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Abstract

German Hymnwriter Paul Gerhardt (1607—1676), often described as the
most important Lutheran hymnwriter other than Martin Luther, has had
an impact in America. His hymns helped shape the faith and ministry of
Henry Melchior Muhlenberg (1711—1787), often described as the “father” of
the Lutheran church in America. His hymns helped Lutherans to face the
crisis of World War 1. Since the eighteenth century Gerhardt hymns have
appeared in North American Lutheran hymnals. Even today they appear in
both Lutheran hymnals and the hymnals of other Christian groups. Lutherans
observed the 300th anniversary of his birth in 1907 with celebrations for laity
and clergy featuring Gerhardt’s hymns. Many articles in church periodicals
described Gerhardt and his hymns. The 4ooth anniversary of his birth in 2007
gained some attention, in church publications and academic conferences, but
generally less attention than in 1907.

aul Gerhardt (1607—76) 1s commonly acknowledged as, after
Martin Luther, the greatest hymnwriter of the Lutheran tradi-
tion." The author of over 100 hymns, many still sung today, his life
was marked by many difficulties, including confessional strife lead-
ing to the loss of his call in Berlin* as well as the deaths of his wife
and four children. Yet “the quality of his hymns in terms of both
poetry and doctrine has impressed them upon the hearts and minds
of all who share in his Lutheran confessional heritage.”? In 2007 we
marked not only the gooth anniversary of the birth of Paul Ger-
hardt but also the 4ooth anniversary of the first continuous English
settlement in what is now the United States, namely, Jamestown,
Virginia. Much has changed in the intervening 400 years! What has
been (and 1s) the reception, influence, and impact of Paul Gerhardt
in America?
Even if one could count the number of times his hymns have been
sung by American Lutherans and Christians in America in general,
one could not adequately gauge his impact. This essay is an attempt
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to approach the questions of Gerhardt’s reception and influence in
several ways. First, it will look at how Gerhardt’s hymns have func-
tioned to shape personal faith and ministerial practice among Amer-
ican Lutherans. Second, it will give an overview of the occurrence
of Gerhardt’s hymns in some hymnals used among Lutherans and
other Christian groups. Third, it will examine how the 300th anni-
versary of Gerhardts birth in 1907 was observed by Lutherans in
America. Fourth, it will describe briefly how the 4ooth anniversary
of his birth was celebrated in 2007.

Gerhardt’s Impact on Personal Faith, Pastoral Practice,
and Reaction to Crisis

This essay will first consider Gerhardt’s reception and effect by
looking at Henry Melchior Muhlenberg (1711—87), a pastor and
leader of Lutherans who came in the first wave of immigration.
Then it will look at how Lutherans in the second wave of immi-
gration used Gerhardt’s hymns during the First World War to offer
consolation and hope.

Henry Melchior Muhlenberg, born in Einbeck in Lower Saxony
in 1711 and sent out from Halle in 1742 to be a pastor to German
Lutherans in Pennsylvania, is generally recognized as the “father” of
the Lutheran Church on American soil. While Lutherans had been
present for about 100 years in North America, congregations were
scattered, many Lutheran immigrants had no church connection,and
pastors were few. Muhlenberg travelled extensively through colonial
Pennsylvania and parts of other colonies. He organized congregations
and helped organize the first Lutheran synod in North America, the
Pennsylvania ministerium. He never returned to Europe. During his
forty-five years in America, he kept a journal and also sent regular
reports to Halle.

An examination of Henry Melchior Muhlenberg’s journals and
his correspondence reveals that his piety was deeply shaped by
German hymnody. Quotations from and allusions to many hymns—
not only those by Paul Gerhardt—are frequent.* Perhaps the most
moving example from the journals is the account of the death of
his five-year-old son, Enoch, in 1764.The entry for February 16, 1764
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records that for the sick boy “the best restorative was to sit on his
father’s or his mother’s lap and to hear them tell him, in accord
with his little understanding, about the loving Savior and heaven
and blessedness. When we sang several stanzas of the powerful Halle
hymns for him, he expressed his sorrow that he could not sing with
us, but showed his joy nevertheless.”” Muhlenberg continued,

Near 10 o’clock, when I had him on my lap for the last time and was about
to put him back in bed, he lovingly kissed me good-bye, and after both of his
parents had sung the hymn, “Breit aus die Fliigel beyde, O Jesu mein Freude,
etc.” he fell quietly asleep in his Redeemer upon whose all-holy merit he had
been baptized.’

The line is from the Gerhardt hymn “Nun ruhen alle Wilder,” trans-
lated in American hymnals as “Now all the Woods are Sleeping,”
or “Now Rest beneath Night’s Shadow.” It is the beginning of the
verse meant especially for children: “Lord Jesus, since you love me,
now spread your wings above me and shield me from alarm.Though
Satan would devour me, your angels shall sing o’er me: “This child
of God shall meet no harm.”® In the long list of hymns cited in
Mubhlenberg’s journals, Gerhardt’s hymns are frequent. The first stanza
of “Befiehl du deine Wege” (“Entrust your way”)7 is referred to at
least nine times.*

Muhlenberg’s correspondence gives additional evidence of how
hymnody—and especially Gerhardt’s hymns—shaped his approach
to ministry and his own life in faith.® Muhlenberg used Gerhardt’s
hymnody to console himself in moments of uncertainty both in his
ministry and his personal life. He also used that hymnody to console
others, and, by teaching Gerhardt’s hymns to children, helped to
shape the faith of others.

Mubhlenberg cited the Gerhardt hymn “Entrust your way” in a
letter written March 17, 1743 to Halle. He complained about an 1ill-
ness hindering his work and stated, “What purpose it serves, that
only our dear God knows best. He does not need me and can also do
his work without me. He has a way amidst the ways, he never lacks
the means.”” The last sentence is a quotation from the fourth stanza
of “Entrust your ways.” He cited the same hymn in March of 1777
when he recorded the trials of living in Pennsylvania in time of war
and the fact that he could not leave his wife alone due to her epilepsy.
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Without a doubt Pennsylvania this time will be the field of war and experi-
ence unheard of cruelties. I am weak and miserable and do not myself know
what to do about our sick Mama. What do my dearest friends advise? Can I
with a good conscience leave Philadelphia and go to Virgina, when the misery
here becomes greatest? Wouldn't it then be said that the hireling sees the wolf
coming and flees? I cannot do anything more, and what is the worst, I may
hardly ever leave Mama alone, because of her illness, and cannot conveniently
take her where there is danger or even just disorder and noise. So it may also
be said here: Entrust your way . . ."'

Mubhlenberg used Gerhardt hymns to comfort others in distress.
A 1783 letter to a friend gives evidence of this. After reporting on
the epileptic seizures of his own wife and the continued failures
of doctors and medicines to help, Muhlenberg cited the final line
“Everything has its time; God’s love is eternal,” (“Alles Ding wir’t
seine Zeit; Gottes Lieb in Ewigkeit!”) from the Gerhardt hymn “Sollt
ich meinem Gott nicht singen?” (“Should I not praise my God”)."
He then went on to express his regret about the condition of the
addressee’s wife. He referred to the Gerhardt hymn “Warum sollt ich
mich denn grimen” (“Why should I then grieve”) and quoted from
the fourth verse “when he sends me a cross to bear . . ” (“schikt er
mir ein Creutz zu tragen . . .”) and ended with “etc.” Muhlenberg’s
sometimes fragmentary references to hymns (ending with etc.) indi-
cate he assumed that his correspondents would know the hymns
themselves and thus be able to complete the thought.

That Muhlenberg used the hymns of Paul Gerhardt to instruct
others in the Christian faith is evidenced by a 1784 letter to him from
his son Gotthilf (also a pastor). The younger Muhlenberg reported
that he visited a very sick young woman who, regretting the sins
of her youth, was now struggling with her past and was practically
without hope but earnestly sought grace. Gotthilf had with great
effort endeavored to show her that the Spirit was working on her,
otherwise she would have no desire for grace.

At the end she was quite open and two days before her end she said joyfully
to me: I have found Jesus! She complained before and after frequently about
the temptations of the devil and the verse “Lord Jesus since you love me Now
spread your wings above me” etc. was her chief weapon against this. This stanza
she had learned when she was eight years old, that is, 14 years ago, from you in
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children’s instruction, and now again it should be blessed. Be consoled when
our teaching office does not immediately bear fruit—it comes certainly—and
eternity will reveal it!"3

Gerhardt’s hymns helped shape both Muhlenberg’s personal faith
and his pastoral practice.’* Muhlenberg’s great love of Gerhardt’s
hymns would show itself again when he selected the hymns for the
first Lutheran hymnal produced in America, to which this essay
will return.

In World War I the hymns of Paul Gerhardt played a role in pro-
viding consolation and encouragement to German-Americans. A
number of articles in Der Lutheraner, the German-language periodi-
cal of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (LCMS) aimed at laity,
show this. In the first issue of 1918 a devotional article titled “Fear
not” (“Fiirchte dich nicht!”)" reviews many Bible verses which say
“Fear not!” and comments “Also the faithful of our dear Evangeli-
cal-Lutheran Church were free from fear of the world, her hostility,
her dangers, and her oppression. So sings . . . Paul Gerhardt ‘Unver-
zagt und ohne Grauen’ (‘Unshrinking and without fear’).”' The
article cites the entire stanza from “Why should I then grieve?”

In the June 4, 1918 issue the lead article is “Our Treasury of hymns
in this time of War.”'7 The article begins by declaring “Time of Suf-
fering—Time of Blessing! (“Leidenszeit—Segenszeit!”) It is won-
derful how war and the suffering of war teach us to pay attention to
the Word.”™ The article reviewed the LCMS hymnal, highlighting
those songs most appropriate in time of war. It declared: “The most
wonderful of our wonderful hymns originated in the early and dif-
ficult years of the Reformation century and in the great time of
suffering of the Thirty-Years War. At that time they comforted and
lifted up thousands and thousands of people. Even today they prove
their power.”"?

The article continued with “a brief journey through our hymnal”
and pointed to “some of the especially beautiful and suitable hymns
and hymn stanzas.”

It is entirely natural, that one in the times of sufferings reaches for the so-called
hymns of faith, cross and consolation. What a treasury our hymnal shows!
We name only the incomparably beautiful hymn by Paul Gerhardt Nr. 355:
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“Entrust Your Way” that again and again proves its effective power, along with
Nr. 366 “If God Himself Be for Me, I May a Host Defy,” Nr. 375: “Why should
I then grieve” .. ">

The article recommends different hymns, including many Gerhardt
hymns, for difterent purposes. While discussing “proper fervent songs
of prayer” (“rechte, innige Gebetslieder”) the article comments

Even many festival hymns belong here, especially stanzas 8 through 14 of the
New Year’s hymn Nr. s4: “Now Let Us Come Before the Lord.” This is an
incomparable prayer in time of war, from which one can take closing verses for
the worship service. No one can do it better than what Paul Gerhardt here has
expressed based on the experiences of the Thirty-Years War.>!

A brief'item titled “From a soldier’s letter” (“Aus einem Soldaten-
briet”) in the November 5, 1918 issue of Der Lutheraner illustrates
the use of Paul Gerhardt by soldiers,

A soldier wrote from the battlefield to his family: “How thankful I am to my
mother, that she taught me to pray . . . when the bullets zing to the left and
right, when comrades beside me fall, then one sees, how small one is, and one

learns to pray and trust God. How often the hymn ‘Entrust your way . . . has

given me consolation!”??

In the first issue after the end of the war, Der Lutheraner placed
on its front page a headline “Hymn of Thanks for the Announce-
ment of Peace” (“Danklied fiir die Ankiindigung des Friedens”) and
printed stanzas 1 through 3 and 6 of Gerhardt’s hymn “Praise God!
Now Rings forth . . 7 (“Gottlob! Nun ist erschollen”).>* However
the first stanza was changed so that the appeal “O Deutschland”
(“Oh Germany!”) in the third line became a reference to “O God’s
people” (“O Gottesvolk™): “Arise take down your lyre. O people of
God, sing songs of high praise.”**

The period of American involvement in World War I was a very
difficult one for German-Americans and a time in which they in
many respects had to deny or reject their German heritage. The
pages of Der Lutheraner ofter evidence that the hymns of Paul Ger-
hardt provided consolation and hope for both soldier and civilian at
this time. Ironically, they give no indication that the hymns of Paul
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Gerhardt were probably also used by the enemy, German soldiers
and civilians, for the same purpose in the same war.

North American Lutheran Hymnals

Another perspective on Paul Gerhardt’s reception is the presence
of his hymns in American hymnals. A complete survey of this would
have to include the numerous hymnals in many languages used by
Lutherans and/or published by Lutheran synods over the past 370
years. This is too broad a task for the scope of this essay, so an over-
view that highlights relevant trends will have to suffice.

The first Lutherans in North America came from Sweden, the Neth-
erlands, and Germany in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
They brought with them and used the hymnals of their homelands.
Two of the most popular,® were various editions of the “Vollstandiges
Marburger Gesang-Buch” and the Pietist hymnal of Johann Anasta-
sius Freylinghausen published in Halle, known respectively as the
“Marburg hymnal” and the “Halle book.”2% The first English language
hymnal known to be used by Lutherans in North America was the
Psalmodia Germanica translated and compiled by John Christian Jacobi,
organist at St. James’ Palace, London.?” Eight hymns by Gerhardt
appeared in the first edition in 1722.2*

The first official hymnal produced by a Lutheran synod in Amer-
ica was the Erbauliche Lieder-Sammlung published by the Pennsyl-
vania Ministerium in 1786.?° In 1782 the 35th convention of the
Evangelical Lutheran Ministerium in North America unanimously
resolved to have a new hymnbook printed. The committee edit-
ing the hymnal was instructed “Not to omit any of the old stan-
dard hymns, especially of Luther and Paul Gerhard.”3° With Henry
Melchior Muhlenberg as chair, a committee decided on the hymns.
The Halle hymnal “provided both the pattern for the arrangement
of the hymnal as well as the source for the bulk of the hymnody
itselt.”3" The Erbauliche Lieder-Sammlung in its first edition of 1786
had 706 hymns of which 37 were Gerhardt hymns.?* Gerhardt’s
hymns comprised over % of the hymnal. Looked at another way, it
contained over one-quarter of the hymns Gerhardt wrote.
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The growing influence of rationalism and unionism had an impact
on hymnals in the early nineteenth century. Das Gemeinschaftli-
che Gesangbuch, zum gottesdienstlichen Gebrauch der Lutherischen und
Reformierten Gemeinden in Nord-America appeared in 1817. Of 494
hymns, only one was by Luther and eleven by Gerhardt.’¥ One
twentieth-century scholar commented, “the incapacity of the editors
was revealed . . . in the omission of the classic hymns of the church
and the insertion of weak and frivolous hymns . . ”3 In 1828 the
General Synod, a loose federation of almost all Lutheran synods
then present in the United States, published an English-language
hymnbook, Hymmns, selected and original, for public and private worship.
This hymnal reflected less the influence of rationalism and more the
influence of American revivalism. Revised several times, the 1850
edition included approximately 1,000 hymns but only three by Paul
Gerhardt.?

By the mid-nineteenth century the confessional movement in
Germany was also influencing the descendants of the first wave of
Lutheran immigrants, still located primarily on the East Coast of
the United States.3® Lutherans began to produce both English and
German-language hymnals that contained more hymns of Gerhardt.
One example: The General Council’s Kirchenbuch of 1877 contained
44 Gerhardt hymns of a total of 595.37 Instead of providing further
details on the hymnals produced in the nineteenth century by the
descendants of the first wave of Lutheran immigrants, this essay will
rather concentrate on the effects of the second wave of immigration.

The new wave of immigration from northern Europe that began
in about 1840 and extended until the beginning of World War [
brought Paul Gerhardt to America in several languages. Lutheran
immigrants from Norway, Denmark, Sweden, Finland, and Ger-
many came primarily to the Midwest and Northwest but also to
few places on the East Coast. They formed a number of Lutheran
synods and published a number of hymnals. Initially these immi-
grants used hymnals they brought with them from their homelands.
A hymnal was one of the books most likely to be in immigrant
baggage. Paul Gerhardt came to America in many languages during
this period. Immigrants who remained Lutheran in North Amer-
ica (many became adherents of other Christian groups or left the
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church completely) usually attended worship services in their mother
tongues and formed ethnic synods. These synods published hym-
nals, first in the mother tongue and then, as immigrant children
demanded English resources, in English. A few used hymnals (either
in English or German) printed by the Lutheran groups that had
been in North America longer. Because of the variety of hymnals
available (each congregation made its own decision on what hym-
nals to acquire) and because we do not know how often a particular
hymn was actually sung, it is difficult to get a clear picture of Ger-
hardt’s reception during this period.

Rather than review these hymnals comprehensively, mention will
be made of several to give an impression of the availability of Ger-
hardt’s hymnody. When Norwegian immigration began in the mid-
nineteenth century, many Norwegian immigrants used a hymnal edited
by Magnus Landstad (1802—1880).3® This hymnal was republished in
the Norwegian language in America with added hymns many times in
the following decades. An 1898 version has sixteen hymns attributed
to Paul Gerhardt.? In 1915 the synod of Finnish-American Luther-
ans published a hymnal in Finnish. It contained fourteen hymns by
Gerhardt. #° In 1884 Svenska Psalm-Boken,*' a hymnal used by the
Swedish-American Augustana Synod, was published. It contained at
least two hymns attributed to Gerhardt. When the same synod pub-
lished an English language hymnal in 1901, it contained ten Gerhardt
hymns.** Its 1925 hymnal* described Paul Gerhardt as the “greatest
of German and Lutheran hymnwriters”#* and contained nine of his
hymns. Two Danish synods published an English-language hymnal in
1927; it has seven entries by Gerhardt. 4 The new wave of German
immigration resulted in the formation of several new synods in the
mid-nineteenth century. Named for geographic locations—for ex-
ample, the Missouri synod, the lowa synod—but extending beyond
them, these synods, located predominantly in the Midwest, were
heavily influenced by the confessional movement in Germany. The
hymnals they developed reflected a return to the hymnic heritage of
This emphasis continued
when these synods began publishing English-language hymnals.*” For

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.*°

example, the lowa Synod’s Wartburg Hymnal of 1918 contained fifteen
Gerhardt hymns of a total of 375 hymns.*®
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Lutherans published three important English (American) language
hymnals in the first decades of the twentieth century. All three offered
a fairly large number of Gerhardt hymns. Several Norwegian-Amer-
ican synods published the Lutheran Hymnary in 1913, the first major
English-language hymnbook among Norwegian-Americans. It had
eighteen entries attributed to Gerhardt (of 618 total).* The Common
Service Book of the Lutheran Church with Hymnal was published in
1917 by three synods that represented chiefly the descendants of the
first wave of Lutheran immigration.’® Of 78 hymns, fifteen were
attributed to Gerhardt. By comparison, only seven are attributed
to Martin Luther. Three synods founded by German immigrants
(Iowa, Ohio, and Buffalo) cooperated to produce a hymnal that was
intended to include the classic hymns of all ethnic traditions present
in America. This American Lutheran Hymnal of 1930 contained eigh-
teen hymns attributed to Gerhardt (of a total 650 hymns).>" All three
of these contained the following Gerhardt hymns: “How Shall I
Receive You” (“Wie soll ich dich empfangen,”) “All My Heart This
Day Rejoices” (“Fréhlich soll mein Herze springen,”) “Immanuel,
to Thee We Sing” (““Wir singen dir, Immanuel,”) “O Sacred Head
Now Wounded” (“O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden,”) “O Enter Lord
Thy Temple” (“Zeuch ein zu deinen Toren,”) “If God Himself Be for
Me” (“Ist Gott fiir mich so trete,”) “Entrust Your Way” (“Befiehl du
deine Wege,”) “Now Rest Beneath Night’s Shadows” (“Nun ruhen
alle Wilder,”) and “A Pilgrim and a Stranger” (“Ich bin ein Gast
auf Erden”). The following appear in two of the three: “O World,
See Here Suspended,” (“O Welt, sieh hier dein Leben”), “The Sun
Ascending” (“Die giildne Sonne”),“O Jesus Christ, My Most Beau-
tiful Light” (“O Jesu Christ, mein schonstes Licht”), “Why Should
I Then Grieve,” (“Warum sollt ich mich denn grimen?”), “O You
Sweetest Joy” (“O du allerstiszste Freude!”), “O Lord, I Sing with
Voice and Heart” (“Ich singe dir mit Herz und Mund”), and “A
Lamb Goes Forth Our Griefs to Share” (“Ein Limmlein geht und
trigt die Schuld”).

Most Lutheran synods—the most important exception was the
Missouri Synod—merged, first in the early 1960s into two bodies
(the American Lutheran Church or ALC and the Lutheran Church
in America or LCA) and then in 1988 into the Evangelical Lutheran
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Church in America (ELCA).These synods published in 1958—even
before their first merger—the Service Book and Hymnal (SBH).5> Here
one sees a great drop in the number of Gerhardt hymns—only eight
(out of a total of 602). When the Lutheran Book of Worship (LBW)
appeared in 1978 only eleven hymns (of 569) were by Gerhardt.’?
In the newest book, Evangelical Lutheran Worship (ELW), published
in 2006, only nine (of 893) appear.’* The ELW contains the fol-
lowing hymns by Gerhardt: ELW 241 “O Lord, How Shall I Meet
You,” ELW 273 “All My Heart Again Rejoices,” ELW 340 “A Lamb
Goes Uncomplaining Forth,” ELW 351/352 “O Sacred Head, Now
Wounded,” ELW 378 “Awake, My Heart, with Gladness,” ELW
568 “Now Rest beneath Night’s Shadow,” ELW 761 “Evening and
Morning,” ELW 788 “If God My Lord Be for Me.”s

One large Lutheran synod, the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod
(LCMS), did not merge with other Lutheran synods. This synod,
formed in the mid-nineteenth century by Saxons fleeing the Prus-
sian Union Church, sought to maintain a strong confessional iden-
tity. Its hymnals reflected and still reflect a love for German hymnody.
The Lutheran Hymnal (1941) had twenty hymns attributed to Ger-
hardt; Lutheran Worship (1982) had sixteen. The most recent LCMS
hymnal, Lutheran Service Book (2006) has seventeen. s

Generally, the number of stanzas of each hymn has declined. Al-
ready the Common Service Book (1917) had only three to six stanzas
for each Gerhardt hymn. In the SBH (1958) only one hymn “Since
Jesus is my Friend” (another translation of “If God Himself Be for
Me” “Ist Gott fiir mich so trete”) had seven stanzas and one other
had six. All others had only three or four stanzas. The LBV (1978)
allowed only two Gerhardt hymns to have six stanzas; all others had
three or four. The ELIV (2006) has only one Gerhardt hymn with
five stanzas and one with three; all others have four. LCMS hym-
nals exhibit another phenomenon—reduction of stanzas in the 1982
hymnal and expansion in 2006. The 1941 hymnal had from six to
fifteen stanzas of each Gerhardt hymn but the 1982 hymnal reduced
this to four to seven stanzas for each hymn.The 2006 hymnal returns
to allowing more stanzas of each hymn. The most striking example
of this is “If God Himself Be for Me” for which the 1941 hymnal
had fifteen, the 1982 hymnal four, and the 2006 hymnal ten stanzas.
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More typical are “O Lord, How Shall I Meet Thee,” “O Sacred
Head now Wounded,” and “Awake, My Heart, with Gladness” with
nine, ten, and eight stanzas respectively in the 1941 hymnal. Each had
six stanzas in 1982 and seven in 2006.

Worthy of note also is which hymns are no longer represented
in the hymnbooks. All three major hymnals of the first half of the
twentieth century contained one translation or another of “Entrust
your Way” Some parts of these translations re-appear in 1958 in
SBH 579 which begins “Put thou thy trust in God . . .’ The hymn
appears neither in the LBW (1978) nor in the ELW (2000). It does
appear however in the hymnals of the Missouri Synod: twelve stan-
zas in the 1941 hymnal, and, though with a different translation, six
stanzas in 1982 and 2006. “A Pilgrim and A Stranger,” (“Ich bin ein
Gast auf Erden”) present in both the 1917 Common Service Book and
the LCMS 1941 Lutheran Hymnal was dropped in both Lutheran tra-
ditions and did not appear after 1941. Part of the problem may be the
translation. A “Gast”—guest
than “Pilgrim” or “Stranger.” Gerhardt’s beloved song of summer
“Go Forth, My Heart, and Seek Delight” (“Geh aus mein Herz und
suche Freud”) appears in no recent hymnals; I found it last in the
American Lutheran Hymnal of 1930.

Other Christian groups in North America also use Gerhardt’s

certainly has a different connotation

hymns, as an examination of the current hymnals of the Episco-
pal Church, the United Church of Christ, the United Methodist
Church, and the Moravian Church shows. Of these, the Moravian
Book of Worship of 1995 has the most Gerhardt hymns—eight.
All four hymnals included “O Sacred Head Now Wounded.” Iron-
ically, “Entrust Your Way” (“Befiehl du deine Wege”) seems much
more popular among non-Lutheran groups than among Lutherans—
some version of it is included in the Episcopalian, United Church
of Christ, and Methodist hymnals. Another hymn that appears fre-
quently is one translation or another of “Nun ruhen alle Wilder”—
only the Methodist hymnal fails to include it. In the Episcopal
Hymnal 1982 (1985) five hymns (actually four—“O Sacred Head”
is counted twice) are Gerhardt’s.’” Twentieth-century Methodist

hymnals have also included Gerhardt’s hymns. The 1932%* hymn-
book included three, the 1964 hymnal®® had five, and the most recent
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work, The United Methodist Hymnal: Book of United Methodist Worship
(1989)%° has four (actually three—O Sacred Head is counted twice).
John Wesley’s “Jesus Thy Boundless Love to Me,” a translation of
“O Jesu Christ, mein schonstes Licht,” appeared in all three of these
Methodist hymnals. The most recent hymnal of the United Church
of Christ (a union of German Reformed and English congrega-
tional groups) The New Century Hymnal (1995)°" includes five Ger-
hardt hymns, though two are in translations so free as to no longer
be recognizably Gerhardt.®> John Wesley’s translation “Give to the
Winds Thy Fears” in the 1958 hymnal was replaced by Madeleine
Forell Marshall’s “Give up Your Anxious Pains” in 1995. The third
stanza of this new translation of “Entrust Your Way” makes clear
that the social justice agenda has affected even the hymnody:

Don'’t let us be dismayed by grievous social wrong:

Responsive, active, unafraid, may we be brave and strong.

Extend your loving care through all our livelong days;

And when we die, bring us to where bright angels sing your praise.®

In Canada Voices United: The Hymn and Worship Book of the United
Church of Canada (1996)% contains four Gerhardt hymns, includ-
ing four verses of John Wesley’s translation of “Entrust Your Way.”
Canadian Lutherans have generally used the same hymnals as Luther-
ans in the United States.

Most translations in American hymnals come from nineteenth-
century English translators, such as Catherine Winkworth and Rich-
ard Massie. A few translations originated from John Wesley. Some
Gerhardt hymns have several different translations in use. Theodore
Brown Hewitt discusses and compares different translations into
English of eighty-four Gerhardt hymns in his work Paul Gerhardt
as a Hymn Writer and his Influence on English Hymnody (1918).% John
Wesley’s use and translation of Gerhardt hymns have already been
discussed by other scholars.®

Hymns of Paul Gerhardt have been present in hymnbooks used
in America for over 200—possibly 300—years. Their presence has
waxed and waned. Currently, it appears, with a few exceptions, to
be waning.
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The 300th Anniversary of Gerhardt’s Birth in 1907

In 1907 Lutherans in America demonstrated their esteem for Paul
Gerhardt by honoring him on the 3ooth anniversary of his birth.
Numerous articles in church periodicals described Gerhardt and
his hymnody. The same publications reviewed and recommended
books about Gerhardt. They also described festive celebrations of
the anniversary in congregational, seminary, and other settings.

Periodicals published by a number of Lutheran synods, not only
German-language or German-heritage synods, presented Gerhardt
to readers. These articles described Paul Gerhardt’s life and his hymns,
but with different emphases. Typically, these articles stressed the trials
and difficulties of Gerhardt’s life, and pointed how his hymnody
revealed a radiant faith through those trials. Gerhardt was portrayed
as a fearless defender of the Lutheran faith. Often these articles com-
pared Paul Gerhardt to Martin Luther. However, these comparisons
differed. Sometimes Luther was viewed as one who prepared the
ground for Gerhardt. Sometimes Luther was seen as the great com-
bative hero and Gerhardt as the gentle poet. Sometimes Luther was
regarded as one who wrote for the church while Gerhardt was more
devoted to the individual.

A lengthy lead article in the Lutherische Kirchenzeitung described
the life and contributions of Paul Gerhardt extensively in six parts.®’
The article covered eight and one-half large magazine sized pages
and included pictures of the Gerhardt Monument at Luebben and
other sites related to Gerhardt’s life. In each section the author quoted
stanzas from Gerhardt’s hymns to tell and interpret the story of Ger-
hardt’s life. A separate article in the same issue on “Paul Gerhardt,
the Hymnic Prince of Our Church” covers two pages.®® After that
came articles such as “Paul Gerhardt’s Contemporaries,” “The Value
of Christian Hymns,” “Paul Gerhardt’s testament,” and commen-
taries concerning certain hymns.® The corresponding English-lan-
guage edition of this periodical did not have as much.” Though it
had the longer opening article about Gerhardt,”" after that it only
had a short article “Paul Gerhardt’s Hymns.””* This article compared
Martin Luther and Paul Gerhardt, noting that they “belonged to two
different centuries” and “represented two somewhat different types
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of hymnographers.” Luther is described as “a Christian warrior.”
“. .. there was strength in his words and deeds” and “a martial spirit
pervades many of his hymns.” The article described Gerhardt as
“more mild than Luther, but none the less true to God’s Word . . .”
Luther and his co-laborers had prepared the way for Gerhardt and
“much good soil was ready for the gentle showers and warm sun-
shine. Gerhardt’s labors were of that nature, and his hymns became
especially helpful in building up the kingdom of the Lord.” The con-
cluding remarks noted that the celebration of the 3o0oth anniversary
of Paul Gerhardt’s birth “is not only a tribute to the memory of
this sacred poet, but it will direct special attention to his hymns and
result in a better appreciation of them.”

An article in the German language newsletter Kirchen-Blatt, aimed
at members of the lowa Synod, had a different emphasis. It focused
primarily on the impact of Gerhardt’s hymnody and said little of
his life.”3

so too it is as if Paul Gerhardt’s songs were written from the hearts of all true
children of God and are also recognized by all as written precisely for them.
Many Christians, who have rarely heard the name Paul Gerhardt and know
nothing of his life, live in his songs and the Paradise garden of his spiritual
hymnody is as familiar to them as their catechism. A proper church song is
a gospel sermon and such a sermon, that builds upon experience, so that it,
so to speak, sees and connects prophecy and fulfilment, promise and conso-
lation, and sings in one tone. Such a song brings the Word of God near to
the heart . . . then however the song becomes the property of the other and
because they all have life, consolation, strength, joy, love, and hope in the same
faith, so the whole congregation sings the same song as her confession and her
experience. 7*

For this writer, Gerhardt himself was not so important but his hymns
were irreplaceable. The article declared that Gerhardt’s hymns “have
become songs of our church and so grown so closely with her
that church and song will belong together in all times.” It claimed
that one cannot “conceive of our church without Paul Gerhardt’s

b

hymns . . ”” and continued “even when thousands use the Gerhardt
hymns, without thinking of the poet, they all proclaim his praise and
weave for him a celebratory wreath.” It is only for this reason, the

article concluded, that on his anniversary we celebrate his memory.
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Even publications aimed specifically at youth encouraged par-
ticipation in the Gerhardt anniversary. The English-language Luther
League Review noted the Gerhardt anniversary in the lead article in
its March 1907 issue.” The article spent almost no time discussing
Gerhardt’s hymns and instead focused on his life, describing Gerhardt
as “the man who ranks next to Luther and whom the Evangelical
Church will always regard as her greatest religious poet, the faithful
confessor of Luther in suffering and persecution.””® Throughout, the
article portrayed Gerhardt as a model of confessional faithfulness. At
the end it cited the rules of life that Gerhardt wrote for his son. For
this youth magazine, Gerhardt teaches less through his hymns than
through his life’s example. A German-language publication for youth
reported on both Gerhardt’s life and hymnody. Das Festbiichlein zur
300jdhrigen Geburtstagsfeier Paulus Gerhardts, des Assaphs der lutherischen
Kirche: Unser lutherischen Schuljugend dargeboten”?” (““The Festival Pam-
phlet for the Celebration of the 3ooth Birthday of Paul Gerhardt,
the Asaph of the Lutheran Church”) published by the Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod, devoted six pages to Gerhardt’s life and four
to his hymnody. It surveyed his hymnody, citing by title 36 hymns
appropriate for the seasons of the church year, for teaching purposes,
for praise and thanksgiving, and for other purposes. The author then
asked “How does it come to be that Gerhardt’s songs are so gladly
sung?” (“Woher kommt es nun wohl dass Gerhardts Lieder so gerne
gesungen werden?”’) He compared Gerhardt to Luther, seeing them
both as heroes of faith, and claimed “Luther was the leader of the
church, the combative hero, who sang the song of confession and the
defiant battle song. Gerhardt however sings a edifying song for the
individual soul and a song of consolation for the room at home.””*
Assuming his young audience knew the hymns of both Luther and
Gerhardt, the author continued, “You certainly have already noticed
that you more easily learn a Gerhardt song than a Luther song. That
is because Gerhardt’s speech and manner of expression is easier and
more easily known than Luthers.””” The author praised Gerhardt’s
“beautiful skilled language” (“schone gewandte Sprache”) and stated
that his speech was “Fresh, natural, healthy and joyous, folksy and

2

yet pure”.® But most important is the fact that Gerhardt’s hymns
encouraged and consoled the troubled.®” The author concluded with
an admonition, “We should put on and adorn ourselves with these
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jewels, in that we learn them in school and use and sing them gladly
and diligently at home and in church. So this jubilee will serve God’s
honor and our continued blessing.”%

Telling the story of Gerhardt’ life, noting his many sufferings and
trials, comparing him with Luther, quoting his hymns, encourag-
ing people to learn them and use them—these were all common
themes of popular articles about Gerhardt.

Scholarly articles and articles aimed at pastors had similar themes.
The Lutheran Church Review published a lengthy two-part article on
Paul Gerhardt by Prof. Dr. Adolph Spaeth of Philadelphia Semi-
nary.*’ He devoted the first part of his article to Gerhardt’ life and
the second to Gerhardt’s hymns. The ten-page discussion of hymns
did not discuss particular hymns but rather described Gerhardt’s
hymnody in general terms. Much space is devoted to comparing
Luther’s and Gerhardt’s hymnody. The article claimed that Luther
wrote his hymns for use of the congregation in public worship while
Gerhardt “wrote his hymns without any idea of making provision
for the necessities of the Church. He simply sings out what is in his
heart . . . Others took care of the publication of his songs and made
them accessible to the Church at large . . "%

The author rejected the claim that Gerhardt’s hymnody was “sub-
jective, devotional and pietistic” in contrast to Luther’s “objective,
churchly and confessional” hymns, finding the claim “without much
foundation” and of “no practical import.”% Spaeth opined that the
differences between Luther’s “A Mighty Fortress” (“Ein fest Burg”)
and Gerhardt’s “If God Himself be for me” (“Ist Gott fuer mich, so
trete”) best illustrated the real difference between them.

Luther sings as the hero and warrior, the leader in battle, bravely fighting for the
City of his God, as it is assailed on all sides by deadly enemies. Gerhardt sings
as the child resting on the bosom of the Father, peacefully and even joyfully
looking down upon all his assailants, sin, death and hell, that cannot possibly
touch and harm him.With the former it is the great battle for God’s everlasting
truth, the Word, the Kingdom. With the latter it is the deepest, sweetest per-
sonal enjoyment of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Ghost.*

Spaeth concluded his article by bringing together the person and
the hymns of Paul Gerhardt, stating that they are a “striking and
forceful refutation” of “the charge that strict, unbending orthodoxy
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is incompatible with true living spirituality”” “There is absolutely no
place for such a conflict in Paul Gerhardt, the unyielding adherent
of his beloved, ‘divine’ Formula of Concord, and the devout, inspir-
ing singer.”7

The Evangelisk Luthersk Kirketidende, a periodical for pastors of the
Norwegian Synod, contained a lengthy two-part article on Gerhardt.
The first part of the article described Gerhardt’s life, the second his
hymnody.® This synod was known for its strict confessionalism so
it is not surprising that this article celebrated Gerhardt’s strict con-
fessional orthodoxy. But the article clearly saw the pastoral uses of
Gerhardt’s hymns.

[Gerhardt’s hymns are| rich and manifold [in] content. They span all of the
church year’s high festivals along with churchly ceremonies (baptism, commu-
nion, etc.), they treat Christ’s life and suffering together with the Christian life
with its tribulations, they sing of nature and country (patriotism—Vaterland),
of the household and the estate of marriage, cradle and grave, joy and sorrow,
praise and thanksgiving, on the situation of the life of the soul in repentance
and faith, time and eternity. A rich number are hymns on the cross and its
comfort together with praise and thanksgiving hymns. %

It was not only German-Americans who celebrated Gerhardt in
1907!

One publication even offered homiletical assistance. The German-
language periodical Magazin fiir ev.=luth. Homiletik und Pastoral Theo-
logie (published by the LCMS) provided encouragement and homi-
letical help for marking the anniversary. An article “Concerning the
three hundredth anniversary of the birthday of Paul Gerhardt”*°
observed that it is “right and fitting that we observe (on March
12) . . . this anniversary, whether it be through a special worship ser-
vice, perhaps with our children, or that we honor this precious man
in our sermon in the main worship service™" As did other publi-
cations, the introductory remarks stated that Gerhardt’s significance
was twofold.

First he is, next to Luther, the greatest hymn writer of our church. The other
significance of Gerhardt is that he left us a model of a faithful, unfearing con-
fessor of divine truth, the pure teaching, a confessor who let go of office and
income and entered a dark and uncertain future rather than deny even in the
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slightest the known truth. How necessary it is for us to have such a model
shown to us especially in these times that shy from the cross and offer a paucity
of confession.”

The homiletical helps revolved around the following themes. The
lengthiest one is the first, centered on Joel 2:23, “Be glad, O chil-
dren of Zion, and rejoice in the Lord, your God . . .” Introductory
remarks note that this festival is of a special kind. In Paul Gerhardt
God gave to the church a teacher who led many to righteousness
not only in his time but “who continually was a teacher of right-
eousness in our church and many others and continues to be it
now.” The main theme of the sermon 1s “Paul Gerhardt is also for
us a teacher unto righteousness.” The sermon has two main points.
The first point, “He is this in his precious hymns” (“Das ist er in
seinen kostlichen Kirchenliedern”) is divided into five subpoints.??
Throughout the first point references to Gerhardt’s hymns are given.
A footnote encourages pastors to use, not all but rather “the best
known and most beautiful” of these in their sermons. In this way
Gerhardt’s hymns were used to convey the preacher’s message of the
preacher. The second part is shorter. Titled “Paul Gerhardt is for us
a teacher unto righteousness. He teaches us, secondly, through his
whole life, especially through his courageous, joyous confession of
true doctrine.”?* Here the preacher should first describe the chief
occasions of Gerhardt’s life, “especially his confessional courage in
Berlin” and second raise up Gerhardt as an example. Gerhardt’s true
confession teaches us to stand firm in the truth and give up all things
rather than deviate from the truth of the word of God. “We espe-
cially need such an example, such encouragement, in our time, in
which so many do not want to know anything about a confession
of truth, who even slander it as stubbornness and a lack of love.”%
The article gives four further sketches (“Dispositionen”) but the
themes remain the same. Two contain only a biblical text, main theme,
and two subpoints: Psalm 103:1.2,“Bless the Lord, O my soul; and all
that is within me, bless his holy name!” and I Corinthians 12:7,“To
each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.”
The subpoints given for these mirror the subpoints in the first. A
fourth sketch, on Proverbs 10:7, “The memory of the righteous is a
blessing,” is longer and more detailed but also mirrors the two main
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themes of the other sermons. Paul Gerhardt’s memory is blessed 1.
Because of his precious hymns, and 2. Because of his Christian right-
eousness. A fifth sketch, on Hebrews 13:7,“Remember your leaders,
those who spoke the word of God,” poses the question “Why are we
celebrating the Paul Gerhardt anniversary?” And states three reasons:
“because we should 1. Commemorate our teachers (our teacher in
his hymns), 2. Cling to their faith, and 3. Contemplate their end.

Church publications in 1907 also contained reviews of books on

,’9()

Gerhardt and assistance for those planning Gerhardt celebrations.
Immediately beneath the sermon helps cited above two such books
are reviewed.?’

Celebrations of the anniversary took place in many settings. The
March 30, 1907 issue of the Lutheran Standard, the periodical of the
Ohio Synod, mentioned Paul Gerhardt celebrations at a congre-
gation and at a seminary. A short notice records that in the con-
gregation of Pastor H.J. Schuh of Allegheny, Pennsylvania, a Paul
Gerhardt celebration was held.“The celebration was a liturgical one,
in which Gerhardt’s hymns sung by school children, the choir, and
the congregation, alternated with the readings of scriptural texts.
Later the periodical reports a “beautiful Gerhardt celebration” in the

”()8

“assembly hall of our Woodville seminary”” Attendance was good,
student choruses sang, and professors delivered several addresses.*
The 300th anniversary of Paul Gerhardt’s birth was noticed and
celebrated by American Lutherans. Certainly the presence of a second
wave of Lutheran immigrants and the influence of the nineteenth
century confessional revival were factors in this. Lutheran publica-
tions show that many efforts were made to inform both pastors and
laity of the significance of both Gerhardt’s hymns and his person.

Paul Gerhardt in 2007

In 2007 few articles on Gerhardt appeared in church periodicals
and scholarly journals, and, compared to those published in 1907, these
were considerably shorter. Generally, the picture they offer of Ger-
hardt is not that of a fearless defender of the Lutheran confession
of faith but rather that of a poet who, beset with personal adversity,
found consolation in the Bible and created texts for spiritual songs
that conveyed this biblical consolation.
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The Lutheran, a magazine for members of the largest Lutheran
body, the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America (ELCA), had as
of June 2007 no articles on Gerhardt. The Lutheran Witness, for mem-
bers of the LCMS, had one short (one and a half pages) article.”®
The article emphasized Gerhardt’s doctrinal clarity amidst a life of
personal suffering. Gerhardt’s steadfast adherence to the Lutheran con-
fession is seen as presaging the origins of the Missouri Synod in
the refusal of some Saxon Lutherans to join the Prussian union
church. The author also contrasted Gerhardt’s hymns to much sung
today in American worship services, “We live at a time when in
many Sunday services, saccharine platitudes take the place of the
traditional chorale with its theological weight, choice of words, and
musical splendor. So it seems timely to ponder the exquisite beauty
of Gerhardt’s song . . .” (A translation of the first stanza of “Entrust
your way” follows.)'*!

Lutheran Partners, a magazine for pastors of the ELCA, devoted its
May/June 2007 issue to “Singing and Teaching the Faith.” The lead
article (two pages) was “If God Be for Me—the Life of Paul Ger-
hardt.”’'** The article very briefly described Gerhardt as a theologian.
Though it noted that Gerhardt “faced inter-confessional conflict
among Lutheran and Reformed Christians™ it did not, like the 1907
articles, praise him for his firm Lutheran confessional stance. Com-
menting only briefly on his hymnody, the article emphasized the
scriptural foundation for Gerhardt’s hymns and cited four stanzas of
“If God Himself Be for Me” as an example of how Gerhardt used
biblical texts, here Romans 8. A sidebar listed “Gerhardt R esources”
including many available on the internet. Unfortunately, the other
articles in this issue did not appropriate the Gerhardt heritage. Even
the article “Music that Teaches: The Hymns of our Faith”'* did not
mention Gerhardt at all.

One academic journal that dealt with Gerhardt’s heritage is Word &
World, published by Luther Seminary, St. Paul, Minnesota. Its winter
issue in 2007 contained two articles on Gerhardt: “Paul Gerhardt:
Who He Was and Why We Care” praised Gerhardt’s hymns because
they tell the Christian story. It too cited “If God Himself Be for
Me,” claiming it sings of the “peace and comfort God’s love sup-
plies.”’* A second article, on translating Paul Gerhardt’s hymns,
contained an original English translation of “Was soll ich doch,

105
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O Ephraim” (“How Can I Give You Up, My Child”). The article
noted that approximately forty-one of Gerhardt’s hymns have not
been translated into English; a disproportionate number of these are
paraphrases of lengthier biblical texts.” It presented Gerhardt as a
preacher of biblical texts and pointed to the number of Gerhardt’s
hymns that are based on biblical texts. The journal oftered one new
translation in each of its four issues that year. The spring issue con-
tained an article on Paul Gerhardt and the Psalms accompanied by a
translation of “Ich preise dich und singe” (“I Sing to You and Praise
You”), Gerhardt’s paraphrase of Psalm 30.'%7

In 2007 events were held to honor Paul Gerhardt. Luther Sem-
inary, a theological seminary of the ELCA in St. Paul, in February
held a one-day symposium on “Paul Gerhardt: Hymnwriter for the
Church.”™® It included a hymn sing, a plenary address on “Gerhardt
and Criiger: Partners in the Creation of a New Lutheran Hymnody”
and workshops on such themes as “Helping German Hymnody
Come Alive Today.” Two LCMS seminaries also held gatherings.
Concordia Seminary—St. Louis, held a Paul Gerhardt hymn festi-
val on March 18, 2007. The celebration included seminary choirs,
eight guest organists, commentaries, and readings in addition to the
hymns.'” The annual Good Shepherd Institute at Concordia Theo-
logical Seminary—Fort Wayne focused on Paul Gerhardt."° Another
conference related to the Gerhardt anniversary was sponsored by
Bethany Lutheran College and Bethany Lutheran Theological Sem-
inary of the Evangelical Lutheran Synod and held October 2526,
2007 in Mankato, Minnesota.”" In Canada, Concordia Lutheran Theo-
logical Seminary of St. Catharines, Ontario, sponsored a conference
related to the anniversary May 7—9, 2007.""

Conclusion

Practically speaking, most American Lutherans know little or noth-
ing of Paul Gerhardt. My own experience—I visit many congrega-
tions every year in the course of my work—is that his hymns are
rarely sung. Certainly his diminishing presence in hymnbooks both
causes and reflects a decline in appreciation and use.

When I asked a colleague familiar with hymnological traditions
and trends in North America what it would take for Gerhardt to
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become more popular, she replied “better tunes.” Many Americans
find the German chorale tunes difficult musically. But music—and
here one must add also the emphasis on contemporary music styles
and the use of instruments other than the organ—is not the only
cause of Gerhardt’s decline. Some American Lutherans have moved
away from hymns that tell of God’s deeds to hymns that only speak
the worshipper’s praise of God. This works against any hymnody,
including Gerhardt’s, that focuses on God’s great works for us. Most
of my students had never heard of Paul Gerhardt when they began
their theological studies. They were regularly surprised at the cour-
age and profundity of Gerhardt’s hymns and usually wanted more
of him.

This essay 1s not a comprehensive survey of Gerhardt’s influence
and reception in America but rather a brief examination of several
aspects of his influence and reception to gain some insight. Though
Gerhardt’s hymns influenced both the first and second great waves of
immigration, his influence has waned since the mid-twentieth cen-
tury. The chief exception appears to be in the Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod. Did the celebration of the Gerhardt anniversary in
2007 perhaps help to facilitate a Gerhardt renaissance in the future?
That question I cannot answer.

This essay is a translation and slight revision of “Paul Gerhardt in Amer-
ika,” in Paul Gerhardt—Dichtung, Theologie, Musik: Wissenschaft-
liche Beitrige zum 400. Geburtstag. Edited by Dorothea Wendebourg.
Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008. 245—267. Published with the cooperation
of Mohr Siebeck Tiibingen. That essay was based on a lecture given at the
symposium of the same name, held in honor of the 4ooth anniversary of
Gerhardt’s birth, on_June 15—16, 2007 in Berlin, Germany, sponsored by the
theological faculty of the Humboldt University, Berlin.
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