A Wesley hymn supplement

Like most Church Councils, we have been considering whether to  replace our stock of Hymns and Psalms by Singing the Faith.  We have decided to do so.  It is important that our hymnody be renewed at regular intervals to take account of new material and changing tastes,  It has also been of great value to the fellowship and cohesion of  the Methodist people when they have, literally, been “singing from the same hymn sheet”, in the shape of the book currently approved by the Conference.  And, having carefully considered the content of Singing the Faith we are happy to find that it includes many hymns which will help to sustain and enrich our worship.

Were that to be our only resource, however, we have to confess that we should feel a serious lack.  The omissions from our earlier collections include some of the very greatest contributions to Christian hymnody, in particular among those of Charles Wesley.  His 156 hymns in Hymns and Psalms (themselves successively reduced from earlier books) have been cut to 79.  But it is not simply, or most importantly, a matter of counting numbers. A high proportion of the losses are Wesley at his incomparable best, including such gems as “God of almighty love”, “God of unexampled grace”, “Jesus, we look to thee”, “See, Jesus, thy disciples see” and “With glorious clouds encompassed round”, to mention just a tiny, almost random, sample. 

We believe that the case for preserving this heritage, and not just in libraries or as a devotional resource, is overwhelming.  The singing of Wesley's hymns is one of the defining hallmarks of Methodism, arguably the most characteristic; the song in which Methodism was born was overwhelmingly his.  A distinctive Methodist theology may be difficult to formulate in systematic terms, but is expressed with unmatched fluency and power in Wesley's verse. Moreover he remains the greatest hymn writer in the English language, old or new, and if we Methodists do not sing his hymns we shall be depriving the rest of Christendom of that irreplaceable gift. 

Rather than keep our bulky and deteriorating copies of Hymns and Psalms our Church Council has decided to meet this need by printing and using a compact supplement to  Singing the Faith.  We anticipate that it will contain some 100 to 120 hymns.  The core will consist of the best of the missing Charles Wesley hymns from Hymns and Psalms, but there will also be one or two of John's, a few other missing classics, and perhaps some Wesley from earlier collections or with restored tunes or words.

We shall be doing that in any event for our own use.  The purpose of this letter is to enquire whether other local churches are interested in obtaining such a supplement, so that if they are we can plan for an extended print run.  If numbers are reasonably substantial we should hope to be able to cover costs at a very modest price – we hope less than £10 per copy, plus packing and postage.  All copies will be with full music.   

If you are interested, please write or e-mail to John Hicks at 17 Montagu Square, London W1H 2LE or john.hicks@montagusquare.net, with the number of copies you would expect to take up.  At that stage there will be no legal obligation on either side, but we naturally need to know that your intentions are firm and considered, as are ours.
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