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James Montgomery

Our next meeting will be 29th May and our 
guest speaker will be Jeremy Forsythe.

He has 26 hymns in New Christian Hymns.

He wrote
Hail to the Lord's Anointed,
Prayer is the Soul's Sincere Desire,
According to Thy Gracious Word,
Stand up and Bless the Lord
Angels from the Realms of Glory
Lord teach us how to pray aright
O Thou by whom we come to God

James  Montgomery (1771–1854)  was  a 
Scottish-born  poet,  editor,  and  hymn  writer 
whose  life  bridged  the  worlds  of  literature, 
journalism, and evangelical Christianity. Though 
not always ranked among the greatest poets of 
his  age,  Montgomery  ‘was widely  respected in 
his  own time for  his  moral  seriousness,  lyrical 
clarity, and commitment to humanitarian causes’. 
His legacy today rests especially on his hymns, 
several of which remain in use across Christian 
traditions.

Early Life and Moravian Background

James Montgomery was born on November 4th, 
1771,  in Irvine,  Ayrshire,  Scotland. His parents 
were  members  of  the  Moravian  Church,  a 
community known for its  deep devotional  life, 
missionary  zeal,  and  emphasis  on  personal 
piety.  His  father,  John  Montgomery,  was  a 
Moravian  minister  and  missionary,  and  his 
mother,  Mary  Montgomery,  shared  the  same 
religious commitment.

When  James  was  still  a  child  at  school,  his 
parents left  Britain for  missionary work in the 
West Indies, where they both died when he was 
young. This early loss had a profound emotional 
and  spiritual  impact  on  him.  Orphaned, 

Montgomery was placed in Moravian boarding 
schools  in  England,  including  one  at  Fulneck 
near  Leeds.  These  schools  provided  a 
disciplined religious education, but Montgomery 
did  not  excel  academically.  He  showed  early 
signs of literary interest, but he struggled with 
formal schooling and never attended university.

Despite  his  limited  formal  education,  the 
Moravian emphasis on scripture, hymnody, and 
devotion  left  a  lasting  imprint  on  him.  The 
themes  of  faith,  compassion,  and  moral 
reflection  that  would  later  characterise  his 
poetry can be traced back to this upbringing.

Early Attempts at Writing and Struggles

After  leaving  school,  Montgomery  was 
apprenticed to a baker, a profession that did not 
suit  his  temperament  or  ambitions.  He  soon 
abandoned  this  path  and  moved  to  London, 
hoping to make a name for himself as a writer. 
Like  many  aspiring  poets  of  the  late  18th 
century,  he  was  inspired  by  figures  such  as 
William Cowper and Robert Burns.

His early literary efforts, however, met with little 
success.  He  published  a  small  volume  of 
poems at his own expense, but it failed to gain 
attention.  Disillusioned  but  not  defeated, 
Montgomery left London and eventually settled 
in  Sheffield,  which  was  a  rapidly  growing 
industrial  town  at  the  time.  This  move  would 
prove decisive for his future.

Career as a Journalist

In  Sheffield,  Montgomery  found  employment 
with  a  radical  newspaper  called  the  Sheffield 
Register,  owned by Joseph Gales. When Gales 
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fled  to  America  to  avoid  political  persecution, 
Montgomery took over the paper, renaming it the 
Sheffield Iris. Under his editorship, the Iris became 
an  influential  voice  for  political  reform  and 
humanitarian causes.

Montgomery’s  journalism  was  marked  by 
courage  and  conviction.  He  used  the  paper  to 
advocate for freedom of the press, parliamentary 
reform,  and  the  abolition  of  slavery.  These 
positions  were  controversial  in  the  politically 
charged climate of late 18th and early 19th century 
Britain.

His outspokenness led to legal trouble.  He was 
twice imprisoned in York prison for his writings—
once  in  1795  for  printing  a  ballad  seen  as 
seditious,  and  again  in  1796  for  criticising  a 
magistrate.  These  experiences  deepened  his 
sense of injustice and reinforced his commitment 
to moral and political reform. They also enhanced 
his  reputation  as  a  principled  and  courageous 
editor.

Emergence as a Poet

While  working  as  a  journalist,  Montgomery 
continued  to  write  poetry.  His  first  significant 
success came with  The Wanderer of Switzerland 
(1806),  a poem inspired by the struggles of the 
Swiss people under foreign [French] domination. 
This was followed by  The West Indies (1809),  a 
powerful denunciation of slavery that aligned with 
the abolitionist movement.

In The West Indies, Montgomery combined poetic 
imagery  with  moral  argument,  appealing  to 
readers’ consciences. The poem was widely read 
and contributed to the growing public support for 
the abolition of the slave trade, which had been 

outlawed  in  Britain  in  1807  but  continued  in 
various forms.

Though he  was not  considered a  poet  of  the 
highest  rank,  Montgomery  was  respected  for 
the sincerity  and ethical  purpose of  his  work. 
His  poetry  often  addressed  themes  such  as 
suffering,  redemption,  justice,  and  the  human 
condition,  reflecting  both  his  religious 
convictions and his social concerns.

Hymn Writing and Religious Influence

Montgomery’s  most  enduring  contribution  to 
literature  and  religious  life  lies  in  his  hymns. 
Deeply  influenced by his  Moravian upbringing, 
he  wrote  hymns  that  combined  theological 
depth  with  lyrical  simplicity.  His  hymns  were 
widely  adopted  by  various  Christian 
denominations and remain in use today.

These  works  reflect  a  blend  of  scriptural 
imagery,  emotional  warmth,  and  doctrinal 
clarity.  Unlike  some hymn writers  of  his  time, 
Montgomery  avoided  overly  ornate  language, 
aiming  instead  for  accessibility  and  heartfelt 
expression.

His hymn writing was not merely a side activity 
but a central aspect of his vocation. He saw it 
as a way to communicate faith and encourage 
devotion among ordinary people. In this sense, 
his work aligns with that of contemporaries like 
Isaac Watts and Charles Wesley.

Social and Humanitarian Engagement

Montgomery was deeply involved in social and 
humanitarian  causes  throughout  his  life.  He 
was  a  committed  abolitionist  and  supported 

efforts  to  end slavery  and improve conditions 
for the poor, including chimney sweeps’ boys.

Montgomery  responded  to  the  challenges  he 
saw in society, not only through his journalism 
and poetry but also through active participation 
in civic and charitable initiatives. 

Later Life

By the time of his death on April  30,  1854,  in 
Sheffield  at  the  age  of  82,  he  had  gained 
widespread  recognition  and  respect. 
Montgomery  received  honorary  degrees  and 
was  celebrated  as  a  leading  literary  and 
religious figure. 

As  a  poet.  he  occupies  a  modest  but 
honourable  place  in  the  history  of  English 
literature. 

As a journalist, he stands out as a courageous 
advocate for justice and reform, willing to risk 
imprisonment for his principles. 

But is  is  as a  hymn writer  that  Montgomery’s 
influence  has  been  most  lasting.  His  hymns 
continue  to  be  sung  in  churches  around  the 
world,  full  of  doctrine  and  devotion,  that  has 
proven timeless.

Montgomery  is  buried  in  Sheffield  General 
Cemetery. A monument was later erected over 
his grave, though the statue was moved in 1971 
to the grounds of Sheffield Cathedral.

So  while  his  memorial  can  now  be  seen  at 
Sheffield  Cathedral,  his  actual  burial  site 
remains in Sheffield General Cemetery.
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