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The Oxford Dictionary defines "sacred" as "consecrated,
dedicated, set apart, made holy by association with a deity." It
defines "secular", on the other hand, as "pertaining to the
world as distinguished from the church and religion; with
reference to music, not concerned with or devoted to the
service of religion, not sacred, profane."

These two words sum up a great controversy that is pen-
etrating many areas and disciplines within the Church today.
It is felt, for example, in the convent and monastery in efforts
to adjust the consecrated, dedicated Religious to his position
in the modern world. It is met in theology, and especially in
ascetical theology, where the term "world" was long taken as
the equivalent of evil. It is at the basis of the aggiornamento
which seeks to adjust the Church to its position in the modern
world, the sacred amid the secular. In the arts, we are con-
fronted with the question of a religious painting or a profane
one, a sacred building or a secular one, a sacred dance or a
worldly one. But nowhere at this moment is the controversy so
immediate as in the art of music, which we are told by the
Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy of the II Vatican Council is
an "integral part of liturgy." Is there a sacred music which is
something different from secular music? Are present outcries
that some music is profane and does not belong in worship
justified? What makes music holy or evil, fitting or unfitting,
worthy or unworthy of divine worship, sacred or profane?

Before we attack these questions and others, we should
note that we do have a distinction drawn between sacred and
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secular music. Pope Pius XII in his encyclical, Musicae sacrae
disciplina, begins that document with the very words "sacred
music," and in the course of his instruction he is at great pains
to point out that "anything unbecoming divine worship or
hindering the faithful from lifting up their minds to God be
removed from sacred music." He maintains that church music
is a music set apart and dedicated to a particular purpose, viz.,
the worship of God. St. Pius X made the quality of "holiness"
one of the marks of true church music in his Motu Proprio of
November, 1903, and Pius XI in his Apostolic Constitution,
Divini cultus sanctitatem, says the liturgy is indeed a sacred
thing which the Roman Pontiffs have been solicitous to safe-
guard and protect. Protect from what? From the non-sacred,
the profane, the secular, of course. The phrase, nil profanum,
has echoed through the centuries.

Historically, the problem of the sacred and the secular is
an old one. It was fought out in the early centuries by the
Fathers of the Church, many of whom feared the pagan influ-
ences that could creep into Christianity through Greek music,
instrumental music and musical devices associated with vari-
ous pagan cults or lascivious practices. Clement of Alexandria
(c. 150 - c. 220), a very learned man with musical and poetical
talents, warned against the lIse of instruments such as "the
ancient psaltery, the trumpet, the timbrel and aulos, which
those engaged in war and those who reject the fear of God
make use of in the singing at their festivals."l

In the Alexandrian tradition of allegorical interpretation,
Eusebius of Caesarea (c . 260 - c. 340), the church historian,
disapproved of instruments and substituted variolls allegories
for the realities to explain his position: "we sing the praises of
God with a living psaltery." He called the body the cithara and
the lyre of ten strings the five bodily senses and the five virtues
of the soul in trying to explain references to the use of such
instruments in the Old Testament.2 Saint Athanasius (c. 298-
373) followed in the same Alexandrian viewpoint.

In the West, SaintJerome (c .340-420), who indeed spent
a long period of his life in the East, was opposed to the use of
instruments in Christian worship and made his influence felt
on his friend, Pope Damasus, in a period when much of the



Tne Sacred and the Secular in Music 305

organization of the Roman liturgy was taking place. Saint Au-
gustine (354-430) did much to achieve a synthesis between the
learning of pagan Greece and Rome and the Christian Faith,
but he still accepted an allegorical interpretation of the use of
instruments in Christian worship, chiefly because of the fear
of the associations connected with their use in pagan cults. It
was always, of course, Psalm 150 that caused the problem for
the commentators, since it so distinctly calls for the praise of
God with instruments, "Praise the Lord with the sound of the
tuba; praise him with psaltery and harp." The singing of the
psalms was ever urged and the practice of singing them even
in rather elaborate settings was widely attested to.

Mter Saint Augustine, as the Church grew and its influ-
ence extended, less is found about the dangers inherent in the
use of instrumental music or in the singing ofwomen, because
the association of these things with the pagan rites was gradu-
ally being forgotten as paganism diminished. At the same
time, as the Church gained strength, it was able, little by little,
to make use in its worship of those cultural, artistic and popu-
lar traditions of the Mediterranean basin that formerly had
belonged in some part to pagan celebrations.

It is significant that it is the association or the connotation
with evil, paganism or secularism that concerned the Fathers.
Once that connotation ceased to be attached to music, the prob-
lem no longer loomed large. Mter the time of Augustine, the
old fears were beginning to be lessened and the writers and
preachers no longer are opposed to music. It is significant also
that it is in the period when the Church and Christian influ-
ence are small and struggling and the dangers of the secular
engulfing the sacred are great, that we hear cries of alarm
from the religious writers. When the influence of the Church
is great, the danger of secularization is less, and we often find
secular things being brought into religious use without fear of
profanation.

Let us examine several periods in the history of music with
these two points in mind: 1) connotation, and 2) the absorp-
tion of the sacred by the secular and vice versa, in periods of
greater or lesser Christian influence. First, the question of
connotation of the secular. In ancient Greece, the aulos and
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the cit11ara were instruments employed in the worship of
Dionysius and Apollo, and, for converts to Christianity in
Greek lands, these sounds recalled all the rites of pagan wor-
ship in their past lives and endangered their attachment to the
newly embraced Christian Faith. As paganism declined, gen-
erations grew up which had never experienced pagan rites
and for which the association of these instruments with sinful
festivities did not exist. In time, these instruments came to be
used in Christian life and even in Christian worship. In a sense
they ceased to be pagan and secular and even became sacred
because the secular and pagan associations were no longer
present.

One can see a similar pattern in much of the music that
came to be the great corpus of Roman chant. A considerable
bulk of it was derived from the folk music of the Mediterra-
nean regions. These melodies lost their secular associations
and acquired religious ones as the Church grew in influence
on the lives of the people of the fifth and sixth centuries. We
can see a similar thing happening in other artistic and cultural
areas during those centuries also when the Roman Empire was
changing into the new medieval order. For example, the old
garments of the Roman patricians were retained as the vest-
ments of the clergy; the very shape and structure of the Chris-
tian church was borrowed from the ancient basilica which
originally was a secular edifice; the political nomenclature of
the ancient empire was accepted by the Church as she orga-
nized her dioceses, provinces, prefectures, or sent out her
legates and nuncios; the faldstool, the chalice itself, the bish-
ops' garb, the use of statues, mosaics and painting, were all
found in pagan and secular culture. But as the Church spread
and grew, connections that many things had with paganism
and secular uses were forgotten, and they became fitting aids
to Christian worship.

Through the Middle Ages there seems to have been little
concern for a distinction between the sacred and the secular.
Today, we cannot easily detect the difference between the
melodies of the troubadours and the trouveres and the melo-
dies employed as hymns and sequences unless we examine the
texts. Even when Pope John XXII spoke out in the constitu-
tion, Docta sanctorum, in 1324, he was not so concerned about
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secular influences as he was with the care for the proper use of
the church modes, the intelligibility of the texts, and the gen-
eral dignity of the service which he felt the novelties of the Ars
Nova were endangering.

The early Renaissance period found no problem in em-
ploying profane sources - chansons, madrigals, lieder for a
cantus prius factus of a Mass composition, and even in entitling
the work from the secular sources to identify its origins. These
were not exceptionally profane or secular times. On the con-
trary, in addition to the fact that the secular connotations of a
chanson or a madrigal cantus were lost in the complexities of
contrapuntal treatment, we must remember that the times
were such that religion was still strong in its influence on life
and thus the sacred was able to absorb the secular. Only when
the Catholic Faith began to weaken under the stress of the
Protestant Reformation do we have this device of using a secu-
lar cantus for a religious composition forbidden by the Coun-
cil of Trent. The composers indeed continued to write a
"Missa sine nomine" where the secular cantuswas still used but
not identified, but no one objected because the association of
the melodies with secular sources was not made.

The second point of our consideration is that when the
Faith and religion are strong, the danger of the secular engulf-
ing the sacred is much less, and thus we experience little
outcry against the secular. Without repeating the history of
each era, it should suffice to say that this was true in the early
Middle Ages as instrumental music came to be adopted into
the liturgy. The organ, for example, was in its origin a secular
instrument, but by the high Middle Ages it was so regularly
found as a part of the church furniture that it became the
sacred instrument par excellence. In the fourth, fifth, and sixth
centuries the chant absorbed a great bulk of the Mediterra-
nean folk music, as Christianity became an all powerful ele-
ment in European life. Throughout the Middle Ages the sa-
cred pervaded all life and dominated its secular aspects in
every sphere. What we possess of medieval music, painting,
sculpture, and architecture demonstrates this again and again.

In music the serious and lasting dichotomy between the
sacred and the secular that we know today dates from the
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beginning of the Baroque era, the early seventeenth century,
and with this began the split in musical style between sacred
and secular which led to the gradual decay of church music, a
decline that musicians for the past one hundred years have
been trying to arrest. The Baroque era was very concerned
with and conscious of style. The unity of style that had charac-
terized the music of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance was
lost when the new devices for the expression of the affections
of the Baroque were applied to the music of the church as
soon as they appeared in secular forms. They were judged by
some to be unfitting for the music of worship. These new
techniques were essentially means for displaying the so-called
affections through music, and they were thought to be undig-
nified and unworthy in connection with the sacred texts of the
liturgy. Thus began the creation of a particular sacred style
after the manner of Palestrina's compositions, a style of writ-
ing now set aside as a sacred music. The new developments in
composition were generally relegated to non-church music
and were therefore considered all the more secular and unfit-
ting for church use. The Church herself was on the defensive
against the reformers, and the sacred was under attack also. It
could no longer absorb and assimilate the secular. Thus, in
the early 17th century, the very problem that afflicts us today
was born, and we still live to a great degree under the influ-
ences of the 17th century. We cannot easily push aside in a
short time what has grown and become ingrained for nearly
four hundred years.

To repeat, then, we can say that in times of great Christian
strength and influence, secular music has been absorbed into
the Church's worship without fear of secularization or profa-
nation, but when the Faith declines in influence great concern
is shown for the dangers involved in such a process.

But is there any real distinction between sacred and secu-
lar in music? Is there something essentially sacred in a church
style? Are certain melodies, rhythms or harmonies by their
very nature holy or sacred and others secular and profane?
Music is music; of itself it is neither sacred or secular, just as
mathematics is neither sacred nor secular. But by association,
connotation, the consent of society, or the practice of the
community, certain devices, harmonies, or rhythms - in a
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word, a certain style of composition and performance - has
come to be called secular and another style sacred. In studies
on the psychology of music this is referred to by the term
"connotation," which we can define as "the result of associa-
tions made between some aspect of the musical organization
and extra-musical experience."3

Training and experience are necessary to establish such
connotations, and once established they are hard to over-
come. They are not merely individual, personal associations,
but the common experience of a whole cultural group. We all
know the difficulties involved in determining the emotions
expressed by most Oriental music that we hear; we are uncon-
ditioned by experience or study to know if it is sad or joyous,
religious or secular. Music in itself is not a language of abso-
lute terms of communication. It differs from spoken language
where sounds have absolute meanings agreed upon by the
whole community. To express descriptive ideas, music must be
dependent on outside means - words, pictures, or onomato-
poeic effects. Of itself it can convey only what experience and
training have come to associate with certain sounds or devices.
Thus we arrive at certain notions of what music for church
should be by association and experience from our very earliest
days. Some associations are entirely traditional. The pipe or-
gan, for example, for the peoples ofWestern culture is associ-
ated with church and evokes attitudes of piety, religion and
faith. This is not true of the oriental who lacks such experi-
ence. For him the gong, on the other hand, is a common
sound lacking the Westerners' connotation of the mysterious
and the exotic.

Associations can develop and can cease to exist also. Life is
constantly forming new connotations in everyone. Some ages
have consciously developed a system of elaborate connotative
devices in their music. By means of melodic, rhythmic or har-
monic techniques certain emotional states or even symbolic
ideas have been expressed. The leitmotivs of Wagner or his
pseudo-religious atmosphere created by shimmering strings
and modal melodies are examples of such efforts. The Ba-
roque era, also, cultivated the use of dissonance to express the
emotions contained in words such as "sigh" or "suffer" or
"die." We today also have connotative music as the score of any
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film will demonstrate. We easily recognize the assocIatIons
achieved by military music, by cowboy music, by the soap op-
era theme played on an electronic organ, or the night at sea
or a storm or a hundred other well established musical devices
that depict a scene or evoke an idea. And we have some ideas
also about what we think is sacred music and what is secular.

The important thing is that in times of great religious
faith, we tend to say that the secular music of the age sounds
like religious music, but in times of lesser faith and religious
influence we tend to say that the religious music sounds secu-
lar. For example, the 16th century madrigals, performed with-
out their texts, approach so closely to the motet writing of the
same period that we might think of them as sacred, but the
Mozart Masses remind us of his operas, only because the op-
eras are better known. Had it been a different age, perhaps we
would say that the operas sounded like masses and the motets
like madrigals.

Thus, there is nothing in the music itself - even in com-
plicated rhythms that is by nature sacred or secular. It is the
connotation that makes the difference, and in a secular-domi-
nated society church music must beware of being submerged
by these secular connotations.

There is no doubt that our times are secular. Materialism
is the characteristic of our day. As this move away from the
supernatural increases, there is a corresponding growth in the
establishment of purely human, secular values. Actually, one
wonders even if the human person is going to maintain his
position at the center of our present world, or whether as God
has been replaced at that center by man, man in his turn will
fall before the machine which is his creature, just as man is
God's creature. It has been noted often before, that our age
with its increase of concern for man's material well-being
(which is secularism) has also seen the greatest increase of
brutality, war, exploitation of our fellowmen, and curtailment
of the liberty and freedom we so often hear about and in the
name of which so much has been done. It is against this that
the Church must assert its force and its teaching, for the
sacred exists and is in opposition to the secular by its very
nature and ends.
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It is true, of course, that the Church must exist in the
modern world and must be attuned to the twentieth century,
but it cannot be thought of as a mere human institution like
others, because it is set apart. It is sacred. Its rites are forbid-
den for ordinary use. Its teaching and purpose dedicates it to
another world of eternity. The problem lies in connecting
these sacred rites and teachings with secular man, of uniting
his ordinary life with the sacred life of the Church.

Language, symbols and music can be the connection, the
bridge between the sacred and the secular. Some have
claimed that the language, symbols and music employed by
the Church have ceased to "communicate" with twentieth-
century man, and thus the decline of authority and prestige in
religion among many is traceable to this. Modifications and
change became necessary. The II Vatican Council attempted
to do precisely this, and we have experienced reforms in ritual
and music and in various other areas intended to adjust the
Church to the life of man in the twentieth century. What the
Council has ordered is well considered, but what some have
read into the Council's documents is often exaggerated and
even harmful.

It is an axiom that as the means of communication are
altered there is danger of altering thereby the reality itself. For
that reason, the language of theology must be so carefully
worded or else the doctrine expressed will be changed; and
the wording of a law must be precise and clear or the inten-
tion of the lawgiver will be modified. The Church is sacred
and it must remain so. Her mission is in the world but not of
the world. Yet by modifying the symbols that express her mis-
sion, it is possible also to modify her basic doctrine and pur-
pose. This is well expressed in a sociological principle: "When-
ever the symbolism of a social institution is so modified that
the symbols suggest meanings contrary to, or destructive of,
the function of the institution, the modification is suicidal for
the institution."4

I submit that the introduction into our sacred rites of such
secular instruments and music as we are currently witnessing
in this secular age has gone beyond the limits of change that
are prudent and that rather than sanctifying the secular as
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many claim they are doing, such a procedure will, because of
the strong secular connotations involved, lead to the seclI1ar-
ization of the sacred. In our age of materialism and secular-
ism, we must repeat what was the cry of the Church Fathers: nil
profanum.
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