
Joyful, Joyful, We Adore Thee is a powerful 
example of how music and poetry can work together to 
engender meaningful emotion. Such power can be 
destructive, as when good music amplifies bad theology or 
when accurate theology is obscured or even disrespected 

by unlovely, careless adornment. Nevertheless, as the poetry of 
Scripture itself proves, beautiful lyricism rooted in God’s truth 
proclaimed by faithful believers generates real worship.


This was Henry Van Dyke’s goal in writing this hymn. He 
specifically set out to compose joy-inspiring lyrics to Beethoven’s 
exuberant melody from his Ninth Symphony (aptly named “Ode 
to Joy”). Van Dyke was inspired by the beauty of the nearby 
Berkshire hills in Massachusetts, the joy of unity within his 
church where he served as a pastor, and the glory of Christ. It is 
no wonder that the hymn lyrics boldly aim to “melt the clouds of 
sin and sadness” and “drive the dark of doubt away.”


Certainly, this does not happen by avoiding or downplaying the 
reality of darkness in our world because of sin. Van Dyke 
himself knew this firsthand as he worked tirelessly as a United 
States ambassador in the heart of Europe during the first World 
War. But through his ministry as a pastor and his other areas of 
work and leadership, he sought to “live in love” and lift others 
to the “joy divine” found in Christ alone, the only hope for a 
broken world.


Van Dyke’s son remembers how his father told him this hymn 
should celebrate “the joy to be found in nature and by the one 
who finds his first joy in living his own life in Jesus Christ.” In 
that sense, Van Dyke simply echoes the words of Psalm 66: 
“Shout for joy to God, all the earth; sing the glory of his name. 
All the earth worships you and sings praises to you; they sing 
praises to your name.”


Scripture to consider:
Psalm 66

Psalm 104

Isaiah 12


Jeremiah 31

Luke 1:46-55

Romans 15:13


Philippians 4:4-9
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