
(The following is an article I submitted to Great Commission Publications, to be used in their 
annual catalog.  Great Commission publishes the Trinity Hymnal and Trinity Psalter.  I hope the 
information here is informative and helps you get a sense of how we set hymn texts to new or 
different tunes, as we will this Sunday in our closing hymn, ‘Tis Not That I Did Choose Thee.) 
 
Last year, I was asked to give a lecture on “How to Use Our Hymnals Better?”  One answer to 
this age-old question  is nothing new.  For centuries musicians have practiced the art of 
contrafactum, that is, substituting one text for another, without any significant changes to the 
melody.  It’s a procedure that, when used effectively, can help a congregation expand its 
knowledge of hymnody (poetry) and help pastors and musicians more intentionally coordinate 
their sermons and musical hymn selections for worship.  To put it more simply, it’s a way to set 
many different hymn texts to the same familiar tune. 
 
We have several contrafactum in the Trinity Hymnal.  One which is  particularly effective is the 
Horatius Bonar text O Love of God, How Strong and True, set to Hubert Parry’s tune 
JERUSALEM.  This tune is most commonly associated with William Blake’s poem, And did those 
feet in ancient time, a well-loved English nationalistic song. The eternal attributes of God as 
depicted in Bonar’s poetry makes a perfect match for the majestic character of Parry’s music. 
Another equally effective contrafactum is Michael Perry’s hymn O God Beyond All Praising, set 
to Gustav Holst’s THAXTED,  a tune excerpted from the noble and moving fourth movement of  
Holst’s orchestral suite, The Planets, Op. 32. 
 
There is a way for all of us to use contrafactum in our worship services or at home, but we have 
to understand a few things about our hymn page to be able to proceed.  First, we need to 
understand what the information in the bottom right hand corner of a hymn page means.  You 
first will see a name in all capital letters.  This is the name of the hymn tune, and it is followed 
either by a series of numbers and will look something like  STUTTGART 8.7.8.7,  or the hymn 
tune will be followed by an abbreviated symbol, also in capital letters, such as L.M., C.M., 
S.M.D, etc.  These numbers or symbols tell us what the meter of the hymn text is.  Meter is the 
fundamental rhythmic structure of a poetic verse or lines of a verse.  The collection of lines of a 
verse in a hymn is called a stanza (more on this shortly). 
 
If you take your Trinity Hymnal and turn to the back, you can find two appendices—one entitled 
TUNES, and the other immediately following entitled METERS.  The one that is most helpful for 
this exercise is the latter.  You will see that hymn tunes are organized under subheadings with 
the aforementioned metrical letter and number assignments.  Essentially, you can take any 
hymn with a particular meter and match it to another tune.  The important thing to remember 
is that the character of the hymn text and musical character should be a good fit. 
 
We’ve done this at my church with many hymns.  Sometimes I’ll come across a hymn text that I 
like very much that would fit perfectly with the sermon text that morning or evening.  At times 
can be best to teach the congregation the new hymn altogether.  At other times, it is more 
expedient and effective to use this contrafactum procedure by printing the hymn text in the 
bulletin with a tune that the congregation is more familiar with.  For example, singing Charles 
Wesley’s text Christ Whose Glory Fills the Sky is a wonderful way to begin a worship service: 
 

Dark and cheerless is the morn 



Unaccompanied by thee; 
Joyless is the days return 

Till thy mercy’s beams I see; 
Till they inward light impart, 

Glad my eyes and warm my heart. 
 

If you open the Trinity Hymnal to this hymn, it is set to the tune LUX PRIMA, with a meter of 
7.7.7.7.7.7.  This tells us that one stanza of the hymn has six lines, each containing seven 
syllables.  (Don’t be ashamed to count the syllables out on your fingers!)  Your congregation 
might not know the hymn tune or text,  but if you turn to the METER appendix in the back of 
the hymnal and locate the subheading 7.7.7.7.7.7 you will see numerous other hymn tunes. If 
you skim through the hymns under that heading you will likely find a hymn with which your 
congregation is familiar.  In this case, DIX (“For the beauty of the earth”) works quite beautifully 
with Wesley’s hymn.   The best way to double check that it’s a good match is to make sure you 
sing through it first.   Enjoy the process of discovering, learning, and teaching new hymns.  It 
will be a blessing to you and your congregation. 
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