CALVIN’S UNDERSTANDING OF
PSALM-SINGING AS A MEANS OF GRACE

Ross J. Miller

The only music in the Genevan liturgy reformed under the leadership of John Calvin was
that of versified vernacular psalm texts sung to simple melodies by the congregation in unison
without accompaniment. No hymns were sung. There was no provision for choral or
instrumental music. To those acquainted with the rich tradition of Protestant hymn-singing and the
contribution of choral and organ works to the experience of Catholic, Lutheran, and Anglican
worship, the Reformed use of music seems austere and odd.

For many this sparse use of music reflects Calvin’s dour spirit and narrow biblicism. A
seventeenth-century Jesuit critic accused him of creating a “completely dry” religion “conformed to
his temperament.! The most influential of Calvin’s detractors has been Orentin Douen, author of
Clement Marot et le psautier huguenot, a two volume work published in 1878-79. His judgments
have dominated appraisals of Calvin’s attitude toward music for more than a century.

The pope of Geneva, spirit dry and hard, logician and intellectual to an extreme,
Calvin lacked that warmth of heart which made Luther so loveable...his theology
without feeling...is the enemy of all pleasure and of all distraction, even of the arts
and music.2

Historians of church music have continued to rely on Douen. Even Calvin scholars, the editors of
the Opera Selecta, for example, refer readers to these volumes for information about music in
Calvin’s liturgy.3

Others, however, have defended Calvin, arguing that the austere nature of Genevan music
was the result of circumstantial pressures rather than a reflection of his personality. Emile
Doumergue, followed by others, most notably Marta Grau and Leon Wencelius, suggest that if
Calvin had been able to pursue his musical ideals without the handicaps of external persecution and
internal political conflict, Reformed music might have developed more fully.4

Certainly, everything that happened in Geneva in Calvin’s time did not conform to his
wishes. For example, he yielded to Genevan custom which limited the Lord’s Supper to four
Sundays a year rather than the monthly observance he chose in Strassburg.5 With regard to music
in worship, perhaps it was amazing that Geneva had any at all. The Reformation arrived in the city
by way of Berne and Zurich without music in its liturgy. The Genevan city council rejected
proposals for psalm-singing first issued by Calvin and Guiliaume Farel in 1537, then taken to the
magistrates of Berne and approved by a synod in Zurich in 1538.6 Though psalm-singing was
instituted on his return to Geneva in 1541, Calvin was stll at odds with the city council concerning
the music of the Psalter ten years later.”

Calvin’s Efforts to Introduce Psalm-Singing

Nonetheless, even taking such struggles into account, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that
the practice of church music which developed in Geneva reflected the desires and efforts of Calvin.
From the beginning of his work as a reformer Calvin believed in the power of psalm-singing. In
the “Article concerning the Church of Geneva, 1537,” which he at least co-authored with Farel, we
have this proposal:

It is a thing very expedient for the edification of the church to sing some psalms in
the form of public prayers through which one may pray to God or sing his praise so
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that the hearts of all might be moved and incited to form like prayers and to render
like praises and thanks to God with similar affection.8

Calvin used similar language at the Synod of Bermne (1538) where psalm-singing was one of
several matters of church discipline and practice in dispute. Psalm-singing, it appears, was among
the issues which led to the departure of Farel and Calvin from Geneva in 1538.9

Soon after becoming pastor of the French church in Strassburg, and able to shape the
liturgy according to his own preferences, Calvin began work on a Psalter. He fit melodies used in
the German church in that city to thirteen metrical psalms by Clement Marot and six psalm texts of
his own. The Song of Simeon, the Ten Commandments, and Apostles’ Creed, versified by
Calvin, were also included.!® Later editions of the Strassburg Psalter included the liturgy and a
preface which reveal Calvin’s passion for “discreet songs teaching the love and fear of God.”

In these psalms it seems to me that you will have much which will be useful for
holy teaching, as well as praises and thanksgivings to God, and exhortations to
hope in the divine goodness and mercy. Furthermore you will find in these psalms
other things which will serve as a good example to give your neighbor, for
stimulating the reading of holy scripture, and as St. Paul teaches us, for singing and
speaking psalms to the Lord.!!

Returning to Geneva on September 13, 1541 Calvin began at once to develop proposals for
reconstituting the Genevan church. New ordinances, approved on November 20 by general
referendum, show that singing was to be part of the new church order.

It will be a good thing to introduce church songs better to incite the people to pray
and to praise God.12

The first Genevan Psalter appeared in 1542 with a preface by Calvin. Another edition appeared a
year later with an expanded preface, Calvin’s fullest statement about liturgical music and music in
general.’3 Other editions followed, the final form of the Psalter being achieved with the 1562
edition printed two years before Calvin’s death.

Pierre Pidoux’s collection of correspondence, city council and consistory records,
publication notices and other documents related to the formation of the Psalter shows Calvin’s
continuing involvement in the development of both texts and music. Calvin encouraged the
employment of Marot, then Theodore Beza as “poets in residence” to versify the entire Psalter.14
Likewise, he strongly supported the office of cantor—teacher and director of music. Calvin sided
with Louis Bourgeois, the best known cantor, in a controversy surrounding the psalm tunes he
composed for the 1551 edition.!5 Calvin also recommended the publication and use of
Bourgesouis’ treatise on music, Le droict Chemin, designed to help people sing the new psalm
tunes.’

Calvin worked diligently to institute practical measures to foster psalm singing. Before he
actually began to develop a psalter Calvin imagined ways to teach such music. Children were the

key:

If some children, whom someone has practiced beforehand in some modest church
song, sing in a loud and distinct voice, the people listening with complete attention
and following in their hearts what is sung by mouth, little by little each one will
become accustomed to sing with the others,17
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This suggestion was incorporated into the 1541 Ordinances:

At the beginning one should teach the small children, then with time all the church
can follow.18

The cantor was above all “he who teaches the children to sing the psalms of David in church.”19 -
Children also practiced psalm-singing each day at school. The rules of the Academy of Geneva
required students to “exercise themselves in singing psalms” each day following dinner at
eleven o’clock.20 On Sundays between the two services people were encouraged to sing psalms.
Families were asked to practice the psalms designated for worship before they came to church.
Before the Table of Psalms appeared in the 1549 Psalter, someone from each family was expected
to check the notice posted on the church door advertising the psalms scheduled for each service.21

With this abundant testimony to his efforts on behalf of psalm-singing, it is hard to reach
any other conclusion than this: Calvin knew what he wanted in church music and worked to
achieve it. Though many persons were involved in the development of the Genevan Psalter—
poets, musicians, pastors, even politicians—this unique liturgical music was ultimately
orchestrated by Calvin,

Calvin’s Musical Rationale

But why did Calvin want this sort of church music? In the “Articles of 1537,” his Psalter
prefaces, and the discussion of singing in the section on prayer in the Insritutes, Calvin provided
two answers: psalm-singing was 1) the practice of the early church and 2) useful for stimulating
piety.22 Like other Protestant reformers of the sixteenth century, Calvin wanted to restore the piety
of the apostolic age which had been submerged, he believed, in the superfluous and misguided
practices of the Roman church. He attempted to design a liturgy “according to God’s words,”23
and entitled it “The Form of Prayers and Church Song...according to the custom of the ancient
church.”?4 Calvin, however, in preparing the Genevan liturgy, was less worried about recovering
the original order of the primitive church’s worship, than with the proper understanding and use of
it.

Moreover, if we wish to honor truly the holy ordinances of our Lord, which we use
in the church, the principal thing is to know what they contain, what they were
meant to say, and to what end they tend, so that their use might be helpful and
salutary, and as a result, rightly ordered.?5

Though some rites were clearly instituted by Christ and recorded in the New Testament, the
primary concern was that the outer form of the ceremony adequately and appropriately express its
spiritual content.28 The Christian community, Calvin believed, was to order its cultic life in such a
way that “all confusion, barbarity, obstinacy, turbulence, and dissension is eliminated.”27? The
same general scriptural guidelines also guided the choice of music for worship.

Calvin’s liturgical and musical views mirrored the thoughts of other reformers, including
some Catholics. Desiderius Erasmus and Thomas More, as well as Luther and Bucer, argued for a
simpler style of worship, where the word of scripture could be more clearly declaimed.28 Calvin’s
musical ideas were widely shared in his time. He was well acquainted with scriptural and patristic
loci classici with reference to music. He believed that music had great power to arouse human
passions, for good or ill. 2° Unfortunately, this force of music which the ancients knew and the
church possessed in apostolic times, was rare in the sixteenth century.

With many Calvin complained of a “murmuring” in the church’s song which rendered the
text unintelligible. Sometimes the murmuring was that of monks rushing through the required
Latin psalms, sometimes the reference was to elaborate polyphony in which texts overlapped and
competed for attention.39 Instrumental accompaniment only added to the confusion. A simple
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vocal music was best, humanist reformers agreed, because it supported the text.3! Like other
reformers, Calvin quoted I Corinthians 14:16 to emphasize the need for “intelligibility.” This
meant that prayer, including the music, must be in the language of the people.32 He emphasized
the role of the laity, and, with Bucer, chose to limit music to congregational singing.33

In one point, however, Calvin went beyond other reformers. While they stressed the
superiority of biblical texts for public prayer, Calvin limited church song to biblical texts. Was this
because he was trying to be faithful to the practice of the early church? Certainly. He did believe
that the first Christians sang the Psalms of David.34 However, we must not forget Calvin’s
second reason for psalm-singing: this ancient practice stirred piety.

The Dynamics of Reformed Worship

Though Calvin wanted to purify ceremonies to conform to an apostolic model, his
overriding concern was to establish disciplines which would be effective in restoring the quality of
piety he imagined had prevailed in the early church. His call for psalm-singing was strongly
influenced by his understanding of the process of divine regeneration among weak and sinful
humans. Redemption was, of course, God’s work. Persons are justified by faith through the
action of the Holy Spirit, then confirmed and increased in this faith by the continuing activity of the
same Spirit.3%

This latter process, sanctification, however, is long and difficult. The Christian life is
possible only because Christ is present through word and Spirit in the midst of human tribulatons.
Though Christians live in the world, they are oriented toward the heavenly life and the fellowship
with God which was their destiny before the Fall.38 This sanctifying action of the Spirit,
according to Calvin, was enabled through external aids.37 Great care must be exercised in the use
of these aids: “We may not invent whatever pleases us, adjusting our inventions so that Christ is
altered.” Rather, it is for God alone to show us the appropriate pattern, those externals which
serve as “‘a staircase by which the faithful might ascend into heaven.”’38

For what is the purpose of the preaching of the word, the sacraments, holy
gatherings themselves, and the whole external regimen of the church unless they
join us with God?3¢

Calvin gave considerable attention to those external aids appropriate for Christian worship
using St. Paul’s guidelines from I Cor. 14:40. Variations and changes in practice were permissible
so long as the “rule of love” was observed and the “entire use and purpose of observances was
referred to the edification of the church.”40

Beyond emphasizing the need for appropriate external aids in the process of sanctification,
Calvin described the function of these aids in his discussion of prayer, “the fundamental exercise
of God’s children.”#! This analysis is relevant to our topic because psalm-singing was classified
as a form of prayer in the “Preface to the Genevan Psalter, distinct from word and sacrament, the
other externals of worship.”4?

In ideal prayer the words were a response to the movement of the Spirit within. Christians
pray with “heart and mind” as well as tongue.43 To pray with “heart and mind” was a total
response to the Spirit involving the believer’s centers of feeling and thinking, The heart was the
primary contact point for the Spirit. Hardness or coldness of heart barred the movement of grace.
But the mind came into play at once, for true piety combined intelligence with feeling. In fact, the
heart could not fully respond to the Spirit unless there was understanding. To make prayer
possible the mind had to be free from distractions so that it could be focused in devout attention.44
The sequence in perfect prayer was heart and mind, then tongue.
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The tongue was not necessary in prayer, but since the tongue was created to display the
glory of God, it was quite appropriate that people should speak their praises. Indeed, when
Christians were filled with wonder and praise, prayers often broke forth into speech
unintentionally.45 Calvin also considered the tongue an aid for elevating the mind so that thoughts

did not stray in prayer.46

Prayer then, in Calvin’s view, was more than a response to the Spirit; it was also an
external aid to piety. Though affirming with Paul (Rom. 8:26) that the Spirit was “our teacher in
prayer,” he warned against “waiting listlessly until the Spirit overtake our minds.” Calvin urged
Christians “to seek the help of the Spirit” so that prayers might be fervent.4? And the way to this
divine aid was through the ordering of common prayers.48 This human regimen could not
command the Spirit, but it could awaken the hearts and minds of sinful people to the work of the
Spirit in their midst. In other words, though the ideal sequence in prayer was heart and mind, then
tongue, the proper use of the tongue might prepare the affections and thoughts for the action of the
Spirit. The way to right prayer was through prayer. And the spoken responses of the Christian
community as a whole—genuine responses to the Spirit—might function as vehicles to penetrate
languid hearts and distracted minds.4°

Psalin-Singing as an Exfernal Aid to Piety

Prayers, Calvin believed, might be spoken or sung in worship. Spoken prayers were those
given by the presiding pastor. The sung prayers were rendered by the people as a whole—the only
corporate verbal expressions in Reformed worship—though the prayers read by the clergy were
intended as presentations for the entire congregation.50 Calvin’s identification of psalm-singing as
prayer testifies to the importance of music in his litargy. Psalm-singing, indeed, had extraordinary
potential for penetrating the affective centers of worshippers where the Spirit might work
sanctification. The “Articles” (1537) declared:

We cannot conceive the advancement and edification which would proceed from it
[psalm-singing] except after having experimented. Certainly, as we are doing, the
prayers of the faithful are so cold that we ought to be very much ashamed and
dismayed. The psalms could incite us to raise our hearts to God and to move us

with such ardor that we exalt through praises the glory of his name.51
Five years later, after experimenting with psalm-singing in Strassburg, Calvin could state:

Axnd truly, we know through experience that song has great force and vigor to move
and enflame hearts to invoke and to praise God with a more lively and ardent
zeal.52

The Genevan Psalter, Calvin declared in its “Preface,” was designed to aid those who desire “to
rejoice decently and according to God, to look to their salvation, and to the profit of their
neighbors.”33

Ordering musical externals, of course, required special care because of music’s unique
power of expression. Like Luther and Bucer, Calvin saw music as a gift of God, but a gift easily
abused.

It is true that every evil word corrupts morals, as St. Paul says, but when the
melody is with it, this evil penetrates much deeper into the heart and enters within.
Just as through a funnel the wine is poured into the vase, so also the poison and
corruption is instilled in the depth of the heart by the melody.54

“What therefore should be done?” Calvin asked.
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The answer is to have songs not only decent, but also holy which should act as
spurs to incite us to pray and to praise God, to meditate up on his works so as to
love, fear, honor, and glorify him.55

And where did one find such songs? “The Psalms of David which the Holy Spirit dictated and
gave to him” was the obvious treasury of church music.56

By choosing biblical texts the church bypassed a certain potential for perversion. But the
Psalms, for Calvin, were more than “biblically safe.” These words of David had peculiar
relevance for the church. David marked an important stage in salvation history for Calvin. In
David and his descendants Christians could see “the living image of Christ.”57 The many
references to the Psalms in the midst of his New Testament commentaries testify to the centrality of
the Psalms in Calvin’s thought.58 According to Erwin Mulhaupt the Psalms were the only Old
Testament texts used for his Sunday sermons. Apparently the Psalms ranked almost as Gospel
texts.59 Furthermore, David provided the model for Christian prayer. His concerns were apt
intercessions for the church. David showed the church the necessity for allowing the word to
work unhampered by human obstacles.60 In particular, David was the guide to the new song
which God gives through the Spirit to his people.6? The Book of Psalms, accordin g to Calvin,
was “an anatomy of all the parts of the soul,” a mirror in which the entire human condition could
be seen.62 At the same time it provided ideal petitions and thanksgivings for Christians,3 and was
the perfect resource both in terms of the needs of one’s own salvation and the needs of one’s
neighbor.64 Calvin’s appraisal of the Psalms was more than objective and scholarly. He testified
to the comfort the Psalter had been to him during years of trial, 1549-1554 in an autobiographical
note in the preface to his Commentary on Psalms.65

If prayer could stir the heart to the action of the Spirit, sung prayer was even more
effective, particularly when the texts were the Psalms. For these were the words of the Spirit.
Calvin quoted Augustine: “When we sing these songs...we are certain that God puts the words
into our mouths as if he were singing in us to exalt his glory,”66

For Calvin, however, proper church music was not achieved only through the right texts.
The melodies had to be selected with similar care so that they were capable of bearing “the weight
and majesty appropriate to the subject.”67

And certainly if the melody be tempered to that gravity which is fitting in the sight
of God and the angels, and when it brings dignity and grace to the sacred actions,
then it has value for exciting the spirits of many into true zeal and ardor for praying.
Yet care must be taken lest our ears be more attentive to the melody than our minds
to the spiritual sense of the words.58

Music was among God’s great gifts damaged in the Fall. Through “common grace” artists could
flourish outside the elect community, but their exercise of this divine gift could not bring them into
fellowship with God. They could not hear the music of the creation. For the elect, on the other
hand, redemption through Christ was an opening of ears and eyes enabling persons “to sing with
the angels.”®9 In overseeing the development of the Genevan Psalter Calvin seems to have been
seeking grace-full tunes as well as texts.

In his first Psalter project in Strassburg, Calvin followed the common practice of fitting
known melodies to his chosen texts. But in succeeding editions, both in Strassburg and Geneva,
the tunes were designed to fit the texts. Genevan musicians composed melodies for the metrical
psalms. In Germany and England, as in our present day hymnals, most texts could be sung to
several melodies with matching meters. Not so with the Psalter, where the intention of both the
poets and composers seems to have been the uniqueness of each psalm. For the 150 Psalms there
were 130 distinct meters, and 110 different melodies. Most of the Psalms, therefore, could only
be sung to a particular melody, 2 melody that was created for that particular psalm. These
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melodies, furthermore, because they were newly-composed, did not refer the hearer to any other
text, secular or sacred, except its own psalm. The psalm tunes as well as their texts came to have
considerable authority in Reformed circles. Composers of elaborate settings of these melodies for
voice or instrument would assure their readers that the melodies had not been changed.”0

Why this “canon” of psalm texts and tunes? To a very great extent Calvin’s purpose seems
to have been pedagogical. He hope that the Christian community would memorize these texts so
that these words of the Spirit might be a resource for prayer in worship and in any circumstance.
The process of internalization was made easier because each psalm was carried by its own melody.

The Function of Psalm-Singing in Worship

Psalm-singing in public worship, Calvin believed, enhanced the work of the Holy Spirit in
a general way, freeing earth-bound human minds and hearts so that they could be lifted
heavenward for divine fellowship. However, he seemed to think that certain psalms were best for
assisting worshippers at various points in the worship experience. Psalm-singing was done
according to a Table of Psalms, prescribing specific texts and melodies for particular portions of
the Wednesday morning and two Sunday services. Though Calvin’s rationale was never spelled
out, we can surmise several roles psalm-singing was expected to play.

First, the opening Psalm was very likely thought of as an expression of the congregation’s
need for divine help, calling the people together confessing the power of God and their own
inadequacies.”’? Second, Calvin undoubtedly saw psalm-singing as an aid in preparing the
congregation for receiving the word in preaching by stirring hearts from earthly preoccupation.
The Ordinances of 1561 refers to the psalms sung before and after the sermon as “incitements to
prayer and praise.””2 Calvin hoped that through the power of the Holy Spirit the word might
become a living reality in the Christian community so that Christ would be present...as if God
were speaking directly with his people.”® The psalm-singing surrounding the scripture reading
and sermon might enhance the Spirit’s work in making the word effective.

Third, this singing was the appropriate response to the good news of God’s salvation.
Sounds of praise welled up in believers as they came to know God. Spiritual joy could not be
contained. Christ himself, in fact, urged them to make their praise audible, sang with them, and
led them in song.

...at the same time God becomes known to us his infinite praises sound in our
hearts and ears. And in the meantime Christ urges us by his example to sing them
publicly so that they might be heard by more persons. For it was not enough that
each one give thanks individually to God for the blessings he has received, unless,
making known the testimony of our gratitude openly, we should invite others to do
the same. And this teaching is a very strong stimulus enabling us to praise God
with a more fervent zeal, for we hear that Christ sings with us and is the chief
conductor of our hymns.”4

This passage emphasized the power of corporate Christian song. Individual Christians did
not simply arouse themselves through singing. They were stimulated to give thanks because of the
song of those about them.

Fourth, Calvin seems to have regarded psalm-singing as an ideal exercise during the Lord’s
Supper where the imagery of “fellowship with Christ” was most explicit.” In the Lord’s Supper
Christian hearts and minds were lifted above adoration of earthly elements to fellowship with the
exalted Christ.”® Psalms were sung by the congregation during the eating and drinking. In this
action the church was united with the angels, experienced the presence of Christ more fully than at
any other time, and stood before God. In this moment the alienation of the earthly and the
heavenly was overcome. Earthly things, the bread, the wine, and also the words and the music of
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the psalms, were employed as God originally intended—for leading persons into the divine
presence.’”

Psalm-Singing Connecting Church, Home, World

Though the primary purpose of teaching Christians to sing the Psalms was to enable them
to join fully in public worship, this musical treasure enriched their private and social lives as well.
Reformed Christians were expected to be persons of prayer beyond worship. Note the heading for
one edition of the Table of Psalms (1562): :

An index for finding the psalms according to their occurrence in the scheduled
activities of the church of God, or by which the private person can well find what is
the true use of the psalms.”8

There is considerable testimony that Calvin’s pedagogical methods were successful. Accordin g0
sixteenth century accounts, Huguenot soldiers and sailors were known for their psalm-singing as
they catried out their duties, and French Protestant martyrs faced death singing a favorite, or most
appropriate, psalm.”® A seventeenth-century Catholic bishop, Godeau, noted that “to know them
(the Psalms) by heart is among them a mark of their communion.”80

The regenerative effect of the word through the power of the Spirit could reach beyond the
church to every aspect of community life. Schools, homes, work places and town squares were
settings for psalm-singing. Genevan psalms became vehicles of witness and protest in the
1550s.81 And in private, Christians could avoid earthly distractions and keep hearts and minds
“lifted up” as they sang or hummed psalms. In times of crisis or in the course of ordinary labors,
the words of the Spirit could guide persons who had “the songs imprinted in (their) memories so
they never ceased to sing.”82

The Musical Role of the Reformed Laity

The music of the Genevan church, judged strange and spare by many historians of
liturgical music, was, it turns out, an ambitious and radical experiment. Calvin worked with the
poets and musicians of the Psalter to employ the ideals of sixteenth-century music theory in the
service of recovering the quality of music which he believed to have been that of the early church.

In limiting liturgical music to the Psalms Calvin affirmed an ancient tradition of the church
which preferred a liturgical music based on psalmody. Though hymns had value for personal
devotion, they were not appropriate for worship. From the fourth century the church developed a
music based on the Psalms which came to have an authority akin to Scripture. By the ninth
century Gregorian chant was recognized as the song of the Church. Other sacred music was
permitted, but only at the periphery. In religious communities the weekly recitation of the entire
Psalter was the cornerstone of piety. Monks knew the psalms by heart sung to prescribed patterns
of Gregorian tradition.83

Catholic reformers in the sixteenth century were concerned with the loss of the Gregorian
tradition. More elaborate compositions were replacing the simple chant. The declamation of the
biblical text had become secondary. Though Calvin as a “second generation” Protestant reformer,
could scarcely join those who called for a restoration of plainsong, he did establish a liturgical
music with texts limited to the Psalms and with melodies which had authority. Likewise, in
Geneva as in Catholic religious communities, a regular course of Psalms punctuated the linirgy. In
Benedictine practice, of course, the entire course of 150 Psalms was to be completed each week,
whereas the Table of Psalms in Geneva “completed the course” only twice a year.84 In contrast to
monks, however, Genevan psalm-singers were lay persons with worldly occupations. They could
not gather for prayer many times each day.85 And this fact may point to the most radical aspect of
the Genevan musical experiment: the high view of the liturgical potential of the laity.
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Prior to the Protestant Reformation, church music was limited to the clergy and trained
choirs of musicians. With the inroduction of hymn-singing in Lutheran churches, laity found a
role in the service. Trained choirs continued to sing more intricate music, but “even the rudest
peasant” could join in a German hymn.88 But in Geneva the laity became “the choir,” playing the
liturgical role once reserved for clerics and monks. Calvin did not view the music of the laity as
“lesser music,” but with many humanist reformers, saw this simple music as superior to elaborate
polyphonic works which obscured the text and mitigated the power of melody. Furthermore, this
music which graced their common worship, accompanied these lay persons beyond the gathered
community as a resource for continuous prayer as they lived in the world.
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