
Hymn of the Week
Reflection by John Guiquierre on
"For All The Saints"
#326 in Covenant's Glory to God Hymnal

Since childhood it has been my habit between All Saints Day and
Christmas to think about the people I have known who are no longer
with us, to remember with a mixture of sadness and celebration my
gratitude for the time we shared. It may seem odd that a twelve-year-old
would begin such a tradition but is easily explained by the environment. 
I grew up in a funeral home in a small Wisconsin town, and knew
personally almost every person who passed through our house on their
journey to Oak Knoll Cemetery.  Traditionally sung on All
Saints Sunday, “For All the Saints” is my favorite hymn, and Ralph
Vaughan Williams, who composed the tune (Sine Nomine) is my favorite
composer.  The hymn is the perfect beginning for my
season of reminiscence.

William Walsham How, an Anglican bishop, published the original text
in 1864.  It is presumably a contemplation on the phrase “communion of
saints” in the Apostles Creed, referring to the community of living
believers and the saints who have gone before.  How is an interesting
person in his own right with substantial published writings and other
hymns. He is known for good works he performed while serving in some
of the poorest parishes in England.
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For the balance of the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth,
the most popular setting for the text was “Sarum”, composed by Joseph
Barnby.  The setting’s popularity was dented after the publication of
Charles Villiers Stanford’s “Engleburg”.  After the Vaughn Williams
version appeared in the English Hymnal of 1906, it slowly but eventually
eclipsed the two earlier settings.  Considering the triumphal mode
and the creative insertion of the “alleluias”, it seems inevitable to me, but
that may just be my prejudice.  Interestingly, the original publication
was unattributed, “Sine Nomine” (without name) being the equivalent of
“anonymous”.  Presumably, Vaughan Williams did not want to
give offense to Stanford, his early composition teacher.
 
Ralph Vaughan Williams’ eventful life, and its influence on his music
have long fascinated me. There were two notable watersheds in his life. 
 In 1907-08 he regularly traveled to Paris to study under Maurice Ravel,
who rarely took pupils. Vaughan Williams explained that he was
determined to expunge Teutonic influences from his music.  Two of his
most popular pieces, “The Lark Ascending” and “Fantasia on a Theme by
Thomas Tallis” flowed from his pen within a few years.
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Vaughan Williams was 41 when World War I erupted.  He volunteered
for the army and served most of the war as an ambulance driver.  Late
in the war he was promoted to an officer of artillery.  When he returned
to England after the armistice, he found it impossible to compose for
over a year.  We can speculate that he, like so many, suffered some
degree of PTSD.  When he again took up composition, the sound had
evolved. He continued to write deeper, denser music into his 80’s and his
death in 1953.  To grasp the impact of the devils who remained with him
after his time in the trenches, I would recommend his great anti-war
choral work “Donna Nobis Pacem.”  Always a patriot, he volunteered for
numerous service activities on the home front in World War II.

It’s that time again.  I’ll hear those lines and begin my ritual.  I’ll
think about dear Miss Arpke, who taught be how to write and to love
Shakespeare.  I’ll think about Orly, the gentle giant who inhabited the
scary basement of Clarendon Avenue School, who we knew would always
protect us.  I’ll think about Joy, my neighbor, who complications of
childbirth took away too soon, and was the dearest childhood friend one
could hope to have.
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