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eaven and hell have existed as destinations and places in the Western imagi-
nation and in its literature since Homer. They were later Christianized, espe-

cially by Dante in his Divine Comedy, but the places and the concepts have both
fallen on hard times since the Enlightenment and the slow collapse of the
three-story universe. Oddly enough, as our sense of the physical cosmos has ex-
panded boundlessly, our spiritual cosmos seems to have shrunk. Heaven and hell
have become something of an embarrassment. In what follows, I will look briefly at
a very few of the many hymns that treat heaven and hell in the hymnals of living
American Lutheran memory: The Service Book and Hymnal (1958), The Lutheran
Book of Worship (1978), and, most recently, Evangelical Lutheran Worship (2006),
concluding with some musings on what has happened poetically and theologically
over the past fifty years.1

HELL

Given the old saw that hell is more interesting than heaven, it is somewhat
surprising to note that our treasury of hymns, even before the demise of the
so-called three-story universe, has eschewed hell. To begin with, we must note,
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Images of heaven and hell in hymnody have come and gone as theological and
cosmological visions of our world have changed. Some recent hymn writers have,
however, been able to speak again of heaven without embarrassment, recognizing
that it is not “up there,” but that the idea brings life to a world gone flat without
such poetic imagery.

1Service Book and Hymnal of the Lutheran Church in America (Minneapolis: Augsburg [and other publish-
ers], 1958), hereafter SBH; Lutheran Book of Worship (Minneapolis: Augsburg; Philadelphia: Board of Publications,



however, that there has been one persistently popular hymn in the Western tradi-
tion that vividly paints the terrors of judgment and hell: the medieval hymn Dies
irae, “Day of Wrath,” which last appeared in American Lutheran hymnals in the
first part of the last century.2 Even though the Roman Catholic Church omitted it
from the Requiem Mass in its liturgical revisions of 1971 after Vatican II, it lives on
in popular culture, thrumming beneath our generally sunny lives where death
seems to be hidden away behind hospital curtains. Dies irae was abandoned, says
Archbishop Annibale Bugnini, because it “overemphasized judgment, fear, and
despair [and was] replaiced with texts urging Christian hope and arguably giving
more effective expression to faith in the resurrection.”3 It has survived, however, in
the churches still using the Tridentine version of the Mass, or during the daily of-
fice for Lauds and Vespers in the final week of the church year. The church—out of
an “evangelical” concern—has thus spared the faithful from these terrifying im-
ages of judgment and hell with their echoes of Matt 25, as we see most vividly in the
final stanzas:

14. Worthless are my prayers and sighing,
Yet, good Lord, in grace complying,
Rescue me from fires undying!

15. With thy favored sheep O place me,
Nor among the goats abase me,
But to Thy right hand upraise me.

16. While the wicked are confounded,
Doomed to flames of woe unbounded,
Call me, with thy saints surrounded.

17. Low I kneel, with heart submission:
See, like ashes, my contrition;
Help me in my last condition.

18. Ah, that day of tears and mourning!
From the dust of earth returning
Man for judgment must prepare him;
Spare, O God, in mercy, spare him!

19. Lord, all pitying, Jesus blest,
Grant them thine eternal rest.4
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Lutheran Church in America, 1978), hereafter LBW; Evangelical Lutheran Worship (Minneapolis: Augsburg For-
tress, 2006), hereafter ELW.

2See, for example, The Lutheran Hymnary (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1912) #601; Common Service Book of the
Lutheran Church (Philadelphia: Board of Publication, United Lutheran Church in America, 1918) #515.

3Annibale Bugnini, The Reform of the Liturgy: 1948–1975 (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1990) 773.
4The hymn is attributed to Thomas of Celano (thirteenth century). This slightly paraphrased translation by

William J. Irons in 1849 is found in The Hymnal of the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States of America,
1940 (New York: The Church Pension Fund, 1940) #468.



This song haunted the imagination of the late medieval mind, and—like the pros-
pect of being hanged that “concentrates the mind wonderfully” (Boswell)—it gave
moment to life, because endings give stories their meaning. That it caused many a
dying saint some terror was precisely what it was intended to do: make Christians
take account of their lives. However, just when, or maybe because, the church sup-
pressed judgment and hell in its liturgical language, hell exploded in the popular cul-
ture. Googling Dies irae will produce over a million hits. People are fascinated by
these images, as one can readily see.

It is still a bit surprising to find so little of hell in our hymns. One might think
that Martin Luther, with his vivid and terrifying visions of the last judgment and a
world filled with devils, would have used it with abandon. Yet, in all his body of
hymns, there is next to nothing of hell. The devil, yes, but his dwelling place, no.
While the devil appears with his legions in Luther’s greatest hymn, “A Mighty For-
tress,” they are on earth; indeed, one might say, they have brought hell to earth
(“Though hordes of devils fill the land”; stanza 3 in ELW #503). The only hymns in
which hell, as a location, gets any treatment by Luther are two that he translated
from the Latin: the venerable medieval hymn, “Even as We Live Each Day” (“Mit-
ten wir im Leben sind,” LBW #350), and “Savior of the Nations, Come” (“Nun
komm, der Heiden Heiland,” LBW #28).

To be sure, hell appears only in the second and third stanzas of “Even as we
live each day,” which were not included in the LBW. Luther wrote, “Mitten in dem
Tod anficht uns der Hölle Rachen” and “Mitten in der Hölle Angst unsre Sünd’ uns
treiben,” which become in F. Samuel Janzow’s translation “In the midst of bitter
death, / Sharp the hell-drawn harrow” and “Through the midst of hells of fear /
Our transgressions drive us.”5

“Savior of the Nations, Come” is Luther’s reworking of Ambrose’s Veni
Redemptor Gentium. Ambrose (fourth century) wrote:

Egressus eius a Patre,
Regressus eius ad Patrem;
Excursus usque ad inferos
Recursus ad sedem Dei.

This became for Luther:

Sein Lauf kam vom Vater her
und kehrt wieder zum Vater,
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however, just when, or maybe because, the church
suppressed judgment and hell in its liturgical language, hell
exploded in the popular culture

5For the German text, see Evangelisches Gesangbuch: Ausgabe für die Evangelische Landeskirche in Baden
(Karlsruhe: Evangelischer Presseverband, 1995) #518 (hereafter EG); for the English translation, see “In the Very
Midst of Life,” in Lutheran Worship (St. Louis: Concordia, 1982) #265.



fuhr hinunter zu der Höll
und wieder zu Gottes Stuhl.6

And in “Savior of the Nations, Come” (LBW #28):

He leaves heaven to return;
Trav’ling where dull hellfires burn;
Riding out, returning home
As the Savior who has come.

One might surmise that there might be at least some reference to the dra-
matic Easter Saturday harrowing of hell in Luther, but that, too, is absent; nor is it
much of a concern to Luther in his other writings,7 not even in his hymn para-
phrasing the Creed (LBW #374).8

So, contrary to what may be suspected, hell, even the creedal harrowing of
hell, appears but seldom in the hymns of Luther. His terror is more about death
and the devil, not hell.

Other Easter hymns that have survived to our day do briefly mention Christ’s
victory over death and hell, but barely. “At the Lamb’s High Feast We Sing,” from
the Latin O vera, digna hostia, per quam franguntur tartara, is translated into a cou-
plet that remains in all three hymnals: “Mighty victim from the sky, / Hell’s fierce
pow’rs beneath you lie” (ELW #362).

Isaac Watts, the father of English hymnody, did make some reference to hell
in his hymns, including one now gone from the ELW: “It happened on that fateful
night / When powers of earth and hell arose / Against the Son, our God’s delight /
And friends betrayed him to his foes” (LBW #127).

HEAVEN

Heaven, in a way, is the subject of the hymnal because it is where God is, what
Christ has come to give us, and the end of our journey and pilgrimage. It appears in
hymnals both as a place and a state of being, of things too wonderful for the human
imagination to express except through the most concrete and vivid poetry, despite
the common understanding by English critics that hymns are on the whole poetic
drivel.9 Maybe our hymn writers, even those haunted by the devil, prefer heaven to
hell because there is more about it in Scripture, especially in the book of Revela-
tion. Many hymnists do imply a bit of drama as we await the final verdict as de-
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6In EG #4.
7There is a short paragraph “Concerning Christ’s Descent into Hell” in the Formula of Concord, Solid Decla-

ration, Article IX, which quotes a sermon by Luther (WA 37:62–67), but very little else in the entire corpus of Lu-
ther’s works; see The Book of Concord, ed. Robert Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000)
634–645. One might add that neither is there much of heaven in Luther’s hymns.

8This may be because of the rather brief scriptural references to the descent into hell.
9The estimable Dr. Samuel Johnson in his biography of Isaac Watts notes that “his devotional poetry is, like

that of others, unsatisfactory.” Samuel Johnson, Life of the Rev. Isaac Watts, D. D. (London: J. F. and C. Rivington,
1785) 24.



scribed in the Last Judgment in Matt 25—yet, although the “outer darkness” and
“gnashing of teeth” is vivid in the gospel text, it is not much treated in our hymns.

The great Lutheran chorale known as the king of chorales, “Wake, Awake” by
Philip Nicolai, preaches on Matt 25 with an urgency the redactors have left well
enough alone. The hymn does not mention the five foolish maidens, but it is a call
to all Christians to waken to the thrilling voice of the Bridegroom, whose feast is
awaiting them. If there is terror here, it may be in the grandeur of the scene, fraught
with gems and precious metals from Rev 21–22, the great feast, the music, the Son.
With its trumpet-like beginning, it has been among the most treasured of all Lu-
theran hymns—now often used for Advent, although in the old Lutheran church
year it was the hymn for Judgment Sunday, the last Sunday in the church year; in
the ELW it has been set there again, a hymn for the “End Time” (ELW #436).

In Protestant hymns and songs the theme of heaven and its beauty continued
apace through the nineteenth century. Many of those hymns still persist in our
hymnals, because people need and love them. “Jerusalem, My Happy Home,” with
its almost medieval English text set to the American folk tune from the Sacred Harp
collection, is typical. Attributed to Augustine, the hymn paints heaven so beauti-
fully one longs for it.

Thy gardens and thy gallant walks
continually are green;
there grow such sweet and pleasant flowers
As nowhere else are seen. (ELW #628)

Quite through the streets with silver sound
The flood of life doth flow,
Upon whose banks on every side
The wood of life doth grow. (SBH #587)10

Isaac Watts’s “There Is a Land of Pure Delight” has a similar feel to it. Watts’s
simple unself-conscious language draws no attention to its author; it sings almost
like a folk hymn.

There is a land of pure delight,
Where saints immortal reign;
Infinite day excludes the night,
And pleasures banish pain.
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heaven, in a way, is the subject of the hymnal because it is
where God is, what Christ has come to give us, and the end
of our journey and pilgrimage

10This stanza was omitted in ELW.



There everlasting spring abides,
And never withering flowers;
Death, like a narrow sea, divides
This heavenly land from ours.

Sweet fields beyond the swelling flood
Stand dressed in living green;
So to the Jews old Canaan stood
While Jordan rolled between.

But timorous mortals start and shrink
To cross this narrow sea,
And linger, shivering on the brink,
And fear to launch away.

O could we make our doubts remove,
Those gloomy doubts that rise,
And see the Canaan that we love
With unbeclouded eyes;

Could we but climb where Moses stood,
And view the landscape o’er,
Not Jordan’s stream, nor death’s cold flood
Should fright us from the shore! (SBH #583)

Gone from the canon since 1978, it was still included by the SBH text committee
(1958), which did not shrink from its ending, though this possibly kept it out of the
LBW.11 The strategy of this hymn is to present first what is beautiful and what one
longs for, then simply to present the difficulties of getting there. Oddly, there is no
resolution to the problem, no Jesus to take you over, but simply the difficulty of get-
ting across the Jordan to Canaan, the promised land. We see it gleaming ahead as did
Moses, but like him we cannot get there on our own. Seeing it “with unbeclouded
eyes,” however, will draw us toward it with an irresistible yearning, something like
the eros of beauty in Plato’s theory of ideal forms.12

Heaven may also appear more attractive to those suffering unrelieved horror
on earth. The “heav’nly sweets” and “golden streets” may have been attractive to
people suffering a virtual hell on earth, which we can see in the treasury of African
American spirituals with their shining pictures of heaven. The black slaves, listen-
ing to the Watts hymns as they were sung by their owners, learned to cherish Dr.
Watts. They shared with the white spiritual tradition many of his texts, most popu-
lar today his “Come, We that Love the Lord,” which, after some editing and rewrit-
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11It is also true that the Service Book and Hymnal preferred the English and American tradition of texts over
the Germanic and Scandinavian, thus the abundance of Watts and Wesley.

12See Plato, Phaedrus, trans. Harold North Fowler in the Loeb Classical Library, Plato, vol. 1 (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1953) 485: “For wisdom would arouse terrible love, if such a clear image of it were granted
as would come through sight, and the same is true of the other lovely realities: but beauty alone has this privilege, and
therefore it is most clearly seen and loveliest.”



ing in the nineteenth century, became “We’re Marching to Zion,” with the refrain
added by Robert Lowry.

The hill of Zion yields
a thousand sacred sweets
before we reach the heav’nly fields,
before we reach the heav’nly fields,
or walk the golden streets,
or walk the golden streets.
We’re marching to Zion, beautiful beautiful Zion,
we’re marching upward to Zion, the beautiful city of God. (ELW #625)

This continues to be as popular as it has ever been, beloved by both white and black
gospel traditions. The African American spirituals with their delight in heavenly im-
ages do describe judgment scenes, but mostly the glory: “My Lord, what a morning,
when the stars begin to fall” (ELW #438). Typical of the secret codes hidden in the
spirituals is “Heav’n, heav’n,” with its sly jab at the slaveholder’s hypocrisy, “Every-
body talkin’ about heav’n ain’t goin’ there, / Heav’n, heav’n, gonna’ walk all over
God’s heaven.”

With the Oxford movement of the nineteenth century and its romantic re-
trieval of the earliest hymns of the Christian church, English hymnody, somewhat
cowed by Darwin’s theories, was refreshed by translating many classic Greek and
Latin texts from the early and medieval church where the three-story universe
flourished. One typical and popular such hymn was John Mason Neale’s transla-
tion of Bernard of Cluny’s “Jerusalem the golden, / with milk and honey blest”
(LBW #346). Another popular hymn was Abelard’s O Quanta Qualia—“O What
their joys and their glory must be / Those endless Sabbaths the blessed ones see!”—
assumed by historians to have been written after Abelard’s disastrous meeting with
Héloïse’s uncles. It paints a picture of heaven that draws us toward the beatific vi-
sion of Dante, when human desire and will are one. Both of these have been excised
from the ELW.

In new Jerusalem joy shall be found,
Blessings of peace shall forever abound;
Wish and fulfillment are not severed there,
Nor the thing prayed for come short of the prayer. (LBW #337)

AND STRENGTHENED FOR THY SERVICE BE

We can see a change after the big break, when, as scientists discovered the
boundlessness of space, theology was left in a kind of cosmological flatland as the
three-story universe collapsed under the weight of the Enlightenment and the apo-
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unrelieved horror on earth



gee of the historical-critical approach to Scripture. While it took some time for
these understandings to reach the congregations, they did so after World War I.
Hymns about heaven came to be ridiculed, or could only be sung with a rich sense
of irony. Was it about this time we stopped “feasting in paradise” in our sung table
prayer and asked to “be strengthened for thy service”? Many a pastor explained to
his flock that this food was for now, not later, so we should change the verse. It is
my sense that the new version obtains more in old Swedish congregations than in
others. Were they responding to the ridicule of their fellow Swede, Joe Hill, the
Marxist World War I labor organizer who pilloried the notion of heaven as “pie in
the sky, by and by”? His parody of S. Fillmore Bennet’s “In the Sweet By and
By”—the hymn itself had appeared in Augustana’s Hymnal (1925)—accused
Christians of using the hope for heaven as an opiate, or pie in the sky, to dismiss
the miseries of oppressed workers.13

What begins to be used more frequently is the “already, but not yet” eschatology
of John, a bit of which can be found in the old hymns. I’ve always thought it interesting
that the LBW and ELW used Richard Massie’s translation of the last lines of Gerhardt’s
great hymn, “If God Himself Be for Me” (“Ist Gott für mich, so trete”) instead of an-
other version, also attributed to Massie, that is closer to the original.

Gerhardt wrote:

Die Sonne, die mir lachet,
ist mein Herr Jesus Christ;
das, was mich singen machet,
ist, was im Himmel ist. (EG #351)

In the LBW:

The sun that cheers my spirit
Is Jesus Christ, my king;
The heav’n I shall inherit
Makes me rejoice and sing. (LBW #454; cf. ELW #788)

Massie’s alternate version:

The sun whose smiles so cheer me
Is Jesus Christ alone:
To have Him always near me
Is heaven itself begun. (Lutheran Hymnary #272)14

The Lutheran Hymnary version clearly presents the eschatology of John, but the
trope seems not to have been used much in hymns until the beginning of the Social
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13Joe Hill, a Swedish immigrant named Joseph Hellstr�m, wrote many labor songs for World War I that
were parodies of Swedish hymns. Many of these hymns were Anglo-Saxon gospel songs brought to Sweden by the
likes of Lina Sandell, who translated them into Swedish. “In the Sweet By and By” appeared in Swedish Augustana’s
Hymnal (Rock Island, IL: Augustana Book Concern, 1925) as “There’s a Land That Is Fairer than Day” (#621); the
tune for “Hallelujah, I’m a Bum” is in the current Swedish hymnal.

14The Lutheran Hymnary (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1913).



Gospel movement. Heaven, now the kingdom of God, comes to earth when Jesus
strides into the slums, cleans house, and brings the kingdom of heaven to the city.
The consummation is pictured as light, or the city of God, but not the word
“heaven.” Albert Bayly (1901–1984) in his “Lord, Whose Love in Humble Service”
uses John’s language of the abundant life explicitly, but refers to heaven only as
“revealing light”:

As we worship, grant us vision,
till your love’s revealing light
in its height and depth and greatness
dawns upon our quickened sight,
making known the needs and burdens
your compassion bids us bear,
stirring us to ardent service,
your abundant life to share. (ELW #712)

Heaven in these hymns is a vision of Christ’s reign here on earth. Later, after the en-
ergy of the historical-critical movement receded and postmodernism took the field,
one finds heavenly imagery appearing again in hymns, if not the word “heaven.” We
see this clearly in Herbert Brokering’s “Thine the Amen,” which uses the literal im-
agery of Rev 22 to describe the final destination:

Thine the glory in the night no more dying only light
thine the river thine the tree then the Lamb eternally
then the holy holy holy celebration jubilee
thine the splendor thine the brightness only thee only thee. (ELW #826)

Not surprisingly, heaven, like hell, can be found in the popular imagination
as readily as in church! Is it postmodernism’s tendency to prefer the old images,
without being troubled by whether or not they are literally true? The language of
our national tragedies is filled with confident assumptions that the dead are in
heaven. Christians and non-Christians sing lustily the anonymous last stanza of
“Amazing Grace,” now added to the ELW version of John Newton: “When we’ve
been there ten thousand years / bright shining as the sun, / we’ve no less days to
sing God’s [his] praise / than when we’d first begun”(ELW #779). So, not surpris-
ingly, when the Challenger astronauts flamed to their deaths, President Reagan, in
his speech to the American nation, used the language of a pilot from World War II to
describe them as having “slipped the surly bonds of earth” to “touch the face of God.”15
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heaven, now the kingdom of God, comes to earth when
Jesus strides into the slums, cleans house, and brings the
kingdom of heaven to the city

15“High Flight,” by John Gillespie Magee Jr., online often, including http://www.skygod.com/quotes/
highflight.htm (accessed November 3, 2010); Ronald Reagan, “Address to the nation on the Challenger disaster”
(January 28, 1986), online at http://www.ronaldreagan.com/sp_14.html (accessed November 30, 2010).



54

Grindal

Text: Lisbeth Smedegaard Andersen © 2008; tr. Gracia Grindal 2008 HØJT OVER OS ET HIMMELRUM
Tune: René A. Jensen © 2008 7777 D
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HEAVEN IN HYMNS TODAY

Surprisingly, contemporary hymn writers in secular Scandinavia continued
to write of heaven even during the modern hymn explosion of the last half of the
twentieth century that was dedicated to teaching the faith in simple nontheological
language. They have been aided by the double meaning of heaven—himmelen—in
the Scandinavian languages, which can mean, as it does less clearly in English, both
sky and the place of Jesus. There is only space to focus on one such hymn; it comes
from a recent collection, Himlens Lys i dine H�nder (Heaven’s Light within Your
Hands) by a contemporary Danish hymn writer, Lisbeth Smedegaard Andersen. In
these hymns, based on the twelve months, Pastor Smedegaard Andersen uses
“heaven” to describe both the literal sky and the name of the place where Jesus is.
Like most Danish Lutherans today, she is heir to the theology of N. F. S. Grundtvig
(1783–1872), who taught that the Holy Spirit makes life on earth vivid and filled
with Christ.

The average Dane might hear the title of the collection as meaning the light of
the sun in your hands but, after singing the hymns, might be astonished at the
thought that Christ, our heaven, is among us as the light, deeply involved in the
flesh, here and now. Smedegaard Andersen’s poetry brings the abundant life to a
world gone flat and meaningless without God or heaven. Her poetry upends
things: it is the secularists who live in flatland; it is they who are not seeing every-
thing there is to see. In her hymn “June: Trinity Season,” she looks up at the sky
where we “catch a glimpse of heaven lighting up the summer world.”16 That is a lit-
eral statement about the heavenly spaces above, “himmelrum.” Next she shows the
abundance of the new creation around her because of Christ’s resurrection and the
Holy Spirit’s “song” that changes our experience of daily life. The faith is not sim-
ply about what happened back in ancient Palestine, but how it also happens in
modern Copenhagen: “It’s as though we’re heaven bound.” In our walk through
the modern city, she shows us the abundant life being “poured out” in both nature
and daily life, brought together in Christ through the Holy Spirit.

The Christian imagination since the beginning has described the end with
apocalyptic urgency. It is an event both to be dreaded and devoutly hoped for since
there are two possible destinations: heaven or hell. Like Martin Luther, whose
hymns preferred the drama of the Christian life in this world, Smedegaard
Andersen prefers the same drama here and now. She believes that Christ fills this
life with eternal delight and meaning. In doing so, she turns the tables on the no-
tion that Christians are flatlanders wedded to an old cosmology. She shows us that
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16A copy of the hymn is included with this article. It is used with the author’s permission.

Smedegaard Andersen’s poetry brings the abundant life to
a world gone flat and meaningless without God or heaven



without Christ the levels of the universe have gone flat and dreary. Maybe this is
the way forward. Smedegaard Andersen knows full well heaven is not in outer
space, but she knows, too, that heaven is indescribably real and necessary to the
language of our faith, that there is a fullness of life yet to come. She can use the
word “heaven” without embarrassment or irony because it names the place where
God dwells—whether here or there.

GRACIA GRINDAL is a poet, hymn writer, and professor of rhetoric at Luther Seminary, Saint
Paul, Minnesota.
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