
W O N D E R  I F

W i t h  a  l i t t l e  b i t  o f  e x p l o r i n g  i n  y o u r  c h u r c h  h y m n a l ,  y o u  w i l l  d i s c o v e r  t h a t  o n l y  o n c e  i n  a  w h i l e  i s  t h e  a u t h o r

of  the words and the composer  of  the tune one and the same person.  " l  Wonder l f "  is  one of  these "once in  a

whi le"  hymns.  Richard L.  F leming wrote both the text  (words)  and the hymntunc.  As a mat ter  of  fact ,  th is

was a "once in  a long whi le"  k ind of  exper ience for  h im.  Usual ly ,  when he t r ies to  wr i te  music  for  s ing ing,  he

uses words someone e lse has wr i t ten.

As is  of ten the case,  the words came f i rs t  and the tune fo l lowed.  " l  Wonder l f "  began as a poem thought  out

d u r i n g  a n  a l l  n i g h t  d r i v e  f r o m  T e x a s  t o  l o w a  i n  I 9 7 3 .  D r .  F l e m i n g  w a s  d r i v i n g  a l o n e  a n d  d i d  i t  p a r t l y  i u s t  t o

stav awake on the road !  The poem was f i rs t  ca l led "Dare I  Bel ieve?" and went  l ike th is :

( r )
l n  t h i s  e  n t l r m o u s  u n i v e  f s c

W i t h  c i  i s t a n c o s  s o  g r e a t
' [ h a t  

o n c  n t u s t  s p e d k  o 1  g a l a x i c s

B e y o n c l  t h c  V l  i l k l ' W a , v ,

D a r c  I  b e  l i e v e  t h c r e  i s  a  G o d

\ \ ' l r o  h o l c l s  n r c  i n  h i s  t r i n d ?

\ 2 )
l f  G o d  m u s t  k c e  p  t h e  s t a r s  i n  c o u r s c
A n d  m a k e  t h e  p l a n e t s  t u r n ,
l f  h e  u p h o l d s  t h c  n a t u r a l  l a w s
O n  l v h i c h  t h e  r v o r l d s  d e p c n d ,
D a r c  I  b c l i e v e  t h a t  s u c h  a  G o d
! V i l l  n o t i c e  r v h c n  l l a l l ?

( 3 )
l f  i v a r  a n d  p o a c e  a r e  o n  h i s  r n i n d

A n d  n a t i o n s  h i s  c o n c e r n ,

l f  p r c s i d e n t s  a n d  g o v e r n o r s

I n s i s t  t h e i r  p r a y e r s  b c  h e a r d ,

D a r c  I  b e l i c v e  t l t a t  C o d  w i l l s t o o p

T o  h c a r  m y  s o l ' t e r  v o i c e ?

( 4 )
B c l i e v e  I  d a r e  b e c a u s e  o f  O n c
W h o  k n c r v  t h i s  G o d  s o  w e l l .
" G o d  k n o r v s , "  h c  s a i d ,

" r v h e n  a  s p a r r o \ v  1 a l l s .
A n d  h e a r s  t h e  p o o r  m a n ' s  p r a y e r . "
T h c  m i g h t l ,  G o d  o 1 '  c a r t h  a n d  s k i e s
K n o l v s  r v h o  I  a r n ,  a n d  c a r e s !

Can you  guess  why  th  i s  d  idS h o r t l y  a f t e r r v a r d ,  D r .  F l e m i n g  s e t  t h e s e  w o r d s  t o  m L t s i c  f o r  h i s  o w n  c h i l d r e n ' s  c h o i r s .

n o t  t L r n  o u t  t o  b e  a  v e r y  g o o d  a n t h e m ?

l f  y o u  t h i n k  t h e  w o r d s  o f  " l  W o n d e r  l f "  a r e  b e t t e r ,  c a n  y o L t  e x p l a i n  w h y ?

When rhe HVmn Societv  of  Amer ica and the Chor is ters Gui ld  jo in t ly  sponsored a contest  for  new chi ldren 's

hymns in  1981 ,  Dr .  F leming decided to rework the words of  "Dare I  Bel ieve?" and the resul t  was the words of
" l  Wonder l f . "  Then came the chal lenge of  forget t ing how the o ld tune went  and of  wr i t ing a new one.

You wi l l  not ice thar  the meter  of  " l  Wonder l f "  (8 .6.8.6.14)  is  a l i t t le  unusual .  F i rs t  seven sy l lab les,  then s ix .

Then e ight  sy l lab les fo l lowed by s ix .  And f ina l ly  a long phrase of  '14 
sy l lab les.  Now that  means tak ing a good

breath and us ing i t  wel l l  Good chor is ters l ike you wi l l  s ing a l l  14 sy l lab les on one breath!  The f ina l  long musi -

ca l  phrase is ,  however ,  so arranged that  i f  you must  take a breath in  the middle,  there is  a p lace to do i t  a lmost

u n n o t i c e d .  C a n  y o u  f i n d  t h e  s p o t ?

(Natura l lv  th is  is  for  the benef i t  o f  s ingers who can' t  remember to  keep thei r  r ibs h igh and shoulders re laxed.)

T h e  t u n e  h a s  s o m e  t r i c k y  i n t e r v a l s  i n  t h e  o p e n i n g  p h r a s e s .  C a n  y o u  f i n d  t h e m ?

W h i c h  p l a c e  s e e m s  m o s t
" though ts  mus t  s t re tch

The ref ra in- l ike ending of  " l  Wonder l f "  has two measures of  312 t ime instead of  212.  Can you guess why?

Do you wonder i f  Dr .  F leming wanted to s t retch out  the word "wonder"  on the h ighest  note to  help s ingers

open thei r  eyes,  minds,  and mouths? And do you suppose he wanted s ingers of the hymn to take more t ime

on the word " t ime" in  the second 312 measure? Somet imes music  is  s imply more in terest ing when the number

of  pulses in  the measures is  var ied.  Br ight  chor is ters wi l l  have no problem in th is  hymntune i f  they remember

that  thc hal f -note is  the same in both 212 and 312.

Sonteth ing to th ink aboLt t ;  Why do you suppose most  hymns have words by one person and music  by another?

d i f f i c u l t  t o  y o u ,  t h e  o n e  w i t h  t h e  w o r d s  " t h i s  e n o r m o u s "  o r  t h e  o n e  w i t h  t h e  w o r d s

to?. "
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