This article first appeared in the Spring 1990 issue of Focus on Worship, a former publication of WELS Commission on Worship, James Tiefel, editor. Later it was reprinted in the July 1990 Northwestern Lutheran.

Trends and resources may change over the years, but the insights of this article are still useful for us today.

But isn't that Catholic?

by James P. Tiefel

The issue was raised again at a recent teachers’ conference. In a workshop on teaching worship to children, I had encouraged participants to use the Sampler’s musical settings of the psalms in their classrooms. The workshop had just ended when a teacher asked a very pleasant but obviously frustrated question. “All my life I’ve been taught that chanting was Catholic,” she said. “How can I convince myself and other people that it’s all right for Lutherans to chant the psalms?” Her question was a variation of a question which hundreds of WELS members have asked when they have been introduced to new worship forms. I’ve heard it asked about the phrase “And also with you,” about white robes and freestanding altars, as well as about the Sampler’s psalm settings. The same question will be asked again when the new Evening Worship service appears with the printing of the pastor’s chant lines. “But isn’t that Catholic?” someone will wonder. How are WELS pastors and worship leaders to answer that question?

“It’s not Catholic at all”

That’s the easiest answer and it is also the most accurate. The chanting of the psalms was a part of the worship of believers 1500 years before anything resembling Roman Catholicism appeared on the scene, and scholarly research indicates that the Sampler’s settings may not be so different from what Old Testament believers heard and sang. The man who first suggested a freestanding altar was not some Roman pope, but Dr. Martin Luther (cf. Luther’s Works, Vol. 53, p. 69). Luther also spent a great deal of time and energy revising the chants for the Epistles and Gospels so that the Sunday lessons could be chanted by the pastor in German. The chanting of liturgical dialogue (pastor and people back and forth) was part of German services in our synod even in this century. Christian pastors wore white vestments long befog the church came under Roman influence and long after Luther’s reformation. Many customs which people perceive as being “Catholic” are actually very Christian and very Lutheran!

“We use many Catholic forms”

Isn’t that the truth! It doesn’t take a liturgical scholar to notice the similarities between our Lutheran liturgy and an English version of the Roman Mass. Again, it was Luther who saw to it that the Reformation did not trample on the church’s traditions. Some of our favorite hymns were born in Catholicism, e.g., “On Jordan’s Bank the Baptist’s Cry” (TLH 63) [CW16] and “Holy God, We Praise Thy Name” (TLH 250) [CW278]. The three‑year cycle of Scripture readings, used by a growing number of WELS churches since 1973, shares many features with the Roman Catholic lectionary which was produced in 1969. Much of the contemporary Christian music on today’s market is being produced by Roman Catholics (e.g., Keith Green) and at least a few of the psalm settings by Marty Haugen, another Roman Catholic, will surely find their way into our hymnal and, we’re guessing, will achieve notable popularity.

“It only sounds Catholic”

Why do chanting and freestanding altars seem more Catholic than our liturgy, hymns, and lectionary? The easiest answer is that we’re used to the latter but not the former! But the answer is more involved than that. Many of our readers can remember an era when the Roman Catholic Church was seemingly dedicated to the destruction of Lutheranism. Rome refused to grant that a Lutheran (or any non-Catholic, for that matter) actually could be saved or even rightfully married.
Thousands of Lutherans who became engaged to Catholics were coerced by priests into signing nuptial agreements in which they promised not to interfere with the Catholic education of their children. Pastors and teachers made a valiant effort to instruct lay people about the doctrinal differences which existed between Catholicism and Lutheranism, but often as not the differences inform and style were easier to identify and understand than the differences in doctrine. People could see that Catholics had saints days and altar boys and that Lutherans did not, that Catholics chanted and Lutherans sang and that Catholics wore white and Lutherans wore black. A look into the hymnal or a history book would have disproved all of those perceptions, but the popular piety in that era, needing the lines between Catholics and Lutherans drawn clearly, cleanly, and easily, held onto the perceptions tenaciously. Given the circumstances, it’s easy to understand why a whole batch of customs and forms, many of which were actually just as Lutheran as they were Catholic, came to be disowned and despised in the conservative Lutheran church.

“So what if it’s Catholic?”

That’s a better response than it may seem at first glance. There can be no doubt that Roman Catholicism still holds to a false theology. But neither the church nor its members are completely without the gospel. What does it matter if a Lutheran paints a picture of Christ or a Catholic paints a picture of Christ so long as both pictures say about Christ what the Scriptures do? Martin Luther set the pace for the churches of the Reformation when he let it be known that he would throw out of worship whatever harmed the gospel and bring into worship whatever proclaimed the gospel. He wrote,

The service now in common use everywhere goes back to genuine Christian beginnings, as does the office of preaching. But as the latter has been perverted by the spiritual tyrants, so the former has been corrupted by the hypocrites. As we do not on that account abolish the office of preaching, but aim to restore it again to its right and proper place, so it is not our intention to do away with the service, but to restore it again to its rightful use (LW, Vol. 53, p. 11).

Luther was not willing to part with any form that had to do with the gospel, and he wasn’t so concerned whose tradition it was. In his day and ours, gospel is gospel, whether carried by Gregorian chant, Lutheran hymn, or American folksong. Jews chant the psalms, for that matter, and we certainly aren’t going to stop using the psalms! On the other hand, we are determined, as Luther was, to eliminate whatever is opposed to the gospel or makes it unclear. It can’t help but amaze one that some of the same faces which scowl in disgust over chanted psalms will grin from ear to ear over an old revival hymn that blatantly denies the Bible’s doctrine of conversion!

“Let me explain”

The issue is quite easy for the mind to grasp, but that doesn’t make it a simple issue. The perception that certain rites and ceremonies are symbols of Roman Catholic heresy developed, in some cases, over many years and may even have been reinforced by well-meaning church leaders. People need time to analyze and redirect those perceptions and that’s why none of the answers suggested by this article’s headings is really adequate. No pastor, teacher, organist, choir director, or church elder should expect that fears of false doctrine so firmly felt will dissolve into thin air. Efforts to push and prod may well confuse pious believers and cause actual harm to their faith. “Make haste slowly” is always good advice, and especially so in matters which are neither commanded nor forbidden by God.

On the other hand, “make haste” is also good advice. Both our present liturgy and the three‑year lectionary entered our synod amid charges of “catholicizing” and yet our congregations have been enriched by these forms. There are many rites and customs not now in use in our churches which could bear similar fruit. The key ingredient is education, first for ourselves and then for our people. Let the leaders be the first to part with imprecise perceptions and then let them carefully and thoroughly teach their people from God’s word, the Lutheran confessions, and Luther himself. Speaking of hymns, the reformer once asked in a lighter moment, “Why let the devil have all the good tunes?” We might paraphrase and ask, “Why let non‑Lutherans have so many fine customs which rightfully belong to Lutherans and to all Christians?” Perhaps with patience and education the day will come when more WELS members can enjoy more of the symbols and ceremonies of Christian worship without wondering if the use of such signals the loss of the gospel!

Pastor Tiefel serves as professor at Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary, Mequon, Wisconsin. 
[The following material was not part of the published article.]

* Since this article was first published several scholars have challenged the claim that Luther ever said this. Here's the beginning of one article.

Did Luther really say, "Why should the devil have all the good tunes?" In newspapers, books and videos, proponents of popular culture in Sunday worship attribute it to Luther. Their attribution is oft repeated, but standard reference books say it comes from the Reverend Roland Hill. Do these "Lutherites" know something the reference books don't? Give us your reference in Luther's works so we can set these editors straight.

Many other Lutherans consider it a pseudo-Luther quotation. They know it does not fit well with other Luther quotes (one source for quotations about music is Carl Schalk's monograph, Luther on Music: Paradigms of Praise)... [Dr. James Brauer, "The Devil's Tunes,"  Concordia Journal, January 1997, pp. 2-3.] The Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, 3d ed. (Oxford University Press, 1979), p. 251, attributes the remark about the "devil's tunes" to Rowland Hill, a Methodist revival preacher.

Dr. Joseph Herl calls it a myth that "Luther wrote hymn texts to be sung to popular tunes and drinking songs."

It is almost an axiom in the popular imagination that Luther, in order to further congregational singing and make his hymns more attractive to the people, used or adapted pre-existing secular melodies, even drinking songs. The well-known question "Why should the devil have all the good tunes?"-said by English preacher Rowland Hill (1744-1833)-is frequently attributed to Luther."

In truth, of all Luther's hymns, only one, Vom Himmel hoch, da komm ich her [From Heaven Above], is known to have had a secular origin. He altered it from the popular song (not drinking song) Ich kumm aus frembden landen her [I Come from Foreign Lands]. But he wrote it for the annual children's Christmas pageant, not for use in a church service. At first the original secular tune was used, but Luther apparently had second thoughts about this, as he wrote a new tune for the 1545 hymnal. It is Luther's new tune that has come down to us...

[Cross Accent: Journal of the Association of Lutheran Church Musicians, Summer 2000, p. 40.]

See also: The Devil's Tavern Tunes 

