
W A K E ,  A W A K E ,  F O R  N I G H T  I S  F L Y I N G

Our hymn, "Wake,  Awake,  For  Night  is  F ly ing,"  and i ts  tune cal led "Wachet  Auf , "  were wr i t ten near ly
400 years ago.  l t  has an in terest ing h is tory and is  thought  to  be one of  the greatest  chora les ever  wr i t ten.
(A chora le is  a specia l  name given to a k ind of  music  very s imi lar  to  that  which we consider  a hymn and
i ts  tune today.  l t  is  pronounced l ike corra l ,  the pen in  which horses are somet imes kept . )

This  grcat  hymn,  or  chora le,  was wr i t ten by a man who was a Lutheran pastor ,  a  f ine poet  and an excel -
lent  music ian.  Do you know any man in  recent  years who combined a l l  o f  these g i f ts  or  s imi lar  g i f ts? |  can
th ink of  onc!  Did you ever  hear  of  Dr .  A lber t  Schwei tzer? He was a great  organis t  and music ian,  then
decided to s tudy and become an ordained min is ter ;  and then,  af ter  receiv ing h is  ord inat ion as a min is ter ,
detcrmined to pursue fur ther  s tudy to become a medical  doctor .  Af ter  graduat ing he spent  mostof  h is
l i fc  doing a l l  these th ings-being a music ian,  a pastor  and medical  miss ionary in  Afr ica,  where he helped
h e a l  t h e  s i c k  a n d  i n j u r e d .

Four  hundred years ago,  Phi l ipp Nicola i ,  who wrote our  hymn,  l ived a l i fe  much l ike that .  He was a great
Lutheran preacher  and pastor .  Dur ing h is  pastorate in  Westphal ia ,  a  smal l  country  that  is  now a par t  o f  the
country  of  Germany,  in  a l i t t le  town cal led Unna,  a great  and terr ib le  epidemic,  or  pest i lence,  occurred in
which hundreds of  people s ickened and d ied.  l t  lasted more than hal f  a  year .  He helped nurse the s ick
people of  the c i ty .  To help susta in h is  congregat ion,  and h imsel f ,  he wrote severa l  o f these great  hymns,
known as chorales,

l lochet  ALt f ,  the German words which begin the or ig inal  German text  o f  th is  great  hymn,  is  now the name
of the chora le tune.  This  tune is  of ten cal led by church music ians "The King of  Chorales."  Phi l ipp Nicola i
wrote another  great  chora le,  th is  is  of ten g iven the name of  "The 

Queen of  Chorales."  l t  is  set  to  words
also wr i t ten by Ph i l ipp Nicola i ,  "O Morning Star ,  How Fai r  and Br ight . "  Perhaps you have a l ready studied
t h  i s  h y m n .

One of  the greatcst  composers of  a l l  t ime,  Johann Sebast ian Bach,  wrote a great  chora l  work ca l led a
Cantata us ing both text  and tune of  our  chora le "Wake,  Awake."  Bach wrote many cantatas but  some of
thcm were lost  or  destroyed by unknowing or  unth ink ing ind iv iduals  af ter  h is  death.  The cantata us ing
our  chora le has been g iven the number of  140.  For  an easy way of  locat ing and ident i fy ing Bach's  many,
many works,  each was g iven a speci f ic  number.

Ask your  choi r  d i rector  to  p lay a record ing of  Cantata i  40 -  "Wake,  Awake,  For  Night  is  F ly ing."  Bach
wrotc a very in tercst ing melody that  in t roduces one movement  of  th is  cantata.  l t  is  p layed e i ther  on the
organ or  by v io l ins and v io las.  This  is  the melody:  (see i f  you can hear  i t  when i t  is  p layed.)

The parablc  to ld by Jesus about  thc wise and fool ish v i rg ins on thei r  way to a wedding is  referred to in  the
words of  our  hymn.  lhe Bib le reference is  Mat thew 25l -1-13.  Other  Bib le references are found in

lsa iah 52:  8 and in  Rcvelat ion 29:  6-9.  Look them up and see how c losely  the composer  s tayed wi th the
B  i b l e  w o r d s .

Did you not ice in  Bach's  cantata when you heard i t  that  i t  seemed to have a d i f ferent  pulsat ion pat tern?

Our hymn is  wr i t ten in  a meter  ca l led " rhythmic"  whi le  Bach wrote h is  arrangement  in  a way cal led
" lso-rhythmic."  Phi l ipp Nicola i  wrote h is  music  so that  i t  met  the accent  of  h is  words,  whi le  Bach
changed the or ig inal  to  a s teady k ind of  pulsat ion wi th which we are more fami l iar  today.  "O Morning

Star"  the Queen of  Chorales is  pr in ted in  thc " iso-rhythmic"  s ty le  of  today wi th the same number of

b<, , r t .s  in  each measure.  The " rhythmic"  pat tern has a vary ing number of  beats in  each measure accord ing

to the accents of  the words.
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