary in Virginia commonly taught that the Christian religion is a tradition, and that it hands itself on from generation to generation primarily by its corporate worship.  Corporate worship, as Leith understood it, shaped the religious experience more profoundly than anything else; and each particular Christian tradition shaped its constituency by its particular way of worshipping.  Worship, understood this way, was/is a large “meta-message” that informs and shapes our religious experience profoundly.  If our worship forms are not merely intelligible, but easy, familiar, and accessible, what message does this send about God’s rigorous demands and/or His majestic transcendance?

The entire Christian tradition agrees with the Pauline teaching that worship should be intelligible; it should be conducted in the vernacular language.  But neither Paul nor the remainder of Scriptures teach that the forms of worship should be accessible or familiar, and surely the Scriptures do not teach that the Christian faith or life are (or should be) easy.  In the original apostolic generation, Paul’s letters were read in the public assemblies.  Yet the apostle Peter, who lived in that culture and spoke its languages, stated that some of the things in those letters were “hard to understand” (2 Pet. 3:16).  Apparently, then, in the original apostolic church, some of the forms employed in worship could lawfully be “hard,” even for those who were Christ’s original disciples, even for those upon whom He built His church.  If they were hard for Peter, we can assume they were even harder for the average person.  Paul’s letters were intelligible, but they were not necessarily accessible, either for his generation or for ours.  The biblical Psalms, similarly, were not easy/accessible to most generations of the Israelites who cited them.  Many were and are complex, artistically and theologically; yet they were properly employed in God’s worship, because they were indeed intelligible.

I recognized when pastoring, and I recognize now, that the choice of which forms of worship to employ on a given Sunday is challenging.  I also acknowledge that if a given form is so inaccessible as to frustrate diligent worshipers it must either be avoided altogether, or employed with some assistance (e.g. by having the accompanist play it several times in the weeks beforehand, or by transposing it into a different key).  But if the worshipers are not diligent, if they wish the church to treat them as marketers do, assuring them that the “customer is always right,” then I think they should be left behind on occasion, as a gentle chastisement for their failure to recognize their own high role in the dialogue of worship.  “Have it your way” may be a successful marketing slogan; but it is not, for that reason, a compelling liturgical canon.

If ease of use, or easy accessibility, or familiarity, were the same as intelligibility, traditional hymnody would be unbiblical in our pop-music-dominated culture; it would not satisfy the Pauline criterion of intelligibility.  Yet, to my knowledge, no one has argued that traditional hymns are unbiblical in this sense.  But if they are not unbiblical on this score, then there is nothing biblical at stake in prefering to employ contemporary worship music; the choice to do so is not in the interests of worship that is more biblical.  

Indeed, even some of the defenders of contemporary worship music promote the wise use of traditional hymns; and, in John Frame’s case, defend only a limited use of contemporary worship music.  The most-forgotten sentence in his book (by both his proponents and his opponents) appears on the very first page, where he says the purpose of his book is to explain some characteristics of contemporary worship music, “and to defend a limited use of it in Christian worship” (emphasis mine).  Yet most of those who refer to his arguments promote either an exclusive or prevailing use of contemporary worship music.  I believe this dis-connect between Frame’s stated purpose and the purpose to which his book has been put to use is this:  Our culture is so commercial, so surrounded by market forces that say “Have it your way,” that we have come to expect that everything will be designed to accomodate our current sensibilities; that nothing will stretch us or make us work.  My only general point in this brief essay is that there is no biblical reason to accomodate such sensibilities; and my specific point is that the Pauline requirement of intelligibility does not require worship forms that are easily accessible or familiar.  If a case is to be made for accessibility or familiarity, it must be made on other grounds.

� One of the highlights of my seminary education was the privilege of studying under John M. Frame, himself a student of the linguistic philosophy.  Whenever I asked a blunderbuss question, Prof. Frame always gave a rifle answer.  My poorly-framed, imprecise questions were always answered with razor precision (and with Prof. Frame’s characteristic charity, I might add).  If irony is permissible in a footnote, it is interesting that the linguistic philosophy of the twentieth century was also called “ordinary language philosophy,” though many of us would say that the language of Wittgenstein and his followers was anything but ordinary!





� Those interested in a refutation of the common notion that Luther promoted contemporary and/or familiar musical forms should consult Paul S. Jones. Singing and Making Music:  Issues in Church Music Today (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2006).





� Time does not permit a digression here, but if it did, I would observe and argue that Paul did not say that prayer or song needed to move us emotionally to be edifying; he said that it had to be intelligent/intelligible to be edifying.  Our Romanticisist, sentimentalist culture intuitively (yet erroneously, in my opinion) suggests that worship-forms must “move” us, emotionally; and that, if they do not, they are not edifying.  Neither Paul nor Jesus said any such thing.





� I won’t attempt to make the case here, but I will simply record my own opinion that the prayers of Thomas Cranmer, as we discover them in the Anglican Book of Common Prayer, are utterly superior in this regard to the kind of mindless prayer-babble that so characterizes the prayers heard in so many Evangelical services in the free church movement.  Neither Paul nor Jesus ever said that spontaneity in prayer was virtuous per se; each, however, did indicate that prayer should be intelligent, and Jesus said that it should not consist of numerous “empty” words.





� The now-common practice of citing a small portion of a Psalm, and repeating it, is particularly disturbing.  The Psalms are carefully-crafted; they have unity as literary wholes.  To cite a portion of a Psalm without its context can even distort its meaning significantly, as when “This is the day the Lord has made” is divorced from its reference to the suffering Mediator:  “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.  This is the LORD’s doing; it is marvelous in our eyes. This is the day that the LORD has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it” (Psa. 118:22-24).


� Apparently, Phillip Keller made the same mistake when he wrote A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23; a more apt book would be A Second Millenium BC Monarch Looks at Psalm 23.  Keller’s book has many fine insights in it, but the title is unfortunate.


� Why Johnny Can’t Sing Hymns:  How Pop Culture Re-Wrote the Hymnal (Philippsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2010), esp. chapter eight, “Contemporaneity as a Value.”





� In John Frame’s helpful volume about contemporary worship music, he claims that many of the objections to contemporary worship music are raised on cultural grounds, rather than biblical grounds (bibliographic information at end of note).  I would suggest that such culture-criticism is a requirement of biblical texts such as Romans 12:2:  “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.”  Is not a text like this a virtual biblical mandate to analyze culture carefully, in order to resist conformity to it, and to be transformed into values, attitudes and practices that conform to God’s will?  If the Scriptures demand intellectual maturity, for instance (“Brothers, do not be children in your thinking.  Be infants in evil, but in your thinking be mature” 1 Cor. 14:20), and we live in a paedo-centrist and anti-intellectual culture, is is not our biblical duty to notice that anti-intellectualism and paedo-centrism are contrary to God’s will, and to resist conformity to them?  Similarly, if we live in a consumerist culture, where everything is easily accessible and undemanding, is it not right to raise the question of whether such a value is consistent with the teaching of the Holy Scriptures?  And is it not right to resist conformity to such values?  Cultures differ, and therefore the Scriptures themselves do not and could not analyze particular cultures for us, explaining to us where they do and do not conform to God’s revealed truth.  But the Scriptures do command that we undertake this culture-evaluating task; and therefore cultural claims cannot be dismissed, as Frame dismisses them, on the ostensible ground that they are not biblical.  They are, at a minimum, an attempt to fulfill and apply Romans 12:2.  Frame and others are certainly welcome to try to make a case that anti-intellectualism is a good value, or that consumerism is a good value, or that paedo-centrism is a good value; this would be perfectly fair.  But they cannot dismiss such culture-analysis out of hand, and surely cannot do so on the grounds that such analysis is not “biblical.”  In Frame’s case, he is careful not wish to defend anti-intellectualism; to the contrary, he rightly recognizes that some of the forms we employ in worship are demanding.  Refering to 1 Cor. 14, Frame rightly says:  “Paul does not say here that everything in worship must be perfectly and immediately understandable to everybody.  According to verse 35, some aspects of worship led women in the Corinthian church to ask questions during the meeting.”  Cf. Contemporary Worship Music:  A Biblical Defense (Philippsburg, NJ: P&R, 1997), p. 17. 





� The alleged “updating” of traditional creeds and confessions in the last twenty years is another evidence of this confusion.  The marvelous first Q&A of the Heidelburg Catechism until recently concluded “…and maketh me heartily willing and ready, henceforth, to live unto Him.”  This has now been replaced with “sincerely willing,” even though “sincerely” does not mean the same thing as “heartily,” and even though “heartily” is not an especially difficult English adverb.  “Sincerely” is not more intelligible than “heartily;” but it is more contemporaneous, more likely to be employed today.  So, under the mistaken guise of the criterion of intelligibility, contemporaneity has actually triumphed.  The newer versions of the Apostles’ Creed suffer from the same defect.  They have created liturgical chaos (we either cite different versions from memory or must flutter through the hymnal to find the creed) on the ostensible ground that “the quick and the dead” was unintelligible, when in fact, it was slightly archaic, but perfectly intelligible.  I don’t believe one person in the history of the human race actually thought that Olympic sprinters would be singled out for judgment at the return of Christ.  It insults our intelligence to suggest that we cannot understand what “heartily” or “the quick and the dead” mean.





� But I will tease.  One of the interesting things about Paul’s reasoning in 1 Corinthians 13 is that he mentions a truism, almost in passing, as the means of making another point.  Yet the “truism” for his generation is not necessarily a truism for ours.  Let me just cite the apostle’s truism, and allow the readers to ponder whether the truism is true in our culture:  “When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I gave up childish ways” (1 Cor. 13:11).  A little later, he said to the same childish Corinthians:  “Brothers,  do not be children in your thinking.  Be infants in evil, but in your thinking be mature” (14:20).


� Though un-noticed by many people, one of the substantial improvements in the new/red Trinity Hymnal over its predecessor was the large number of hymns that had been transposed into a more-singable key.  I recall reviewing/comparing the two when the new one appeared, and almost 200 tunes had been transposed to be more singable to the typical voice.  F-naturals had all but disappeared, to be replaced by E-naturals or even E-flats.





� Contemporary Worship Music, op. cit., pp. 19, 20.


� Contemporary Worship Music, op. cit., p. 19.





� The parentheses here are not insignificant.  It is a commonplace (even recognized by Nike) that “No Pain No Gain.”  That is, what does not require effort does not reward effort.  Stated positively, that which requires effort rewards effort.  One reason people can spend a lifetime reading and meditating on the biblical Psalms is that they are artistically and theologically demanding/rewarding.  That is, to garner their richness requires substantial effort; but since they are rich (artistically and theologically), they reward such effort.  Good worship-forms should be like the Psalms; one should be able to spend considerable time and reflection over the course of a lifetime and be rewarded for the effort.  One should find continual insight in the details.  I recall reflecting some years ago about a clause from Martin Luther’s “A Mighty Fortress,” in which it said, “Were not the right man on our side, the man of God’s own choosing.”  Because of the parallel statements, I wondered if they were genuinely parallel, the first meaning the same as the second, as in “Jeter is the right infielder for the Yankees.”  But in the original, the adjective was rechte--“just, upright, acquitted.”  In the original, Luther’s intent was to call attention to Christ’s righteousness, His uprightness, His fulfilment of God’s will, His active obedience.  So, even studying the definition of a little word like “right” can reward the thoughtful worshiper.  Similarly, consider the hymn “Thou who wast rich beyond all splendour.”  Each of the first lines of the several verses has the preposition “beyond” (also “Tho who art God beyond all praising,” and “Thou who art love beyond all telling”).  The second syllable of this word, in each case, is the highest musical note in the phrase (indeed in the hymn itself).  Note then, that the musical note is “beyond” the other notes; and note the aptness of the musical “beyond” to the lyrical “beyond.”


� Is it not cynical, perhaps even uncharitable, to assume that our congregation is too stupid, indifferent, or lazy to make sense of worship-forms that other believers have found edifying for hundreds of years?  Would it not be more charitable to err on the side of aiming a little too high rather than a little too low?  When John Broadus, one of the nineteenth century’s most able pastors and educators died, notice was taken not just among the Southern Baptists, but throughout other Christian communions also, because his writings and ministry had been so useful to the entire church catholic.  Prof. Wilkinson, from the University of Chicago, also reviewed Broadus’s life, and one of the things Prof. Wilkinson noticed was that Broadus never “aimed low,” as a preacher; he always aimed high.  He respected those to whom he preached:  “It is the respect of a man who re�spects himself, as he also respects you, with nothing of the disagreeable effect of flattery.  You insensibly respect yourself more, not the self that you are, but the self that you ought to be, and that you now begin to feel as if you might be.  And it is that ideal man possible, rather than the far from ideal man actual in you, that the preacher himself treats with such grave, such pathetic respect,” (Homiletic Review [Aug/Sept, 1888]).  Such liturgical respect strikes me as being more consistent with the Christian duty of charity than its alternative.  It is remarkable to me that Dr. Broadus was known for this liturgical respect, and perhaps equally remarkable that Dr. Wilkinson had the acuity to notice the trait.
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