
Reflection for the Seventh Sunday after Trinity 

When you can’t get to sleep, what techniques do you use to help you drop off?  
Counting sheep?  No good, it doesn’t do it for me.  I have tried a number of 
techniques, and one I really rather like is trying to choose my desert island discs.  I’m 
not expecting to be invited on to the programme any day soon, but I do want to be 
ready in case it ever happens.  The reasons why the guests choose their discs is 
really fascinating and every time I listen to the programme, I am impressed by the 
power of music to evoke memories.  You probably can think of times in your life that 
you associate with a particular piece of music.  At our son’s wedding in Wimbledon 
over 20 years ago, a member of the choir there sang Ave Maria during the signing of 
the register, and the memory of hearing her soaring voice at such a significant family 
moment can still make me tingle. 

On my own list for the desert island, I am struck by how many of my likely choices 
would reflect our life in church and our practices of worship.  Years ago, I heard the 
gospel singer, Mahalia Jackson, sing the Lord’s Prayer and to this day, I am sure 
that would be one of my choices.  On the island, I may want to say the prayer 
regularly, but to sing along with a gospel singer would certainly make me feel a lot 
more comforted.  I am also surprised by the number of hymns I would like to include.  
When Norman regularly played our organ at Henshaw and Beltingham, he used to 
take a careful note when people told him about their favourite hymns, and he would 
try to include them from time to time.  I told him that I loved “Take my life and let it 
be, consecrated Lord to thee.”  It was written by Frances Havergal, a woman in frail 
health but whose active spiritual life encouraged many to turn to Jesus.  It is usually 
sung to a tune written by her father, himself a Vicar and prominent composer and 
hymn writer. 

One of the verses of the hymn says “Take my voice and let me sing, always, only for 
my King.”   Well, just at the moment, we can’t sing always only for our King.  And like 
me, you are probably missing singing hymns as an element of our services.  I have 
loved the Sunday morning Facebook service when Benjamin has included a couple 
of hymns, particularly if they are ones I know well, as I have really enjoyed the 
pleasure of singing at home, when no one was going to be looking askance at my 
somewhat tuneless voice.   

Given that we probably all look forward to the day when we can sing hymns again 
and enjoy the healing power of singing, now is a good time to look back on the 
history of hymn singing in our churches.  In our reading today, you heard that the 
Apostle Paul encouraged us to speak to one another with psalms, hymns and 
spiritual songs.  The word Hymn itself comes from the greek hymnos, meaning a 
song of praise. In the middle ages, chants or plainsong were in Latin and sung by 
monastic choirs.  It was a non conformist minister in England, Isaac Watts, born in 
1674, who began to encourage congregational singing.  He was a prolific writer of 
hymns – indeed our current hymnbook has 23 of his hymns in it.  His aim was to 
encourage people to sing from the heart, with great faith.  Many of his hymns were 
based on psalms or bible passages, such as “O God our help in ages past,” based 
on psalm 90.   

Then came another significant movement affecting the hymns in the church, with the 
brothers Charles and John Wesley and the Methodist movement.  Using simple 



rhythms and singable melodies, they wrote many of the best known hymns which are 
still very popular today – again reflected in the large number in our hymn books.  And 
the words of some of them reflect how important it is to sing the praise of our Lord.  
Try “O for a thousand tongues to sing my dear redeemer’s praise,”  just as one 
example.  

Composing hymns is still alive and well today  – we often sing hymns from living 
composers such as Timothy Dudley Smith.  one of my great favourites, and a 
definite for my desert island list is “Fill your hearts with joy and gladness, sing and 
praise your God and mine.”  The hymn which probably brought him to national 
prominence was  “ Tell out my soul”, which is a paraphrase of Mary’s song, the 
Magnificat. Bishop Dudley Smith is now 94, and still composing, and is truly well 
represented in our hymn book with 41 hymns.  I once had the great pleasure to sit 
next to him at a lunch, and when I asked him which was his own personal favourite 
of all the hymns he had composed, he said “whichever one I have just finished”.  

If you are a regular listener to Thought for the Day on Radio 4 you may have heard 
one of the regular contributors, John Bell of the Iona Community, and you may also 
have sung his worship song, “Will you come and follow me if I but call your name?”, 
written in 1987 and based on a passage from St Mark’s Gospel about Jesus calling 
his disciples to follow him.  The music for it is a Scottish folk tune known as 
Kelvingrove. 

Some of the wonderful healing power of singing has been demonstrated to us in 
recent times when Gareth Malone has created choirs in some very unlikely places, 
including a prison wing.  And some of the words associated with singing are 
especially comforting – singing in harmony for example.  So I am sure we will all look 
forward to the pleasure of praising the Lord in hymns when that part of our worship 
can recommence.  In the meantime, however, I will say for you the words of a hymn I 
didn’t know, by a living writer, Shirley Murray, but the text of which seems so apt.  It’s 
hymn 636 ........ if you would like to follow the text in the hymn book: 

For the music of creation,  

For the song your spirit sings.  

For the sound’s divine expression, 

Burst of joy in living things; 

God our God, the world’s composer 

Hear us, echoes of your voice 

Music is your art, your glory 

Let the human heart rejoice. 

 

Psalms and symphonies exalt you 

Drum and trumpet, string and reed, 



Simple melodies acclaim you, 

Tunes that rise from deepest need,  

Hymns of longing and belonging 

Carols from a cheerful throat 

Lilt of lullaby and love song 

Catching heaven in a note. 

 

All the voices of the ages 

In transcendent chorus meet, 

Worship lifting up the senses, 

Hands that praise and dancing feet; 

Over discord and division 

Music speaks your joy and peace, 

Harmony of earth and heaven, 

Song of God that cannot cease. 

 

So you won’t be surprised, that when the interviewer asks me which book I want to 
take to the desert island, along with the Bible and Shakespeare, I am quite likely to 
choose a copy of hymns Ancient and Modern, to sing the hymns I know well, and to 
profit from reading the words of those I don’t.  But I’m still stuck on which luxury to 
choose. 

Anne Galbraith 

 

Questions for reflection through the week 

• What is your favourite hymn? 

• What words of a hymn spring into your mind at unexpected times?  

• What might God be doing when this happens? 

 

 

 

 



 

 


