“Jesus, Savior, Pilot Me” by Edward Hopper


Just as our Lord often taught profound spiritual truths with earthly associations, so many of our fine hymns have been written with symbolic imagery that makes them more readily understood. There are hymns that speak of soldiers, pilgrims, shepherds, sheep precious jewels, and many other relationships in life that are meaningful to us. “Jesus, Savior, Pilot Me” was written especially for sailors in language they knew well – charts, compasses, and the absolute need for a competent pilot to guide their crafts over the tempestuous seas. 
This hymn text was written by an American Presbyterian minister named Edward Hopper and was first published in the year 1871. Hopper was born in New York City on February 17, 1818. Following his graduation from Union Theological Seminary in 1842, Hopper served with distinction, two Presbyterian churches in the New York area. He was later awarded an honorary Doctor of Divinity degree from Lafayette College, in recognition of his pastoral accomplishments. In 1870, however, he began the most fruitful phase of his ministry, when he became pastor of a small church in the New York harbor area, known as the Church of Sea and Land. Here he ministered effectively, for the remaining years of his life, to the many sailors who made their way to and from their ships.

It was while ministering at his sailor’s mission in New York City that Edward Hopper wrote this hymn text, especially for the spiritual need of these sea-faring men. The theme of this hymn text was suggested by the gospel account recorded in Matthew 8:23-27, where Jesus calmed the raging sea of Galilee and, in doing so, quieted the fears of His disciples. 

Hopper wrote the hymn anonymously as he did all of his works, and, for some time, no one ever knew that the pastor of the sailors was also the author of the sailors’ favorite hymn. This was typical of Hopper’s humble, gentle spirit in all that he did for God. The poem first appeared in The Sailor’s Magazine, in 1871. 

In 1880, a special anniversary celebration for the Seamen’s Friend Society was held in New York City, and Edward Hopper was asked to write a new hymn for that occasion. Instead he brought and read “Jesus, Savior, Pilot Me,” which had already become quite widely known in its inclusion in various hymnal publications. For the first time, the secret of Hopper’s authorship of this hymn text became known. 
The composer of the music for this text was John E. Gould, a music store proprietor in New York City and later in Philadelphia. Mr. Gould also compiled and published eight books of church, Sunday school, and secular songs. However, this is his only hymn tune still in use. 

Mr. Gould composed the tune shortly after the hymn was written and its anonymous appearance The Sailor’s Magazine. Later that same year, the text with this tune appeared in The Baptist Praise Book. This hymn could well have been the personal expression of Mr. Gould’s own life, since he was suffering ill health at this time and wrote the music shortly before he sailed for Africa, seeking to improve his health. He died in Algiers, Africa, four years later. Though various tunes have been tried with this text through the years, John Gould’s tune “Pilot” is the one still most widely used. 
*Taken entirely from 101 More Hymn Stories by Kenneth Osbeck


