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The Hymns of Charles Wesley 
from a Lithuanian Perspective 

Kristin Chiles Markay 

I'm here today because I have been shaped by the hymns of Charles Wesley. 
I grew up on the Methodist side of the (1968) merger (in the US, between the 
Evangelical United Brethren Church and The Methodist Church), and I've been 
singing these hymns all of my life. Even today, I will hear a phrase of scripture, 
or a comment, and I will think of a Wesley hymn. For example, a man from India, 
who has been attending the Methodist Church in Milan, Italy, gave a sermon in 
which he mentioned a phrase used in his church in India- "To whom else can we 
turn, 0 God?" And when I heard this phrase, I immediately thought of one of my 
favorite Wesley hymns: 

Father, I stretch my hands to thee, 
no other help I know. 

If thou withdraw thyself from me, 
ah, wither shall I go? 

With this as an introduction, I'll begin my comments on the hymns of Charles 
Wesley in post-Soviet Lithuania. 

My husband, David, and I served for six years with the re-established United 
Methodist Church in Lithuania. We were appointed there by the UM General 
Board of Global Ministries to serve as pastors. Part of our mission was to help 
to re-establish the churches that had been closed by the Soviets fifty years before. 
We were able to do this with the help of a remnant of surviving Methodists. One 
visiting minister, who served for six months in Lithuanian, said that he felt in 
these newly formed communities, that he was experiencing the closest thing to 
the communities written about in the Acts of the Apostles. The letters of Paul 
took on new meaning for us as we served in the churches. We felt that they were 
addressed to us, and to the young congregations there. 

One of our early tasks was to search for music for the worship services. We 
ended up making copies of an old 1938 evangelical hymnal. This served for a 
time, but we recognized early on that we needed a new hymnbook that would 
help to shape and form the faith of the "People called Methodist" in Lithuania. 
Thanks to the dedication, faith and hard work of many people, we were able to 
dedicate the new United Methodist Lithuanian hymnbook at the end of August 
2005, in Kaunas, Lithuania, after years of collecting, translating, and editing 
hymns. Thanks be to God. 

One of the first things that the hymnal committee did, in putting this hymn
book together, was to sit down with Loni Bungardiene, one of the oldest 
Methodists in Lithuania. We sat by a piano, with her copy of the evangelical 
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hymnbook and her faded book of children's hymns, and we interviewed her. 
"Did you sing this song in church before the Soviets closed the doors? What 
about this one?" The old favorites were keepers. 

Because this was to be a Methodist hymnbook, a reflection of who we are and 
who we would like to be as Methodists, we searched for as many translated 
Wesley hymns that we could find. We found all three of them! ("Hark! the her
ald angels sing," "Christ the Lord is risen today" and "Jesus, Lover of my soul). 
We then commissioned Nijole Latuziene and Romas Baliutavicius to translate 
more. Incidentally, both Nijole and Romas are Baptists. It was not easy for us to 
find people of faith with knowledge of music, faith language, English and 
Lithuanian syllabic stresses (kircavimas). 

Not all Lithuanians have knowledge of faith language. The Soviets occupied 
Lithuania for over fifty years. They closed churches, confiscated properties, and 
tried to delete a faith language. Not just anyone could translate these hymns. For 
example, there are two different words for the verb "sing": dainuoti (to sing) and 
giedoti (to sing in church, to sing hymns). 

Our younger translators would have such a difficult time translating for the 
worship services, and their choice of words would anger some of the older 
Methodists in the group who had been people of faith since before the Second 
World War. One translator translated Christ's chalice as Christ's kitchen cup! 
And the translators would have a tough time translating words such as: salvation, 
redemption, holiness, justification, prevenient grace, etc. The younger generation 
in Lithuania was not shaped by the church, by a community of faith. Rather, they 
learned lessons in school such as: Dievas (God) cannot be capitalized. It must 
be dievas (god). 

Romas Baliutavicius, the best translator of the Wesley hymns, cannot read 
music. But, we would make a tape of a Wesley hymn, using piano and voice, and 
he would then translate this hymn into Lithuanian, fitting in beautifully the 
rhythms and stresses. The Lithuanian language holds many more syllables than 
does the English, so this was not an easy task. Here are some examples: grace 
= malone (three syllables) , peace ramybe three syllables, faith= tikejimas (four 
syllables.) "O for a thousand tongues to sing," therefore, has two extra syllables 
at the end of the phrases making at least two extra syllables per stanza: 

Te tokstanciai balsq giedos 
di didziam Karaliui slOV¥ ! 
Te garb¥ Dievui atiduos 
ir slovins Jo malon¥ ! 

And, of course, we had the discussion-How do you translate "tongues"? We 
used "voices." 

We have fifteen Charles Wesley hymns in our hymnbook, in addition to John 
Wesley's rules for singing and his Covenant Prayer. We tried to include at least 
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one Wesley hymn for each season of the Christian year and for a number of the 
primary liturgies and occasions of the church. 

Advent: Come, thou long-expected Jesus 
Christmas: Hark! the herald angels sing 
Lent/Passion/Good Friday: 0 Love Divine, what hast thou done 
Easter: Christ the Lord is risen today 
Ascension-Day: Hail the day that sees him rise 
New Year and Charge Conference: And are we yet alive? 
Holy Communion: Happy the one to whom is given 

Others: 

0 for a thousand tongues to sing 
Rejoice, the Lord is King! 
Love Divine, all loves excelling 
Christ whose glory fills the skies 
And can it be that I should gain? 
Jesus, Lover of my soul 
Help us to help each other, Lord 
A charge to keep I have 

Inara Serafinaviciene from Siauliai, Lithuania, participated in a Methodist 
Conference in England and brought back S T Kimbrough's songbook of hymns 
by Charles Wesley, Songs for the Poor. She later showed the book to me, pointed 
to one hymn and said, "This hymn ["Help us to help each other, Lord"] needs to 
be in our hymnal. It describes who we need to be." 

The Lithuanians are people who have suffered at the hands of the Soviets for 
over fifty years of occupation. The scars that remain after independence are not 
only in the structures of the buildings, but in the people as well. Many scars 
remain-lack of trust, suspicion, fear, reserved personalities focused on surviv
ing, and many more. The effects of the Soviet system undermined trust and true 
community. 

"Help us to help each other": to carry our cross? to grow in love? to forgive 
others? to find a friend's shoulder? These are not easy actions for people who are 
afraid to trust. But as we sing this hymn together and participate in the life and 
fellowship of the church, fears and suspicions begin to melt. Thanks be to God. 

I asked Rasma Zladkoviene to write about what the hymns of Charles Wesley 
mean in her life today. Here is what she wrote: 

"Rejoice, Rejoice! Christ the light and the Savior was born." For me he was 
born with the independence in Lithuania. When I sing the songs of Jesus' birth 
("Come, thou long-expected Jesus" and "Hark! the herald angels sing"), the mem
ories of the overwhelming feeling of happiness come back to my heart. For the 
first time at school we were allowed to celebrate Christmas. In candle light my stu
dents did the nativity play, sang songs, and listened to the priest who felt a bit 
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uneasy speaking openly about Christ at school. It brought tears to the eyes of 
everyone present. My heart was filled with joy and hope. ("0 for a thousand 
tongues to sing") Our present and future are no longer emptiness or darkness. 
Christ is here; he is with us; he loves us; he loves me. Is there anything more pre
cious we need in life? 

Every time I sing praise to the Lord, my heart sings thanks for saving me, the 
sinner. ("0 Love Divine, what hast thou done") I am no longer someone traveling 
nowhere. In my mind's eye, I see myself sitting in the boat with the storms raging 
around; however, I feel no fear. My heart is at peace because Christ is with me in 
the boat showing me the way. He is the captain ("Jesus, Lover of my soul"). 

I asked the same question of Inara Serafinaviciene. Here are her words: 

I am writing about the Charles Wesley hymns in our new United Methodist 
Lithuanian hymnbook. All of these hymns announce the gospel-the Good News 
for all people-God's grace and the invitation to follow Jesus Christ. (She quotes 
Philippians 2:9-11.) This truth Charles Wesley proclaims in his hymns. 

"O for a thousand tongues to sing" speaks about God's glory and praise-all is 
done to praise the name of Jesus. It is as if the music sounds and inspires people 
to rise from their dark sins to a new life. "Jesus Lover of my soul" speaks about 
human weakness-when a person is weak, heavy-ladened, weighed down by the 
cares of the world. 

Charles Wesley hymns give hope in life, strengthen faith, and inspire joy and 
love. They inspire a deeper faith in me. I remember my mother. She would work 
quietly, humming the melodies of hymns. As a child, I wondered why she did that. 
Now, when I return home after Sunday's worship, I feel in my heart the melodies 
of these hymns. They strengthen me and help me to love more deeply. 

My favorite hymn is "O for a thousand tongues to sing." When I was attend
ing a women's conference in Bristol in 1998, I became acquainted with the name, 
Charles Wesley. While in England, I learned that this hymn was written one year 
after Charles's conversion. This is an important hymn for all believers. This is our 
Methodist hymn. We sing it as if our hearts were singing, because Jesus' voice 
calls us to new life. Therefore, I value this hymn and love to sing it. This has 
become my personal faith hymn. This hymn helps me to see God's grace in the 
words of all of the hymns that I sing. 

The hymns of Charles Wesley help to shape and form us as Christians, 
whether we have been journeying for a while in the faith or are newcomers. In 
re-establishing the Methodist Church in Lithuania, these hymns served and serve 
an important role in reminding Lithuanian Methodists who they are and who they 
are called to be as God's people. Being a Methodist in this post-Soviet and pre
dominantly Catholic country is to go against the grain of what society labels "nor
mal" and "acceptable." For this reason, Lithuanian Methodists need to be sus
tained and encouraged in the faith, and singing the hymns of Charles Wesley does 
just that-singing sustains. encourages, and provides nourishment for lives of 
faith. 1 


