Understanding Episcopal Liturgy
#51. Why don't we sing 'Amen’ at the end of each hymn, as was common forty or fifty years ago?

Thomas Tallis (1505-1585) used a simple, beautiful cadence in some of his choral music settings: the
simple, plagal 'Amen cadence' familiar to many of us. Tallis intended for this 'Amen cadence' to be
sung as part of the music for the Morning and Evening Prayer services, not to be sung at the end of
each hymn.

In 1861 a hymnal was published that incorporated the plagal 'Amen cadence' at the end of each hymn.
(It was called Hymns, Ancient and Modern.) This started a new trend in hymn singing, of adding the
Amen cadence at the end of each hymn. By 1900, most hymnals had picked up on this new practice;
everyone, from Baptists to Episcopalians to Presbyterians, was singing 'Amen' at the end of each hymn.

Many people liked the Amen cadence, because it provides a unifying, soft ending to the hymn. There
were two major disadvantages to using the Amen cadence:

1. The Amen cadence has a way of homogenizing the varied expressions and ideas of our hymns. Most
of the hymns in our hymnals did not include this in their original forms, so the '"Amen' changes the
expression of the music and the text, to make them all a bit more the same.

2. There are some hymns where the Amen cadence is so different from the rest of the text and music as
to be jarring. Should we sing 'Amen' at the end of #168, "O Sacred Head Sore Wounded" or #648,
"When Israel was in Egypt's Land"? How about #56, "O Come, O Come Emmanuel"?

By 1970 or 1980 it was becoming apparent to musicians and other church leaders that the Amen
cadence was, on the whole, not helping our practice of worship. One by one, most denominations have
returned to somewhat more original versions of the hymns collected in our hymnals, without the Amen
cadence affixed to the end.

If you have a question about something in our liturgy, I will be happy to answer it. Please ask in
person, or send an email to me at revmajor@stpaulsyr.org.
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