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On May 16, 1996, Great Songs of the Church celebrated its seventy-
fifth anniversary. It is the longest-lived-hymnal of the Stone—Campbell
Movement, is used in every state of the United States, in every province
of Canada, and has gone into most of the nations of the English-speaking
world. In these seventy-five years, over two million copies of the hymnal
have been sold to churches within and without the movement. Its
popularity and longevity are unparalleled; its excellence is unquestioned.

How may we account for this unusual hymnal? Its roots lie with its
original compiler, who shared an idea that was obsessive during most of
the 19th century among the leaders of the Restoration Movement.

I

Elmer Leon Jorgenson (1886-1968) was the youngest son of a
family of Danish immigrants. His father, Christopher Jorgenson, had been
a soldier in the personal guard of the King of Denmark, and his mother
seamstress to the Queen. Since his father died while ELJ was young, he
worked to help to support the family. His musical talent gave him
opportunity to lead singing among the churches at and near Albion,
Nebraska, in which state he had been born, and also in the neighboring
state of Missouri. By 1908 he was the head of the music department at
Western Bible and Literary College in Odessa, Missouri. Here he met and
married Irene Doty. In 1910 they moved to Louisville, Kentucky, where
he ministered to the Highland Church of Christ and where he first
conceived the idea for Great Songs of the Church.

This hymnal was born out of Jorgenson’s agreement with the
passion for unity that marked the work of Barton W. Stone and Alexander
Campbell. Campbell had issued his first hymnal in 1828 and Stone his first
in 1829. When their forces joined in the winter of 1831-32, they saw an
immediate need for a single hymnal to promote and to preserve that union.
Accordingly, in 1834, with the assistance of Walter Scott and John T.
Johnson, they issued a combined hymnal for the use of the churches.
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Campbell also had a passion for excellence in hymnody. He argued: “The
subject of the Christian psalter, psalm or hymn-book, is therefore of the
first importance; as, next to the Bible, no book in the world has such
influence on the heart. No volume, indeed, ought to be studied with more
care, and composed with more special regard to the sacred style, than this
book of Christian worship.”! In 1835 Campbell purchased the copyrights
of the other compilers and published the hymnal in increasingly larger
editions until he presented the book to the American Christian Missionary
Society in order that there might continue to be one hymnal for the
churches.?

Few competitors to the Stone—Campbell hymnal existed before the
1880s. The united churches—north, south, east, and west—used one
hymnal. That passion for excellence, however, had not been completely
satisfied. Some were seeing the need to incorporate the increasing number
of good materials into one book. In 1864 J. W. McGarvey yearned for a
hymnal, both for church meetings and for Sunday schools, that would
contain only the best. He wrote:

To the uninitiated it appears strange that the last man who

published a tune book does not reproduce the popular pieces

in all previous publications, and thus combine in one the

excellences of all.?

McGarvey, however, thought this impossible because of copyright
obstacles. Challenged by this “impossibility,” Jorgenson, in 1910, began
to collect materials for just such a book.

The twenty-four-year-old Jorgenson naively believed that his work
would be relatively simple and could be accomplished quickly, but a
decade would pass before Great Songs could appear. Shortly before the
hymnal was published, ELJ wrote in the Word and Work:*

Heretofore, a peculiar kind of competition has made it

impossible to secure certain songs by anyone, at any price.

Al that is altered now. For the first time in about twenty

! Millennial Harbinger, May 1843.

2 Ibid., 1852, 55.

3 Ibid., June 1864, 261-62.

* Word and Work, April 1920. (In 1916 ELJ became associate editor and
publisher of Word and Work magazine, edited by R. H. Boll. He used the cover
pages of this publication to boost his hymnal. Unless otherwise indicated, quota-
tions from Word and Work are taken from the covers.)
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years, the greatest copyrights of both Mr. Excell and Mr.
Alexander will appear side by side, in the same book.’

Then Jorgenson added:
I am profoundly thankful to the Lord, that, in His over-ruling
providence, this remarkable advantage has been sent our way.
It removes the last obstacle in issuing the greatest Hymnal
ever put out, an obstacle that for ten years discouraged my
efforts.®

Jorgenson had not been idle in pursuing his dream during those ten years.

He wrote again:
For more than ten years, the work of collecting songs from
various lands and languages has been in progress. I find from
old letters that negotiations for permissions began in 1911. In
the meantime, a four-year course in musical theory, history,
harmony and composition was undertaken and completed at
the University of Louisville—as a further preparation for this
very labor. Also, the counsel of the ablest song leaders and
compilers known to me has been freely sought and obtained.”

Jorgenson’s principles, which were consonant with those of
Campbell, were plainly made known to the brethren. He said:

Next to the Bible, the song book is the most important book

in the church, or in the world. Therefore the hardest and most

serious labor of my life is going into it. The effort is intended

as a lasting service to the church of God, for the praise of His

name rather than any money-making venture, or commercial

project.®
‘The hymnal was to contain the “really great standard hymns” and “at least
an equal number” of gospel songs. But, Jorgenson added, “All its songs
are ‘spiritual songs,” no rag-time, no ‘jazz,’ nor jazzy syncopation . . . the

3 Charles M. Alexander, singer for evangelists R. A. Torrey and J. Wilbur
Chapman, owned hundreds of copyrights to religious hymns and tunes. Edwin O.
Excell, singer for evangelists Sam Jones and Gypsy Smith, owned about as many.
These men were rivals and would not allow their copyright materials to be
together in any hymnal. But in the grace of God, shortly before their deaths, they
relented, and Jorgenson was the first hymnal compiler to reap the blessings of
their change of heart.

¢ Word and Work, April 1920.

7 Ibid.

® Ibid.
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utmost care is exercised, to make every song ring as true to Scripture as
if it were an oracle of God.” He believed that he was building a useful,
working tool for Christian worship and teaching. “Themes that are
emphasized in Scripture, as for instance, Missions, the doctrine of the
Cross, will be prominent in the hymnal.” The heart of all his principles he
stated thus:

The book is being built on this unusual principle: No song

can enter there unless it is indispensable, or at least so very

excellent, so scriptural, so beautiful, so useful in saving sin-

ners, or in edifying saints, so true and tried . . . that if we

knew the song, we simply would not want to do without it.°

On May 16, 1921, Great Songs of the Church was published, the
event being celebrated in Louisville by a great union singing extending
over five days and alternating between the Highland and Portland church
buildings. Jorgenson himself led the singing, and disciples came from far
and near to participate. Thus began the hymnal which has exercised the
greatest influence on the hymnody of the Churches of Christ in the twen-
tieth century.

The first printing of the world’s only alphabetical hymnal (an idea
that came to ELJ shortly before publication) sold out in slightly over a
year. The second printing with a fifty-song Supplement appeared on
August 19, 1922, Jorgenson wrote the following month: ,

A few plates were recast for “sharpness,” some tunes were

worked in where only word-songs appeared before . . . and

fifty noble hymns were added. . . . We have added them

chiefly to meet the need of the British brethren among whom

the hymnal has won favor—though it is our earnest hope that

their use will spread throughout the United States.'°
The Supplement contained such abiding favorites as “All Things Praise
Thee,” “Dear Lord and Father of Mankind,” “Jesus, Thou Joy of Loving
Hearts,” “Peace, Perfect Peace,” “The Lord’s My Shepherd,” “Thou Art
the Way,” and “Unto the Hills.” “Another Week” and “Lord of Our
Highest Love,” two communion hymns by the British disciple Gilbert
Young Tickle, were also added. Great Songs was published in this format
untif 1925.

The book received high praise from leading singers in the move-
ment, including Austin Taylor and L. O. Sanderson. W. Stillman Martin,

® Ibid.
' Word and Work, Sept. 1922,
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composer of “God Will Take Care of You,” wrote: “I unhesitatingly say
it is the best song book I have seen since the days of the old ‘Gospel
Hymns’ of Moody and Sankey, and it is equal to their combined collec-
tion.”!!

A primary reason for the success and quality of the hymnal was its
inclusions. J. F. Lilly of Los Angeles, who had been one of Jorgenson’s
greatest encouragers in the publication of the hymnal, wrote to him in
August 1923 that the book contained every one of the hymns on the list of
the world’s thirty greatest hymns, which had just been published by Etude,
except “Come, Thou Almighty King” and that the book had the traditional
tune for that poem—*“Italian Hymn”—set to other words.'?

The original hymnal and the edition with Supplement were printed
in round notes only, but by 1922 Jorgenson noted that the request for a
shaped-note edition was heavy. In 1925 he acceded to this demand, which
came principally from the South, and a new edition of Great Songs was
published. The new shaped-note book appeared in September and the new
round-note book in November 1925. Several deletions and additions were
made, and the songs from the Supplement of 1922 were included in one
alphabetical arrangement, still making four hundred fifty numbers in all.
Some of the hymns included for the first time in 1925 were “Again the
Lord of Light and Life,” “Behold a Stranger at the Door,” “Have You
Been to Jesus,” “I Know that My Redeemer Lives” (with the “Bradford”
tune), “May the Grace of Christ Our Savior,” “O Come, All Ye Faithful,”
“0 Jesus, I Have Promised,” “On a Hill Far Away,” and “Safe in the Arms
of Jesus.”

Y Word and Work, 1923, 38.
12 The Etude list in descending order included the following hymns:

Abide with Me

Nearer, My God to Thee
Lead, Kindly Light

Rock of Ages

Jesus, Lover of My Soul
Holy, Holy, Holy

Justas] Am

Jesus, Savior, Pilot Me

My Faith Looks Up to Thee
All Hail the Power

O Love That Wilt Not Let Me Go
How Firm a Foundation

Sweet Hour of Prayer

When I Survey the Wondrous Cross
He Leadeth Me

In the Cross of Christ I Glory
Jesus Calls Us

Onward, Christian Soldiers
Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah
O Mother Dear, Jerusalem

Will There Be Any Stars

Come Thou Almighty King
Softly Now the Light of Day

O Worship the King
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The “revised” Great Songs was an immediate best-seller. Between
September 1925 and May 1926, three printings were called for, some
10,000 books in all. By the end of 1929, 80,000 copies had been printed.
In June, 1930, the sales had neared the 100,000 mark. The book had been
priced at 65 cents per copy, but during the harsh depression years,
beginning in 1932, Jorgenson reduced the price to 50 cents per copy. In
1923 the Children’s Songs section was also published in a separate
pamphlet for use in Sunday schools, and, in 1934, Jorgenson added, on
one of the end-sheets, his musical setting of the “Blessing” of Num
6: 24-26, “The Lord Bless Thee and Keep Thee.” The book was in use in
at least a thousand churches across the United States and Canada and on
almost every continent. The 1935 sales exceeded those of any previous
year, and the book was being marketed not only through the Word and
Work in Louisville, but also through the Apostolic Review of Indianapolis,
the Upper Canada Tract Society of Toronto, and the Union Gospe! Press
of Cleveland. In April 1936, ELJ wrote:

From the Canadian Northland to the Gulf, from Maine to

California, at least a quarter-million disciples in a thousand

churches, sing from its pages every Lord’s day. It is the first

book in our generation to transcend sectional prejudices, and

become “standard” among churches of Christ. It has won the

unsolicited, unqualified approval, as the best extant, of
hundreds of prominent singers and preachers, and from every

continent, and practically every state and province in the U.S.

and Canada."

II

For fifteen years Great Songs won its way into the hearts of the
Churches of Christ and gained a reputation among denominational and
independent publishers and users of church hymnals. By early 1937, ELJ
had determined to bring out a complete revision of the hymnal. In July
1937, he published the “Foreword to the New Hymnal” in Word and Work.
He said:

Fifteen years of more mature experience have suggested

many improvements. They have been years of unusual

opportunities to learn firsthand the needs and capacities of the
churches in every section of America—North, South, East,

and West; of much contact with the song leaders, and of

3 Word and Work, April 1936.
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earnest research in the whole field of sacred music. As the
fruit of these, and as the supreme labor of his life, the
compiler sends forth this larger, better, ‘Great Songs of the
Church’—the new “No. 2.7

Jorgenson was thirty-five years old when he issued the original
Great Songs; he was now fifty-one. These added years of maturity and
dedication had borne fruit. The new book contained 600 numbers, divided
into “gospel songs” and “hymns.” It retained 350 numbers from the older
books and added 250 new ones. The music plates were prepared by
Anderson Brothers, Chicago, one of the premier music typographers in
America at that time. He made an effort to include compositions by those
he called “disciple brethren,” which included names such as J. H.
Fillmore, Flavil Hall, L. K. Harding, Richard Maxwell, James Deforest
Murch, Austin Taylor, L. O. Sanderson, Tillit S. Teddlie, Lula Klingman
Zahn, and himself. Issued in both round and shaped notes, the book was
an immediate success upon its publication in September 1937. Jorgenson
reported, “Total sales of ‘Great Songs of the Church’ for September were
the largest for any month since publication of the first edition in 1921”5

This success story would continue for almost the next fifty years. In
the December 1937 Word and Work, Jorgenson printed three full pages of
commendations which had poured in from church leaders all over
America. The names of the commenders were an honor roll from the

‘brotherhood: R. S. King, Marion Davis, H. H. Adamson, S. S. Lappin,

Flavil Hall, G. C. Brewer, James Lovell, James F. Cox, Batsell Baxter, N.
B. Hardeman, A. R. Holton, R. H. Boll, Leonard Burford, W. H. Free,
George Klingman, James Deforest Murch, Andy T. Richie, Jr., and Burton
Coffman. The edition for 1938 ran to 30,000 copies, and that year he
added on the back end-sheets the Kurfees— Hopkins unity song “How Blest

- and How Joyous.” By then, rival publishers were praising the new book.

Commendations were received from Fleming H. Revell, Fillmore Music
House, Union Gospel Press, Hope Publishing, Frank C. Huston, the

. Christian Standard, and the Firm Foundation. As a result of his work, ELJ

was listed in Who's Who in America and was elected to the Eugene Field
Society.

The older book, now called the “No. 1,” was kept in print for a time.
This hymnal ran through 16 editions, the last printing being in 1940, and

' Word and Work, July 1937.
'* Word and Work, Sept. 1937, 193.







