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L i f e  i s  Worth Giv ine  

The True S to ry  Behind "Amazing Grace1' Hymn 

by F'r. Kevin Shanley, O.Carm. 

One of the  most beloved and oft-sung hymns i n  the  

American C h r i s t i a n  t r a d i t i o n  i s  "Amazaing Grace." It i s  

d i f f i c u l t  t o  a t t e n d  a w  type of r e l i g i o u s  ga the r ing  and 

no t  hear  the  s t i r r i n g  words and music which seem t o  touch 

s o  many h e a r t s  and s o u l s  i n  an u p l i f t i n g  manner, It i s ,  

indeed, a  hymn dea r  t o  s o  many people i n  s o  many ways: 

"~rnaz ing  grace! How sweet the  sound, That 

saved a  wretch l i k e  met I once was l o s t  

But now am found, Was b l i n d  but now I see.  

'Twas g ra  \E/ e  t h a t  taught  my h e a r t  t o  f e a r ,  

And grace  my f e a r s  r e l i eved ;  How prec ious  

did t h a t  g race  appear ,  The hour I f i s t  'v believed." 

Sbbry Behind the  Hymn 

But t h e  s t o r y  behind t h  hymn i s  equa l ly  i n s w ~ i n g  1 L 

and u p l i f t i n g .  And the  focus of the  s t o r y  i s  John Newton 

(1725-1807), an':. Engl i sh  sea  capta  n  who became wealthy lTAb6 I 
i n  the  notor ious  and degrading s l a v x n g  Engl i sh ,  t he  U.S., 

and the  West Coast of Afr ica ,  Among decent  men, Capt. John 

Newton was considered an ou tcas t ,  a  "s laver . "  
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Bit t h e  s c o r n  and contempt o f  d e c e n t  men and 

7 
women had seemingly  no e f f e c t ,  a s  Capt.  Newton 

v 
n a v i g a t e d  h i s  g r e a t  s a t l i n g  s h i p  between t h e  s o u t h e r n  

p o r t s  o f  t h e  A f r i c a ,  He seemed t o  be immune 

t o  pangs  of  s he loaded  h i s  s h i p  w i t h  human 

ca rgo ,  i n  c h a i n s :  b l a c k  menpwomen and c h i l d r e n ,  c a p t u r e d  

f rom t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  and t r i b e s ,  and c o n f i n e d  i n  t h e  s t i n k i n g  

hold  of Capt.  Newton's s h i p  f o r  t h e  weeks-long journey t o  

America, Those who d i e d  e n r o u t e  were t o s s e d  t o  t h e  s h a r k s  - 
i n  t h e  A t l a n t i c ;  t h o s e  who s u r v i v e d  were p u t  a s h o r e  

u 
and s o l d  a s  b e a s t s  of burden t o  p l a n t a t i o n  owners and o t h e r s .  

Lack o f  Conscience 
- .., - -= -. . . - * -  - 

Many C h r i s t i a n s  though t  t h a t  Capt ,  Newton s imply  had 

no c o n s c i e n c e  o r  even human f e e l i n g  f o r  t h e  s u f f e r i n g s  endured 

d u r i n g  and a f t e r  t h e  s l a v e  voyages .  Nothing seemed t o  h e l p  

him u n d e r s t a n d  o r  c a r e  a b o u t  t h e i r  p l i g h t .  

But one f o u l  n i g h t  a s  t h e  s h i p  headed f o r  t h e  American 

c o a s t ,  a s t o r m  began t o  brew t h a t  t h r e a t e n e d  t o  e n g u l f  b o t h  

s h i p  and c a r g o  and send them t o  t h e  bot tom o f  t h e  A t l a n t i c .  

Huge waves swept t h e  deck a s  Capt. Newton s t r u g g l e d  a t  t h e  

wheel  t o  keep t h e  s h i p  f a c i n g  i n t o  f u r y  of  t h e  s torm. - 
and t h r e a t e n e d  to-tear t h e  mas t s  o f f  t h e  s h i p .  

Capt.  Newton, who t o  t h a t  p o i n t  f e a r e d  n e i b h e r  God n o r  man, 

began t o  wonder i f  t h e y  would s u r v i v e .  



F r .  ~ e v i n /  LIFT3 ("Amazing  race" ) /  3 

When a l l  seemed l o s t ,  a  s t r a n g e  event  took p l a c e .  The 

seaman who was a s s i s t i n g  Capt, Newton suddenly shouted i n  

t e r r o r ,  and c a l l e d  up t h e  name of J e s u s ,  The-  name brou'ght 

Capt. Newton a sense  of f e a r l e s s n e s s ,  and he began t o  pray.  

" D e a ~  God," he shouted through t h e  howling g a l e ,  " g e t  u s  

s a f e  ashore  and I w i l l  be Your s l a v e  fo reve r , "  

Eventual%y, t he  s torm subs ided  and t h e  s h i p  was a b l e  t o  

complete i t s  journey t o  America. 

Keeping a Vow 

g u t  d id  Capt, Newton keep t h e  vow he made i n  the  mids t  

of t h e  t e r r i b l e  s torm? So w e l l  d i d  he keep h i s  vow t h a t  a ew 

*. 
1 

yea r s  l a t e r  he was ordained a clwgyman and worked t o  end the  

s l a v e  t r a d e ,  

I n  a d d i t i o n ,  he began t o  w hymns, e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  "Amazing 

Gracet' which r e f l e c t e d  h i s  encounted wi th  God i n  t h e  A t l a n t i c ,  

I n  a l l  he authored some 2 And when he d i ed  i n  1807, 

a f t e r  yea r s  of repentence ,  t ed  t h a t  t h e  fo l lowing  words 

be carved on h i s  tombstone: 

John Newton, C le rk  
Once An I n f i d e l  and L i b e r t i n e  
A s e l l e r  of S l aves  i n  Af r i ca  

Idas, by t h e  R ich  Mercy of Our LoI?~ and Saviour ,  J e sus  C h r i s t  
Preserved,  Restored And Pardoned, 
And Appointed t o  Preach t h e  F a i t h  
He  Had Long Labored t o  Destroy,  


