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Protestant Hymns
Get a group of Tridentine Mass devotees together, and sooner or
later the subject of hymnody is sure to come up. Even among
otherwise likeminded individuals, differences of opinion are sure
to arise on the choice of music sung at Mass.
Let’s frame this discussion by identifying what is universally
acceptable and unacceptable at a Traditional Latin Mass. We have
mentioned in a previous column that an Offertory Hymn must be
in Latin, as rubrics prescribe Latin to be used for anything
“inside” the Mass. Essentially all Latin hymns are acceptable, as
the relatively few that exist have long been used in the Mass. That
leaves the Entrance and Recessional Hymns open to (but not
requiring) the vernacular.
It’s easy to identify what is unacceptable: Many modern hymns
cannot pass muster because of: 1)
Cocktail-lounge melody (e.g.: “Be Not
Afraid”); 2) Pop music style (“All Are
Welcome”); 3) Lyrics excessively focused
on oneself and not God (“Gather Us In”);
4) Presumptuous “Voice of God” lyrics (“I
Am the Bread of Life”); 5) Lyrics that
dilute or skirt true Catholic theology (“Gift
of Finest Wheat”).
Likewise, it is easy to identify hymns that
just “feel” Catholic, either through their
longstanding use in Catholic liturgy
(“Holy God, We Praise Thy Name”), or by
their impeccably Catholic lyrics (“Hail,
Holy Queen Enthroned Above”).
Differences in taste enter into the picture
with certain Catholic hymns. Some
consider “On This Day, O Beautiful
Mother” and its May crowning ilk too
sappy. But popular demand has resulted in
their being played nonetheless.
Then there are the so-called “Protestant” hymns. This term means
different things to different people. Virtually everyone agrees that
“Amazing Grace” is a Protestant hymn, for example. It has Baptist
origins, and its lyrics speak of a clearly non-Catholic theology,
that of salvation by grace alone. It may be a fine hymn, far less
offensive that some modern compositions used in Catholic
parishes, but it is inappropriate for the Traditional Latin Mass.
Debate eventually seems to settle on one hymn in particular: “A
Mighty Fortress Is Our God”. This hymn was composed by
Martin Luther, father of the Protestant Reformation. As a result, to
many, it is the quintessential Protestant hymn. However, on closer
examination, its lyrics express nothing opposed to Catholic
teaching. They speak of the reality of Hell, something many
Catholics should contemplate more. Furthermore, its melody is as
formal and inspirational as any “acceptable” Catholic hymn.

The previously discussed remarkable music program of the
Boston Archdiocesan Choir School at St. Paul Church in
Cambridge, Massachusetts regularly performs “A Mighty
Fortress” and has included it in the hymnal they publish, Hymns,
Psalms, and Spiritual Canticles. If liturgical music scholars such
as Ted Marier and John Dunn consider this hymn acceptable, that
is strong endorsement for the rest of us to use it.
Other hymns that make some people uncomfortable include “Lift
High the Cross”, “O God, Our Help In Ages Past”, and “When I
Survey the Wondrous Cross”, because their composers and/or
lyricists were Anglicans. Like “A Mighty Fortress”, these hymns
say nothing contrary to Catholic teaching; since their authors’
names are not readily recognized, thus they are often used in
Catholic settings. They are not “flagship” Protestant hymns and
thus don’t raise eyebrows like Luther’s masterpiece. We use such
hymns frequently.
A recent discussion thread on the Catholic
Answers Liturgy Forum points out that even
some of the hymns thought of as clearly
Catholic actually have Protestant origins. For
example, “Holy, Holy, Holy”, “O Sacred
Head Surrounded”, and “Hark! The Herald
Angels Sing” have melodies, lyrics, or both
composed by Protestants. Yet those hymns
express Catholic beliefs more clearly than
many of the modern hymns composed by the
“St. Louis Jesuits”. If we ruled out the use of
any hymn by a Protestant author, we might
end up with a very small selection,
indeed…a greater problem.
Things get all the more confusing when we
consider that Johann Sebastian Bach,
composer of so many great and inspiring
organ preludes, fugues, and toccatas, was not
Catholic. Virtually every Tridentine Mass
site makes extensive use of Bach’s works.
And some of his pieces were absolutely
meant for Catholic use, for example his Magníficat. Are we to
walk away from his vast body of work just because of his faith?
Extending the thought, should we even be in the church edifice we
are in, when non-Catholics participated in its building? Of course
not. We must draw boundary lines in reasonable places.
Our music program endeavors to employ the best hymnody
available to us. “A Mighty Fortress” is an excellent hymn which
we would like to add to our rotation. But at the same time, we do
not wish to upset or scandalize anybody by its use. So far, we
have resisted using it, but perhaps we are overreacting. For all we
know, some of you may want us to use it. Come up to the choir
loft after Mass and let our organist know your thoughts on this
matter, pro or con. Whether or not we eventually use “A Mighty
Fortress”, rest assured that we intend to employ solely music that
expresses the undiluted truths of the Holy Catholic Faith,
regardless of its origin.

Questions? Comments? Ideas for a future column? Please e-mail info@windsorlatinmass.org with your thoughts.

