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In the contemporary landscape of liturgical music, the integration of secular stylistic elements into sacred contexts 

has evolved from a controversial experiment to a sophisticated discipline. Among the most successful embodiments 

of this synthesis is the FJH Sacred Piano Library, specifically the collection titled "A Smooth Jazz Christmas: 

Mellow Seasonal Favorites for the Piano," arranged by Roger House (catalog number FJH1401). This technical

exploration examines the harmonic architecture, pedagogical value, and liturgical implementation of these

advanced piano arrangements, providing a comprehensive guide for church pianists, educators, and advanced

students.

Theoretical Foundations of Jazz-Sacred Synthesis

The term "Smooth Jazz" in the context of solo piano literature implies more than just a relaxed tempo. It refers to a 

specific harmonic vocabulary derived from Post-Bop and West Coast Jazz, characterized by the frequent use of

extended chords (9ths, 11ths, and 13ths), quartal harmony, and chromatic substitution. When applied to traditional

Christmas carols—melodies that are often centuries old and rooted in diatonic simplicity—these jazz elements

create a sophisticated tension and release mechanism that resonates with modern congregations.

Harmonic Extensions and Color Tones

Traditional hymnody relies heavily on triadic structures (I, IV, V). In Roger House's arrangements, these triads are 

replaced with complex voicings that redefine the emotional resonance of the season. For example, a standard G 

major chord in a traditional carol might be re-harmonized as a Gmaj9(add13) or a G13(sus4). This adds "shimmer"

and "air" to the arrangement, a hallmark of the mellow seasonal sound.

The Role of Quartal Harmony

Unlike tertiary harmony (chords built in thirds), quartal harmony (chords built in fourths) provides a more open, 

ambiguous sound. In A Smooth Jazz Christmas, quartal voicings are utilized to bridge the gap between melodic

phrases, allowing the pianist to maintain a sense of forward motion without the heavy gravity of traditional dominant-

to-tonic resolutions.

Technical Analysis of the FJH Sacred Piano Library Series

The FJH Music Company has established a rigorous grading system for their publications. Understanding where A 

Smooth Jazz Christmas fits within this hierarchy is essential for repertoire selection and curriculum development. 

The series ranges from Early Elementary to Advanced, with FJH1401 sitting firmly at the Advanced level.



Product Code Title Difficulty Level Primary Application

FJH1401 A Smooth Jazz Christmas Advanced Preludes, Offertories, 
Concerts

FJH1410 Keys to Worship, Book 2 Early Elementary Student Training, Simple 
Service Music

FJH1424 Poor Wayfaring Stranger Early Advanced Thematic Recitals, Special 
Music

FJH1450 (Vol 1) Let All Things Now Living Early Advanced General Service Music

As demonstrated in the table above, the FJH1401 volume represents the pinnacle of the series' technical demands. 

The "Advanced" designation implies that the performer must possess not only high-level reading skills but also a 

nuanced understanding of syncopation, rubato, and internal voice leading.

Core Mechanics of the Arrangements

Roger House’s arrangements for the FJH Sacred Piano Libraryare distinguished by nine specific technical

workflows that define their "Smooth Jazz" identity. These mechanics are designed to transform the piano into a

multi-timbral instrument that mimics a small jazz ensemble.

1. Syncopated Rhythmic Motifs

One of the primary challenges for classical pianists transitioning to this style is the anticipation of the beat. House

frequently places melodic arrival points on the "and" of four or the "and" of two. This rhythmic displacement creates

the "swing" feel necessary for the genre, even when the tempo is marked as mellow or slow.

2. Walking Bass Lines and Pedal Points

In certain sections, the left hand assumes the role of a double bass. The use of pedal points(sustaining a single

bass note while the harmony changes above it) is particularly effective in creating the "mellow" atmosphere

described in the collection's subtitle. This technique is often used in the introduction and coda of the arrangements

to establish a tranquil mood.

3. Melodic Embellishment and Paraphrase

Rather than presenting the melody in its raw form, House uses melodic paraphrase. The core melody of a carol

like "Silent Night" or "The First Noel" remains recognizable, but it is decorated with grace notes, turns, and rhythmic

variations that reflect a jazz vocalist's approach to phrasing.

Liturgical Application: Integration into the Modern Service

For the church pianist, A Smooth Jazz Christmas serves as a functional tool for enhancing the seasonal 

atmosphere. The nine arrangements included in the book are specifically designed for two primary liturgical 

functions: Preludes and Offertories.

Service Planning Matrix

When selecting pieces from this collection, the pianist must consider the "energy" of the service. Smooth jazz is

inherently introspective and sophisticated, making it ideal for certain moments in the Advent and Christmas

calendar.



•  Prelude: Use the more expansive, atmospheric arrangements to signal a transition from the outside world into 

a sacred space. The extended harmonies provide a "blanket of sound" that facilitates meditation.

•  Offertory: The slightly more rhythmic and complex pieces work well during the collection of tithes, providing an 

engaging but non-distracting background that maintains the service's momentum.

•  Postlude (Quiet): While postludes are often loud and boisterous, a smooth jazz arrangement can be highly 

effective for candlelight services or Christmas Eve late-night liturgies.

Comparative Analysis: House vs. Tornquist vs. Bober

To understand the unique contribution of Roger House to the genre, it is helpful to compare his work with other

prominent arrangers of sacred jazz and contemporary piano music.



Arranger Stylistic Hallmark Technical Emphasis Target Demographic

Roger House Smooth Jazz / Fusion Complex Harmonies, 
Rhythmic Syncopation

Advanced / Professional

Carol Tornquist Contemporary Pop-Infused Lyrical Melodies, 
Arpeggiated 
Accompaniment

Intermediate to Advanced

Melody Bober Educational / Classical-
Hybrid

Clear Formal Structures, 
Pedagogical Progression

Early Elementary to Late 
Intermediate

While Carol Tornquist’s  Piano Christmas: Piano Solo Keepsake Edition provides a broad, accessible collection, 

Roger House’s work in the FJH Sacred Piano Libraryoffers a deeper dive into the technical nuances of jazz

theory, making it more suitable for those looking for a professional-grade performance piece.

Step-by-Step Guide to Practicing Advanced Jazz Arrangements

Approaching an advanced score like FJH1401requires a systematic method to ensure both technical accuracy and

stylistic authenticity. Use the following procedure to master the arrangements:

Step 1: Harmonic Reduction

Before attempting to play the piece with all its flourishes, analyze the chord progression. Identify the underlying ii-V-

I progressionsand secondary dominants. Understanding the "harmonic skeleton" allows the pianist to play with

more confidence and intent.

Step 2: Isolate the Left-Hand Groove

In smooth jazz, the left hand provides the rhythmic foundation. Practice the left-hand part alone with a metronome,

focusing on the "pocket." If the arrangement uses a walking bass line or a steady syncopated pattern, ensure it is

rock-solid before adding the right hand.

Step 3: Articulation and Touch

Smooth jazz requires a legato touchbut with clear articulation. Unlike the heavy, percussive attack of some

traditional jazz (like bebop), mellow jazz requires a softer, more rounded attack. Focus on "weight transfer" between

fingers to ensure the extended chords sound lush rather than clunky.

Step 4: Pedaling Technique

Proper pedaling is critical. Over-pedaling will muddy the complex 9th and 11th chords, while under-pedaling will 

make the arrangement sound dry and thin. Use syncopated pedaling(changing the pedal just after the beat) to

maintain clarity while sustaining the harmonic richness.

Troubleshooting Common Performance Challenges

Even advanced pianists may encounter specific hurdles when performing from A Smooth Jazz Christmas. Here are

common issues and their solutions:

The "Muddy" Chord Problem

Challenge: Low-register voicings sounding dissonant or unclear.Solution:Check the spacing of the left-hand

intervals. If the arrangement places a third or seventh too low on the keyboard, it can create acoustic interference.



In performance, you may need to slightly lighten the touch in the left hand to allow the right-hand melody and upper

extensions to ring out.

Rhythmic Rigidity

Challenge: The piece sounds "square" or too much like a march.Solution: Record yourself. Are you playing 

exactly on the beat? To achieve a smooth jazz feel, you often need to play "behind the beat" or with a subtle swing. 

Listen to jazz pianists like Bill Evans or George Shearingto internalize the relaxed rhythmic feel that Roger

House is emulating.

Managing Wide Hand Spans

Challenge: Advanced arrangements often feature large chords (10ths) or widely spaced voicings.Solution: If you 

cannot reach the interval comfortably, do not strain. Use a quick arpeggiation(rolling the chord) from the bottom

up, ensuring the top note aligns with the melody's rhythmic placement. This roll adds a stylistic "harp-like" quality

that fits the mellow jazz aesthetic.

The Pedagogy of Roger House's Arrangements

Beyond their use in church services, these pieces are invaluable for the private piano studio. For the advanced 

student, A Smooth Jazz Christmas serves as a gateway to understanding applied music theory. Unlike a

textbook, these arrangements show how extensions and substitutions function in a familiar melodic context.

Educational Objectives:

1.  Interval Recognition: Students learn to identify 7ths, 9ths, and 13ths quickly within a score.

2.  Rhythmic Independence: The interplay between a steady left-hand beat and a syncopated right-hand melody 

develops advanced coordination.

3.  Interpretation: Students are encouraged to use rubato and dynamic shading to convey the "mellow" mood, 

moving beyond mechanical reproduction of the notes.

Technical Specifications and Metadata

For librarians, retailers, and serious collectors, the following technical data identifies the specific edition and

provenance of this work:

•  Title: A Smooth Jazz Christmas: Mellow Seasonal Favorites for the Piano

•  Series: FJH Sacred Piano Library

•  Arranger: Roger House

•  ISBN-10: 1569393346

•  ISBN-13: 978-1569393345

•  Publisher: The FJH Music Company, Inc.

•  Catalog Number: FJH1401

•  Format: Softcover / Paperback

•  Pages: Approximately 31-32 pages of music content

The Broader Implications of Stylistic Diversity in Sacred Music

The success of Roger House’s A Smooth Jazz Christmas reflects a larger trend in the 21st-century church: the 

move toward musical pluralism. By embracing the "Smooth Jazz" idiom, church musicians are able to reach a

diverse demographic that may find traditional, strictly diatonic hymnody less engaging. This collection does not

sacrifice the reverence of the season; instead, it uses the sophistication of jazz to invite deeper reflection on the



familiar themes of Christmas.

As we have seen through this technical analysis, the arrangements in the FJH Sacred Piano Libraryare not

merely "jazz-lite" versions of carols. They are meticulously crafted pieces of music that require a high level of

technical proficiency and theoretical understanding. Whether used as a teaching tool for advanced students or as a

centerpiece for a Christmas Eve service, Roger House's work stands as a testament to the enduring power of the

piano to bridge the gap between the sacred and the contemporary. Through the careful application of harmonic

extensions, syncopated rhythms, and thoughtful voice leading, the church pianist can transform a standard holiday

program into a profound aesthetic experience that honors both the tradition of the season and the artistry of the

jazz genre.
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