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Composer’s Notes: 
 
How Firm A Founda6on is one of my favorite hymns.  I love the tradi6onal tune (FIDELITY, aEr. J. 
Ellis, ca. 1889).  It is big and powerful, and I love to play it on the organ.  But I’m always 
frustrated because seldom are the last four verses sung, which to me are by far the most 
important.  AdmiEedly, it is a long hymn.  It takes about five minutes to sing all seven verses 
(but it feels more like 10 minutes with all the repeated lyrics at the end of each verse).  So, the 
norm in many congrega6ons is to just sing the first three verses.  What a travesty!  When I 
wrote this tune in 2005, my mo6va6on was to shorten the 6me it takes to sing all seven verses.  
I succeeded; this tune takes about three minutes.  It is not as powerful and majes6c as the 
original, nor is it wriEen for choir or congrega6on, but it makes a nice vocal solo. 
 
In 2023, I revisited the hymn and improved the piano accompaniment.  I also decided to revise 
the lyrics.  First published in 1787, the original lyrics (aEr. Robert Keen, ca. 1787) are wriEen in 
the an6quated formal language that was commonly used in religious se^ngs at that 6me, 
which for most people today is difficult to understand.  Addi6onally, it is a very awkward lyric 
because it is hard to determine who is speaking.  If you analyze it carefully, the first two verses 
are spoken by a person (a minister?) and the last five verses are spoken by God, but there is no 
obvious transi6on.  I remember as a child being confused by this.  Also, in some verses God calls 
us “you” and in others he calls us “thee”.  This was also confusing to me at a young age.  In my 
revised lyrics, Jesus Christ speaks all seven verses, in the singular first person, to you as an 
individual.  The message of the hymn is unchanged, but it is communicated in contemporary 
English. 
 
I hope you will enjoy this hymn as much as I have enjoyed composing it. 
 
Irv Nelson 
July 28, 2023 
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