“Are You Washed in the Blood” by Elisha Hoffman


Elisha Hoffman was born on May 7, 1839 in Orwigsburg, Pennsylvania.  He was a Presbyterian minister and composer of over 2,000 hymns and 50 song books during his 90 years.

His father served as a pastor for over 60 years, and this probably influenced Elisha’s decision to enter ministry. After attending public schools in Philadelphia, Elisha went on to study classics at Union Seminary. During the American Civil War, when Hoffman was 24, he enlisted as a Private in the Union Army on July 9, 1863. He served with Company A, 47th Infantry Regiment, Pennsylvania. He was discharged just over a month later on Aug. 14, 1863. In 1866 at 26, Hoffman married Susan M. Orwig who was 22 at the time. Hoffman was ordained by the Presbyterian Churches in 1873, at the age of 34. Two years later in 1876, his wife, Susan died, leaving him a single parent of their three sons. In early 1879, at the age of 40, Hoffman remarried to Emma, a woman who was 26 years old. He pastored for many years at churches in Ohio, Illinois, and Michigan.
Though Elisha did not have any formal training in music, he grew up in a home that was full of sacred song. Singing hymns was a regular part of his family’s daily worship and devotion time.3 From a young age, Elisha demonstrated a natural gift for music, and he developed a deep love of hymns. By age eighteen, Elisha had composed his first hymn.

Unlike many popular hymns, Elisha is the author of both the words and music.

Music historian Jacob Hall described Elisha Hoffman’s musical ability in the following manner: “When a melody is born in his soul, appropriate words seem to be immediately associated with the melody; or, when a conception in his mind crystallizes into a hymn, usually there is present the suggestion of a melody that will give adequate and fitting expression to the mental conception. There are exceptions, but this is the rule which governs him in his musical writings.”

“Are You Washed in the Blood” first appeared in the 1878 hymnal “Spiritual Songs for Gospel Meetings and the Sunday School,” of which Hoffman was a co-editor.  This was the only songbook of Hoffman’s the song appeared in. In 1881, Ira Sankey published the song in Sacred Songs and Solos. 

The circumstance of the writing of this particular hymn is unknown, but Hoffman’s personal philosophy of hymn writing was well-developed. According to Hoffman, a hymn is "a lyric poem, reverently and devotionally conceived, which is designed to be sung and which expresses the worshipper's attitude toward God or God's purposes in human life. It should be simple and metrical in form, genuinely emotional, poetic and literary in style, spiritual in quality, and in its ideas so direct and so immediately apparent as to unify a congregation while singing it." This clear definition of a hymn feeds into the clarity of ideas in all of Hoffman’s hymns. 
*nTaken largely from http://dianaleaghmatthews.com/are-you-washed-in-the-blood/#.W5UP15MzqRs , http://follow-jesus-camp.blogspot.com/2016/02/history-of-hymn-are-you-washed-in-blood.html , and https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elisha_Hoffman


