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Calm the Tempests of my Heart

Adapted by the composer from a prayer by Søren Kierkegaard

Calm the tempests of my heart, O my God.
Calm the tempests of my heart, O my God.
Be still, O my soul, so that God may rest in thee,
Bringing peace that the world can never take away.

Lyric © 2012 by Elizabeth Alexander

Søren Aabye Kierkegaard (1813-1855) was a Danish philosopher and theologian, often called the
“father of existentialism.” By the time Kierkegaard was 21, many of his relatives had died, including
his mother and four of his siblings. Like his father, he would struggle with “melancholy” for most of
his life – a condition we now refer to as depression.

Kierkegaard’s books and writings reflect his obsession with what he called “inwardness,” a realm
completely separate from one’s outward demeanor and actions. Espousing what was then seen as a
radical notion, he encouraged spiritual seekers to engage passionately with their emotions, especially
intense emotions such as anguish. In his best known work, Sickness Unto Death, Kierkegaard
described despair as a frequently overlooked “sickness of the spirit,” writing “Happiness is the
greatest hiding place for despair.”

The words of this song were written by Kierkegaard in response to this lifelong struggle, which he
here calls “the tempests of my heart.”

Composer’s Note: This song was inspired by both spiritual and practical needs. Conductor Joyce
Harding was seeking a meditative response which could be sung at all of her evening church
services during Lent. But as with so many volunteer choirs full of busy people, its size and makeup
was apt to vary from week to week.

So I wrote Calm the Tempests of My Heart with maximum flexibility in mind. I crafted 2-part, 3-
part, and 4-part voicings, so that it could be sung by a variety of high voice, low voice and mixed
voice ensembles. Far from a rote exercise in arranging, this project gave me the chance to fashion a
different character for each voicing, revealing different facets of Kierkegaard’s timeless prayer.

Several years later Lumina Women’s Ensemble began performing this song with each voicing in
succession, starting with a unison statement of the melody. I liked their version so much that I wrote
a new SSA version that reflects their performance.
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          Sören Kierkegaard, adapted Elizabeth Alexander

With placidness and grace

© 2020 by Elizabeth Alexander

for Lumina Women's Ensemble
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Søren Kierkegaard’s original prayer:

Calm the waves of this heart, O God;
Calm its tempests.

Calm yourself, O my soul, so that God is able to rest in you,
So that God’s peace may cover you. 

Yes, You can give us peace, O God,
Peace that the whole world can never take away.

Several different English translations of this prayer exist.
The translator of this version is unknown.

Cover Image:  “Waves”  Woodcut by Konen Uehara (ca. 1910)
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