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Preface

you are holding an unusual hymnal! The texts here are not grouped by 
theme, season of the year, or order of worship. Rather, they are presented 
in chronological order by text, beginning with a sampling of Old Testament 
psalms and continuing right up to songs written in the past few years. Pag-
ing through this book, then, is like taking a 3000 year journey through the 
songs of God’s people. 

This volume is part of a series of song collections co-published by the 
Calvin Institute of Christian Worship and Faith Alive Christian Resources. 
It is our hope that this particular collection will be useful in the Christian 
community in at least the following ways:

as an ecumenical source to access the rich heritage of Christian hymns •	
for congregations who wish to supplement their own tradition of 
hymnody.
as a compact collection of great hymns to sing during their personal, •	
family, or small group devotions.
as a supplement to the academic study of church history, historical •	
and systematic theology, pastoral ministry, and hymnology.
as a vehicle for the Christian Reformed Church in north America and •	
the Reformed Church in America to dialogue about which hymns 
should be part of their forthcoming bi-denominational hymnal. This 
anthology may also be a useful resource for other hymnal commit-
tees when they consider which classic hymns bind Christians together 
across denominational lines. 

This collection was formulated by examining various lists of “core” 
hymnody. such lists are based, in part, on descriptive statistical tabulations 
of which hymns appear most often in recent north American and British 
English-language hymnals for Roman Catholics and Protestants. The lists 
are also based on prescriptive suggestions from hymnologists and theolo-
gians about which are the “great” hymns of the Christian tradition, even if 
they’re not always the most popular ones.

This anthology includes a rich variety of hymn tunes: those that are 
based on plainchant, folk melodies, historic psalm tunes, and musical set-
tings uniquely composed for a specific text, as well as hymn tunes drawn 
from a large variety of classic and contemporary hymnals published for 
Protestant and Roman Catholic use.

One of the most fascinating aspects of hymnody is how a specific text and 
its tune are “wed,” as in many cases a hymn text may appear in different 
hymnals with a variety of tunes. yet it is also the case that certain texts are in-
separably paired with certain tunes, such as happened to a number of hymns 
first published in important British collections such as Hymns Ancient and 
Modern or the English Hymnal. Virtually every Christian sings “Holy, Holy, 
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Holy, Lord God Almighty” to the nICAEA tune, but there is less consensus 
on which tune belongs to “When I survey the Wondrous Cross.” This col-
lection offers the union of texts and tunes that are most common in north 
America for most hymns, but there may be some  surprises or novel matches.

Finding Your Way 
The Order
As previously mentioned, this hymnal is organized in chronological order, 
beginning with settings of a few Old Testament psalm texts and new 
Testament canticles, so as not to divorce them completely from the heri-
tage of hymnody. Then follows early and medieval Christian hymnody, 
hymns from the Protestant Reformation, from the great hymn authors 
of the  eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in England, and from mostly 
 nineteenth-century sources in the United states. The collection ends with 
two groups of English-language hymns from the twentieth century; the 
most contemporary text in this hymnal dates from 2006. Words or music 
credits followed by P.D. are in the public domain.

It was our thought that printing these hymns in chronological sequence 
would help identify the historical development of Christian hymnody over 
some three thousand years. An index in the back of this collection provides 
ready access to its contents in alphabetical order.

Song Titles
For those not well-versed in hymnological details, we offer the following 
explanations. Hymn-text titles are usually drawn from the opening line 
of text, or sometimes from a key phrase in a refrain. In the latter case we 
provide both titles on the page and in the index. As is customary, the author 
or source of each text is identified, as is the composer, arranger, or source for 
the tune in each case. Our additional notes give extra details for each hymn, 
offering a glimpse of its historical or performance context. Full commentary 
on the textual and musical history of each hymn can be found in a variety of 
hymnal handbooks or companions and increasingly on www.hymnary.org.

The Meter
What is less well-known is that hymn texts, like traditional poetry, have 
historically been written in meter—that is, with fixed patterns of phrase 
lengths and accents. Thus each hymn has a mathematical identifier. For 
 example, “88 88” means each stanza of that hymn has four lines and each 
line contains eight syllables. “8787 D” means there are alternating lines of 
eight and seven syllables in an eight-line or double stanza.

What these mathematical descriptors do not tell, however, is the accent 
pattern. Many hymn texts have a metrical pattern that is either trochaic 
(a series of strong/weak accents) or iambic (a series of weak/strong  accents). 
There are other more complicated patterns, and sometimes a hymn is in-
consistent in its phrase lengths or accents. Thus a text that has 86 86 phrase 
lengths could be sung to various tunes that correspond to this 86 86 structure; 
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however, the accent pattern of the text must always correspond to the accent 
pattern of the music. A metrical index is provided in the back of this hymnal. 

Hymn texts almost always exhibit rhyme; this enables and promotes 
memorization. Rhyming patterns such as abab, abcb, and aabb are com-
monly found. One reason “great” hymns attain their classic status and 
merit continuing inclusion in modern hymnals is their incorporation of 
direct biblical phrases and/or allusions to biblical text into the language of 
the hymn. This collection of hymns is accompanied by an online biblical 
index and a topical index available at www.hymnary.org.

Tune Names
Hymn tunes are named, and by convention their names are spelled in up-
percase letters. For example, “sT. AnnE” is the name of the tune associated 
with the text “O God, Our Help in Ages Past.” Hymn tune names often bear 
some historical significance, but are sometimes assigned quite arbitrarily or 
mysteriously, it seems, by either the composer or a hymnal editor. There is a 
hymn tune index in the back of this collection, and there is a chronological 
index of hymn tunes online.

Song Notes
song notes for each hymn are found at the end of the song and are included 
to suggest something of their literary, theological, musical, and pastoral im-
portance. There are even a few hymns in this collection that merit inclusion 
for their historical significance or popularity, but which fail the test of “great-
ness” in the judgment of the compilers and deserve critical commentary. 
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Words: Ambrose of Milan (4th c.); tr. composite, P.D.  88 88
Music: Trier manuscript (15th c.); adapt. Michael Praetorius (1609), P.D. PUER nOBIs

Wrapped in imagery of light and the Trinity, this is a famous morning hymn, penned in Latin by Ambrose, the 
bishop of Milan, who was a strong proponent of congregational song. The German melody was used by Praetorius 
in his Musae Sioniae (1609) for a Christmas carol that in English became “Unto Us a Boy Is Born;” a slightly differ-
ent harmonization is used for “That Easter Day with Joy Was Bright” (25).

2nD - 16TH CEnTURy: AnCIEnT AnD MEDIEVAL HyMns
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Words: Isaac Watts (1707), P.D. 88 88
Music: Lowell Mason (1824), P.D. HAMBURG

Watts’ text is a memorably concise sung sermon on the meaning of Christ’s atonement, originally published 
among a group of hymns for the Lord’s supper in his Hymns and Spiritual Songs (1707). Many hymnals offer 
 Mason’s meditative chant-derived tune for this text; other hymnals provide ROCKInGHAM as a more dramatic 
tune for these powerful words.

18TH CEnTURy GREATs: WATTs, WEsLEy, nEWTOn, AnD COWPER
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Words: trad. English carol; Davies Gilbert’s Some Ancient Christmas Carols (1823), alt., P.D. irregular
Music: trad. English melody; William sandy’s Christmas Carols, Ancient and Modern (1833); THE FIRsT nOEL 

harm. John stainex (1871), P.D.

EARLIER 19TH CEnTURy EUROPEAn HyMns
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not unlike the art on many Christmas cards, this British carol unabashedly fuses the shepherds, the star, and the 
Magi. Regardless of that error and the high melody line, it is a popular carol sung with great sentiment in many 
Christmas and Epiphany services.

EARLIER 19TH CEnTURy EUROPEAn HyMns

The First Noel

Classic Hymnal
10/1/2009;  4:56 PM
Page 2

5  Then entered in those wise men three,
    full reverently upon their knee,
    and offered there in his presence
    their gold, and myrrh, and frankincense.
    Refrain

6  Then let us all with one accord
    sing praises to our heavenly Lord,
    who has made heaven and earth of naught,
    and with his blood our life has bought.
    Refrain



Words: Henry Van Dyke (1911), alt., P.D. 87 87 D
Music: Ludwig van Beethoven (1824); arr. Edward Hodges (1864), P.D. HyMn TO JOy

Inspired by Beethoven’s choral symphony no. 9 (which uses the “Ode to Joy” text by schiller) and by the Berk-
shire mountains in Massachusetts, van Dyke transformed schiller’s humanistic poem into a hymn of joy to God. 
The original phrase “brother-love binds man to man” in stanza 4 has been much altered in modern hymnals.

EARLIER 20TH CEnTURy HyMns
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Words: Bert Polman (2006) © 2006 Faith Alive Christian Resources 87 87 D
Music: John Wyeth’s Repository of Sacred Music, Part II (1813), P.D. nETTLETOn

HyMns sInCE 1950
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Written by an editor of this volume, this text was chosen as the first-place winner in a hymn search for the 150th 
anniversary of the Christian Reformed Church in 2007, and then united with nETTLETOn, a lively melody from 
Wyeth’s camp meeting songbook.

HyMns sInCE 1950
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