
When I Survey the Wondrous Cross 

Karen asked me to select a hymn for Holy 
Week to represent St Leonard’s at the 
Wollaton Churches ‘Songs of Praise’ service 
that had been planned for Palm Sunday. I 
chose ‘When I Survey the Wondrous Cross’. 
This is a well-known, traditional Easter hymn. 
Over the years I have sung it in different 
churches, places and denominations, since I 
came to faith in Jesus as a 12-year-old in 
Sunday School. 

I had thought that it was a Victorian hymn but, 
in fact, it was written in 1707 by Isaac Watts. 
He was considered to be quite a revolutionary 
in his time. Up until then congregations had 
usually sung words from the Psalms but he was 
amongst the first hymn writers to write directly 
about the thoughts and feelings of the singers. 
It is usually sung to the familiar tune, 
Rockingham, composed by Edward Miller. 

This hymn has been sung for over 300 years. 
Perhaps it puts our current situation into 
perspective to think how many other 
generations over that time have faced 
Eastertide with their lives turned upside-down: 
through war, political upheaval, flooding or 
pandemic. 

When I survey the wondrous cross 
On which the Prince of Glory died, 
My richest gain I count but loss, 
And pour contempt on all my pride 

Forbid it, Lord, that I should boast, 
Save in the Death of Christ my God: 
All the vain Things that charm me most, 
I sacrifice them to his Blood. 

See from his Head, his Hands, his Feet, 
Sorrow and Love flow mingled down! 
Did e'er such Love and Sorrow meet? 
Or Thorns compose so rich a Crown? 

Were the whole realm of nature mine, 
That were an offering far too small; 
Love so amazing, so divine, 
Demands my soul, my life, my all. 

These verses express the Easter story. Jesus 
Christ, the Prince of Glory, sacrificed his life by 
allowing himself to be crucified and was 
subsequently raised from the dead – that 

through His death and resurrection we could 
come into relationship with God. These verses 
speak of sacrifice, suffering, sorrow and love. 
They challenge selfish pride and secular values. 

This hymn is a particular favourite of our 
Musical Director, Peter Price, because of its 
association with his confirmation. Peter was 
confirmed in Holy Trinity Church, Lenton, 
which has a marble altarpiece (pictured) on 
which is inscribed the last verse of this hymn. 
Peter tells the story of how, during the 
confirmation service, the Bishop required all 
the candidates to meditate on this verse 
before taking their vows. At the end of the 
service, the Bishop exhorted them to go out 
with those life-changing words in their hearts 
and minds:  

Love so amazing, so divine, 
Demands my soul, my life, my all. 

Our circumstances are a time for reflection, a 
time for reassessment. Perhaps we would all 
do well to meditate on this hymn. 
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