The Semantics of Salvation

by Diana Hardin 

     Hilary Clinton made the news again this week, not for her recent announcement that she would seek the presidency, but for something entirely different.  In a recent visit to Iowa, it seems Senator Clinton was caught on mic singing the National Anthem and getting the words wrong.  One conservative reporter commented on the fact that while this is significant in that it should cause some embarrassment for a presidential candidate and former First Lady to not know the words to our national hymn, more significant is the fact that any change to published words brings with it an intrinsic change in meaning.
     This reminded me of a recent Sabbath in which I noticed a change in lyrics to a familiar hymn being projected on screen for the audience to sing.  The change was simple, from “Hath” to “Has;” however, for the student of literature (or music) this should represent a significant problem.  Words bring with them a host of qualities, and for this reason, poets and musicians do not choose words lightly; they do not choose words simply because they are familiar or because they rhyme or fit.  With each word comes value not only in form but also in meaning.  Syntax, the formal way in which something is written, is understood to be much different from Semantics, in which a word derives meaning from history, tradition, and emotional response.
     If there is one thing lyricists and other poets know, even count on, is the “baggage” that comes with a particular choice of word.  Particular words bring with them particular connotations.  An archaic word may remind someone of a person, such as his great grandmother.  It may remind him of some historical event, like World War II.  Each of these are important because of the emotional response they elicit from the audience.  The overall goal of all writing is persuasion, and hymns are no different.  One of the elements defined by Aristotle as necessary for persuasion is pathos—passion or the emotional response of the audience.  In hymns the goal is to move the audience to feel an emotional response to their creator and God.  Any composer who is worth his weight in gold, then, will understand that the precise word is as important as the precise chord.  
     All of this is supremely important to me, because it encompasses who I am, a musician and a student of literature—a student of words.  In my world the idea of changing words in a worship service is not only plagiarism but downright wrong and irresponsible!  And because it is important to me, it threatens to interrupt my worship experience, to taint it.  I try to express the importance this has for me because I am fully aware that it probably has little importance to anyone else in the congregation.  In fact, I realize it is entirely possible that no one else may even have noticed, and anyone who did may have felt the change a small step in the right direction of making worship modern, real, and meaningful to generations newer than mine.  Why am I writing about this, then, because as I was ranting to my husband the other day I had an epiphany, of sorts:  At the center of this example is the idea of tolerance--and it hit me just like that, in the middle of my discussion!  Listen to this story told by Ellen White:
     “There were some who had capabilities to help the church but who needed first to set their own hearts in order. These one-idea men could see nothing except to press the one thing that presented itself to their minds.  Some . . . made their own ideas and notions a criterion, magnifying matters of little importance into tests of Christian fellowship, and binding heavy burdens upon others. Thus a spirit of criticism, fault-finding, and dissension had come in, which had been a great injury to the church.  And the impression was given to unbelievers that Sabbath-keeping Adventists were a set of fanatics and extremists, and that their peculiar faith rendered them unkind, uncourteous, and really unchristian in character. Thus the course of a few extremists prevented the influence of the truth from reaching the people” (Ev. 215.3).
     Does it offend my sensibilities when the word of a hymn is changed from “hath” to “has?”  Extremely!  Does it threaten my worship experience?  Absolutely!  Why?  Because Satan knows it is a part of me, and because it is a part of me, it is a part of my method of worship.  My response to hymns affects my response to God—which is, as I see it, the entire point of worship, and Satan wastes no time in reminding me.   Does my Salvation hinge upon the words I utter in praise, though?  Certainly not!  Does it mean that my church is headed on a path toward certain destruction?  Hardly!  Does this change (one of many in church literature and litany) keep me from receiving a blessing each Sabbath?  Only if I allow it!  Many people, from the pastors down to the laity, make it their business each week to provide us with worship services that are interesting and inspiring to many and yet distinctly Adventist in nature.  For that, I appreciate them.  I don’t want to be a “one-idea” girl, and for the sake of our church, neither should you.
