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O COME, ALL YE FAITHFUL


O Come, All Ye Faithful is one of the best-loved and widely sung Christmas carols in the world.  The imagery of the text is specific enough to draw the singer into the stable with the holy family, and yet simple enough for children to memorize and understand.  The tune is melodically approachable throughout, yet employs the sophistication of fugal counterpoint in the refrain.  Although sung worldwide in English, the Latin text is immediately recognizable and familiar.  Indeed, this carol is a hymn full of paradoxes, and yet it is precisely these subtle paradoxes that earned and have perpetuated this carol’s popularity.


While the text and tune remain intriguing themselves, the historical study of this hymn provides a striking discovery. For years, O Come, All Ye Faithful was believed to be an ancient Latin text found and translated by John Francis Wade in 1744.  Wade was an Englishman living in France following the exodus of British Roman Catholics during the Jacobite Rebellion.  He made his living as a copyist of musical scores.  During this period musical scores were more than mere notes on a page; they were considered works of art, and a good copyist could gain international recognition for his work.  Such was the case with Wade, and when he produced a copy of Adeste Fideles in 1744 it was believed to be a beautiful replication of a long-lost Latin hymn.


Later research, however, revealed that the only manuscripts were in Wade’s handwriting (seven in total), and bore his signature.  A publication of this extensive research in 1947 concludes that the original Wade manuscripts are the original manuscripts and that Wade himself had composed the hymn in Latin.  

As early as 1750 it had already achieved international recognition, as a copy of it was hung at the English Roman Catholic College in Lisbon, and subsequently at the Portuguese embassy in London (earning the name Portuguese Hymn for a time).  It was not translated into English until the 1840s when Anglican preacher Frederick Oakley translated it for his congregation.  The original translation began “Ye faithful, approach ye,” but this did not seem to re-capture the sentiment of the original text.  Several years later Oakley altered his translation into the now familiar, “O come, all ye faithful.”  Widespread fame soon followed, and subsequent hymnal publications have included this hymn as a cornerstone if their Christmas hymns.  Different verses have been added and omitted over the years, but the key verses by Wade are usually published in most versions.

The tune, familiar to us all, is original to the text and was composed by John Francis Wade himself.  There have been multiple harmonizations over the years, but the one contained in our hymnal is considered standard at present.  Of interest is that the original tune was in triple meter, which would have given it a more dance- or waltz-like feel.  The refrain uses a very subtle fugue, or canon, with the different parts coming in at different times.  The effect of this technique is of different worshipers joining at different junctions to come to the common destination of worshiping the Christ-child.

This Christmas, may we allow ourselves to be taken into the stable and see the innocent child sent to earth to bear our sins and free us from death; a concept more paradoxical than even this carol can explain.  May we be willing to come and adore Him, for we know that He is indeed Christ the Lord!

