
let all mortal flesh keep silence
Let all mortal flesh keep silence is a phrase that resonates deeply within the Christian
liturgical tradition, particularly during the Advent season. It serves as an invocation to
reverence and contemplation, inviting believers to pause and reflect on the divine mystery
of the incarnation of Christ. This phrase originates from a hymn that has become a staple in
Christian worship, encapsulating themes of humility, awe, and the profound nature of God's
presence among humanity. In this article, we will explore the origins, theological
significance, and contemporary relevance of this beautiful phrase and the hymn it
represents.

Origins of "Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence"

The phrase "Let all mortal flesh keep silence" is derived from a hymn written by the early
Christian writer St. James the Just in the 4th century. It was later translated into English by
the renowned hymn writer Gerard Moultrie in the 19th century. The hymn is based on the
biblical account from the Book of Habakkuk and draws inspiration from the liturgical
traditions of the Eastern Orthodox Church.

The Biblical Context

The hymn reflects the themes found in the following passages:

1. Habakkuk 2:20 - "But the Lord is in his holy temple; let all the earth keep silence before
him."
2. Isaiah 6:1-3 - The vision of God's holiness and the response of the seraphim in worship.
3. Philippians 2:7-8 - The humility of Christ, who took on the form of a servant.

These scriptures lay the foundation for the hymn's call to silence and reverent worship,
emphasizing the holiness of God and the humble nature of Christ’s incarnation.

Theological Significance

The hymn "Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence" captures several key theological concepts that
are central to Christian belief.

The Holiness of God

At the heart of the hymn is the recognition of God's holiness. The phrase invites
worshippers to acknowledge the transcendent nature of God, who is both near and far. This
duality calls for a response of silence, reverence, and awe.



The Incarnation

The hymn also reflects on the mystery of the incarnation—the belief that God became flesh
in the person of Jesus Christ. It emphasizes the humility of Christ, who was born in a stable
and lived among humanity. This calls believers to a posture of humility and contemplation
as they prepare to celebrate the birth of Christ.

The Call to Worship

The phrase "Let all mortal flesh keep silence" serves as a liturgical call to worship, urging
congregants to quiet their hearts and minds in preparation for encountering the divine. This
moment of silence is crucial in recognizing the sacredness of worship and the importance of
intentionality in our approach to God.

Contemporary Relevance

In today's fast-paced world, the call to silence and contemplation is more pertinent than
ever. With the constant barrage of information and distractions, many individuals struggle
to find moments of peace and reflection. The hymn serves as a reminder to take time to
pause, to reflect, and to connect with one's faith.

Incorporating Silence in Worship

Many churches today are reintroducing moments of silence into their worship services as a
way to foster deeper connections with God. Here are some ways to incorporate silence in
contemporary worship:

1. Silent Reflection: After a sermon or scripture reading, allow a few moments of silence for
congregants to reflect on the message.
2. Meditative Music: Use instrumental music during prayer times to create a contemplative
atmosphere.
3. Guided Silence: Lead the congregation in a guided silence where they can focus their
thoughts on God and their personal relationship with Him.

The Role of Silence in Personal Spirituality

Silence is not only important in corporate worship but also in personal spirituality. Here are
some benefits of incorporating silence into personal spiritual practices:

- Enhanced Listening: Silence allows for a clearer channel to hear God’s voice and guidance
in your life.
- Increased Focus: It helps eliminate distractions, allowing for deeper meditation and



prayer.
- Emotional Healing: Moments of stillness can be restorative, providing space to process
emotions and seek peace.

The Musical Legacy

The hymn "Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence" has been set to various musical compositions
and is often sung during Advent and Christmas services. Its haunting melody and profound
lyrics have made it a favorite among congregations seeking to embody the themes of
humility and reverence.

Popular Musical Settings

Several composers have created notable arrangements of this hymn. A few of the most
recognized include:

1. "Picardy" - This is the most common musical setting, composed by Henry John Gauntlett
in the 19th century.
2. "Hymn Tune" by Ralph Vaughan Williams - Vaughan Williams’ arrangement brings a
contemporary flair to the traditional hymn.
3. "Zadok the Priest" by George Frideric Handel - While not a direct setting of the hymn,
Handel's work captures the same sense of majesty and reverence.

How to Use the Hymn in Worship

- Opening Hymn: Use it to set the tone for a service focused on worship and reverence.
- Closing Reflection: Conclude services with the hymn to leave congregants in a state of
contemplation.
- Advent Services: Its themes are particularly suited for Advent, making it a staple in this
liturgical season.

Conclusion

Let all mortal flesh keep silence is more than just a phrase; it is an invitation to
embrace the sacredness of worship. This hymn calls us to recognize the holiness of God, to
reflect on the mystery of the incarnation, and to find moments of silence in our lives. In an
age filled with noise and distraction, the call to silence and reverence has never been more
essential. As we engage with this powerful hymn, we are reminded of our need for humility,
contemplation, and a deeper connection with the divine. Whether in communal worship or
personal reflection, let us heed this call and allow our hearts to be still before the Lord.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the hymn 'Let All Mortal Flesh
Keep Silence'?
'Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence' is a hymn based on a 5th-century text by St. James of the
Jerusalem liturgy, adapted into English in the early 20th century.

What themes are explored in 'Let All Mortal Flesh Keep
Silence'?
The hymn explores themes of reverence, humility, and the awe of God's presence,
particularly in the context of the Eucharist.

What musical style is 'Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence'
typically associated with?
The hymn is often associated with a modal, chant-like melody, and has been set to various
musical styles, including orchestral and choral arrangements.

What is the significance of the phrase 'Let all mortal
flesh keep silence'?
This phrase emphasizes the need for silence and reverence in the presence of God,
particularly during sacred moments in worship.

In which liturgical contexts is 'Let All Mortal Flesh Keep
Silence' commonly used?
The hymn is commonly used during Advent, Christmas, and other liturgical celebrations,
especially those that focus on the Incarnation.

Who has composed notable musical settings for 'Let All
Mortal Flesh Keep Silence'?
Notable composers include Ralph Vaughan Williams, who set the hymn to the tune
'Picardy', which is widely used today.

How has 'Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence' been
received in contemporary worship?
The hymn is well-loved in contemporary worship settings and has been embraced by
various denominations for its profound theological insights.



What are some common interpretations of the hymn's
imagery?
The imagery in the hymn often reflects the mystery of the Incarnation, the heavenly
adoration of Christ, and the quietude expected during communion.

How does 'Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence' connect to
the concept of the Eucharist?
The hymn highlights the sacredness of the Eucharist, inviting worshippers to approach the
sacrament with awe and reverence.

Are there any modern adaptations or versions of 'Let All
Mortal Flesh Keep Silence'?
Yes, many modern adaptations exist, including contemporary worship versions and
arrangements that incorporate different musical styles and instrumentation.
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