
Notes on the Choral Introit 
 

The term “Introit” comes from a Latin word for “entrance” and historically 

has identified a musical piece sung at the beginning of Christian worship as 

the clergy enter the church. Though the “entrance” function is not a regular 

occurrence in our context, the Introit nevertheless serves the purpose of 

opening worship: fostering the unity of those who have gathered, and turn-

ing our thoughts to the worship of Almighty God.  

 

Hymnwriter Isaac Watts (1674-1748), author of this morning’s choral in-

troit, has been referred to as “the liberator of English hymnody.” Watts 

grew up during a time when the Church’s song was restricted: only versifi-

cations of the Psalms were allowed to be sung in public worship, a practice 

which had prevailed in English-speaking congregations for 150 years. 

Watts, a gifted writer and pastor, was moved to write hymnic poetry that 

encompassed not only the Psalms but also the New Testament, especially 

the life and ministry of Jesus Christ. Watts is credited with writing the texts 

for over 800 hymns, many of which have  been used continuously for over 

three centuries. Watts’ poem “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross” is from 

a collection of hymns recounting the Passion of Christ and utilizes quotes 

from Paul’s epistles to expound the theology of the Cross. 

 

The tune we know best for this hymn (HAMBURG) is said to be based on 

ancient Gregorian chant, arranged and harmonized by 19 th -century com-

poser Lowell Mason. Contemporary American composer Gilbert Martin (b. 

1941), starting with the Watts/Mason text and tune, employs musical means 

to express the depth and contrast in Watts’ text in a piece that evolves from 

quiet reflection on the crucifixion to an invitation to full-orbed response: 

“Love so amazing, so divine, demands my soul, my life, my all!” 

 

When I survey he wondrous cross on which the Prince of Glory died, 

My richest gain I count by 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! 


