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The Story of Our Hymnals 

 

One of the punch lines in the You might be a Lutheran if … jokes, is: You might be a Lutheran if 

when you hear talk of red and green, you don't think of Christmas, but of hymnals.  

On Sunday, January 19, 1986, we dedicated the "Green Hymnal," otherwise known as the 

Lutheran Book of Worship (LBW)—the set of which had been given as a memorial gift by Mrs. 

Elizabeth Frye in honor of Emory Frye. The LBW had been published eight years earlier, in 

1978, and representatives of New Jerusalem attended a workshop on the new hymnal sponsored 

by the synod, but it took us eight years to get around to adopting it. 

Now, you might think that, over time, we have moved further and further away from the 

liturgy and hymns used in the 16th century, in the age of the Lutheran Reformation.  

Actually, it's just the opposite: over the past century, there has been a liturgical renewal 

with the Lutheran Church in America, and we are now much closer to the original Lutheran 

liturgy and hymns than we were 150 years ago. 

Music, and particularly the Lutheran hymn-chorales, are one of the Lutheran Church's 

great contributions to the world. The Reformation gave rise to a revival of hymn-singing in 

central Europe, unmatched since the early days of the Latin church.  

 The German pioneers who came to Pennsylvania by the thousands in the period before 

the American Revolution, often brought their own hymnals with them, and that's what our 

founders would have used in the early days of New Jerusalem. (The little books had only the 

texts of the hymns; it was expected that everyone would know the tunes.) 



When we Lutherans started using English in our worship services in the 19th century that 

presented a new problem: of where to find English-language hymns.  

 Adding to the problem in the mid-19th century, was that Lutherans in the eastern United 

States were split into two groups: one which wanted to adapt to American Protestantism, who 

were called "neo-Lutherans" or "American Lutherans," and another group that adhered to the 

Augsburg Confession and the traditional teachings of the Lutheran Church, who were known as 

"confessional" or "orthodox" Lutherans. The neo-Lutherans were often anti-liturgical, 

denouncing it as formalism.* We here at New Jerusalem were part of the "neo-Lutheran" 

grouping, which was centered at Gettysburg Seminary, and in the Melanchton Synod, which we 

joined for a few years in the 1860s. 

In the 1850s a English-language hymnal called Lutheran Hymns was used here (Rob 

Legard has a copy, published in 1853, that belonged to his great-grandmother Leah Grubb.) 

Although it's called "Lutheran," it has very few Lutheran hymns in it—almost none. 

But then, a liturgical renewal began in the latter part of the 19th century. The hymnal we 

adopted in 1904 reflects this. It was called the Book of Worship, published in 1899 in 

Philadelphia by the General Synod. But, it still has relatively few of the old German hymns. The 

overwhelming majority of the hymns were adopted from English-speaking protestant churches—

Presbyterian and Methodist, in particular. But importantly, it did include the 1888 "Common 

Service" liturgy, which many regard as the high point of liturgical development in American 

Lutheranism up to that point That meant a return to following the structure of church year, and to 

congregational responses of the type we practice today, where there is a great deal of 

congregational participation. In the typical 19th century Lutheran service, the congregation was 

silent except for the hymns. 

In 1927, we adopted the Common Service Book, published in 1917 by the newly-formed 

United Lutheran Church in American, which re-united the eastern churches of the Muhlenberg 

tradition. This had many more translations of the old German Lutheran hymns, including over 50 

translations from the German by Catherine Winkworth – who is honored in our Calendar of 

Saints, on July 1.  

In 1964, we adopted the "old red hymnal," the 1958 Service Book and Hymnal, which 

was a cooperative effort of eight Lutheran church bodies, including the ULC (United Lutheran 

Church) of which we were still a member. These marked a further return to the Lutheran 

liturgical tradition—and even to usages of the ancient church—while incorporating hymns from 

Scandinavian and other Lutheran traditions.  

You may notice a pattern here, which Pastor Mike Kretsinger noted in its histories. It 

takes us anywhere from five to ten years after the introduction of a new hymnal for us to decide 

to use it.  



The same thing is true with our current hymnal, the Lutheran Book of Worship (the 

"green hymnal"), which was published in 1978, but wasn't adopted by us until 1986. 

Now, there is another new hymnal in use in many of our sister churches, Evangelical 

Lutheran Worship (ELW), (the new "red hymnal"). That was introduced in 2006, incorporating 

the paperback "blue hymnal," With One Voice, which we have been using for a number of years. 

With One Voice, and the new ELW, both reflect the growing diversity of the Lutheran Church 

internationally, with many more hymn and songs from Africa and Latin America.  

There has been discussion of whether we should purchase a set of the new ELW hymnals, 

but for the time being we using a setting from the new red hymnal, printing it in the Sunday 

bulletin so all can follow it. That seems to work fine, as we march and sing our way into the 

future, while honoring our Lutheran heritage.  
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