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Rosalind McLaughlin photo: Christian Aid /Antoinette Powell

CHRISTIAN AID WEEK 
9–15 May 2010

‘The first things we saw when we 
arrived in Matopeni were the results 
of the “flying toilets”. There’s not 
a single toilet here, so people go, 
put it in a bag, and throw it over the 
wall. And there is no official tap or 
clean running water. People have 
managed to reach the water pipes 
below the ground – but the water is 
really filthy and carries typhoid. 

‘WHEN IT RAINS HER 
FAMILY HOME FLOODS 
WITH SEWAGE’

‘SMALL AMOUNTS 
BRING MASSIVE 
CHANGES TO MANY, 
MANY PEOPLE.’

‘The dignity of the people here 
and the sense of community are 
very striking. It’s about we, not 
me. Catherine has already formed 
a group that has organised rubbish 
collections and educated people 
about health and other issues. 
Catherine said she dreams of an 
environment fit for humans to live 
in. She said she believes in change. 

‘A lady called Catherine Kithuku 
(pictured below) showed us around. 
It was incredible. We were led 
along a walkway that runs alongside 
the houses. It was constructed 
of planks that were half-broken, 
and directly underneath it ran the 
community’s drainage system. 
Catherine said when it rains her 
family home floods with sewage 
right up to the level of the beds, 
soaking the mattresses.

Rosalind McLaughlin, a Christian Aid Week 
representative, travelled to Kenya with a 
group of other organisers and collectors. 
She saw the work of Christian Aid partner 
MNU in Kiambiu slum, and discovered 
what life is like in Matopeni, where it has 
yet to start work. This is her story…
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LET’S END IT–
Catherine Kithuku shows the broken 
walkway over her community’s drainage

£16 could buy the materials needed to build five metres of new 
drainage in Kenya, to prevent sewage flooding into streets and 
houses, protecting families from disease.  

To find out more about how you can be part of these amazing 
changes, ask your Christian Aid Week representative or go to 
www.caweek.org

Together, we can bring an end to the scandal of poverty.

If MNU works in Matopeni, I believe 
she will see it.

‘By contrast, the people in Kiambiu 
are living something like a normal 
life. With the help of MNU, they 
have built five toilet and shower 
blocks and they’ve employed people 
from the local community to clean 
and maintain them. They’ve also got 
clean drinking water now.

‘But I’ve also seen that if we’re 
willing to do something, to make an 
effort, to put other people first, we 
can make others’ lives a lot better. 
We don’t even need a huge amount 
of money. Relatively small amounts 
bring massive, massive changes to 
many, many people.’

Catherine Nyaata and her daughter 
Blessing collecting clean water from the 
sanitation block
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Having spent much of my early life 
in Somerset, I am well aware of the 
legend of how ‘Rock of Ages, Cleft for 
Me’ came to be written – how a young 
curate walking through Burrington 
Coombe found shelter from a thun-
derstorm in a cleft in the rock and was 
inspired to draft the hymn on a playing 
card he found there.

It is certainly one of those wonderfully 
inspirational stories but is there any 
truth to it? The year was around 1763. 
Pencils were not mass-produced until 
the 19th century so was the hymn 
really penned in a thunderstorm on 
a soggy playing card using a quill? The 
author, the Rev Augustus Toplady was 
no typical country curate but a fervent 
Calvanist who died young having had a 
very public spat with John Wesley. 

Augustus Montague Toplady was born 
in Farnham in 1740. His father, Richard 
Toplady, thought to be from Ireland, was 
an officer in the Royal Marines who 
died, probably of fever in 1741 during 
the War of Jenkins’ Ear (1739-1742).

Augustus’ mother, Catherine, was the 
daughter of Richard Bate, who was the 
incumbent of Chilham. Catherine and 
her son moved from Farnham to West-
minster. From 1750 to 1755, Augustus 
attended the Westminster School. He 
wrote in his diary on a Sunday in 1754 
that he went to St. Martin’s Church 
and heard a sermon from Dr Pearce, 

the Bishop of Bangor. He recorded, 
‘The only good thing in it was when he 
said, “to conclude.”’ In 1755, Catherine 
and Augustus moved to Ireland, and 
Augustus was enrolled in Trinity Col-
lege, Dublin.

In August 1756, Toplady attended a 
sermon in a barn in Co Wexford. It was 
preached by James Morris, a follower of 
John Wesley who had little education 
but was a passionate speaker. In stark 
contrast to his reaction to Dr Pearce’s 
sermon, Toplady was very moved and 
this was the beginning of his calling. 
Toplady initially followed Wesley in sup-
porting Arminianism (named after the 
Dutch Reformed theologian Jacobus 
Arminius [1560–1609]), correspond-
ing with Wesley who was 44 years his 
senior. In 1758, however, the 18-year-
old Toplady read Thomas Manton’s 17th 
century sermon on John:17 and Jerome 
Zanchius’ Confession of the Christian 
Religion (1562). These works convinced 
Toplady that Calvinism and not Armini-
anism, was the correct teaching.

Within the broader spectrum of 
the Protestant Church, Arminianism 
(which is broadly synonymous with 
Methodism) and Calvinism are closely 
related, the two systems sharing both 
history and many doctrines in common. 
Nonetheless, they are often viewed as 
rivals within evangelicalism because of 
their disagreement over details of the 

Great Hymns — Rock of Ages



25

doctrines of divine predestination and 
salvation. The rival camps were then en-
trenched within the established church 
and each camp claimed it was the true 
doctrine of the Church of England.

Following his graduation from Trinity 
College in 1760, Toplady and his mother 
returned to Westminster and two years 
later, Edward Willes, the Bishop of Bath 
and Wells, ordained him as a deacon, 
appointing him as curate of Blagdon. 
Blagdon is located at the foot of the 
northern slopes of the Mendip Hills on 
the road between Bath and Weston.

Upon being ordained priest in 1764, 
Toplady returned to London briefly, 
and then served as curate of Farleigh 
Hungerford near Bath for a little over 
a year (1764–65). He then returned 
to stay with friends in London for 
1765-66.

In May 1766, he became incumbent of 
Harpford and Venn Ottery, two villages 
in Devon. In 1768, however, he learned 
that he had been named to this incum-
bency because it had been purchased 
for him; seeing this as simony (when a 
sacrament is obtained by money), he 
chose to exchange the incumbency 
for the post of vicar of Broadhembury, 
another Devon village near Honiton.

In 1769, Toplady published his trans-
lation of Zanchius’ Confession of the 
Christian Religion (1562). He entitled 
his translation The Doctrine of Absolute 
Predestination Stated and Asserted.  This 
work drew a vehement response from 
John Wesley, thus initiating a protracted 

pamphlet debate between Toplady and 
Wesley about whether the Church of 
England was historically Calvinist or 
Arminian. This debate peaked in 1774, 
when Toplady published his 700-page 
The Historic Proof of the Doctrinal Calvin-
ism of the Church of England, a massive 
study which traced the doctrine of 
predestination. It contained a footnote 
identifying five basic propositions of 
the Calvinist faith, arguably the first 
appearance in print of the ‘five points 
of Calvinism.’

Wesley took exception to the publica-
tion and in turn published an abridg-
ment of that work adding his own 
comment that ‘The sum of all is this: 
One in twenty (suppose) of mankind 
are elected; nineteen in twenty are 
reprobated. The elect shall be saved, 
do what they will; the reprobate will 
be damned, do what they can. Reader 
believe this, or be damned. Witness my 
hand.’ Toplady viewed the abridgment 
and comments as a distortion of his 
views and was particularly enraged that 
the authorship of these additions was 
attributed to him.

Letters and pamphlets flew but eventu-
ally Wesley avoided direct correspond-
ence with Toplady, famously stating in 
1770, ‘I do not fight with chimney-
sweepers. He is too dirty a writer for 
me to meddle with. I should only foul 
my fingers. I read his title-page, and 
troubled myself no farther.’

Never enjoying robust health, Toplady 
was taken ill with ‘consumption’ and 
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was advised to move to the healthier 
air of London! He left Broadhembury in 
1775 though retained the incumbency 
in his absence. His friends hired the 
French Calvanist Reformed Chapel in 
Orange Street, London on Sundays and 
Wednesdays for him to continue his 
ministry, the building being licensed by 
the Bishop of London. He became edi-
tor of the Gospel Magazine for a short 
period in 1775 and 1776 having writ-
ten much for that magazine, including 
a number of hymns.

Toplady’s health continued to dete-
riorate and, as he came near to death, 
his theological opponents broadcast 
a statement to the effect that he had 
recanted his Calvinistic beliefs. In 1778, 
just a few weeks before his death he 
made his avowal in the Orange Street 
chapel and, obviously dying, in no un-
certain terms denied any recantation 
‘... I do publicly and most solemnly aver, 
that I have not, nor ever had, any such 
intention or desire; and that I most sin-
cerely hope, my last hours will be much 
better employed.’ He published his full 
statement shortly before his death as 
The Reverend Mr Toplady’s Dying Avowal 
of his Religious Sentiments. He died in Au-
gust 1778 aged 38 years and was bur-
ied at Tottenham Court Road Chapel 
(Whitefield’s Tabernacle). John Wesley 
survived him and died in 1791.

Toplady never married, though he did 
have relationships with two women. 
The first was Selina Hastings, Coun-
tess of Huntingdon, the founder of the 
Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion. 

Toplady first met the Countess in 1763, 
and preached in her chapels several 
times in 1775 during his absence from 
Broadhembury. The second was Cath-
erine Macaulay, whom he first met in 
1773, and with whom he spent a large 
amount of time in the years 1773-77.

‘Rock of Ages’ is usually dated to 1763, 
when Toplady was the curate at Blag-
don. Many references quote Sir William 
Henry Wills (son of the founder of the 
tobacco empire), in a letter republished 
in the Times in June, 1898. He said 
‘Toplady was one day overtaken by a 
thunderstorm in Burrington Coombe, 
on the edge of my property, Blagdon, 
a rocky glen running up into the heart 
of the Mendip range, and there, taking 
shelter between two massive piers of 
our native limestone rock, he penned 
the hymn.’ Though the incident may 
contain some truth, the story of the 
playing card is regarded by researchers 
as a fable. There is evidence enough of 
Toplady’s preoccupation with the Rock 
of Ages at the time. His final sermon at 
Blagdon contained: ‘ ... let not such say, 
“How shall I stand when he appears?” 
For such have a Foundation to stand 
upon, a Foundation that cannot fail, 
even Jesus, the Mediator and Surety 
of the covenant, Christ, The Rock of 
Ages.’

Toplady almost certainly borrowed 
some hints for his subsequent hymn 
from Dr Brevint’s treatise on The 
Christian Sacrament and Sacrifice, 
prefixed to John and Charles Wesley’s 
Hymns on the Lord’s Supper, 1745. ‘O 



27

Rock of Israel, Rock of salvation, Rock 
struck and cleft for me, let those two 
streams of blood and water which once 
gushed out of Thy side bring down par-
don and holiness into my soul; and let 
me thirst after them now, as if I stood 
upon the mountain whence sprung 
this water, and near the cleft of that 
rock, the wounds of my Lord, whence 
gushed this sacred blood.’ Charles 
Wesley began one of his hymns on the 
Lord’s Supper with ‘Rock of Israel, cleft 
for me.’

In 1775, an article by Toplady in the 
Gospel Magazine read: ‘Yet, if you fall, 
be humbled; but do not despair. Pray 
afresh to God, who is able to raise you 
up, and to set you on your feet again. 
Look to the blood of the covenant 
and say to the Lord, from the depth of 
your heart, 

‘“Rock of Ages, cleft for me,
let me hide myself in thee!
Foul, I to the fountain fly:
wash me, Saviour, or I die. “

The above lines are from the first and 
third stanzas of the full text which 
was published the following year in 
the Gospel Magazine as a climax to an 
extraordinary article. The article dealt 
with the absolute impossibility of one’s 
paying his indebtedness to God and was 
designed to oppose Wesley’s doctrine 
of holiness. Just as England could never 
pay her national debt (sound familiar?), 
how could man through his own ef-
forts ever satisfy the justice of God 
having committed, by the age of 80, 

over two and a half thousand million 
(2,522,880,000 to be precise) sins? That 
works out at a sin per second if you 
ignore the extras for leap years!

He entitled the hymn ‘A Living and 
Dying Prayer for the Holiest Believer 
in the World.’

Toplady immediately included the hymn 
in his ‘Psalms and Hymns’ (1776). The 

Rock of ages, cleft for me,
Let me hide myself in thee!
Let the water and the blood,

From thy riven side which flow’d,
Be of sin the double cure;

Cleanse me from its guilt and pow’r!

Not the labours of my hands
Can fulfil thy law’s demands:

Could my zeal no respite know,
Could my tears forever flow,
All for sin could not atone;

Thou must save, and thou alone.

Nothing in my hand I bring,
Simply to the cross I cling;

Naked, come to thee for dress;
Helpless look to thee for grace;

Foul, I to the fountain fly;
Wash me, Saviour, or I die!

Whilst [While] I draw this fleeting 
breath,

When my eye-strings break in death,
When I soar to tracts [worlds] unknown,

See thee on thy judgment throne—
Rock of ages, cleft for me,
Let me hide myself in thee!

Toplady’s original 1776 text with his 
changes in Psalms & Hymns in stanza 4 
in parenthesis.
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only changes from the original were 
stanza 4 line 1 ‘whilst’ becoming ‘while’ 
and stanza 4 line 3 ‘tracts’ becoming 
‘worlds’ and this must be recognised 
as Toplady’s authorised text. 

The 1794 edition edited by Walter 
Row changed stanza 3 line 2 ‘simply’ to 
‘simple’. The hymn was reproduced in 
a small number of hymnals but it was 
not until 1810 when it started to take 
off. There were many minor changes of 
text including ‘Rock of ages, shelter me’ 
but the most important rearrangement 
and one which gained as great if not a 
greater hold upon the public mind than 
the original, was that made by Thomas 
Cotterill (1779-1823), and included in 
his Selection of Psalms & Hymns, 1815. 
See Cottrill’s changes right.

A later edition of 1819 by Cotterill 
changed stanza 1 line 4 again to ‘From 
Thy side, a healing flood’.

The hymn in the 1830 supplement to 
the Wesleyan Hymn Book was based 
upon Cotterill’s text but restored both 
‘shoulds’ in stanza 2 to ‘could’, stanza 
2 line 3 ‘this’ to ‘these’ and line 2 in 
the last stanza to ‘When my eyes shall 
close in death’. Presumably all these 
changes had made the hymn conform 
with Wesleyan doctrine. (Toplady tink-
ered with the Wesleys’ hymns to suit 
his own doctrine so he could not have 
complained.) The Mitre Hymn Book of 
1836 made another major reworking 
of Cotterill’s second stanza.

Hymns, Ancient and Modern (1860) 
was based upon Cotterill (1815) but 

changed ‘sin’ (s1:6) to ‘wrath’ and ‘soar’ 
(s3:6) to ‘rise’. It reworked the second 
stanza as:

Nothing in my hand I bring,
Simply to Thy cross I cling; 

Could my tears forever flow,
Could my zeal no languor know,

All for sin could not atone;
Thou must save, and Thou alone.

By now, the variants of the original four-
stanza hymn and Cottrill’s three-stanza 
hymn had become numerous. This led 
to a vigorous protest by Sir Roundell 
Palmer (Lord Selborne) at the Leeds 
Church Congress in 1866 about the 
plethora of altered texts in hymnals.

Rock of ages, cleft for me,
Let me hide myself in Thee!
Let the water and the blood,

From Thy wounded side which flow’d,
[From thy side a healing flood,]

Be of sin the double cure;
Save from sin and make me pure.

Should my tears for ever flow,
Should my zeal no languor know,

This for sin could not atone;
Thou must save, and Thou alone;
In my hand no price I bring,

Simply to Thy cross I cling.

While I draw this fleeting breath,
When mine eye lids close in death,

When I soar to worlds unknown,
And behold thee on thy throne;

Rock of ages, cleft for me,
Let me hide myself in Thee!

Cotterill’s 1815 alteration with his 1819 
amendment in parenthesis.
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Since then, most new hymnals have 
been close to Toplady’s text though 
stanza 4 line 2 (eye-strings break) is 
invariably altered. Eye-strings are the 
muscles that move the eye and were 
thought to break at death. 

The hymn being incredibly popular 
attracted the attention of numer-
ous composers including Sullivan and 
Dykes. Nevertheless, only two tunes 
have ever become really associated 
with the hymn.

Toplady, the tune popular in the United 
States, was composed for this text 
in 1830 by Thomas Hastings. It was 
first published in the 1832 collection 
Spiritual Songs for Social Worship set to 
Cotterill’s 1815 text, slightly altered. 

Thomas Hastings (1784-1872) was 
born to Dr Seth and Eunice Hastings 
in Washington, Connecticut. He was a 
3rd great-grandson of Thomas Hastings 
who came from East Anglia to the Mas-
sachusetts Bay Colony in 1634.

Hastings moved to Clinton, New York, 
as a youth. In that region he began his 
career as a singing teacher, being himself 
largely a self-taught musician. Hastings 
compiled the hymn book Spiritual Songs 
with Lowell Mason in 1831, He then 
moved to New York City where he 
served as a choir master for 40 years, 
from 1832 to 1872. Hastings was a 
prolific composer, writing some 1000 
hymn tunes.

In the United Kingdom, people are 
familiar with Hastings’ tune as it is 

such a common cliché in the ‘Boot Hill’ 
Cemetery scene of many a western 
film – perhaps too sentimental for 
our tastes. Without sentimentality, the 
tune popular in the United Kingdom, 
Readhead 76, is named after its com-
poser, Richard Readhead (1820-1901). 
He published it as number 76 in his 
influential Church Hymn Tunes, Ancient 
and Modern (1853) as a setting for this 
text. The tune is also known as Petra 
(the Jordanian city built in the rock).

Richard Redhead was a chorister at 
Magdalen College, Oxford. At the age  
of 19, he was invited to become organ-
ist at Margaret Chapel (later All Saints 
Church), London. Greatly influencing 
the musical tradition of the church, he 
remained in that position for 25 years 
as organist and an excellent trainer of 
the boys’ choirs. 

Redhead and the church’s rector, Fre-
derick Oakeley, were strongly commit-
ted to the Oxford Movement, which 
favoured the introduction of Roman 
elements into Anglican worship. To-
gether they produced the first Anglican 
plainsong psalter, Laudes Diurnae (1843). 
Redhead spent the latter part of his ca-
reer as organist at St. Mary Magdalene 
Church in Paddington (1864-1894).

Augustus Toplady, Thomas Hastings, 
Richard Redhead.




