Modernizing Sacred Music: Is There Any Good News?

In his engaging yet intensely depressing bGbkirch Music TransgresseRev. Francis P. Schmitt did

not mince words in describing the deplorable sbatshurch music. His lack of optimism for the frgu

was well summed up toward the book's end when loéewtSo maybe there will be a great liberation one
day, but we shall not see it.Monsignor Schmitt went to his eternal reward %94, and indeed did not
see it.

Part | : : The Greatest Theft in History

Admittedly, the horrors are still with us. Openamy major Catholic publication and see that
even to this day they are not ashamed to offeuasiag selection after astounding selection. Qftere
can see the secular tainting of “Broadway” influesian these modern church compositions by noticing
melodies (and | use the term loosely) that cortiathnotes beyond belief:

Example A. Carey Landr@bba! Father! mm. 5-13
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Example B. David Haa¥,ou Are the Voicanm. 36-44.
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Example C. Bob Hurd/Jnless a Grain of Wheamm. 12-21.
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Most modern compositions compensate for the commjsdsek of melodic sense by extreme
syncopation, frequently tying short notes to longes (even sixteenth notes to whole notes!):

Example D. Paul InwoodRemember Your Mercy, Lgrohm. 1-4°
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Re-mem- ber, re-mem-ber your mer-cy Lord. Re-mem-ber, re-mem-ber your mer-cy Lord.
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Example E. Roy Coonefpo Not Fear to Hopemm. 1-5¢
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Example F. Michael B. Lyncihere's a Time, There's a Momemim. 1-9’
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Example G. Carey Landnj Time for Building Bridggsnm. 1-8®
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In an effort to imitate revolutionary composersli®travinsky, many go out of their way to change
meters as well as syncopate:

Example H. Tom ConnAnthem mm. 5-9°
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Example I. Tom BootHh, Will Choose Christ®
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I  will_ choose love, I choose to serve.

Indeed, this reaches such heights that it is al@®dtthe different hymnals in our pews are trying
to “out-syncopate” one another:

Example J.Free at Last*
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Example K. Gerard ChiusanOn This Mountainmm. 1-7*2
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If such pieces are performed well, they should poedn the listener a strong desire to jump up on
his pew and start dancing wildly. This gives aeda the worst aspect of all these pieces: thetity
with which they treat sacred textslow dare we sing the holy words to such trite andezular
melodies? The use of these compositions will continue tstidey the faith of all who partake.

The great majority of selections in our modern Githhymn books remind one of the tunes used

10 Glory and PraisgPortland, OR: OCP Publications, 2003), no. 45%9cdept is the end of the third verse and beginiihg
the refrain.

11 Glory and PraisgPortland, OR: OCP Publications, 2003), no. 562cdept is the first verse and beginning of theaiefr

12 Breaking BreadPortland, OR: OCP Publications, 2002), no. 367.



on the children's show “Barney and Friends.”

Example L. Stephen Janddass of Redemptigmm. 1-8%3
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Example M. Erich Sylvestegtay With Memm. 21-28*
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® stay with me, pray with me, leave all your blues in your shoes at the door.

In the wake of the council, modernist composersrad to be providing music that would help
the congregation sing (and anything was justiftliis end)> Yet the music these composers offer is
infinitely harder and more awkward to sing tharr @gample) Gregorian chant. Often such music
contains bizarre syncopation:

Example N. Erich Sylvestethe Lord's Prayermm. 9-18'°
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The curious thing is that no one sings these piaseagritten. For example, a careful study of the
syncopation inThough the Mountains May Fdilly Dan Schutte shows that congregations natuajiysad
the words “mountains” and “love” in the first litecause Schutte's writing is so rhythmically awklvar

Again in contrast to Gregorian chant, modern chuncisic often has an extreme range in which
very few human beings are comfortable singing.sT$usually the case when a modern composer cannot
write a nice melody, and compensates for this lnyguside leaps, numerous key changes, and

13 Word and SongSchiller Park, IL: WLP Publications, 2001), no.221

14 Glory and PraisgPheonix, AZ: North American Liturgy Resources, 493%. 87.

15 These same composers continue to propagatestti@tithe only acceptable post-Vatican Il piecegtaose that can be
sung “by the entire congregation.” This notionwewer, is madness, because “the entire congredatimot sing
anything. There are some people who simply casingt and nothing can change this. To speak dfethére
congregation” singing is like speaking of the “emttongregation” becoming pregnant. | fear thag¢nvimost people use
this phrase, they envision a type of congregatipaticipation akin to chants that happen in faditetadiums. True:
everyone present participates in those chants.thuts the “lowest common denominator” of musiot the Church's
heritage of sacred music. Nor is it “true art'Rigs X said sacred music should be. Alas, howna&¢he church musician,
having composed a Responsorial Psalm refrain weacimot be instantly learned by every member ottrgregation,
admonished by his priest not to write music “tisasa difficult for the people.”

16 Glory and PraisgPheonix, AZ: North American Liturgy Resources, 49%. 120.



chromaticism to make his piece more interesting. Eagle's WinggMichael Joncas) has a range of an
eleventh, whild Am the Bread of LiféSuzanne Toolan) has a range of a twelfth!

Perhaps saddest of all, we have reached a poinkevpiseudo-church ditties (which include
Buddhist-reminiscent humming) by a non-Catholicugr¢the Taizé community) seem to many as “ultra-
conservative church music” because they use Latincammon chords!

Example O. Jacques Berthi@doramus Te Dominenm. 1-4Y
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| am here not even delving into the lyrics includedur modern Catholic hymnals, which grow
more bizarre (*O You who taught the mud to dreamidre trendy (“No, no, no, no, no, no, no, Gods no
dead” with required finger-wagging), and less Gedtered (“This little light of mine, I'm going tetlit
shine”) with each passing day. Nor do | mentiow moany anti-Catholic hymns are included in our
books (which is, of course, the natural outcomsoofmany non-Catholics being placed on Catholic
hymnal editorial boards). Furthermore, | haveewsn touched on such genres as “Praise and Worship”
or “Rock,” which (I am told) are used in Catholicuzches quite regularly without the least bit cdirsie.

Let it be understood, then, that in most placesathmusic has reached an absolute, unthinkable,
unspeakable low. The only Mass setting known bZatholic parishes in this country was composed by
a Lutheran. The reader could doubtless add husdnedle titles to the atrocities mentioned above.

What do all of the above examples have in commesides the fact that none of them should be
used under any circumstance in a Catholic chdtcAPthe most basic compositional level, we can say
that each is rhythmically driven and rhythmicalbngposed. This is evident in that most of theseqsie
cannot be sung without a strong, rhythmic accommpant by a percussive instrument (whether piano,
guitar, or handbells) to keep the constant beatgydi

| believe that | can sum up the root problem wiahrauch of our modern church music. The
second Vatican Council ordered composers to buildral preserve the sacred musical heritage of the
Church, but this decree was not implemented cdyresttually, it was confused and distorted beyond
belief. Composers in the wake of the council theewevery vestige of the Church's musical heritag®
made this rhyme their motto: “Anything goes, agjlas it's new — and differs from stuff before Vatic
II.” Should we be surprised that when modernisiisnapted to replace sixteen centuries of sacredomus
overnight we ended up with poorly-constructed estttompletely at variance with everything that came
before?

The key to grasp is that most modern church compog#her know nor love the sacred
heritage. They have not a clue about Gregoriantcrad would struggle to write a three-part exerais
sixteenth-century counterpoint. To listen to atirerMass chanted in Latin for them would be

17 Worship(Chicago: GIA Publications, 1986), no. 548.

18 These banal, secular, trite melodies are inhigrenfit for church. Article 60 oMusicam Sacrambsolutely forbade the
use of any music “even if only for experimental pases, which is unbecoming to the holiness of thegp the dignity of
the Liturgy, and the devotion of the faithful.”

19 | have often been berated as a “piano hater” wieaplain to people the great wisdom Pius X shoimefdrbidding the
piano from church, since it is an emotional, frma$, percussive, and secular instrument. As soengti made pianism
his life for many years, | can only respond thevie the piano very much . . . but not in church!



unbearable. In these circumstances, then, it woraer that Broadway pop songs and negro spisitual
are sung in our churches.

This age of “anything goes” has got to end. Theneer was nor could be a more reprehesible
theft than happened in the post-conciliar Churdmgnvmodernists robbed Catholics of their musical
heritage. | call on those with a greater knowledfmusic than | possess to expose the charlatans b
writing a scholarly exposé, analyzing the inhearhpositional techniques which make such musid unfi
for the Church. This should be done first of all the sake of justice. Secondly, however, such an
exposeé would be appreciated the world over by goasts. These are priests (with little training i
music) who often approach me and show me musichiise

Example P. Carey LandrBloom Where You're Planteghm. 5-1C%°
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They then say to me, “This music sounds so unfitif® in church, but I'm not a musician so |
cannot explain why.” It is the obligation of faitih church musicians not only to assure them that a
melody can be “inherently unfit” for use in churtiut also to provide scholarly and clearly-artiteith
musical justifications! Vague principles are of very little use in thésees.

Part Il : : Good News about Legitimate Modern Compaers

In spite of all of this, let there be no doubt thatew springtime has arrived, led by an intelligen
holy, andmusicalPope, who chose the name of a saint who rebdilirew(Benedict). This Pope
endorses the words of John Paul II:

With regard to compositions of liturgical musianbke my own the “general rule” that St Pius X folated in these
words: “The more closely a composition for chuagiproaches in its movement, inspiration and satr@iGregorian
melodic form, the more sacred and liturgical itdm@es; and the more out of harmony it is with thgtreme model,

the less worthy it is of the templé*”

To this end, our Holy Father said on 24 June, 200& possible to modernize sacred music, but
it should not happen outside the traditional pdt@gorian chant and sacred polyphonic choral aiusi

However, to speak of the modernization of churclsigid must touch briefly on the history of
western music and distinguish the legitimate tradg of what Pius X called “true art” (at the begirg
of his 1903 instruction). At one time, a very gqadce to find “true art” was at the higher centafrs

20 Glory and PraisgPheonix, AZ: North American Liturgy Resources, 49p. 131.

21 As Franz Liszt said so well, “It is easy to hawesical opinions, but only the mature musician pgasent reasons for those
opinions.”

22 Chirograph of the Supreme Pontiff John Pauliltfie Centenary of the Motu Propiioa le Sollecitudinon Sacred Music,
article 12.



culture and learning (conservatories, collegescedrhalls, etc.). However, there can no longeae
doubt that “art music” (especially at the univershas taken a horrible turn. An example of tloesning
direction music has taken can be seeA Winter Carolby composer Richard Higgins (which is one of
the milder examples of contemporary concert music):

Any number of people may perform this compositibhey do so by agreeing in advance on a duratiothfor
composition, then by going out to listen to fallisigow.

The history of twentieth-century music aboundsuohsabsurditie€’s and every possible absurdity can now
be called “art music,” whether the performance ®iasplucking out one of your eyes five years from
now” (Takehisa Kosugi), tossing an Anti-personngpd CBU Bomb into the audience (Philip Corner),
or sending picketers with blank signs onto a callegmpus to chant the wdreier around a bonfire

“until each person can no longer participate” (HeubDlivero). In the face of these compositiortgjadly
absurd pieces like John Cage's 4'33" (1952) oksvemploying minimalism, serialism, visual scores,
twelve-tone technique, atonality, or indeterminaegm rather conservative!

Today's musician, therefore, could easily be caduabout what is a legitimate “modernization”
of sacred music. Is it in the school of the twethticentury composers referred to above, who faemo
than a hundred years have judged music by the tetxtevhich it shocks and disturbs audiences? $urel
not.

| would like to make the reader aware of a greakvadmne by legitimate modern composers of
“true art.” This is theNova Organi Harmoniawhich is a 2,500 page set of Gregorian chant
accompaniments created in the 1940's by the Catpaifessors at what is today called the Lemmens
Institute of Leuven. Words cannot describe themfagnce of this work? To point out but a few
amazing features of this work:

* The principle contributors were Church music ledgeMsgr. Jules Van Nuffel, Flor Peeters, Marinesldng, Staf
Nees, and Jules Vyverman.

» The work is from first to last a masterful andteuitative example of Gregorian harmony and vdézaling, and the
entire 8-volume collection is done in a comgdietmified style.

* The editors created a wonderful and beautifuhoetof notation, specifically for the Gregorian nhéound in the
Vatican Edition.

* No matter how many times a particular chant mgisdepeated (for example, ttdoria Patri at the end of each
Introit, Gradual melodies, the Christmidteluia, or verses of Gregorian hymns) it is always retwanized in the
most amazing and musical way.

Perhaps this collection seems too incredible toru but | give my assurances that it extsisd
it changed my life. Many people know Flor Peettthod of Gregorian Accompanimebut they do
not realize that book is nothing but an explanatibhis earlier project®

Going back to what the Popes have said about sawsit, | wish to stress as much as | possibly
can that, to be a legitimate Catholic composer,manstknow and lovethe Catholic heritage of sacred

23 The reader is referred husic Since 194&Elliott Schwartz and Daniel Godfrey, 1993) ahdentieth-Century Music
(Stefan Kostka, 1999).

24 More information about the NOH can be found i ‘tmtroductory Material” at [ http://chabanelpsalorg ].

25 Unfortunately, this magnificent work has long heat of print.

26 “When the Nova Organi Harmonia is submitted tietailed examination and to a comparative studth grieatest interest
we will publish a practical manual of our Gregoremtompaniment. It will be the methodological &sis and will be
useful to this work.” — From the preface to teva Organi Harmonigp. 7).



music. Another way of saying this would be: “Uniilu have sung through the liturgical year in
Gregorian chant numerous times, been inundatedtinghmusic, and studied page after page of all the
great masters of Catholic polyphony, please dshotw me your liturgical compositions.” The
professors at the Lemmens institute truly knewlamdd the Catholic heritagé.When modern sacred
music is in continuity with the past, it can bevganderful.

In the preface to thlova Organi HarmoniaMsgr. Van Nuffel says that his group did not imde
to slight the earlier work of the Lemmens InstituteeOrganum Comitanscreated by the Desmets and
Depuydt in the 1910's. One of the reasons he doragbe creation of thBlova Organi Harmonias that
“the musical art has evolved since then, producertgain undeniable advantages and influencing all
composition, including Gregorian harmony.” By campg the two editions, one can easily see the
beautiful improvements:

Example Q. Introit Verse “Vias Tuas” : : First Slay of AdventOrganum Comitans

Example R. Introit Verse “Vias Tuas” : : First Siay of AdventNova Organi Harmonia

We see thaDrganum Comitans a less smooth accompaniment, and one that Higtzces
chords underneath soprano notes without regattetoverall shape of the phrase. Nwra Organi
Harmoniais much smoother (with the aid of colorful seveciiords) and pays much more attention to the
grand phrase, creating an incredibly artistic aquamment.

| believe that one of the most important developisen legitimate modern Catholic composers is
the use of colorful seventh chords, especiallynior-minor seventh chord (mm7). Now, the Major-
minor seventh chord (a.k.a. “dominant seventh”) ltesn in common use since about 1600AD, and was a
great destroyer of the modal system. Giovanni @hlwas an early proponent of the Major-minor
seventh (Mm7) and used it to beautiful effect, withdestroying the modal system. However, theseed
were there even before Gabrieli and MonteverdireHgan instance where Lassus (Gabrieli's teacher)
employs a Mm7:

27 As did so many other legitimate Catholic compsssuch as Duruflé, Franck, Fauré, Tournemire, Widerne, Guilmant,
and even Saint-Saéns.



Example S. Orlando Lassus (d. 158@nedicam Dominum qui tributnm. 33-37.

On the other hand, it took hundreds of years faralhcomposers to start unabashedly employing
mm7 chords. This has always puzzled me, sinceiBsarece composers were hinting at its use in the
sixteenth century (if the harmonies were slowed mavbit):

Example T. Orlando Lassus (d. 15%gnedicite Gentesnm. 9-10.

Example U. Giovanni Bernardino Nanini (d. 1594udate Puerimm. 39-41.

Example V. Annibale Ziolo (d. 1592\nimam Meam Dilectapmm. 48-49.



Example W. Francesco Surigh@. 1621)Magnificat Secundi Tonimm. 23-24.

Many will look at these examples and claim thaythee simply the results of voice leading. Be
that as it may, instances like these still lech éventual use of these chords, because listemeees
already hearing theound of these chords, albeit for a split second. Ireothords, is there really that
much difference between the two versions in Exam{le

Example X. Orlando Lassus (d. 159%agnificat Secundi Tonm. 44.

The mm7 chord, then, is not a “jazz chord” as sbae claimed. It is a legitimate development
to modal harmony. Indeed, chant melodies oftetirutnm?7 chords:

Example Y. Salve ReginaMode |, from theEditio Vaticana “Ad te suspiramus.”

In any event, as we saw in Example R, the mm7 cisdithdamental to modern modal harmony
according to th&lova Organi Harmonia creators (much more so than than Major-Majorlaaitd
diminished seventh chords) and they could not pawduced the work without #t.

With the reader's indulgence, | would like to ird#ua piece that shows how the beautiful

28 Suriano studied with Palestrina and Nanini and avliey player in the questionable revision ofGnaduale(a task
originally entrusted to Palestrina and Zoilo).

29 Neither could Dom Gregory Murray have composeddinarkable modal interludes without the heavyleympent of
these beautiful seventh chordsit(rgical Interludes: 100 pieces for orgaKevin Mayhew Ltd., 1998)



developments in modal harmony can enrich moderhdliatmusic:

Example Z. Jeff OstrowskiKyrie for the Dedication of John Paul Il High Schao 2006

(Example Z and an audio version of this can be acce  ssed by returning to the initial page:
http://lalemantpolyphonic.org/home/article_sacra/ )

This piece is as contemporary as they come (siaoe 25 years old). | did not attempt to “do
anything” (use counterpoint rules, or imitate tlast). It is not neo-classicism or a parody ofghst. To
speak truth, 1 simply sat down and wrote what sedngbod. Yet, | use all the voice leading of the
Renaissance, and the influence of chant is nevemfay. How is this possible? If | am a chilctiod
age, should not my music sound as progressiveras@® like Lucas Fos¥?It is possible because | love
and study the traditional music of the Churchavdspent years singing chant and polyphony andhgla
through theNova Organi Harmoniaand never wish to stop sounding the depths ofdatinolic treasure.

If all of us embrace this heritage, what is theréetar? Suddenly, the issue is no longer “novelty”
and “copyright,” but simply universal beauty thhbsld be enjoyed by the whole Church. Becaushef t
availability of scores these days, none of us nasxause to neglect this music. For example, gojo
major university music library and you will findelcomplete works of numerous masters: Guerrero,
Marenzio, Rore, Gabrieli, Manchicourt, Byrd, alomigh numerous complete editions of Palestrina and
Lassus. Nancho Alvarez has put every score Vic@ver wrote online in several formdtsieffrey
Tucker of the Chuch Music Association has madeghnds of pages worth of ravkisica Sacra
documents available for fr€e The list goes on.

There is so much to admire in legitimate moderretigyments of sacred music. There is also a
certain “freeing” of contrapuntal rules. As Vanflélisays in the preface to tiNova Organi Harmonia
(page 6):

In basing our work on the principles duly estatdishwe did not believe it necessary to strictlyexdho those

principles without permitting exceptions. Thus, &&sthetic reasons, we have not removed certtin &ind octaves,

the elimination of which would have caused mangatidant resolutions, nor have we absolutely conéehthe free
entrance and the resolution of certain dissonances.

And, indeed, if one looks hard enough through thges of their work, one occasionally finds
parallel fifths or even parallel sevenths:

Example A2. Excerpts from tidova Organi Harmonia

30 I once had an octogenarian composition teacleastat me for not responding to modern composérsthier Schonberg,
Berio, or Bartok, | can't remember). He screani€dis is ridiculous! | shouldn't have to be consiimng you to get
modern! I'm four times your age, and I've been enodince the 1960's. Stravinsky was an old manwiur grandfather
was alive!” He could not accept the fact that namsttemporary, revolutionary music did not captviiite young.

31 Visit [ http://www.upv.es/coro/victoria/partitisdntml ].

32 Visit [ http://www.musicasacra.com/ ].



But the “freedom” to which Van Nuffel refers careate passages of astounding beauty. Example
BB shows an excerpt from a piece | arranged fotesi The piece is based on the organ accompaniment
found in theNova Organi Harmoniawhere Van Nuffel harmonized each verse of thil-laeown
melody in the most astounding way:

Example B2. Jeff OstrowskD Filii et Filiae, mm. 7-12.

(an audio excerpt of this arrangement can be access  ed by returning to the initial page:
http://lalemantpolyphonic.org/homef/article_sacra/)

It is never too late to reclaim our amazing Cathbkritage by admitting with St. Augustine, “Sero
te amavi, pulchritudo tam antiqua et tam nova, seamavi!™®

Jeff Ostrowski received his B.M. in Music Theory from the University of Kansas in 2004, and went on to do
graduate work in Musicology. He is director of the Corpus Christi Cathedral Schola Cantorum, teaches at John Paul
Il High School, and works for Corpus Christi Watershed, a not-for-profit Catholic artists' Institute. Currently pursuing
a Masters in Education, he was recently married and lives with his wife Cynthia in Texas.

33 “Too late have | loved thee, O beauty so an@edtyet so new. Too late have | loved thee!” -ABgustine Confessions
Bk.10:27.



