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Reformation Month –
Reformation Day - October 26th

Pastor’s Message…
Two of the greatest figures in the history of
Protestantism are John Calvin (1509-1564)
and John Wesley (1703-1791). They lived
two centuries apart, yet many of their ideas
about the church overlap. When we think of
music, however, the connection between
Calvin and Wesley seems far-fetched.
Calvin stuck to singing the psalms. Wesley
embraced hymns of the heart inspired by
scripture.

In the generation after Martin Luther, Calvin
led churches in France and Switzerland,
establishing the Reformed tradition that we
know well as Presbyterians. He promoted
the singing of psalms and other biblical texts
paraphrased as metrical poetry and sung to
elegant Renaissance tunes, the style of
Calvin’s time. The tunes were designed to fit
the meter of the French texts. Everyone –
adults and children – could easily learn these
psalms and could sing them in
worship, in the home, at work, and at play.
Thus the metrical psalms served as both
worship music and popular music for the
Reformed congregations. Calvin published
multiple editions of his Genevan Psalter and
encouraged all of his parishioners to own a
copy. The psalter was translated into
different languages and spread throughout
Europe. Next to the Bible, it was the most
printed book of the era.
Working nearly 200 years later, Wesley, the
founder of Methodism, championed the
practice of his brother Charles, Isaac Watts,
and others who took a freer approach to
psalm texts – interpreting them in the
language of the New Testament and
including poetry not based on scripture.
Emphasis shifted from preserving the
meaning of biblical words to expressing a
vivid personal piety. These texts were set to
a variety of tunes, some old and some
newer, some from England and some from
the continent. Both Calvin and the Wesley
brothers worked diligently to promote
congregational singing for worship and
devotion. Charles’ contribution was writing
hymn texts; he published over 6,000 during
his lifetime. Many of our most loved hymns
come from his pen, including “Hark! The
Herald Angels Sing,” “Love Divine, All
Loves Excelling,” and “O for a Thousand
Tongues to Sing.”

John Wesley surely had many favorite
hymns, but one stands out: “I’ll praise my
Maker while I’ve breath; and when my
voice is lost in death, praise shall employ
my nobler powers.” He sang the first two
verses just two days before he died, and he
tried to sing it again on his deathbed.
Moreover, during the last worship service he
led, Wesley handed out the hymn to his
congregation. This hymn was clearly
important to Wesley. The text, based on
Psalm 146, comes from Isaac Watts. Wesley
adapted and published it in 1736. It is in our
Hymnal as #253.
Verses 1 and 4 –
I’ll praise my Maker while I’ve breath
And when my voice is lost in death,
Praise shall employ my nobler powers.
My days of praise shall ne’er be past
While life and thought and being last,
Or immortality endures.
Verse 2
How happy they whose hopes rely
On Israel’s God who made the sky
And earth and seas with all their train;
Whose truth forever stands secure
Who saves the oppressed and feeds the poor,
And none shall find God’s promise vain.
Verse 3
The Lord pours eyesight on the blind;
The Lord supports the fainting mind
And sends the laboring conscience peace.
God helps the stranger in distress,
The widowed and the parentless,
And grants the prisoner sweet release.
The story of Wesley’s deathbed hymn grows
richer when it is viewed from its origin and
the colorful history of the tune is considered.
The hymn tune first appeared in 1525 in
Strasbourg, set to Psalm 119, attributed to
Matthäus Greiter, a German church
musician who became a Protestant in 1524.

It next appeared in 1539 set to Psalms 36
and 68 in John Calvin’s first printed musical
psalter.
Later in the 1500s in Germany, the tune was
paired with a text from 1525 by Sebald
Heyden of Nuremberg: “O Mensch, bewein’
dein’ Sünde gross” (O mankind, mourn your
great sins.)
This is surely a versatile tune. In the next
century parts of the tune appear in the
glorious German hymn “Lasst uns erfreuen,”
published in 1623. We sing this melody
often as “All Creatures of Our God and
King.” It appears in our Presbyterian
Hymnal as #455. The two tunes are
strikingly similar: the first phrases are
exactly the same, and other melodic ideas
are shared.
A coincidence seems unlikely since
borrowing from well-known earlier music
was a common practice. The tune came to
England in the later 16th century and was
paired with Psalm 113.
Finally, in the 18th century we come to John
Wesley and his use of Isaac Watt’s version.
The tune was adapted by John Wesley and
placed in his publication of “I’ll Praise My
Maker,” which is a shortened version of the
tune. Words and music work together
beautifully. It’s no wonder that Wesley’s
deathbed hymn has lasted through the
centuries and still appears in most hymnals,
including our Presbyterian Hymnal (No.
253).
As we remember the Reformation this
month, we can thank God for one of the
greatest legacies of the Reformers: our
congregational songs.

Ice Bucket Challenge
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at the Marlins Game
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