“Onward Christian Soldier” by Sabine Baring-Gould


Baring-Gould was one of the truly gifted preacher-literary men of the nineteenth century. In addition to being ordained to the Anglican ministry in 1864, he was a noted writer throughout his life. His publications include eighty-five books on such varied subjects as religion, travel, folk-lore, mythology, history, fiction, biography, sermons and popular theology. All are notable works. It is said that the British Museum shows more titles by him than by any other writer of this time. Yet, amazingly enough, the work for which Sabine Baring-Gould is best noted and remembered today is a simple children’s hymn written in 1865.
The Author has left the following account regarding the writing of this hymn:

“It was written in a very simple fashion, without thought of publication. Whitmonday is a great day for school festivals in Yorkshire, and one Whitmonday it was arranged that our school should join forces with that of a neighboring village. I wanted the children to sing when marching from one village to the other, but couldn’t think of anything quite suitable, so I sat up at night resolved to write something myself. “Onward, Christian Soldiers” was the result. It was written in great haste.”
Commenting on this hymn some thirty years later, Baring-Gould remarked. “It was written in great haste, and I am afraid that some of the rhymes are faulty. I am certain that nothing has surprised me more than its popularity.” 

One of the interesting verses not found in most hymnals shows the author’s confidence for the endurance of the Church, based on such Scriptural promises as Matthew 16:18 and Matthew 28:18-20:

Crowns and throne may perish, kingdoms rise and wane, 

But the Church of Jesus constant will remain; 

Gates of hell can never ‘gainst that Church prevail; 

We have Christ’s own promise, and that cannot fail

A Baring-Gould’s hymn was first sung to the slow movement of Haydn’s Symphony in D, No 10, but that union has long since been forgotten. The present tune, “St. Gertrude,” written by Sir Arthur S. Sullivan, was composed six years after the writing of the text. Sullivan was born in Bolwell Terrace, Lambeth, England, on May 13, 1842, was a noted English organist and composer. This tune was written in the home of a Mrs. Gertrude Clay-Ker-Seymer in Dorsetshire, England, while Sullivan was a guest there. He dedicated the music to his hostess and the tune is known as “St. Gertrude” to this day. Sullivan is also the composer of the well-known secular classic, “The Lost Chord” as well as a number of operettas such as “Pinafore,” and “The Mikado,” done in collaboration with W.S. Golbert, the libbretist. These popular works have gained international fame. 
Despite his unceasing labors as a writer and preacher, Sabine Baring-Gould lived to the ripe old age of ninety. He died in 1924.

*Taken entirely from 101 Hymn Stories by Kenneth Osbeck

