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WHERE CROSS THE CROWDED WAYS OF LIFE

Go therefore to the parting of the highways, and as many as you find there, invite to the wedding feast.  Matt 22:9


St. Francis of Assisi is credited with saying, “Preach the Gospel at all times, and use words if necessary.”  Although this is not an official credo of the Church, the practice of living out the words and example of Christ is the mission of His body.  In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, American Christians began to take a renewed interest in social holiness and justice.  While the merits of this movement and its’ effects on doctrinal integrity can be debated, the ideal of fulfilling the role of the Church in meeting the social needs of one’s community was preached with great fervor.  The director of the New York City Mission, Rev. Dr. Frank Mason North, saw first-hand the social ills of his community and in his tenure sought to minister to those in need around him.  In particular, North was interested in and concerned for those in the slums of New York.


Dr. North was an ordained Methodist-Episcopal minister, and was serving the Methodist Church in his capacity as director of the City Mission.  Although he had never written a hymn, a member of the Methodist hymnal editorial committee asked him during a conversation to write a new hymn on a missionary theme for the new hymnal.  The result was our hymn of the month, Where Cross the Crowded Ways of Life.  


The opening line of the hymn (which eventually became it’s title) came to North shortly after preaching a sermon on Matthew 22:9.  The translation he used evoked the images of the busy intersections of New York City, and with it the hurting and needy people he saw on these streets daily.  The first three stanzas of the hymn paint the picture of urban humanity at its’ worst:  “the noise of selfish strife,” the “haunts of wretchedness and need,” “woman’s grief, man’s burdened toil,” and “tender childhood’s helplessness.”  The fourth stanza then changes focus from society’s pain and need to the hope and response of the Christian Church.  We are reminded of Christ’s words, “a cup of water given in My name,” and of His example in caring for the poor, the sick, and the needy.  


It can be easy to forget the motives for ministering in such a pained and deprived environment.  Whether intentional or not, North closes the hymn with a reminder of why this type of ministry is important:  to show and lead others in the footsteps of the Saviour until that time when He comes again.  These words remind us that our actions are meaningless unless we are conscientious of our duty to minister the hope of salvation in Christ Jesus.


The hymn was published in the June 1903 issue of The Christian City, and as originally commissioned, in the 1905 Methodist Hymnal where it was wed to the tune still used in hymnals today.  It has had such a profound impact that it is one of only a few hymns that has been published in nearly every American hymnal in the past century.  While not as rich in theological discourse as some other great Christian hymns, this hymn is an important reminder that our faith without works is meaningless (James 2:20).  May we be changed and moved in singing this hymn to be aware of the needs around us, and may we, like North, seek to transform our cities of slums into the city of our God.  

