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Life 1s Worth Glving

The True Story Behind "Amazing Grace" Hymn

by Fr. Kevin Shanley, 0.Carm,

One of the most beloved and oft-sung hymns in the
American Christian tradition is "Amazaing Grace." It is
difficult to attend amy type of religious gathering and
not hear the stirring words and music which seem to touch
so many hearts and souls in an uplifting manner. It is,
indeed, a hymn dear to so many people in so many ways:

"Amazing grace! How sweet the sound, That
saved a wretch like me! I once was lost
But now am found, Was blind but now I see.
'Twas grggg'that taught my heart to fear,
And grace my fears relieved; How precilous

did that grace appear, The hour I fxg; believed."

Story Behind the Hymn

famny
But the s tory behind tﬁ%&ymn 1s equally inspyr#¥ing

and uplifting. And the focus of the story is John Newton

(1725=1807), an: English sea capta n‘&ﬁo became wealthy
:1? £ J
in the notorious and degrading slavelamong English, the U,S.,

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

Newton was considered an outcast, a "slaver."
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But the scorn and ¥ contempt of decent men and

>
women had seemingly no i offect, as Capt. Newton
——
navigated his great sailing ship between the southern
ports of the U.S., and Africa. He seemed to be immune
ONSCIE
to pangs of as he loaded his ship with human
cargo, 1n chains: black menywomen and children, captured
from their familles and tribes, and confined iIn the stinking
hold of Capt. Newton's ship for the weeks-long journey to
America. Those who died enroute were tossed to the sharks
s
in the NS ,Atlantic; those who survived were put ashore
~——

and sold as beasts of burden to plantation owners and others.

Lack of Conscience
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Many Chriégiaﬁ; thougﬁg théf Capt; Newton Siﬁblj had
no conscience or even human feellng for the sufferings endured
during and after the slave voyages. Nothing seemed to help
him understand or care about their plight.

But one foul night as the ship headed for the American
coast, a storm began to brew that threatened to engulf both
ship and cargo and send them to the bottom of the Atlantic.
Hugé waves swept the deck as Capt. Newton struggled at the

S2 agkeey wheel to keep the ship facing into fury of the storm.
Winéﬂgéwled and threatened toigéig_tear the masts off the shilp.
Capt. Newton, who to that polnt feared nelther God nor man,

began to wonder 1f they would survive.
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When all seemed lost, a strange event took place. The
seaman who was assisting Capt. Newton suddenly shouted in
terror, and called up the name of Jesus. The - name brought
Capt. Newton a sense of fearlessness, and he began to pray.

"Dear God," he shouted through the howling gale, "get us
safe ashore and I will be Your slave forever."

Eventuall}y, the storm subsided and the ship was able to
complete 1ts journey to América,

Keeplng a Vow

But did Capt. Newton keep the vow he made in the midst
of the terrible storm? So well did he keep his vow that gfew
years later he was ordained é'ciérgyman and worked to end the
slave trade. . )
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In addition, he began tolhymns, especially the "Amazing
Grace'" which reflected his encounted with God in the Atlantic.
In all he authored some 280 hymns. And when he died in 1807,
after years of repentence,mwaNgequested that the following words

be carved on his tombstone:

John Newton, Clerk
Once An Infidel and Libertine
A seller of Slaves in Africa
Was, by the Rich Mercy of Our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ
Preserved, Restored And Pardoned,
And Appointed to Preach the Falth
He Had Long Labored to Destroy.
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