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ABSTRACT

The use of the organ in worship was a late development for Presbyterians when compared 

with many other denominations in the United States. With a some notable exceptions, most 

churches did not introduce organs into their sanctuaries until the latter part of the nineteenth 

century or later, and even then often after much debate. The Puritan and Calvinist theologies that 

undergirded early American Presbyterianism produced an environment which was often hostile 

toward the instrument. There have been many studies documenting the history and theologies of 

American Presbyterian parishes and denominations, and some general studies on the worship of 

those traditions. There have also been studies documenting the organ building industry in 

America and studies surveying the organ literature of the colonial and post-colonial eras. 

However, until now there has been no attempt to document how the organ was actually used 

within the context of American Presbyterian worship. The references addressing this question in 

the existing literature are anecdotal at best. The purpose of this document is to examine the use 

of the organ in American Presbyterian worship from the colonial period to the beginning of the 

twentieth century through a series of case studies. For background knowledge it draws upon 

sources discussing the nature of worship, music, and the church, especially from colonial 

Puritan, Enlightenment, and evangelical Presbyterian thinkers. The bulk of each chapter is 

devoted to outlining the documentable worship history of a particular parish, but each chapter 

has also been fitted (to the extent possible), with reconstructed orders of worship and either 

documented or fabricated thick descriptions of that parish as well as pictorial evidence. By 

examining the history of the organ in Presbyterian worship, this document will also shed light on 

the historical controversy over the organ in worship and the nature of current controversies over 

instruments in worship.
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INTRODUCTION

1.1. Background And Significance Of The Project

This project represents a confluence of my two main research interests: the organ 

literature and Presbyterian liturgical history. The organ literature is a vast body of music, much 

of which was written for use in worship services of one type or another. As an organist, I am 

always seeking to understand the context of this literature -- how it was used in worship and the 

processes by which its composers sought to designate various organ works as “sacred” or 

“secular,” “liturgical” or “non-liturgical.” I am also intensely interested in the liturgical traditions 

of American Presbyterianism, of which I am both product and now a steward. In contrast with 

the Catholic liturgical traditions and early European Protestant traditions -- Lutheran, Calvinist, 

Zwinglian, Anglican, and Hussite --  American Protestant worship1 (which includes American 

Presbyterian worship) has been sparsely researched. It has been my abiding interest in these two 

fields, along with the realization that the latter has not been sufficiently addressed, which has led 

me to this study.

The research will be significant because it will synthesize what we know from the fields 

of organ building, organ literature, and liturgical studies about American Presbyterian worship. 

1  “American Protestant worship,” here means to specify the Sunday corporate worship of those Western church 
communities not in communion with the See of Rome since the time of the so-called “Protestant 
Reformation(s),” communities which are thus broadly called “Protestant.” The author fully recognizes the 
difficulty of that designation, but has not yet encountered a more appropriate taxonomy. The term does not here 
mean to include daily prayer or occasional services or meetings, which are of a different nature and warrant their 
own studies. 
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Up until now, scholars in the field of musicology and liturgy have operated relatively 

independent of one another when studying the post-Reformation era. As shown in the survey of 

literature below, there have been many studies documenting the history and theologies of 

American Presbyterian churches, and some studies on Presbyterian worship. There have also 

been several studies documenting the history of organ building in America.2 However, there has 

been no attempt to document how the organ was actually used within the context of American 

Presbyterian worship.3 Due to the highly diverse and locally contextual nature of Presbyterian 

worship, generalizing about the use of the organ even within the narrowed context of American 

Presbyterianism is difficult. This document cannot and will not attempt to make such 

generalizations, but it will identify some of the ideas and practices common to the churches 

directly addressed in this study.

A third field of study which will help shed light on this project is anthropology, now 

often appropriated by musicologists who specialize in enthnomusicology and liturgists who 

specialize in ritual studies.4 Anthropological study relies heavily on the gathering of primary data 

in the form of field notes and thick descriptions. It is possible to utilize historical writers’ 

descriptions of worship as anthropological data along with other, non text-based variables.5 In 

American Presbyterian worship, where non-fixed liturgical forms have varied greatly according 

to local context, the myriad of variables --  architecture, musical style, speech style, time frame, 

et cetera -- are too complex to be adequately studied or described by scholarly prose and purely 

2 Some of the most important of these studies are included in the Survey of Literature section of this chapter.
3 The bibliography in this paper contains a large portion of the scholarship available on Presbyterian worship in 

the United States. None of these works has any discussion of how the organ was used in worship. 
4 One of the most important examples is Peter Jeffrey, who applied anthropological methods to Gregorian chant in 

Re-Envisioning Past Musical Cultures: Ethnomusicology in the study of Gregorian chant, (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1992).

5 Edward Foley has accomplished this type of analysis in his book From Age To Age: How Christians have  
Celebrated the Eucharist, (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2009). 
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text-critical methods. Textual criticism supposes a finished work, essentially a fixed work such 

as a poem or painting. Textual criticism studies the work itself, and its development, through the 

examination of variants of the work.6 In liturgical studies, the fixed work comprises the liturgical 

texts as recorded in writing. As discussed below, Presbyterians did not have any fixed liturgical 

texts until recently, and still now each parish is free to order worship as they see fit. Therefore it 

is impossible to apply textual criticism to Presbyterian worship beyond the parish level. 

Anthropological methods, here primarily thick description, provide a means of analysis not 

possible with purely text-critical methods. In anthropology, a thick description comprises a 

synthesis of one's field notes from an observed event or ritual, which are made for the purpose of 

subsequent analysis. In liturgical studies, a thick description can record elements of worship not 

captured through analysis of liturgical texts, such as the interactions between liturgical text, 

speech style, architecture, and music. Edward Foley, in his book From Age to Age (Collegeville: 

The Liturgical Press, 2009), has shown it possible to construct fictional thick descriptions of 

historical liturgies. This treatise contains many thick descriptions, some of which are drawn from 

historical sources, and some which are fictional constructs. The fictional constructs are all based 

on factual evidence and use the language style of contemporary sources insofar as possible.  

1. 2. Purpose of the Project

The purpose of this project is to document and describe the use of the organ in American 

Presbyterian worship from the colonial period to the beginning of the twentieth century. It does 

so via a series of case studies, synthesizing information on the liturgies of a few particular 

6 For a discussion of how textual criticism is applied to works of visual art and other media, see G. Thomas 
Tanselle, “The Textual Criticism of Visual and Aural Works,” Studies in Bibliography 57 (2006-2007): 1-37.

3



Presbyterian congregations with information on contemporary liturgy, theology, organ literature, 

and organ building. In addressing the issue of the organ and its use in worship, this document 

shows the controversial nature of the instrument throughout its history in American 

Presbyterianism. It may thereby suggest to the reader some parallels with both current and past 

historical controversies over instrumental music in the Church. 

1.3. Survey of Literature

Organ literature and organ building in the United States are both well-documented for the 

period in question. Perhaps the most important writer regarding the American organ is Barbara 

Owen. Owen is a renowned scholar and former president of the Organ Historical Society who 

has not only penned numerous books and articles on the organ in North America but has aided 

many scholars in their own research. Her book The Organ in New England (Sunbury Press, 

1980) is an important resource for understanding organ building throughout the Eastern seaboard 

in the colonial era. Orpha Ochse’s The History of the Organ in the United States (Indiana 

University Press, 1988) is another important book documenting the organ building trade in the 

United States. Various organ literature texts discuss organ music composed and/or used in North 

America, including The Cambridge Companion to the Organ (Cambridge University Press, 

1998) and Corliss Arnold’s Organ Literature; A Comprehensive Survey (Scarecrow Press, 1984). 

More specific areas of organ literature are documented in periodicals such as The American 

Organist, The Diapason, The Tracker, Choir and Organ, and others. 

The institutional and theological history of the various Presbyterian denominations is also 

well documented. There are some general histories, such as Lefferts A. Loetscher's  A Brief  

4



History of the Presbyterians (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1983.) Others are specific to 

certain areas of Presbyterianism, such as Ernest Trice Thompson's three-volume work 

Presbyterians in the South (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1972). Much can also be gleaned from 

chapters or essays within larger works. One of the most prominent writers addressing 

Presbyterian theological history in this way is Mark Noll, author of America's God: from 

Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln  (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). The 

Presbyterian Historical Society offers bibliographies for many topics pertinent to Presbyterians, 

as well as one bibliography specific to American Presbyterianism.7

Compared with organ literature, organ building, and Presbyterian denominational history, 

American Presbyterian worship is more sparsely researched  The paucity of research is likely due 

to a number of convergent factors. First, there are very few primary sources documenting 

Presbyterian worship in the United States before the twentieth century.8 For example, there are 

no sound recordings or photographs of worship services for at least three quarters of the period 

addressed in this study, nor were printed orders of worship common until the end of the 

nineteenth century. Secondly, since American Presbyterians (in contrast to European 

Presbyterians) have always followed the principle of discretionary liturgy, there has always been 

a welcome diversity of local practice within the Presbyterian church, which makes writing 

7 Presbyterian Historical Society. “Presbyterians in America: A Bibliography.” Website of the Presbyterian 
Historical Society. Accessed 31 May 2013. http://www.history.pcusa.org/history/bibliography.cfm. 

8 One immediately thinks of the Westminster Directory  for the Publick Worship of God as an example of a 
primary document governing Presbyterian worship. However, the Westminster Directory, while providing a 
basic order and many rubrics for worship, provided virtually no liturgical texts. It was meant to be the liturgical 
equivalent of a lowest common denominator. Moreover, congregations in the United States have historically 
strayed from these prescribed orders. This has been even somewhat true in the established cities of the East 
coast, though much more so in areas of westward expansion (see especially the views of the late scholar James F. 
White on this point). One must constantly bear in mind when studying liturgy that the liturgy is what actually 
does happen, not what has been prescribed to happen.
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general liturgical histories difficult.9 Lastly, even though Protestant church histories are found in 

abundance, Presbyterian liturgical histories are quite rare due to the aforementioned problems. 

James F. White (d. 2004) was the most noted scholar in the field of Protestant worship in the last 

half of the twentieth century. His book Protestant Worship: Traditions in Transition (Louisville: 

Westminster/John Knox Press, 1989) is still the subject’s most important text and has provided 

this author with a basic hermeneutic for studying Protestant liturgy. Overall, as mentioned in the 

“Background and Significance” section above, the academy’s traditional reliance on text-critical 

methods in the study of liturgy has prevented anyone from writing a comprehensive history on 

Presbyterian Worship. There have been a few isolated articles and books seeking to reconcile the 

liturgical history of particular churches with what we know about the organ in the period. These 

mostly apply to the so-called “liturgical” churches, two examples being Nicholas Temperley’s 

Music of the English Parish Church (Cambridge University Press, 1979/2006). and Oskar 

Soehngen’s article “Organ” from The Encyclopedia of the Lutheran Church (Augsburg, 1965). 

No work is found that addresses the same issue in Presbyterian Churches. It should also be noted 

here that a musicology association called the Forum on Music and Christian Scholarship is 

currently exploring the intersection of Christian faith and music scholarship. 

There have been many books, articles, and pamphlets10 documenting the controversy over 

whether or not the organ should be used in Presbyterian churches.11 Arguments on both sides of 

the issue are usually theologically and/or biblically argued, and nearly all reveal clearly the 

9 Stanley Hall Robertson. “The American Presbyterian 'Directory for Worship': History of a liturgical strategy,” 
(Ph.D. Dissertation, The University of Notre Dame, 1990.)

10 Pamphlets, or “circulars,” were a common medium for debate in the colonial and post-colonial eras.
11 For example, see James Owen [pseudonymn: Eugenius Junior]. Church-Pageantry Display’d or, Organ-

Worship. (London: 1700). Also see  John Lafayette Girardeau. Instrumental Music in the Public Worship of the  
Church. (Richmond, VA: Whittet and Shepperson, 1888). Many shorter quotations on the subject are found in 
David W. Music. Instruments in Church: A Collection of Source Readings. (Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow Press, 
1998).
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biases of the author, biases which are extremely useful to a project such as this one. Some 

materials from nineteenth-century American authors writing about the organ are drawn upon in 

this study. It is not unreasonable to apply the thoughts of other Protestant thinkers to 

Presbyterians with regard to the organ; especially after the rise of evangelicalism in the late 

eighteenth century, there was a tremendous sharing of ideas between ministers and other leaders 

from varying Protestant traditions. This sharing was especially prevalent between 

Congregationalists and Presbyterians.12

One of the major roles of the organ in all churches has been to accompany congregational 

and choral singing. There is little need in this study to address choral music and the organ with 

regard to specific performance practices, since musicological works on performance practice are 

plentiful. The study of congregational song and choral music in Presbyterian churches will be 

useful, however, for understanding the ways in which the organ was introduced into Presbyterian 

worship. The body of literature studying the hymnody of American Protestant churches is also 

quite large, and has come about largely through the efforts of members of the Hymn Society in 

the United States and Canada. The Hymn Society’s principal publication, The Hymn, is a journal 

devoted to the study of congregational song. However, little of this literature addresses how or 

why the organ came to be used to accompany congregational singing, so that information must 

largely be gleaned from the study of hymnals and contemporary organ methods, such as Sir John 

Stainer’s The Organ (London, 1877), James Hamilton’s Catechism of the Organ (London: James 

Cocks and Co., 1865), or John Zundel's  The Modern School for the Organ (Boston: Oliver 

12 See Mark Noll. The Rise of Evangelicalism:  The Age of Edwards, Whitefield and the Wesleys. (Downers Grove, 
IL: Intervarsity Press, 2010).
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Ditson & Co., 1860). These resources help provide clues as to the use of the organ in 

congregational singing.

The best sources for text-critical analysis will be the prayer books and hymnals of the 

Presbyterian Church, though these only appear starting in the mid to late nineteenth century. The 

best sources for gathering anthropological data are the records and histories of the individual 

congregations addressed in this study. Prayer books and hymnals generally reveal the order of 

service utilized by various churches and provide a starting point for liturgical reconstructions. 

Church records and histories are useful in understanding in greater detail how people perceived 

the organ and its use and how the organ might have been used in the context of worship, 

especially with regard to architectural elements and other aspects of liturgical ceremony. 

1.4. Procedures Used

This project utilizes the basic interpretive method suggested by White for the study of 

Protestant Worship in Protestant Worship, traditions in Transition. In speaking about this 

method, White says:

We shall spend little time on liturgical texts, service books, or sacramental theology, the 
staples of most liturgical scholarship. Eucharistic prayers will scarcely be mentioned. 
These are not our priorities. Rather, we are trying to delineate the phenomenon of 
Protestant worship as it happens for ordinary worshipers. Our concern is with the total 
event of worship as it occurs in local churches, not as analyzed in textbooks.13 

13 James F. White, Protestant Worship: traditions in transition (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1989), 
14-15. The reader may notice that this treatise does deal often with theology, but not with sacramental theology. 
As White points out, the eucharist is no longer the central service of worship in many Protestant traditions. Thus 
theology it is entirely appropriate to focus on theology when studying Presbyterian worship, but not necessarily 
sacramental theology. 
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Each chapter, bearing in mind that hermeneutic, consists of a case study of one particular 

Presbyterian parish. The text consists primarily of a chronological history centering on changes 

in liturgical practice, architecture, and the acquisition of an organ. Parishes have been chosen 

that represent urban, rural, northern, southern, and (mid)western sectors of the denomination, and 

that trace their histories back at least to the early part of the nineteenth century. These parishes 

also represent both the Old School and New School sides of the nineteenth-century schism by the 

same name, as well as both the “Northern” Presbyterian Church in the United States of America 

(PCUSA) and the “Southern” Presbyterian Church in the United States (PCUS).14 Each chapter 

has been fitted (to the extent possible), with reconstructed orders of worship and either 

documented or fabricated “thick” descriptions of the worship at that parish. Fabricated thick 

descriptions are meant to draw some conclusions about the nature of worship at each parish and 

to give the reader a more complete and pictorial understanding of those conclusions. Pictorial 

evidence is included whenever possible. In all of these procedures the author recognizes his 

indebtedness to the methods used by Edward Foley in From Age to Age. However, these 

methods have been heavily adapted; while Foley’s work is exceedingly broad in chronological 

and geographic scope, the nature of these studies necessitated an approach focused more on local 

context. It is hoped that by examining the history of the organ in Presbyterian worship, this 

document sheds light on the historical controversy over the organ in America in general. To 

14 The Old School – New School schism began in 1837. The issue of evangelical revivalism split the Presbyterian 
Church into the PCUSA (New School) and the PCUSA (Old School). The former was more heavily evangelical, 
while the latter was more conservative in its adherence to Calvinist theology and the Westminster Standards. The 
Old School – New School schism ended in 1870. During the Civil War, these two denominations further split 
into Northern and Southern denominations. The Southern PCUS came out of the Presbyterian Church in the 
Confederate States of America, and continued as an independent body until 1983, even after the New School and 
Old School denominations had reunited. One can find a quick aid to all these splits and reunions here: 
www.history.pcusa.org/history/denominations.cfm.
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some extent, it also shows the parallels between the controversy over the organ and current 

controversies over the use of various other instruments in worship.  

1.5 Understanding Presbyterian Worship 

in the United States

The story of Presbyterian worship in the United States is a story of change and diversity. 

Understanding it requires appreciating the historical context out of which the American 

Presbyterian Church came, and the ways in which it evolved in response to eighteenth, 

nineteenth, and twentieth century developments. The primary threads on which the tapestry of 

American Presbyterian worship has been woven are ecclesiastical law and the Calvinist 

traditions of music and architecture. Each will be given a brief overview here, so the reader 

seeking to understand the use of the organ in Presbyterian worship will first understand some of 

the broader context of worship in that tradition. 

The Presbyterian Church in the United States of America has always sought to maintain a 

balance between form and freedom in its worship. It has done so through a model known as 

discretionary liturgy, which was inherited from the Presbyterian churches of the United Kingdom 

in the seventeenth century. The first American Presbyterian15 churches were founded long before 

the colonies achieved independence, and were thus under the jurisdiction of the Church of 

Scotland until the Synod of New York and Philadelphia was organized in the 1780s. Since the 

1640s, the Church of Scotland had used the Directory for the Publick Worship of God as the lone 

15 “Presbyterian” for the purpose of this treatise means churches descended from the Church of Scotland, and to a 
lesser extent the Presbyterian Churches in England and Ireland, which have gone by the name “Presbyterian.” It 
is not meant to include those churches which are known primarily by the name “Reformed” or “Huguenot.”
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document guiding the worship of its churches.16 The Westminster Directory, as it was called, was 

a document meant to unify the worship of all the churches of the United Kingdom. It provided a 

simple order of worship with a very detailed set of rubrics, rather than a fixed liturgy complete 

with texts. Any liturgical books subsequently published by the denomination were in theory 

allowed to be used if they were in harmony with the Westminster Directory, but the 

denomination could never require their use. Any approved liturgies could be used at the 

discretion of the local parish, thus the phrase “discretionary liturgy.” 

The rubrics of the Westminster Directory were extensive and theologically dense, and 

also notable for their overtly puritanical nature. The Directory was ratified by Parliament in 1645 

and held the force of church law; all liturgical books then in force, including the Book of  

Common Order in the Church of Scotland and the Book of Common Prayer in the Church of 

England, were superseded by its passing. The Book of Common Prayer was restored to use in the 

Church of England after the interregnum, but the Westminster Directory and the order of 

worship suggested by it remained in force in the Church of Scotland. The early American 

Presbyterians used the same 1645 version of the Directory and its worship order until 1787, 

when the newly created Synod of New York and Philadelphia drafted a revision for use in the 

nascent Presbyterian Church in the United States of America. The revised Westminster Directory 

only slightly changed the worship order from the 1645 document, and left most of the puritanical 

rubrics intact.17 It remained the only official document governing worship in the Presbyterian 

16 The directory for the publick worship of God (Philadelphia: Benjamin Franklin, 1745). Facsimile available 
online at http://archive.org/details/directoryforpubl00west. Franklin's printing was, to the best of my 
understanding after looking at many different editions, an unaltered reprint of the 1645 document. It's thus valid 
to use it as a source text for worship in the earlier part of the 18th century, as I'm doing here. When considering 
worship after 1787, one should look to the revised Directory prepared by and for the American church.

17 One such puritanical rubric is cited below in footnote 21
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Church until the 1960s.18 The first major prayer book to be officially published by the 

Presbyterian Church was the 1906 Book of Common Worship. Several books by the same name 

have been published for the church since then, in 1932, 1946, 1970 (The Worshipbook), and 

1993. Of these, the 1946 and 1993 books have seen the widest usage.19 

One speaking about a Presbyterian tradition of music and architecture in America is 

really speaking of a Puritan and Calvinist tradition. The worship heritage handed down to the 

American Church through the Church of Scotland was a Puritan heritage. Though Puritans were 

not always against liturgical forms, those who drafted the Westminster Directory had, through a 

complex mix of ecclesio-political factors, become staunchly opposed to any fixed forms of 

worship by the middle of the seventeenth century.20 They were also averse to anything vain or 

frivolous in the worship of God. These vain and frivolous things included much that today's 

Presbyterians take for granted as appropriate for the sanctuary: visual art, instrumental and choral 

music, aspects of ceremonial such as the sign of the cross, even talking or smiling during the 

worship service. It was this extreme Puritan Calvinist theology of worship that was encoded into 

the first Westminster Directory for worship.21 

One sees Puritan theology likewise played out in early Presbyterian church architecture 

and music. The architectural style oft used by American Congregationalists, the New England 

18 The Westminster Directory did undergo slight revisions in 1806, 1815, 1841, 1861, and 1887, but none of these 
revisions was significant enough to warrant a detailed discussion here. 

19 For an explanation of the major tenets and developments of these various books and documents, see Arlo Duba, 
Presbyterian Worship in the Twentieth Century; with a focus on the Book of Common Worship, (White Sulphur 
Springs: OSL Publications, 2012). 

20 See Harold M. Daniels, "Glorifying God, decently and in order: commemorating the one-hundredth anniversary 
of the publication of the Book of common worship of 1906," Call To Worship 40, no. 1 (January 1, 2006): 1-32.

21 A rubric from the 1645 Directory reads: “When the congregation is to meet for publick worship, the people 
(having before prepared their hearts thereunto) ought all to come and join therein; not absenting themselves from 
the publick ordinance through negligence, or upon pretence of private meetings. Let all enter the assembly, not 
irreverently, but in a grave and seemly manner, taking their seats or places without adoration, or bowing 
themselves towards one place or other.”
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meetinghouse style, was the same used by many Presbyterians. A typical example might be 

described as having four white walls, unadorned save for square double-hung sash windows. The 

room was filled with large segments of box pews, and in the front usually stood a small 

communion table over which towered an imposing but simple pulpit. A second floor gallery 

might have extended around three sides of the room. There would have been no organ, nor any 

other instruments.22 Later examples would combine this meeting house style with the Greek 

revival style. Examples of this style discussed in the subsequent chapters are the Tallahassee 

building, the Washington Square building built in Philadelphia, and the Brick Church in 

Chicago. 

One also sees Puritan theology played out in the musical practices of early American 

Presbyterian churches, though with regard to music the Puritans were not much more extreme 

than Calvin. Instrumental music had always been forbidden in Calvinist churches, and metrical 

psalmody in the vernacular was the only music heard in Presbyterian services for a long time 

after the Reformation. 

As strong as the Puritan influence was on the early United States, and despite the fact that 

the Westminster Directory continued to hold the force of church law into the twentieth century, 

nearly all the practices established in the early American Presbyterian Church were disrupted in 

the nineteenth century. Evangelical preachers began to wield tremendous influence in the first 

decades of that century; in America such evangelicals tended to be strongly independent 

thinkers, and those within the Presbyterian tradition were often little concerned with maintaining 

the old traditions of theology and worship. As the influence of evangelicalism grew through the 

22 Many examples of the colonial meetinghouse architectural style have been documented by Paul Wainwright, A 
Space for Faith: The Colonial Meetinghouses of New England, (Portsmouth: Peter E. Randall Publishers, 2010).
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late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, “traditional” Presbyterian views on architecture, 

music, and other aspects of worship began to erode. Churches began to renovate or build new 

sanctuaries in ways that were more attractive to potential church goers. The most notable and 

common new architectural style was Gothic revival. Through this style, visual art – especially 

stained glass, paintings, organ cases, and ornate liturgical furniture – began to reappear in the 

Presbyterian sanctuary. Alongside architectural changes came changes in music. Musical 

changes were slow at first; Isaac Watts's hymns and psalms began to take a place alongside old 

metrical psalms in the late eighteenth century. Later came the introduction of choirs and 

instruments to help lead the singing. Eventually the organ came to be used, and organ and choir 

began to take on a role which would be considered normal by Presbyterians of today. None of 

these were easy or sudden changes. Each is documented in the following chapters. 

Besides the evangelical movement, there was also a strong liturgical movement in the 

Presbyterian Church which began in the middle of the nineteenth century. This movement also 

disrupted the Puritan tradition of the American Presbyterian Church by seeking to introduce 

fixed liturgical forms. Even though the denomination itself remained officially committed to the 

use of a worship directory rather than a fixed liturgy, the very proposal of liturgical forms caused 

much strife among those still clinging to their Puritan heritage. By the end of the nineteenth 

century, however, the proponents of liturgical reform succeeded in changing the attitude of 

Presbyterians toward service books, and the first Book of Common Worship was published in 

1906 for discretionary use. 

Unlike Catholics or Episcopalians, for whom a common liturgy has been a source of 

identity and pride since the Reformation, Presbyterians have always taken pride in the balance of 

form and freedom. That balance is kept by a the system of discretionary liturgy mentioned 
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before, in which worship was essentially governed by a set of rubrics, rather than set texts. 

However, history has shown that American Presbyterian worship has refused to be governed at 

all. Changes in the American religious landscape since the seventeenth century have brought 

developments in worship orders, architecture, and music which have pressed well beyond the 

boundaries of the old Westminster Directory. 

15



CHAPTER 2

FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH OF PHILADELPHIA

2.1. Before 1704: The Barbados Warehouse

The First Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia was founded in 168423, though it was not 

officially organized until 1698. The congregation first worshiped at the “Barbados Warehouse,” 

a small building at the corner of Second Street and Chesnut Street.24 J.S. Cummings describes the 

building as a simple "frame warehouse," and other sources called this building the “Barbados 

Store.”25  The congregation was comprised of a mix of denominations, mostly Independents and 

Presbyterians.26  

Presbyterian churches in the colonies at this time were still under the direct jurisdiction of 

the Church of Scotland, the first American synod not being organized until after the 

Revolutionary War. As such, the First Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia by tradition would 

not have allowed the use of instruments, let alone the organ, even if the congregants desired it.27 

23 One might dispute this date, since the sources seem to conflict. Because the congregation was not officially 
organized till much later, it is impossible to tell exactly when that first group of worshipers constituted an 
“official” congregation. 

24 (White/Scott) William P. White and William H. Scott, The Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia: a camera and  
pen sketch of each Presbyterian church and institution in the city, (Philadelphia: Allen, Lane, & Scott, 1895), 3.

25 J.S. Cummings, A Fruitful Church, 1832-1892: A brief history of the several churches and sabbath schools that  
have been an outgrowth of the First Presbyterian Church, Washington Square, Philadelphia, during the past  
threescore years, (Philadelphia: J.S. Cummings, 1892), 9.

26 White/Scott 3.
27 David W. Music, Instruments in Church: A Collection of Source Documents, (Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow 

Press, 1998), 59. "Calvin's enormous personal influence led to the exclusion of musical instruments in the 
churches that followed his model of church life, including Reformed congregations in Geneva and the Low 
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Figure 1: The Barbadoes Store 
(Kocher, Mother of Us All, p. 3. Used by Permission.)

Beyond this, the first known church organ in the British colonies doesn't appear until after 

1701.28 Worship in these early years of the American church was conducted largely according to 

the Directory for Publick Worship (commonly called the "Westminster Directory"), which as 

noted before had been the official document governing the worship of the Church of Scotland 

since 1645.29 Thus one can safely assume the following as the normal order of worship at First 

Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia at this time. The following order does not include the 

Countries, English and American Puritans and Separatists, and Scottish Presbyterians." While neither 
confessions, nor any specific church law that this author was able to find specifically prohibit the use of 
instruments, one could reasonably assume the inverse of Paul Bradshaw's rule for historical liturgical studies. 
The rule is this: that which is prohibited is surely happening already. The inverse is this: that which is not 
mentioned (in this case the use of instruments) is probably not happening.

28 Orpha Ochse, The History of the Organ in the United States, (Bloomington: Indiana University Prses, 1975), 14.
29 The directory for the publick worship of God, (Philadelphia: Benjamin Franklin, 1745). Facsimile available 

online at http://archive.org/details/directoryforpubl00west. Franklin's printing was, to the best of my 
understanding after looking at many different editions, an unaltered reprint of the 1645 document. It's thus valid 
to use it as a source text for worship in the earlier part of the 18th century, as I'm doing here. When considering 
worship after 1787, one should look to the revised Directory prepared by and for the American church.

17



service items for the Lord's Supper, since in this period the sacrament was generally celebrated 

no more often than quarterly.30

Order of Service from the Westminster Directory

Call to Worship

Prayer

Scripture Reading

Psalm

Prayer of Confession31

Sermon

Prayer of Thanksgiving

Lord's Prayer

Psalm

Dismissal/Blessing

Though it is more than likely that a regular offering was collected during Sunday worship 

in these early years, there may have been no ritual action to accompany the offering. Rather, 

alms could have been collected outside of, perhaps immediately after, the worship time, in the 

manner suggested by Calvin. That assumption is supported by the following rubric from the 

original Westminster Directory, which reads, "The Collection for the Poor is to be so ordered, 

that no Part of the Publick Worship be thereby hindered."32 

It is not entirely clear from this first directory where the Lord's Prayer was to be placed 

during the service. The rubric about the Lord's Prayer immediately follows the rubric for the 

Prayer of Thanksgiving, suggesting that the Lord’s Prayer was normally included as a sort of 

30 Julius Melton, Presbyterian Worship in America: Changing Patterns since 1787 (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock 
Publishers, 2001), 26-27.

31 Most Presbyterians today would refer to this as a "pastoral prayer."
32 The directory for the publick worship of God, (Philadelphia: Benjamin Franklin, 1745), 29. Facsimile available 

online at http://archive.org/details/directoryforpubl00west.  In his book on Presbyterian Worship, Melton only 
gives the order assumed by the later American revision of the Westminster Directory which was completed in 
1787. That order places the offering between the final psalm and the dismissal/blessing. 
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closing collect33 for the Prayer of Thanksgiving. That is the position in which it is placed in the 

order printed here. That may not, however, have actually been the case. 

As expected, there is no place given to the organ in the order suggested by the 

Westminster Directory. Owing to the general conservatism of the members of the Westminster 

Assembly, as well as the general prohibition of instruments in the Church of Scotland, that lack 

of place is not surprising. Metrical psalms were usually the only musical part of the service for 

Presbyterian congregations, and would either be sung “regularly” by the congregation or, more 

commonly, lined out with the aid of a precentor.34 There is in fact no reference to instrumental 

music whatsoever in the Westminster Directory. 

2.2. 1704 to 1820: The Old Buttonwood Church

In 1704 the congregation moved to the corner of High Street (now Market Street) and 

Bank, where it occupied a “small frame building known as the ‘Old Buttonwood Church.’”35 

Though this building was intended as a house of worship, there is no indication that an organ was 

present or planned for there. The order and style of worship at this stage would be similar if not 

identical to the order in the first years of the congregation's existence. 

33 Though the Lord's Prayer does share common structural elements with the tradition Roman collect form of 
prayer, I use the term “collect” here in its functional sense, not in the technical/structural sense. 

34 Julius Melton, Presbyterian Worship in America: Changing Patterns since 1787 (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock 
Publishers, 2001), 22-23. Also see "Lining out," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University 
Press, accessed 7 March, 2013, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/16709. Also 
see Andreas Marti and Bert Polman, "Reformed and Presbyterian church music," Grove Music Online, Oxford  
Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed 7 March 2013, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/48535. 

35 White/Scott 3.
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Figure 2: Worship Thick Description, 
FPC Philadelphia ca. 1700 (Fictional)

The Old Buttonwood church was enlarged in 1729, but almost nothing is known about 

what that enlargement entailed.36 There is no indication that the worship practices of the church 

changed as a result of this first building project. White/Scott tells us that Old Buttonwood was 

also rebuilt in 1793 in a “more spacious and elegant Grecian style,”37 though evidence makes it 

36 White/Scott 4. The enlargement is also mentioned in other sources, including Donald Roth Kocher, The Mother  
of Us All (Philadelphia: First Presbyterian Church,  1998).

37 White/Scott 4. White does cite an all-new building being constructed on Washington Square in 1820; this is 
probably the same building described by others as having been built at the end of the eighteenth century.
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It was around half past ten in this Sunday morning when I began the walk to the Barbados 

Store. It was a cold morning, and when I arrived I was grateful for the warmth of the small 

building. It was quiet when I entered, all taking their seats without any fuss or frivolous 

conversation. The pine benches we adequate if not luxurious, and the room still smelled of 

the wares it had held before the congregation commenced to use it. The minister began on the 

hour with a solemn call to worship. His voice was strong and his dress, modest. His prayers 

were forged ex tempore while standing afront the congregation, but were not lacking in 

eloquence. All stood for the singing of a psalm as the precentor held his book high. It took 

some time for the man to find the tune, for this morning's psalm was of an uncommon meter. 

After a time, the first line was called out, and the people replied, in the usual fashion. This 

singing was chaotic; some sang faster, some slower, some with a decorous and rather vain 

trill. . . the reading of Scripture was the fourth chapter of Romans, and the minister spoke 

well near an hour. After more prayers, all stood again for a psalm. This time the precenter 

found the tune quickly, and all sang out loudly. . . 



clear that this is an entirely new building, not a rebuilt Old Buttonwood. A collection of plates 

entitled “The City of Philadelphia in the State of Pennsylvania, North America, as it appeared in 

the Year 1800" shows in one of its plates the facade of this new, Greek revival structure.38 

Figure 3: High Street Building Exterior, FPC Philadelphia
(http://teachingamericanhistory.org/convention/birch/. Public Domain.)

38 The City of Philadelphia in the State of Pennsylvania, North America, as it appeared in the Year 1800,  
consisting of Twenty-Eight plates, Drawn and Engraved by W. Birch & Son, (Philadelphia: W. Birch & Son, 
1800). An online facsimile of the plate could be found at the time of writing at 
http://teachingamericanhistory.org/convention/birch/. 
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Several of the records from the Presbyterian historical society contained this same plate, 

though in grayscale rather than color.  An excerpt from Schaf and Wescott’s three-volume 

history of Philadelphia gives a basic description of the new building.39 

In 1793 the ancient meeting-house of First Church, commonly called the “Old 

Buttonwood,” situated at the southeast corner of Market Street and White Horse Alley 

(now called Bank Street), was found to be too small for the accommodation of the 

congregation. It was resolved that “Old Buttonwood” should be torn down, and a larger 

and handsomer building erected in its place. The new church was one of the first in 

Philadelphia constructed upon the Greek model of architecture. The front was on Market 

Street, with four plain pillars, with Corinthian capitals, resting on a platform and 

supporting a pediment, upon the architrave of which was the inscription, “Founded 

MDCCIV, Rebuilt MDCCXCIV.” The house was eighty-eight feet long, fifty-six feet 

broad, and forty feet high, having galleries. There were ninety-six pews upon the floor, 

holding six persons each, and altogether one hundred and sixty-three pews, having a 

seating capacity for nine-hundred persons. The ascent to the main floor of the building 

was by eight marble steps.

A later article by Sizer gives further elucidation, identifying “Mr. Trumbul” as the 

amateur architect Col. John Trumbull, and citing as pictorial evidence the same engraving of the 

Greek edifice seen elsewhere.40 

By the turn of the nineteenth century, more than just the building had changed with 

regard to Presbyterian worship in America. In 1789 the American church became autonomous 

and published its own confessional standards and form of government. These documents were 

not entirely new but revisions of the existing standards inherited from the Presbyterian churches 

in Great Britain. Nevertheless, some of the specific revisions are important for understanding 

American Presbyterian worship. If one can assume that the 1787 American revision of the 

Westminster Directory represented a standard order of worship for American Presbyterians at the 

39 John Thomas Schaf, and Thompson Wescott, History of Philadelphia, 1609-1884, Volume 2, (Philadelphia, L.H. 
Everts & Co., 1884), 1270.

40 Theodore Sizer, “Philadelphia's First Presbyterian Church by ‘Mr. Trumbul’," Journal of the Society of  
Architectural Historians 9, no. 3 (Oct., 1950): 20-22. Published by University of California Press.
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time it was written, then we see that worship had changed somewhat between the time the 

original Westminster Directory and its American revision were written. One significant change 

which would enable the playing of instrumental music in later years is that the offering is given a 

specific place in the American revision of the Directory.41 One also sees a more truncated 

beginning to the service, which lacks a call to worship. Lastly, there is an additional psalm sung 

before the Sermon. The Lord’s Prayer is also placed differently, here before the sermon. The 

order suggested by the American Directory is thus:

Prayer of Invocation

Scripture Reading

Psalm

Prayer before the Sermon

Lord’s Prayer

Psalm42

Sermon

Prayer of Thanksgiving

Psalm

Offering 

Dismissal/Blessing

41 “After this prayer [said after the sermon], let a psalm be sung. Then let there be a collection for the poor, or other 
uses of the Church ; and let every one lay by, upon the first day of the week, as God hath prospered him, 
agreeably to the Apostolic direction.” A draught of the form of the government and discipline of the Presbyterian  
Church in the United States of America; Proposed, by the Synod of New-York and Philadelphia, for the  
consideration of the Presbyteries and Churches under their care, (New York: S. and J. Loudon, 1787), 76. 
Available in facsimile at http://archive.org/details/draughtg00pres. This facsimile is of Louis Benson’s personal 
copy. 

42 For some reason Melton does not include this Psalm on pp. 21-22 of Presbyterian Worship in America:  
Changing Patterns since 1787. The American directory clearly intends it, however. “As the prayer, which Christ 
taught his disciples, is both a pattern for prayer, and itself a most comprehensive prayer, we recommend it to be 
used in the prayers of the Church, and we think the most proper place for this purpose is, either at the conclusion 
of the introductory prayer, or at the end of this prayer. Let a Psalm be also sung here, before the minister proceed 
to his Sermon.” A draught of the form of the government and discipline of the Presbyterian Church in the United  
States of America; Proposed, by the Synod of New-York and Philadelphia, for the consideration of the  
Presbyteries and Churches under their care, (New York: S. and J. Loudon, 1787), 72. Available in facsimile at 
http://archive.org/details/draughtg00pres.
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According to William Prescott White, First Presbyterian Philadelphia became a member 

of the New School branch of the Presbyterian church in 1837.43 The first assembly of the New 

School was in fact held in First Church, as well as its 1860 General Assembly. While the first 

meeting of the reunited Presbyterian Church in the United States of America was also held at 

First Church in 1870, there is significance to the congregation’s New School heritage with regard 

to its worship practices. New School churches were generally favorably disposed to revivalism 

and the evangelical emphasis on effectual worship, that is, worship which purposefully focused 

on the conversion of the worshiper, the effect which worship had on him/her. The most 

important figure in ushering in effectual worship in the United States was the Presbyterian 

revivalist Charles Finney, whose writings, sermons, and speeches exerted a tremendous influence 

on those fond of his “New Measures.”44 The New School was generally less strict in its 

adherence to the Westminster Standards and more open to worship practices gleaned from 

evangelical leaders like Finney.45 Such openness to evangelical theology and worship styles 

predisposed New School churches toward instrumental music generally, and the organ in 

particular. In fact, when one examines the early buildings built for use by evangelical preachers, 

43 Donald Roth Kocher. The Mother of Us All: First Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia: 1698-1998,  
(Philadelphia: First Presbyterian Church, 1998) 78. 

44 One can understand the shift in understanding worship brought on by Finney as a theological shift. Christian 
worship has been described by Western theologians as for the glorification of God (for the purpose of doxology) 
and for the sanctification of the faithful. Sometimes these two purposes are reversed in their order. One might 
understand Evangelical worship as taught by Finney to be more heavily focused on the purpose of sanctification 
than on doxology. In Calvinist theological traditions out of which Finney came, worship had traditionally been 
more heavily focused on doxology. Therefore, Finney's New Measures could be seen as constituting a radical 
shift in worship theology which resulted in worship practices focused less on God as object and more on the 
worshiper as object, even while God remained the subject of worship.

45 For the New School's approach to effectual worship, see Julius Melton, “Evangelistic Effectiveness: The New 
School’s Criterion,” in Presbyterian Worship in America: Changing Patterns since 1787. (Eugene, OR: Wipf 
and Stock Publishers, 2001), 43ff. For a general theological background on this era and specific discussion of 
Albert Barnes and Charles Hodge, see Mark Noll, “The Americanization of Calvinism: Explosion, 1827-1860,” 
in America’s God: from Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 
293ff. 

24



such as the Broadway tabernacle built by Charles Finney, the organ appears as a prominent 

fixture. 

However, one should not argue for the church’s favorable predisposition toward the 

organ based on its theological leanings alone. There were likely strong ecclesio-political 

pressures which also influenced the decision of First Presbyterian to introduce the organ. Barbara 

Owen recounts that several churches in Philadelphia began to install organs in the 1830s and 

1840s:

Philadelphia had no shortage of large organs by 1850 -- Christ Church [Episcopal] had an 

Erben of 32 stops in 1837; Second Presbyterian, an organ of 33 stops in 1838; St. Mary’s, 

an Erben of the same size in 1839; and First Presbyterian, a 31-stop Hook in 1846.46

Two tentative conclusions can made based on these citations. First, one could argue that 

the installation of several organs in the very near vicinity of First Presbyterian in the late 1830s 

put pressure on First Church to “keep up” with the developments of their neighbors. More 

specifically, the introduction of the organ into the Presbyterian churches signals the pressure to 

retain members, since many were evidently leaving for churches in which organ, choir, and 

liturgical forms were more fully established part of worship.47 Second, one can conclude that 

despite their divergent theological leanings, both Old School and New School Philadelphia 

churches became favorably disposed toward the organ at this time. Indeed, Owen’s citations 

show that Second Presbyterian Church, the most prominent Old School church in the city, 

46 Barbara Owen, The Organ in New England: an account of its use and manufacture to the end of the nineteenth  
century, (Raleigh, NC: The Sunbury Press, 1979), 142. 

47 [John] H[all], “Psalmody and Liturgy,” Presbyterian Magazine, 1, no. 2 (April 1851): 157-161. There is 
continued evidence that young Presbyterians were tending toward Episcopal churches in an article titled 
“Presbyterian Drift,” The Churchman, 45, no. 13 (April 1, 1882): 337-338. These are just two of other examples.
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secured an organ some nine years before First Presbyterian and just one year after the Old School 

- New School divide.

Figure 4: The Broadway Tabernacle
(http://digitalgallery.nypl.org/. Public Domain.)

2.3. 1820-1847: The Introduction of the Organ

According to White, in 1820, “Old Buttonwood” had been abandoned, and the 

congregation had moved to Washington Street (the corner of what is now 7th and Locust) to 

occupy the Greek revival structure shown above. White’s information about “Old Buttonwood” 

possibly conflicts with information on the current First Church’s website, which says that “[f]or 
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many years our members occupied a site on High (now Market) Street.” Depending on the size 

of the lot, these may actually be the same location, that is, the area on 2nd Street that runs 

between the current Market and Chesnut streets. White's information also conflicts with the fact 

that the Greek revival building shown in the above figure was built in the 1790s, and that First 

Church apparently occupied it immediately.48 

A committee was formed in 1811 to consider hosting a singing school at First 

Presbyterian and approved the idea that same year. There had already been correspondence 

earlier which spoke of the need to improve the Psalmody of the church by means of a singing 

school.49 The broadly felt need among many Protestants for an improvement in congregational 

psalmody, specifically the final abandonment of "lining out" in favor of "regular" singing, as 

well as the need to incorporate new and popular tunes into the repertory of the congregation, is 

well documented in this period.50 It's unclear whether the singing school mentioned in the 1811 

records helped accomplish this purpose, but in any case it seems that First Presbyterian chose to 

introduce instrumental music to help accomplish the transition to regular singing. Eventually the 

preferred instrument for accompanying the singing became the organ, but the precentor remained 

the primary leader of song through the 1840s.

There was a renewed push, after Albert Barnes became pastor, again to improve the 

"psalmody" of the congregation, that is, the congregational singing. It was this later push that 

48 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia), “History of First Church,” Church Website, accessed 11 February, 
2013, http://www.fpcphila.org/history. 

49 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia, PA), Records, Box 2, Folder 31.
50 For a summary of these developments, see especially chapters 2 and 4 of John Ogasapian, Church Music in  

America: 1620-2000, (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2007). Also see Nicholas Temperley, "Old Way of 
Singing," Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press, accessed 7 May 2013, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/47680. Also see the section 
on North America in Andreas Marti and Bert Polman, "Reformed and Presbyterian church music," Grove Music  
Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press, accessed May 7, 2013, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/48535.
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ultimately led to the abandonment of the office of precentor and the adoption of the organ. 

Barnes assumed the pastorate of First Philadelphia in 1830, and session minutes dating 

September 4 of that year read as follows.51 

The Session, met and were opened with prayer. . . [A] motion resolved, that Messr. 

Barnes, Vinton, and Jarvis be a committee to make inquiry whether any, and if any, what 

means [sic] can be used to improve the Psalmody of this congregation.52 

There is no other mention of the congregational song committee in any of the extant session 

records between the years 1830 and 1847. However, a petition dated November 10, 1846, signed 

by 79 members of the church and congregation, recommended that the church purchase Parish 

Psalmody as its hymnal.53 That petition is the first record pertaining to congregational singing 

after the 1830 session minutes. 

Understanding that you have had under examination with a view to its introduction into 

the church, the collection of Psalms and Hymns entitled Parish Psalmody, and that you 

approve of the same, and understanding that this book has been strongly recommended 

to all the churches under their care, not only by the Presbytery with with we are 

connected, but also by the Synod of Philadelphia as well as other Synods and 

Presbyteries, and that it is now used with great satisfaction in all the churches in 

connection with our Synod, in this city, with but two exceptions, we therefore, members 

of this church and congregation under your care, in order to secure uniformity in the 

Psalmody used in this city, respectfully request that you will recommend to the 

congregation to provide themselves with the Parish Psalmody. Philadelphia Nov 10, 

1846.54 

51 The session is the local governing body of a Presbyterian parish. It consists of a board of lay elders; the ministers 
are included as ex-officio members of the session.

52 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia, PA), Records, Box 1 Folder 11 or 12. The text here was double checked 
against a different copy on Microfilm. The microfilm copy appears to be a clean copy of the manuscript, which 
contains some corrections to the minutes and other scribbles on the margins of the page.

53 Parish Psalmody: a collection of Psalms and Hymns for Public Worship, containing Dr. Watt’s versification of  
the Psalm of David, entire, a large portion of Dr. Watt’s hymns, and psalms and hymns by other authors,  
selected and original, (Philadelphia: Perkins and Purvis, 1844). Printed by L. Ashmead.

54 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia, PA), Records, Box 1, Folder 11. Underlined passages have been 
normalized as italics
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It is significant that the Parish Psalmody was published in Philadelphia by the Perkins & 

Purvis company. It seems more than likely that Perkins and Purvis were in fact S. H. Perkins and 

M. Purvis, who were members of the session at the time the Parish Psalmody was adopted as the 

hymnal of the church.55 

Just a year prior to the adoption of the Parish Psalmody, there was some discussion 

between the session and the current music leader, Mr. D.P. Alden, which reveals some 

interesting facts. First, they reveal that an organ of some type had already been in use prior to 

1845, and that the instrument was used to accompany singing. It was also, notably, used on a 

trial basis to determine whether it might be suitable to permanently introduce an organ into the 

worship at First Presbyterian. A letter from D.P. Alden to the trustees of First Philadelphia from 

1845 reads as follows:

To the Trustees 1st Pres. Church [sic]

Gentlemen

You are aware that a small Church Organ was introduced in our Lecture-room56 some 

time since, by way of determining the state of feeling prevailing in the Congregation, in 

regard to the permanent use of such an accompaniment to the vocal music of our social 

religious meetings. The manner in which it has been employed, has secured for it, I 

believe, the approbation of Mr. Barnes & the Session with the general favor of the 

people; insomuch that they desire it to remain. 

The Instrument was built of proper dimensions of sufficient power for the place it now 

occupies, to remain, provided its trial resulted favorably. Having learned at an early 

period that such was the result, it was purchased, tho' with considerable embarrassment to 

myself. The price of it, as inquirers have been informed, is $350. Until some action is 

taken in the matter, I have been recommended to make application to your body for a 

suitable remuneration (as per enclosed bill.) for its present use. If I have not applied to the 

55 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia, PA), Records, Box 3, Folder 32.
56 “Lecture Room” was a common name for the room commonly referred to today by most Protestants as the 

“sanctuary.” Some people incorrectly refer to this room as the "nave." In church architecture, however, the nave 
does not refer to the entire room. Rather it refers to that portion of a rectilinear (often cruciform) room that lies 
between the (liturgical) west entrance and the altar area, and which is occupied by the congregation during 
worship. 
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proper source, an apology is due from me, for the intrusion. Meantime I await further 

instructions.

Most Respectfully,

D. P. Alden

Phil'a Sept 30, 1845

N.B. The Organ was in Service in the Lecture-room 3 months or nearly, prior to the date 

from which a charge is made.57

An undated petition from the choir to the elders and trustees amounts to a cry for support 

of Mr. Alden; apparently the session had considered relieving him of his duties around this same 

time. Because of the content of that petition, the date is almost certainly 1845 as well. It clearly 

addresses the situation discussed by Mr. Alden himself in his Sept 1845 letter to the session, and 

mentions the "embarrassment" which Mr. Alden incurred while attempting to improve the 

quality of music at First Philadelphia. Part of that “embarrassment” included his purchase of a 

small church organ to support the singing. This petition reinforces the notion that the organ was 

necessary for the purpose of accompanying singing, but this time the singing of the choir 

specifically.

Knowing, as we do, the peculiar embarrassments under which Mr. Alden, as leader, has 

for a long time laboured - the difficulty in procuring, and in many cases the absolute want 

of proper support in the different parts composing the harmonies of Church music - 

together with the absence of a proper accompaniment to our voices - all there in our 

opinion affording sufficient reasons for the depreciated style of the music, we think we 

are warranted in expressing our confidence in Mr. Alden's taste and capability.

As members of the choir we feel deeply interested in the success of our attempt to raise 

the standard and perfect the style of our music.58

57 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia, PA), Records, Box 2, Folder 20. Underlined passages have been 
normalized as italics. Brackets have been normalized as parentheses. Unfortunately, the bill mentioned in Mr. 
Alden's letter is not extant. Therefore it is impossible to tell from the note at the end of the letter when the “small 
church organ” was actually purchased.

58 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia, PA), Records, Box 2, Folder 30.
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The letter mentions that Mr. Alden had been music director for 14 years at the time the 

letter was written. If that is so, then Mr. Alden had been in the employ of First Philadelphia since 

1831. When and if his duties as music leader were expanded to include playing the small organ 

purchased some time before 1845 is unclear. It is also unclear whether the "small church organ" 

was indeed a pipe organ. It seems more likely based on the available records and correspondence 

that the instrument referred to was a reed organ, either a harmonium or a perhaps melodeon.59 

Representative instruments from the period are found in figures 5 and 6.

Robert Cocks & Company Reed Organ 
ca. 1865
Manual compass C-c''''
Manual divided at e'-f''
Knee-operated swell pedal

Stop Jamb
Sub Bass [16]
Diapason [8]
Principal Bass [8]
Principal Treble [8]
Dulciana [8]
Vox Humana [8]

Figure 5: Robert Cocks & Co. Reed Organ, ca. 186560

(http://www.harmoniumnet.nl/musea-olthof-ENG.html. Used by permission) 

59 Barbara Owen, "Reed organ," Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press, accessed 6 
May, 2013, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/43321. 

60 List of stops for this instrument taken from: Stichting Promotie Kampen, Expositie Harmoniums vanaf bouwjaar  
1840 in de Bovenkerk te Kampen, (Kampen, Netherlands: [Stichting Promotie Kampen], April 1888).
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Figure 6: Advertisement Page for George Prince Melodeons, ca. 1865.
(http://www.antiquepianoshop.com/online-museum/prince-george-a/. Public Domain.)
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The following year, the church decided to purchase an organ and to employ an organist. 

Evidently the trial period for the “small church organ” was successful. There are no church 

records which clearly document the purchase of an organ, but we know from external records 

that the first pipe organ came to First Presbyterian Church in 1847 and was built by E. and G.G. 

Hook.61 Multiple editions of the Hook opus list, produced by the firm at various points in the 

nineteenth century, cite it as a 3 manual instrument of 41 registers, bearing the opus number 77.62 

There is no extant stoplist for this organ, but one imagines its stoplist may have been similar to 

the organ at St. Luke’s Episcopal in Philadelphia. What follows is a proposed stoplist based upon 

the known stoplist of the 1840 Hook organ at Saint Luke’s, and incorporating stops from other 

contemporary Hook organs of similar size and date.63 

61 Unfortunately, the website of the current First Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia gives a rather tangled 
collection of facts about the history of the organ in that parish which can be somewhat misleading. The 
entanglement of those facts is probably due to the fact that the congregation known as First Presbyterian Church 
now occupies the building built and long occupied by Second Presbyterian Church congregation. Not all the 
extant historical records and correspondence pertaining to the organ, which are housed at the current First 
Presbyterian Church, are labeled with the name of the parish involved, thus it is sometimes difficult to discern 
what records belong to which historical parish.

62 William Van Pelt, The Hook Opus List, 1829-1916 in Facsimile, (Richmond, VA: The Organ Historical Society, 
1991), 12. In the Introduction to the Hook Opus List, Van Pelt discusses the difficulties of using "registers" to 
determine the exact size of any particular organ. In that author's words, "just how these 'registers' were counted 
seems to have varied, but usually included stops, couplers, swell pedals, registration devices and other 
mechanical devices. . . [but] the comparison of. . . extant organs to the published number of registers implies that 
the practice varied." One should note that the contact for First Presbyterian listed in the Hook Opus List is 
William Davidson, who was an elder at First Presbyterian at the time the organ was installed. One should also 
note that Barbara Owen mentions for First Presbyterian a Hook organ of 31 stops from 1846, which is surely 
meant to be this same instrument. She does not, however, include a citation, so this author has decided to use the 
information as given in the Hook Opus list. 

63 This fictitious stoplist was based upon the stoplist of the Hook organ installed at the Philadelphia Church of Saint 
Luke in 1840, as found on the current Church of Saint Luke and the Epiphany's website, 
http://www.stlukeandtheepiphany.org/music/index.php. The Hook Opus list mentions Mr. John Welch as the 
contact person at St. Lukes' in 1840; John Welch was also recommended for by the session for hire at First 
Presbyterian in 1847. It thus seems very likely that there was some involvement/consulting process regarding the 
First Presbyterian organ which would have taken into account the nearby Hook organ at St. Luke's. The pedal 
division for the 1840 organ is not listed on the church website but consisted of an Open Diapason 16, Subbass 
16, and Dulciana 16. A testimonial letter from Mr. W.H.W. Darley, Benjamin Cross, and Charles Borchck 
concerning the organ say that "the pedals are possessed of great body and depth of tone." The stoplist for the 
1840 organ on the St. Luke’s church website was taken from The North American and Daily Advertiser,  
(Philadelphia, PA: 12 October, 1840). The Organ Historical Society Archives. Thanks to Jonathan Bowen, 
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Great

Open Diapason [16]

Great Open Diapason [8]

Second Open Diapason [8]

Stopped Diapason [8]

Melodia [8]

Principal [4]

Night horn [4]

Twelfth [2 ⅔]

Fifteenth [2]

Sesquiatera III [2 ⅔, 1 , 1 ⅓]⅗

Mixture III [1 ⅓]

Trumpet [8]

Clarion [4]

Swell

Open Diapason [8]

Stopped Diapason [8]

Clarabella [8]

Principal [4]

Fifteenth [2]

Piccolo [2]

Trumpet [8]

Clarionet [8]

Hautbois [8]

Tremulant 

Choir

Open Diapason [8]

Stopped Diapason [8]

Dulciana [8]

Principal [4]

Flute [4]

Fifteenth [2]

Cremona [8]

organist and choirmaster of Saint Luke and the Epiphany, for help in sorting out this information. 
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Pedal

Open Diapason [16]

Bourdon [16]

Dulciana [16]

Open Diapason [8]

An undated picture from the nineteenth century showing the church’s interior gives a clear view 

of an organ case, which is very likely Hook opus 77 (Figure 7). 

There are many documents pertaining to the hire of the first staff organist. Kocher 

surmises that the first organist was a volunteer, and he says that only a few years after 1847 does 

the budget reflect a salary for an organist. However, there are reasons to doubt those conclusions. 

Minutes from a session meeting dated August 23, 1847 imply that the incoming organist was to 

earn a salary:

The session was convened to take into consideration the subject of employing an organist 

in the church. The names of Mr. John Welch[?] and Mr.  J. R. Soto were brought before 

the Session as applicants for the situation. The testimonial about were laid before the 

session were new[?], when after consideration, it was, on motion resolved.

That a committee of Session be appropriated to see Mr. Welch[?] and to make inquiry as 

to the terms on which he would be engaged, and his views in regard to this part of sacred 

music, and to make apart[?] to the Session.64

It seems logical that the “terms” of hire mentioned in the letter would have involved a salary. 

The session clearly intended to hire Mr. Welch, who had received recommendations from 

W.H.W. Darley of Saint Luke’s Episcopal, Abraham Ritter of Christ Church, a Mr. Strandbridge 

of the First Unitarian Church, a Mr. [Cross]65 of Saint Augustine’s Church, and Mr. Thomas 

[Soud]66 of St. Philip's Church. 

64 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia, PA), Records, Box 1, Folder 11 or 12. Those words marked with a 
question mark or not clearly legible. 

65 The handwriting is not quite legible here.
66 The handwriting is not clearly legible here. First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia, PA), Records, Box 2 Folder 

30.
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Figure 7: High Street Church Building Interior, FPC Philadelphia
(Kocher, Mother of Us All, p. 99. Public Domain.)

There is also a letter of endorsement from A W.H. Fenney, who applied for this position also and 

received similar letters of recommendation. There was no shortage of applicants for the position, 

but a document from an applicant a few years later leads one to believe that the post was in the 
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end taken up by a Mr. Kingsley, not Welch or Fenney.67 Nothing is known about Mr. Kingsley at 

all. What is known is that, clearly, by 1847 the organ had become part of the worship life at First 

Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia, and would remain a fixture of the sanctuary through the 

twentieth century. 

2.4. 1848-1898: The Effects of 
the Early Liturgical Movement 

Though there is very little primary evidence of the worship at First Presbyterian 

Philadelphia between the installation of the Hook organ and the end of the nineteenth century, it 

is certain that this period brought tremendous changes to the worship life of the congregation. 

These changes would have been brought on by several different yet converging factors. First, the 

congregation had chosen to adopt the Parish Psalmody as its hymnal.68 Second, the congregation 

had introduced the organ into its services and consequently disestablished the role of the 

precentor. Third, and very importantly, new currents of liturgical reform were beginning to flow 

within Presbyterian circles. These currents were especially felt through the published liturgical 

works of Charles Baird and Charles Shields, but also through pan-Protestant developments in 

church architecture, music, and other forms of the arts. When these elements are considered 

67 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia, PA), Records, Box 2, Folder 20. A letter of application by Julius H. 
Waterbury from November 1850, references the resignation of "Kingsley," who was apparently the 
organist/choirmaster under Barnes. For the reference of those who might read the letter, the room most now call 
the "sanctuary" is referred to by Waterbury as the "lecture room." On another note, it seems likely to this author 
that "Kingsley" was a man, since usually women would be referred to with a title such as Miss or Mrs. Lastly, 
though the letter from Waterbury is the only record which positively identifies the name of the organist hired in 
1847, it is interesting to note that none of the extant, concurrent letters of application or recommendation for the 
position reference Kingsley. 

68 Parish Psalmody: A Collection of Psalms and Hymns for Public Worship, containing Dr. Watt’s versification of  
the Psalm of David, entire, a large portion of Dr. Watt’s hymns, and psalms and hymns by other authors,  
selected and original, (Philadelphia: Perkins and Purvis, 1844). Printed by L. Ashmead.
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together as distinct parts of a broader liturgical reform movement, it becomes easy to see how 

Presbyterians came not only to accept but to embrace the organ as an instrument of worship. 

The Parish Psalmody, though not itself officially sanctioned for use by the denomination, 

is similar in scope and contents to the two other hymnals previously sanctioned by action of the 

General Assembly.69 The Parish Psalmody contains "Dr. Watts's versification of the Psalms of 

David, entire, a large portion of Dr. Watts's hymns, and Psalms and Hymns by other authors, 

selected [from existing sources] and original."70 There are around two hundred total pages of 

psalm versifications by Watts, Dwight, Montgomery, and others, and roughly six-hundred pages 

of "standard" hymns by Doddridge, Cowper, Charles Wesley, Newton, "Mrs. Steele,"71 and 

others, as well as a plethora of metrical doxologies. The contents of The Parish Psalmody 

arranged topically but in a slightly more liturgical manner72 than either of the two hymnals 

previously sanctioned by the General Assembly. The more liturgically oriented nature of this 

hymnal suggests a renewed emphasis in worship generally in segments of the denomination, and 

at First Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia. More basically, though, one can infer from the 

69 Psalms and Hymns Adapted to Public Worship, and approved by the General Assembly of the United States of  
America. (Philadelphia: Solomen Allen, 1833). Church Psalmist: or, Psalms and Hymns, for the public, social,  
and private use of Evangelical Christians. (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Publication Committee, 1847). As far as I 
was able to ascertain, the Church Psalmist was sanctioned for use both by the New School General Assembly 
and the Old School General Assembly.

70 Parish Psalmody Title page (1).
71 This is probably Anne Steele, a biography of whom may be found here: 

http://www.hymnary.org/person/Steele_A.
72 For instance, the Church Psalmist proceeds numerically through the psalms, then has sections on God the Father, 

Christ, the Holy Spirit, the Trinity, and subsequently other topical hymns. There is little sense that the book was 
designed with an order of worship in mind. By contrast, the Parish Psalmody begins by proceeding numerically 
through the psalms, but its first section of hymns is devoted to "Worship." There are sub-sections of hymns for 
Invocation, Praise, and Dismission [sic], as well as hymns indicated for public, private, and family worship. Such 
a layout may indicate an increased focus on worship and liturgical reforms which were beginning to be discussed 
around this time. Furthermore, Parish Psalmody's section of hymns on Christ is subdivided into sections on the 
Advent, Miracles (read life and ministry), Atonement (passion/death), and Resurrection/Ascension. Most 
American Presbyterians did not have much awareness of the liturgical year at this point in history, but clearly the 
creators of this hymnal were thinking in terms of the biblical narrative of Christ's life when compiling these 
hymns.
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adoption of this hymnal one thing in particular -- that the church was committed to instituting 

regular singing in place of lining out. 

Figure 8: Worship Thick Description, FPC Philadelphia, 
ca. 1847 (Fictional)

39

It was around half past ten on this cold Sunday morning when I began the walk to 

Washington Square. I could hear the bells of nearby Saint James's Church calling those 

Episcopalians to the church. When I reached the Grand Greek edifice with its broad steps, I 

could hear people chatting near the entrance. . . The boxes of pews were nearly full with 

members, and I could distinguish the more prominent members of the community by their 

seats near the front. Light flooded through the windows, and there was a brightness about the 

whole interior. . . The minister began with a solemn call to worship. His voice was strong and 

his dress, fine. The prayers were forged ex tempore from the pulpit, as they always have been, 

and were not lacking in eloquence. All stood for the singing of an old psalm by Watts, and 

the organ gave out the tune in the usual manner. Its deep tones prodded along the singing, but 

its effect was better than the little organ Mr. Alden had purchased some years prior. . . The 

choir's anthem was well polished. They have improved markedly since the use of the tuning 

fork was abandoned. . . the reading of Scripture was a verse from the fourth chapter of 

Romans, and the minister spoke about three quarters of an hour. After a long prayer, we 

joined in the Lord's Prayer before standing for another hymn. The organ again gave out the 

tune, a selection by Mr. Mason found in the new psalm books. I held my copy close to read 

the text as we sang. . . 



It was in November of 1846 that the officers of the church decided to adopt Parish 

Psalmody as their new hymnal. One would presume that the new books thus arrived to the 

church in very late 1846 or early 1847, just before the first pipe organ arrived. Though there is no 

explicit connection in the extant records or the secondary literature between the adoption of this 

new hymnal and the purchase of a pipe organ, the link seems obvious. We know from session 

minutes that putting a hymnal such as the Parish Psalmody into the hands of the congregation 

was a means toward improving the "psalmody" of First Presbyterian and moving toward regular 

singing. The main historical function of the precentor was to line out the psalms and hymns 

during congregational singing, and so a church practicing regular singing would presumably 

have no need for a precentor. In the case of First Philadelphia, we have clear evidence to support 

that line of reasoning. Part of the session minutes from March 10, 1848 state that Mr. Alden, the 

long-time precentor of First Presbyterian, was to be relieved of his duties:

On motion of Mr. White, seconded by Mr. Jarvis, it was resolved unanimously that it be 

recommended to the corporation of the church to allow Mr. D.P. Alden the sum of one 

hundred dollars as a gratuity in consequence of his services as leader of the music in the 

church having been superceded [sic] by the introduction of the organ.73 

Clearly Mr. Alden's role as precentor was now considered obsolete, and the session 

expected that the organ was to take up to role of leading congregational singing. One could 

consider the adoption of the pipe organ somewhat of a benign change, since there seems to 

already have been a small musical ensemble, and/or even a reed organ, in use prior to the 

purchase of the instrument by Hook. However, the presence of the organ would not just have 

affected the mode of congregational singing. While it may have initially been introduced as a 

73 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia, PA). Records. Session minutes microfilm. Presbyterian Historical 
Society Call Number MF PS. 785 r1.
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means toward improving the congregational song at First Presbyterian, the presence of an organ, 

especially one as substantial as the Hook Opus 77, opened the way for choral music with organ 

accompaniment, as well as for independent organ pieces to be played during worship. 

Remembering that Mr. Alden had previously served as choirmaster as well as precentor, one can 

assume that the newly hired organist was expected to fulfill the role of choirmaster, and that 

she/he would be favorably predisposed toward an expanded use of the organ in worship. In fact, 

the letter from the choir supporting Mr. Alden at the time of his hire seems to say that the "small 

church organ" had already been used to accompany the singing of the choir before the purchase 

of Hook Opus 77. If that is the case, the path toward an expanded role of the organ in worship 

was already clear by 1847. 

Unfortunately, whoever Alden's successor was, he or she was evidently not competent to 

fulfill the new duties of organist. A petition dating January 4, 1849 and bearing 41 signatures 

reads:

To the Session of the 1st Presbyterian Church. The undersigned Members of the Church, 

and Congregation, believing that the present Organist is not acceptable to the 

Congregation generally, Earnestly request that you will take the necessary steps to secure 

a competent successor. Philad'a, January 4, 1849.

The session heeded this request, and in 1850 several more applications for the position of 

organist were received by First Presbyterian Church. Julius H. Waterbury applied in November 

of that year,74 and Chad Jarvis applied for the position at the same time as Waterbury.75 There 

74 The letter itself is simply dated as November 1. However, another letter dated Dec. 2, 1850, mentions that J.H. 
Waterbury graduated from Harlin College in 1850. The letters of recommendation for Waterbury are also dated 
in late 1850. Certainly, then, Mr. Waterbury's letter of application dated November 1 was written in 1850 as 
well.

75 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia, PA), Records, Box 2, Folder 20.
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was also application for the position in 1850 by a Mr. Rees76 and by Franz Josef [Bauer].77 It's 

unknown who was eventually hired.

There were also books which helped pave the way toward a new mode of worship for 

Presbyterians. Though books of liturgical forms were initially regarded with great skepticism 

(one might even say hostility) within much of the denomination, it is clear from subsequent 

developments and the way in which modern liturgical historians frame the debate over these 

books that they did push Presbyterians toward a new way of worship. In 1855, a "minister of the 

Presbyterian Church" published a collection called Eutaxia, or the Presbyterian Liturgies:  

Historical Sketches.78 We know now that the author was Charles Baird, though there is 

significance to the anonymity of the publication for understanding the political implications of its 

publication for Baird. Eutaxia79 contains a collection of historic liturgies in the Reformed 

tradition,  beginning with Calvin and ending with the American revision of the Westminster 

Directory, as well as an essay by Baird defending the concept of fixed liturgies. Its purpose was 

"to ascertain from the history and teachings of the Presbyterian Church, what may be considered 

its proper theory of worship; and to compare that ideal with [the denomination's] prevailing 

practices."80 The book's significance to the denomination was exactly what Baird intended it to 

be. Rather than attempting to suggest specific liturgical texts for use by Presbyterians, Baird 

called the denomination to examine its current worship practices in light of historical practice 

76 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia, PA), Records, Box 2, Folder 20.
77 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia, PA), Records, Box 2, Folder 20. The handwriting is not quite legible 

here, and there were no other sources against which to check this name.
78 [Charles Baird], Eutaxia, or the Presbyterian Liturgies: Historical Sketches, (New York: M.W. Dodd, 1855). 

Though Baird would later become known as the author of this book, his name was not attached with the first 
edition. Rather, the author was listed as "a minister of the Presbyterian Church."

79 The New Oxford Shorter English Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993) gives the definition of the 
eutaxia's english cognate as "good or established order or arrangement."

80 [Charles Baird], Eutaxia, or the Presbyterian Liturgies: Historical Sketches, (New York: M.W. Dodd, 1855), 
Introduction (1).
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and theology. Indeed that is what the book accomplished, at least in the sense that it helped spark 

discussion on changing worship in the denomination. After the publication of Eutaxia, Princeton 

theologian Charles Hodge urged the denomination to consider an optional book of forms for use 

by the Presbyterian Church. Hodge was a professor at Princeton Seminary and a leader in the 

Old School division of the church whose voice was widely heard. In an early answer to that call, 

Charles Baird himself  published a rather unsuccessful book of forms.81 It was a series of later 

works, however, which would prove more intriguing to the Presbyterian church and solidify the 

path toward a denominational service book. In 1864 Charles Shields published his version of the 

Book of Common Prayer “as amended by the Presbyterian Divines.”82 This book was an 

adaptation of the English Book of Common Prayer by Shields which was intended to comply 

with the Westminster Directory, thus a work which in Shield’s view could be lawfully used by 

Presbyterians in the United States as a book of liturgical forms. Harold Daniels notes that “the 

book was of course not a product of the Westminster Assembly [as the title of Shield’s book 

implies] but was based upon the liturgical work of the 1661 Savoy Conference, where 

Presbyterians and Anglicans attempted unsuccessfully to reach consensus on a common liturgy.” 

Though of higher quality than Baird's work, it too was met with some apathy. However, toward 

the end of the nineteenth century liturgical publications began to achieve some popularity among 

Presbyterian pastors, even those of the New School.83 Eventually the Presbyterian Church itself, 

especially the Northern PCUSA, began to publish some liturgical materials. Notable among these 

81 Harold Daniels, To God Alone be the Glory: The Story & Sources of the Book of Common Worship, (Louisville: 
Geneva Press, 2003), 25.

82 Charles W. Shields, The Book of Common Prayer and Administration of the Sacraments, and other rites and  
ceremonies of the church, as amended by the Presbyterian divines in the Royal Commission of 1661 and in  
agreement with The Directory for Public Worship of the Presbyterian Church in the United States, (New York: 
Anson D.F. Randolph and Co., 1864).

83 Harold Daniels, To God Alone Be the Glory: The Story & Sources of the Book of Common Worship, (Louisville: 
Geneva Press, 2003), 27.
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is Archibald Alexander Hodge's Manual of Forms.84 Other independently published works were 

written by Herrick Johnson85 of McCormick Seminary, Samuel Hopkins of Auburn Seminary, 

and Philadelphia banker Benjamin Batis Comegys.86 

The various liturgical books published between 1855 and the end of the nineteenth 

century are important for understanding the role of the organ in Presbyterian worship during this 

time. One notices in the books by Hodge, Johnson, and Hopkins that congregational hymnody, 

rather than psalmody, is called for in the texts.87 Though one cannot automatically assume that 

the hymn singing always involved the organ, there is a clear link between the two. The link 

between instrumental accompaniment in general and congregational hymnody (as opposed to 

psalmody) was first established in the singing schools at the beginning of the nineteenth century, 

when there was a push toward regular singing. As the organ became more prevalent in churches 

and in society generally, it became the default instrument to accompany that regular singing 

rather than the previously popular choices of flute, viols, or other instruments. We see an 

example of this in the story of First Presbyterian Philadelphia, which shows a clear link between 

efforts to improve congregational singing and the organ as outlined above. In other words, 

psalmody led by a precentor was over the course of the nineteenth century gradually replaced by 

84 Archibald Alexander Hodge, Manual of Forms for Baptism, Admission to the Communion, Administration of the  
Lord's Supper, Marriage and Funerals, conformed to the Doctrine and Discipline of the Presbyterian Church,  
(Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Publication, 1877).

85 Herrick Johnson had been the pastor of First Presbyterian between 1868 and 1873, installed after the retirement 
of Barnes. This was two decades before he published his liturgical work Forms for Special Occasions. See 
Herrick Johnson, Forms for Special Occasions; Marriage, Baptism, Burial, the Lord's Supper, Ordination,  
Dedication, etc., with Scripture Selections for the Chamber of Sickness, the House of Mourning, and the Service  
at Funerals, (Chicago: C.H. Whiting, 1889). Whether Johnson was in the 1860s favorably disposed toward 
liturgical books such as his own is unclear. In any case, one would be hard pressed to discover anything 
abouteven the presbyterian the normal Sunday order of worship during Herrick's pastoral tenure at First 
Philadelphia from his book, which contained only orders for the sacraments and other services not celebrated 
every Sunday.

86 Daniels, To God Alone Be the Glory 27.
87 Psalmody is of course still present in the liturgies, but most of the specific directions for songs by the 

congregation call for hymns.
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hymnody led by an organ. Aside from congregational music, some of the liturgical books 

published in the nineteenth century for Presbyterians can be understood to presuppose the 

presence of a choir accompanied by the organ. Alexander Hodge’s Manual of Forms (1877) is 

particularly striking for its inclusion of an Anglican chant to be sung by the choir during the 

service of infant baptism. The presence of Anglican chant would in most cases presuppose the 

use of organ accompaniment.88 Furthermore, though it was not well received, the adaptation of 

the Book of Common Prayer by Charles Shields would have implied musical usages beyond 

what was printed in the actual text. An Anglican liturgy would imply "Anglican" musical 

practices, such as the playing of voluntaries, choral anthems with organ accompaniment, and 

singing Anglican chant.

Though liturgical books such as those mentioned in the first chapter gained increasing 

acceptance in the latter half of the nineteenth century among Presbyterians in general, it is 

unlikely that they were well received by First Philadelphia while Barnes was pastor. Though he 

was clearly in favor of introducing the organ to accompany congregational singing, we know that 

he was generally hostile toward the liturgical leanings associated with the Old School branch of 

the church. An article published by Perkins and Purvis in 1844, and republished in a collection of 

Barnes's writings in 1855, shows a clear hostility toward the use of fixed forms and a sharp 

88 Ruth. M. Wilson, “Early Episcopal Music in America,” in Anglican Chant and Chanting in England, Scotland,  
and America 1660 to 1820, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 217ff. To support the assumption about 
the use of the organ in chanting, one can also rely on specific instructions found in contemporary organ methods, 
such as those by Stainer and Zundel. John Ogasapian surmises that few Anglican churches even attempted 
Anglican chant during the latter part of the nineteenth century, but it's clear that when it was done it was to the 
accompaniment of the organ. See especially chapter 4 of John Ogasapian, Church Music in America: 1620-2000.  
(Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2007).
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criticism of the worship practices of the Tractarians89 in particular.90 Barnes was a noted leader in 

the New School branch of the church, and so one imagines this view might have influenced the 

views of other New School pastors. Charles Hodge, a similarly noted leader of the Old School 

branch of the Church, not surprisingly refuted many of Barnes's claims in a subsequent review, 

but also noted the "unusual attention excited by this tract."91 Nevertheless, despite Barnes's 

seeming hostility toward Episcopalian forms of worship, and especially toward the Tractarians, 

First Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia incorporated many aesthetic and liturgical elements 

associated with that movement into its worship. 

Preceding paragraphs have already noted the move toward regular singing, the adoption 

of the organ, the use of choral music, and the increased presence of liturgical books. Coupled 

with these were two more-or-less concurrent architectural revivals of the Romanesque and 

Gothic styles, the latter being the more popular and influential. A thorough documentation of 

these architectural movements especially within American evangelical Protestant traditions is 

found in Jean Kilde's When Church Became Theatre.92 Kilde's command of the subject is 

unquestionable, but this author finds at least some of her assumptions about the inverse 

relationship between liturgical formality and congregational passivity, or at least congregational 

89 Tractarian was another term for one associated with the Oxford Movement within the Anglican communion. 
That movement, and the related Cambridge movement, was responsible for a wide range of liturgical changes in 
Anglicanism. These changes were ceremonial, architectural, and musical, and drew the Anglican churches that 
espoused them closer to a mode of worship which was both more "Catholic" and more English. There are many 
books and articles on the Oxford and Cambridge movements.

90 Albert Barnes, "The Position of the Evangelical Party in the Episcopal Church," (Philadelphia: Perkins and 
Purvis, 1844). Melton cites the article as also appearing in the New Englander in 1844. It was republished in 
volume 1 of Miscellaneous Essays and Reviews (New York: Ivison & Phinney, 1855). One can assume from the 
fact that the article was republished in 1855 that Barnes's attitudes toward fixed forms of liturgy had not 
substantially changed between 1844 and 1855.

91 Charles Hodge, review of  "The Position of the Evangelical Party in the Episcopal Church," Biblical Repertory  
and Princeton Review. 16, no. 2 (April 1844): 319-324.

92 Jean Halgren Kilde, When Church Became Theatre: The Transformation of Evangelical Architecture and  
Worship in Nineteenth-Century America, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002).
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unity, to be questionable.93 Nevertheless, Kilde deftly summarizes the ways in which 

architectural reforms were connected with other reforms in Presbyterian worship in the middle of 

the nineteenth century:

Clearly, this shift [from 'Low Church' worship to 'liturgical formalism'] occurred 

simultaneously with the adoption of Gothic vocabularies, yet the relationship between the 

two phenomena is not easily discernible. Historian Julius Melton notes that while both 

shared roots in the Romanticism of the period, the discussion of liturgy was rarely 

specifically connected to the increasing use of the Gothic in churches. Presbyterians, he 

argues, were not wont to 'philosophize or theologize' their reasons for adopting the style. 

While it is true that discussions of the Gothic published in Presbyterian and 

Congregationalist journals do not go much beyond hailing the style as most 'harmonious' 

or 'churchly,' the ideological discussion does appear in the architectural trade literature. 

As church-building committees addressed the issues of the style, their understanding of 

its appropriateness rested, in all likelihood, on the skill of the architect in articulating the 

concept of a historicized, universalized Christian style. The historicization of the Gothic 

in this fashion made it a legitimate choice. In a similar way, the historicization of 

liturgical prayers and forms as descended directly from the founders of the Reformed 

church legitimated them. The solution to the problems of worshiper disinterest and 

clerical incompetence lay in the recovery of an ancient past.

In short, Kilde argues that architectural trends, in addition to or even rather more than 

theological trends, may have been responsible for the shifting forms and aesthetics of 

Presbyterian worship in the middle and late nineteenth century. One easily sees how the organ 

might be related to those changes. Architects skilled in the the gothic (and romanesque) revival 

styles often designed organ cases which were integral to their building designs. One can see 

many examples of such integration in Joseph Blanton’s book The Organ in Church Design.94 A 

93 For instance, Kilde states that "the more formalized worship [adopted by Presbyterian churches in the middle of 
the nineteenth century] transformed services into internalized individual encounters with supernatural power, 
with God." On the contrary, many understand formal liturgical elements such as responsive readings, sung 
canticles, and hymns to have increased active, communal participation on the part of the congregation. In fact, 
page 5 of the Preface to the 1906 Book of Common Worship states increased participation of the people as a goal 
of the types of liturgical reforms presented in the book. The problem may have to do with Kilde's understanding 
of the term “formalized.”

94 Joseph Edwin Blanton, The Organ in Church Design, (Albany, TX: Venture Press, 1957). See especially pp. 
331-347. 
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local example is found in the work of Henry Augustus Sims,95 who designed a building and 

organ case for Second Presbyterian Church which still stands today.96 One also derives from 

anecdotal evidence from Kocher about improvements to the First Presbyterian Church building a 

clear sense that aesthetic and architectural concerns were related to the organ.97 Finally, we 

know, that at least some small renovations continued to be done through the end of the century 

which signal continued evolution in the use of music at First Presbyterian. An invoice from 

January of 1890 shows that "2 large choir stalls stained mahogany" were bought for First 

Church,98 presumably installed in the chancel area behind pulpit and communion table. The 

organ also continued to be used and maintained. A note  from C.S. Haskell, Feb 8, 1890 reads 

"Received an account of organ for the First Presbyterian Church seven hundred (700) dollars." 

The same note marks it as paid in July of 1890.99  

The currents of liturgical reform continued to flow through the Presbyterian church for 

the remainder of the century, as more and more churches, like First Philadelphia, came to 

worship in ways which were more musically sophisticated and more responsive to developments 

in liturgical studies, architecture,100 and the other arts. That is not to say that these changes came 

95 Sandra L. Tatman, “Sims, Henry Augustus (1832 – 1875),” Website of the Philadelphia Architects and Buildings 
Project, accessed 16 May, 2013, http://www.philadelphiabuildings.org/pab/app/ar_display.cfm/21537. 

96 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia), “Organ,” Church Website, accessed 11 February 2013, 
http://www.fpcphila.org/organ. The congregation of First Presbyterian Church Philadelphia is housed in the 
building built for Second Presbyterian Church in the nineteenth century.

97 Donald Roth Kocher, The Mother of Us All: First Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia: 1698-1998,  
(Philadelphia: First Presbyterian Church, 1998), 79. “Accompanying this growth in membership were some 
needed improvements to the church building. In 1847, at Barnes’ urging, a pipe organ was purchased. . . Also, 
the main auditorium was new carpeted, new communion silver purchased, and the old oil lamps designed by 
Haviland converted to gas. Finally, and in response to a growing Sunday school, a building for its classes and 
other parish activities was erected at the rear of the church on the northeast corner of Seventh and Spruce 
streets.” 

98 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia), Records, Box 2, Folder 20.
99 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia), Records, Box 2, Folder 20.
100 When First Presbyterian of Philadelphia merged with Calvary Presbyterian in the late 1920s, it was decided that 

First Church would leave its building and occupy the Gothic revival structure built by Calvary in the 1870s. This 
anecdote shows the further solidification of the Gothic as the de-facto architectural style of the early liturgical 
movement. Donald Roth Kocher, The Mother of Us All: The First Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, 1698-
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easily or without much discussion. It has already been shown there was controversy over the 

introduction of liturgical forms, especially as argued by Albert Barnes and Charles Hodge. Even 

in the latter part of the century, though, some were still arguing for a return to unaccompanied 

psalmody in Presbyterian churches. In 1888 Professor John Girardeau of Columbia Theological 

Seminary made that argument even while noting the near uniformity of instrumental music in 

American Presbyterian churches at that time.101 

2.5. 1898-1906

During the week of Sunday, November 13, 1898, First Presbyterian Philadelphia 

celebrated its bicentennial. There are two separate volumes which document the services held 

that week, giving a remarkably detailed account of the worship practices near the turn of the 

twentieth century. One sees that organ, choir, and the singing of both hymns and service music 

by the congregation were all fully established by the end of the nineteenth century, some fifty 

years after the introduction of the organ, and also some fifty years into the liturgical movement 

in the Presbyterian Church. 

The first volume documenting the services from the bicentennial celebration is a 

truncated order in the form of a worship aid booklet, presumably printed for use by the 

congregation during the services. A copy of that booklet found in the choir room of the current 

First Presbyterian Church building bears the stamp "ART PRESS, LOUGHEAD & CO. | 

PHILADELPHIA," indicating that the booklet was printed by a local printer for local use only. 

At the title page there is an inscription reading "Kindly preserve this Order of Services for use 

1998, (Philadelphia: First Presbyterian Church, 1998), 125. 
101 John Lafayette Girardeau, Instrumental Music in the Public Worship of the Church, (Richmond, VA: Whittet 

and Shepperson, 1888), 6.
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during the week," indicating that the booklet was intended for use by the congregation for the 

week's services. The Sunday morning and evening services contain full texts (and page numbers 

where applicable) for hymns, anthems, offertory music, and a responsive reading, as well as titles 

for sermons and special addresses. Some services, but not all, include headings for the non-

congregational elements of the service. There is no publication date for this first text, but one can 

assume it was printed in 1898 shortly before the services were held. 

The second volume that documents the services held during the bicentennial celebrations 

is a complete order with all liturgical texts, transcripts of prayer (probably spoken ex tempore), 

and sermon transcripts. This second volume was published in 1900 by the Philadelphia-based 

press of Henry Ashmead.102 It gives the complete order of service; those elements which are 

present in the worship aid edition from 1898 are also present in the 1900 edition, confirming 

their accuracy. 

What follows is the Sunday morning order of worship as celebrated during the 

bicentennial celebrations of First Presbyterian. Specific references to hymnal numbers, biblical 

citations, titles, and composers are given when known. 

Hymn ["Holy Holy Holy," #80 in the 1896 Presbyterian Hymnal103]

Prayer [of invocation]

Scripture Reading [Psalm 48, spoken by pastor, not sung or read responsively by 

congregation]

Anthem ["The Magnificat". . . Hopkins]

Scripture Reading

Prayer

Pre-Offertory address by pastor

Offertory [Offertory music is "The Lord is My Shepherd" (Soprano and Alto). . . Smart]

102 First Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia), 1698 - 1898. Exercises at the bi-centennial Celebration of the First  
Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia, (Philadelphia: Press of Henry R. Ashmead, 1900). 

103 The Hymnal, Published by Authority of The General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of  
America, (Philadelphia: The Presbyterian Board of Publication and Sabbath School Work, 1896)
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Sermon

Prayer

Hymn ("From All That Dwell," #102 in the Presbyterian Hymnal)

Benediction

The evening service on that same day, as given in the volume published in 1900, is 

remarkable for its extensive use of music.104 

Organ Prelude "Pastorale-Messiah". . . Handel [sic]

Doxology105 (all uniting ; Congregation standing) [sic] 

Invocation

Anthem "Te Deum Laudamus" (Festival). . .  Gounod [sic]

Scripture Reading [read responsively]

Chant "Gloria in excelsis" [sung by all]

Scripture Reading

Hymn ["At the Name of Jesus," #151 in the Presbyterian Hymnal]

Offertory ["O Lamb of God." (Quartet). . . Gounod]

Sermon

Response [Sanctus: "Messe Solennelle." (Tenor and Chorus). . . Gounod]

Prayer

Hymn ["Arise, O King of grace, arise," #297 in the Presbyterian Hymnal]

Benediction

Organ Postlude ["Chorus, Messiah.". . . Handel. Is this the Hallelujah Chorus?]

It is important to note the prevalence of the organ at these services in general because of 

the large amount of hymnody, chants, and especially choral works which required the use of the 

organ. However, it is also noteworthy that neither the 1898 or 1900 editions include a heading 

for an organ prelude or postlude on Sunday morning, but only for the evening services. Whether 

104 One should also note that purely musical events had been held much earlier at First Presbyterian Philadelphia, 
indicating an openness to musical opulence that conflicts somewhat with the serious, even puritanical stereotypes 
about Presbyterians. There are ledgers spanning 1831-1861 in the church records which list receipts for "monthly 
concert[s]" at First Pres. They seem to have been presented for the purpose of raising money, perhaps for some 
benevolence, but nothing else is known about these. 

105 Reference throughout to the “Doxology” should usually be understood to refer to the text by Thomas Ken 
“Praise God, from Whom All Blessings Flow.” This text is usually sung to the tune OLD HUNDRETH. 
However, there were examples from later bulletins of doxologies with variant texts and with other tunes.
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that has significance for understanding the practices on other, more normal Sunday mornings 

around this time is unclear. It is clear that by 1898 the organ had become fully established as a 

part of the worship service at First Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia, functioning in much the 

same way as it would throughout the bulk of the 20th century. Yet the currents of liturgical 

reform within the Presbyterian church continued to flow, no doubt exerting some influence on 

this flagship parish. For that reason it is important to look at the worship in the years 

immediately surrounding the publication of the 1906 Book of Common Worship. Fortunately 

there are many extant printed worship orders from First Philadelphia during this period; they 

show some variety within a basically fixed structure, as follows:

January 1905, Morning Worship

Organ Prelude

Doxology

Invocation and Lord's Prayer

Anthem

The Beatitudes/Ten Commandments

The Psalter

Scripture Reading

Prayer

Hymn

Offertory

Sermon

Prayer

Hymn 

Benediction

Organ Postlude

January 1905, Evening Worship

Organ Prelude

Doxology

Invocation and Lord's Prayer

Anthem

Scripture Reading
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Gloria Patri

Apostle's Creed

Scripture Reading

Hymn

Prayer

Offertory

Sermon

Response (vocal solo)

Prayer

Benediction

Organ Postlude

A bulletin from December of 1908 shows a similar plan

December 1908 Morning Worship

Organ Prelude

Doxology

Call to Worship

The Lord's Prayer

Anthem 

Scripture Reading

Hymn

Prayer

Offertory

Hymn 

Sermon

Response (vocal solo)

Hymn

Prayer and Benediction

Organ Postlude

December 1908 Evening Worship

Organ Recital (1/2 hour in length)

Doxology

Salutation and Sanctus

Invocation

Anthem

Responsive Reading

Hymn
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Scripture Reading

Prayer

Offertory

Hymn

Sermon

Response (vocal solo)

Doxology

Prayer and Benediction

Organ Postlude

What is notable from the above orders is that the organ is being used for multiple 

purposes. When the organ was first introduced to First Presbyterian in the 1840s, the session 

recommended it for the purpose of accompanying the psalmody, that is, the congregational 

singing. The choir also recommended its usefulness for accompanying choral song. However, 

here the organ is functioning not only as an accompaniment to voices, but as a solo instrument 

during the worship service. The inclusion of preludes and postludes as worship elements is not 

only foreign to the Westminster Directory, which was until the middle of the twentieth century 

still the only officially binding document for Presbyterian worship.106 Preludes and postludes 

were also foreign to the 1906 Book of Common Worship liturgies, which do not make any 

official provision for the inclusion of independent organ music even though the use of the organ 

was common by this time in Presbyterian services. A comparison of the suggested morning order 

from the 1906 Book of Common Worship with the 1905 and 1908 morning orders from First 

Presbyterian show a similar level of complexity with regard to structure and content, and also 

some common elements. Where they differ is in the distribution of duties, that is, in the level and 

type of congregational participation. 

106 All editions of the Book of Common Worship, even though officially published by the denomination, are for 
discretionary use, whereas the Directory for Worship holds the force of church law.
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In the actual orders from First Philadelphia from 1905 and 1908,107 there are five 

elements which involve active participation of the people during worship. These include the 

Lord’s Prayer plus four sung elements. In the 1905 order, the congregationally sung elements 

include a doxology, chanted (non-metrical) psalm, and two hymns. In the 1908 order, we see a 

sung doxology and three hymns. For each of these two orders, there are ten total elements of the 

service which are musical including prelude and postlude. The order from the 1906 Book of 

Common Worship, by contrast, has nine elements which involve active participation of the 

people, including a confession of sin, short responsory, Apostle’s Creed, Lord’s prayer, and five 

sung elements. The sung elements include a doxology, chanted psalm, and three hymns. The 

total number of musical elements in these services is seven, not including a prelude or postlude. 

Music figures fairly prominently in each of these orders, but in different ways. In the 

actual orders from First Presbyterian, ten out of sixteen total worship elements (63%) are given 

over to music. However, of these, only five out of sixteen elements (31%) involve active 

participation of the people. That leaves about a third of the service to be performed by organ, 

choir, and soloists alone. By contrast, the order from the 1906 Book of Common Worship gives 

only seven of twenty-one elements (33%) over to music.108 Of these, five (71%) involve the 

singing of the congregation. If there were added a prelude and postlude, still more than half of 

the musical items would be performed by the congregation. 

107 and, one might add, from other contemporary orders examined from the records but not cited here. 
108 If a prelude and postlude were added, this would still amount to less than half of the service being musical. 
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Table 1. Early 20th Century Worship Orders at First Presbyterian Philadelphia

Bolded items are those which involve active participation of the congregation

FPC Philadelphia

Morning Worship

January 1905

1906 Book of Common Worship

Sunday Morning Worship

FPC Philadelphia

Morning Worship

January 1908
Organ Prelude Organ Prelude
Doxology Call to Worship (Doxology) Doxology

Scripture Sentences Call to Worship
Invocation Invocation
Lord's Prayer Confession of Sin The Lord's Prayer

Anthem Assurance of Pardon Anthem
Short Responsory

Psalm w/Gloria Patri

The Beatitudes/Ten 

Commandments Scripture Reading Scripture Reading
The Psalter [Anthem or Response]109

Scripture Reading [Scripture Reading]
Prayer Hymn of Praise Hymn

Hymn Apostle's Creed Prayer
The General Prayer
Lord's Prayer

Offering Offering Offering
Prayer of Dedication
Hymn Hymn

Sermon Sermon Sermon
Response (vocal solo)

Hymn Hymn

Prayer Closing Prayer Prayer
Hymn

Blessing Blessing Blessing
Organ Postlude Organ Postlude

Understanding that the 1906 Book of Common Worship is only a suggested order, and 

that the music at a flagship parish such as First Philadelphia was likely exceptional, one is still 

able to discern different schools of thought about the role of music in worship. As was stated 

109 Items enclosed in brackets are optional parts of the 1906, suggested by rubrics. 
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before, the introduction of liturgical forms had been largely associated with the Old School side 

of the Old School - New School split. Though the denomination had reunited in the 1870s, the 

liturgical tendencies of that split did not quickly fade.110 The 1906 Book of Common Worship is 

usually seen as the culmination of the push toward fixed liturgical forms which had been 

promoted largely by Old School Presbyterians. The emphasis of these reforms was on fidelity to 

the Reformed confessions; they offer ministers prayers of high literary standards and sound 

theology. The reforms also hoped to engender greater piety through increased participation by 

the congregation. Music was not so much a tool for arousing devotion but for enabling the praise 

of the congregation. That is why the 1906 order offers music as just one of several modes of 

participation by the congregation, and why there are so few musical elements which are not 

congregational. In the 1905 and 1908 orders one can see the continued influence of the New 

School side of the church, which had been more skeptical of liturgical forms but regarded 

evangelical ideas about effectual worship favorably. The emphasis in such effectual worship in 

the nineteenth century was on worship which aroused devotion and which called the congregants 

to conversion. Evangelical services generally centered around preaching, simple singing by the 

congregation, and music performed by organ, choir, and/or instruments. One could argue, then, 

that churches of the New School were more broadly evangelical and thus more concerned with 

the concept of worship as effectual, explaining why the 1905 and 1908 orders contain less 

elements of active congregational participation.

Between 1684 and the turn of the twentieth century, the worship at First Presbyterian 

Church of Philadelphia underwent a radical transformation, and it is only through that 

110 At least two prominent figures in the 1906 book’s creation, Henry van Dyke and John de Witt, had studied with 
Charles Hodge in Princeton. Van Dyke was the chairman of the committee, and records reveal him to have been 
a powerful proponent of liturgical reform. 
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transformation that the organ became accepted as an instrument appropriate for worship. The 

early years of the parish saw a simple service in simple surroundings where the presence of the 

organ could never be expected. Through the eighteenth century, much of the worship standards 

inherited from the “Westminster Divines” continued to hold unabated sway over the 

Presbyterians in Philadelphia. The nineteenth century, though, brought incremental but important 

changes to the Presbyterian Church which put the church squarely on the path toward using the 

organ in worship. An effort to improve the singing in the early nineteenth century meant the 

introduction of a choir and some instruments into the sanctuary. By mid-century, those 

instruments included a reed organ, a trial of sorts which would open the way for the first pipe 

organ in 1847. A complex set of currents in theology, liturgy, music, architecture, along with 

local ecclesio-political relationships, combined over the course of the next several decades to 

truly transform the way in which Presbyterians worshiped, and the way in which the organ was 

used in their worship. By 1898, we see at First Presbyterian a fully-fledged service in which the 

organ functioned not only to accompany congregational singing, but in choral accompaniments, 

vocal accompaniments, and as a solo instrument. By the time the 1906 Book of Common 

Worship was published, the role of the organ in worship at First Presbyterian Church of 

Philadelphia was firmly established, to say the least, and a pattern was set that would hold sway 

until the next great wave of liturgical reforms culminated in the 1960s. 
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Figure 9: Worship Thick Description, FPC Philadelphia, ca. 1905 

(Fictional utilizing actual worship order)

59

It was around half past ten on this cold Sunday morning when I began the walk to the old 

sanctuary at Washington Square. I could hear the bells of nearby Saint James's Church, where 

I had visited last Sunday. When I reached the grand old Greek edifice with its broad steps, I 

could already hear the organ prelude and people chatting inside. . . The boxes of pews were 

full with members, and I could distinguish the more prominent members of the community 

by their seats near the front. Light flooded through the windows and bounced off the dark 

wooden choir stalls. . . After the prelude the organ gave out the tune for Old Hundreth; choir, 

congregation, and organ rang out loudly together. The minister, dressed in a long black robe, 

ascended the steps to the pulpit. His voice was strong as he gave the invocation. . . The 

choir's anthem was fine, a selection by Mendelssohn. I dare say they are the finest quartet in 

the city. They ably led the chanting of the decalogue, which has been a welcome innovation 

in this church. . . the reading of Scripture was a verse from the fourth chapter of Romans. The 

pastor's long prayer was eloquent, as if it was being read from a prepared text, but the people 

welcomed the chance to again stand for a hymn when it was over. . . The offertory today was 

to benefit foreign missions. Afterwards, the minister's sermon lasted about thirty minutes and 

touched a variety of topics. After the prayer, we stood one last time as the organ gave out the 

tune. Today I decided to stay for the postlude. . . 



CHAPTER 2

FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH OF CHICAGO

3.1. 1833 to 1847: The Wooden Church

The First Presbyterian Church of Chicago was organized on June 26, 1833 with twenty-

five members.111 Its first building was described as a “meeting house,” and at least one 

parishioner later referred to the building as the “Wooden Church” in her recollections,112 The 

building measured forty feet by twenty-five feet and featured plastered walls and a bare 

puncheon floor. There were pine benches, with a total seating capacity of about two hundred.

Prior to the construction of the Wooden Church building, the congregation had used a 

combination schoolhouse and church building located on Clark Street.113 Between 1837 and 

1838, “some desired changes were effected in its [the Wooden Church’s] condition and 

location.” Nothing is known about the desired changes mentioned here by Otis, but it is known 

that at that time the building was moved to the corner of Clarke Street and the Alley (Calhoun 

Place).114 The congregation would worship in this building and in this location until 1847, when 

111 Philo Adam Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 1833-1913: A History of the Oldest Congregation in Chicago,  
With Biographical Sketches of the Ministers and Extracts from the Choir Records, (Chicago: Fleming H. Revell 
Co., 1913), 21-22. Otis’s work is far and away the most detailed account of the history of the church, and served 
as a major resource for this chapter. He was first a chorister and then choirmaster of First Presbyterian of 
Chicago for several decades. Whenever possible, facts taken from Otis were double-checked against other 
sources. Images are not given page numbers in this edition, therefore they are cited as “following p. []”. 

112 The parishioner was Mrs. Oliver K. Johnson, as quated in Philo Adam Otis, The First Presbyterian Church,  
1833-1913: A History of the Oldest Congregation in Chicago, With Biographical Sketches of the Ministers and  
Extracts from the Choir Records, (Chicago: Fleming H. Revell Co., 1913), 210. This reference to the wooden 
church was the only direct quotation available, but it was seen elsewhere in other sources. Apparently a common 
name

113 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 23-24.
114 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 28. 
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it moved into the so-called “Brick Church” on the north end of the same lot. The wooden church, 

though functional, was not an attractive building according to one account, in which a vistor 

remarked, "I have frequently heard of God's house, but I have never before seen His barn!"115 

In the early years of the congregation’s existence, Presbyterians and Congregationalists 

were still meeting together. The 1801 Plan of Union meant than in Chicago, a town which in 

1833 was little more than a military outpost, Presbyterians and Congregationalists would have 

worshiped together under the leadership of a single pastor by default. For First Presbyterian 

Chicago, the union between Presbyterians and Congregationalist remained a reality until 1852, 

when a group of forty-eight members left to form Plymouth Congregational Church. 

As in Philadelphia, First Presbyterian Church of Chicago would traditionally not have 

used any instruments in worship.116 The organ was certainly not used in the Wooden Church. 

However, a church founded in the nineteenth century in a frontier town such as Chicago may 

have had little loyalty to the standards provided by the Westminster Directory and Presbyterian 

tradition. James White notes that “[b]y mid-nineteenth century, want of uniformity becomes an 

accurate description of Presbyterian worship.”117 He goes on to attribute much of this lack of 

uniformity to the influence of the “frontier tradition,” which was heavily influenced by the 

westward expansion of the United States and the prevalence of revival culture within the church:

115 First Presbyterian Church (Chicago, IL), The First Presbyterian Church of Chicago, 1833-1958, (Chicago: First 
Presbyterian Church, 1958), 4.

116 David W. Music, Instruments in Church: A Collection of Source Documents, (Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow 
Press, 1998), 59. "Calvin's enormous personal influence led to the exclusion of musical instruments in the 
churches that followed his model of church life, including Reformed congregations in Geneva and the Low 
Countries, English and American Puritans and Separatists, and Scottish Presbyterians." See above for note about 
Paul Bradshaw's rules for studying liturgy. 

117 James F. White, Protestant Worship: Traditions in Transition, (Louisville: 1989, Westminster/John Knox Press), 
72. 
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In America, the Reformed tradition endured a fresh attack, this time from the new 

Frontier tradition, which I shall describe in detail in chapter 10. The Scots brought with 

them the tradition of sacramental seasons. . . Out of such occasions on the American 

frontier grew the practice of camp meetings, which fostered a new form of ministering 

ultimately systematized as revivals. Ironically, it was an erstwhile Presbyterian, Charles 

G. Finney (1792-1875), who brought revival patterns into the mainstream of Presbyterian 

church life on the more sedate East Coast. The consequence was a further erosion of 

historical consciousness among Presbyterians and a discarding of almost everything 

particularly characteristic of Reformed worship in favor of American revival patterns.118 

The year of the Chicago church’s founding coincides with a strong period of revival in the 

United States, and with Charles Finney’s most active period in particular. The timing of its 

founding means that First Presbyterian Church of Chicago would probably have been sensitive 

too, if not directly affected by, the evangelical revival movements and their impact on the 

worship life of the church. While many of the long-established congregations in the eastern part 

of the country showed resistance to the revival culture, its influence was all but a foregone 

conclusion among congregations in the more “unchurched” West,119 especially churches founded 

during such a strong period of revivalism. 

Because there are no extant worship orders from the early years of First Presbyterian 

Church of Chicago, and because one cannot safely assume the Westminster Directory as 

representing the normal order of worship for the church at during this period, it would be 

foolhardy to attempt to reconstruct a worship order from that period. What one can do is give a 

fabricated thick description of a worship service in these early years, since there is ample 

evidence describing various aspects of the service. Mrs. Oliver K. Johnson gives her recollection 

118 James F. White, Protestant Worship: Traditions in Transition, (Louisville: 1989, Westminster/John Knox Press), 
72-73.

119 James F. White, “Frontier Worship,” in Protestant Worship: Traditions in Transition,171ff.
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of worship at First Presbyterian in the early years with details not only of the physical 

arrangement of the church, but also of some ceremonial aspects:

My recollection of the Choir in the "Brick Church" is very vague, though Mr. and Mrs. 

Fassett are strongly associated in my mind among the members. The "Wooden Church," 

which stood at the south end of the lot, was entirely before my day, but Mrs. Freer has 

tried to give me the benefit of her memory. The choir sat at the north end of the church, 

facing the Minister, and when they arose to sing, the people arose at the same time, 

turning around and facing the singers. The Choir was composed of all members of the 

Congregation who could sing, young and old, the young ladies being particularly 

welcome.120 

Philo Adams Otis gives the most detailed information about the worship of First 

Presbyterian, including information about the dedicatory services held in 1834. Otis tells us that 

these dedicatory services were well documented by the Chicago Daily Democrat January 21, 

1834 issue, though unfortunately issues of that paper are not available.121 He also draws upon 

1834 session records to show that there was a (volunteer) choir in 1834 which included a clarinet 

and violin. 

These same session records also mention that the congregation was supposed to stand for 

the singing of hymns and to bow one’s head “upon the bench” in front of one during prayers. 

Despite the presence of a choir, the basic assumption was still that music was sung by all, 

without “exclusive singers,” and without a pipe organ.122  

120 Quote from Mrs. Oliver K. Johnson. Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 210. The part about the "young ladies" 
may indicate that there were more men in the choir than women at the time.

121 The National Endowment for the Arts historical newspaper archive does give records for the Daily Democrat. 
However, the starting publication date is marked as uncertain, and in any case no issues from the 1830s are 
available from that database. This author could find no other readily accessible source for back issues of the 
Daily Democrat, including the Newberry Library of Chicago. WorldCat records show a similar date range to that 
given on the NEA website, nothing before the 1840s. Through email correspondence, the author confirmed that 
the Chicago Public Library holds back issues of the Chicago Democrat for the correct date range, but the author 
was unable to determine whether the Daily Democrat and the Chicago Democrat were in fact the same 
newspaper. 

122 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 209. 
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3.2. 1847-1856: The Brick Church

In the late 1840s, First Presbyterian Church of Chicago completed a new sanctuary known as the 

Brick Church. It was located on the same lot as the Wooden Church, and the few existing 

photographs show it to be a large building built in the Greek revival style:

Figure 10: Brick Church Exterior, FPC Chicago

(Otis, The First Presbyterian Church of Chicago p. 32f. Public Domain)
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Figure 11: Worship Thick Description, FPC Chicago ca. 1850

(Otis, First Presbyterian Church 1833-1913, p. 207-208. Public Domain.)
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Otis quotes this description by “a friend” of village worship circa 1850. The description came as a response to 
Otis's own inquiry about hymn books and instruments in a “country district.” Owing to the photograph on the 

following page of Otis, it is likely that the following description was of “the Old Meeting House” in Berlin 
Heights, Erie County, Ohio.

“My home (1846-1856) was in a farming community, close by a lovely village where 

the people worked hard, feared God and attended Church regularly. . . The Sunday services 

and the meetings of the Choir for practice brought some relief into the hard, dull routine of 

farm life, and really gave us our only chance for meeting friends and learning something of 

the events going on in the great world outside.

The meeting house was a frame structure, built after the New England style – white 

exterior, green blinds, steeple and bell, the rope hanging in the vestibule.

Meeting invariably began with a prayer by the Minister, followed by the 

announcement of a hymn; then there would be a pause for the choir leader to find a tune. 

Sometimes, after long and anxious waiting, the leader would rise from his place in the choir 

gallery at the opposite end of the Church and gravely request the Minister to change the 

hymn, as the meter of te hymn announced was unfamiliar to the Choir. A tune being found, 

the singers would take their pitch from the leader's tuning fork, each sound the note of his or 

her part, the Do, Mi, Sol being heard distinctly thoughout the Church. In 1850, we did not 

have the convenient hymn and tune book of later years, with the music at the top of the page 

and the words directly below. Each singer held a small book of hymns in the right hand and a 

cumbrous tune book in the other, and with eyes cast now on the leader, now on the words, 

now on the tune, made the best of this awkward arrangement.

For a long time, the only instrument used in the Choir was the leader's tuning fork. 

Some one came in after a while who played the flute. . . in this way, the bass viol and clarinet 

were added to the musical forces on the Sabbath. About 1855, we procured a melodeon. 

These innovations were not entirely regarded with favor by some of the people. . . When we 

secured an organ, thirty years afterward, and the flute, violin, clarinet and bass viol had 

disappeared from the Choir gallery, the music, to my mind, lost much of its character.” 



The “melodeon” was introduced to worship in the Brick Church in 1852. There's no 

particular record of how the melodeon was used liturgically in the Brick Church. What is known 

is that the type of reed organ known as the melodeon was in general popular for accompanying 

singing during worship, having been widely introduced through the singing school movement of 

the early nineteenth century.123 It seems likely that the melodeon fulfilled a parallel function to 

the already present instruments at First Presbyterian, leading congregational singing but not 

being played independently during the service. Whether it played to accompany choral anthems 

is unknown.

Calvary Presbyterian Church had been using the Church Psalmodist124 as its hymnal 

during this same period (the years after 1857), but we do not know what hymnal was used by 

First Presbyterian and thus cannot assume anything about the type of congregational songs used 

in worship. Although the Church Psalmist was the hymnal officially sanctioned by the 

denomination, General Assembly records from the mid-nineteenth century often mention the 

poor sales of the book.125 What we do know is that congregational song (sung from whatever 

hymnal) was accompanied by the organ and probably supported by the singing of a choir as well. 

Despite the leadership of a choir of singers and instrumentalists, including the 

fashionably new melodeon, the quality of music making at First Church seems to have remained 

123 Richard Crawford, “II. North America,” “Psalmody,” Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford 
University Press. Accessed 20 May 2013, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/22474. 

124 Church Psalmist: or, Psalms and Hymns, for the public, social, and private use of Evangelical Christians, 
(Philadelphia: Presbyterian Publication Committee, 1847). As far as I was able to ascertain, the Church Psalmist  
was sanctioned for use both by the New School General Assembly and the Old School General Assembly.

125 For instance, the 1854 minutes of the New School General Assembly contain a large advertisement for the book, 
suggesting despite the advertisement’s insistence that the Church Psalmist had come into “general usage” in the 
denomination, sales were still lacking some fifteen years after its first publication. Minutes of the General  
Assembly of the United States of America (New School), (New York: Stated Clerk of the General Assembly, 
1851). 

66



low in the 1840s and 1850s. Indeed, Otis's retrospective account of the music at the church still 

speaks of both choir and organ as tools for addressing the low quality of music. 

When we [Otis] came to Chicago in February, 1857, the city still retained many features 

of the small town, though the population numbered nearly 100,000. The music ordinarily 

heard of Sunday was but little better than that of the village Choir; this was certainly true 

of the Churches we attended during the two years following our arrival. There were not 

many organs, and the melodeon was the usual instrument for accompanying the 

singers.126 

Otis also suggests that the literature performed by the choir was simple (read old-fashioned) in 

style. Rather than octavos of English-style anthems with organ accompaniment, Otis tells us that 

most choral libraries at the time were filled with the types of tunebooks associated with singing 

schools of the early nineteenth century.127

Without any other significant clues about First Chicago’s worship practices between 

1847 and 1856, one is forced to assume that much stayed the same. It was at this time that 

currents of liturgical reform were beginning to flow in the Presbyterian Church which would 

ultimately have a great impact across the denomination. Whereas they would have been strongly 

felt in major cities of the Eastern seaboard, and perhaps also in the seminaries, it’s unlikely that 

any changes in worship were considered this early in Chicago in response to those currents.128 

3.3. 1857-1871: The Marble Church

First Presbyterian completed another new building in 1856 which was known as the 

"Marble Church,"129 presumably so-called because it was fashioned of stone. Otis gives a 

126 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 210-211
127 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 211. 
128 The nearest Presbyterian seminary at that time was in Southeast Indiana (the seminary now known as 

McCormick). McCormick did not relocate to Chicago until after the Civil War.
129 or “Athens Marble” church.
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description of the building based on articles published in the Chicago Daily Press on Friday, 

October 16, 1857 and Monday, October 19, 1857. The church, designed by the firm Boyington 

and Wheelock,130 was in the gothic style, and featured stained glass, gas chandeliers, and a pulpit 

at the west end of the church made of of “imitation” oak. There was an organ gallery behind the 

pulpit. The organ had exposed casework, also in the Gothic style, which was designed by the 

architects.131 The instrument's builder was Hall and Labagh. The organist for the dedication 

ceremonies was W.H. Currie, who was organist at Saint Paul’s Universalist Church.132 

According to Otis, “there were not many organists in Chicago in 1856”,133 nor were there 

many pipe organs. First Presbyterian was only the sixth church in the city to install a pipe organ. 

The fact that First Presbyterian was among the first churches to obtain an organ may indicate its 

progressive stance with regard to music in worship, but it certainly indicates the parish’s status as 

an important social institution in the city at that time. Records show that by 1858, there were still 

only eight organs installed in the city, even though Chicago at that time had a population which 

was rapidly approaching one hundred thousand.134 Otis cites some of these organs in his history 

of First Presbyterian, and there are corresponding citations for most of these in the Pipe Organ 

Database of the Organ Historical Society.135 What follows is a list of all the known organs 

installed in the city of Chicago up to the year 1858. 

130 Stephen Schnurr, “Annual OHS/AGO Spring Organ Crawl of the South Side of Chicago: Saturday, March 24, 
2001,” The Stopt Diapason 70 (Winter 2000/2001): 34. Available online at 
http://www.ohschicago.org/TSD/archives/TSD070.pdf. Accessed 17 May 2013. 

131 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 37.
132 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 219. 
133 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 218
134 The 1850 Census marked the population of Chicago city as 29,263. By the 1860 census, the population was 

tallied at 112, 172. Gibson Campbell, “Population of the 100 Largest Cities and Other Urban Places in the 
United States: 1790 to 1990,” Table 8: “Population of 100 Largest Urban Places: 1850,” Website of the United 
States Bureau of the Census, accessed 20 May, 2013, 
http://www.census.gov/population/www/documentation/twps0027/tab08.txt. 

135 Organ Historical Society, Pipe Organ Database, website of the Organ Historical Society, accessed 19 May, 2013, 
http://database.organsociety.org/index.html.
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● First Unitarian Church: Jardine & Son, 1 manual, 10 stops, 1850.136 

● Second Presbyterian: Alvinza Andrews & Son, 3 manuals and pedal, 26 ranks, 1854.137  

● Saint Paul’s Universalist: Henry Erben, 3 manuals [and pedal], ca. 1856.138

● St. Mary's Catholic Church: Henry Erben, 1 manual, 4 stops. Before 1857.139

● First Congregational: 2 manual [and pedal] Simmons & Fisher, ca. 1857.140

● First Presbyterian Church: Hall & Labagh, 30 stops and 2 manuals. 1857141

● Third Presbyterian Church: Jardine & Son, 2 manuals [and pedal], 1858.142

● Wabash Methodist Episcopal: Wm. A. Johnson, 2 manuals [and pedal], 1858.143 

Each of the Presbyterian churches in the above list was part of the New School branch of 

the church. In 1858, there were three known Old School churches, and four known New School 

Churches in the city.144 It seems significant to this author that none of the four Old School 

churches are known to have organs at this time, whereas three of the four New School churches 

did. 

136 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 216.
137 Organ Historical Society, Pipe Organ Database, website of the Organ Historical Society, accessed 19 May, 2013, 

http://database.organsociety.org/SingleOrganDetails.php?OrganID=3302. Also Philo Adam Otis, The First  
Presbyterian Church, 1833-1913: A History of the Oldest Congregation in Chicago, With Biographical Sketches  
of the Ministers and Extracts from the Choir Records, (Chicago: Fleming H. Revell Co., 1913), 216. Otis cites 
this organ as having forty-six stops; this number does not necessarily conflict with the citation for 26 ranks; Otis 
may have counted couplers, divided stops, and mechanical devices as stops.

138 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 218.
139 Organ Historical Society, Pipe Organ Database, website of the Organ Historical Society, accessed 19 May, 2013, 

http://database.organsociety.org/SingleOrganDetails.php?OrganID=322.
140 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 216. Organ Historical Society, Pipe Organ Database, website of the Organ 

Historical Society, accessed 19 May, 2013. http://database.organsociety.org/SingleOrganDetails.php?
OrganID=3407.

141 The Organ Historical Society database erroneously cites this organ as being built in 1851. Organ Historical 
Society, Pipe Organ Database, website of the Organ Historical Society, accessed 19 May, 2013, 
http://database.organsociety.org/SingleOrganDetails.php?OrganID=2321. The organ could not have been built 
and installed in 1851, since the record clearly shows the Marble Church to have been completed only several 
years later. The OHS database record also lists this organ as having 38 stops, while Otis's "recollection" is of an 
organ with 30 stops. (Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 215). The discrepancy in the number of stops could 
either be due to the Otis's waning powers of recollection, the first edition of the book being published some forty 
years after the fact. However, it seems the contributor of the OHS database record used Otis as a source, (along 
with the Pilcher Company's record of Chicago organs), leading this author to believe that the entry in the Organ 
Historical Society database is incorrect.

142 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 216.
143 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 216.
144 Russell Hall, Hall’s Index of American Presbyterian Congregations, website of the Presbyterian Historical 

Society, accessed 20 May, 2013, http://www.history.pcusa.org/collections/hiapc2.cfm. The Old School churches 
were North, South, and West Presbyterian. The New School Churches were First, Second, Third, Westminster, 
and Olivet Presbyterian. 
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Figure 12: Marble Church Exterior 1, FPC Chicago

(First Presbyterian Church of Chicago: Born in the Fort, 1833 – 1983. p. 8. Public Domain)

It is also significant that these three New School churches together represent almost half of all 

the churches in Chicago with a pipe organ in 1858. The statistics alone suggest the great extent to 

which the evangelical movement and its emphasis on effectual worship had affected the New 

School Presbyterian churches in Chicago. If the organ was a means toward achieving the desired 

end of effectual worship (of the type promoted by preachers like Charles Finney,) then these 
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three Chicago Presbyterian parishes would have been unusually well equipped to achieve that 

end. 

One might also consider the early presence of pipe organs in these Presbyterian churches 

to signify the social predominance and wealth of these parishes. As in Philadelphia, the 

Presbyterian churches in Chicago were among the oldest and most powerful institutions in the 

city. New School parishes, especially First, Second, and Third Presbyterian, tended to be more 

wealthy and influential than their Old School counterparts.145 The concern over the church’s 

social status, as portrayed through its real property, was certainly a real one, according to Daniel 

Bluestone, author of Constructing Chicago.146 

Two more tentative conclusions can made based on the above data147. First, one could 

argue that the installation of an organ at the Second Presbyterian church, with which First 

Church seems to have always kept close relations,148 put pressure on First Church to purchase an 

organ of their own when the new Marble Church was completed. More specifically, the 

introduction of the organ into Presbyterian churches resulted partially from a pressure to retain 

members, who were evidently leaving in great numbers for churches in which organ, choir, and 

liturgical forms were more fully established part of worship. 

145 There was at least this perception. See Thomas Butler Carter, and John C. Grant, The Second Presbyterian  
Church of Chicago: June 1st, 1842, to June 1st, 1892, (Chicago: Second Presbyterian Church, 1892), 266. “I 
have sometimes wondered whether the disruption of the denomination in 1837 in Old and New School branches 
could have had any bearing on the formation of this church. I think not. For, both the First and the Second 
Church, like most of the leading churches in Chicago, were New School.” 

146 Daniel Bluesonte, “‘A Parallel Moral Power’: Churches, 1830-1895,” Constructing Chicago, (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1991), 63ff. Concern over social status was of course not the only factor governing the choice 
of building style, location, and use, but one of a complex set of factors which will be subsequently discussed by 
this author and which are discussed by Bluestone. 

147 These conclusions are similar but not identical to those drawn about First Presbyterian of Philadelphia in Chapter 
2. 

148 There are numerous accounts of the two parishes holding joint services and exchanging ministers. There was 
even a point in the early twentieth century that the two parishes considered a merger. 
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Figure 13: Marble Church Exterior 2, FPC Chicago
(First Presbyterian Church of Chicago, 1833-1958. p. 8. Public Domain.)

There is evidence that Presbyterians were concerned at this period about losing members 

to the Protestant Episcopal Church in particular, which through the Oxford and Cambridge 

movements was becoming focused on the restoration of ceremonial aspects of the liturgy.149 The 

new “high church” Episcopalian worship style was proving attractive to many young people.150 

149 That is, Episcopalians were increasingly influenced by the “Tractarians,” those leaders of the Oxford and 
Cambridge movements which helped move the Protestant Episcopal church toward a ceremonially rich mode of 
liturgy more akin to that celebrated by The Episcopal Church of today than to the Puritan austerity. For a detailed 
history of the Oxford Movement, see C. Brad Faught, The Oxford Movement: a thematic history of the  
Tractarians and their times, (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004).

150 [John] H[all], “Psalmody and Liturgy,” Presbyterian Magazine 1, no. 2 (April 1851): 157-161. There is 
continued evidence that young Presbyterians were tending toward Episcopal churches in an article title 
“Presbyterian Drift,” The Churchman 45, no. 13 (April 1, 1882): 337-338. 
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The stoplist of the Hall and Labagh151 organ at First Presbyterian Organ is not extant, and 

it is difficult to reconstruct a stoplist based on analogous examples. If one were to reconstruct the 

stoplist of the Hall and Labagh instrument for First Chicago, one might look to the instrument 

built in 1866 for Saint John the Evangelist Church in Baltimore, which because of the date and 

similar size was likely very similar.152 

Reconstructed Stoplist for the organ at 

First Presbyterian Church, Chicago, Illinois

Hall & Labagh, 1866

2 manuals and pedal, 30 stops.

Great

Open Diapason 16

Open Diapason 8

Viol d’Gamba 8

Flute travers 8

Principal 4

Rohr flute 4

Twelfth 2 ⅔ 

Fifteenth 2

Mixture III

Sesquialtera III

Trumpet 8

Swell

Bourdon 16

Open Diapason

Viol d’Amour 8

Stopped Diapason 8

Principal 4

151 The organbuilding firm of Hall and Labagh resulted when Thomas Hall and John Labagh became partners in 
1843. Hall is mostly known for having trained Henry Erben and Hillborn Roosevelt in the art of organ building. 
Hall and Labagh were most active in the New York City area.

152 That stoplist is available here: http://database.organsociety.org/SingleOrganDetails.php?OrganID=50182. The 
fictional stoplist for First Presbyterian Chicago retains the same basic disposition, but substitutes out some of the 
stops which are indicative of the later, 1860s style, in favor of those used by Hall and Labagh in the 1840s and 
1850s. The only stop which was added, thus bringing the total to 30 stops including speaking stops, tremolo, and 
couplers, was the Trumpet 8 located in the Swell. 
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Night Horn 4

Flageolet 2

Cornet III

Trumpet 8

Bassoon 8 (C to B)

Oboe 8 (from c)

Tremolo

Pedal

Open Diapason 16

Bourdon 16

Violincello 8

Couplers

Swell to Great

Swell to Great 4

Great to Pedal

Swell to Pedal 

The First Presbyterian Church introduced a paid quartette after the 1857 occupation of 

the new Marble building on Wabash Avenue.153 This decision was made around the same time 

that  Adolph W. Dohn was hired, who was the “first organist of the First Presbyterian Church.”154 

The introduction of paid singers at First Chicago was clearly made in an effort to improve the 

quality of the music at the church, but not necessarily in an effort to improve the congregational 

music. Rather, the evidence points to the need to improve the music sung by the choir for its own 

sake. The motivations, according to one writer examining the situation at the end of the century, 

were two-fold.155 One the one hand, better quality music encouraged good worship attendance. 

So one clearly sees the need for “effectual worship” discussed above. One the other hand, the 

153 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 211.
154 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 222. 
155 Though the article by Corey which Otis cites is from 1899, this author understands Otis to be applying that logic 

to the initial introduction of a paid quartette at First Presbyterian Chicago. 
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presence of a high-quality, professional choir made apparent the wealth and social status of a 

congregation. Here one clearly sees the same felt need for opulence which helped lead to the 

introduction of the organ.156 

The ideal Choir is, of course, the well-trained [volunteer] chorus, with a quartette to lead. 

But the maintenance of such a Choir presents difficulties that are insurmountable to the 

average Church. There are two classes of Churches in which chorus Choirs may be 

found, and these ar the two extremes of temporal prosperity; the wealthy Congregation 

that can afford to remunerate the members of the chorus, and the struggling Church that 

is obliged to depend upon volunteers. In the latter case, it is very often necessary for the 

musical members of the Congregation to give fullest exercise to their spiritual grace, in 

order to overlook the lapses from musical grace in the Choir loft. “How it is,” said one 

Minister to another, “that you are advocating a paid Choir, when I have always 

understood that you were opposed to paying for the singing of God’s praises?”

“Well,” he answered, “I find it will soon be necessary to pay the Congregation for 

coming to our services, if the volunteer singers remain, and I think it will be cheaper to 

pay a choir.”157

The benefits of a paid choir and a good organist to the worship attendance and perceived 

social superiority of First Presbyterian Church of Chicago would have given church leaders a 

sense of their congregation’s stability. The powerful need for maintaining the local Presbyterian 

church as a foundational religious and social institution was partially met through the 

introduction of the organ and the transition to a professional choir.158 

While we know that there was a sizable organ, paid choir members (possibly with the 

addition of volunteers), and a new Gothic-revival space in which to conduct worship after 1857, 

156 Though not explicitly discussed here, readers should understand the underlying sense of movement from 
“worse” to “better” church music, or from “primitive” to “modern” worship practices, to be indicative of the 
progress-centered culture of nineteenth-century America. That same culture, ushered in partly through the 
philosophies of the Enlightenment, influenced and was influenced by movements in industry, the westward 
expansion of the United States territories, advances in science, et cetera.

157 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 214.
158 One should remember that paid choir members were first introduced as a supplement to  an existing volunteer 

chorus. Eventually the volunteers were entirely abrogated in favor of professional choristers. 

75



there is only one anecdote giving any specific clues about worship and the use of the organ at 

First Presbyterian around this time. Otis notes that a performance of Mendelssohn’s “How 

Lovely Are the Messengers” one Sunday sometime after 1857 “threatened to sever all relations 

between organist and Music Committee.”159 This anecdote tells us two important things. First, it 

makes clear that the transition from “simple” music to concerted music in a modern style160 was 

not altogether smooth; some people were evidently quite resistant to that change. Second, it tells 

us that the choir was singing advanced literature with complex keyboard accompaniments 

(presumably transcribed from the orchestral score) during worship. This anecdote is the earliest 

example of such choral practice at First Presbyterian Chicago. Beyond it, there is little evidence 

about of worship in the new Marble Church, or to the pastor’s and congregation’s general 

attitudes toward worship in general. By way of comparison, the writings of Albert Banners 

reveal his attitude, and by extension the attitude of First  Philadelphia towards the budding 

liturgical movement in the Presbyterian Church. The attitude of First Chicago toward that same 

liturgical movement, though, was likely one of apathy.161 

Though one cannot assume any particular order of worship at First Chicago during the 

1850s and 60s, three factors suggest that First Church used neither the order suggested by the 

Westminster Directory nor one of those suggested in Baird or Shield’s recently published 

books.162 First, there is no evidence that First Presbyterian Chicago ever used the order from the 

159 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 223.
160 Paulus, the oratorio from which this chorus comes, was completed and premiered in 1836.
161 This author was unable to find any records of any writings by any of the nineteenth century ministers from First 

Church which deal with worship at all. The author was also unable to obtain any session records from First 
Presbyterian Chicago dealing with worship. 

162 [Charles Baird], Eutaxia, or the Presbyterian Liturgies: Historical Sketches, (New York: M.W. Dodd, 1855). 
Though Baird would later become known as the author of this book, his name was not attached with the first 
edition. Rather, the author was listed as "a minister of the Presbyterian Church." Charles W. Shields, The Book 
of Common Prayer and Administration of the Sacraments, and other rites and ceremonies of the church, as  
amended by the Presbyterian divines in the Royal Commission of 1661 and in agreement with The Directory for  
Public Worship of the Presbyterian Church in the United States (New York: Anson D.F. Randolph and Co., 

76



Westminster Directory. Lack of evidence thereto would ordinarily not justify such an 

assumption, however, here the assumption may be justified by the above arguments regarding 

the Frontier tradition. Second, the generally more evangelical character of of New School 

churches would imply a resistance to, if not outright rejection of, set forms of worship offered by 

independent publishers or the denomination itself. Third, extant worship orders from later 

decades show an order of worship which was still quite simple, and which aligns neither with the 

Westminster Directory, nor with Shields, nor with Baird, nor with the 1906 Book of Common 

Worship.

We know that in some cases the organ was used to accompany choral selections, even 

complex, large-scale works as noted in the above anecdote about Mendelssohn's "How Lovely 

are the Messengers."  As regards independent organ music, one cannot be sure that the organist 

played voluntaries in this period at First Church, but the evidence suggesting the practice is 

strong. Choir journal entries from Philo Adams Otis show that both preludes and postludes were 

a normal part of Sunday morning worship by the late 1870s.163 We also know that John Zundel, a 

prominent pedagogue and organist of Plymouth [Congregational] Church in Brooklyn, had 

written about the use of the organ voluntary, which he also terms preludio and postludio, as early 

as 1860.164 There were other works pertaining to the use of organ voluntaries in the mid 

nineteenth-century mostly written by and for Anglicans or Catholics.165 Zundel’s work is 

significant because he worked for a Congregational church. The first organist of the Presbyterian 

1864).
163 See the table of pieces in the Appendix, transcribed from Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 67ff.
164 John Zundel, The Modern School for the Organ, a new, progressive, and practical method, (Boston: Oliver 

Ditson & Co., 1860).
165 Perhaps the most prominent was James Hamilton, Catechism of the Organ, (London: James Cocks and Co., 

1865). Jacques Lemmens's École d'orgue, published in 1862, is a notable Catholic example. One should note that 
Clarence Eddy, long-time organist at First Presbyterian, himself published an organ method describing the 
playing of hymns, accompaniments, and voluntaries. However, that book was published in the early twentieth 
century. Moreover, Eddy’s tenure at First Presbyterian did not begin until the late 1870s.
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Church, Albert Dohn, had previously been employed as organist in a congregational church as 

well and may have been familiar with Zundel’s popular treatise. Moreover, the Presbyterians and 

the Congregationalists worshipped together in Chicago until Plymouth Church was formed in 

1852.166 An endorsement of voluntary playing by an organist for a Congregational church could 

carry more weight than an endorsement by an Anglican writer. The practices of Congregational 

churches employing organists like Zundel could have validated the use of the organ in the 

Presbyterian church.167 Taken together as evidence, the list of voluntaries in Otis’s choir journals 

and the instructions about voluntary playing from Zundel and others leads one to believe that the 

organ was used as a solo instrument even as early as the 1860s in the First Presbyterian Church 

of Chicago. 

3.4. 1872-1906: The 21st Street Building

The 1856 Marble Church was destroyed in the Great Chicago Fire of 1871.168 In the 

aftermath of that tragic event, it was decided that First Presbyterian would merge with Calvary 

Presbyterian church, which had already started building a new building on 21st Street and had 

contracted with the Boston firm Hook and Hastings for a new organ.169 The architect of the new 

building was J.C. Cochrane. The details of the merger of Calvary Presbyterian and First 

166 Ed. John Moses and Joseph Kirkland, History of Chicago, Illinois, volume 2, (Chicago: Munsell and Co., 1895), 
339. 

167 Clarence Eddy, the First Presbyterian’s organist for much of the last quarter of the nineteenth century, was 
himself organist of a Congregational church (First Congregational of Chicago) prior to his appointment at the 
Presbyterian church, though of course his tenure at First Presbyterian came after the period in question. 

168 First Presbyterian Church (Chicago, IL), The First Presbyterian Church of Chicago, 1833-1958. (Chicago: First 
Presbyterian Church, 1958), 9. "This is the location where the 'Athens Marble' church stood; it was razed by the 
'Great Fire' in 1871." This citation can be confirmed not only by pictorial evidence, but by historical maps, 
showing the range of the Great Fire. Chicago Historical Society, The Burnt District [map], accessed 20 May, 
2013, http://greatchicagofire.org/ruined-city/burnt-district. 

169 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 53.

78



Presbyterian specified that the choir from First Presbyterian, not including the organist,170 was to 

be retained.171 In the meantime, First Presbyterian and then the newly merged congregation 

worshiped at Christ Reformed Episcopal into 1872.172 At some point after that, the church 

worshiped at Immanuel Baptist as well.173 

Figure 14: Worship Thick Description, FPC Chicago, ca. 1860 (Fictional)

There are no extant records of any organs at either Christ Reformed Episcopal or 

Immanuel Baptist from this period, though both churches installed organs before the end of the 

nineteenth century. What if any bearing these two host church's facilities and architecture had on 

the worship of the First Presbyterian Church congregation is uncertain.

170 See below
171 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 60.
172 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 56
173 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 60

79

It was around half past ten on this cool Sunday morning when I began the walk to the Marble 

Church on Wabash. The city was clamoring with those on their way to services; it's grown so 

much in such a short time. When I reached the grand new edifice with its pointed arches and 

imposing steeple, I could hear Mr. Dohn already playing the prelude. It was, as usual, a slow 

piece with solemn harmonies. . . The pews were nearly full with members, and I took my seat 

near the middle. Warm light came through the windows, and there was at once a coldness and 

a warmth about the whole interior. . . the quartet's anthem was lovely this morning; they have 

improved the tenor of the services much, and attendance is up as a result. The minister spoke 

from the fourth chapter of Romans, for about three quarters of an hour, and his remarks were 

moving. After a long prayer, we joined in the Lord's Prayer before standing for a hymn. The 

organ again gave out the tune, a selection by Watts which we all knew. . . 



Otis provides a description of the worship music at Calvary prior to the merger, which 

gives the reader some good context for understanding the worship practices of the newly united 

parishes.174 The first hymnal used by Calvary church was the Church Psalmodist. At this point, 

no organ was used. Rather, when services were held at the Orphan Asylum, that is, circa 1860, 

the music was “plain.” Someone played the melodeon, and a few people gathered around the 

player and sang a number of simple hymns. The first choir was organized by Prof. Ebell, an 

(East?) Indian who played the melodeon.175 At some point he held a “singing class,” which is 

understood to mean a singing school; that is perhaps the time that the melodeon was introduced. 

After Mr. Ebell, a Mr. Murray took over leadership of the Calvary church choir. The description 

of Mr. Murray’s practices circa 1861 mention not only a church with a choir gallery, but also 

accompaniment by “organ.” Though the word used by Otis is “organ,” it here indicates a small 

reed organ, rather than a pipe organ. We know this because in 1866, a two-manual cabinet organ 

built by Mason and Hamlin was purchased for Calvary Church.176 These cabinet organs, though 

sometimes inclusive of a full two-octave pedal board and over a dozen stops, were still reed 

organs meant to be a substitute for, not replacement for, a pipe organ. Mason and Hamlin 

provided two different models of cabinet organ with two manuals in the 1860s, one with pedals 

and one without.177 These two models are shown in figures 15 and 16. If Otis’s citation about the 

1866 purchase of a Mason and Hamlin is correct, then the reed organ purchased for Calvary 

174 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 57ff.
175 As mentioned in a previous note, it is uncertain whether "melodeon" here means the type of reed organ or the 

type of accordian. However, owing to the historical popularity of the reed organ in India, one might guess based 
on Otis's description of Prof. Ebell that the instrument was indeed a reed organ.

176 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 59.
177 Mason & Hamlin’s Cabinet Organs and Melodeons, ([Chicago:] Mason & Hamlin, 1863). The author was 

unable to find a catalogue from 1866. This 1863 shows two models with two manuals; The “Pedal Bass Cabinet 
Organ “ Number 10, and the “Eight-Stop Cabinet Organ” Number 11 or 12. Numbers 11 and 12 are the same 
instrument with different finishes. The entire catalogue is available online at 
http://memory.loc.gov/service/gdc/scd0001/2012/20121121011ma/20121121011ma.pdf. 
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church must have had one of the following dispositions. Otis cites the cost of the new reed organ 

as $475. The 1863 catalog for Mason and Hamlin prices the 12 stop and “Pedal Bass Cabinet 

Organ” as costing $450, inclining one to believe that Calvary church purchased the model with 

pedals.

Left stop jamb?*  Right stop jamb?

Bourdon [16] Flute Treble [4]

Hautboy [8]         Dulciana Treble [8]

Flute Bass [4] Coupler

Dulciana bass [8] Automatic Swell

* The layout of the stops is not known 

exactly, but was put together based on the 

listing of the stops and the drawings of the 

console.

Eight Stop Cabinet Organ (stock model)

Mason and Hamlin, 1863ff.

2 manuals (CC-c’’’’), 4 sets of reeds

Figure 15: Eight Stop Mason & Hamlin Cabinet Organ 
(Mason & Hamlin’s Cabinet Organs and Melodeons p. 19. Public Domain.)
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Pedal Bass Cabinet Organ (stock model)
Mason and Hamlin, 1863ff.

2 manuals (CC-c’’’’) and Pedal (CC-c’)

Upper left stop jamb? Lower left stop jamb? Upper right stop jamb? Lower right stop jamb?
Flute Bass [4] Dulciana Bass [8] Dulciana Treble [8] Hautboy Treble [8]
Bourdon Bass [16] Dulciana Pedals [8] Flute Treble [4] Manual Coupler
Hautboy Bass[8] Bourdon Pedals [16] Bourdon Treble [16] Pedal Coupler 

Figure 16: Pedal Bass Mason & Hamlin Cabinet Organ 

(Mason & Hamlin’s Cabinet Organs and Melodeons p. 21. Public Domain.)

82



First Presbyterian, which had already installed a pipe organ and secured a professional 

quartette to lead the singing by the 1860s, was with regard to its musical practices much further 

“ahead” of Calvary Church at the time of the merger. That explains the decision by the merged 

congregations to retain the choir already employed by First Church. The trend toward a small 

professional choir, as opposed to a larger but volunteer chorus, continued in the years after the 

merger. However, despite the fact that First Church's choir was deemed superior, the merged 

congregations retained the organist from Calvary Church, Mr. George F. Bacon. 

The new building on 21st Street, originally conceived for Calvary Church but which 

would ultimately house the united parishes now called First Presbyterian Church, was completed 

in early 1873. It was opened in February of that year. On February 6, 1873, The Interior  

published the following article lauding its aesthetic merits:

The First Presbyterian Church, on the corner of Twenty-first street and Indiana avenue, 

will be thrown open to the public for the first time on this evening, Feb. 6. One of the 

novel features of the interior arrangements is a balcony circle extending around two sides 

and the front of the church. This gallery is divided into boxes, which are furnished with 

upholstered chairs, and in other respects are fitted up as private rooms. The frescoes, 

cushions, and stained glass windows were chosen with some remote [sic] reference to the 

combined effect which they were calculated to produce. As a consequence of this 

foresight, the interior of the First Church is one of the most beautiful in the west.178 

By the mid 1870s, the choir seems to have been entirely professional.179 That change 

would have enabled the performance of more complex choral literature in the service, literature 

which in many cases would require the accompaniment of the organ.180 Its clear from what we 

178 Writers' Program of the Work Projects Administration in the State of Illinois, A history of the First Presbyterian  
church of Chicago, 1833-1941, (Chicago: The First Presbyterian Church of Chicago, 1941), 34.

179 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 66. 
180 Many of these are listed in the choir journal extracts given by Otis. The complete choir journals are held at the 

Newberry Library in Chicago. 
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know of the practices of both parishes in the 1860s that each was already in favor of using the 

organ by the time of the great fire. With the construction of the new building on 21st street, 

though, the organ became placed within the same aesthetic framework seen in other leading 

churches of the day, the Gothic as adapted for use by nineteenth-century evangelicals. The 

design of the building itself, of which the organ was an integral feature, would have further 

contributed to the instrument's acceptance as an appropriate part of worship. 

The new organ for the Gothic church on 21st street was built by Hook and Hastings. The 

firm was selected by the organ committee of Calvary Church, which consisted of Henry Wood, 

First Church organist George Bacon, and First Church choirmaster Philo Adams Otis. It was an 

instrument of three manuals and thirty-six speaking stops.181 The stoplist was as follows182: 

Hook & Hastings, Opus 649 (1872)

First Presbyterian Church of Chicago

Manuale 1 (Great)

Open Diapason 16

Open Diapason 8

Doppel Flote 8

Viola de Gamba 8

Viola d’Amour 8

Flute Harmonique 4

Flute Octave [sic] 4

Twelfth 2 ⅔ 

181 Because the complete stoplist for this organ is still available, the author has chosen to give the number of 
speaking stops only. The Hook opus list gives the disposition with 47 registers, a number which would have 
included some of the mechanical devices and couplers in addition to the speaking stops. For a discussion of that 
practice, see the note about the Hook Organ at First Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia in Chapter 2. William 
Van Pelt, The Hook Opus List, 1829-1916 in Facsimile, (Richmond, VA: The Organ Historical Society, 1991), 
18.

182 Stephen Schnurr, “Annual OHS/AGO Spring Organ Crawl of the South Side of Chicago: Saturday, March 24, 
2001,” The Stopt Diapason 70 (Winter 2000/2001): 41-42. Available online at 
http://www.ohschicago.org/TSD/archives/TSD070.pdf. Accessed 17 May 2013. Schnurr notes that “the 
nomenclature of the manuals is given here as found in the source, yet the order of manuals, bottom to top, would 
have been Choir, Great, and Swell.” 
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Fifteenth 2

Mixture III

Acuta III

Trumpet 8

Manual II (Swell)

Bourdon 16

Open Diapason 8

Viola 8

Stop’d Diapason 8

Quintadena 8

Violina 4

Flauto Traverso 4

Flautino 2

Dulce Cornet [sic] III

Cornopean 8

Oboe with Basson 8

Vox Humana 8

Manuale III (Choir)

Geigen Principal 8

Dulciana 8

Melodia 8

Flute d’Amour 4

Fugara 4

Piccolo 2

Clarinet 8

Pedale

Double Open Diapason 16

Bourdon 16

Violone [sic] 10 ⅔

Violoncello 8

Trombone 16

Mechanical Registers

I Manuale to Pneumatic, Coupler

II Manuale to Pneumatic, Coupler (Swell to Great)

III Manuale to Pneumatic, Coupler (Choir to Great)

II to III Manuale, Coupler (Swell to Choir)
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I Manuale to Pedale, Coupler (Great to Pedale)

II Manuale to Pedale, Coupler (Swell to Pedale)

III. Manuale to Pedale, Coupler (Choir to Pedale)

Bellows Signal

Tremolo

Pedale Movements 

Forte Combination Pedale, I Manuale

Mezzo Combination Pedale, I Manuale

Piano Combination Pedale, I Manuale

Forte Combination Pedale, II Manuale

Mezzo Combination Pedale, II Manuale

Piano Combination Pedale, II Manuale

Forte Combination Pedale, Pedale

Adjustable Swell Pedal

Reversible Pedal to operate Pedale Coupler for I Manuale (Great to Pedal)

We know that initially the bellows for opus 77 were blown by hand. A note from Otis says that 

“The hydraulic motor attachment to the organ was secured principally through his [later church 

organist Charles Irwin’s] efforts, and the larger part of the cost was borne by him.”183 Mr. Irwin’s 

tenure did not extend back to 1872, therefore the organ must have been without a blower motor 

when it was first installed. 

There are several pictures of the new church’s interior which show not only the organ, 

but many details of the interior furnishings, decorative tendencies, and the dress of those who led 

the singing at First Presbyterian in the late nineteenth century. These photos, along with the choir 

journals kept by Otis and other extant records pertaining to the worship life of the First 

Presbyterian Church of Chicago from the late 1870s and beyond, give an increasingly clear 

183 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 101

86



picture of what worship was like in the parish in last quarter of the nineteenth century, and how 

the organ figured into that worship.  

Figure 17: 21st Street Church Building Interior, FPC Chicago

(Otis The First Presbyterian Church of Chicago, p. 60f. Public Domain.)
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Figure 18: 21st Street Church Building Exterior 1, FPC Chicago

(Otis The First Presbyterian Church of Chicago, p. 60f. Public Domain)
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Figure 19: 21st Street Church Building Exterior 2, FPC Chicago

(Otis The First Presbyterian Church of Chicago, p. 76f. Public Domain.)
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First Presbyterian organist George F. Bacon died shortly after the merger, on December 

5, 1872. After his death, First Presbyterian Church of Chicago went through several organists in 

a relatively short period of time. The first of these was Henry Fuller, who died in 1873, less than 

a year after having taken up his post at the church.184 Otis gives a list of those who followed 

Fuller:

Mr. Benjamin В. Owen was organist for a short time afterward in the absence of Mr. 

Fuller. The organists after Mr. Fuller's death (September, 1873), were Mr. Emil Liebling 

until May, 1874, and Mr. William H. Cutler until October, 1874.185

Thereafter followed Mr. Charles Arthur Havens, who served from October 1874 until January of 

1879, excepting a brief absence in 1875 during which he filled in at St. James Protestant 

Episcopal Church. It is interesting to note that many of the organists who served First 

Presbyterian had also served Congregational and/or Episcopal churches prior to their tenure with 

the Presbyterians. Surely some of these organists’ service playing practices would have been 

carried over from their previous posts in to the worship life of First Church. In 1879 First 

Presbyterian Church hired Clarence Eddy. Eddy was renowned during his lifetime as a virtuoso 

recitalist and was the first dean of the American Guild of Organists. His organ method was also 

widely used.186 Eddy served the church until 1895, by which time the organ had not only become 

fully established as an instrument in worship at First Presbyterian of Chicago, but by which time 

184 Biographies of these two and most of the other organists for First Church can be found in Otis, The First  
Presbyterian Church, 60ff. 

185 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 63.
186 Clarence Eddy, A Method for Pipe Organ, 2 vols., (New York: The John Church Company, 1917).
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any vestiges of the old Calvinist prohibition on instruments had disappeared within the mainline 

Presbyterian churches.187 

After Clarence Eddy came Charles D. Irwin, who had substituted for Mr. Eddy at First 

Church several times before his hire. Irwin stayed only until the end of May, 1896, when he was 

succeed by Mr. Francis S. Moore.188 Moore stayed with the church for many years, being the 

organist there at the time the second edition of Otis’s history was published in 1913. Moore was 

a student of Eddy and Guilmant, and was raised in the First Presbyterian Church of chicago. 

All of these organists would have played the Hook opus 689, which continued to be used 

even after the move to First Presbyterian Church’s current location on Kimbark Avenue.189 There 

are in fact several photos showing some of these organists at the Hook console. Three of these 

photos are found in figures 20, 21, and 22. 

Beginning in the 1880s the picture of worship life at First Presbyterian Church of 

Chicago becomes much more clear. Printed worship aids began to be used around this time 

which reveal the exact order of worship as practiced at the church.190 Extra details are given for 

the services celebrated between June 24 and 27, 1883, which is when First Church celebrated the 

fiftieth anniversary of its founding. An extant order from those services gives the complete order 

for morning worship on Sunday, June 24, 1883:

187 See John Lafayette Girardeau, Instrumental Music in the Public Worship of the Church, (Richmond, VA: 
Whittet and Shepperson, 1888), 6. Girardeau notes the ubiquity of instruments in Presbyterian worship at the end 
of the 1880s. 

188 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 101. 
189 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 62.
190 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 72. Otis cites the first bulletin as being printed for the services on 

December 4, 1881. 
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Figure 20: Clarence Eddy at Hook Opus 649 Console

(Otis The First Presbyterian Church of Chicago, p. 68f. Public Domain.)
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Figure 21:  Charles David Irwin at Hook Opus 649 Console

(Otis The First Presbyterian Church of Chicago, p. 92f. Public Domain)
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]Figure 22: Francis Silvey Moore at Hook Opus 649 Console

(Otis The First Presbyterian Church of Chicago, p. 168f. Public Domain.)
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Morning Worship

June 24, 1883

First Presbyterian Church of Chicago

Prelude: (organ) Festival Overture “A Strong Castle is Our Lord”. . . Nicolai-Liszt

Prelude (choir) Te Deum in G. . . J.B. Calkin

Doxology

Prayer of Invocation

Anthem: O Saving Victim. . .Charles Gonoud

Scripture

Prayer

Offering (Festival Hymn: The Glories of the Messiah. . . Otis)

Hymn: O Worship the King (v. 1 only)

Sermon

Hymn: O Where are Kings and Empires Now (v. 1 only)

Blessing

Postlude: Fantasie and Fugue on “Old Hundred”. . . Clarence Eddy191

In addition to the actual order of worship, we have from the same booklet excellent descriptions 

of the interior space 

The auditorium was most elaborately decorated with plants and cut flowers. The window 

sills were masses of flowering plants, and strands of evergreen baskets being suspended 

between the pillars. The rail of the organ loft was hung with smilax, and at each end of 

the loft was a large triangular filled of white pinks framed in smilax, one bearing the 

inscription "1833" in red flowers, and the other bearing the date "1883." Surmounting 

these were large arrangements of flowers. The pulpit and platform were masses of 

beautiful plants. A portrait of the Rev. Harvey Curtis, D.D., third pastor of the church, 

stood in front of the pulpit, on the left of which was a large cross of white flowers. On the 

right was a floral representation of a ship, emblematic of the arrival of Mr. Porter and the 

first members of the church.192 

In the years after the Jubilee services, the Gothic building on 21st street continued to 

undergo changes. Many of these seem to have added to the visual opulence of the space. The 

191 First Presbyterian Church (Chicago, IL), Jubilee Services, June 24-27, 1883, (Chicago: First Presbyterian 
Church, 1883), 7-8. Names of liturgical elements have been normalized. 

192 First Presbyterian Church (Chicago, IL), Jubilee Services, 6-7.
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first Tiffany window was installed on November 13, 1892.193 A second window by Tiffany was 

added in June of 1885, this one depicting Paul preaching to the Athenians.194 Other changes to 

the sanctuary helped create a space which was reminiscent of the Victorian era home, which was 

a common impulse among evangelical churches in the late nineteenth century.195 For instance, in 

1901, a journal entry from Otis notes recent “improvements” to the church including either the 

addition or replacement of carpet.196 

Figure 23: Choir in 1896, FPC Chicago

(Otis The First Presbyterian Church of Chicago, p. 100f. Public Domain) 

By 1903, which is the next time that one finds a detailed description of the worship at First 

Presbyterian Chicago, the atmosphere of the worship service is decidedly comfortable, even 

homey. 

193 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 90.
194 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 96.
195 Jeanne Halgren Kilde, “Sacralizing the Evangelical Church as a Church Home,” in When the Church became 

Theatre: the transformation of evangelical architecture and worship in nineteenth-century America, (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2002), 146ff. 

196 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 126.
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Not only does one see little trace of Puritan visual austerity in the worship services by the 

end of the century, but neither does one find any trace of the Calvinist musical austerity which so 

characterized Presbyterian worship even in early American parishes. Rather, what we see is a 

service which is thoroughly evangelical in its musical and aesthetic practices. Otis even describes 

an evening service on December 28, 1890 that consisted of nothing but music and a sermon.197 

First Presbyterian Church of Chicago was born amidst the strongly evangelical culture of the 

Western United States in the 1830s. The influence of the “Frontier tradition,” as James White 

calls it, was felt much more strongly in towns such as Chicago than in established cities and 

parishes founded before either evangelical movement or westward expansion. Thus it is not 

difficult to understand why a church such as First Presbyterian of Chicago, while having nominal 

roots in Presbyterianism and Congregationalism, paid little head to its Calvinist worship heritage 

and to the standards laid down by the Westminster Directory. The more present frontier and 

evangelical heritages of First Chicago translated into little opposition to instrumental music at 

the beginning of the nineteenth century, and to the relatively easy introduction of the organ at 

mid-century. By 1900, one sees the organ at First Chicago playing a similar role in worship as it 

would throughout the rest of the twentieth century. 

First Presbyterian Church of Chicago saw in less than seventy-five years a radical 

transformation of its worship. What began as a simple service of preaching, prayer, and singing, 

without choir and with but a pair of folk instruments, had by the end of the century been 

transformed. No longer were services led with tuning fork, flute, and viol, but by the organ and 

professional choir. Simple anthems and fuguing tunes by Billings and the like had been replaced 

197 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 87. His description could just be of part of a more complete service, but 
that’s not clear from the text itself. 
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by major pieces from the new repertoire of nineteenth century art music. In the place of a small 

wooden meeting house one finds by 1900 a large gothic edifice of stone, replete with stained 

glass, carved wood, and carpet.  Such drastic changes, which to a historian now or seminary 

professor then may seem like an abandonment of Reformed principles for music and 

worship,were regarded by the progessive thinkers of the nineteenth century as forward-looking 

and evangelically astute innovations which would carry the church into the twenieth century. 

Otis sums it up this way: 

The suggestion for the unusual combination of voices and instruments we have heard in 
our Church in recent years, come from the village choir of my childhood, when three 
manual-organs were unknown and the only instruments heard in Church, were the tuning 
fork, flute, and bass viol. . . From the half lights of those simple days with the village 
choristers, we have passed into the rich glow of the twentieth century, with its brilliancy 
and glory of instrument and song.198 

198 Otis, The First Presbyterian Church, 204.
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Figure 24: Worship Thick Description, FPC Chicago, ca. 1903.

(Otis The First Presbyterian Church of Chicago, pp. 128-129. Public Domain) 
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Miss Edna K. Wooley gives this description of Easter day worship on April 13, 1903. One should note that 
Wooley’s reaction to the service is not based primarily on theological content, as was often the case in 

descriptions from earlier centuries, nor on ceremonial, nor on her own participation in the service. Rather, the 
overwhelming focus is on the emotional effect of the visual surroundings and her emotional response to the 

preacher. 

I decided to attend service at the First Presbyterian Church on Easter Day, and to sit once more 

in the warm, dim light of this famous old house of worship. 

The present edifice, at Twenty-first street and Indiana Avenue, has been standing since the 

great fire. Before that, the Church was situated down town — on Wabash avenue, near Congress street, 

opposite the Auditorium. It has always been a Church of the substantial and best class of people, and 

today, it is a pleasure to sit among them, for they are mostly Chicago-born, and thoroughly American. 

This is a beautiful old Church — for memory's sake, for the harmonious richness of its interior 

architecture, and for the glory of its wonderful windows. 

Now, about the preacher today — Dr. Hartley. He is a Nathaniel Hawthorne sort of man. Of 

poetry, he is the breathing essence. To hurts and happiness, he is highly sensitive. Of sorrow he must 

know much, for he understands so well the pangs of others' sorrows. What drew me to this Indiana 

preacher, was the tenor of his first prayer. In it, he showed so great a tenderness, so large a knowledge, 

so wide a sympathy, that unwilling, the tears came into my eyes, and I know that other eyes than mine 

were wet as well. “Dear God,” said he, “let me understand a little more of the Easter joy. We all know 

the agonies, the pains, the despairs, the disappointments of the Seventh Day, but not enough of us know 

the Easter joy.” 

“Victory in the finals,” was the subject of Dr. Hartley's sermon. 

Each year, after the birds are gone, after the last leaf has fallen, and the heart of every brook is 

frozen; after the long white silence of the snows, the heavens make a new covenant with the earth. 

Let us all feel the Christ's victory in ourselves today and for all our time to come — as a tribute to this 

Eastertide. We must all suffer — many most unjustly — but let us be entered in the lists for the finals. 

One can do nothing greater than strive for victory of a Christ. 



CHAPTER 4

FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH OF TALLAHASSEE

4.1 1832-1851: The Original Sanctuary

The First Presbyterian Church of Tallahassee was organized around the year 1832. Much 

of its earlier history is difficult to trace, since nearly all of the church’s early records were 

destroyed by a fire in the early twentieth century. Barbara Rhodes, who has written the most 

recent history of the parish, confirms that a group of sixteen Presbyterians, along with two ruling 

elders, organized as a congregation in November of 1832.199 The Presbytery of Georgia, under 

which the new congregation was organized, give the first statistical records for First Church in 

1834. These records show that in the prior year, the parish had added thirteen members, bringing 

total membership in the year 1834 to fifty-one. 

First Presbyterian Tallahassee dedicated their first house of worship on May 13, 1838.200 

It was a Greek revival structure, sixty-eight feet in length and forty-eight feet wide. The exterior 

walls were made of brick overlaid with a stucco that had been scored “to resemble 

199 Barbara Rhodes, At First: The Presbyterian Church in Tallahassee, Florida, 1828-1938, (Tallahassee: First 
Presbyterian Church, 1994), 13. There are at least three other histories of the church (all much older) which the 
author was unable to obtain, These were cited in a note housed with the Florida Department of State Division of 
Library and Information Services which is available online at 
http://www.floridamemory.com/items/show/249369. The most important of these would seem to be G.P. 
McCord, “History of the First Presbyterian Church of Tallahassee, 1832-1930, (Publication information 
unknown).

200 First Presbyterian Church (Tallahassee), “Sanctuary History,” Website of First Presbyterian Church, accessed 25 
May, 2013, http://oldfirstchurch.org/about/sanctuary-history.html.
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limestone.”The interior featured a flat wood ceiling and galleries supported by large, round, 

wooden pillars. There were five bays of square, double-hung windows on the north and south 

walls. The window bays had openings on both stories, giving light to both the gallery and floor 

levels. The front doors of the church led out onto a wooden porch from which steps led down to 

Adams street.201 The pulpit, baptismal font, and communion table were all located at the front 

(West) end of the sanctuary. The pulpit was elevated and had to be approached via steps. A 

presbytery of chairs for the elders was located behind and around the pulpit, and the 

congregation sat in forty-four mahogany pews, all located on the floor level.202 The pews had 

doors in the manner of a colonial meeting house, and were rented to individuals on an annual 

basis.203 

Rhodes tells us that the interior was “carefully designed according to the precepts of the 

Reformed movement, as outlined by John Calvin,” but one should not assume too much about 

the theological intentions of the building, at least not as understood by the minister and 

parishioners. It seems more likely that the building simply followed a pattern of design which 

followed established norms for Greek Revival churches. Those churches mixed elements of 

classical Greek architectural orders with “Calvinist” features associated with New England 

meeting houses. That assumption is further supported by the fact that no architect was employed 

in the design of the church on Adams Street. As Barbara Rhodes herself notes, “the structural 

components and scale of design were probably taken from carpenters’ books.”204 

201 Barbara Rhodes, At First: The Presbyterian Church in Tallahassee, Florida, 1828-1938, (Tallahassee: First 
Presbyterian Church, 1994), 30.

202 A note about an 1850s renovation cited below confirms that the galleries (which were used primarily for slave 
seating at this period), were not initially constructed with pews. 

203 Pew rentals were still the normal way of receiving member contributions in much of the nineteenth century, and 
usually accounted for a significant amount of a Presbyterian church's yearly operating budget.

204 Rhodes, At First, 30.
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Before having its own building in which to worship, First Presbyterian worshiped at the 

Leon Academy,205 which was the local school for boys. After the construction of the sanctuary on 

Adams Street, it becomes easier to imagine what worship was like in these early years. When the 

Presbyterian Church divided into the Old School and New School branches in 1837, First 

Tallahassee aligned with the Old School branch. The timing of that split, of course, coincides 

exactly with the building of the Adams street sanctuary. Thus it is safe to assume the resulting 

tendencies of that split, with regard to worship and other aspects of church life, would have been 

keenly felt as the congregation moved into its new building, even though the building itself was 

not a result of that split, as happened elsewhere.206

One of the most important factors delineating the Old and New Schools' attitudes about 

worship was their respective degree of fidelity to the Westminster standards. As an Old School 

church, First Presbyterian of Tallahassee would have been sensitive to matters of order and 

decorum as outlined in the American Revision of the Westminster Directory, and to the need to 

maintain a solidly Calvinist approach to music and preaching.207 Normally such fidelity to the 

Westminster standards would imply that the church followed the outline of worship given by the 

Westminster Directory.208 No organ would be used or even present. The singing would be totally 

unaccompanied.

205 Rhodes, At First, 32.
206 For instance, when Second Presbyterian Church split from First Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia.
207 See Julius Melton, “Scriptural Directives and Decorum: The Old School’s Criteria,” in Presbyterian Worship:  

Changing Patterns Since 1787, (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2001). A contemporary example of the 
staunch Old School support of the Westminster standards can be seen in the writings of the prominent Princeton 
professor Samuel Miller, “The Worship of the Presbyterian Church,” in Presbyterianism, the Truly Primitive  
and Apostolical Constitution of the Church of Christ. (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Publication, 1835).

208 The order from the 1787 American Revision of the Westminster Directory was thus: Prayer of Invocation, 
Scripture Reading, Psalm, Prayer before the Sermon, Lord’s Prayer, Psalm, Sermon, Prayer of Thanksgiving, 
Psalm, Offering, Dismissal/Blessing.
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There are no surviving records describing the manner of singing at First Presbyterian in 

these early years, but in a small, rural parish worshiping without instruments, one can assume 

two things. First, the singing was almost certainly achieved by lining out. The congregation was 

growing rapidly at this time, and many of the new and previously unchurched members would 

not know many psalm tunes, if any.209 Moreover, there would likely not have been enough books 

for the congregation to sing in a “regular” fashion, further necessitating the practice of lining out. 

Second, any church which practiced lining out and which eschewed instruments required a 

precentor to lead the singing. So the picture of singing at First Presbyterian Tallahassee in the 

1830s is not altogether different than the picture of American Presbyterian churches a hundred 

years or more earlier. In accordance with Presbyterian tradition, there was no organ nor were any 

other instruments used in worship; singing was comprised of lined out metrical psalms led by a 

precentor.

Despite their Old School affiliation, though, there are some mitigating factors about First 

Church which one should bear in mind when considering the adoption of instruments in later 

years. First, the organization of the congregation was achieved via a “protracted meeting.” 

Protracted meetings served the same function as camp meeting revivals, but the former were 

generally more decorous than the latter and when possible were held on the grounds of a local 

church. The initial protracted meeting held in the 1820s was not the last; more would be held in 

decades following at the church. A congregation which had its origins in a revival meeting could 

209 It is often assumed that the colonial United States was altogether “churched.” That is far from the case. Besides 
the fact that American denominations in this early period placed a huge emphasis on domestic missions and 
evangelism, statistics from the following article give a sobering picture of the actual number of adherents in the 
period leading up to 1850. 98. Roger Finke and Philip Schwadel,  "Religion and Religious Affiliation," 
Dictionary of American History, Gale Virtual Reference Library, web, accessed 12 June, 2013, 
http://go.galegroup.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/ps/i.do?id=GALE
%7CCX3401803559&v=2.1&u=tall85761&it=r&p=GVRL&sw=w. 
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not be altogether opposed to the burgeoning influence of evangelical revivalism and its emphasis 

on effectual worship. Second, though it’s never mentioned whether the Presbyterians in 

Tallahassee worshiped jointly with the Congregationalists after the Adams Street building was 

built, the 1801 Plan of Union was still in force at that time. Congregationalists were generally 

more liberal in their attitudes toward revivalism and worship, and one imagines that these two 

mutually Calvinist groups would have a certain amount of shared perspective after years of 

interaction. Lastly, one should always consider the general effect of what James White calls the 

“Frontier Tradition.”210 This evangelical- and revival-friendly tradition seems to have been 

strongest in areas farther west, but could certainly have had an influence on Tallahassee, which 

though nearer the East Coast than most towns in the West, was no less rural. 

By the 1840s, this young and still small church boasted a choir. While it was almost 

certainly comprised of a volunteer group of singers and instrumentalists, the ensemble was a 

noteworthy addition to the artistic life of the town. The local newspaper reported on a concert to 

be held in the church in January of 1844, for the purpose of raising funds for the church. 

We are informed that it is the intention of the choir of the Presbyterian Church in this city 

to give a concert for the benefit of the church which, at present, is in somewhat 

straightened finances. The time, place and other particulars will be made public on a 

future occasion. From the reputation heretofore sustained by this choir, it is presumed 

that an entertainment well worthy of attention may be expected. . . The exercise will 

comprise vocal, instrumental, sacred, and secular music. A program will probably be 

printed.211 

This author could not find the program for that concert, but Rhodes tells us the selections 

included works by Mozart and two original compositions by church members Mrs. Hemans and 

210 James F. White, “Frontier Worship,” in Protestant Worship: Traditions in Transition, (Louisville: 1989, 
Westminster/John Knox Press), 171ff.

211 [Author and Title unknown,] Florida Sentinel, January 23, 1844. As quoted in Barbara Rhodes, At First: The 
Presbyterian Church in Tallahassee, Florida, 1828-1938, (Tallahassee: First Presbyterian Church, 1994), 50. 
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Miss Brown. The accompaniment, according to Rhodes, was provided by three flutes and a 

piano. This account of a concert in 1844 suggests some important things about the worship life 

of the church at this time. First, there was a choir present by 1844 which seems to have sung 

regularly for worship. One imagines that the choir may have been formed after a singing school, 

as was often the case in the early part of the nineteenth century. The citation of accompaniment 

by piano and flutes may suggest that these instruments were beginning to be employed during 

worship, especially if the concert was held in the church itself. None of the correspondence or 

newspaper articles mentions a location for the concert; one is therefore inclined to think the 

location would be the First Presbyterian Church sanctuary. That is, the default location for the 

choir. If that is the case, one might even imagine a piano was already in the sanctuary prior to the 

concerts, and was potentially used during Sunday worship. There is no proof of such usage, but 

the possibility is intriguing because the long-standing presence of a piano in the sanctuary would 

lessen any objections to other keyboard instruments such as the organ when it was introduced 

later. While the possible use of a piano during worship in the 1840s is intriguing, it is easier to 

imagine use of the flute during worship at that time. Flute  was one of the most common 

instruments to be introduced in the middle decades of the nineteenth century in churches which 

had previously been non-instrumental. 

Whereas evidence shows that First Presbyterian churches of Philadelphia and Chicago 

intentionally changed their musical practices in response to 1) a need to improve congregational 

singing and 2) a desire for attractive and effectual worship, there is no evidence that a similar 

motivation existed at First Presbyterian Church of Tallahassee. The church was continuing to 

experience explosive growth in the 1840s, such that the seating area in the front previously given 
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up for the elders, as well as the galleries, had to be fitted with pews to accommodate the large 

size of the congregation.212 The church’s prosperity in this period was notable, but did not lead to 

discussions about a new building or new worship style. The lack of change in those matters was 

probably not a bad thing, since after the Civil War the church would experience severe financial 

challenges that would persist through much of the post-war Reconstruction era. Had any earlier 

church records survived, these may have provided additional clues about the worship at First 

Tallahassee. Besides congregational singing, there is likewise no evidence of developments in 

the order of worship between 1832 and 1844. 

4.2 1864-1906: After the Civil War

Much changed for First Tallahassee after the Civil War. A congregation in which whites 

and blacks213 had previously worshiped together, albeit with segregated seating, was now no 

longer a reality. The emergence of the Presbyterian Church in the United States (the “Southern” 

branch of the church) after the war also had a strong bearing on the worship life of the local 

church. The implications of the Tallahassee church’s affiliation with the PCUS are multifaceted 

and complex. Like most churches in the PCUS, First Tallahassee had been part of the Old School 

branch of the church, and thus initially more conservative in its adherence to the historic 

Westminster standards. That conservatism implied worship without the use of instruments and in 

212 Robert Gamble, “Presbyterian Church. An Outline Historical Sketch of that Important Branch of Presbyterianism 
in Tallahassee,” Weekly Floridian, March 17, 1899. As quoted in Rhodes, At First, 57.

213 This author realizes the increasing difficulty of using race terminology to describe people in today's United 
States, especially because of the strict dichotomy suggested by the use of the terms “black” and “white.” 
However, these types of dichotomies were very much key to understanding social structures and cultural divides 
in nineteenth century America, and are thus used here. 
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which congregational singing was restricted to psalms along with some newer hymns and psalms 

by Isaac Watts.214 

Figure 25: Worship Thick Description, FPC Tallahassee, ca. 1847
(Fictional)

214 Many of Watt’s compositions are difficult to characterize, since they stand at the threshold between metrical 
psalm paraphrases and truly original compositions. For instance “Jesus Shall Reign Where'er the Sun” is 
ostensibly based on Psalm 72, though Watt’s text is hardly recognizable as such with its overt references to 
Jesus.

107

It was around half past nine on this warm Sunday morning when I began the ride to town. I 

knew that others will arrive before the service  so that we can catch up on news of the area. 

When I arrived at the Church, I could already hear the Methodists singing bawdily down the 

street. They are indeed an unruly bunch. The Presbyterian church has held up well despite the 

occasional Indian raid. . . as I enter, I relish the coolness and light of the space. . . even the 

extra pews were full with worshipers today. . . The minister ascended the steps and gave the 

call to worship. His clothing was modest, but his presence imposing. . . The prayers were 

forged ex tempore, as they always have been, and made up in zeal what they lacked in 

eloquence. All stood for the singing of a new psalm by Watts as the precenter gave out the 

first line. The flute and the precenter prodded along our response, but the overall effect was 

lacking, as usual. Would that we could enjoy regular singing.  The choir's anthem was 

spirited, an old fuging tune by Billings.  Their last concert was the talk of the town. . . the 

reading of Scripture was a verse from the fourth chapter of Romans, and the minister spoke 

for a little over an hour. After a long prayer, we joined in the Lord's Prayer before standing 

for another psalm.. The precenter again gave out the first line . . . 



The Old School affiliation of the church also suggested an affinity to Princeton theologians such 

as Samuel Miller and later Charles Hodge. The Princeton connection would have been further 

solidified by the fact that two of the parish’s early ministers were educated there.215 Whereas 

Miller was a staunch supporter of the Westminster Directory and opponent of set liturgical 

forms, his student Charles Hodge was one of the key supporters of the liturgical reforms which 

would eventually lead to the publication of the first Book of Common Worship. However, after 

the formation of the PCUS, Hodge along with most of his colleagues from the North continued 

their affiliation with the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America (the “Northern” 

branch of the church). Much of Hodge’s work after the Civil War, which was thenceforth being 

done in a separate denomination, may not have had the same impact on PCUS churches.216 

One should also note that unlike Chicago, a frontier town which had grown to a major 

city by the middle of the nineteenth century, Tallahassee remained quite small through this 

period. During reconstruction it was also seriously lacking in resources, which could itself 

explain the conservatism in worship practices and the aesthetics of the church building itself. The 

Chicago and Philadelphia churches introduced the organ, added choirs, and built new, gothic 

revival buildings in the middle of the nineteenth century, but did so as much out of a concern for 

social status as out of theological conviction. First Presbyterian, though a prominent social 

institution in Tallahassee, simply lacked the means to innovate in these same ways after the war. 

Whether the motivations were theological, social, or otherwise, the worship of First Presbyterian 

215 See the reference to the Pratt brothers in Barbara Rhodes, At First: The Presbyterian Church in Tallahassee,  
Florida, 1828-1938, (Tallahassee: First Presbyterian Church, 1994), 14.

216 It was not until the twentieth century that the PCUSA and the PCUS would begin actively and officially 
collaborating on matters of worship. 
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church of Tallahassee seems to have continued relatively unchanged until the early 1890s. At 

that time, First Presbyterian finally renovated its old Greek revival sanctuary to better reflect the 

architectural trends of the day and finally moved toward the installation of an organ. 

With the aid of funds provided by the Presbytery, the congregation in 1891 commenced a 

significant renovation to its worship space. Barbara Rhodes gives a clear summary: 

Not only was the building extended some twenty-five feet to the west, with the addition 

of a choir and organ loft; the original bays of two sash windows on the north and south 

walls were replaced with slender Gothic-style pointed arch windows that transcended 

both the first floor and the gallery.217

The renovations went far beyond the expansion of the building and a change in window style. 

Indeed the entire sanctuary was fitted with architectural elements reminiscent of the Victorian 

era and the type of evangelical-gothic spaces described by Kilde and others. The Weekly  

Floridian reported some of the details of the finished space in September of 1893. 

A Handsome church. The interior. . .has been thoroughly renovated, painted, wains-

cotted and furnished with comfortable new oak pews, puplit, etc. A three-story annex has 

also been added on the west end of the building. The first story is fitted up as a study for 

the pastor, and the upper [floor] is designed for a grand pipe organ which will be supplied 

later by the Church Guild. For the present it will be occupied by the choir. The floor is 

raised several feet above the floor of the church, and the interior is finished in beautiful 

Florida curly pine, making it one of the prettiest churches in the capitol city.218

The above newspaper report is altogether positive in tone, but there is some evidence that the 

expansion and refurbishment was not altogether welcome. The minister at the time, the Reverend 

217 Rhodes, At First, 91.
218 [Author and Title unknown], Weekly Floridian, September 16, 1893. As quoted in Rhodes, At First, 91-92. 
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S.C. Caldwell, gave a sort of apology about the renovations to those present at the re-dedication 

ceremony:

The associations that belong to a church which has been the center of religious life of 

generations are among the most tender and sacred that can have a home in our hearts. . . 

It is a cause for solemn joy to us today, my friends, that we have been able to make this 

house. . . so beautiful without destroying a single one of [the prayers and holy 

associations of three generations]. We have added to, not taken from. These pews even 

are in the exact places where the fathers placed theirs fifty-five years ago. . . 219

Because of the lack of records, there is much confusion regarding when an organ was 

actually purchased to fill the new organ chamber built during the 1891 renovations. Independent 

organ scholar William Scarboro of Tallahassee cites an instrument built by Roosevelt in 1891 as 

having been bought and installed “from a Boston Church” as the congregation’s first organ.220 

Nothing more is known about this instrument, but the citation is corroborated by an entry in the 

Organ Historical Society’s online organ database.221 Barbara Rhodes, along with the current 

website of First Church, tells us that a reed organ was used prior to the Roosevelt. Rhodes states 

the following:

In 1938 the congregation was entitled to observe yet another centennial celebration -- the 

one hundredth anniversary of the first services in its church building. . . Relics of the first 

building were gathered from various sources, including the first small reed organ that was 

used in the church.

However, neither Rhodes nor the current website of the church provides a citation for their 

source on this matter, and there are no extant records from the church which confirm the 

219 [Author and Title unknown], Weekly Floridian, September 23, 1893. As quoted in Rhodes, At First, 92. Caldwell 
points out that the renovations were completed without destroying the prayers and holy associations of the 
Adams street building as it stood before. If no one were worried about such a thing, then there would have been 
no reason for Caldwell to bring it up.  

220 William Scarboro, “Organs: First Presbyterian,” website of the American Guild of Organists, Tallahassee 
Chapter, accessed 25 May, 2013, http://www.tallahasseeago.org/1stpres.html.

221 Organ Historical Society, Pipe Organ Database, website of the Organ Historical Society, accessed 25 May, 2013. 
http://database.organsociety.org/SingleOrganDetails.php?OrganID=29371. 
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information about the reed organ.222 There are pictures of an organ from around this time which 

could either be the 1891 Roosevelt or the later [Aeolian-]Skinner organ of 1932,223 but certainly 

not a reed organ. Local organ scholar William Scarboro maintains that the organ in figure 26 is 

the Roosevelt. However, the picture is undated, and the author could not confirm via another 

photo or citation whether this is in fact the 1891 Roosevelt. 

222 The only record of a keyboard instrument at the church prior to the Roosevelt organ is the mention of a piano 
from the 1840s. It may be possible that the 1840s mention was in fact of a melodeon, but that is unable to be 
confirmed. 

223 Both Rhodes and The First Presbyterian Church website cite this organ as a Skinner. In a phone conversation on 
9 June, 2013, William Scarboro noted that the organ is correctly cited as an Aeolian-Skinner, since the 
installation occurred after the 1932 merger of E.M. Skinner and Aeolian, and the name plate was that of Aeolian-
Skinner. 
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Figure 26: First Presbyterian Tallahassee Interior, ca. 1891 
(http://www.tallahasseeago.org. Public Domain.)
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Figure 27: First Presbyterian Tallahassee Exterior, 
Showing 1891 Renovations

(http://www.tallahasseeago.org. Public Domain.)

Whether the first organ used at First Tallahassee was a reed organ or pipe organ, still 

little is known about how worship at the church had changed since the 1840s and thus how the 

organ was used. The transformation of the once Greek-revival space into a neo-Gothic space 

does suggest changes in worship style, if not the order of worship. The anecdotal evidence about 

the building renovations make clear that the purchase of an organ was always intended to be part 

of the larger building project. In that sense, the introduction of the organ was viewed by the 

congregation as a sign of forward progress, modernization, and prosperity. It was the same 

impulse that had driven the decision to procure an organ at First Philadelphia and First Chicago 

some forty years earlier. By 1891, though, there would have been much less hesitation on the 

matter than there was at a parish like First Philadelphia. John Girardeau, a professor at the 

prominent Southern seminary Columbia Theological, notes the ubiquity of organs and other 

instruments in Presbyterian worship at the end of the 1880s, even as he argues against their 

use.224 

The first organist of the church was Miss Janie Clark, the daughter of a prominent local 

merchant. One imagines Miss Clark, who was also organist at the Roman Catholic church, to 

224 John Lafayette Girardeau, Instrumental Music in the Public Worship of the Church, (Richmond, VA: Whittet 
and Shepperson, 1888), 6. 
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have imitated the practices of prominent organists of her day, including the playing of preludes, 

postludes, and service music. We know that a choir was well-established already at mid-century, 

so one imagines the duties of the organist to have included choral accompaniment also. 

There is not enough evidence to reconstruct an order of service from this period, since 

there are no extant church records. Despite the lack of local records, though, one can assume that 

changes had occurred which brought the church out of line with the Westminster Directory and 

closer into line with the type of service prescribed by the 1906 Book of Common Worship. 

Though most of the proponents of liturgical reform were affiliated with the PCUSA, currents 

leading toward denomination-wide liturgical reform had been flowing in the South as well. It 

was in fact the PCUS which first sanctioned new liturgical forms in its 1894 Directory for 

Worship.225 Though the PCUS would not join in promoting the 1906 Book of Common Worship  

to its congregations, this author takes the fact that the PCUS did sanction the Book of Common 

Worship’s 1932 revision to be evidence of the original edition’s use among some PCUS 

congregations. 

There is likewise little information regarding the congregational song at First 

Presbyterian Church of Tallahassee at the end of the nineteenth century. After 1901, we know 

that the church utilized The New Psalms and Hymns,226 which was published by the Presbyterian 

225 Harold Daniels, To God Be the Glory: The Story & Sources of the Book of Common Worship, (Louisville: 
Geneva Press, 2003), 28. For the original source, see Presbyterian Church in the United States. The Constitution 
of the Presbyterian Church in the United States : containing the Confession of Faith, the larger and shorter  
catechisms, as ratified by the General Assembly, at Augusta, Georgia, Dec. 1861, together with the Book of  
Church Order, adopted 1879, the Directory for the Worship of God, with optional forms, adopted 1894, Rules of  
Parliamentary Order adopted 1866, (Richmond: Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1900). Available online 
at http://archive.org/details/constitutionof00pres, accessed 25 May 2013. 

226 Session minutes from 8 October, 1924 mention that the church needed to order more copies of the the "Psalms 
and Hymns Book" for the use of the congregation. There is still a single, leather-bound copy of the hymnal in the 
church library, which is the copy examined by this author.  
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Church in the United States for use in its churches.227 The hymnal was printed in a music edition 

with words printed below the musical score. The preface to the hymnal indicates which types of 

hymns are to be sung in parts or unison, and gives suggestions for tempo selection based on 

musical style. The instructions from this 1901 hymnal are the first clear clues we have to the 

singing practices at First Church after the descriptions of the 1840s services. They also allow one 

to deduce that the organ was used to accompany the singing. All of the hymns are printed in four 

parts distributed over two staves, in the manner of a keyboard score. Some hymns are suggested 

to be sung in unison, though. The combination of a directive for unison singing with a four-

voice, two-stave score and with the fact that First Presbyterian had already installed a Roosevelt 

pipe organ in 1891, suggests that the organ was the regular instrument for accompanying 

congregational song by 1901.228 

Two aspects of The New Psalms and Hymns's layout give clues about southern 

Presbyterian worship practices at the turn of the twentieth century. First, the beginning of the 

book contains an index to Psalms by number. This index suggests the continued practice of 

singing metrical psalms in worship. Second, the hymnal is laid out both topically and liturgically. 

Some hymns are indicated for the beginning and close of worship, as well as hymns specifically 

for the morning and evening, for the sacraments, and doxologies which may have been sung as a 

liturgical element. These, however, fall within the broader topical scheme of the contents list. In 

a similar manner, the broad topical section called “The Lord Jesus Christ,” provides hymns for 

his “Advent,” “Example and Ministry,” “Suffering and Death,” “Resurrection and Exaltation,” 

227 The New Psalms and Hymns, published by the Authority of The General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in  
the United States, (Richmond: Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1901). 

228 One who was interested in examining the details of hymn accompaniment at this period could learn much from 
comparing the performance notes given in The New Psalms and Hymns for specific types of hymn tunes with the 
specific instructions found in Clarence Eddy’s organ method from this same period. 
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and “Second Coming.” The structure and scope of the contents suggests at least a passing nod to 

the liturgical year and, more importantly for this treatise, a vague sense of a fixed liturgical 

structure for worship. 

The most interesting section of the hymnal for understanding worship and the role of the 

organ in particular is simply called “Chants.” This section contains a large body of Anglican 

chants for both psalms canticles, which in normal practice would be led by the organ. It also 

contains a setting of the Sanctus, Greatorex’s Gloria Patri, a chant setting for “Christ our 

Passover,” and two psalms to be sung during the Baptismal rite. One imagines that the baptism 

chants may have been meant specifically to correspond with Alexander Hodge’s Manual of  

Forms (1877), which prescribed a chant to be used during the baptismal rite found in that book. 

All these chants, too, would be normally accompanied by the organ. If they were used, it reveals 

a rather more expanded role for the organ in PCUS churches than what was revealed by the other 

evidence. At the very least, it shows that the PCUS and its churches were by 1901 open to the 

organ accompanying more than metrical psalms and hymns. 

One can only guess as to what hymnals were used at First Presbyterian Tallahassee prior 

to The New Psalms and Hymns. The Presbyterian Church in the United States had published 

several hymnals prior to the 1901 book, but none of these had achieved the more or less 

universal acceptance hoped for by the denomination. The hymnals which were possibly in use 

included the old Psalms and Hymns, which had been approved already in 1843 by the Old 

School General Assembly but revised by the PCUS General Assembly in 1867, the 1882 book 

Psalms and Hymns and Spiritual Songs, which was a publication of the reunited PCUSA, or the 

1893 book Hymns of the Ages, published by the PCUS. The last of these hymnals, Hymns of the  
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Ages, had the most material in common with The New Psalms and Hymns.229 For that reason 

alone one might assume that it was the hymnal in use by Old First Church prior to the adoption 

of the 1901 book. 

Although First Presbyterian Church of Tallahassee is a parish with which this author is 

closely acquainted, its early worship history remains shrouded in mystery. The lack of historical 

records make it difficult to reconstruct historical worship services with any certainty, even at the 

beginning of the twentieth century. Developments in worship and the use of the organ at First 

Tallahassee seem to have taken much the same path as those in Chicago and Philadelphia, but 

with some important differences. The most important difference has to do with timing. First 

Presbyterian Chicago and First Presbyterian Philadelphia began to see real transformations in 

their order of worship and the introduction of the organ in the second quarter of the nineteenth 

century. At first Presbyterian Church of Tallahassee, by contrast, there is no direct evidence of 

changes to the order of worship until the turn of the twentieth century. This may be simply 

emblematic of the lack of evidence, but it also may be emblematic of a Southern, Old School 

church’s conservatism with regard to worship order and style. The Chicago and Philadelphia 

churches also saw a radical transformation of their worship spaces in the nineteenth century; both 

churches moved over the course of the century to successively grander and more fashionable 

buildings in which the organ was more and more integrated. At First Tallahassee, the 

congregation still worships in its original building. Organs there have always been introduced as 

additions to the worship space, not as integral parts of a new building. The motivations for 

keeping the same building through the last decades of the nineteenth century were almost 

229 Ernest Trice Thompson, Presbyterians in the South, volume 3: 1890-1972, (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1973), 
354-355.
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certainly financial, but regardless of the motivations, the building by its very nature affected the 

worship style of the congregation. When the building was finally renovated in the Gothic style, 

the architectural change coincided with the introduction of the pipe organ, the relocation of the 

choir to a prominent, elevated position, and no doubt several other changes in the aesthetics of 

worship there. In short, the changes in the worship space for First Tallahassee mirrored those of 

First Philadelphia and Chicago but on a significant delay. Whether those changes were due to the 

external circumstances or theological conservatism is up to one’s interpretation of the facts.
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CHAPTER 5

 

CONCLUSIONS

The following conclusions are necessarily broad and address each of the purposes 

outlined in the introduction to this treatise. They seek to summarize currents among 

Presbyterians in theology; developments in organ building, liturgy, and architecture during the 

period in question; changing orders of worship as shown in the three case studies, and how the 

musical uses of the organ have changed for the American Presbyterians. In addition, these 

conclusions speak to the controversial nature of the instrument throughout its history in 

American Presbyterianism, and how the controversy over the organ is parallel to twentieth-

century controversies over worship music. 

5.1. Theological Currents

All three of the parishes studied in this treatise were affected by the theological currents 

of the day, which for much of the nineteenth century principally included evangelical revivalism. 

Such influence was more obvious in the two New School parishes at Philadelphia and Chicago, 

less so in the Old School parishes at Tallahassee. Only First Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia 

was old enough to have existed before the draft of the American-revised Westminster Directory, 

and thus is the only one of the three parishes whose worship practices were inherited directly 

from Presbyterians in the United Kingdom. 
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The impact of evangelical theology on the Presbyterian Church, especially the New 

School branch, was remarkably strong. First Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia under the 

pastorate of Albert Barnes was a leader in the New School’s more-or-less national move toward 

effectual worship. At the same time, though, Barnes and most New School thinkers remained 

staunchly opposed to fixed liturgical forms, which they perceived as theologically incompatible 

with the Presbyterian tradition. First Presbyterian Church of Chicago never overtly stated its 

evangelical stance with regard to worship practices, but its desire to create effectual worship was 

made clear by its changing musical practices starting in the late 1840s. First Presbyterian Church 

of Tallahassee, as a Southern, Old School parish, seems to have been the least affected by the 

evangelical movement. Though founded in the aftermath of a protracted meeting, there is little to 

no evidence suggesting that First Tallahassee sought to institute evangelically-oriented, effectual 

worship practices before the late nineteenth century. Some of Tallahassee’s theological 

conservatism may have been a product of its rural location. More of that conservatism was likely 

due to its Southern location along with its Old School (and later PCUS) affiliation. 

5.2. Organ Building, Architecture, and Liturgy

Organ building, architecture, and liturgy should be understood as closely related areas 

which are both reflective of theological positions regarding worship, and which interact to affect 

new worship practices. Each of the three parishes worshiped in a Greek-revival style building in 

the 1840s, and it was into these Greek revival buildings that an organ was first introduced. In 

Philadelphia and Chicago, the first organ arrived in the 1840s. In Tallahassee, the first organ did 

not arrive until much later, perhaps as late as the 1880s. In each case, the first organs were reed 
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organs which could be introduced without disrupting the design and use of the church building. 

On one level, the decision to purchase a reed organ rather than a pipe organ was practical. Reed 

organs were less expensive, and small enough to be incorporated into a preexisting, already 

functional space. On a deeper level, though, the decision to purchase a reed organ rather than a 

pipe organ was theological. Kilde, Kieckhefer, White, and others have shown that theological 

priorities are made manifest in the buildings built for worshiping communities. However, these 

buildings do more than embody elements of a tradition’s systematic and liturgical theology. The 

building used by a particular local congregation also becomes intimately tied to the identity of 

that congregation. To change the building in which a congregation worships is to change or 

challenge that congregation’s self-identity. The organ then, when considered from that 

perspective, can be understood as much more than an innocuous addition to the sanctuary. 

Changing the sanctuaries in Philadelphia, Chicago, and Tallahassee by adding an organ not only 

challenged the theology of the Puritan Calvinist tradition generally, but it also challenged the 

three congregations’ self-identity. By choosing first to introduce a reed organ, the congregations 

were making more than a practical, economical, choice. They were also choosing to introduce 

the instrument in the way least disruptive to their theology and identity. 

In all three parishes, the introduction of a pipe organ coincided with major structural 

and/or aesthetic changes to the sanctuary building. In Chicago and Tallahassee, the introduction 

of the organ coincided specifically with a shift to a Gothic revival aesthetic. First Presbyterian 

Church of Tallahassee accomplished this shift to Gothic architecture via an expansion and 

renovation of its Greek revival building in the early 1890s. First Presbyterian Church of Chicago 

accomplished this shift via the construction of the Marble Church in the early 1870s. First 

Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia was the only parish in the study which introduced the pipe 
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organ into a non-Gothic aesthetic. Nevertheless, some aesthetic elements of the sanctuary did 

shift during the first renovation in 1847, at which time the floor was carpeted, new communion 

silver was purchased, and other, unspecified changes were made. Later in the century, Gothic 

elements such as mahogany choir stalls were introduced. Taken together as evidence, the 

circumstances surrounding the installation of a pipe organ at all three parishes again point to the 

influence of the evangelical movement as it related to the Gothic revival.230 

5.3. Worship Orders

The evidence about the installation of the pipe organ and the adoption of new 

architectural styles also suggests a change in the order of worship for these parishes. There is no 

clear cause and effect relationship between the order of worship and aesthetic changes to the 

sanctuary, but the two elements are clearly linked. Kieckhefer makes the link clear with regard to 

Protestantism generally,231 and his ideas are borne out in the three Presbyterian parishes studied 

in this treatise. The evidence we have for the First Presbyterian churches of Philadelphia and 

Chicago regarding aesthetic changes and worship order is similar. At both of these churches, the 

complexity of the order of worship seems to have increased substantially toward the end of the 

nineteenth century, which is the same time period corresponding to the introduction of the organ, 

professional choirs, and Gothic architectural elements. However, the increase in complexity did 

not seem to correspond to an increase in congregational participation. Rather, the increased 

complexity was a result of the increased use of the organ as a solo instrument, choral anthems 

and responses, vocal solos, and other instrumental music. In this respect, the churches in Chicago 

230 Jeanne Kilde’s book When Church Became Theatre is the primary resource for understanding how the 
evangelical movement came to appropriate and even promote elements of Gothic revival architecture. 

231 Richard Kieckhefer, Theology in Stone: Church Architecture from Byzantium to Berkeley, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2004). 

122



and Philadelphia again show an affinity with the evangelical movement. The nascent liturgical 

movement in the Presbyterian Church also called for an increase in the complexity of worship, 

but unlike the evangelical movement sought to accomplish that complexity mostly through 

increased congregational participation. The liturgical materials published by the Presbyterian 

Church in the latter part of the nineteenth century, and authors writing within that tradition at the 

time, call for sparing use of choir and almost no use of instruments, even though the organ was 

becoming increasingly prevalent in the denomination. The dichotomy between the proponents of 

worship reform from the liturgical movement, which was strongly associated with the Old 

School branch of the church, and the proponents of liturgical reform from the evangelical 

movement, which was strongly associated with the New School branch of the church, is not 

surprising. In Tallahassee, there is too little evidence to make firm conclusions about the motives 

for liturgical change in the nineteenth century. The information that is available suggests a 

similar process of reform according to evangelical precepts, but with a delay of several decades 

compared with the churches in Philadelphia and Chicago. In all three of the parishes, however, 

one can see general movement from worship patterned on the order and aesthetics of the 

Westminster Directory to one patterned on the evangelical preaching service. Also, though the 

so-called “high church” movement in the Protestant Episcopal Church did not seem to affect the 

order of worship for Presbyterians, the worship aesthetics of the high church model seem to have 

been incorporated into Presbyterian worship as well. 
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5.4. Use of the Organ

Just as changes in architecture were linked with changes in the worship order of the three 

parishes studied in this treatise, so too was the introduction of the organ itself linked with 

changing practices. At each of the parishes, the organ seems to have been introduced for the 

purpose of accompanying congregational singing. Such a purpose was explicitly articulated by 

the leaders at First Philadelphia in the 1840s, and the link is also fairly clear at First Chicago. 

Though there are no extant church records from First Presbyterian before the twentieth century, 

the circumstantial evidence suggests the same motivation for obtaining an organ. However, once 

an organ had been introduced into each of the three sanctuaries, its presence opened the 

possibilities for much more than accompanied congregational singing. The two obvious 

possibilities were quickly incorporated into the worship of all three parishes, those being choral 

accompaniments and organ voluntaries. The choir journals from First Chicago give a plethora of 

evidence about the organ voluntaries and choir literature used at First Chicago beginning in the 

1870s. In Philadelphia, the first concrete evidence that the organ was used for accompanying 

complex choral literature and playing voluntaries comes around the turn of the twentieth century. 

However, the highly complex level of literature and sheer amount of musical material contained 

in the turn-of-the-century worship orders suggests that the church had been building toward such 

a level of music making for quite some time. In Tallahassee, again there is little direct evidence 

about worship practices before the twentieth century. However, the circumstantial evidence 

suggests that Tallahassee also began to utilize the organ in multiple ways soon after it was 

introduced into the sanctuary. 

124



5.5. Controversy

On the denominational level, the introduction of the organ into Presbyterian Worship was 

clearly a controversial issue. Several tracts published especially in the third quarter of the 

nineteenth century make that controversy clear. Historian Ernest Rice Thompson sums up the 

activity surrounding the arguments against the organ: 

Difference of opinion remained regarding the propriety of using instrumental music in the 
worship of the sanctuary. Calvin had been opposed to the use of musical instruments in 
public worship on the grounds that it distracted the worshipers’ minds from the meaning 
of what they sung. None of the Reformed Confessions had sanctioned the use of 
instrumental music. The Westminster Divines had caused the great organs of St. Paul and 
St. Peters Westminster to be removed and the General Assembly of the Church of 
Scotland had approved. Leading Calvinistic divines in recent times had remained 
opposed to the use of organs; among the Chalmers in Scotland, Spurgeon in England, 
Thornwell in America.”232

One could add to Thompson’s list of organ opponents any number of other commentators, 

especially the Americans John Girardeau, Thomas Hastings, and Lowell Mason, who 

collectively represent ideas from throughout the nineteenth century.233 Mason, who was himself a 

church organist, commented on the trepidation with which the instrument should be introduced: 

“I have been an organist all my life; yet if a congregation should say to me, ‘Shall we have an 

organ?’ I should scarcely dare to reply ‘Yes.’”234 Many Presbyterians, especially those affiliated 

with the Old School, shared Lowell’s sense of conservatism. The Old School was committed to 

Calvinist orthodoxy, and so was generally slower to introduce the organ into their worship. Of 

232 Ernest Trice Thompson, Presbyterians in the South, volume 3: 1890-1972, (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1973), 
429.

233 Thompson does in fact cite Girardeau and others later in his work . 
234 Quote from Lowell Mason. In James Alexander, Forty Years’ Familiar Letters, vol. 2, (New York: Charles 

Scribner, 1860), 197.
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the three churches studied in this treatise, only the Tallahassee church was affiliated with the Old 

School. That congregation did not obtain its first organ until more than forty years after the New 

School churches in Philadelphia and Chicago. The introduction of the organ in Chicago and 

Philadelphia coincided with a period of great prosperity for both parishes; Tallahassee 

experienced a similar and nearly concurrent period of prosperity in the 1850s, yet did not choose 

to introduce the instrument. 

On the other side of the argument over organs were found many evangelical leaders. 

Notable among them was Albert Barnes, pastor of First Presbyterian of Philadelphia. Part of 

Barnes’s and Finney's and other evangelicals’ goal was to craft worship which was effectual. 

Whether explicitly articulated or not, churches which were converted to the evangelical cause in 

the nineteenth century usually shifted the order and aesthetics of their worship services to 

accomplish the goal of effectual worship. One of those shifts included the introduction of the 

organ, and often the hiring of a professional choir as well. The two New School churches studied 

in this treatise, First Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia and First Presbyterian Church of 

Chicago, introduced the organ essentially for the evangelical purposes of achieving 

congregational and choral singing which was attractive to churchgoers, that is, which was 

effectual. 

One might cautiously draw some parallels between the nineteenth-century controversy 

over the organ and the twentieth-century controversy over the guitar and other instruments. At 

least in early Presbyterian churches, the organ was not considered a proper instrument for church 

at all, but one of the proverbial “rags of popery” which the Calvinist reformers had eschewed. In 

America it became an instrument associated especially with Episcopal worship, but certainly not 
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with Presbyterian worship.235 To introduce the organ into Presbyterian worship was perceived as 

un-Presbyterian. Beyond its denominational associations, the organ was also a popular concert 

instrument at this time; it had strong secular associations which are for the most part no longer 

present today. The combination of these two associations, with Episcopal worship and with 

secular society, ensured the organ's popularity with nineteenth-century evangelical Presbyterian 

preachers. The organ was a means of attracting younger churchgoers; it has been shown in the 

preceding chapters that young worshipers were attracted to the liturgical aesthetic of Episcopal 

worship in the late nineteenth century, an aesthetic which included the organ. The organ also had 

to ability to attract the un-churched because of its strong secular associations. Both associations 

helped evangelical preachers keep their churches full. Both associations caused serious concern 

for conservative Calvinists. 

The parallel between the introduction of the organ in the nineteenth century and the guitar 

in the twentieth century is striking. In the third quarter of the twentieth century, the guitar was 

considered inappropriate as an instrument for Presbyterian worship, just as the organ had been 

one hundred years earlier. The guitar in the twentieth century had a very strong association with 

secular music as well. Worship leaders often articulated the desire to attract or retain young 

worshipers by introducing guitars into worship, much the same way that nineteenth century 

worship leaders had introduced the organ in order to attract young people to church. The impulse 

to attract worshipers felt by twentieth-century preachers indeed comes out of the earlier, 

nineteenth-century evangelical impulse for effectual worship. The same basic impulse that led 

many Presbyterian churches to introduce the organ into their sanctuaries is what led those same 

235 Perhaps simply due to religious demographics at the time, there is much less concern in the literature about the 
organ’s Catholic associations than its Episcopalian associations. 
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churches to introduce guitars. There are many differences between Church of the nineteenth 

century and the twentieth century, and one should not take a simplistic view of the events which 

led to the introduction of organs and the guitar in their respective centuries. Nonetheless, the 

parallels between the two controversies are striking, and this author is inclined to believe that the 

comparison is appropriate. 

Developments in theology, organ building, liturgy, and architecture have interacted in 

complex ways to transform the worship of Presbyterian churches in the United States. While this 

treatise offers only case studies from three parishes, these parishes’ stories tell us much about 

American Presbyterian worship more broadly. These parishes’ stories help one understand how 

the organ has become a fixture in the worship of a denomination which for generations 

disallowed any instrumental music whatsoever. The story of Presbyterian worship in the United 

States is a story of change and diversity. It is certain that future generations will know further 

change and even greater diversity; whether or how the organ will figure into that new diversity 

remains to be seen. 
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