Ancient Hymn to Modern Rock:  The Many Journeys of the Christian “φῶς ἱλαρὸν”

Christian communities throughout history have always been marked by the singing of songs that help define not only their liturgy but also the outlines of their communal faith and practice.  Among those still sung today, there is no extra-Biblical hymn of greater antiquity in the Christian church than the “Phos Hilaron.”  This hymn, traditionally sung at Vespers to mark the lighting of the evening lamp and the symbolic light of Christ, traces its origin back to an anonymous source in the third or possibly even second century AD (Tripolitis 1970, Watson 2003).  The text itself is significant doctrinally for its early, clear invocation of a Trinitarian God.  It is also significant historically for the fact that it has been continually used, translated, and adapted by Christians throughout the intervening centuries, providing us today with a clear example of an ancient Greek text that retains a vital, meaningful place in the modern world.  


In this talk, I will provide an historical overview accompanied by music clips of the “Phos Hilaron” hymn and its varying uses in Christian worship from its Greek origins in the early church up through present-day America.  The hymn is first mentioned in the late 4th century in the De Sancto Spiritu (PG 29, 73) by St. Basil, bishop of Caesarea Mazaca, who affirms that it was already a very old hymn in the church by his day.  Its historic role in the Vespers liturgy of the Eastern Greek-speaking church has assured that it has been continuously sung in its original Greek text in an unbroken chain from the time of the Roman Empire to the present day.   By the middle ages a Latin version had come into existence (“Iucunda Lux”), giving the western church some familiarity with the hymn text as well.  

It burst powerfully onto the English-speaking landscape with John Keble’s 1834 “Hail Gladdening Light”, a translation from the Greek coming at a time when there was a growing interest among Protestants in rediscovering songs of the Eastern Church and revitalizing them for their own English hymnals (Hale 1986).  Later in the 19th century there also appeared an adaptation of “Phos Hilaron” by Longfellow in The Golden Legend (1851), followed at the end of the century by a new translation by Robert Bridges (“O Gladsome Light”, 1899) who aimed for a more metrically even stanza form than that given by Keble.  Numerous sacred choral arrangements have been (and are still being) made for these English versions, giving the hymn a performative life of its own beyond its original role in the Vespers liturgy.  

The most recent—and perhaps the most culturally fascinating—stage in the reception of the “Phos Hilaron” is its appropriation into the world of contemporary Christian rock music.  In 2004, the Christian worship leader Chris Tomlin came out with a song “Joyous Light” which was a loose adaptation of Keble’s translation.  This was then followed in 2009 by the appearance of “Phos Hilaron (Hail Gladdening Light)” recorded by David Crowder Band on their Church Music album.  Although their version follows Keble’s 1834 text nearly word for word, musically it employs a driving rock/techno beat.  This in microcosm serves to illustrate the ongoing story of the reception of the “Phos Hilaron,” the longest continually sung hymn in the Christian church, as it continues to be adapted and revitalized by each successive generation for their own worship.
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