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Hymns as a Source of Renewal in the Anglican Church of Australia since the 1960s

 (Talk to Prayer Book Society, 2 April 2011,  Church of St John the Evangelist, Gordon)

Brian H Fletcher

Introduction

It may appear surprising that anyone would wish to address the Prayer Book Society on the subject of hymns. The Society after all is concerned mainly with liturgy and prayer. Quite apart from that hymns surely exist to be sung rather than talked about. I might have taken such a view but for the fact that I was invited some time ago to write the history of the Australian Hymn Book Committee. In the course of researching this topic I became increasingly aware of the fact that hymns have a significance extending well beyond their customary use. Congregational hymn singing is one of the great outcomes of the sixteenth century Reformation which spawned an upsurge of hymns and represented a major departure from the practices of the Roman Catholic faith. Hymns, as Luther realised were an ideal way of spreading the Christian message. But it is important also to recognise that, in addition to having spiritual significance, hymns possess cultural and social attributes. They form a branch of literature and deserve studying in this context. They have a theological and a cultural underpinning that sheds light on the denomination which produced them and the society into which they were born. They have an historical dimension which deserves to be examined. Hymns are, in fact, historical documents and much can be gained from treating them as such. They shed valuable light on the traditions of the various branches of the Christian faith and have the capacity to heighten our understanding of religious diversity. Here surely is ample justification for treating them seriously and speaking about them.

My object today is to look at the neglected question of how a succession of new hymnals affected the Anglican church during the years after the 1960s. But before doing so let me make a few more general observations about the use of hymns by Anglicans. They were for long viewed with suspicion by the church, particularly after the Methodists appeared on the scene late in the eighteenth century. The fact that hymns, many composed by Charles Wesley, were central to Methodism was an argument against their use by Anglicans. Anglican leaders for long viewed them as theologically suspect and as savouring too much of ‘enthusiasm’ which was mistrusted by church leaders. Gradually, however, these fears faded and Anglicans turned more and more to the use of hymns. A boost was given by the evangelical and Anglo-Catholic movements and during the second half of the nineteenth century, hymnals were produced best known among them Hymns Ancient and Modern, (or ‘Ancient and Mouldy’ as the book has more recently become known). and the English (later New English) Hymnal. These books were used in Australia and indeed were virtually the only ones available. Before the 1970s Anglican churches were almost entirely dependent on hymnals that were produced in England. Here was one of a number of signs of the Australian church’s subservience to its parent body in England.

The situation changed during the 1960s when there became available hymn books that had been produced in Australia and by Australians. They formed part of a world-wide explosion of hymnody that has continued until the present day. The number of Australian hymnals is too large for all to be considered and, in any case, many were of little significance. Three, however, stand out and it is on those that I shall focus. All  were the product of the Australian Hymn Book Committee which in the years after 1968 succeeded in putting Australia on the world map of hymnody. The Committee was extraordinarily active. In 1977 it produced The Australian Hymn Book which was an instant success and sold over one million copies, more it was said than any other Australian book. Some twenty years later a major revision incorporating a great deal of fresh material was published under the title Together in Song. During the intervening period an overseas version of The Australian Hymn Book was published. Entitled With One Voice it also came out in New Zealand complete with a supplement of New Zealand and Pacific Island hymns. Important too was Sing Alleluia which came out in 1987 and trialled fresh material. Companions were produced to accompany each of the hymnals. These were magisterial works which contained detailed information about each hymn, the author of the words and the composer of the music. All this was, by any standards a remarkable achievement made even more so by the fact that the Committee was composed of busy clergy and members of the laity who gave freely of their spare time and expertise. They deserve recognition, but unfortunately their work has not been properly acknowledged and remains hidden from public view.

Anglicans and the Hymn Book Committee

What part, then, did Anglicans play on the Committee and how did it come into existence? We will begin with the second of these questions. It is clear that by the 1960s the Anglican church had come to recognise that if it was to move forward with the times something needed to be done about hymnody. Existing hymnals were unduly oriented towards Britain and  reflected the history and ethos of that and other northern hemisphere nations rather than Australia. They tied the Australian church to a past that was beginning to be pushed into the background in Australia. Something needed to be done if a widening gap between church and society was to be averted.  The initiative was seized by General Synod.. In 1966, Bishop R.G. Arthur of Grafton, a former Methodist and a great lover of hymns, moved for the appointment of a small committee to explore the possibility of producing a new hymnal. Significantly he was chair of the Liturgy Commission which was beginning the task of prayer book revision. A new liturgy might need new hymns.

The committee was duly constituted  and began its work, only to find that a similar process was already going on among other denominations in Melbourne. The Methodists, Presbyterians and Congregationalists were moving towards forming a single united church and it was clear that they would need a hymnal acceptable to all. A joint committee was formed by the three denominations and began work in 1967. Upon learning of the Anglican initiative an invitation was extended to the Anglican committee to send a representative to the joint committee. This the Anglicans gladly did because their brief had been to explore the possibility of an ecumenical hymnal and they welcomed the opportunity to join with other denominations. The idea was approved by General Synod in 1969 and from that point Anglican representatives served on what became known as the Australian Hymn Book Committee.

Anglicans, in fact, came to play a key role in the work of the Hymn Book Committee. Lawrence Bartlett, successively rector at Enfield and Darlinghurst, was a noted church musician who played the organ at St Andrew’s Cathedral. He served as chair of the Anglican Committee, became secretary of the Australian Hymn Book Committee and was elected chairman after the Reverend Dr Harold Wood, a distinguished Methodist, retired in 1978. Owen Dowling, Bishop of Canberra Goulburn and formerly organist/precentor at St Saviour’s Cathedral, Goulburn, chaired the editorial committee set up by the Hymn Book Committee and involved himself in other activities until his untimely death in 2007. Neville Chynoweth, assistant Bishop of Canberra Goulburn and later Bishop of Gippsland used his love of church music and  knowledge of Anglo-Catholic hymns to make a major contribution to the work of the Anglican committee. The Reverend Dr David Cole who was actively involved in church music in Newcastle and Melbourne, took over as chairmanship of the Hymn Book Committee after Lawrence Bartlett died. Such people helped formulate editorial policy, determine content, select hymns and choose music. Nor was it only men who were involved. Several served on the various sub-committees Trisha Matthias who directed the St Nicholas Choir at the Anglican Cathedral in Newcastle, besides composing psalms and Mass settings, was appointed music editor of Together in Song. Ellaine Downie drew on her extensive experience to advise the Committee on children’s music and contemporary songs. The various hymnals reflected the ideas of such experts as much as they did those of other churches and resulted in the inclusion of numerous hymns drawn from the Anglican tradition.

Importance of new hymnals for the Anglican church
The fact that a group of highly motivated Anglican experts involved themselves in the preparation of new hymnals was significant, but it did not necessarily follow that the rest of the church was attracted by what they were doing.  The question arises  as to how the church responded and what influence the Hymn Book Committee’s initiatives had on the Anglican church as a whole. Did the availability of new hymnals affect the spiritual life of the church and breathe fresh life into it?  I propose to tackle this question by looking at a number of issues. The first relates to the state of the church since the 1960s. Then I would like to examine the important reforms that have occurred within the church during this period and relate these to the changes made to the hymn books. Finally, I plan to say something generally about the creative role of hymnody as a force in modern Australian Anglicanism. 

Let me begin by looking at the state of the church after the 1960s. At first glance it may appear as though the new hymnals did nothing for the church.  Such a conclusion seems to be forced on us when we look at what has happened to the church over the last few decades. The picture, as presented by many writers, is of a church in process of terminal decline. The days when it dominated the religious landscape have gone and it has lost its lead numerically to the Roman Catholic church. Young people have deserted the Anglican fold on an unprecedented scale, Sunday Schools have declined alarmingly, congregations are increasingly made up ageing people,  many of whom do not have long to live. Statistics show that the church has been losing roughly two per cent of its membership each decade and if this continues it will become a mere sect and eventually vanish. Demographics are not the only problem. Issues such as the ordination of women and same-sex relationships have proved deeply divisive. These have polarised a church already noted for the variety of its beliefs, and threaten to tear it asunder. Schism has so far been avoided but there is no guarantee that this will continue to be the case.

Closer examination, however, shows that this picture, valid though it is to some degree, is too one-sided and sensational. It is a view painted from outside the church and it ignores the striking developments that have occurred within its ranks, affecting almost every aspect of its life. These changes were made possible by the new constitution of 1962 which gave the church the freedom to revise its liturgy, adjust to local conditions and to become more Australian. It opened the way to an unprecedented range of changes. The liturgy was revised resulting in the publication of the first Australian prayer books whose appearance had unfortunate and unintended consequences for the Book of Common Prayer. The church changed its name to include that of the nation, drew its leaders from Australia rather than  the United Kingdom. It also adapted itself to the social changes that made the nation  less British, less discriminatory and more of multi-cultural and multi-faith. 

The Anglican church embraced and encouraged these changes and incorporated them into its own life along with others that recognised the new status of women and the spirituality of the Aboriginal people. What was virtually a rebirth of Anglicanism took place in Australia after the 1960s. This quite dramatic change exposes the hollowness of the views presented by unfriendly and often ill-informed critics. It provides clear evidence that the church, whatever its outward appearance, was still very much alive and open to new ideas. In the history of Australian Anglicanism the last few decades can indeed be seen less as a period of decline than of inner change calculated to prepare the church for a better future. Hymns, in my view, played an important part in this process. In order to sustain this view I would like to look in more detail at the new hymnals.

What was innovative about the hymnals?

1. Ecumenical

The first point that needs to be stressed is that they were unique, so far as Australia (and to some extent the rest of the world) was concerned, in being ecumenical. This is scarcely surprising given the composition of the Committee. Every member, believed in ecumenism and among them were some of the leaders of the movement in Australia. The two who stand out were the  Methodist father and son, Harold Wood and the Reverend Dr D’Arcy Wood, both of whom played a key role in the negotiations leading to the formation of the Uniting Church in 1977 and were involved in the World Council of Churches. It is important to remember that the Hymn Book Committee was in large measure the outgrowth of efforts by the Methodist, Presbyterian and Congregational churches to unite and of a desire by these churches to involve as many other denominations as possible. No less enthusiastic were Anglicans such as Lawrence Bartlett and Owen Dowling who worked hard in the cause of ecumenism.

At first they had only limited success so far as the composition of the Hymn Book Committee was concerned, but in 1974 the Sydney Roman Catholic Archdiocese, after learning about the contents of the proposed hymnal, appointed representatives to the Committee which in agreed to add a supplement of Catholic hymns to the hymn book. No further additions to membership occurred until work began on Together in Song. Attracted by The Australian Hymn Book and its ecumenical character, the Churches of Christ and the Lutherans appointed representatives to the Committee. By no means all denominations were involved. The Baptists went their own way and the Continuing Presbyterians withdrew from the Committee shortly before the new hymnal appeared. Despite this Together in Song was more ecumenical than The Australian Hymn Book and had a wider appeal.

This was important so far as the Anglican church was concerned. Hopes of bringing about reunion had long existed and efforts had been made to form links with Protestant denominations. Hopes of a rapprochement with the Roman Catholic church grew after that church held out the hand of friendship to separated brethren following the Second Vatican Council of 1962 to 1965. It is true that some Anglican evangelicals opposed the idea of moving closer to Rome and turned their back on what they described as ‘ecumania’, but most Anglicans welcomed the prospects of resolving differences. Dialogue with the Roman Catholic church took place and individual parishes explored  ways of coming together with their Catholic counterparts. Pulpits were shared, covenants were formed and mutual hostility, once so strong, quickly faded. 

The new hymnals fitted well into what was going on within the Anglican church in the field of ecumenism. They contained many Roman Catholic hymns which came to form part of Anglican worship, thereby holding out the possibility of increasing understanding of the Catholic tradition. The same was true so far as other denominations were concerned. Numerous hymns by Charles Wesley and other Methodists were included along with others that originated elsewhere. Lutheran hymns were strongly represented in Together in Song. The new hymnals strengthened what Lawrence Bartlett and Owen Dowling described as ‘practical ecumenism’. Professor Wesley Milgate, Executive Editor of the Committee, argued that ‘unity is more likely to be achieved if the churches are doing and singing together’. Other agreed. Within the Anglican church, as well as elsewhere, the new hymnals strengthened the ecumenical spirit and contributed to the demise of the destructive sectarianism that had plagued Australia for long past.

2. Australian in character

Besides being ecumenical, successive new hymnals also reflected and reinforced changes that were making the Anglican church more consciously Australian.  The Committee took pride in being Australian in composition and rode on the rising tide of nationalism, drawing so far as was possible on Australian writers and composers. The work of a significant number of Australian poets and musicians  was included in The Australian Hymn Book and even more in Together in Song. The imagery of hymns was progressively changed to reflect the southern rather than the northern hemisphere. Thus, for example the well-known All Things Bright and Beautiful, which appeared in its original form in the first of the two hymnals, was revised in the second. Here it referred to ‘the gum trees green and tall’, ‘The coloured walls and gorges’ and ‘The many coloured corals’. Numerous other hymns, most written recently by Australian authors, made reference to Australian flora and fauna. Here, was a development which paralleled Anglican efforts to become more Australian. 

The concept of being Australian broadened after the 1960s to include the Aboriginal people who were admitted to the full rights of citizenship as a result of the 1967 referendum. This was followed by practical steps to ensure equality of treatment for Aborigines, to compensate for past wrongs and seek forgiveness for them. The Australian Hymn Book Committee from the outset sought to incorporate Aboriginal hymns and music into its work. Material of possible use was sought from the Northern Territory and elsewhere, but it arrived too late for The Australian Hymn Book. Not so in the case of Sing Alleluia and Together in Song. The latter contained contained two hymns from the Aboriginal people of Arnhem Land which were versified by D’Arcy Wood and another, ‘Father now we come’ which was paraphrased by Wesley Milgate. That this was only a small number  resulted from the difficulty in obtaining suitable material and the desire to avoid disturbing Aboriginal sensitivities, One expert on church music, Dianne Gome, pointed out that, ‘Given the ethical sensitivities associated with traditional Aboriginal music, the absence of such material in modern Australian hymnals is entirely justified and may be viewed as a respect for, rather oversight of our Aboriginal heritage’. The Hymn Book Committee had at least  made a start and its work blended with changing Anglican attitudes towards the Aboriginal people.

3. Inclusive language

A further key development affecting church and society after the 1960s was the rise in the status of women in church as well as society. This had a bearing on the composition of the Australian Hymn Book Committee, initially a male preserve, but the ordination of women and pressure from feminist groups resulted in the Committee and its hymnals becoming more inclusive. 

Again this was in keeping with broader developments within the Anglican church. Women were now more fully accepted and the new prayer books made use of inclusive language. The wording of hymns was deeply affected. Since 1977, commented Bishop Dowling, ‘things had shifted so much in the life of the church that many of us could not use hymns because we would so offend people in the congregation who felt that women were being excluded’. This time, he observed, commenting on Together in Song, ‘we had to ensure that  the language was inclusive language so far as “people” language was concerned’. According to him, ‘it was editorial policy that we would alter the language wherever the word “men” was used or any word that was exclusively masculine but was meant to be inclusive’. As previously, the masculine pronoun continued to be used in the case of the so-called ‘God language’. Sometimes the generic term ‘man’ was retained so as to avoid destroying the poetic quality of a hymn. Some hymns were discarded because they could not be adequately changed. In general, however, the Committee stuck to its policy and in doing so followed the line adopted by the Anglican church.. 

4. Multicultural content.

A final point about the new hymnals deserves mention. It relates to the fact that although they were produced by a Committee drawn from the British element in society it was multicultural in content. The emphasis placed on the need for th hymnals to be Australian in character was tempered by the desire to ensure that they drew on the hymnody of Europe and of past ages. There was nothing new in this. Denominational hymnals had invariably followed a similar course, trawling the world of Latin hymns, as well as those of Germany, France and other European  nations. The Hymn Book Committee did the same, but it also extended its gaze more widely, looking not simply to Europe but also to other parts of the world, including South America, Africa, Asia and the Pacific region. This in part resulted from the desire to avoid producing hymnals which were narrowly provincial or chauvinistic. But it also reflected a desire to ensure that the hymnals appealed to the changing composition of the Australian population. The Anglican church had itself created multicultural ministries and attracted worshippers from all over the world. All could find something familiar in the new hymnals.

5. Consequences for the Anglican church

What we have, then, are hymnals that reflect precisely those developments in Anglicanism which helped transform the church after the 1960s. Australian in form and content these hymnals mirrored moves to make the church more Australian. They also tapped into the tolerant spirit which prompted the church to seek closer relations with other denominations. The new books acknowledged Aboriginal culture, paid heed to the rising status of women and to the emergence of a multicultural society – all developments that had been embraced by the church. It could not, of course be claimed that the hymnals were responsible for these developments but they did contribute to them. It is of course true that many parishes either clung to hymnals with which they were already familiar, or turned to some of the others others that were being produced in abundance. Yet, much interest was shown by the church as a whole in the books produced by the Hymn Book Committee. They were launched in Anglican cathedrals and churches. Organists and congregations responded positively to them and General Synod backed the project throughout. Purchases of the hymnals were less than in the case of the Uniting Church. But even they did come into widespread use among Anglicans. 

Congregations which used the new hymnals could scarcely avoid being influenced by them. What the hymnals were attempting to do was made quite explicit. By acquiring copies congregations were making a statement about where the new direction they sought to follow. The new hymnals were, in fact, creative and they delivered a powerful message to the many worshippers who were looking for fresh ways of expressing their faith. They broke with the familiar mould and introduced something quite novel into worship. Hymns must surely be given a place among the forces which contributed  to the re-shaping of Australian Anglicanism. Hymnody, no less than liturgy deserves recognition for what it is capable of achieving. Here is an argument for taking hymns more seriously and for viewing them not simply as adjuncts to worship but as vitally important to the  shaping of beliefs. Clergy and others in positions of responsibility should, perhaps, ensure that this is fully recognised and perhaps do more to inform congregations about the hymns they sing and the hymnals they use. Historians also need to take hymns more seriously when treating religious history in Australia. 
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