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THE SOCIOLOGICAL FACTORS IN THE
MUSIC-IN-WORSHIP CONTROVERSY.

WENDELLL. WILLIS

Abilene Christian University

My interest in the study of the Restoration Movement goes back
three decades to James Wilburn, a teacher who had done research on
Tolbert Fanning for his Master's degree. Inspired by his enthusiasm, I too
went to Abilene Christian College to study the Restoration Movement.
There I studied under Dr. BilI Humble, who is equally infectious about his
love for the movement. During my time at Abilene, I read Oliver Read
Whitley's Trumpet Call of Reformation, a sociological analysis of the
Restoration Movement built upon Troeltsch and Niebuhr. I also read
papers and then David Edwin Harrell's The Questfor a Christian America,
which stressed the same approach.

Under the influence of these scholars and intrigued by the
sociological approach to describing religious life, I did my thesis: A
Sociological Study of the Restoration Movement in the North: 1866 to
1878, directed by Dr. Humble. This study examined the sociological
factors affecting division within the Restoration Movement in a narrowly
defined test unit. I examined the interchange between two religious
journals in the North after the Civil War and the way they saw the
church's life. These were the American Christian Review,2 edited by
Benjamin Franklin, and the Christian Standard,3 edited by Isaac Errett.

That research was completed in 1965, and I have had only little
occasion to return to it since that time because my primary interest and
efforts have turned from church history to NT in the last twenty-five years.
But in recent years I have again become very interested in the Restoration
Movement, this time from a more pastoral concern that comes from local
ministry.

I have recalled this history, however, to explain how it is that I have
wandered into an area of study that may seem unexpected by most of those

I An address given at the Restoration Quarterly breakfast, Feb. 21,1995.
2 Henceforth cited as ACR.

3 Henceforth cited as CS.
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who know anything of my academic work. I am drawn again to the study
of the Restoration Movement because I believe that the Churches of Christ

are presently in a crisis situation. This crisis has received much attention
in various writings and lectureships, and it seems unnecessary to rehearse
all the evidence here. Of the many critical concerns that might be
considered, the one that has much of my present interest is the nature and
shape of our worship. I wanted to know what might be learned from a
similar discussion of a century ago.

Sociological Factors in the Music Debate

In Quest David Edwin Harrell says:
The lower-class bias of the early church leaders was nowhere
more apparent than in their insistence that the church be kept
free of ostentation. In the Christian Baptist, Campbell
mercilessly attacked the established denominations (espe-
cially the Presbyterians) as tools of the aristocracy. 4

Harrell, like many others, sees the arguments over instrumental music in
worship as a sub-category of this economic concern. He concludes:

Within the traditional framework of the lower-class heritage
of the Disciples, 'instrumental music' became a symbol of all
that was pretentious, aristocratic, and corrupt. . . . Theo-
logical justifications for each of the contending parties were
soon in abundance. . . but economic tensions increasingly
influenced the diverging alignment of forces.s

Although the suggestion of using instrumental music in the church's
worship arose as early as 1851,6it returned with a new vigor in the 1860s
and 70s. The American Christian Review steadfastly opposed the instru-
ment, while the Millennial Harbinger and the Christian Standard carried
articles on both sides.

Initially, Franklin tried to address the proposal of instrumental
music by the power of neglect, but N. A. Walker wrote in defense of this

4 David Edwin Harrell Jr., Quest for a Christian America (Nashville:
Disciples of Christ Historical Society, 1966) I, 66. It is noteworthy that he calls
this chapter "An American Economic Gospel."

5 Harrell, 68.
6 Earll. West, TheSearchfor the Ancient Order:A History of the Restora-

tion Movement. (Nashville: Gospel Advocate, 1949) 1.306-17.
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practice. Thus the Review sought to refute his arguments, based upon the
"divinely prescribed plan" of worship.7

In the Christian Standard, Robert Richardson opposed the instru-
ment on the grounds that this was a triumph of the "sensual over the
spiritual." Some who favored it argued that the sound of the instrument
was certainly better music than the "nasal twang" of many assemblies.s
But after the initial skirmishes, the arguments came to center upon two
issues: (1) the definition of "expediency" and what it permits/prohibits and
(2) the obligation of the majority in a congregation to its minority.

When the Central Christian Church of Cincinnati was erected in

1872, its great organ became a point to focus the debate, and much of the
criticism was aimed directly at the cost involved in the building (est. at
$125,000 in one report; the actual cost is uncertain) and the organ (est. cost
$8,000). Here the employing of sociological analysis seems more appro-
priate. But even here, the debate between the ACR and the CS was
conducted by men who lived in the same region and even the same city.
The difference between them was more generational and temperamental
than economic.

Isaac Errett in 1870 suggested three reasons for the increased
demand among some for the instrument in worship: (1) the "spirit of
denunciation" in which the debate had been conducted, (2) a transition in
music style from an olde:-to a more modern and scientific style, and (3) the
fact that children had learned to play at home and in schools and now
desired it for their chur\..n. The last two reasons clearly have sociological
components.9 But since Errett regarded the instrument as "not a matter of
faith" but opinion, he also urged those who opposed the instrument not to
leave a church if the majority insisted on bringing it in.

Some have insisted that the division over the instrument was
primarily sectional, North versus South. Joseph Ash wrote in 1870 words
since widely cited: "Now, brethren, look at it . . . how many of organ men
do you find south of the Ohio? how many north of the national
boundary?" 10 Isaac Errett made a similar observation:

There is little of it in the South. There is no controversy over
it in the North. The real battlefield is in states which have

7 Willis, 69ff.
8 Willis, 70.
9 Out of a consideration for Christian harmony, Errett himself continued

to urge those who favored an instrument not to push it upon those who opposed
it (CS, May 7,1870,148).

]0 Joseph Ash, ACR. Aug. 9, 1970, 253.
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been settled from all parts of the country, whose mixed
population clings to the ideas and habits in which they had
been educated.II

But the real debate was not conducted between North and South, but
among churches in the North, or the border states (probably because the
economic situation of the South made organs too costly even for
consideration !)12

Instrumental Music and Culture

In a letter to the CS in 1870, one reads of a 200-member church
where the majority favor the instrument but have refrained from its
employ in consideration of those who object.

The Methodist, Presbyterian, Baptist, and Roman Catholic
Churches use the organ and have first-rate singing, while we
have no competent leader and very poor singing. With the
organ in the Sunday School, we have as good singing as any
church in the city. The consequence is that almost all the
young members attend the other churches and out of two
hundred members we have from forty to seventy in
attendance, and a total failure to get a hearing from the
outside community. The Sunday school attendance doubles
that of the church. What shall we do? 13

A secular newspaper of the day, commenting on church life in
Rochester, NY, agreed with this assessment. After describing the bidding
war among the churches for the best local musicians for their choirs, the
writer concluded:

The church that has the most popular choir draws the largest
miscellaneous audiences. One of the large churches of this
city for a time had an excellent choir. Then it was
overcrowded, and pewholders could not reach their seats,
much less obtain them, for reason of the crowd of "run
abouts" who thronged the aisles eager to hear the voluntary
operatic anthem at the opening of the service. Since that choir

II Issac Errett, "The Music Question," CS. Aug. 27, 1870,276.
12 Larry Jonas, "Cultural Influence Can Affect Theological Issues," in Tom

Burgess, Documents on Instrumental Music (Portland: Scripture Supply House,
1966) 124-25, argues that the division is really rural vs. urban and the apparent
North/South division realIy reflects their respective urban and rural character.

13Private letter, CS. Aug. 20, 1870, 268.
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dissolved and the prima donna went elsewhere, there is no
difficulty in finding seats in the church.14

Loos, scandalized by this report, concluded:
One by one the bad habits of a fashionable Christianity are
creeping in among us. . . . We have witnessed whole churches
among us-and this is becoming more common every
day-looking on and listening silently, and perhaps
admiringly, while a choir, composed heterogeneously (in a
religious and irreligious sense), was entertaining the
audience-to say the church was singing praise to God would
be a mockery and a falsehood; and we saw no evidence of a
return to better things; the progress is onward, or rather,
downward.

Some critics of instrumental music who were able to grant the
genuine motives of those who wished to use the organ warned that this
trend would carry past the intentions of those who wanted to improve
singing.

Now the demand for instrumental music has its basis in a

cultivated taste, an admiration of and delight in artistic
performances. Its growth must be in this direction. And just
as it grows, popular melodies and simple airs, which are the
delight and inspiration of the masses, must be retired from
use. IS

Errett speculated on the increased demand for instrumental music:
There has been a transition. . . from the old style of music
once so popular among us to a more modern and more
scientific style. The teachers of the rising generation have
inspired them with new taste. This has made a conflict of
tastes between the old and the young greatly detrimental to
congregational singing. New books and new tunes have
sealed the lips of many singers in churches where no
instrumentals are used. . . . The cultivation of music was, for
many years, almost entirely abandoned in our churches. It

14 Quoted by C. L. Loos, MH (1868) 280, 282.
15 CS, Ma:y 20, 1970, 164.
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was to overcome this difficulty that instrumental music was
resorted to, almost as a necessity.16

A. S. Hayden argued:
Our church music is below the standard of the times. Noone

is censurable for doing the best he can, if he works in
humility. Our general standard and style oftunes is too low-
we have too many tunes that are light and fugitive, caught up
from social circles and secular associations. They served,
perhaps, well for the time. But we are fast p.lssing on by
them. A new and better taste is gaining the ascendant. . . . Let
our music be brought up to a corresponding degree of
improvement.17

One leading motive for the introduction of instrumental music was
to make the worship more attractive to visitors. Robert Richardson, in
1864, discussed the need for improving the church's music:

The musical talent of the present generation is a hundred per
cent above that of the past; and as we receive into our
churches new converts, they naturally expect to hear what
will not offend their good taste. If disappointed, they will
take no part in it. Now to meet this increasing want, and to
secure their hearty co-operation, the only remedy is to bring
the popular taste of our congregations up to the required
standard. . . . No expense or labor should be wanting to
improve our psalmody, and interest all in it. Our taste is more
appealed to in this department of worship than any other. It
is eminently social and popular, and can not be ignored
without serious injury to the cause.18

In a similar plea for advancement in worship to meet societal shifts, J. S.
Lamar insisted: "Whether our brethren are willing to see it or not, it is
nevertheless true that WE CAN NEVER LEAD THE AGE UP TO THE
GOSPEL IF WE STAY BEHIND THE AGE. We must get in front, walk
before, and show the already advancing world the true direction of
progress."19

16CS. April 30, 1870, 140.
17 A. S. Hayden, MH (1868) 142.
18 MH (1864)415.
19 J. S. Lamar, MH (1868) 559 [Italics and capitalization in original].
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Isaac Errett, in 1861, repeated an argument used in support of
instrumental music:

. . . discordant and uncultured singing is offensive to good
taste and detrimental to piety; and that as an educated mind
is desirable to advance the interests of the cause of salvation,
so educated voices and educated tastes, if found promotive of
the best interests of the church, should be religiously and
diligently encouraged, as auxiliary to the great work of
saving the world from sin and death.2O

Errett himself, against this approach, observed: "The genius of this
reformatory movement, like that of previous reformations, is not favorable
to choir singing and instrumental music. Its sympathies are with the
bewildered and sin-oppressed masses, and it wants 'music for the million.'"

Against the practice of choirs, Errett says:
. . . as singing is the only part of worship in which the great
mass of Christians can personally participate; no choir
singing or instrumental music should ever be allowed to
interfere for a moment with this privilege and right of the
saints. If such appliances can be made to assist rather than
hinder this great object of uniting the whole congregation in
the worship, the most serious objection to them is removed.21

J. B. Briney wrote, "Am I told that it is expedient because 'it attracts
the world?' I beg leave to state that the worship of the Lord's house was
not ordained for the world. Is the church of the Lord Jesus Christ to be
brought down to the standard of the world?"22

In a 1869 letter, one sister noted:
The strongest plea I have ever heard for the introduction of
the instrument is "to draw in those who otherwise would not
come." Will my brethren listen for a moment to such a
shallow pretense? Do not experience and observation testify
that the more we add of such trappings; the more we put on
that looks like popularity, the farther we drive the common
people from us; and the wider we make the break between
them and the gospel?23

20Isaac Errett, MH (1861)558.
21 Ibid., 559.
22 J. B. Briney, Apostolic Times (June 1869) 69.
23Mrs. Ann Bane, MH (1869) 131.
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Errett affirmed that God would accept the offering of a humble and
grateful heart in song, "however poor or unpolished the utterance." But he
continued:

But if we may have a charming voice along with the grateful
heart, it is not less acceptable to God, and is more acceptable
to men. Let us have no boorishness or vandalism in the
church of God. The religion of Jesus demands our best offer-
ings. Let us cultivate a musical taste and musical talent in our
churches. Let us have attractive singing in our families and in
our public assemblies.24

Such comments evoked J. W. McGarvey's remark that "There are
many who favor it, and who will listen to no argument against it. By the
cry of progress and conformity, it is making its way over the heads and
hearts of many of our best brethren and sisters."25

Leroy Garrett, in his excellent history of the Restoration Movement,
has criticized those analyses, such as those by Harrell and Whitley, that
say the Restoration Movement divided after the Civil War on the issue of
instrumental music. Garrett argues that the movement did not divide,
although the strains and disagreements were strong. [He cites as a clear
example the Henderson, TN, church which adopted the instrument in 1884
and did not divide until 1902.] He also argues that the instrumental music
issue was really one of Biblical interpretation, specifically the adequacy
of the Restoration hermeneutical beliefs.26However, as Garrett himself has
noted, it must be realized that other American churches struggled with the
value of the instrument in church music as well,27 and these churches did
not have the Restoration hermeneutic.

How can we reconcile those people like J. W. McGarvey who were
pro-society but anti-instrumental in their application of the Restoration
hermeneutic? The charge of inconsistency which was/is leveled against
them was based upon the validity of the hermeneutic.28 But they were
taken by the effect of the organ on the worship, both in creating an
entertainment style of worship and in silencing the congregational singing.

24 Errett, MH (1861) 560.
25 MH (1868) 216.
26 Garrett, 472-76.
27Garrett, 490.
28Garrett, 472.

WILLIS/MUSIC IN WORSHIP 201

The Impact on the Church' s Worship

Among the many things said about expediency, one writer observed:
"The introduction of pure and high art into church worship by means of
artificial machinery and its usual artistic accompaniments of operatic
choirs, &c., &c., is advocated and justified on the grounds of expediency."
But he insisted: "It is the very nature of policy and expediency to be tested
by experience and actual experience in such things is worth more than all
the finest apologetic arguments in their behalf." The experience of such
approaches, he said, is

that it has robbed the church of all power and disposition to
participate in this part of the worship of God, and that its
tendency is constantly to degenerate rapidly into a mere
exhibition of art, to please the senses and the artistic taste of
the hearers, and attract the idle, irreligious "run abouts" of
the place.29

The argument against instrumental music often wa~grounded on the
effect upon the church and its worship. An opponent claimed that
"bleating machines" have the tendency to formalize, secularize, anci
carnalize our worship." He asked, "How can it be otherwise? There sits the
congregation, mute as in death. Here the godless choir and noisy fiddle fill
the air with soulless strains. . . ."30

No sacerdotalism, no vicarious worship! Every tendency
and effort in the church should be in all things as much as
possible, in the great and solemn and blessed acts of
worship to bring all into participation. . . . Who does not
know that the direct tendency, practically-and we regret
to say, often the direct object designedly-of art-worship
is to take away this privilege and joy from the congre-
gation.3l

The Methodological Question

In my recent return to this topic, I made two discoveries which had
previously alluded me. One I am somewhat embarrassed to confess, but its
importance is greater than saving academic face. The other may be related,
but is a more credulous failure.

29 C. L. Loos, MH (1868) 282f.
30 Ibid., 318.
3l C. L. Loos, MH (1868) 285.




