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Introductory Essay

Dr. Hughes Oliphant Old inspired this translation of the Con-
stance Hymnbook preface when he referred to the Hymnbook 
as one of the most important liturgical documents of the Ref-
ormation.1 A cursory glance through various texts on music 
and theology confirmed Dr. Old’s thought, and yet I could not 
discover any significant study of the work in English. Markus 
Jenny’s comprehensive study in German remains the best in-
quiry to date, and my introduction relies heavily on his work.2 
It is followed by the first English translation of the Constance 
Hymnbook preface, Johannes Zwick’s beautifully crafted and 
deft defense of congregational singing. I have attempted to 
preserve the special flavor of the original in my translation. 
Zwick’s question and answer format relies on biblical, his-
torical, and logical arguments to counter various objections 

that were raised against the inclusion of singing in corporate 
worship. Zwick also argues that our worship should not be 
limited to exclusive psalmody, and the Constance Hymnbook 
is a classical model for inclusive psalmody. 

History and Context

It is fitting that such a significant hymnbook was conceived in 
Constance, the site where Jan Hus, the founder of what was to 
become the Moravian church, was martyred on July 6 of 1415.3 
Its primary editors, cousins Ambrosius Blarer and Johannes 
Zwick, were born in Constance and became leading reformers 
in that city until its re-Catholization by Spanish forces in 1548.

Ambrosius Blarer (1492–1562) studied theology in Tübin-
gen but was perhaps most influenced by his brother Thomas 
and his friend Philip Melanchthon. Through them Luther’s 
teachings came to Ambrosius and led to his support of the 
Reformation. He left the Alpirsbach Abbey on July 5, 1522 
and that same year penned the first known Protestant song, 
“Wies Gott gefällt, so gfällts mir auch.” Ambrosius began 
preaching in Constance in 1525, and the city’s fall sent him 
into exile in Switzerland. He died a broken hearted man in 
Winterthur in 1562.4

Johannes Zwick (1496–1542) was ordained in 1518 and be-
came Doctor utriusque iuris5 in 1520, returning to Constance 
in 1525. Zwick left Constance for Switzerland in 1542 to minis-
ter in the community of Bischofszell which had recently lost 
its pastor to plague. Before the end of the year his life was cut 
short by the same disease. Zwick married, but the marriage 
did not result in children. Despite this, he often focused his 
ministry on children and their education, and his catecheti-
cal hymns are exemplary.

The Constance Hymnbook, the product of Zwick and 
Blarer’s collaboration, was printed in Zurich by Christoph 
Froschauer. Its presence in that city may well have eased the 
eventual adoption of hymn singing there in 1598.6 The 1540 
edition likely represents a third printing with earlier editions 
appearing in 1533/34 and 1537. Subsequent editions continued 
to appear through 1565.

Contents and Influence

The Reformation in Constance was heavily influenced by the 
ideas of the Zurich reformers but was by no means ruled by 
them. Though the Constance reformers did away with instru-
mental music, they shared Luther’s love of congregational sing-
ing and adopted it in their churches. Their purpose in compiling 
the Constance Hymnbook was to promote unity in the increas-
ingly fractured Church by providing an inclusive hymnbook 
drawing on the latest and best Protestant church songs, regard-
less of the doctrinal leanings of their authors.7 Among the 34 
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 1. From the author’s conversation with Dr. Hughes Oliphant Old 
at the home of Dr. and Mrs. Old in Trenton, NJ, November 25, 2009. 
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to be recognized as one of the most significant monuments in the 
history of Reformed worship.” Old, Worship: Reformed, 44.
  2. Jenny, Geschichte des deutschschweizerischen evangelischen Ge-
sangbuches, 77–139.
  3. The rich musical heritage of the Moravians is well known and 
their influence on the music of the Reformation merits further study. 
Of particular interest is the presence of Michael Weisse at Luther’s 
side beginning in 1522.
  4. Thomas Blarer was a student in Wittenberg from 1520–1523. In-
formation on Blarer and Zwick is drawn from Die Musik in Geschichte 
und Gegenwart, 2nd ed. s.v. “Blarer”, and s.v. “Zwick.”
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Swiss Reformation (Manchester UP, 2002), 292–293, writes of Blarer’s
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names listed in the index are Huldrich Zwingli, Jo-
hannes Agricola, Justus Jonas, Ludwig Hetzer, Leo 
Jud, Martin Luther and Wolfgang Capito, represent-
ing Lutheran, Zwinglian and Anabaptist teaching.8

The format of the Constance Hymnbook is also 
significant; it was the first hymnbook to contain an 
alphabetical index of incipits and a list of authors. 
Also included under each song title are the author’s 
initials. Such considerations were immediately imi-
tated and are now standard practice.

The Hymnbook’s 150 songs are divided into three 
sections according to the Pauline trio given in Ephe-
sians 5:19 and Colossians 3:16 (psalms, hymns and 
spiritual songs). It begins with the Psalter which pres-
ents 67 settings of 55 psalms or roughly one for each 
Sunday of the year. The second section includes 60 
hymns to be used in the church service “before or 
after the sermon,”9 and the third contains 23 hymns 
that are “thoroughly Christian and modeled after 
Scripture but not used in the church.”10 The editors’ 
intent was to replace “wanton and shameful worldly 
songs”11 with Christian alternatives, a vision worthy 
of our emulation. Zwick and Blarer worked as both 
contributors and compilers, providing three of 67 
settings in the Psalter and 23 of 83 texts in the sub-
sequent two sections.

Zwick’s exceptional preface is best understood 
in light of Zwingli’s views on music as expressed 
in articles 44–46 of his Auslegen und Gründe der 
Schlußreden of 152312 and in light of Martin Buc-
er’s view that the contents of the Church’s worship 
should be drawn directly from Scripture. The preface 

refusal  to firmly articulate his theology. This frustrated more doc-
trinally precise theologians such as Luther. Furthermore, at the end 
of his preface Zwick bemoans the fracturing of the church that results 
from bad doctrine adopted for lack of better judgment.
  8. The musicians of the Constance Hymnbook should not be 
overlooked and Benedict Ducis, Sixt Dietrich, Matthias Greiter, Hans 
Sachs and Paul Speratus are numbered among them.
  9. Hienach volgēd die geistlichen Gsang und Christlichen lieder/
deren etliche in der kirchen vor oder nach den predigen/etliche aber 
allein usserthalb an statt der üppigen und schandtlichen wältliederen 
gesungen werdend. Zwick, Nüw gsangbüchle, CX.
  10. Hienach volgend etliche gantz Christliche unnd gschrifftmässige 
gsang/welche doch in der kirchen nit gebrucht werdened. ibid. CCXIII.
 11.  üppigen und schandtlichen wältliederen ibid. CX.
 12. Cf. Cherbuliez “Zwingli, Zwick und der Kirchengesang.”
 13.  Vischer, “Die erste Auflage,” 316.

was soon widely acknowledged and was so well received that 
Jakob Dachser, in his own hymnal preface of 1538, wrote that 
he found it unnecessary to counter various objections that 
could be raised against congregational singing, deferring 
instead to Zwick’s arguments as presented in the Constance 
Hymnbook.13

 This translation represents the fulfillment of Dr. Old’s de-
sire to make the text readily available to the English reader. I 
am indebted not only to Dr. Old for his generosity and guid-
ance but also to my friend, mentor and teacher Dr. Samuel 
Hsu whose encouragement and efforts on my behalf know no 
bounds. These are true scholars and examples of lives lived for 
God’s glory. Mr. Kile Smith, composer and former curator of 
the Fleisher Collection of Orchestral Music in the Free Library 
of Philadelphia; my wife Kristen Schäfli; and my father Kurt 
Schäfli played indispensible editorial roles. This work would 
not have been possible without the beautiful Constance Hym-
nbook facsimile published by the Zwingli Verlag in 1946. My 

prayer is that Zwick’s words, penned well over four hundred 
years ago, would once again shape the contents, purpose and 
practice of music in the worship of the church. 

Ephraim SchÄfli (Philadelphia, Pa., June, 2011)■
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Preface for the Protection
& Preservation of Orderly Church Singing

By Joannem Zwick

How essential it is that we judge with discernment in all things, 
and yet there are remarkably few who want to do this for themselves.

It is the same with singing which is a stumbling block for many 
because each one goes his own way. Now it is not valid to say, “One 
man wants this, so it is right. Another does not want it, so it is 
wrong.” Instead we should say, “What is not against God is right. 
What is against God is wrong.” By this we desire nothing other on 
earth than what our God wants in heaven. 

The question then is whether singing among Christians is against 
God or not; the answer will clarify whether it may be used or not. 
Some say that it is against God because Christ has nowhere com-
manded or forbidden it; therefore it must not be used. Answer: 
First, though Christ did not command singing, he also did not 
forbid it. So the argument is invalid, and singing remains a free 
thing that may or may not be practiced depending on whether or 
not it serves for God’s praise and is useful and valuable to man. 
Likewise, the argument that clergy should not have wives because 
Christ did not say that they should is invalid. He also did not 
say, “Go and baptize children.” Is it therefore forbidden to baptize 
them? When Scripture neither commands nor forbids something 
by name, then it remains a free matter. That which is free should 
be guided by faith and love. Does singing in a church serve this 
purpose? Then sing. If it does not, then let it go. 

Furthermore, although Scripture does not command it and say, 
“Go hither, thou shalt and must sing,” it contains many good ex-
amples of and admonitions for good, faithful singing. Moses and 
the children of Israel sang a song to the Lord after he rescued them 
with miracles and power from out of Egypt. And should it now be 
against God to sing to him a song of praise and thanks, though we 
are freed from more than captivity? One after another they sang 
a song to the Lord

Question.

Singing is neither
commanded
nor forbidden.†

Singing in the
Old Testament.
Exodus 15.

†This argument is strikingly Lutheran in its framing.



220 Volume 7 (2011)

The Confessional Presbyterian In Translatiōne



Volume 7 (2011) 221

The Preface to the Constance Hymnbook The Confessional Presbyterian

by the well that God gave them. Should we not also desire singing 
among the people of the living well that is Christ? And can this 
be against God? One may also point to the lengths of the songs of 
David, Solomon, and others. Someone may say, “These are exam-
ples out of the Old Testament and are not valid in the New. We are 
a spiritual people and should sing to God in spirit.” Answer:  We 
should also be so thoroughly instructed by the Holy Spirit in our 
hearts that we have no need of preaching. But where are these holy 
people? Furthermore, it does not follow that a spiritual people has 
no interaction with external things or that it does nothing physical. 
Presumably this people would also speak little because speaking 
is a physical thing and has breath and voice like singing. Besides, 
should those many pious and spiritual Jews have been forbidden 
to praise God and to sing? Should they not have desired the up-
lifted spiritual mind which singing provides? These examples are 
recorded for the benefit of others, so that they may do the same and 
praise God for his blessings. It cannot be unspiritual and against 
God to praise Him and to imitate a good example. What is not 
for God’s praise and profitable to one’s neighbor, these are works 
of the old fleshly man, whether in thinking, speaking, or singing. 
On the other hand, what serves for God’s praise and benefits one’s 
neighbor is of the new spiritual man, whether in thought, speech, 
or song. Likewise, the Apostles themselves encouraged singing. St. 
Paul commands the Ephesians to speak to one another in songs of 
praise and spiritual songs. If they should speak them, they could 
also sing them, for these are songs of praise and spiritual songs 
that speak of God’s praise and of spiritual things. Someone may 
say that Paul speaks of singing in the heart. Answer: We should 
sing in the heart and from the heart, but it does not follow that it 
is therefore forbidden to sing with the voice and with words just as 
it does not follow that since one should pray in spirit and in truth, 
therefore one should not pray with words. He who would judge 
properly must affirm that whatever one may ponder in the heart 
that is not against God is also not against God when it is spoken 
or sung. That is why St. Paul teaches as he does of praying aloud— 
that it is permitted as long as the mind is present. It is the same 
then when he speaks of singing, not only that which is in the heart 
but that which is with breath. St. James, when he admonished that 
one who is in communion with God should thank him with joy 
writes, “Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone 
among you cheerful? Let him sing Psalms.”

Numbers 21.

Objection.

A spiritual
people sings
as well.

Example.
Ephesians 5.

Objection.

I. Corinthians 14.

James 5.



222 Volume 7 (2011)

The Confessional Presbyterian In Translatiōne



Volume 7 (2011) 223

The Preface to the Constance Hymnbook The Confessional Presbyterian

Furthermore, as Christians were being wickedly accused of being 
harmful people and therefore daily murdered beyond number, 
Pliny the Younger also charged them before Emperor Trajan, and, 
among other things, he said that their custom was to sing to their 
God Christ a song of praise at dawn. Obviously this does not re-
fer to thinking and speaking alone but concerns real singing. Can 
such singing – which praises and honors the heart of Christ—be 
unspiritual? Were those Christians unspiritual because of it?

Someone may respond by saying, “Yes, but the heart is not always 
present.” Answer:  Still, it does not follow that singing in general 
is against God and is not to be practiced in the congregation, for 
then one would also have to do away with corporate prayer and 
preaching, among other things. Christ too, because of Judas’s heart, 
should not have held the Last Supper. If, for the one who objects, 
singing accomplishes nothing when the heart is not present, then it 
is logical that when the heart is present, singing is useful and good.

He then says, “Still, it is enough to sing in the heart; one need not 
add the voice.” Answer: Just as one cannot properly pray with words 
but without the heart, one cannot properly sing with the voice but 
without the heart. On the other hand, if one can pray in the heart 
without words one can also sing in the heart without voice. Both 
are true, and yet it does not follow that one should neither pray 
with words nor sing with the voice. However, just as the heart has 
its internal tendency to goodness or wickedness, so words and 
voice have their external tendencies to goodness or wickedness. 
Now, when heart, word, and voice are practiced together toward 
God, and man, whether externally or internally, speaks or sings to 
God, he prays and sings in the best way. Furthermore, words and 
voice benefit the heart in many ways. They make it more fervent 
so that it does not soon forget itself and thereby ward off many 
other fantasies and hazards. During a sermon, one may think about 
other things for a good half hour. It would have been much better 
for that person to repeat every word or to say “Amen” after every 
good point because words and voice have their ways, effects, and 
means—yes, their life—as does the heart, whether in spiritual or 
fleshly things. Though words and voice do not make the heart, still 
they entice and move it to goodness or wickedness depending on 
whether it is good or wicked. A good speaker moves a man so that 
he is persuaded of a completely different position than he had to 
start with. Wicked words provoke a man 

Pliny the  
Younger.†

Singing without 
heart.

Heart without 
singing.

†Cf. Pliny, Book 10, Letter 96; also Eusebius, Church History, NPNF2 1.165.
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so that, on account of anger, he knows not what he does. Drumming 
and whistling do not give the heart over to war or dancing, but they 
inflame the heart to that which was already within it. Cold water 
does not make lime sulfurous but it drives the sulfur forth. Some-
one might say that a water bath makes a person dirty. However, the 
water does not make the dirt; it simply drives the dirt forth. One 
who wakes a man from sleep has not given that man life, but he 
encourages him not to lie there like a lazy wretch. Wicked, fleshly, 
and unclean singing does not make the heart fleshly and unclean 
again, but it does help bring the wicked flesh and uncleanliness 
forth. A wicked, unspiritual, and idolatrous singing does not recre-
ate idols and a falsely reverent heart, but it helps bring them forth 
and moves the heart toward that to which it is naturally inclined. It 
is often true that wicked and detrimental works and singing make a 
wicked heart. These create a true sensitivity toward and knowledge 
of wickedness, the depth of which one could not fathom before. 
Wine lies on the yeast in a barrel, and yet it remains pure. But if 
one stirs the yeast, then everything becomes cloudy. That is why 
the Holy Scriptures constantly admonish us to guard ourselves 
from false teaching and examples and not to be led astray by them. 
Just as wicked words and singing are harmful and entice towards 
and give cause to wickedness, so it is equally true that good words 
and singing are useful and entice towards and give cause to good. 
One cannot truthfully say, nor should one say, that godly things 
cannot be sung or spoken of in the heart even without any exter-
nal voice or words. Likewise, one cannot say, nor should one say, 
that one cannot and may not therefore praise and bless God with 
words and singing. Now some may say, “Even if singing is good 
and used correctly, it may quickly be misused and turned to wick-
edness.” Answer: That is always possible, but proper use should not 
be discarded for the sake of the possibility of misuse. Silver and 
gold, wine and corn, are also misused. Should one therefore not 
mint coins or sow or plant? The office of preaching may also fall 
into great misuse. Should one therefore abstain from preaching? 
Though singing is not as necessary as preaching and also not com-
manded, when done in a right manner it effects God’s praise and 
betters one’s neighbor—as do other such things. It is at the same 
time as genial an exhortation as words can be. Should a bird’s sing-
ing be for God’s praise and not the singing of the Christian? The 
worries of some that the current singing is in the

Rebuttal.

Fear of misuse.
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Papist manner are unfounded. We do not teach singing in French 
or Latin among Germans because then neither he who sings nor 
he who listens understands the song, and no one can say Amen 
to it. We also do not declare mercy and indulgence or great merit 
through singing. Furthermore, we reject that only important people 
should sing, or that singing will become a fleshly pleasure and ear 
pleaser, or that one must first anoint the throat with good strong 
wine, or that in the church all manner of voices, high and low, small 
and great, must rhyme together. In any case, we do not begin with 
the assumption that singing is idolatrous, or becomes a trade to be 
plied, or that one sings for another for his day’s wages. 

Many affirm this truth—that one may sing and it is not against 
God—but they have other objections, such as that one should sing 
nothing but Psalms or whatever else is spelled out in the Bible. 
They do not have a wicked view but are lacking proper judgment 
and discernment. To insist on Scripture, word for word, because of 
the many who have misused it and desire to misuse it is to do well 
and right, but one should not at the same time discard the gifts of 
the Holy Spirit which the Spirit works in so many ways. One must 
always insist much more on the meaning and understanding of 
the Scriptures than on the words. All men are prisoners of their 
own understanding, both the erudite and the ignorant, but the 
letter and the word are free. Therefore, that which is approved by 
reason is also Scripture however different the words may be. What 
is not approved by reason is contrary to Scripture however exact 
the words may be and even if they are already vainly gilt. That is 
why, in their banquets that they held with the poor, many of the 
old Christians allowed not only the singing of Scripture but also 
of songs which they brought themselves; though, to be sure, they 
allowed nothing that would be against God or the understanding 
of the Holy Scriptures. Others stumble on the fact that the Psalms 
and other songs are rhymed. They are also concerned solely with 
the words. They do not consider that if one can bring a thing to a 
good and thorough understanding, then it is good, although in any 
case nothing can be accepted apart from a proper understanding 
of Scripture. The words belong to the believer and not the believer 
to the words, as Christ also said of the Sabbath. St. Paul wrote, “It 
is all ours, but we are Christ’s.” Only let everything be according 
to faith and love, the understanding of which is the entirety of the 
Holy Scriptures. And still some are vexed 

This singing is 
different from
that of
the Papists.

Exclusive
Psalmody.

Tertullian in Apolo-
geticus pro Christia-
nis Ch. 39.†

On rhymed singing.

Mark 2.

I. Corinthians 3.

†Cf. Apologeticus, ed. John E. B . Mayor, trans. Alex Souter (Cambridge: 1917) 115.
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that the Psalms are sung back and forth in the alleyways and houses 
without seriousness and propriety. Their displeasure at this misuse 
is not mistaken, for, if lewdness and crassness are ill fit in temporal 
things, how much worse they are in godly things. There is no short-
age of crass people who use not only godly singing in a lewd man-
ner but who have much more wanton songs and singing in regular 
use. As full as papism is of falsely spiritual, idolatrous, self-serving, 
and unregenerate singing, so full is the world of unspiritual, frivo-
lous, impure, and harmful songs in which God and one’s neighbor 
are profaned. Therefore, let there be good and godly singing of the 
Psalms and other songs with which little fault can be found, so that 
through them the use of the others would diminish. That is why 
St. Paul admonishes the Ephesians that they should put away their 
shameful words, foolish works, and frivolous quarrels. Likewise, 
they should happily put away their shameful worldly songs which 
are not rhymed for God’s praise and the honor of the holy faith.

The summation of all this is as follows: Singing is not a require-
ment or necessity for it is not commanded, but singing may take 
place for it is not forbidden; the use of singing may be right, but its 
misuse is never right; believers do all things for God’s praise, using 
and directing all things to their own and their neighbor’s better-
ment, and they are therefore a spiritual people; false singing, both 
that of papism and worldliness, would disappear through reform; 
and foremost, that one should learn to judge rightly, according to 
the truth and to discern fairly in this and in all matters, so that the 
good is not thrown out with the wicked. Much dross has been cre-
ated because each one judges according to his own preferences in 
all things, casting on the rubbish heap what he did not like without 
distinguishing between the good and the wicked. One cannot truly 
judge who cannot also wisely discern, for goodness and wicked-
ness become so easily and thoroughly confused. If one does not 
have an assiduous understanding of what is good or wicked before 
God, then good is quickly cast off for wickedness and wickedness 
accepted in exchange for good, and then the tragedy has already 
occurred. This fall would not be so devastating were it not for the 
division, discord, dissension, sects, and related refuse that spew 
from it. May God make us judicious through his word and Spirit 
so that we would, with one mind and heart, united at all times and 
in all things, seek his praise and honor. Amen.■

The lewdness of
wordly singing.

Ephesians 5.


