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COME, YE THANKFUL PEOPLE, COME


Thanksgiving.  From a young age we learn the story of those brave pilgrims leaving England and coming to the New World.  Many of us remember re-enacting that first Thanksgiving, complete with buckles on our shoes and feathers in our hair.  Yearly we celebrate the blessings that have been bestowed upon us, and enjoy the time together with family members.  And, most importantly, we are thankful to God for His constant provision for us day in and day out.


However, a yearly celebration of God’s bounty didn’t start with the pilgrims at Plymouth.  Long before 1620 agrarian societies annually celebrated the harvest with festivals and pageants.  The reaping of the year’s crops was always seen as a small miracle, as any modern day farmer could verify.  In this context of thanksgiving comes our Hymn of the Month, Come, Ye Thankful People, Come.


Fascinatingly, one of America’s favorite Thanksgiving hymns was written by two prominent British citizens.  The text was composed in 1844 by Henry Alford, the Dean of Canterbury Cathedral and a very well-known and well-respected Anglican pastor and theologian.  Alford was known for his hymns and poems, and published at least four major collections of his original hymns.  Precious few survive; among them this hymn, published in Psalms and Hymns.  The original title was “After Harvest,” but was changed in a later publication to its current name.  Appropriately, Alford catches the excitement of reaping the harvest.  


But it is not the harvest of crops that Alford specifically references.  Much of the imagery in this hymn comes from the Gospel parable of the wheat and the tares.  The message of this parable centers around the separation of those who follow Christ and those who do not on the day of judgment.  Not surprisingly, then, Alford concludes the text with a vivid and anticipatory stanza of Jesus’ return at the Second Coming when He will reap the final and greatest Harvest of believers and take us to be with Him.


The music for this hymn was composed by George Elvey, the organist to the Royal Family at Windsor, and the tune is called ST. GEORGE’S WINDSOR.  While not originally wed to the text, it has become the standard tune for this hymn, not only here in the US, but around the world.  It has appeared in our hymnal since the 1870s, and is reportedly in almost every US and British hymnal published since the same time.


During this time of Thanksgiving for all that God has given us, may we be reminded of the greatest gift He has given: His Son Jesus Christ.  Through our belief in His death and resurrection and the amazing saving Grace of the Father, we can be counted in that final Harvest among the wheat.  We can look with anticipation to the second coming of Jesus where we will be forever purified, and can sing and celebrate forever.  

