
Congregational Singing 

Lesson 6 – Approach, My Soul, the Mercy Seat 

January 29, 2017 

 15 minutes 

 

Participants: Rob Rayburn, Ruth Bechtel, Margaret Eby, Congregation 

Purpose: Introduce new musical concepts: meter  

Desired 

Outcome Congregation knows how to match music to poetry 

 

3 minutes Introduction 

 

Rob 

Rayburn 

4 minutes Principles of Congregational Singing  

 Finding the meter 

 Learning what the numerical meter means 

  

Margaret 

Eby 

10 minutes Exercise / Applying the Principles 

 Mix and match poetry to various tunes  

  

Margaret 

Eby 

1 minute Conclusion 

 Homework: find the perfect tune for John Newton’ poem, 

Approach, My Soul, the Mercy Seat 

Margaret 

Eby 

Resources/Handout: 

http://www.hymntime.com/tch    

 

Text of Approach, My Soul, The Mercy Seat 

  

http://www.hymntime.com/tch


MEby says: 

There is a tradition in this country of re-purposing a good tune by 

singing it with different words.  Take for example, God Save the 

King/Queen and My Country ‘Tis of Thee. In 1805, Francis Scott Key 

used a familiar English melody for his poem “When the Warrior 

Returns from the Battle Afar,” and then used that same melody again, 

when he wrote the Star Spangled Banner 7 years later. 

 

Prior to the Reformation, congregations didn't sing.  The clergy or a 

professional choir sang in worship. The hymns that were sung or 

chanted were exclusively from the Book of Psalms.  

 

Reformers like Martin Luther and John Calvin believed entire 

congregations should participate in worship.  Psalms were edited into 

poems and set to familiar often secular melodies.  Because, really, 

what better way of getting a group of non-singing pagans to worship 

the Lord in song, then to give them Scripture set to a familiar drinking 

song or popular folk tune.   

 

In the 16
th
 century several collections of psalms and melodies began to 

be published.  Today, our hymnal includes several hymns from the 

Genevan and Scottish Psalter.   

 

The point I want to make, is that the hymn, which is to say, the text, 

and the music weren’t always created at the same time.  The poet and 

the composer could even be hundreds of years apart.   

 

A good example of this is the hymn “All Creatures of our God and 

King” hymn #115.  Turn there now.   



 St. Francis of Assisi wrote the hymn, in Latin, in the early 

thirteenth century.  Look at the end of the hymn, under the music 

in the left hand column, to find this information.  

 The melody associated with this hymn comes from another 

source: a German folk melody called LASST UNS ERFREUEN 

(“Let us rejoice”), which was first printed in 1623 with an Easter-

related text. This information can be found after the hymn on the 

right-hand side.   

 700 years later in England, William H. Draper translated the hymn 

into English, adding an ‘Alleluia’ refrain. You can see this 

information printed again at the end of the hymn on the left side, 

under the name of the hymn-writer, Francis of Assisi.   

 At some point, this German tune came to be associated with the 

hymn text "All Creatures of our God and King," but we don’t know 

who made this particular match.  

 

Did you notice the letters L.M. printed after the name of the melody?  

This information tells us that this hymn AND the melody are written in 

Long Meter. By meter, I mean the number of syllables each line.  Long 

Meter is 8 syllables in each line of the 4 lines of poetry.  8.8.8.8. Count 

it out as you say it:  

All Creatures of our God and King. 

Sometimes this congregation prefers to sing a hymn to a different 

melody than is printed in our hymnal.  When musical options are not 

suggested for us, like they are with Rock of Ages (#499 & #500), 

knowing the meter of the text is ½ the equation.  We know the meter of 

the hymn, now we need to find a melody to match it.   

 

Let’s explore this a little further by taking a look at the resources in the 

back of our hymnal.  Turn to page 883.  This is a list of hymn-writer 

and sources to whom we give credit for a particular hymn.  You’ll see 



Ambrose of Milan and the book of Psalms listed on this page.  If you 

wanted to find all the hymns in this hymnal, written by William Cowper, 

this index is how to find them.  Note also, that this index includes the 

year of the poet’s birth and death.   

 

The next index is on page 888.  It’s an index of people and sources to 

whom we credit the tune or harmonization.  You can see that there are 

tunes that are American and African melodies, harmonies by J.S. 

Bach, and from collections like the “Easy Hymn Tunes.”   

 

The next index begins on page 893 and is a list of the names of hymn 

tunes used in this hymnal.  If you want to find the music to the offertory 

we often sing, “Oh Blessed Be the Name of God, the God of Israel,” 

and you just happen to know that the name of the tune is “Dundee”, 

you could find the music for that tune using this index.  #105, #128, 

#364. 

 

The next index is the one we’re looking for. You’ll need to remember 

how to find this index to complete the homework assignment.  This is 

an index – by meter – for the melodies in this hymnal.   

 

For example, S.M. means short meter and means the tunes below will 

work for poems that have 6 syllables in the first 2 lines, 8 in the third 

line and 6 in the fourth line.  The first tune listed is “Carlisle.”  The 

hymn is #15 – Stand Up and Bless the Lord.   

 

C.M. means common meter: 8.6.8.6. 

A “D” after the meter means the meter is doubled.   

 



There are 3 other indexes in the back of our hymnal:  Scripture 

References, Topics, and Titles and First Lines.  I point these out to you 

in case you’ve never looked at the back of the hymnal to see all the 

resources available to you and your family as you expand your hymn-

singing horizons.   

 

OK – here’s your assignment.  On the handout you brought into the 

sanctuary, is John Newton’s hymn, “Approach, My Soul, The Mercy 

Seat.”  This hymn is in Common Meter 8.6.8.6.  There are alot of tunes 

written in Common Meter.  Your job, should you decide to accept it, is 

to find the hymn tune that suits this text.  Be careful, because you must 

make sure that the musical accents match the word accents of the text.   

 
Let’s try a couple tunes and see how we do. Look at your handout and 
follow along as Mr. Bechtel, plays 1 verse of a common meter tune.  
Then let’s sing the 1

st
 verse to the tune Mr. Bechtel plays.   

 
Mr. Bechtel, will you play Windsor, please?  
 
 

C.M Tune Name Hymn Number 

Windsor 27 

Caithness 13, 93 

Dalehurst 507 

 
 
If you don’t have a hymnal at home, I recommend you randomly 
choose 10-12 common meter tunes from the metrical index. Write 
down the names of those tunes before you leave here tonight.  Then, 
go the website I’ve given you on the handout, click on those tune 
names to hear the melody.  As you listen to the melody, read the 
hymn.  Don’t just read the first verse – either.  Ask yourself – did that 
melody match the text? 
 



After you identify 2 or 3 melodies that you think suit the hymn text, 
please email me the tune names you like.  I’ll share the results of our 
experiment, Lord willing, in a few weeks.  
  



Homework, Congregational Singing 1/29/2017 

 Read and become familiar with the Lenten hymn below.  

 Go to http://www.hymntime.com/tch.  Click on the “Tunes by Meter” link.   

 Click on “CM” link to hear melodies in Common Meter (8.6.8.6.) 

 Email me at mmckeby@gmail.com with the one or 2 melodies that you 
think suit the hymn.   

Approach, My Soul, the Mercy Seat 
John Newton  
8.6.8.6. 
First published in the Olney Hymns, 1779 
 
Approach, my soul, the mercy seat, 
Where Jesus answers prayer; 
There humbly fall before his feet, 
For none can perish there. 

Thy promise is my only plea, 
With this I venture nigh; 
Thou callest burdened souls to thee, 
And such, O Lord, am I. 

Bowed down beneath a load of sin, 
By Satan sorely pressed, 
By wars without, and fears within, 
I come to thee for rest. 

Be thou my shield and hiding place! 
That, sheltered near thy side, 
I may my fierce accuser face, 
And tell him, "thou hast died." 

O wondrous love! to bleed and die, 
To bear the cross and shame; 
That guilty sinners such as I, 
Might plead thy gracious name. 

"Poor tempest-tossed soul be still, 
My promised grace receive;" 
'Tis Jesus speaks, I must, I will, 
I can, I do believe. 

http://www.hymntime.com/tch
mailto:mmckeby@gmail.com

