“Nearer My God to Thee” by Sarah Adams


Sarah F. Adams was born in 1805 to Benjamin Flower, a radical paper editor deeply committed to liberal principles in that day. She grew up surrounded by similarly zealous writers and grew a fondness for writing through their influence. In 1834 she married William Adams. An inventor and engineer, he also wrote for political causes that were liberal in his day. He encouraged Sarah’s interest in theater and she appeared at Richmond Theater in London as Lady Macbeth. She received sufficient acclaim to be sought after for additional roles, but found she did not have the physical strength for the stage and gave up acting for writing.

Sarah contributed 13 hymns to William Fox’s collection, “Hymns and Anthems,” and revised others. “Nearer, My God, to Thee” appears in this collection. She also published “The Flock at the Fountain,” a catechism with songs for children. Having cared for her sister who died in 1846 of tuberculosis, she succumbed to the same disease in 1848.

Stanzas two, three and four carry the bulk of the narrative in this five-stanza hymn. Adams’ unifying theme is to be nearer to God. If one sings all five stanzas, the singer will voice the phrase “Nearer, My God, to Thee” or “nearer to thee” 16 times! The hymn reflects a personal faith and relationship with God that was common in the 19th century.

The thrust in Genesis 28:20-22 may provide a different understanding of the text. After having a vision of angels climbing up and down a ladder to heaven, he erects the stone one which he slept, anoints it, calls the place Bethel (House of God) and makes a vow. “And Jacob vowed a vow, saying, If God will be with me, and will keep me in this way that I go, and will give me bread to eat, and clothes to put on, So that I come again to my father’s house in peace; then shall the LORD be my God: And this stone, which I have set for a pillar, shall be God’s house: and of all that thou shalt give me I will surely give the tenth unto thee.” 

Jacob’s vow to return to God’s house and to give a tithe of his resources to God becomes, in Adams’ interpretation, a more personal longing for heaven—to ascend the ladder with the angels—where the hymn writer says “on joyful wing, cleaving the sky... upward I fly.”

In the United States, the text is sung almost exclusively to the tune “Bethany” by music educator and church musician Lowell Mason (1792-1872). The hymn is associated with two assassinated presidents. The hymn was played as President James Garfield’s body was interred in 1881. President William McKinley was said to have quoted the hymn just before his assassination in 1901; bands played it upon the announcement of his death.

That Mason’s tune was played in April 1912 as the Titanic sank in the North Atlantic cannot be substantiated, though often alleged. 
“Nearer My God to Thee” is a wonderful reminder of the close-knit loving relationship the father has with those whom he calls his children. 

*taken largely from https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/history-of-hymns-famed-hymn-expresses-writers-longing-for-heaven


