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On the verges of the hymnbook: A quest for a unified set of criteria 

for hymns entering official Lutheran hymnals 

While exploring together the theme ‘Hymns in the Margins and Marginal Groups’ Hymns’, 

researchers are moving along a borderline that is a most interesting and yet sometimes 

dangerous area to inhabit. My generation still remembers the complex reality of such border 

crossings, although the borders may not always be clearly detectable. As György Dragomán 

(b. 1973), a prose writer rooted in the Hungarian-speaking minority in Romania writes in 

his short story:1 

[I was] waiting for the moment of seeing that line or ditch or fence or zone because I was 

determined to remember the moment when the train takes me across the border, when 

Romanian grass suddenly becomes Hungarian grass, the moment when I leave my homeland 

for good. But there was no ditch, no line, nothing, just grass, and I was left in uncertainty 

whether we had already crossed until I saw the first station with Hungarian writing on it, and 

then I tried retrospectively make the uncertain certain. I tried to change my memories, tried 

to find the border, but of course I never managed. 

This is exactly what I am doing in my doctoral research. Trying to retrospectively make the 

uncertain certain: to define the criteria that allow certain hymns to cross the boundaries 

into officially canonised hymnbooks while others are left in the no-man’s-land that so many 

songs inhabit.  

As Juri Lotman claims:2 ‘Every culture is based on splitting the world into two: It marks an 

inner space (which is “ours”) and an outer (that is “theirs”). The interpretation of the 

binarity depends on the type of culture but the division belongs to the universals of human 

thinking.’ 

 
1 From the short story Vámvizsgálat (‘Customs’ Check’) http://gyorgydragoman.com/?p=1261 (accessed 4 
August 2025). Translation and emphasis by the article author. 
2 Lotman 2002: 97. Translation by the article author. 

http://gyorgydragoman.com/?p=1261
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My focal research corpora are the global assembly hymnals3 of the Lutheran World 

Federation4 from 1947 to 2023 – eleven hymn collections including 530 musical items 

spanning ten centuries in altogether seventy languages. While I am trying to answer the 

question – What are the hymnological criteria contributing to Lutheran hymnal ‘canon’ on 

global and local levels? – I am also looking at the editorial processes of contemporary local 

Lutheran hymnbooks in Europe. There are currently ongoing hymnbook renewal processes 

not only in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Hungary (ELCH), but also in Estonia, 

Germany, and Sweden. The final aim is no less than asking: Is it possible to compile a set of 

parameters defining the key features of a Lutheran hymn – based on the local hymnbook 

tradition, but also applicable in the editorial process of global hymnals? Although the cultural 

and theological framework varies greatly in different parts of the Lutheran world, I claim 

that there is a common ground based on which it is possible to propose globally relevant 

professional criteria within the Lutheran context. 

In the following I explore this hardly discernible – although clearly real – border, first from 

a theoretical point of view, and secondly through concrete examples of hymns that are 

either ambiguous from the perspective of Lutheran identity or community reception, or 

present melodic considerations. These hymn examples originate from the corpora of global 

LWF assembly hymnals and the above-mentioned ongoing hymnbook renewal processes. 

This path of open questions leads to the presentation of a four-factor selection framework 

as a possible tool for mapping the vague borderline between hymns that are accepted into 

official Lutheran hymnals and their outcast companions. 

My viewpoint is that of a doctoral student of theology educated in Central Eastern Europe. 

Being rooted in a minority Lutheran context with the historical experiences of the Counter-

Reformation, the ecclesiastic and academic milieu is both inherently ecumenical and relies 

on a strong continuity from the Lutheran Reformation. As a bilingual Finnish person, I also 

find it natural to approach such phenomena from varied cultural directions. 

The research findings emerging from study of the global and local Lutheran corpora 

illustrate principles that are not only theoretically and empirically grounded, but are also 

suggested for applied to practical hymnbook editing processes. For me as the leader of the 

 
3 Within this article, ‘hymnal’ refers to collections edited for the purposes of a given conference, while 
‘hymnbook’ is used for local collections generally compiled for prolonged use over several decades. When 
referring to both at once, I use the term ‘hymnal’. 
4 A global communion of Lutheran churches representing 78 million Lutherans in 199 countries. 
https://lutheranworld.org/ (accessed 7 August 2025). Less than ten percent of the Lutheran population globally 
belongs to another organisation, the International Lutheran Council, which also allows for double membership. 

https://lutheranworld.org/
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International Worship Planning Committee that edited the worship book of the last LWF 

assembly,5 offering tools to the editorial bodies of the subsequent global Lutheran 

assemblies that are at once empirically based and grounded in the organic development of 

the preceding publications seems a meaningful contribution. On the local level, the 

framework is also meant to enrich ongoing and future Lutheran hymnbook renewals.6 

Defining a Church Hymn 

In the editorial processes that give birth to the global assembly hymnals of the Lutheran 

World Federation, the theoretical concepts utilized are seldom documented in detail.7 The 

selection logic is therefore primarily outlined here through a detailed analysis of each      

hymnal according to a matrix of geographical and repertoire-based categories, while 

secondary sources and the personal interpretations of the hymnbook editors help to 

understand the argumentation inherent in the concrete choices that were made.8 

The editorial process for contemporary local hymnbooks is more explicitly documented. 

After a short review of the conventional Lutheran definition of the term, I will move on to 

analysing interpretations to be derived from present-day Lutheran hymnbook editing 

processes on the European continent. 

A definition comprehensively used across hymnological literature in Europe9 is attributed 

to Markus Jenny (1924–2001), a Reformed hymnologist from Switzerland. According to 

Jenny, a hymn is ‘A spiritual poem of Christian character with a metrical-strophic structure 

and a song-like melody suitable for group singing.’ This concise formula refers to a variety 

of important characteristics: Christological content and careful considerations of a poetic 

and melodic form that acquires its credibility through its fitness for community. 

 
5 Witt et al. (2023) 
6 The author is a member of the editorial board and the textual committee of the Lutheran hymnbook renewal 
process in Hungary (target date: 2030). Singable translations of hymns from the global Lutheran repertoire 
comprising the ongoing process are part of the applied outcome of her doctoral research. 
7 The postscripts of Laudamus 1952, 1957, and 1963, and the forewords of the 1970 and 1984 editions, include 
very concise (and mostly repeated) references to editorial principles, while the forewords to the 2017 and 2023 
assembly worship books do not define a hymnological position, but rather describe the wider context of 
assembly worship life. 
8 Although concrete interview excerpts are only minimally represented in the present article, in the main study 
corpus the results of the analysis of the primary sources in the light of secondary literature are triangulated 
against structured interviews with editors of earlier collections. 
9 RISM 1980 VIII/2: 11, cited in: TRE 1989: 69, 602–603; MGG 1996: 59. Translation by the article author. 
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Although he states that a ‘hymn’ is a very relative notion depending on the era and 

confessional environment, László Dobszay,10 a key Catholic scholar from my native 

Hungary, defines rather concrete criteria. According to him, a hymn is: 

• sung by the congregation; 

• in vernacular; 

• in closely bound, strophic form; 

• in the setting of an official liturgy, in church. 

The latter two standards are actually losing their relevance, even within the European 

setting. Cyclical forms and refrains are spreading both in Catholic and Protestant contexts, 

and contemporary hymnbooks tend to offer material for singing in wider congregation 

settings, both in terms of location and event type. In contrast to this general development, 

the guiding document for the current hymnbook renewal of the Church of Sweden11 offers 

the criterion that ‘The framework for all hymn proposals is joint singing in worship’ as one 

of its two main priorities. 

This emphasis clearly relies on the teachings of the Reformation. As Luther claims in the 

foreword to the 1524 Wittenberg choir book,12 congregational singing is intended to spread 

the Word of God and Christian teaching through a dynamic representation of the gospel,13 

focusing solely on Christ the Redeemer. In his foreword to Georg Rhau’s Symphoniae 

iucundae,14 Luther argues that music, as a gift of God, when uniquely complemented with 

text, becomes capable of communicating the Gospel. As Károly Hafenscher puts it,15 the 

liturgical position of Luther is Christ-centred, biblically centred, and community-centred. If 

we apply these core principles to a Lutheran hymnbook, we are standing on a firm basis. 

In order to define the concrete criteria applied during hymnbook-editing processes, I refer 

to the documentation of a few recent and ongoing renewal processes within Lutheran 

churches in Europe. It is important to note that not only are the regions of the global South 

underrepresented in hymn collections of a global scope, but also that the history of Lutheran 

hymnology is predominantly European. Researchers from the Americas and authors writing 

 
10 Dobszay 1995: 7–9. 
11 Vägledning 2025: 5, emphases added by the author. 
12 Luther 1524: 8. 
13 Ibid. 9. 
14 Original: Rhau 1538: 1.3, in English: Leopold 1965: 321–324. 
15 Hafenscher 2012: 171 ff. 
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on hymnological issues of the global South are often educated within the European 

hymnological tradition. 

The Protestant hymnbook renewal in the Netherlands (2013) refers to the terms ‘lied’ 

(respectively ‘gezang’)16 and ‘psalm’. As the new hymnbook was edited for the needs of 

seven different church bodies, some congregations continue singing the Genevan psalms 

while others have included a manifold repertoire of new psalms and other songs into their 

practice. While the previous hymnbook from 1973 introduced a strong selection of new 

texts, the current renewal draws on existing international and ecumenical sources, 

including cyclical forms and songs in other languages.17 The minimally defined quality 

criterion – ‘the songs should have sufficient quality as church hymns’ – also appears within 

the main goals. The process is exemplary in its documentation: a detailed follow-up report18 

and an empirically based doctoral research analysing five key notions (hymnal, ecumenism, 

history, professional identity, and gender) derived from the editorial board meetings19 offer 

further insights into the selection process. 

The synod decision behind the supplement of the Finnish hymnbook (2016)20 offers a 

contemporary reflection on the two levels of community life and individual experience: 

[According to our principle], ‘a hymn is a biblically based song, the content, melody, and 

poetic form of which conveys the faith of the church and human experience.’ Among its 

theological foci,21 the document underlines that the congregational hymn is embedded in 

the liturgical life of the church, where faith in the Triune God and the ability of God’s love to 

overcome all differences are able to bridge the tension between the common faith of the 

church and the variety of individual experiences in a diverse community. Ecumenical and 

missionary considerations, and the inclusion of community members of different ages, 

disabilities, or cultural otherness are represented in the context of the multicultural 

heavenly worship of the Revelations.22 

 
16 Woestijne 2014: 160. 
17 Holwerda 2017. 
18 Rapportage 2013: 21. 
19 Van Andel 2015. 
20 3/2010 decision of the synod’s agenda editing committee, cited in: Perustelut 2014: 10. Definitions for the 
Swedish Finnish Lutheran hymnbook supplement are identical, cf. Motiveringar 2014: 8. Translation by the 
article author. 
21 Perustelut 2014: 13 ff. 
22 Ibid. 14–15. 
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The concept of the new Lutheran hymnbook in Estonia (target date 2027)23 is defined in a 

detailed document offering profound theological, musical, and textual reflections. This work 

was complemented by focus group interviews, tailored questionnaires for pastors, church 

musicians, and (with different content), for congregation members, an in-depth analysis of 

22 Lutheran hymnals from sister churches based on unified criteria and a two-day thematic 

conference.24 

From this concept document, I refer to the sections highlighting the priorities for hymns and 

hymnbook content: 

The hymns of the future hymnbook should communicate the gospel of Jesus Christ in 

accordance with the foundational teachings of the Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church that 

are included in the Old and New Testament, with the Apostolic, Nicene, and Athanasian creed 

explaining those, the original Augsburg Confession, and the other confessional writings in 

the Book of Concord […]; 

when compiling the structure and content of the hymnbook, the twenty-one central thematic 

chapters derived from the nine most important hymnbooks published in the territory of 

Estonia have to be taken into consideration.25 

A feeling of inclusion and a sensitivity toward local variations is also apparent here:  

When compiling the entire hymnbook, the guiding principle should be to serve the whole of 

the Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church […] and support participation in liturgy 

(experiencing unity with God and with each other), the inner logic of worship, living in the 

rhythm of the ecclesiastic year, and embracing the characteristics and traditions of each 

congregation as valuable. 

The guiding document for the ongoing hymnbook renewal in the Church of Sweden26 (target 

date 2030) defined the hymnal as a central document aiming ‘to express the Church’s faith, 

confession and doctrine’. This requirement of a strong theological core is complemented by 

a community aspect. As they describe it, ‘a hymn is a sung prayer and a communal song’ – 

possibly even if it is not included in an officially approved worship book. Linguistic and 

poetic quality, endurance over time, relevance to the current time, and a balance between 

 
23 EELK lauluraamatukomisjon 2019 (https://eelk.ee/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/EELK-uue-lauluraamatu-
kontseptsioon.pdf, accessed 28 July 2025). 
24 At the hymnbook conference between 26–27 October 2018 in Tartu, I had the opportunity speak to the work 
in progress as the closing ‘contrapunct’. My contribution is available online 
(https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLH4da2_4Mn-_IAoAM9tgucRF3KAAMV1hl, accessed 28 July 2025), 
also published in the cultural periodical Sirp (https://www.sirp.ee/s1-artiklid/c5-muusika/aeg-on-kaes/, 
accessed 28 July 2025). 
25 EELK lauluraamatukomisjion 2019: 21 ff., translated by the article author. 
26 Väglädning 2025: 2. 

https://eelk.ee/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/EELK-uue-lauluraamatu-kontseptsioon.pdf
https://eelk.ee/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/EELK-uue-lauluraamatu-kontseptsioon.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLH4da2_4Mn-_IAoAM9tgucRF3KAAMV1hl
https://www.sirp.ee/s1-artiklid/c5-muusika/aeg-on-kaes/
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sacramental identity and functional purpose are highlighted in the document. Singability, 

by both small and large groups and in different settings, is also mentioned as a priority. 

Inclusivity is further supported by inviting proposals ‘that relate to a multireligious context 

and songs that can be sung in multiple languages.’ 

In the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Hungary, the guidelines for the current renewal 

process (target date 2030) offer a list of considerations united by a community perspective: 

• The new hymnbook should be a book of preservation and affirmation. 

The first priority sets the overall direction for the hymnbook, placing it on a continuum 

between a core-centred and a dynamic approach. In a society and a church where 

enthusiasm for live singing has deteriorated since the introduction of the last hymnbook, a 

preservative approach aims at preventing a further loss of singing vigour. 

• The size should not extend the boundaries of a congregational hymnbook. 

According to the concept paper:27 

Our aim is to publish a congregational hymnbook of a graspable size, instead of a hymn 

collection of a size surpassing even the opportunities of a larger community. This means that 

the verse hymn part should include approximately 600 items on 250–300 melodies. In this 

way, stronger communities are able to internalise the whole repertoire over a five to ten year 

intensive teaching period. 

This is an important difference vis-à-vis parallel European processes; see for example the 

renewed Dutch hymnbook (2013) with 1016 entries, or the planned Estonian hymnbook 

with 850. 

The following shared priorities show the strong parallels between the renewal processes in 

Hungary, Finland and Estonia: 

• Extra focus on including missing functions and topics; 

• Opening the door to relevant singing styles not included in the current hymnbook; 

• Sensitivity to different pietistic movements; 

• Strengthening ecumenical relations; 

• Sensitive and careful handling of the liturgical diversity of our church. 

 
27 https://enekeskonyv-megujitas.egyhazkozseg.hu/wp-content/uploads/sites/85/2023/01/Jegyzokonyv-
0926-melleklet4-enekeskonyv-koncepcio.pdf (accessed 4 August 2025). 

https://enekeskonyv-megujitas.egyhazkozseg.hu/wp-content/uploads/sites/85/2023/01/Jegyzokonyv-0926-melleklet4-enekeskonyv-koncepcio.pdf
https://enekeskonyv-megujitas.egyhazkozseg.hu/wp-content/uploads/sites/85/2023/01/Jegyzokonyv-0926-melleklet4-enekeskonyv-koncepcio.pdf
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Despite the different cultural contexts and the somewhat varied emphases in the local 

Lutheran hymnbook editing processes in Europe, as described above, the presence of 

certain common characteristics is clearly visible. Questions related to identity are decisive 

in choosing the guiding concept for a contemporary hymn publication. As they are 

embedded in specific cultural environments and wish to reflect their own roots, churches 

and hymnbook editors show various degrees of openness towards new musical pieces, 

styles, and performance practices. On the textual level, an inclusive approach actively looks 

for unmapped spaces, attempting to cover neglected topics and the forgotten layers of the 

society. The community perspective is also strongly present across contexts. 

Later in this article, we will offer a list of attributes that may be applied globally in Lutheran 

contexts to describe the borderlines of a Lutheran hymnal. My aim is to propose professional 

criteria28 – as opposed to personal preferences – that can be applied globally in a Lutheran 

context. In this article and in my doctoral thesis, I strongly argue that it is possible to identify 

such generally applicable professional recommendations. Before presenting this 

framework, let us visit the borderlands of Lutheran hymnody. 

The Borderland of Lutheran Identity 

Silence My Soul29 is an aphorism by Indian philosopher Rabindranath Tagore in a musical 

form, created by the renowned Filippino composer Francisco F. Feliciano. How is this 

content relevant to the global Lutheran community? 

 

Figure 1. Silence My Soul as it appears in the Windhoek assembly worship book (2017). 

 
28 Őze 2025: 39. 
29 Hamilton & Jussila (eds.) 2003: 86, IWPC (ed.) 2017: 13. 
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In 2017 the LWF assembly took place in Windhoek, Namibia; there, the hymn choice was 

grounded on the biblical arch of the conference, built around a tree theme. Dirk Lange writes 

in his foreword to the worship book:  

We gather under a tree, as is customary in much of Namibia, to tell the stories of our faith. 

Trees are God’s gift to us, at the heart of creation. The tree is the cross upon which hung the 

Savior of the world. The cross is also the tree of life. […] At the tree, we see Jesus, we hear 

Jesus, we encounter Jesus.30 

The hymn text communicates a personal encounter with God in the form of a short 

narrative. The free, fragmented structure depicts musical characteristics similar to a 

Gregorian chant: text lines are uttered on a repetitive melody core composed of a few tones. 

The closing formula centres on sol, while the gong reinforces the base tone of the do-

hexachord. The text-based (parlando) rhythmic is more aptly suited to solo performance, 

especially in view of the pauses and the meditative character of the song. 

Silence My Soul was first published in a global Lutheran hymnal in 2003. The general 

principles guiding the compilation of this collection were ‘experiencing global communion, 

furthering peace and reconciliation, and offering fresh, new melodies and rhythms 

representing a colourful variety of different cultures.’31 The editors of the Agape collection 

embedded the aphorism into a longer text following the seven-day cycle of creation.32 

The additional text was written by Presbyterian pastor Seong-Won Park from Korea, using 

the Chinese symbols for each day. In this way, an aphorism based on Asian philosophy was 

transitioned into a traditional biblical context with the help of Chinese astrology. Despite 

the well-intentioned inculturation attempt, the song and the added context need further 

explanation in a Lutheran setting. 

The third appearance of Silence My Soul in global Lutheran hymnals was as the opening item 

of the Global Lutheran Songbook of 2024, a global collection prepared for the 500th 

anniversary of the first Lutheran hymnbook. Beginning the section entitled ‘Gathering’, the 

song appears within the framework of silence and arrival at worship. Scripture references 

point to Genesis 1:1–18, Psalm 62:1, and Psalm 62:5.33 

In the Lutheran hymnbook tradition, the first item of a hymnbook and the first hymn of each 

section has an especially strong symbolic function. Thus, choosing this song as the first item 

 
30 IWPC (ed.) 2017: 5. 
31 Jussila 2024. 
32 Hamilton & Jussila (eds.) 2003: 155. 
33 Steinmetz (ed.) 2024: 14. 
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of a 500-year anniversary Lutheran hymnal is a deliberate reference to the special editorial 

concept already marked by the motto of the collection: ‘For those who dare to sing a new 

song’.34 

To summarise the first dilemma encountered here: To what degree does this song represent 

Lutheran theology? How can we describe its relation to Lutheran identity? Is a free musical 

form apt for community singing in a Lutheran context? I claim that, in this case, we are 

moving on the verge. 

The Musical Dimension 

Let us now briefly explore the borderlines of musical forms. My first example for melodic 

questions is För livets skull by the prolific Swedish hymn author Per Harling. The text of the 

song still appears fresh and meaningful more than thirty years after its creation in 1991, 

and it has been received positively by the textual committee of the hymnbook renewal 

process in Hungary. 

 

Figure 2. För livets skull as it appears in the Kraków assembly worship book (2023). 

 
34 Steinmetz (ed.) 2024: 3. 
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If we look at the melody range, the song starts with an octave leap (repeated in the second 

line). In the third line, a further quarter is added to this – in total, we arrive at an 11-tone 

melody range. In the present hymnbook of the ELCH, the maximum tone range is indeed 

undecima, but there are also differences in how the melody is built up within the given span. 

In the following examples, one melody from the Czech Brethren tradition and another from 

a twentieth-century Hungarian author, a 10-tone span is reached gradually. 

 

Figure 3. Istenfélők, mily boldogok vagytok (orig. O wie selig seid ihr doch, ihr Frommen) from the 
hymnbook of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Hungary. 

 

 

Figure 4. Ébred a hajnal, a melody by Árpád Fasang (1912–2001) from the ELCH hymnbook. 

 

Other English, German, and Finnish examples from the Hungarian Lutheran hymnbook 

depart generically from harmonic structures (Christ the Lord is ris’n today; Oi, Jeesus, kiitos 

nimellesi sun) and horn motives, see Figure 5. 
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Figure 5. Harsány szó kiált az éjbe (orig. Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme) from the ELCH hymnbook. 

 

Among the different proposals for the melodic ‘domestication’ of För livets skull to the 

existing repertoire, one idea is to modify the first note of the first two lines from A to D, 

thereby reducing the overall tone range of the song to an octave. Of course, such a 

modification would have to be discussed with the composer personally, but it is a highly 

interesting question in general whether it is possible to establish common melodic criteria 

even in a cross-European setting, let alone on a global scale. 

In addition to melody formation, complex rhythmical patterns, especially structures 

articulated by pauses, may also approach the borderline when it comes to congregational 

singing a cappella. God Who Made the Stars of Heaven, a theme song written for the 50th 

anniversary of the LWF in Hongkong, is a good example of this. 
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Figure 6. God, Who Made the Stars of Heaven as it appears in the Kraków assembly worship book 
(2023). 
 

The rhythmical challenge here is not merely technical, but structural. Instead of placing the 

syncopated formula starting with a pause in the regular pattern, or in parallel positions (for 

example always at the start of the second half-line), I-to-Loh’s composition presents an in-

built surprise at the end of the third and the beginning of the fourth line. 

Complex melodies sometimes have a special message embedded in them. EVL 925 from the 

Finnish hymnbook-supplement is a marked example of this phenomenon. Kjell Wiklund‘s 

poem Maa järkkyy, murtuu, ja kaaos vyöryy speaks about feelings of insecurity amidst 

contemporary struggles. The text was inspired by the tsunami disaster in 2004, and is 

paired with three different melodies. The first melody balances the uncertainty of humanity 

as it looks for God in the middle of a catastrophe with its highly predictable structure. 
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Figure 7. The original Swedish–Norwegian folk melody of the tsunami song. 

 

The other two variants incorporate the chaos in their melodic structure in two different 

ways. 

 

Figure 8. A minimalist melody by organist and professor of church music Erkki Tuppurainen. 
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Figure 9. A melody with shaken harmonies by contemporary Finnish composer Jyrki Linjama. 

 

Similarly, I urminnes tider skapades allt, from the test booklet of the Swedish hymnbook 

renewal process, depicts the formative moments of creation through its changing time 

signature and floating tonality. 

 

Figure 10. A melody from the times of creation by Mattias Ekström Koij. 
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In summary, there are a few sub-questions regarding melodic consideration that expand on 

the original question: Is this melody singable by the whole (multi-faceted) community? Is 

the range of the song manageable? Are there intervals or rhythmical patterns that are novel 

to the given local repertoire? Is the tonality and structure of the song manageable on the 

community level – including for musically non-educated members, and possibly without 

accompaniment? 

Of course, many of these questions are closely related to the pedagogical perspective: the 

time and opportunities available for introducing a new song vary greatly from situation to 

situation. In a global assembly setting, the period for musical preparation exists within strict 

time limits. As MacArthur puts it:35 ‘I have three minutes to teach all the music of this service 

to people for the next half hour, most five. Things have to really be tight. I think these shorter 

pieces [reference to cyclical refrains – author’s comment] help that process and help people 

participate.’ In local Lutheran settings, the methods used for the musical preparation of the 

Sunday mass vary greatly across contexts. The possibilities range from practising songs in 

weekday groups to a joint introduction before the start of the service. The latter may be 

related to a hymnbook renewal process, introducing a new musical practice to the 

community, or elevating festive occasions. Such contextual differences also affect methods 

of accompaniment and readiness to sing a cappella (in one or many voices). 

I am deeply influenced by Csomasz Tóth’s concept of the ideal and the experiental church 

community.36 Taking the skill-set of both into account supports the hymnbook editor – or 

the practical church musician – in making informed decisions striving toward a pedagogical 

optimum. 

To summarise the second dilemma we are faced with: Is this melody singable by the whole 

(multi-faceted) community? Is it acceptable to modify a melody according to the (assumed) 

tolerance level of the community? 

If I Ever Believed – a Community Song? 

The third dilemma we encounter concerns the relation between individual experience and 

the faith of the church. The song If I Ever Believed, by Jouko Mäki-Lohiluoma, addresses the 

uncertainty of faith; it is a contemporary Finnish text from the Awakening movement 

 
35 MacArthur 2024. 
36 Csomasz Tóth 1950: 42. 
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hymnal Siionin virret,37 and is also included in the second test booklet of the hymnbook 

renewal process in Hungary.38 

Here, I offer a prose outline of a few focal verses (with emphasis added for the sake of 

argumentation). The last verse contains a direct reference to 1 Corinthians 13:13 (‘And now 

these three remain: faith, hope, and love. But the greatest of these is love.’), although the 

author seems to claim that the greatest of all is actually hope. 

1. If I ever believed, now it's all gone. When I think about this life, I finally admit it now. Can 

you hear, Jesus, how I now pray with sighs and a heavy heart? 

2. My childish faith does not endure doubt, but when it sees it coming, it recedes from the 

heart. I doubt you, Jesus, when you only look at people's suffering and don't prevent it. […] 

5. Have mercy, Lord, have mercy on your wayward child, and save him, if you can, from the 

sinking ship. If I have lost love, or even if my faith dies, I will not stop hoping. 

Contemporary texts on rootlessness and the uncertainty of faith39 lead us to the question: 

How can we define the borders of content that is applicable on a community level? As the 

background document of the last Finnish hymnbook renewal process puts it:40 

A hymn […] conveys the faith of the church and human experience. […] Common faith also 

embraces human experience that doubts the goodness and love of God, maybe even questions 

the existence of God but at the same time, is constantly craving for God’s eternal love. 

Hymnbook editors may long for contemporary poetry and a credible account of our time, 

but here again we are moving along the verge. How do we define the borders of content that 

can be sung together, in solidarity with community members of different mindsets, and with 

varied religious experiences? Luckily, in the hymnbook renewal processes of both Finland 

and Estonia, wonderful collections have been published including material that did not 

cross the border of the requirements for the official hymnbook but still offer valuable 

experiences for individual worship, solo performance, or choir work.41 

Returning to the above example, the editors of the Lutheran hymnbook renewal in Hungary 

asked for a modified translation, moving the singular perspective closer to community use. 

Thus, the strongly (counter)confessional Ich-Lied became a spiritual Wir-Lied. 

 
37 https://www.h-y.fi/siionit/jos-lienen-joskus-uskonut.html (accessed 4 August 2025). 
38 https://probafuzet.lutheran.hu/enek?index=054 (accessed 20 February 2026). 
39 See also EVL 915, the song of a person rarely visiting church https://virsikirja.fi/virsi-915-en-tieda-miksi-
kirkonpenkkiin-nain/ (accessed 4 August 2025). 
40 Perustelut 2014: 10.13ff. Translation and added emphasis by the article author. 
41 Rintamäki 2022; Petermann et al. 2023. 

https://www.h-y.fi/siionit/jos-lienen-joskus-uskonut.html
https://probafuzet.lutheran.hu/enek?index=054
https://virsikirja.fi/virsi-915-en-tieda-miksi-kirkonpenkkiin-nain/
https://virsikirja.fi/virsi-915-en-tieda-miksi-kirkonpenkkiin-nain/
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Néped szívében, Istenünk A kétely gyakran ébred. 

Én is megvallom előtted, Ha hitem semmivé lett. 

Mégis tehozzád, Jézusom, Hit nélkül is imádkozom: 

Nincs rajtad kívül élet.42 

In the hearts of your people, our God, doubt often awakens. 

I too confess to you, if my faith has vanished. 

Yet to you, my Jesus, I pray even without faith: 

There is no life outside of you.43 

To summarise the third dilemma: Is the original text acceptable to the whole (multi-faceted) 

community? Is it acceptable to adapt a hymn text according to the (assumed) tolerance level 

of the community? 

Selection Framework 

After a brief overview of concrete examples from the verge, it is time to revisit the original 

aim of this short reflection. Is it possible to compile a set of parameters  

• that define the key features of a Lutheran hymn; 

• that would be able to support canonical hymn selection processes; 

• and are based on the local hymnbook tradition, but are also applicable to the 

editorial process for global hymnals? 

Despite the wide-ranging cultural and historical perspectives of the 154 member churches 

of the Lutheran World Federation, representing 78 million Christians in the Lutheran 

tradition in 99 countries globally,44 I claim that it is possible to define just such a unified set 

of Lutheran criteria. 

I will now offer a simple model that accommodates the extremely complex and intricate 

biosphere of hymns along the following framework: 1) core, 2) musical outfit, 3) added 

value (core hymn or novelty), and 4) fitness for the community. 

 

 
42 Judit Ágnes Kiss 2024, see above footnote 38. 
43 Prose outline and added emphasis by the article author. 
44 https://lutheranworld.org/member-churches (accessed 20 February 2026). 

https://lutheranworld.org/member-churches
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Core 

Looking at the core of Lutheran theology, the minimum criterion, the so-called unum 

necessarium, refers to the gospel of Luke, chapter 10:42: ‘Few things are needed—or indeed 

only one.’ And what is this sole criterion? It is the presence and personal vicinity of Christ, 

as Luther also summarises in his treatise The Order of Worship for a Congregation (1523). 

Therefore, Christ’s presence and salvation work45 should also be the foremost governing 

principle when trying to identify criteria for including (or not including) hymns in a 

Lutheran hymnal. 

The German term was Christum treibt (‘what preaches Christ’) originally appears in Martin 

Luther’s preface to the Epistles of James and Jude,46 and refers to the decisive factor for 

including – or not including – books in the New Testament.47 However, the expression has 

later acquired a broader meaning. As Luther writes, ‘That is the true test by which to judge 

all books when we see whether they deal with Christ or not’, so hymnal editors may continue 

saying, mutatis mutandis, that this is the true test by which to judge all [hymn]books [or 

each individual hymn], when we see whether they deal with Christ or not. 

Looking at the Christological focus in a Trinitarian context, it is important to note the 

interrelatedness of the three divine beings. The pre-existing Christ is already present at the 

moment of creation – recognising this reality, the reading of Old Testament texts (and songs 

stemming from this layer of the Scripture) also happens through this lens. Psalm texts, for 

instance, do not refer to the person of Christ directly, but from a Christian hermeneutical 

position a contemporary interpretation includes this aspect. The Spirit, as is underlined in 

the 1700-year old Nicene Creed, ‘proceeds from the Father and the Son’ – that is, it does not 

operate as an independent actor, but is closely interrelated both with the Father and the 

Son. ‘The Spirit is the one that testifies’ on Jesus Christ (1 John 5:6–7). In this sense, the 

Christological reading of hymn texts as more closely related to the work of the Creator or 

the Giver of Life is contextually justified. 

 
45 See WA II: 33 canticum novum est canticum crucis (‘the new song is the song of the cross’). 
46 WA DB 7: 384.22–32. 
47 ‘That is the true test by which to judge all books when we see whether they deal with Christ or not, since all 
the Scriptures show us Christ (Romans 3), and St. Paul is determined to know nothing but Christ (I Corinthians 
15). What does not teach Christ is not apostolic even though St. Peter or Paul taught it; again, what preaches 
Christ would be apostolic even though Judas, Annas, Pilate, and Herod did it.’ (See English version in public 
domain source  
https://www.wolfmueller.co/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Prefaces-to-the-Books-of-the-Bible-with-
cover.pdf, pp. 129–130, accessed 4 August 2025). 

https://www.wolfmueller.co/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Prefaces-to-the-Books-of-the-Bible-with-cover.pdf,
https://www.wolfmueller.co/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Prefaces-to-the-Books-of-the-Bible-with-cover.pdf,
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The most recent hermeneutical document of the LWF48 reaffirms the Christological focus. 

Direct references to Luther and ‘what bears Christ’49 lead to a contemporary 

interpretation50 through a threefold lens: a 21st century Christian reading based on the Old 

and New Testament; a Lutheran reading based on Luther’s and Lutheran writings, and; a 

contextual reading ‘as people of a particular gender, age, ethnicity, culture and education, 

living in a particular corner of the world’. In all of these contexts, common ground includes 

‘the hope in the salvific message of the resurrection of Christ’.51 ‘Biblical interpretation in 

the Lutheran tradition only succeeds as a shared endeavor that always reveals Christ’s 

gospel message and orients itself toward human beings.’52 Hymns, as a form of biblical 

interpretation, follow the same principle.53 

As the identity document published for the Krakow assembly54 formulates the intra-

Trinitarian relationship:55 

The Addis Ababa consultation called for a ‘Christological pneumatology’ or ‘Pneumatological 

Christology’ as the foundation of and reference for a Trinitarian Lutheran spirituality. This 

means that where Christ is present in faith, this is the work of the Holy Spirit. This is the link 

between spiritual theology and sacramental theology. 

From the biblical perspective, they claim:56 ‘Scripture bears Christ to us (was Christum 

treibet). Reading the Bible in a way that reveals the good news requires the guidance of the 

Holy Spirit in the church across time and space.’ 

Thus, was Christum treibt is a globally applicable, transcultural57 core criterion closely 

connected to Lutheran communal identity. This community lives in various forms.58 With 

Christ in the focus, we have to be able to sing together, in all our reconciled diversity.59 The 

notion of reconciled diversity was introduced at the LWF Dar es Salaam assembly in 1977, 

 
48 DTPW 2016. 
49 Ibid. 2016: 13, point (17); 2016: 16, point (28). 
50 Ibid. 2016: 17, point (31). 
51 Ibid. 2016: 23, point (45). 
52 2016: 25, point (52). This double focus is clearly represented in the Finnish hymnbook renewal process, which 
defines hymns as communicating ‘the faith of the church and human experience’. Perustelut 2014. 
53 Perustelut 2014: 10.13ff., see above. 
54 Rimmer & Schunk 2023 https://lutheranworld.org/resources/document-now-there-are-varieties (accessed 
29 July 2025). 
55 Rimmer & Schunk 2023: 29. 
56 Ibid. 2023: 27. 
57 Bangert 2014: 125. 
58 Rimmer & Schunk 2023. 
59 See 1977 Dar es Salaam assembly statement Models of Unity, published in: Sovik 1977: 173–175. 
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and has since been adapted to a wide ecumenical audience outside the LWF. In the original 

document, this principle was described as follows: 

This way to unity is […] theological dialogue and mutual correction, a way in which the 

distinctiveness of each partner is not lost sight of but rings out, is transformed and renewed, 

and in this way becomes visible and palpable to the other partners as a legitimate form of 

Christian existence and of the one Christian faith. There is no glossing over the differences. 

Nor are the differences simply preserved and maintained unaltered. On the contrary, they 

lose their divisive character and are reconciled to each other.60 

This reconciliatory attitude and theological ‘spaciousness’ is especially meaningful in view 

of contemporary hymn texts. As Tamás Béres claims:61 

If it is true that who sings prays twice and that we create our prayers according to the rules 

of dogmatics, the grammar of our mother tongue in faith, then one hymn expresses the 

teaching of church at least to a fourfold extent. This quadruple multiplier allows for certain 

redundance and creativity – that is, in the singing practice of the church, we mustn’t expect 

flawless dogmatic content from each individual hymn. As in everyday life, the casual nature 

of oral communication manages to convey meaning in spite of inevitable misunderstandings, 

we should allow our hymns to not always express the profound depths of theological 

reflection with an invariable intensity. 

However, theological spaciousness also has its limits within the context of a given 

confessional family. The principle of the Protestant Corridor was originally introduced by 

the Communion of Protestant Churches in Europe (CPCE) in the context of ethical 

discussions, in order to simultaneously recognise both common ground and diversity.62 

Corridors often give space to dynamic discussions that still remain within certain limits – a 

suitable metaphor for lively conversation between churches of diverse theological and 

cultural backgrounds still not departing from the basis of shared confessional 

foundations.63 

The most recent document on Lutheran identity on the global level offers a clear statement: 

‘Being Lutheran does not prescribe one identity.’64 Further: 

Lutherans share normative commitments […]. But, like Luther’s translation of the Bible, these 

norms are embodied through a diversity of languages, cultures, forms of worship, 

 
60 Ibid. 174. 
61 Béres 2025: 23. 
62 CPCE 2017: 22, 56, 162. 
63 Constitution 1990/2023 II; III. 1. & III. 2. 
64 Rimmer & Schunk 2023: 4. 
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spirituality, service, and expressions of public witness in minority and majority contexts. For 

that reason, expressions of the Lutheran tradition have always been negotiated. 

Recognising this multiplicity, and at the same time seeking for common ground, at each 

point of decision for a hymn to enter an official hymn collection the community should be 

able to jointly declare: ‘We in this community, inspired by Christ, are able to sing together: 

[title of the hymn].’ 

Musical Outfit 

Having verified the theological core of the hymn, decision-makers next arrive at the equally 

complex issue of the musical outfit. In my local church context, the narrow musical criteria 

for hymns taught across all levels of Lutheran church music education is based on oral 

presentations by ELCH music director Gábor Trajtler (1929–2022). According to Trajtler,65 

a church hymn 

• is originally plain chant (and can be used as such, without harmonies); 

• has an even structure, avoiding musical extremities; 

• follows a logical harmony structure; and 

• is able to be accompanied by an organ. 

This list of criteria not only refers to the church context of Trajtler’s time, but also follows 

the guideline of community-centeredness. Firstly, an a cappella hymn is fit for community 

use in any physical environment, irrespective of human resources; in a diaspora setting, 

occasions where there are only a few singers, with no instrument or trained musician, are 

more the rule than the exception. At the same time, singing is available to everyone, 

irrespective of age and number and through personal bodily experience; it reinforces a 

direct relationship between the singing person and the sung message in a holistic way. If 

accompanied, an even melodic and harmony structure supports the community realisation 

of the song.66 

 
65 Cited in the 3rd point of the Concept of the Hymnbook Renewal 
https://enekeskonyv-megujitas.egyhazkozseg.hu/wp-content/uploads/sites/85/2023/01/Jegyzokonyv-
0926-melleklet4-enekeskonyv-koncepcio.pdf (accessed 28 July 2025). 
66 The melodic criteria attributed to Trajtler are also included in the concept of the current hymnbook renewal.  
https://enekeskonyv-megujitas.egyhazkozseg.hu/wp-content/uploads/sites/85/2023/01/Jegyzokonyv-
0926-melleklet4-enekeskonyv-koncepcio.pdf (accessed 29 July 2025). 

https://enekeskonyv-megujitas.egyhazkozseg.hu/wp-content/uploads/sites/85/2023/01/Jegyzokonyv-0926-melleklet4-enekeskonyv-koncepcio.pdf
https://enekeskonyv-megujitas.egyhazkozseg.hu/wp-content/uploads/sites/85/2023/01/Jegyzokonyv-0926-melleklet4-enekeskonyv-koncepcio.pdf
https://enekeskonyv-megujitas.egyhazkozseg.hu/wp-content/uploads/sites/85/2023/01/Jegyzokonyv-0926-melleklet4-enekeskonyv-koncepcio.pdf
https://enekeskonyv-megujitas.egyhazkozseg.hu/wp-content/uploads/sites/85/2023/01/Jegyzokonyv-0926-melleklet4-enekeskonyv-koncepcio.pdf
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The ‘Trajtler 1.0’ model was a rather twentieth-century European approach, but I argue that 

considering its strengths could also enrich global Lutheran hymnal editing in our own time. 

Applying Trajtler’s principles to the global reality of twenty-first century Lutheranism 

(‘Trajtler 2.0’), I propose the following musical framework. A Lutheran hymn, in general: 

• can be performed a cappella (in one or more voices); 

• avoids musical extremities, that is: instead of building on musical effects, it is 

logogenic,67 narrative music; 

• can be performed with authentic68 or keyboard69 accompaniment. 

Musical pieces conforming to the above framework are able to be performed everywhere, 

in all circumstances. Those that do not conform to the above can also be used in a Lutheran 

context, but the opportunities for performing them are dependent on local capacities 

(availability of a musician, instrument, etc.). Singing is not only a Lutheran core competence, 

but is a ‘movable’ instrument available globally to any community in any circumstances – 

be it in a church, in a refugee camp, in the forest, in a classroom, or elsewhere. 

I am offering this general framework while keeping in mind that the minutiae of musical 

forms fit for a given community within this framework may only be discussed in the local 

context. The musical typology of specific repertoire groups (German chorale, Genevan 

psalm, folk chorale variants in Baltic and Nordic countries, Welsh hymn tunes, spiritual and 

gospel music, Christian music in Asia, etc.) can be analysed in detail. Some of those genres, 

along with their musical characteristics, apply across regions; others are limited to a certain 

country or a specific neighbourhood. The choice of tones and tone ranges possible and 

permissible in a specific musical environment, similarly to the relevant choice of structural 

items (melodic structure, composition of musical lines, motives, length of a musical phrase, 

musical endings, etc.), can only be defined locally. 

 
67 The notion of logogenic etymologically includes both the elements of logos (‘word, esp. Word of God’) and 
genos (‘birth’). In psycholinguistics, the Morton logogen model for speech recognition (1969, later expanded) 
described how lexical items are mentally activated by the incoming psychological or contextual stimuli. A 
congregational hymn is, in this sense, equally logogenic: it triggers the inherent Word within us. 
68 While in the ‘Trajtler 1.0’ model, musical items from different musical eras entering the chorale repertoire 
were interiorised by a unified accompaniment style, today, accompaniment in the original style of each hymn is 
the prevalent choice. Trajtler’s claim of following a logical harmony structure can still be applied, with the 
exception of Asian music. If a non-Asian song cannot be accompanied with a logical harmony structure, it is effect 
music, and consequently, based on the above argument it is not a Lutheran hymn. 
69 Rhythmic or other special instruments necessary for authentic accompaniment are not always available, while 
keyboard substitution for instrumental groups has been a continuous practice since the time when the organ 
replaced the Baroque continuo group. 
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Added Value 

The third proposed indicator concerns the added value brought by the hymn to the given 

hymnbook. Depending on the extent of the connectedness/openness of the given item, two 

alternatives arise: the hymn’s inclusion in the given collection is either motivated by its core 

hymn nature or its novelty value. 

By core hymn (Kernlied)70 quality, I am referring to: 

• Biblical or liturgical reference; 

• Value authorised by a key author or era; 

• Connection to a preceding publication or church tradition; 

• Reinforcing confessional, linguistic, or ethnic identity in the context of ecumenical 

partners or other neighbours. 

If a hymn entering an official hymnbook for the first time is not characterised by these 

features, it includes a novelty factor. According to the research corpus behind this study,71 

the novelty factor may refer to the following characteristics: 

• Musical novelty; 

• A to-date missing topic or author (not necessarily contemporary); 

• Geographical balance; 

• Language or minority aspect; 

• Ecumenical aspect; 

• Connectedness to individual biography;72 

• Items from the verge that could not have entered earlier collections, countercultural 

elements.73 

Consequently, for added value, one of the two above choices must be activated (core hymn 

or novelty). 

 
70 Blume (1965), Dobszay (1995), Becker et al. (2003), Leube (2008), Jaanson (2018). 
71 A detailed analysis of 530 musical pieces of global Lutheran hymnody spanning ten centuries in seventy 
languages, in addition to the corpora of the recent local hymnbook renewals listed in this article. 
72 Kis 2012: 147. The first test booklet of the ELCH hymnbook renewal is built along these phases, and the current 
German developments (https://mitsingen.de/gesangbuch-2029/einblicke-ins-buch, accessed 23 June 2026) 
also point in the same direction. 
73 Bangert 2014: 128–129. 

https://mitsingen.de/gesangbuch-2029/einblicke-ins-buch
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Fitness for Community 

The abovementioned theological, identity-related, musical, and value-based factors have 

repeatedly pointed in the direction of the receiving community. Now, let us add a list of 

formal criteria to our model to support the focal feature fitness for community: 

• Aiming at a realistic section of the skill-set of the ideal and the empirical 

community;74 

• An excellent word–tone relationship (prosody); musical character suited for the 

given content; 

• Pedagogical aspect: memorable musical features (among others, prominent melodic 

structure, repetition), existing singable translation; 

• Cultural relevance in the dichotomy of the global church context and relatedness to 

local and regional traditions; 

• Pleasing to God and fellow humans. 

The above four cornerstones are proposed as a relevant framework for the editorial process 

of global Lutheran hymnals, inspired by the local tradition of Lutheran hymnbooks in 

Europe. My empirically based assumption is that these four elements are present both in 

global and local hymnbook editing processes, but in a different order of priorities, in an 

almost inverse pattern. 

In the musical preparation of global Lutheran and ecumenical meetings during the last 

thirty years, the worship service has increasingly become the starting point.75 Following the 

liturgical scope, the most salient features in global editorial processes are pedagogical value 

and novum, followed by theological value (respectively, distinctive confessional feature). 

The Kernlied motivation, or the contextual melodic criteria, are hardly noticeable.  

In my own local context, the core, musical outfit, and added value A (Kernlied) appear in a 

varying order, often interconnected with each other. The presence of added value B (novum) 

and the community angle are less salient. 

 

 
74 Csomasz Tóth 1950: 42. 
75 MacArthur 2024. 
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Conclusions 

We departed from the understanding that the border is a location for important events. As 

Lotman claims:76 

Every border […] is meant for restricting access for foreign material: It is supposed to filter 

the external and internalise it. […] On the level of the semiosphere, our own is opposed to the 

foreign and the border becomes the location of filtering the outside world (perceived as a 

text in a foreign language) and translating it to our own language. It is a way of structuring 

the outer world.  

The same selection and adaptation processes apply to the editorial process of hymnals. 

Both local and global Lutheran communities struggle with the inverse realities of a core-

focused and an inviting approach to identity. For both of them, I hereby humbly offer the 

proposed criteria ‘to make the uncertain certain’, to support Lutheran hymnbook editors 

when making choices in order for hymns to step over the verge into the promised land of 

an officially canonised hymnbook, or to remain outside in the darkness. 

• Core – Christological focus on a trinitarian context, reconciled diversity, and 

theological ‘spaciousness’ within the Protestant corridor. 

• Musical outfit – can be performed a cappella, avoids musical extremities, 

performance with authentic or keyboard accompaniment. 

• Added value – core hymn (Kernlied) quality or novelty (novum) factor. 

• Fitness for community – cultural and pedagogical relevance to the receiving 

community. 

 

 
76 Lotman 2002: 106. Translation by the article author. 
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