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Do This in Remembrance of Me

A series about the Eucharist by 
Father John

Part 8 – Preparing for Commun-
ion

Christians have always been aware of 
the importance of a proper prepara-
tion for Communion. St Paul, in his 
first letter to the Corinthians, warns 
of the dangers of eating the bread and 
drinking the cup of the Lord unworthily 
(1 Cor.11: 27ff) and over the centuries 
much advice has been given, and many 
prayers written to encourage the faith-
ful Christian to be properly prepared 
for the sacrament. In this article we 
will explore how we can approach this 
vital task.

Firstly, there is what is traditionally 
called ‘remote preparation’. By this 
I mean that our ordinary day to day 
life itself is an important part of our 
preparation for our next Communion. 
We get ready for the Lord to come 

to us by the way we live at home, at 
work, in our leisure activities and by 
the quality of our relationships etc. 
And when we come to Communion 
we bring that whole life to Christ in 
every aspect – our sorrows and joys, 
our hopes and fears, our failures and 
triumphs, our sinfulness and all that 
is good within us. All this is offered to 
God and transformed by His grace in 
the sacrament so we are able to go 
back into the world to live as renewed 
servants of Christ.

Then there is ‘immediate prepara-
tion’. At some point before the Eucha-
rist at which we are to Communicate 
– perhaps in our prayers the night 
before, or when we get up on the day 
itself – we spend some time in prayerful 
preparation. You can buy lots of books 
with suggestions for prayer on these 
occasions and I can recommend some 
to you if you ask. But it is helpful to 
focus in on three particular aspects:

Penitence1.	  – our preparation must 
include an examination of our lives 
since our last Communion so that 
we can ask God’s forgiveness for 
our sins.  

Thanksgiving2.	  – each time we 
come to Communion it is helpful 
to have something special to thank 
God for (remember that the name 
Eucharist means ‘thanksgiving’). 
Most of us shouldn’t find it difficult 
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to think of something that we par-
ticularly want to thank God for at 
each specific Communion.

An 3.	 Intention – something spe-
cific to pray for at this particular 
Eucharist: a sick person, some need 
in our own life, a situation in the 
world etc.

The third stage of our preparation 
should be in church as we wait for the 
service to begin. It’s good to arrive 5/10 
minutes beforehand and to spend that 
time in prayer. Unfortunately in most 
Anglican churches many members of 
the congregation seem to spend this 
time talking to their friends. Sometimes 
in the porch of a church you will find 
a notice saying: 

Before the service – Speak to
God

During the service – Let God
speak to you

After the service – Speak to one 
another

This is surely excellent advice. The time 
before the service begins is precious 
and we should learn to use it properly. 
I’m not suggesting we should ignore 
our fellow worshippers – we can cer-
tainly greet each other and exchange 
essential information - but surely most 
of our socialising can wait until after-
wards when perhaps there is a cup of 

coffee in the hall. Beforehand, kneel or 
sit quietly in your place and spend the 
time with God.

In this time before the service we can 
bring to Him those things we have 
identified in our earlier prayers – 
penitence, thanksgiving and intention 
and then offer our whole life to Him. 
Please also pray for the celebrant, the 
preacher and any others taking part in 
the service.

Quite often these days there are times 
of silence during the Eucharistic Liturgy. 
One of these occurs before the Con-
fession when we are bidden to call to 
mind our sins. It is much easier to use 
this time profitably if we have spent 
time beforehand thinking about them. 

During the intercessions there may also 
be a pause in which we are invited to 
offer our intention for prayer in the 
silence of our own hearts – again our 
preparation will bear fruit now. As the 
Bread and Wine are offered we offer 
our whole lives with them and in the 
words of the 5th Eucharistic Prayer of 
the 2004 rite we can pray: ‘made one 
with him, we offer you these gifts and 
with them ourselves, a single, holy, living 
sacrifice.’

We are never worthy to receive Christ 
Our Lord in His Holy Sacrament but 
in his mercy and love he bids us come. 
A good preparation will simply help 
us to clear a space in our hearts to 
receive Him. 



23

Glorious Gorse

If you have become entangled with 
a gorse bush while out walking, you 
might be disinclined to apply the epi-
thet ‘glorious’ to it. However, once you 
have extricated yourself and picked 
out a few spines, you might find that 
the bush (particularly if a large one) is 
in flower.  

Even in the middle of winter, a few flow-
ers can be seen on the large bushes of 
gorse (Ulex europaeus) and during late 
winter and early spring the numbers 
of flowers increase to produce a truly 
glorious blaze of gold. After spring, the 
numbers of flowers decline but flow-
ering will continue right through the 
year, giving rise to the old saying that 
‘when gorse is not in bloom, kissing 
(or love, depending upon the version) 
is out of fashion.’ During late summer, 

the smaller western gorse (Ulex gallii) 
comes into flower so that in areas 
where the two occur together, such as 
the Great Orme, there are two flushes 
of flowers during the year.  

Gorse (or furze or whin) is generally 
a plant of acidic or heathland soils, so 
why does it grow so vigorously on the 
limestone Great Orme? The answer is 
that after the last ice age, pockets of 
more acidic soil were left on the Great 
Orme which support the heathland 
species such as gorse and heather and 
this mixture of habitats contributes 
to the natural diversity of the Great 
Orme.  

Gorse is a member of the pea family 
and the similarity can be seen in the 
flowers, if not in the rest of the plant. A 
gorse bush can provide safe shelter for 

small birds but the 
rather vicious spines 
offer the plant it-
self little protection 
against the Great 
Orme goats and it’s 
not unusual to see 
a large billy in the 
middle of a large 
bush, happily munch-
ing away – glorious 
golden gorse, good 
for Great Orme 
goats! 

Christine Jones(Ulex europaeus) in flower on the Great Orme.
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The Rev. JSB Monsell was another Vic-
torian clergyman and a prolific writer of 
hymns. His two hymns which remain in 
common usage are ‘Fight the good fight’ 
and ‘O worship the Lord in the beauty 
of holiness’. The former takes its first 
line from 1 Timothy though the latter 
can be found in 1 Chronicles 16:29: 
‘Give unto the Lord the glory due unto 
his name: bring an offering, and come 
before him: worship the Lord in the 
beauty of holiness;’ Psalm 29:2: ‘Give 
unto the Lord the glory due unto his 
name; worship the Lord in the beauty 
of holiness;’ and Psalm 96:9: ‘O worship 
the Lord in the beauty of holiness: fear 
before him, all the earth.’

Beauty of holiness? I am a little out of 
my depth when it comes to deciphering 
what the chronicler and psalmist meant 
so I asked a friend who translates bibles 
for a living. She says:

‘As with most Hebrew words, these 
have a broad range of meaning, and 
context is king.

‘Holiness is a standard translation of 
qodesh. It has the idea of being separate, 
consecrated or sacred.

‘The problem is hadar, which can mean 
anything from ornament or adornment 
to splendour or honour. Beauty and 
dignity are also within range. 

‘The context of the occurrences of the 
phrase (1 Chron. 16.29, 2 Chron. 20.21, 

Ps. 29.2, Ps. 96.9, Ps. 110.3) seems to be 
that the “beauty of holiness” is sanctifi-
cation – we’re to be set apart and holy 
when we come to the Lord. 

‘One translation interprets this as that 
we’re to worship in “holy clothing” or 
with “sacred adornment”, going back to 
the holy attire required of the priests 
in coming to the Tabernacle or Temple. 
(Also of interest is that Luther’s Ger-
man has this as heiligem Schmuck – holy 
adornment). 

The bottom line is that we’re not to 
approach the Lord as we want to, but 
according to His pronouncements 
and commandments, not in our own 
beauty but in His holiness (as the New 
American Standard puts it in 1 Peter 
3:3-4: “And let not your adornment be 
merely external – braiding the hair, and 
wearing gold jewellery, or putting on 
dresses; but let it be the hidden person 
of the heart, with the imperishable qual-
ity of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is 
precious in the sight of God).”

‘So, is the hymn wrong? No, ‘beauty of 
holiness’ is a valid translation of the 
phrase, although it’s not the only valid 
translation.’

John Samuel Bewley Monsell was born 
in 1811 at St. Columbs. He was the son 
of Thomas Bewley Monsell, Archdeacon 
of Londonderry. John Monsell was 
educated at Trinity College, Dublin, and 

Great Hymns — The Beauty of Holiness



26

received a BA in 1832. He held various 
positions in the Church of Ireland be-
fore moving to England in 1853 becom-
ing vicar of Egham. In 1870, he became 
rector of St. Nicholas’ at Guildford.

‘O worship the Lord in the beauty of 
holiness’ was written around 1860 and 
was published in 1863 in Hymns of Love 
and Praise for the Church’s Year. There 
was an irregularity in the metre of the 
first stanza caused by the exclamatory 
‘O’ on line one and ‘with’ on line three 
which changed the nominal 12.10.12.10 
to 13.10.13.10. In his revision of 1873 in 
The Parish Hymnal After the Order of the 
Book of Common Prayer, Monsell altered 
the first stanza thus:

Original

O worship the Lord in the beauty of 
holiness!

Bow down before him, his glory proclaim;
With gold of obedience, and incense of 

lowliness,
Kneel and adore him: the Lord is his 

Name!

Revision

Worship the Lord in the beauty of 
holiness,

Bow down before him, his glory proclaim;
Gold of obedience and incense of 

lowliness
Bring and adore him; the Lord is His 

Name!

In order to make the last two lines 
make sense, ‘kneel’ was changed to 
‘bring’. As a consequence, there are 
slightly different versions of the first 

stanza in current usage but the original 
is generally preferred in the UK.

The following stanzas are numbers 2 to 
4. The words in brackets are occasion-
ally used. Stanza 1 is often repeated at 
the end.

2. Low at his feet lay thy burden of 
carefulness,

High on his heart he will bear it for thee,
(and) Comfort thy sorrows, and answer 

thy prayerfulness,
Guiding thy steps as may best for thee 

be.

3. Fear not to enter his courts in the 
slenderness

Of the poor wealth thou wouldst reckon 
as thine;

(for) Truth in its beauty, and love in its 
tenderness,

These are the offerings to lay on his 
shrine.

4. These, though we bring them in 
trembling and fearfulness,

He will accept for the Name that is 
dear;

Mornings of joy give for evenings of 
tearfulness,

Trust for our trembling and hope for our 
fear.

The reference to gold and incense in 
the first stanza is very familiar from 
Matthew 2 and the hymn is long-asso-
ciated with the Epiphany. The Psalms 
are referenced again in stanza 2 (55:2), 
stanza 3 (96:8) and stanza 4 (30:5).

Monsell tragically died in 1875 after 
being struck on the head by falling ma-
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A curious version of the hymn appeared in the US Army and Navy Hymnal (date 
undetermined) with a hybrid of Monsell’s two versions of the first stanza set to the tune 
Monsell. The third stanza is a combination of the last two lines of the original third 
stanza followed by the first two lines of the fourth stanza, with line four altered to rhyme 
with line two.

sonry whilst his church was being ex-
tensively modified. Horrified workmen 
looked on as Monsell was carried back 
to the rectory but he never regained 
consciousness. 

A number of tunes have become as-

sociated with the hymn. One, clearly 
written for the hymn was Monsell by 
Bostonian William F Sherwin (1826-
1888). The tune is still sometimes used 
in the USA though most listeners today 
might find it over-sentimental. 



29

Another tune Southampton was com-
posed by Edwin Barnes for these 
words in 1886. Barnes was involved in 
the production of the first Adventist 
hymnal, The Seventh-day Adventist Hymn 
and Tune Book.

Much more familiar is the fine Ger-
man tune was lebet which came from 
a manuscript of 1754, Choral-Buch vor 
Johann Heinrich Reinhardt, where it ac-
companied the song ‘Was Lebet, was 
Schwebet’.

The tune was first used in this connec-
tion in the English Hymnal in 1906 with 
a typically fine harmonisation by Ralph 
Vaughn Williams. Clearly the editors of 
the EH preferred Monsell’s original text 
with its exclamatory ‘O’ and stronger 
fourth line to the first stanza and the 
tune was arranged accordingly. 

It is possible that it was the EH that 
originally repeated the first stanza. A 
rousing tune deserves an upbeat finale 
which is not as strong in the fourth 
stanza. Certainly the repeated first 
stanza makes the hymn suitable for 

processions. It is not unknown in some 
churches to have an Epiphany proces-
sion to the first four stanzas, followed 
by presentations of gifts at the crib, 
and concluded with the repeat of the 
first stanza.

Our own hymn book, Hymns Old and-
New uses Mansell’s original text and 
economically does not repeat the first 
stanza at the end.

This hymn was another of those happy 
combinations of when a Victorian hymn 
(albeit with finer words than many) 
was rescued from sentimental oblivion 
by the use of a tune that matched it 
perfectly.

The English Hymnal of 1906 introduced the tune ‘was lebet’ (left). Preferring Monsell’s 
original first stanza with the irregular metre, an extra note had to be added to the 
beginning of lines one and three. This US hymnal of 1910 (right) uses Mansell’s 
amendment and reprints the same tune in 12.10.12.10. 

John Monsell and Ralph Vaughn Williams




