
Tlte Hyn,n Problem

In this issue, we present a paper each on the hymns of the Hun"
garian and Slovak peoples. A. third is omitted partly because it
covers much the same territory and partly because it poses the Ina"
terial of the other two as "'an answer to the hymn problem". This
by way of translation of the hymns of nationals to fill in for the
hymns "'rejected because they do not measure up to the proper
textual and musical criteria" .

Right off it should be said that despite the rumblings of the
past ten or fifteen years, we are blissfully unaware of any serious
hymn problem. The fact is that vve have such a plenitude of
splendid hymns that no single group will ever use all of them any"
way. Mind you, no one is denying that a sharing of the hymns of
the family of nations does not greatly enrich us. But it is not so
easy. The problem of good English translations is not unakin to
that of fitting out the chant in languages of the Anglo..Saxon family.
(Some of the finest chant I have heard has been Anglican chant,
but this was usually in a large Gothic church where only the lofty
melodies, not the text, reached one.) Thus the People's Hymnal
suffers from a too literal and awkward translation. And even in the
lovely Slovak Memorare in The Saint Gregory HY1nnal vIe are still
asked to sing ""that anyone who sought thee, or made to thee his
moan". Why not ""groan" or ""bone" or even ""phone"? The only
thing necessary, it seems, is that it rhyme with ""known"! What do
you use in your parish or institution for congregational singing?
Hymn cards? There is no reason for your not having the very best.
Or do you envision hymnals stacked in racks on the rear of every
pew as in many Protestant churches? Then what is the matter \.vith
the English Westminster Hymnal? I do not think it is likely to
be surpassed soon.

The following opinion is not meant to be condemnatory of any
hymnal, and it is an opinion which has been arrived at earnestly
through many discussions and seminars. For straight hymn tunes
and good language, we choose the Westminster book. For a com"
bination hymnal"choir book, we'll stay with St. Gregory's. We
welcome. all new hymns that have musical and lingual dignity. Mean"
while there are plenty to go around.

It is unfortunate that one must conclude on a somewhat nega"
tive note. In many areas of our country there has always been a
good hymn tradition. The writer, for example, \vas not exposed to
the kind of tripe Mr. Vincent Higgenson has so securely devastated
until after he was ordained. In as many other areas great progress
had been made-until the novenas came along. These now eat away

158



at local traditions of a hundred years and more. It· is possible be..
cause in the main, and despite Madison Avenue, the world is less
musical than it was a hundred years ago. We heartily second all
efforts to stamp out an illegitimate growth that calls itself, of all
things-, ""traditional"". Is this a hymn problem? Not exactly. There
is no reason at all for singing the hymns suggested. None.
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CHILDREN OF GOD
You come from many homes; but you all belong to one family,

the family wherein your heavenly Father reigns. You not only
live and play together around the school, together you go into God"s
House, to praise and to thank your heavenly Father.

There the priest, your best friend and your leader, waits for
you. Day by day, he leads you heavenward. In the church, he
offers our brother Jesus to the Father of heaven, in the name of His
little friends.

This is the Mass. Have you noticed how, at Mass, the offering
of our Gift to God by the priest is accolnpanied with songs? Surely,
you want to take your part in this Offering. There is no better way
to do this than to .sing with your leader and your friend.

Then the whole family of God's children is united in the sacred
Banquet of the Eucharist, wherein you and your companions are
nourished. )

This little book contains some of the songs
which Mother, the Church, gives you to sing,
especially at Holy Mass.

Love them and sing them often,

-from Fr. Vitry's First Boo~
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