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INTRODUCTION: THE TIMELESS
COMFORT OF “BE STILL MY
SOuUL”

In moments of profound uncertainty,
grief, or inner turmoil, few pieces of
sacred music offer the same depth of
solace as the hymn known as “Be Still
My Soul.” The lyrics Be Still My Soul
have carried believers through wars,
personal tragedies, and quiet moments
of doubt for nearly three centuries. This

hymn does not merely ask for stillness; it
commands the restless heart to find
peace in divine sovereignty. The
combination of a stirring melody by Jean
Sibelius and a text steeped in biblical
faith creates an experience that is both
deeply personal and universally
resonant. In this article, we will explore
the origins of the hymn, the story behind
its translation, the meaning of each
verse, and why the lyrics Be Still My
Soul continue to speak to a world that
desperately needs to hear the call to be
still.
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THE ORIGIN OF “BE STILL MY
SOuL”

The journey of this beloved hymn begins
not in English, but in German, and not in
the twentieth century, but in the early
1700s. To truly appreciate the lyrics Be
Still My Soul, one must understand the
historical and spiritual soil from which
they grew.

The German Text
by Katharina von
Schlegel

The original poem, “Stille, mein Wille,
dein Jesus hilft siegen,” was written

around 1752 by a German Lutheran
woman named Katharina Amalia
Dorothea von Schlegel. Little is known
about her life, but her words reveal a
soul well-acquainted with suffering and
yet anchored in unshakable trust. The
original German text calls the will to be
silent, reminding the reader that Jesus
helps them overcome. The lyrics Be
Still My Soul that we sing today are a
translation of this powerful poem, but
the essence remains the same: a
command to the inner self to cease
striving and rest in God's provision.

Translation by
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Jane Borthwick

Nearly a century later, in the 1850s,
Scottish translator and hymn writer Jane
Borthwick discovered von Schlegel’s
poem. Borthwick, along with her sister
Sarah, was dedicated to bringing
German Pietist hymns to the English-
speaking world. She translated “Stille,
mein Wille” into the English version we
know today. Borthwick’s translation is
not a rigid word-for-word rendering; it is
a sensitive, lyrical adaptation that
retains the theological depth while
making the text singable and
memorable. The lyrics Be Still My Soul
owe much of their widespread appeal to
Borthwick’s gift for marrying fidelity to
the original with beauty in the target

language.

THE MUSIC: HOW JEAN SIBELIUS
GAVE THE HYMN ITS WINGS

The lyrics Be Still My Soul might have
remained a lesser-known hymn if not for
the music that carries them. The tune
commonly associated with this hymn is
“Finlandia,” taken from the symphonic
tone poem of the same name by Finnish
composer Jean Sibelius.

From Nationalist
Tone Poem to



Sacred Melody

Sibelius composed “Finlandia” in 1899
and 1900, during a period of intense
Russian oppression of Finnish culture.
The piece became a symbol of Finnish
nationalism and resistance. The hymn-
like section in the middle of the tone
poem is what eventually became the
melody for “Be Still My Soul.” The
pairing of Sibelius’'s sweeping, solemn
melody with the lyrics Be Still My Soul
was not immediate, but it was
providential. The melody’'s calm,
processional quality perfectly mirrors the
lyrics’ call to stillness and trust. The tune
is officially called “Finlandia” in many
hymnals, and its connection to the text
is now considered inseparable.

Why the Music
and Lyrics Work
Together

What makes the combination so
effective? The melody of “Finlandia” is
built on long, arching phrases that allow
the singer to breathe. It does not rush. It
does not panic. The lyrics Be Still My
Soul ask the heart to cease its frantic
activity, and the music reinforces that
message by providing a steady,
unhurried pulse. The climax of the hymn
arrives in the final verse, where the
music swells to proclaim the ultimate
hope of heaven, and then gently
recedes. It is a masterful piece of
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musical rhetoric that supports the text at
every turn.

A DEEPER LOOK AT THE LYRICS
BE STILL MY SOUL

To fully grasp the power of this hymn, it
is helpful to examine the lyrics Be Still
My Soul verse by verse. Each stanza
builds upon the last, moving from
present comfort to future glory.

Verse One: The
Lord Is on Thy
Side

The hymn opens with a direct command:
“Be still, my soul: the Lord is on thy

side.” This is not a suggestion but an
imperative. The first verse immediately
grounds the reader in the reality of
God’s presence. The lyrics Be Still My
Soul remind us that we are not alone in
our pain. The verse continues, “Bear
patiently the cross of grief or pain; leave
to thy God to order and provide.” Here,
the text echoes the Sermon on the
Mount, where Jesus teaches about not
worrying about tomorrow. The call is to
surrender control and trust that God
knows what He is doing.

Verse Two: Thy



God Doth
Undertake

The second verse deepens the theme of
trust: “Be still, my soul: thy God doth
undertake to guide the future as He has
the past.” This verse is especially
comforting because it connects God’s
past faithfulness to His future provision.
The lyrics Be Still My Soul
acknowledge that the future is unknown
to us, but it is fully known to God. The
line “in every change, He faithful will
remain” is a cornerstone of the hymn’s
theology. Change is inevitable, but God’s
faithfulness is not subject to change.

Verse Three: The
Hour Is
Hastening On

The third verse shifts the focus from
present trials to future hope. “Be still,
my soul: the hour is hastening on when
we shall be forever with the Lord.” Here,
the lyrics Be Still My Soul take on an
eschatological dimension. The hymn
looks forward to the final restoration
when sorrow, pain, and death will be no
more. The verse ends with a triumphant
“joy and peace forevermore,” giving the
singer a reason to endure the present
with hope. This verse is often chosen for
funerals because it speaks so powerfully
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of the Christian hope of resurrection.

THE ENDURING POPULARITY OF
THE HYMN

Why do the lyrics Be Still My Soul
continue to resonate with such a wide
audience? The answer lies in the
universal human experience of suffering
and the universal need for peace.

Use in Times of
Crisis

This hymn has been a staple in times of
national and personal crisis. It was sung
at the funerals of several notable figures,

including the American theologian J.1.
Packer. It has been played at memorial

services for victims of tragedies. The
lyrics Be Still My Soul offer a language
for grief that does not collapse into
despair. Instead, they lift the eyes
toward hope. In hospital rooms, in
hospice care, and in quiet moments of
private prayer, this hymn has whispered
comfort to countless souls.

Modern
Recordings and
Interpretations

In recent decades, the hymn has been
rediscovered by contemporary artists.
Groups like Kutless, Fernando Ortega,
and Christy Nockels have recorded



versions that bring the lyrics Be Still
My Soul to a new generation. These
modern arrangements often strip the
music down to piano or guitar, allowing
the text to take center stage. The
hymn’s presence in modern worship sets
and on streaming platforms shows that
its message is not bound to any one era
or style. It speaks as powerfully today as
it did in the eighteenth century.

HOW TO USE THE LYRICS BE
STILL MY SOUL IN PERSONAL
DEVOTION

Beyond congregational singing, the
lyrics Be Still My Soul can be a
valuable tool for personal spiritual
formation. Here are a few practical ways
to incorporate this hymn into your own
life.

* Meditative Reading: Read the

lyrics slowly, one line at a time.
Pause after each phrase and let
the meaning sink into your heart.
The command “be still” is itself an
act of meditation.

Prayer Prompt: Use each verse
as a launching point for prayer.
The first verse can lead you to
pray about a specific burden you
are carrying. The second verse can
prompt thankfulness for God’s past
faithfulness.

e Journaling: Write out the lyrics

Be Still My Soul in a journal and
then reflect on what “stillness”
looks like in your current season of
life. Which line speaks most
directly to your situation?

e Musical Prayer: If you play an
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instrument, learn the tune
“Finlandia” and play it slowly as a
form of musical prayer. Let the
melody carry the text without the
need for words.

THE THEOLOGICAL DEPTH
BEHIND THE WORDS

The lyrics Be Still My Soul are not
merely poetic; they are profoundly
theological. The hymn is rooted in
several key doctrines of the Christian
faith.

The Sovereignty

of God

The entire hymn rests on the assumption
that God is in control. Phrases like “the
Lord is on thy side” and “thy God doth
undertake” presuppose a God who is
actively involved in the details of human
life. This is not a distant deity but a
personal Father who guides, provides,
and orders all things for the good of His
children. The lyrics Be Still My Soul
cannot be properly understood apart
from a robust belief in divine
sovereignty.

The Hope of



Heaven

The final verse of the hymn points
decisively to the afterlife. The line “when
we shall be forever with the Lord” is a
clear statement of the Christian hope.
The lyrics Be Still My Soul do not offer
a temporary escape from pain; they offer
an eternal resolution. This eschatological

10

focus gives the believer strength to
endure present suffering with patience
and even joy.

CONCLUSION: A HYMN FOR
EVERY GENERATION

The lyrics Be Still My Soul have
traveled a long road: from the pen of a
German poet in the eighteenth century,
through
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