
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
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This dissertation presents a “thick history” of the career of Bill Gaither, to use 

Jennifer Lena’s term. While examining the Bill Gaither Trio and the Gaither Vocal Band, 

the principal performing groups founded by Bill Gaither, this dissertation seeks to not 

only highlight Gaither’s own work, but to connect it to the social systems that helped to 

produce this work. While Bill and Gloria Gaither, his wife and songwriting partner, have 

been prolific as songwriters, recording artists, entertainers, and producers, their careers 

have been underexamined, which is unsurprising given the dearth of scholarship 

regarding southern gospel. Because of their impact in the broader development of 

Christian music, their association solely with southern gospel by gospel music historians 

is misplaced.  

The primary tasks of this dissertation are to present an historically accurate 

narrative of the history of the Gaither Vocal Band from 1980 to the year 2020 and to seek 

to examine how the Vocal Band has negotiated the sonic boundaries between 

Contemporary Christian Music and southern gospel. This dissertation demonstrates that 



the sonic lineage of the Vocal Band is not as straight-forwardly tied to southern gospel as 

the narrative presented by the Gaithers in their numerous videos, books, and recordings 

would lead the casual observer to believe. In order to provide a thick history of the 

activities and sonic characteristics of the Vocal band, the same had to be done with The 

Bill Gaither Trio, the ensemble which prepared the way for the formation of the Vocal 

Band and ultimately laid the foundation for any success Bill Gaither would find with the 

Vocal Band or the Homecoming franchise.  

This dissertation functions as the first scholastic account of either of these prolific 

ensembles and contributes to the study of gospel music by providing foundational work 

for further study.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction: Passin’ the Faith Along 

Introduction 

[Chorus] 
Passin' the faith along to my brother 
Passin' the faith along 
Helping to build the faith of another 
Passin' the faith along 
Sharing a word of hope with my brother 
Helping to make him strong 
Passin' the faith along to my brother 
Passin' the faith along 

[Verse 1] 
The runner of a relay, finds in his baton 
Purpose for the running and strength to carry on 
We hold within our grasp the faith that makes us strong 
And like the relay runner, we seek to pass it on 

[Verse 2] 
Countless generation of saints have come and gone 
A spark ignites as an ember fades and the flame continues on 
A challenge to the young, and assurance for the old 
The flames burn ever brighter each time our story's told1 

“Passin’ the Faith Along” is the title track of the second studio album recorded by 

the then titled New Gaither Vocal Band in 1983.2 It is one of a handful of songs from the 

1 Gaither Music TV, “Passin’ the Faith Along,” August 16, 2012, video, 3:05, 
https://youtu.be/tqEtMhszMMk. This live recording was excerpted from the 2009 Gaither Vocal Band: 
Reunion Vol. 2 DVD which features Vocal Band members from every iteration of the ensemble, including 
the four vocalists who originally recorded this track: John Mohr, Bill Gaither, Gary McSpadden, and Steve 
Green.  

2 Passin’ the Faith Along also serves as the title track for a 2004 Gaither Homecoming video, 
where the song is once again sung by the Gaither Vocal Band with David Phelps singing tenor, Guy Penrod 
on lead, Mark Lowry on baritone, and Bill Gaither singing bass, with assistance from Gene McDonald. The 
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earliest years of the Vocal Band that has been sung by virtually every combination of the 

ensemble over its history, spanning four decades from 1980 to the present.3  

This song, written by bass singer and Vocal Band alumnus Jon Mohr, serves not 

only as a title track for a single album, but seemingly functions as a metaphor for how 

Bill Gaither understands the heritage of this prolific ensemble bearing his name. In 2009, 

Bill Gaither brought together all the current and former members for an audio and video 

recording session at their studios in Alexandria, Indiana, that produced a two volume 

CD/DVD titled Reunion. “Passin’ the Faith Along” serves as the first track on the second 

volume.  

The word “faith” in the original lyric by Mohr, who would go on to pen songs for 

many Contemporary Christian Music artists in the 1980s and 90s, certainly is to be 

understood as the Christian faith. The text has an obvious evangelistic imperative while 

utilizing the imagery of the relay runner or the spark that ignites a much greater fire. 

Mohr writes about humanity’s active role in propagating the Christian faith, and this 

attention to evangelistic fervor helps to make this text a perfect one for use in the ministry 

and evangelism models of southern gospel and Contemporary Christian Music. The 

masculine language (“passin’ the faith along to my brother”) presented in the chorus 

makes this particular text all the more fitting to be recorded and performed by an 

 
bass part is integral to the sound and feel of the original arrangement and while Bill has sung bass for most 
of the history of the ensemble, he does not have the timbre of bass voice desired to project those low notes.  

 
3 Wes Hampton, interview by author, Waco, TX, December 4, 2016. Wes Hampton, current tenor 

in the Gaither Vocal Band, stated that any song recorded after the Homecoming album is typically “fair 
game” to be called by Bill at any point in a concert. Only a few songs, such as this one from the earliest 
decade of Vocal Band history, are sung by the current lineup of the Vocal Band. It should also be noted that 
I list 1980 as the formation date for the Gaither Vocal Band, instead of 1981, which is the date frequently 
cited in narratives from a variety of Gaither Music products. See chapter three for a larger discussion of this 
issue.   
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ensemble exclusively comprised of men, who often refer to themselves as brothers.4 For 

Bill Gaither, what this ensemble could be “passin’ along,” in addition to the Christian 

faith, is faith in the tradition of four-part male harmony, a passion that endures from 

Bill’s childhood to the present.5  

For forty years, the Gaither Vocal Band has entertained audiences in North 

America and abroad with world-class voices, intricate harmonies, encouraging lyrics, and 

a visible (and audible) passion for the message they espouse. The ensemble has garnered 

two Grammy Awards and nineteen Dove Awards, and has released thirty-two studio 

albums, not including compilations. While scholarly work has focused on several aspects 

of life and music of Bill and Gloria Gaither, to date there has been no chronicling of the 

history of the Gaither Vocal Band except for the one set forth by the Gaithers themselves 

in the 2009 releases of the DVDs Gaither Vocal Band Reunion Volume One and Gaither 

Vocal Band Reunion Volume Two, as well as the 2019 Reunion: Live DVD.6 However, 

these DVDs filled with live performances by the roster of Gaither Vocal Band 

(henceforth known as GVB) alumni and “talking head” style interviews can hardly tell 

the entire story and certainly not one that remains unbiased or objective.7  

 
4 Brother and sister language has long been a part of Gaither endeavors. One of their most famous 

songs, “Family of God,” uses the lyrics, “You will notice we say brother and sister ‘round here, it’s because 
we’re a family and these are so near.”  

 
5 When referring to Bill Gaither I will choose to call him Bill. This is not an attempt to downplay 

the power dynamic between Bill Gaither and me. Instead, this approach best helps to creative clarity about 
which member of the Gaither family is being referenced. Bill, Gloria, Danny, Mary Ann, Suzanne, Amy, 
and Benjy will all be mentioned over the course of this dissertation.  

 
6 For scholars who have explored the work of Bill and Gloria Gaither see Ryan Paul Harper, The 

Gaithers and Southern Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-First Century (Jackson, MS: The University 
Press of Mississippi, 2017); Douglas Harrison, Then Sings My Soul: The Culture of Southern Gospel Music 
(Urbana, University of Illinois Press, 2012). 

 
7 Through the Homecoming series and the multitude of products that have been released as a part 

of it the Gaithers have had the unique ability to tell and retell their story. These two Reunion videos seek to 
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The lack of historical information does not apply just to the GVB, but could 

equally be said of the entire collected work of Bill and Gloria, his wife and songwriting 

partner. How is this possible, when gospel music historian Don Cusic has labeled Bill 

Gaither as the “Godfather of Contemporary Christian Music,” and in 2000 ASCAP 

recognized Bill and Gloria as the “Christian Songwriters of the Century?”8 This award 

recognized their collected works as the most performed in ASCAP’s survey of religious 

music. Their influence upon the fields of Contemporary Christian Music (henceforth 

known as CCM) and southern gospel is immense, but it has yet to be articulated 

comprehensively by a scholar of either field.  

Indeed, both CCM and southern gospel have been characterized by a dearth of 

scholarship in comparison to other sacred musical genres. Douglas Harrison writes the 

following in the introduction to his 2012 text Then Sings My Soul: The Culture of 

Southern Gospel Music:  

Though I am convinced the scholarly neglect of southern gospel in part signifies 
doubts about its fitness as a topic for academic study, I think an equally important 
reason for this neglect is much more benign: academics do not always know what 
to make of sacred music that derives from folk traditions but is not folk music, 
reflects underclass sensibilities but is not itself the product of a minority culture, 
and cultivates a vernacular separateness from mainstream American popular 

 
tell the story of the formation and history of the Gaither Vocal Band. However, the question that must be 
asked is, what history are they telling? I argue that this is a revisionist history that does not accurately 
portray details, including sounds and events as they originally were presented. For further examples see: 
Jacob Sensenig, “Bill Gaither as Canonizer of Southern Gospel” (unpublished manuscript, Baylor 
University, 2015). 

 
8 Don Cusic, Saved by Song: A History of Gospel and Christian Music (Jackson, MS: University 

Press of Mississippi, 2012), 243. An earlier version of this book was published under the title The Sound of 
Light: A History of Gospel and Christian Music by the Hal Leonard Corporation in 2002. Cusic admits that 
“Godfather of Contemporary Christian Music” is a phrase designed to catch the reader’s attention, 
however, he stands by this moniker. In personal correspondence Cusic expands upon this thought saying, 
“Gaither was there before CCM and his openness to CCM counted for a lot in the Christian community. In 
other words, he ‘blessed’ it.” Don Cusic, email message to the author, May 16, 2019.  
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culture, yet strives to imitate its styles and to succeed on its terms. In other words, 
southern gospel exists in a kind of academic blind spot.9  
 

As Harrison points out, much of the story of the field of southern gospel remains to be 

told, and this is especially true with artists who defy the sonic and cultural expectations of 

this field. I argue that this dearth of scholarship on the Gaithers exists in large part 

because Bill Gaither has often been misunderstood and incorrectly labeled as an artist 

strictly within the southern gospel genre. As this dissertation will make evident, the GVB 

has explored the space between genre categories in a way that no other quartet-based 

ensemble has done. The innovative nature of the arrangements performed before southern 

gospel audiences and the variety of repertoire, including contemporary works alongside 

more traditional and historic music, has led the group to being essentially left out of the 

histories of both CCM and of southern gospel genres because they do not fit neatly into 

either category. Many individuals, especially those unaware of the beginning of the GVB 

and the early career of the Gaithers, would naturally connect the GVB to southern gospel 

because of its prominent place in the Homecoming series popularized by Bill Gaither. 

However, James R. Goff hardly makes mention of the ensemble in his 2002 monograph 

Close Harmony: A History of Southern Gospel, which serves as the first full length 

discussion of this important and often misunderstood genre of American music.10  

In addressing this lack of scholarship and the unique nature of the Gaither Vocal 

Band, this dissertation hopes to accomplish two primary tasks. First, it attempts to present 

 
9 Douglas Harrison, Then Sings My Soul: The Culture of Southern Gospel Music (Urbana, 

University of Illinois Press, 2012), 5.  
 
10 James R. Goff, Close Harmony: A History of Southern Gospel (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2002), 249. 
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an historically accurate telling of the history of the Gaither Vocal Band from 1980 to the 

present, as well as presenting an historical account of the Bill Gaither Trio, the ensemble 

that was a precursor and set the stage for the success of the Gaither Vocal Band and the 

Homecoming franchise. This dissertation will not be a hagiography, a biography 

designed to idealize Bill Gaither. Instead, this work will be designed to provide a thick 

description of the history of the GVB and the Bill Gaither Trio. Jennifer C. Lena 

describes such narratives as “thick histories” that take into account the social systems 

surrounding such iconic individuals. She writes,  

Music is particularly in need of thick histories. In most histories of music, the 
focus is placed on individual actors: genius performers, opportunistic promoters, 
or divisive wives. By attributing credit for bold innovations to single individuals, 
we have a fragile, thin explanation for the very complex worlds in which these 
innovators lived…By defining acts of invention or providence as outside of 
history, as the product of individual genius and serendipity, these accounts 
suggest that creativity and innovation operate despite societal influence and social 
interaction. But if we take a closer look, each of these ‘great man’ accounts has a 
shadow history in which geniuses depend upon social systems in which they 
create their magic. As sociologists have shown time and time again, great 
American art is produced by collaborative links between skilled practitioners.11 
 

While it would seem that the task of crafting such a history at the beginning of the 21st 

century would be easier than in previous centuries given the greater access to historical 

and digital archives, several challenges readily present themselves when seeking to write 

such a history on the work of the Gaithers. The first challenge is that the Gaithers have 

widely publicized their own narrative through concerts, tours, and the media empire they 

have created.12 This ability to control the narrative for their audience creates difficulties 

 
11 Jennifer C. Lena, Banding Together: How Communities Create Genres in Popular Music 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012), 2-3.  
 
12 Tom Wagner, “Music as a Mediated Object, Music as a Medium: Towards a Media Ecological 

View of Congregational Music,” In Congregational Music-Making and Community in a Mediated Age, ed. 
Anna E. Nekola and Tom Wagner (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2015), 25-44. Tom Wagner’s understanding 
of media ecology and “convergence culture” can be applied to the way the Gaithers have controlled the 
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for the scholar seeking to uncover parts of the story that have been glossed over or 

inadvertently retold with incorrect facts. Potential interviewees who have been members 

of the GVB, a part of the Homecoming tours, or on the Gaither record label (and payroll), 

are often hesitant to present any information that counters or confuses the careful 

narrative the Gaithers themselves have presented, as much of their individual success is 

due in part to this association with the Gaither Music enterprise.  

In his 2013 dissertation and subsequent book The Gaithers and Southern Gospel: 

Homecoming in the Twenty-First Century, Ryan Harper discusses researching the 

Homecoming phenomenon and recognizing the immense power that the Gaithers had to 

frame every moment of a particular concert through the medium of edited video 

recordings. In his retelling of a Homecoming recording he attended in Louisville, 

Kentucky, he recounts, “What power the Gaithers wielded, that they would leave the 

concert hall that evening with armloads of images ripe for the framing, that they had been 

able to gain our consent so effortlessly.”13 In my own research through interviews and 

functioning as a participant/observer at numerous concerts, I found that Bill, even from a 

distance, was able to control what I saw and heard when interacting with his musical 

artists. He was gracious to provide me with express permission to attend rehearsals and to 

come backstage before and after shows to interview artists, but he often controlled when 

and where I interacted with him and the other performers.  

 
way stories get told and retold. “Hillsong’s cross-platform communication is a self-referential gestalt: any 
communication associated with the church draws on and feeds back into its overall ‘brand’ identity.”  

 
13 Ryan Paul Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-First 

Century (Jackson, MS: The University Press of Mississippi, 2017), 5. 
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A second challenge to telling the Gaither Vocal Band narrative accurately is 

untangling how this particular ensemble intersects with and supports other major portions 

of the careers of Bill and Gloria Gaither. When researching the media and branding of 

Hillsong Church, researcher Tom Wagner posits that Hillsong has created a “self-

referential gestalt.”14 I would argue that this same concept applies to the media empire 

created by the Gaithers. Throughout their careers, Bill and Gloria have both had 

numerous writing, recording, and performing projects all taking place simultaneously. 

For instance, while making a name for himself as a songwriter in the 1950s and 60s, Bill 

formed the Gaither Trio, which later came to be known as the Bill Gaither Trio. This 

ensemble was the first touring group in the burgeoning Christian music industry to sell 

out stadiums, and along the way they introduced North Americans to many of the most 

significant Christian artists of the 1970s and 80s, such as Sandi Patty, Amy Grant, 

Michael W. Smith, Steve Green, Larnelle Harris, Evie Tornquist, and Carmen, just to 

name a few. The Trio continued on through the 1980s and recorded its last studio album 

in 1990. This ensemble set the stage for the formation of the GVB not only by drawing 

and sustaining large audiences, but by also creating a unique soundscape from which Bill 

could experiment, drawing elements from original music, black and white gospel songs, 

and CCM. The second chapter of this dissertation will focus closely on the history and 

legacy of the Bill Gaither Trio and seek to understand how Bill used this ensemble to 

negotiate a place within the music of the latter half of twentieth-century evangelicalism.  

A primary node of intersection with application in this study will be the 

connection between the Gaither Vocal Band and the formation of the Homecoming series 

 
14 Tom Wagner, “Music as a Mediated Object, Music as a Medium,” 35. 
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of concerts, which found its genesis in a GVB recording project in 1991, then quickly 

overshadowed the struggling GVB in the early 1990s. It should be noted that the GVB 

has always been an integral part of the Homecoming concert tours, especially at their 

pinnacle in 2004. Today, the Homecoming franchise has faded from prominence and the 

GVB is once again performing concerts as the headlining ensemble. Towards the end of 

my research the impact of COVID-19 upon performing groups like the Gaither Vocal 

Band was far reaching and the already drastically declining audience for this ensemble, 

which primarily includes individuals at risk because of their age and health, continued to 

diminish.  

The second task of this dissertation is to examine how Bill has utilized the GVB 

to negotiate delicately the musical and cultural boundaries between CCM and southern 

gospel, which has larger implications for understanding the Gaithers’ place within the 

broader scope of evangelicalism. Numerous examples demonstrate that, in both of these 

genres, Bill Gaither is simultaneously considered an innovative insider and an 

unwelcome outsider. For instance, the Gaither Trio was denied a platform to perform at 

the National Quartet Convention on several occasions, which disenfranchised the early 

music of Bill and Gloria from a large audience of more traditional southern gospel music 

fans.15 In his second autobiography Bill recounts once when the Gaither Trio was 

eventually invited to perform at the National Quartet Convention and their poor reception 

caused them not to return for over twenty years.16 This dissertation demonstrates that the 

 
15 It should also be noted that the name “National Quartet Convention” is somewhat of a 

misnomer. The National Quartet convention is the major annual performance venue for southern gospel and 
includes male quartets, trios, mixed ensembles, family groups, and every combination thereof.  

 
16 Bill Gaither and Ken Abraham, It's More than the Music: Life Lessons on Friends, Faith, and 

What Matters Most (New York: Warner Faith, 2003), 133-137. The first autobiography of Bill’s career is 
often overlooked in part because it was published before the success of the Homecoming franchise and 
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GVB has functioned as one of the primary vehicles by which the Gaithers have gained 

acceptance into the southern gospel field that once disowned the Bill Gaither Trio for 

music and a message they deemed too stylistically progressive. The Vocal Band, 

although still dissimilar in its musical stylings, and in the Gaithers’ rejection of the 

theological and political fundamentalism espoused by many of the other National Quartet 

Convention artists, has in recent decades been accepted with open arms, primarily 

because of the tremendous success of the Homecoming enterprise and the renewal it 

brought to the field of southern gospel.17 The historical account within chapters three and 

four of this dissertation shows that to describe the GVB as a southern gospel quartet 

before 1991 would be to present a revisionist history. These chapters will explore the 

intentional transition made by Bill Gaither from recording music that fit in the CCM 

paradigm to music that resonated with southern gospel audiences.   

It is my assertion that to understand the history of the Gaither Vocal Band, one 

must not only prepare an historical account, but also seek to describe the sonic 

characteristics that mark each period in the ensemble’s development. Therefore, I am 

choosing to label this dissertation a “sonic history” because it is my hope not only to 

discuss the timeline and provide a thick history of the ensemble, but to discuss the 

 
quickly went out of print. The tone of this work, co-written by Jerry Jenkins, presents life lessons and a 
treatise on Bill’s understanding of masculinity and family. The two autobiographies recount many of the 
same life stories. Bill Gaither and Jerry Jenkins, I Almost Missed the Sunset: My Perspectives on Life and 
Music (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1992).  

 
17 Douglas Harrison, Then Sings My Soul: The Culture of Southern Gospel Music (Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 2012), 110-111. When writing about the influence the Gaither Homecoming 
series had in reviving southern gospel Harrison writes, “In 2009 almost three-quarters of southern gospel 
fans and professionals reported having attended a Gaither Homecoming event in the past decade, nearly 
two times the number of people who report having attended the National Quartet Convention during that 
same period.” In addition to writing a dissertation on southern gospel, Harrison spent years several years as 
a prominent southern gospel blogger at averyfineline.com. The site no longer is accessible, but as I began 
my research it was a welcome resource.  
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musical elements that constitute the “Gaither sound.”18 I demonstrate that, while there 

have been major adjustments to the sound Bill created in association with writers and 

producers and connected contextually to each period and ensemble, the “close harmony” 

of the quartet music of Bill’s youth has been prevalent at each stage.19  

 

Literature Review 
 
 As previously mentioned, the music and career of the Gaithers has received little 

scholarly attention, not because they have been insignificant voices in the field of 

Christian music, but because the music they have created has defied simple 

categorization. Therefore, in order to provide a detailed analysis, this dissertation will 

draw interpretative approaches from various fields of American religious and music 

scholarship. I will also draw extensively from primary sources, including the wealth of 

audio and video recordings produced by the Gaithers, as well as several books written as 

 
18 Sarah Justina Eyerly, Moravian Soundscapes: A Sonic History of the Moravian Missions in 

Early Pennsylvania (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2020), 31. I borrow the term “Sonic 
History” from Sarah Eyerly’s work on Moravian music in early Pennsylvania. Eyerly writes, “I came to the 
realization that if I wanted to create a new type of history—a sonic history—I would need to consider the 
possibility that communicating in sound might be an even more effective way to tell the story of the 
Moravian missions.” While my work is not as extensive as Eyerly’s, I would invite readers to listen to the 
recordings linked in the footnotes, as I believe listening is the best way to truly understand this music. 
Andrew Mall takes a similar approach in his monograph, see Andrew Mall, God Rock, Inc.: The Business 
of Niche Music (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2021). 

 
19 The term “close harmony” in music theory terms means that the arrangement or distribution of 

the notes or tones of a chord so that the three upper voice parts lie within an octave. This term has often 
been applied to the sound of southern gospel and barbershop quartets. Instead of having the voice parts of 
soprano, alto, tenor, and bass, these male quartets use tenors, leads, baritone, and bass, typically singing in 
a tighter vocal arrangement. In 2006 Bill Gaither was awarded an honorary membership in the Barbershop 
Harmony Society. For further exploration of harmony in the southern gospel tradition see “Harmonizing 
the Southern Gospel Way,” Ben Speer’s Stamps-Baxter School of Music, accessed April 19, 2021, 
https://www.stampsbaxterschool.com/single-post/2018/05/01/harmonizing-the-southern-gospel-way For 
further exploration of Barbershop see: “Intro to Barbershop: What is Barbershop,” Barbershop Harmony 
Society, accessed April 19, 2021, https://www.barbershop.org/intro-to-barbershop-what-is-barbershop.  
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autobiographical accounts and attempts to tell the stories behind the texts they have 

written.  

 

Southern Gospel  
 

In recent years, an increasing number of texts have been written by scholars of 

American religion that deal with Christian rock, Contemporary Christian Music, Black 

gospel music, and Christian Congregational Music.20 Analysts of country music and 

scholars of southern culture comment upon southern gospel, but their focus lies 

elsewhere.21 Though the history and analysis of southern gospel has been woefully 

underexamined in comparison to these other musical repertoires, several key sources 

provide important interpretative insights foundational to this study. In 2002, James R. 

Goff Jr. published Close Harmony: A History of Southern Gospel.22 This work examines 

the roots of the genre and traces it to its modern-day manifestations through the 

examination of particular groups and singers. Although Goff is not trained as a musician, 

 
20 For Christian Rock see Jay R. Howard and John M. Streck, Apostles of Rock: The Splintered 

World of Contemporary Christian Music (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1999); Randall J. 
Stephens, The Devil’s Music: How Christians Inspired, Condemned, and Embraced Rock ‘N’ Roll 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2018). For Contemporary Christian Music see 
Andrew Mall, God Rock, Inc. The Business of Niche Music (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 
2021). For Black Gospel Music see Birgitta Johnson, “Gospel Music” in Oxford Bibliographies in African 
American Studies Online (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 2017). For Christian Congregational 
Music see Mark Porter, “The Developing Field of Christian Congregational Music Studies,” Ecclesial 
Practices no.1 (2014): 149-166.   

 
21 See Curtis W. Ellison, Country Music Culture: From Hard Times to Heaven (Jackson, MS: 

University Press of Mississippi, 1995); Pamela Fox, Natural Acts: Gender, Race, and Rusticity in Country 
Music (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1996); Bill C. Malone, Don’t Get Above Your Raisin’: 
Country Music and the Southern Working Class (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2002); Bill C. 
Malone, Singing Cowboys and Musical Mountaineers: Southern Culture and the Roots of Country Music 
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1993); Richard A. Peterson, Creating Country Music: Fabricating 
Authenticity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997).  

 
22 James R. Goff, Close Harmony: A History of Southern Gospel (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2002). 
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he defines southern gospel by its musical content. Perhaps more importantly, he links 

southern gospel to the trajectory of the evangelical movement.23 However, Goff 

intentionally ends his history at the beginning of the Gaither Homecoming phenomenon 

in the early 1990s leaving the story of modern southern gospel ensembles untold. Goff’s 

work has set the standard for the study of the history and development of southern gospel 

and every scholar writing today about southern gospel uses his text as one of their 

principal resources.  

Published shortly after Goff’s Close Harmony, the edited collection More Than 

Precious Memories examines the rhetoric of southern gospel music and contains three 

chapters analyzing the phenomenon of the Gaither Homecoming video series.24 The  

chapter titled “The Gaither Homecoming Videos and the Ceremonial Reinstatement of 

Southern Gospel Music Performers” was written by editor Michael Graves and considers 

the portrayals of three of southern gospel music’s “prodigal sons” and their reinstatement  

in the southern gospel “family.”25 Graves posits that the Gaither videos have acted as 

vehicles of “image restoration” for many gospel artists. One of these artists was Michael 

English, lead singer of the Bill Gaither Trio and the Gaither Vocal Band. English’s “fall 

from grace” and reinstatement will be examined more closely in chapters five and six of 

this dissertation.    

 
23 Ibid., 9.  
 
24 Michael P. Graves and David Fillingim, eds., More Than Precious Memories: The Rhetoric of 

Southern Gospel Music (Macon, Georgia: Mercer University Press, 2004).  
 
25 Michael P. Graves, “The Gaither Homecoming Videos and the Ceremonial Reinstatement of 

Gospel Music Performers,” in More Than Precious Memories: The Rhetoric of Southern Gospel Music, 
eds. Michael P. Graves and David Fillingim (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2004) 153-181.  
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Of primary interest to this study is the chapter by Robert McManus titled 

“Southern Gospel Music vs. Contemporary Christian Music: Competing for the Soul of 

Evangelicalism.”26 McManus juxtaposes the two movements and points to some 

important lyrical and theological distinctions between the genres as he perceives them. 

Unfortunately, the author uses this chapter to pursue his own apparent bias that southern 

gospel reaffirms “exclusivist theological orthodoxy,” while CCM instead willingly 

embraces a pluralistic world hostile to orthodox evangelicalism. However, one positive 

contribution is McManus’s discussion of three “peculiarities” of the musical style of 

southern gospel, “four-part harmonies featuring extremely high tenor parts and extremely 

low bass parts, the use of quartets and family groups, and the use of shape notes as a 

musical language.”27 Later in this text I will borrow from Fabian Holt and introduce the 

term genre “signifiers” to describe musical elements such as these that are specific to 

southern gospel.  

More recently, in 2012, Douglas Harrison published Then Sings My Soul: The 

Culture of Southern Gospel Music.28  This text is the product of his doctoral dissertation 

and provides the first book-length critical engagement of professional southern gospel 

music and culture. Of particular interest to this dissertation is his chapter “The 

Gaitherization of Contemporary Southern Gospel.” Unlike Goff, who defines southern 

gospel by style characteristics, Harrison defines southern gospel by “de-emphasizing the 

 
26 Robert M. McManus, “Southern Gospel Music vs. Contemporary Christian Music: Competing 

for the Soul of Evangelicalism,” in More Than Precious Memories: The Rhetoric of Southern Gospel 
Music, eds. Michael P. Graves and David Fillingim (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2004) 57-87.  

 
27 Ibid., 72-73.  
 
28 Douglas Harrison, Then Sings My Soul: The Culture of Southern Gospel Music (Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 2012).  
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value of musical style in favor of an emphasis on patterns of cultural experience and 

affiliation.”29 Goff and Harrison share in common that they are both life-long fans of 

southern gospel; however, they are trained in different interpretative approaches. Goff is 

a historian and Harrison’s training is in English and rhetoric. Drawing upon techniques 

from ethnomusicology, this dissertation hopes to utilize both musical content and cultural 

experience to describe the GVB.  

The Gaithers and Southern Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-First Century, 

published in 2017, is the first (and only) book-length critical examination of the work of 

Bill and Gloria Gaither.30 This work by author Ryan P. Harper examines the 

Homecoming world as a crucible of religious identity formation and was a product of his 

own dissertation work. His discussion of the phenomenon of the Homecoming series 

looks at issues of gender, masculinity, politics, and race through extensive ethnographic 

work. His fieldwork extended from 2006 to 2012 and included lengthy conversations 

with Bill and Gloria, as well as many interviews with fans. This text will serve as one of 

my primary conversation partners because of Harper’s related subject matter, 

methodological approach, extensive research, and his keen insights into the Homecoming 

world and the Gaither fanbase. The Homecoming video and concert series began in 1991 

as an extension of a recording project for the Gaither Vocal Band. The history of the 

Vocal Band is bound up in the narrative of the Homecoming series and these 

interconnected narratives will be discussed at length in chapters 3-6 of this dissertation.   

 
29 Ibid., 5.  
 
30 Ryan Paul Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-First 

Century (Jackson, MS: The University Press of Mississippi, 2017).  
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While these four sources all make mention of the Gaither Vocal Band, none of 

them speak at length of the influence or musical characteristics of the ensemble. Goff 

dedicates only two pages of his text to the work of the Gaithers and only one paragraph 

speaks specifically of the Vocal Band. However, in this paragraph he points to the 

musical and stylistic range of the ensemble and Bill Gaithers influence as a catalytic force 

in keeping southern gospel alive. As previously mentioned, Harrison spends one chapter 

talking about the “Gaitherization” of southern gospel. What is particularly striking about 

his chapter is the absence of mention of the GVB in a book about professional southern 

gospel music. Harrison intentionally focuses upon the influence of the Homecoming 

series on southern gospel, but his analysis lacks a discussion of the presence of the Vocal 

Band. He readily admits in other chapters of the book that much of the field of southern 

gospel is populated and promulgated by all male quartets, and yet he neglects to examine 

the influence of the GVB upon the typical southern gospel quartet during the 

Homecoming era from 1991 to present.  

The greatest sustained attention given to the GVB in the aforementioned sources 

comes in Harper’s chapter “Between Jesus and John Wayne: Constructing Guy 

Penrod.”31 Following the aforementioned Michael English, Guy Penrod served as the 

lead singer for the GVB from September 1995 to January 2009. In this chapter, Harper 

examines the concept of masculinity as presented to Homecoming audiences through the 

rugged look of the long-haired, bolo tie wearing, cowboy persona of Guy Penrod. This 

chapter also chronicles the transition of Michael English from the GVB lead singer to 

 
31 Ryan P. Harper, “Between Jesus and John Wayne: Constructing Guy Penrod” in The Gaithers 

and Southern Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-First Century (Jackson, MS: The University Press of 
Mississippi, 2017), 61-99. 
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mainstream CCM as he left the group in 1994 to focus upon his solo career. English 

would soon thereafter publicly fall from grace after having an affair and would return his 

Dove Awards.32 Harper understands Penrod’s persona to be the antithesis of English’s 

“CCM sex appeal.”33 Nearly fifteen years later, English would later be reinstated as the 

lead singer of the GVB, where he would remain until 2013. The reinstatement of the 

prodigal sons of southern gospel has been one of the hallmarks of the Homecoming series 

and is chronicled by Michael Graves.34 Michael English and Russ Taff are two of these 

prodigal sons who have been significant voices in both southern gospel and 

Contemporary Christian Music and who have both sung as members of the GVB.   

Each of the previously identified studies has focused upon the world of 

professional southern gospel. However, perhaps the most endearing history of the cultural 

value of southern gospel is presented by William Lynwood Montell in his Singing the 

Glory Down: Amateur Gospel Music in South Central Kentucky 1900-1990.35 Montell 

presents an oral history of nonprofessional gatherings of musicians who have dedicated 

significant time, energy, and resources to the practice of a “gospel life” through 

communal music making. While this text does not directly speak to the GVB, it does 

 
32 Michael English and Lynn Vincent, The Prodigal Comes Home: My Story of Failure and God’s 

Story of Redemption (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2007). This autobiography chronicles Michael’s journey 
as a rising star in the southern gospel field, his years singing first with Gaither Vocal Band and then with 
the Bill Gaither Trio, his affair and subsequent battle with substance abuse, as well as his eventual return to 
gospel music.   

 
33 Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel, 61.  
 
34 Michael P. Graves, “The Gaither Homecoming Videos and the Ceremonial Reinstatement of 

Southern Gospel Music Performers,” in More Than Precious Memories: The Rhetoric of Southern Gospel 
Music (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2004), 153-81.  

 
35 William Lynwood Montell, Singing the Glory Down: Amateur Gospel Music in South Central 

Kentucky (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1991). 
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illuminate the perspective of the fan base of southern gospel and presents an exemplary 

ethnographic methodology. This text also resonates with my own personal narrative as 

these amateur singings in southern Kentucky were a significant part of the soundtrack of 

my childhood and led me to appreciate close four-part harmony and gospel music in 

general.36 

 Bill Malone and David Stricklin help to clarify the distinction between 

Contemporary Christian Music and southern gospel in their text Southern 

Music/American Music. They write, “One measure of the popularity of Contemporary 

Christian music, somewhat ironically, was that it helped inspire the creation of a new 

category of music, ‘Southern Gospel,’ to distinguish the older-styled music from the 

more modern, pop-styled forms.”37 Bill Gaither and Stan Moser both write about this rift 

in their individual autobiographies.38 As Bill has mentioned in numerous personal 

conversations, the term “southern gospel” was not used to describe this music until the 

1970s. Before that it was simply known as “gospel music.”  

 The texts about southern gospel mentioned here are all written from an academic 

perspective, with the exception of the autobiographies of Gaither and Moser. However, 

there is a stream of anti-intellectualism that runs deeps within the ethos of southern 

 
36 On a personal note, Dr. Montell was a looming figure in my childhood growing up in Southern 

Kentucky. My mother knew him from her teaching at Western Kentucky University, although they worked 
in different departments. However, my parents were avid attenders of Sunday evening “singings” with local 
amateur gospel groups and particularly the annual Allen County Singing Convention where my mother 
introduced me to Dr. Montell on numerous occasions.  

 
37 Bill C. Malone and David Stricklin, Southern Music/American Music (Lexington: The 

University Press of Kentucky, 1979).  
 
38 Stan Moser, We Will Stand: The Real Story Behind the Song, Artists & Executives that Built 

the Contemporary Christian Music Industry (Brentwood, TN: Christian Music United, 2015).  
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gospel music and evangelicalism as a whole.39 There is also an extremely loyal, and at 

times obsessive (in the best sense of the word), fanbase that has taken to creating their 

own historical and biographical accounts of this musical genre that they love so much. 

My work is deeply indebted to both the scholarly and fan accounts. I will highlight the 

work of several of these amateur biographers in this literature review because they will be 

referenced in later chapters.  

Prior to the publication of Goff’s work, Bob Terrell published a non-academic 

account of southern gospel, particularly focusing on the male quartet tradition titled, The 

Music Men: The Story of Professional Gospel Quartet Singing. While this books recounts 

stories of the professional quartets that filled the southern gospel scene from 1910 to the 

1960s, to use Terrell’s own words, “This is a people book.”40 The book concerns itself 

with the personal stories of gospel music, but fails to make overarching connections to 

the organizations, agencies, and events of southern gospel history. 

David L. Taylor, an amateur gospel musician, broadcast and newspaper journalist, 

pastor, and partner in a publishing business, compiled Happy Rhythm: A Biography of 

Hovie Lister & The Statesmen Quartet, published first in 1994.41 He later updated the text 

in 1998 and again in 2015. Taylor, like Bill Gaither, is a life-long fan of Hovie Lister, 

Jake Hess, and The Statesmen Quartet. Gaither wrote the foreword for this book and is 

quoted in each chapter as an authoritative source. Gaither even calls this book “an 

 
39 For an in-depth study on this topic see Mark Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind (Grand 

Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 1994).  
 
40 Bob Terrell, The Music Men: The Story of Professional Gospel Quartet Singing (Alexander, 

NC: Mountain Church, 1990), 7.  
 
41 David L. Taylor, Happy Rhythm: A Biography of Hovie Lister & The Statesmen Quartet 

(Lexington, IN: LexingtonHaus Publications, 2015).  
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informative companion piece to our video in the Hall of Honor Series, “Bill and Gloria 

Gaither present Hovie Lister and the Sensational Statesmen, An American Classic.” The 

first song sung in concert or recorded by the Vocal Band was Stuart Hamblen’s “Your 

First Day in Heaven,” which was popularized by the Statesmen Quartet and the GVB 

records numerous songs sung by The Statesmen after their rebranding as a southern 

gospel group after 1991.  

I am also deeply indebted to several individuals who have extensively shared their 

knowledge and resources on the internet. David Bruce Murray is the author of Murray’s 

Encyclopedia of Southern Gospel Music and the owner of both SGHistory.com and 

MusicScribe.com.42 David is a church music director in Ellenboro, North Carolina and an 

avid southern gospel fan and pianist. The MusicScribe blog was launched in 2004 and the 

early blog articles focused on the history of southern gospel groups. These articles 

inspired the creation of SGHistory.com, a wiki site owned and edited by Murray. This 

site contains full album listings for hundreds of southern gospel groups, biographies of 

individuals, historical content about organizations, and thousands of songs searchable by 

title or author. This site provided access to album information for many vinyl records that 

I found difficult to obtain through libraries or personal collections. However, because of 

the nature of this site, I made every attempt to verify any dates or information before 

quoting them here. One other source of obscure audio and video recordings of the Bill 

Gaither Trio, Gaither Vocal Band, and a wide array of southern gospel ensembles was 

Steve Krampitz, a graduate of Olivet Nazarene University. The Orpheus Choir from 

ONU was a frequent guest performing ensemble with the annual Gaither 

 
42 David Bruce Murray, Murray’s Encyclopedia of Southern Gospel Music (United States: 

Musicscribe Publishing, 2005).  
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PraiseGatherings in Indianapolis and Steve is a life-long fan of the Gaithers. His 

YouTube channel contains thousands of hours of gospel vinyl recordings. Steve was also 

kind enough to share with me his self-compiled discography of the Bill Gaither Trio 

recordings, which allowed me to cross-reference my own research and ensure the 

discography provided in the appendix is accurate.  

 

Contemporary Christian Music 
 
 One of the assertions of this dissertation is that the names of Bill and Gloria 

Gaither have only been synonymous with southern gospel since the inception of the 

Homecoming series in 1991. By 1991, the Bill Gaither Trio had flourished and then was 

dissolved and the GVB had already recorded six studio albums and helped launch the 

CCM careers of Steve Green, Larnelle Harris, and Michael English. In order to produce a 

thorough historical and musical account of the GVB, this dissertation must look to 

sources that speak to the earlier career of the Gaithers as songwriters, performers, and 

promoters of other talented musicians.  

Bill and Gloria have penned over 700 lyrics, sixty-two of which have been 

published in over thirty hymnals.43 The Bill Gaither Trio was the first Christian music act 

to sell out stadiums, and nearly 300,000 copies of their first album under the Benson label 

were sold.44 This ensemble also led the way for the “inspirational” subgenre of Christian 

music, which peaked with the Gaithers’ early career in the 1970s and 1980s, but its 

 
43 Jacob Sensenig, “Get All Excited: The Lyrical Theologizing of Bill and Gloria Gaither” (paper 

presented at the 2015 Annual Meeting of the Hymn Society in the United States and Canada, New Orleans, 
LA, July 13, 2015).  

 
44 Don Cusic, Saved by Song: A History of Gospel and Christian Music (Jackson, MS: University 

Press of Mississippi, 2012), 243. 
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musical and cultural effects found their way into much of the CCM of the 1990s and 

2000s.  

 As previously mentioned, Don Cusic has labeled Bill Gaither the “Godfather of 

Contemporary Christian Music.”45 He acknowledges that Gaither has dominated the field 

for decades, particularly with the unprecedented success of the musical Alleluia: A Praise 

Gathering for Believers in 1973. Cusic writes as a journalist and historian and provides 

names, dates, and statistics for the Gaithers’ early career; however, he stops short of 

providing any musical commentary. In his chapter addressing “Christian and Gospel 

Music in the 1990s,” Cusic labels the Gaither Vocal Band as the most significant 

southern gospel group formed during the 1980s and the only southern gospel group that 

was able to cross over into the larger world of Contemporary Christian Music.46  

As previously mentioned, I argue in this dissertation that to describe the GVB as 

southern gospel before 1991 is to present a revisionist history, which it seems is exactly 

what Bill Gaither has intended through the narrative that has been told through his 

writings and video recordings, as well as the songs that have been re-released. It appears 

that scholars such as Cusic have succumbed to this revisionist narrative. Several of the 

former Vocal Band members have found widespread success in the CCM genre, such as 

Steve Green, Larnelle Harris, Michael English, Jonathan Pierce, David Phelps, and Russ 

Taff, who came to join the Gaither Vocal Band after success with a solo career and as 

front man for the Imperials, who themselves served as a model for Bill Gaither when 

beginning the Vocal Band.  

 
45 Ibid., 243. 
 
46 Ibid., 379.  
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In Apostles of Rock, a study of CCM, Jay Howard and John Streck label Gaither 

as a “middle of the road songwriter, a CCM forerunner who helped to bridge the gap in 

the evangelical establishment between southern gospel and more contemporary musical 

forms.”47 Their other reference to the Bill Gaither Trio and to Bill Gaither’s ability as a 

musician is disparaging and certainly brings to light their bias against the “inspirational” 

subgenre of CCM and southern gospel because of a perceived lack of authenticity. The 

most beneficial writing in their text comes in the introduction to Apostles of Rock, where 

Howard and Streck seek to parse out a definition of Contemporary Christian Music. They 

contend that CCM cannot be defined solely by sonic characteristics since there is no 

“code of sonic requirements” to which a piece must adhere.48 Instead, the authors choose 

to define CCM in terms of community. They write,  

Contemporary Christian music is an artistic product that emerges from the nexus 
of continually negotiated relationships binding certain artists, certain corporations, 
certain audiences, and certain ideas to one another…Produced through the 
interaction of label executives, record producers, artists, critics, audiences, and 
others, it is the nature of these discourses which we intend to explore in the pages 
that follow.49 
 

Similar understandings of the concept of genre will be explored further in the literature 

review and subsequent chapters. However, given this understanding of genre as 

continually negotiated relationships, this dissertation will prove that Gaither has a place 

both in the history of CCM and southern gospel.  

 
47 Jay R. Howard and John M. Streck, Apostles of Rock: The Splintered World of Contemporary 

Christian Music (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1999), 57-58.  
 
48 Ibid., 8.  
 
49 Ibid., 14.  
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To once again speak to Gaither as both an innovative insider and an unwelcome 

outsider, Mark Allan Powell in the Encyclopedia of Contemporary Christian Music 

writes in his entry for the New Gaither Vocal Band, the original name for the GVB, that 

their “relationship to contemporary Christian music would perhaps be analogous to that 

of Andy Williams to rock and roll—certainly not the real thing, but close enough to allow 

some who were wary of rock to at least get their feet wet.”50  

In 2018 Randall J. Stephens published The Devil’s Music: How Christians 

Inspired, Condemned, and Embraced Rock ‘N’ Roll.51 Stephens examines the religious 

roots of rock music, the evangelical responses beginning first with condemnation and the 

latter embrace, and sets this narrative within the larger events of American 

evangelicalism. This text only makes mention of the work of Bill Gaither once, but many 

of the individuals mentioned by Stephens cross paths with Bill Gaither on numerous 

occasions over the course of their careers. More importantly, this work provides a 

framework for how to situate a person or ensemble within evangelicalism at large, instead 

of situating them within the realm of CCM.  

It is my assertion that the harmony-driven, quartet model of southern gospel 

presented a challenge to the solo-artist, melody and band-driven model of CCM and 

writers like Powell, and Howard and Streck are unable to fit the Vocal Band into their 

neatly constructed genre or ideological categories. 

 

 
50 Mark Allan Powell, Encyclopedia of Contemporary Christian Music (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson Publishers, 2002), 352. 
 
51 Randall J. Stephens, The Devil’s Music: How Christians Inspired, Condemned, and Embraced 

Rock ‘N’ Roll (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2018).  
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Black Gospel 
 

One of the ways that southern gospel has often been defined by scholars and 

practitioners is by what it is not: it is not high-church hymn singing, nor is it 

Contemporary Christian Music, nor black gospel. While a reader might expect to see a 

section in the literature review on Contemporary Christian Music related to the career of 

the Gaithers, it might not be quite as clear why a section on black gospel music is 

warranted. However, as Douglas Harrison notes when referencing the work of Kip 

Lornell, “it is difficult to underestimate the impact of black gospel music on many 

influential white gospel performers, and I would add, vice versa. Whether consciously or 

not, white gospel groups borrowed heavily from the black gospel repertoire.”52 James 

Goff confirms this borrowing of repertoire from black gospel quartets in a section of his 

text titled, “Black Influences and Cross-Pollination,” where he explores the Blackwoods 

borrowing of the song “Swing Down Chariot” and the Statemen’s recording of “Get 

Away Jordan, both iconic mid-century recordings by prominent white gospel quartets.”53 

In the 1950s several black quartets opened for these major white gospel groups in a 

unique showing of cooperation in the years preceding integration. This is the era of 

gospel music that most profoundly shaped Bill Gaither and his sonic conception of what a 

quartet should sound like. Gaither is the proud owner of many black gospel quartet 

recordings and frequently references these groups on Homecoming video recordings.  

The issue of race in the music and performances of the Gaithers is explored in the 

chapter “Home Boarders: Lynda Randle and Race” in The Gaithers and Southern 

 
52 Harrison, Then Sings My Soul, 102.  
 
53 James R. Goff, Close Harmony, 210-211. 
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Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-first Century.54 Harper points to Lynda Randle as the 

most pervasive African-American figure in the Homecoming series and explores how 

Randle functions as evidence of Harper’s own expansion and preservation motif, which 

seeks to show the changes the Gaithers have made and continue to make to southern 

gospel culture. Throughout this chapter Harper highlights the performances of other black 

musicians as a part of the Homecoming franchise, but his analysis stops short of 

examining the musical content of the Gaither Vocal Band that has been borrowed from 

black gospel. This dissertation will highlight the extensive repertoire of the GVB 

borrowed either directly or indirectly from black gospel.  

In order to better explore the origins, content, and context of these particular 

songs, several sources on black gospel music were consulted during this study. The 

Gospel Sound: Good News and Bad Times was published by Anthony Heilbut in 1971 

and updated most recently in 2002. Heilbut, a musician and record producer, writes not as 

a scholarly outsider, but as a knowledgeable and enthusiastic observer of this music. He 

regards the period from 1945-1960 as the golden era of gospel music and has an affinity 

for the black gospel quartets of the time. Heilbut writes,  

Quartet, whether barbershop or gospel, has always been the most popular and 
common form of singing among black men. The great modern blues singers owe 
their controlled frenzy to quartet leads. Similarly, the rhythm-and-blues groups of 
the fifties with their doodling bass and tin-whistle falsetto secularized a traditional 
quartet sound. For men in Baptist churches, quartet is the conventional option, the 
aim of talented boys long before their voices change.55   

 

 
54 Ryan Paul Harper, “Home Boarders: Lynda Randle and Race,” in The Gaithers and Southern 

Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-First Century (Jackson, MS: The University Press of Mississippi, 
2017), 220-243. 

 
55 Anthony Heilbut, The Gospel Sound: Good News and Bad Times, 25th Anniversary ed. (New 

York: Proscenium Publishers Inc., 2002). 
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Heilbut’s book traces the careers and contributions of individuals and groups, relying 

upon personal accounts for much of his data. One of the weaknesses of this text is that in 

his enthusiasm for black gospel music Heilbut ignores its relationship to white gospel 

song. The great irony is that this critique could be leveled against any number of 

resources on white gospel that ignore the influence of black gospel. The relationship of 

these two gospel traditions and their influences upon one another must be acknowledged 

and celebrated.   

 The Golden Age of Gospel, originally published in 1995 as How Sweet the Sound: 

The Golden Age of Gospel, was written by Horace Clarence Boyer.56 Boyer was both a 

practitioner of black gospel and a scholar. His book functions as a conversational account 

of the history of black gospel that presents sketches of composers and performers. Boyer 

also lends considerable attention to black gospel quartets, but both of these resources 

present a fraction of the account provided in Happy in the Service of the Lord: Afro-

American Gospel Quartets in Memphis by Kip Lornell.57 This book, published in 1988, is 

the first book-length study of the African American quartet. Relying heavily upon 

commercially recorded 78-rpm records for his analysis of how these early quartets 

sounded, Lornell provides the best introduction to the genre as it developed in the 

southern United States. The book includes significant personal interviews with 

participants in this movement and Lornell provides vivid descriptions of musical choices 

and performance practices.  

 
56 Horace Clarence Boyer, The Golden Age of Gospel (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 

1995).  
 
57 Kip Lornell, Happy in the Service of the Lord: Afro-American Gospel Quartets in Memphis 

(Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1988).  
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 The final text of consequence for the black gospel resources in this literature 

review is the collection We’ll Understand It Better By and By: Pioneering African 

American Gospel Composers edited by Bernice Johnson Reagon.58 The book includes 

historical, cultural, and musical studies of six prominent gospel composers – Charles 

Tindley, Lucie Eddie Campbell, Thomas Dorsey, William Herbert Brewster, Sr., Roberta 

Martin, and Kenneth Morris, as well as an extensive discography and annotated 

bibliography. Of particular interest is Horace Clarence Boyer’s chapter on William 

Herbert Brewster and his analysis of the shout song “Let Us All Go Back to the Old 

Landmark,” which is covered on the iconic 1991 Gaither Vocal Band Homecoming 

album.  

 Taken together these resources provide significant insight into the music created 

by black gospel composers, much of which was later adopted by the white gospel quartet 

tradition in the southern United States during the mid-twentieth century.  

 

Genre and Style  
 

The second stated goal of this dissertation is to examine questions related to the 

way Bill has utilized the GVB to negotiate delicately the boundaries between CCM and 

southern gospel. In order to do so, the concept of genre must be examined and defined 

musically and culturally. As previously mentioned, Goff defines southern gospel as a set 

of musical styles, but other than mentioning country, bluegrass, and black gospel in 

passing, he makes no attempt to tease out what elements southern gospel has borrowed 

from these ranging styles. Several approaches from the field of popular music studies are 

 
58 Bernice Johnson Reagan, ed. We’ll Understand It Better By and By: Pioneering African 

American Gospel Composers (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992).  
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useful for determining what genre means and how it functions in diverse traditions of 

mass-mediated popular music. 

It would be impossible to have a discussion of genre theory without mentioning 

Franco Fabbri. In 1982, he published “A Theory of Musical Genres: Two Applications,” 

which stands as one of the most influential approaches to the study of musical genre. He 

defines a musical genre as “a set of musical events (real or possible) whose course is 

governed by a definite set of socially accepted rules.”59 He then goes on to divide these 

rules into five categories: 1) “formal and technical rules,” 2) “semiotic rules,” 3) 

“behavior rules,” 4) social and ideological rules,” and 5) “economic and juridical rules.” 

The great success of Fabbri’s conception of genre is his combination of musical and 

social elements, even if he separates them for these five categories. All the scholars 

mentioned here are responding in some way to Fabbri’s early work on genre. 

Popular music analyst Allan Moore goes so far as to question the value of the 

terms “style” and “genre” in his 2001 article “Categorial Conventions in Music 

Discourse: Style and Genre.”60 In this article, Moore posits that these often-used terms 

must be more stabilized to be considered useful. After presenting an overview of how 

these terms have been used by music scholars in a variety of disciplines, Moore draws 

four conclusions about how the terms have been used in reference to one another. His 

first conclusion is helpful in this study. Moore writes, “style refers to the manner of 

articulation of musical gestures and is best considered as imposed on them, rather than 

 
59 Franco Fabbri, “A Theory of Musical Genres: Two Applications” in Popular Music 

Perspectives (Götenborg: IASPM, 1982), 52. 
 

60 Allan F. Moore, “Categorical Conventions in Music Discourse: Style and Genre,” Music and 
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intrinsic to them. Genre refers to the identity and the context of those gestures.”61 When 

related to the music produced by the Gaithers, genre can then be characterized in terms of 

‘what’ an album sets out to do (i.e. how it is designed with a particular audience in mind) 

and style is ‘how’ it is actualized (i.e. what specific musical gestures are used to 

accomplish this particular style).  

 Simon Frith’s work in Performing Rites: On the Value of Popular Music can help 

to provide some clarity to the work of Goff and others. In his text on genre rules Frith 

argues that genre labels are primarily marketing terms and that whatever label is placed 

on an ensemble will determine everything that happens to the performer or the recording 

thereafter. He writes, “once labeled, musicians will thereafter be expected to act and play 

and look in certain ways; decisions about recording sessions, promotional photos, record 

jackets, press interviews, video styles, and so on, will all be taken with genre rules in 

mind.”62 Using Frith’s understanding of genre as a marketing term means that in some 

instances it may be difficult to determine what musicians within this imposed genre have 

in common musically.  

In his text Genre in Popular Music, author Fabian Holt differentiates between 

genres by pointing to regular musical fixtures that have assumed the stature of “genre 

signifiers.”63 He uses the examples of twelve-bar chord schemes that are strongly 

identified with the blues, vocal techniques associated with soul, distorted guitar sounds 

with rock, and steel guitars with country. I believe that this model can be a helpful for 

 
61 Ibid., 441.  
 
62 Simon Frith, Performing Rites: On the Value of Popular Music (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1996), 76. 
 
63 Fabian Holt, Genre in Popular Music (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2007), 23.  
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understanding how Gaither has negotiated the genres of Contemporary Christian music 

and southern gospel.  

For instance, the southern gospel genre has several distinct signifiers. One 

particularly evident signifier is the focus within southern gospel upon the extremely high 

tenor voice and the earth-rumbling bass voice that often slides down the octave on the 

final note of a song. In an interview with Daniel Mount, one of the most prolific bloggers 

on southern gospel, and an insider to the industry, he commented that the Vocal Band 

never ended songs with the bass voice sliding down to the lower octave on the final 

chord.64 Bill Gaither, who has sung bass for almost the entire history of the ensemble is 

simply a baritone. With the addition of Todd Suttles, the new baritone/bass for the GVB, 

this practice has become more standard, particularly on the traditional southern gospel 

repertoire. The high tenor voice has always been a hallmark of the Gaither Vocal Band, 

however, the timbre is unlike that of most southern gospel ensembles with tenors who 

might be described as having a thin or screechy quality.  

Holt’s shift and critique of Frith brings genre scholarship closer to musical 

practice and experience. Pairing this concept of “genre signifiers” with the analysis of 

recordings and ethnographic work will allow me to examine how Gaither has negotiated 

boundaries between genres by meeting and even creating perceived expectations of how 

the genres of CCM and southern gospel should sound. This dissertation will demonstrate 

that over the course of the career of Bill Gaither, his propensity to hold fast to or subvert 

genre expectation, either for musical or marketing reasons, has ebbed and flowed. At 

several points in his early career Bill answered to recording executives and producers, but 

 
64 Daniel J. Mount, interview by author, Waco, TX, January 21, 2017. 
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because of his unparalleled success in the gospel music industry Bill has also been able to 

serve as his own producer and recording executive, in addition to owning the copyrights 

on all of the songs he and Gloria have written. Bill has maintained creative control of his 

music in a way that few other performers in Christian music have. This control has 

allowed him a unique freedom of expression. Ryan Harper highlights this theme in his 

book The Gaithers and Southern Gospel as the tension between preservation and 

expansion in the Homecoming series. He writes, “Gaither music has always been genre-

transgressive, and the Gaithers are not just able but also eager to push boundaries; they 

want the southern gospel faithfuls’ boundaries to be expanded as well.”65 

While I hold that Holt’s understanding of genre will help in a musical explanation 

of the history of the GVB, I will also utilize Frith’s model of understanding “songs as 

texts” as a way to speak about how the GVB seeks to present authenticity when singing 

songs from different musical idioms. Frith argues that when listening to the lyrics of pop 

songs listeners actually hear three things at once: “words, which appear to give songs an 

independent source of semantic meaning; rhetoric, words being used in a special, musical 

way, a way which draws attention to features and problems of speech; and voices, words 

being spoken or sung in human tones which are themselves ‘meaningful,’ signs of 

persons and personality.”66 While Bill Gaither is certainly a lyricist and first and foremost 

speaks about the power of the text, he is a master at creating and producing arrangements 

that allow the lyric to take on multiple layers of meaning.  

 
65 Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel, 15.  
 
66 Frith, Performing Rites, 159.  
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Similar to Frith, Jennifer Lena defines musical genres as “systems of orientation, 

expectations, and conventions that bind together industry, performers, critics, and fans in 

making what they identify as a distinctive sort of music.”67 She chooses not to use the 

term genre to refer to musical idioms, and instead refers to these idioms as styles. Lena 

also helps to clarify the concept of genre by differentiating between four primary 

trajectories: 1) Avant-garde, 2) Scene-based, 3) Industry-based, and 4) Traditionalist. 

Both Contemporary Christian Music and southern gospel serve as genres under Lena’s 

paradigm. Both are industry- and scene-based for Lena, but southern gospel also contains 

a traditionalist trajectory, which harkens to the split between the industry of CCM and 

southern gospel mentioned by Gaither and Moser.   

Lena clarifies and codifies the terms of genre and style brought into question by 

Moore. This helpful distinction illuminates why the GVB, after their turn towards 

southern gospel in 1991, could be considered southern gospel in genre while presenting 

shape-note convention music alongside black spirituals, traditional hymns, original 

Gaither songs, and contemporary worship music.  

The discussion of genre will be woven throughout the dissertation and so it is 

helpful to provide a robust amount of literature from which to draw. The field of popular 

music studies, with its emphasis upon providing an analysis of a song’s sonic 

characteristics in connection with broader cultural and marketing issues, has much to 

contribute to this conversation. This dissertation will be the first to apply its insights on 

style and genre to southern gospel music.  

 

 
67 Jennifer C. Lena, Banding Together: How Communities Create Genres in Popular Music 
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Recording Analysis 
 
 In recent years, popular music studies and ethnomusicology have added 

considerably to the conversation surrounding issues of genre, style, text, and voice. 

Authors in these fields have also greatly concerned themselves with the analysis of 

recordings as people have increasingly experienced music through the medium of a 

recording, as opposed to attending a live performance.  

Recognizing the ubiquitous nature of recordings, Thomas Turino seeks to 

understand recordings as “musical fields” on par with participatory and presentational 

performances.68 In his text Music as Social Life: The Politics of Participation, Turino 

proposes four distinct fields of making music. The first two look at participatory and 

presentational performance and the second two examine recordings. The first three fields 

have some application to the work of the GVB (and the Bill Gaither Trio) and will be 

utilized in this dissertation. High fidelity music, the third field recognized by Turino 

refers to the musical sounds heard on recordings that index or are iconic of live 

performances. All of the Gaither Vocal Band recordings would fall within this category 

to varying degrees.  

While Turino presents the framework for understanding live and recorded 

performances, Albin Zak’s text The Poetics of Rock: Cutting Tracks, Making Records 

takes the conversation into the studio and examines the recording process. However, it is 

his chapter titled “Sound as Form” that will best help to illuminate an analysis of Gaither 

recordings. Zak sketches out five broad categories that represent all of the sound 

phenomena found on records: 1) musical performance, 2) timbre, 3) echo, 4) ambience 

 
68 Thomas Turino, Music as Social Life: The Politics of Participation (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2008), 67.  
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(reverberation), and 5) texture.69 Zak’s analysis of rock and popular music recordings 

presents a compelling way to describe through prose what is happening musically. While 

Zak’s text appeared six years before Holt’s, Zak essentially utilizes the “genre signifiers” 

approach outlined by Holt. 

 
Gaither Produced Books/Recordings  
 
 In addition to the wealth of Gaither-produced videos and albums, there are several 

printed sources that will inform my analysis. Bill Gaither has two autobiographies, 

coauthored with different writers. I Almost Missed the Sunset: My Perspectives on Life 

and Music, coauthored by Jerry Jenkins, is the earliest of these two books. This text was 

published in 1992, and it is clear from Jenkins’s tone in the preface and Gaither’s tone at 

points through the text, that both men thought that Bill’s career was nearly over. Jenkins 

writes “Bill is no longer a rising star, rather now a senior statesman.”70 Unknown to both 

Gaither and Jenkins was the success that the Homecoming franchise would enjoy in the 

years to come, which would be the most prolific period of recording and financially 

lucrative era of Gaither’s already successful career.  

 In 2004 alone, Homecoming sales worldwide outranked Elton John, Fleetwood 

Mac, and Rod Stewart each.71 2004 seems to have marked the pinnacle of the 

Homecoming franchise and in 2003 Bill’s second autobiography It’s More Than Music: 

Life Lessons on Friends, Faith, and What Matters Most was published, cowritten by Ken 

 
69 Albin Zak, The Poetics of Rock: Cutting Tracks, Making Records (Berkeley: University of 
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70 Bill Gaither and Jerry Jenkins, I Almost Missed the Sunset: My Perspectives on Life and Music 

(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1992), preface. 
 
71 Mark Allan Powell, “There’s Just Something about This Man: Bill Gaither Insists It’s Not about 

Him. And Nobody Seems to Disagree.” Christianity Today (April 1, 2004). 
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Abraham. This second autobiography, written at the height of Homecoming success, has 

a decidedly more optimistic tone. While it recounts many of the same relationships from 

the first autobiography, the second begins with the telling of the miraculous accident that 

was the first Homecoming recording. This text also recounts the formation narrative of 

the Gaither Vocal Band, where Bill writes that the Vocal Band was difficult to categorize 

“We weren’t a rock-and-roll band; we were a male quartet, but the musical arrangements 

we devised were not southern gospel, either.”72 This autobiography penned by Bill and 

Ken Abraham is written as a hagiography, a biography that idealizes a subject. In the 

preface Abraham writes, “As much as he tries to be like the rest of us, Bill Gaither is no 

ordinary guy!...He operates so naturally in the realm of the supernatural—he thinks it’s 

natural!”73  

 Much of the same could be said for the videos created as a part of the Gaither 

Homecoming franchise. To date there are well over 100 videos in the series, although an 

exact number has been impossible to discern.74 These range from the simplicity of the 

early recordings on a sound stage with no audience to live concert recordings in venues 

as diverse as Carnegie Hall, the Red Rocks amphitheater, onboard a cruise ship in 

 
72 Gaither, It's More than the Music, 190.  
 
73 Ibid., vii. 
 
74 One of the challenges with counting or creating a discography of Gaither Homecoming videos is 

that the videos started as VHS tapes and later transitioned to being released as DVD’s, and some were 
released as both. Some Homecoming concerts on tours were recorded and released as multiple video 
releases, and still others were recorded and not released. Other video recordings involved artists and no 
audience was invited. In 2001, one such recording, filmed at the Indiana Roof in Indianapolis, Indiana, 
resulted in three separate videos, Freedom Band, Passin’ the Faith Along, and Journey to the Sky. In 2021, 
Gaither Music has now released the previously unseen material from the same recording project as the 
Glorious Church DVD. Many of the older projects are no longer available for purchase and do not exist in 
libraries. When asked about the number of recordings, not even Bill Gaither’s secretary could provide me 
with even an estimate.  
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Alaska, and David’s Citadel in Jerusalem, just to name a few.75 The Gaither Vocal Band 

plays a prominent role in each video, and when they aren’t performing as a quartet, they 

are often paired in duets, trios, or various ensembles with other Homecoming artists. 

When the Vocal Band is not in the foreground, their voices are still prominent as 

background singers helping to keep the vocal tone of the Homecoming ensemble 

consistent. While my discussion of the Vocal Band will primarily draw upon the content 

of their studio recordings, I will make reference to elements of many Homecoming video 

and audio recordings. These live recordings provide a window to examine issues of 

performance practice and the videos typically include talking-head-style interviews with 

Bill and numerous artists. As with much of the Gaither enterprises, these videos are often 

self-referential and provide additional commentary upon the studio recordings and history 

of the Bill Gaither Trio and Gaither Vocal Band.  

 This self-referential gestalt has a way of romanticizing or glossing over the 

messier reality of the gospel music world. This critique has been levied and expanded by 

Douglas Harrison in his text, Then Sings My Soul: The Culture of Southern Gospel 

Music. Harrison writes, “It is certainly true that Homecoming has succeeded by 

commodifying the southern gospel past as a sepia-toned wonderland of harmony and 

wholesomeness—many of the covers to the Homecoming videos include images 

reproduced in actual sepia tone and other antique colorizations.”76 Particularly during the 

 
75  Let Freedom Ring: Live from Carnegie Hall (Alexandria, IN: Gaither Gospel Series, 2002), 

DVD; God Bless America: Live from Carnegie Hall (Alexandria, IN: Gaither Gospel Series, 2002), DVD; 
Red Rocks Homecoming (Alexandria, IN: Gaither Gospel Series, 2003), DVD; Alaska Homecoming: Live 
from the Gaither Alaskan Cruise (Alexandria, IN: Gaither Gospel Series, 2011), DVD; Jerusalem 
(Alexandria, IN: Gaither Gospel Series, 2005), DVD.  
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Homecoming era, Bill Gaither masters the use of nostalgia, which often distorts the 

historical narrative.  

 Beginning in December 2008 the Gaither Music TV YouTube channel was 

formed and started releasing clips of single songs from the larger corpus of video 

recordings.77 As of April 2021, their channel has over two million subscribers and these 

videos have amassed nearly 2 billion views. Throughout this dissertation there will be 

links to many of the recordings referenced which have been posted to the Gaither Music 

TV YouTube channel.  

 One major additional source from Bill Gaither should also be listed in this 

literature review. In December 2017, as Bill learned that I would be embarking upon this 

project, he mailed me two DVDs amounting to five hours of video testimony of him 

sitting in front of a camera talking freely about the gospel groups of his youth and how 

they influenced his understanding of what a quartet should sound and look like. At the 

time, Bill had no intentions of publishing this video content and said that he simply 

wanted to record these memories for posterity’s sake before he forgot them. I am 

indebted to Bill for his willingness to share this personal footage and these memories 

with me, as well as for his early support of this project. 

 

Methodology 
 
  While the personality of Bill Gaither has been the one true constant for the nearly 

four-decade history of the Gaither Vocal Band, the other constant for the entire history is 

change, of both personnel and intended audience. The task of presenting a “sonic history” 

 
77 The Gaither Music TV Channel can be found at 

https://www.youtube.com/c/GaitherMusicTV/featured.  
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such as this one is further complicated by the interaction with the narrative already 

presented by the Gaithers themselves. Therefore, it is necessary to have a clearly 

articulated methodology that will provide grounding for the dissertation. Simply put, the 

research for this dissertation will primarily interact with the literature, which includes 

extant audio and video recordings of the Gaither Vocal Band and the Bill Gaither Trio, 

alongside ethnographic fieldwork.  

 In my research I have employed participant/observer ethnographic research 

techniques, where I have participated in the audience and backstage for four Gaither 

Vocal Band concerts and Homecoming events between 2016 and 2019. During this time, 

I had the opportunity to interview many of the current and former members of the GVB, 

including Gary McSpadden, Michael English, Jim Murray, Mark Lowry, Russ Taff, Wes 

Hampton, Adam Crabb, Todd Suttles, and Reggie Smith.  I also engaged in extensive 

conversation with Bill Gaither himself on three occasions in person and over two 

multiple-hour phone calls. Our first interview, which took place on December 14, 2016, 

was slated by Bill’s assistant to last 30-45 minutes, however, we spoke for nearly two and 

a half hours. Prior to my fieldwork for this study, I had attended nearly a dozen concerts 

as a fan of their music.  

In 1985, Mellonee Burnim, a researcher in black gospel music, challenged the 

assumption of ethnomusicologists like Bruno Nettl, that one of the key elements of 

ethnographic fieldwork was that the researcher was an “outsider.”78 As a black woman, a 

performer in the gospel tradition, and a researcher, Burnim concluded that there were 

 
78 Mellonee Burnim, “Culture Bearer and Tradition Bearer: An Ethnomusicologist’s Research on 

Gospel Music,” Ethnomusicology 29 no.3 (1985): 432-447.  
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several positive contributions that could be made performing research as an insider, not 

least of which that the “cultural insider who conducts field research is commonly viewed 

as a potential contributor to the group, rather than an exploiter.”79 Having grown up as a 

participant/observer of southern gospel music as it took place on both the local and 

national level in southern Kentucky, I feel that I am researching and writing as an insider 

to the genre. However, I am simultaneously an outsider to the southern gospel field of 

performers as I do not sing in an ensemble currently or write professionally for a gospel 

music publication or website. At the same time, I have been accepted as an insider by Bill 

Gaither and the numerous artists I have interviewed because of my Evangelical Christian 

background, as well as the fact that I currently serve a local church as a Minister of 

Music. The Christian institutions of which I have been a part, including Trinity Baptist 

Church, and Baylor University, have given me personal access to Bill and Gloria Gaither 

and other musicians that may have been difficult to come by otherwise.80 There has been 

a sense of comradery in many of the interviews because of my cultural and religious 

background. Simultaneously, few of these artists have any formal musical training and 

several commented that being interviewed by someone pursuing a doctorate in music was 

intimidating because they felt that they did not know the right terminology to use when 

providing musical descriptions.  

 
79 Ibid., 445.  
 
80 Both Bill and Gloria, on separate occasions, were participants in the Hearn Innovators in 

Christian Music series at Baylor University. Gloria was awarded this honor in the Spring of 2011 and Bill 
followed in the Fall of 2015. It was during Bill’s visit in 2015 when I first “pitched” the idea to him of 
writing my dissertation upon his work with the Gaither Vocal Band. Bill and Gloria are the only husband 
and wife team to have been invited for this honor. Other notable Hearn Innovators include Keith Getty, 
John Bell, Pablo Sosa, David Crowder, Ken Medema, Andrew Peterson, Chuck Fromm, and nearly a dozen 
others. The videos from their lecture presentations can be found at 
https://sites.baylor.edu/ccms/category/hearn-innovators-series/.  
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In 2012, Elizabeth Phillips wrote about the ethnographic turn in ecclesiology, 

exploring the value that ethnographic fieldwork contributes to theologians studying 

Christian congregations. Phillips defines ethnography as “an extraordinarily 

comprehensive and holistic study of a culture that usually requires several months, if not 

years, spent inside that culture.”81 My personal introduction to the GVB began in 2004 as 

a fan and my critical engagement as a scholar began in 2014. Since then, I have attended 

dozens of concerts and have sought to follow Phillips proposed methodology of 

attentiveness to people, genuine engagement, and faithful description that moves the 

researcher beyond the desk and the library.  

 Another challenge to my research is that I have not studied a group of people who 

are based in one primary location, although many live in the Nashville, Tennessee, area. 

The current lineup of the ensemble has two members living in Nashville, while Wes 

Hampton lives in Birmingham, Alabama, Todd Suttles lives in Fort Worth, Texas, and 

Bill Gaither lives in Alexandria, Indiana. The nature of ensembles like the Gaither Vocal 

Band is that these groups are itinerant and perform in a new location each time they sing. 

Therefore, I must employ the practices of multi-site ethnography, as opposed to single-

site ethnography. Several primary ethnographic research sites were secured, but the 

challenges presented with Covid-19 ultimately limited contact with Bill Gaither himself. 

Before the Covid-19 pandemic began in 2020, Bill had invited me to come to their home 

in Indiana to look over memorabilia from their recordings and tours, but that research trip 

had to ultimately be cancelled.  

 

 
81 Elizabeth Phillips, “Charting the “Ethnographic Turn”: Theologians and the Study of Christian 

Congregations,” in Perspectives on Ecclesiology and Ethnography, ed. Pete Ward (Grand Rapids, MI: 
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Description of Fieldwork Sites 

 
Gaither Vocal Band Reunion, Greenville, SC. This reunion took place on October 

19-20, 2018 and was held at the Bon Secour Wellness arena in Greenville, South 

Carolina. This event was a two-day festival in which the GVB presented two evening 

concerts, a Friday evening question and answer session with GVB members past and 

present, as well as a Saturday morning session. The Saturday morning session called a 

convocation included congregational singing and an extended message from Gloria that 

could not be called anything other than a sermon! In her sermon she drew from the Old 

Testament narrative of Jacob wrestling with God, as well as Madeleine L’Engle and Neil 

Diamond. In the end she rebuked the Religious Right (presumably many of those in 

attendance would have identified this way) by ending her sermon saying, “God gives 

Christians quiet power to endure and overcome, not by taking political power of the 

nation at any costs!” It was not lost on this researcher that Gloria was speaking truth to 

power at the height of Donald Trump’s presidency in one of the primary sites of religious 

fundamentalism in the Southern United States. Greenville is the home to Bob Jones 

University, a place where the Bill Gaither Trio was often denied a platform to perform 

because of their theology, which was deemed too progressive.   

Only one other reunion event has previously taken place, which is when the 2009 

Reunion recordings were produced. However, that recording project took place at the 

Gaither Studios in Alexandria, Indiana and was closed to the public. The 2018 Reunion 

event was open to the public and included multiple ticket packages that provided seats for 

the concerts, as well as tickets to the various events and a meet-and-greet reception. The 

Gaither Music team graciously provided me with tickets to the concerts and backstage 
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access to interact with the artists. While I had previously interacted with all of the current 

Vocal Band members, this was the first time for me to interact with some of the former 

members and it provided me with the ability to schedule follow-up phone interviews with 

several significant artists.  

Another Reunion event was scheduled for April 2020 in Tulsa, Oklahoma but was 

postponed due to COVID-19. However, during 2019 Gaither Music released a DVD 

recording of the 2018 Reunion.  

 

Spring Tour, San Antonio, TX. On February 20, 2019 the GVB performed at 

Cornerstone Church in San Antonio and Bill granted me access to their afternoon 

rehearsal and backstage access as the Vocal Band ate dinner and prepared for the show. I 

spent a few hours speaking to the members of the Vocal Band and time individually with 

Bill where we listened to tracks from their 2019 Good Things Take Time album. These 

recordings were still rough edits from their time in the studio, but Bill was proud of the 

work that had been accomplished and he was eager to hear my opinions as a classically 

trained musician and long-time fan.  

 

Gaither Vocal Band with Orchestra Kentucky and special guest, Larnelle Harris. 

On March 16, 2019, the GVB performed in Bowling Green, Kentucky, my hometown 

and the location where Larnelle Harris received his music degree from Western Kentucky 

University. In contrast to the 2018 Reunion concerts which took place in an arena, this 

evening was more intimate in nature. I have closely followed the Gaither Vocal Band 

since ca. 2003 and this program was unique amongst all of the concerts I have attended. 
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This program was designed to highlight the local symphony orchestra and to focus 

attention upon a single alumnus, Larnelle Harris, who would be honored that evening. 

Harris sang tenor with the GVB from 1984 to 1987 before leaving to pursue his solo 

career and later he would be a frequent guest artist on the Gaither Homecoming tours. I 

was able to speak with Harris and the current lineup of singers once again before the 

concert.  

During the course of my research, I attended as many GVB and Homecoming 

events as I physically could, given the reality of a full-time church position, but many of 

my interviews with former members of the ensemble happened through phone interviews 

and emails. Along with former members of the ensemble, I interviewed several 

prominent leaders in the southern gospel field associated with Singing News, the leading 

trade publication, and the National Quartet Convention, the premiere southern gospel 

performance venue.  

In the interviews with former members a selection from the following questions were 

asked: 

- What years were you a member of the Gaither Vocal Band? 

- How did you become a member of the group?  

- How has the Gaither Vocal Band negotiated the dichotomy between Christian 

entertainment and music evangelism (music ministry)? 

- What quartets or soloists influenced your own sound? The sound of the GVB? 

- What makes the GVB sound distinctive? What stylistic characteristics could 

you point out? How has that sound changed?  
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- What has the GVB contributed to the field of southern gospel? Contemporary 

Christian Music?  

- How has Bill Gaither acted as a pastoral presence for you and others?  

One of the unique aspects of this dissertation is the virtual fieldwork afforded by large 

number of recordings, both audio and video, produced by the Gaithers from 1991 to 

present. There are versions of both the audio and video recordings specific to the GVB in 

their quartet, now quintet, format, the GVB as a component of a Homecoming event, and 

compilations of both. As previously mentioned, there are thirty-two unique studio albums 

from the GVB. Authors Timothy J. Cooley, Katherine Meizel, and Nasir Syed explore 

the ever-changing “field” in which research is currently taking place in their chapter in 

Shadows in the Field. They write that “Fieldwork should happen where music happens. 

As the apparatuses of music-making change, we must continually re-imagine the 

‘field.’”82 The field for this work has taken place at multiple locations across the country 

and in my own office as I dig through countless hours of audio and video recordings.  

 
Dissertation Overview 
 

This dissertation is divided into seven chapters, including this Introduction and 

the Conclusion. Chapter two explores the early musical influences and career of Bill 

Gaither, particularly focusing up on the years of 1956-1980 and the legacy of the Bill 

Gaither Trio. This prolific ensemble set the stage for the formation of the Vocal Band 

with the ever-increasing influence of Bill Gaither in the field of Contemporary Christian 

Music. This chapter divides this time frame into four distinct periods, highlights 

 
82 Timothy J. Cooley, Katherine Meizel, and Nasir Syed, “Virtual Fieldwork: Three Case Studies,” 

in Shadows in the Field: New Perspectives for Fieldwork in Ethnomusicology, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), 106.  
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significant dates and individuals, and examines the content and significance of the 

albums that defined each period.  

   Chapter three explores the story of the first decade of the Gaither Vocal Band’s 

existence (1980/81-1991) with a particular emphasis upon the way the Vocal Band and 

Trio interacted with one another. During this time both ensembles were actively 

performing and Gaither was using them to reach different listening audiences and 

negotiate relationships with different segments of evangelicalism. It is during this decade 

that Gaither transitions from the long-standing recording relationship his groups have 

with Word records to the formation of Star Song label, in which he was part owner. The 

end of this decade marked the end of the Bill Gaither Trio, as well as what was perceived 

as the end of the Vocal Band and Bill Gaither’s career.  

         Chapters four and five chronicles the history of the GVB from the infamous 

Homecoming recording in 1991 to the height of the Homecoming series around 2004. 

The GVB and Homecoming enterprises have had a unique symbiotic relationship and 

this chapter will examine the interaction between the two and the countless audio and 

video recordings produced from the partnership. A significant portion of these chapters 

will examine the revisionist history of the GVB as a purely southern gospel ensemble 

during the years of the Homecoming franchise. This chapter uses the “genre signifier” 

work of Holt and the analysis techniques of Frith to present an analysis of specific 

recordings from the GVB and other ensembles within the southern gospel field. 

Chapter six focuses upon the Gaither Vocal Band in the years of 2004-2020. 

2004/2005 marks a major turning point for the ensemble with the release of the “Best of” 

albums volume one and two which disregard the early history of the ensemble. Gaither 
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also takes the liberty to reimagine the ensemble during this season in the early 2000s 

when several prominent voices/personalities leave the Vocal Band to pursue other 

projects, while still remaining significantly tethered to the Homecoming franchise and the 

performances associated with it.  

The concluding chapter turns its attention to the future of the Gaither Vocal Band 

in 2021 and beyond. This chapter suggests further areas of study for those interested in 

the extensive careers of the Gaithers, which has included writing, recording, producing, 

performing, and artist development, to name a few.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Live Across America: The Bill Gaither Trio Sets the Stage 
 
 

Introduction  
 
 In 1980 the Bill Gaither Trio released the Live Across America album on Word 

Records. This live recording was created as a compilation of concerts at the Opry House 

in Nashville and the New Orleans Theatre of the Performing Arts. On this tour the 

Gaither Trio played to around one million people, an astounding number for a Christian 

ensemble at this point in history. This tour would mark a major turning point in the career 

of Bill Gaither, with the introduction of the Gaither Vocal Band, the male quartet bearing 

his name, and simultaneously a decline in the popularity of the Bill Gaither Trio in the 

decade ahead. 

This chapter chronicles the history of the Bill Gaither Trio from its formation in 

1956 to the year 1980, when the Gaither Vocal Band was founded as an extension of the 

prolific touring and recording of the Trio. The Bill Gaither Trio would continue to 

perform and record throughout the 1980s, but it is the period from 1956 to 1980 that 

cemented this ensemble as one of the most prominent vocal groups in the early Christian 

music industry. This chapter divides this time frame into four distinct periods, highlights 

significant dates and individuals, and examines the content and significance of the 

albums that defined each period.  

This chapter will also bring chronological clarity to this earliest stage of Bill’s 

career. Bill’s second autobiography, It’s More Than Music, is organized by themes and 
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several of the chapters speak to different aspects of the same time periods, adding to the 

confusion about the timeline of events in the early history of the Bill Gaither Trio. The 

reader loses sight of the progression of events and is led to assume that one success built 

upon another. However, in the career of Bill Gaither, especially at this stage, numerous 

mutually beneficial musical ventures are working together. 

While Bill Gaither has arguably found his greatest success as a songwriter, 

producer, and promoter, his dream was always to be a performer. Bill fell in love with 

quartet music and its harmonies from an early age after hearing the Dixie Four Quartet 

broadcast each day over the radio. On the first Friday night of every month throughout 

his youth Bill would listen to the Wally Fowler “All-Night Singing” being broadcast 

from the Ryman Auditorium in Nashville, Tennessee. Bill would listen on the WLS radio 

station out of Chicago, which was a center for country and gospel music in the 1930s and 

40s.1  

As his love of gospel music grew, Bill developed a desire to sing or play piano 

with a well-known gospel group. To help accomplish this goal he attended the Stamps-

Baxter School of Music in Dallas, Texas in the summers of 1953 and 1954.2 Bill was 17 

when he attended the school in 1953. He traveled each summer by train from Alexandria, 

1 Daniel Hautzinger, “When Chicago Was a Center of Country Music,” WWTW, published 
August 14, 2019, https://interactive.wttw.com/playlist/2019/08/14/wls-national-barn-dance.  

2 For more information about the Stamps-Baxter School of Music see James R. Goff, Close 
Harmony: A History of Southern Gospel (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 90-92. 
Bill’s life-long connection to the music and activities of the Stamps-Baxter School of Music and Stamps 
Quartet will be further illuminated in later chapters of my dissertation. However, because the scope of this 
work focuses upon the performing ensembles of Gaither’s career, instead of the Homecoming franchise, it 
should be noted here that several of the Homecoming videos feature Bill discussing his love and 
endearment of the Stamps tradition such as Homecoming Texas Style (1996) and Turn Your Radio On 
(1993). 



50 
 

Indiana to Dallas, Texas, where he would spend three weeks learning from experts in the 

field of gospel music and preparing for his own career. In his autobiography Bill writes 

about this formative moment in his life.  

When I arrived at the Stamps School of Music, I looked in awe. Nearly six 
hundred other like-minded young men and women about my age, with a similar 
passion for performing gospel music, were gathered in one location! We started 
early each morning, learning music theory, harmony, chords, and other elements 
of music. I learned a lot. In fact, when I later studied music theory in college, I 
earned straight A’s largely because of what I’d learned years earlier at the Stamps 
School of Music. 
 
At 9:30 each morning we had group singing, then around 10:30, the students took 
private piano or vocal lessons. During the afternoons, we’d get together as a 
group to sing. In the evenings, various professional groups, as well as groups 
pulled together from the students, performed.3 
 

While other gospel music publishing companies of this era, such as the Vaughan Music 

Company, also offered singing schools for aspiring gospel musicians, none of them were 

so closely tied to the burgeoning gospel music industry as the Stamps-Baxter School of 

Music. The teachers for the Stamps-Baxter school were celebrity performers such as 

James Blackwood, the lead singer and emcee for the Blackwood Brothers, and James 

“Big Chief” Wetherington, the bass singer for the Statesmen quartet. The Stamps-Baxter 

Music Company also employed numerous quartets to sing their songs onstage and 

support the sales of their songbooks. This meant that many of the best students could land 

a job touring with a professional group upon graduation from high school.  

Upon his own high school graduation Bill set out to make this dream a reality and 

he formed a group called the Pathfinders with his brother Danny and friend Charlie 

Hodge from Decatur, Alabama, whom he had met at the Stamps-Baxter School of Music. 

 
3 Bill Gaither and Ken Abraham, It's More than the Music: Life Lessons on Friends, Faith, and 

What Matters Most (New York: Warner Faith, 2003), 40. 
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The group landed a fifteen-minute daily radio show in Columbus, Ohio and occasionally 

opened for major southern gospel quartets like the Blackwood Brothers and the 

Statesmen as they traveled through the area. However, the group had little success at 

building their own following, and after only eight months the Pathfinders ceased 

performing. Bill reluctantly returned home to the family farm and enrolled at nearby 

Taylor University to study English and Literature, all the while believing that his life-

long dream was over. 

Bill was ultimately unhappy with the courses and the commute to Taylor and after 

his freshman year he transferred to Anderson College, in Anderson, Indiana. During his 

freshman year, he was presented with the opportunity to play piano for the well-known 

Weatherford Quartet. Earl Weatherford had heard Bill play piano while at the Stamps-

Baxter School of Music, as well as with his stint with the Pathfinders. Bill jumped at the 

opportunity, but after consulting with his father he decided to remain in school and finish 

his undergraduate training. At Anderson, Bill would pursue an English major and a 

Music minor, graduating in 1959.  

It was during his undergraduate years at Anderson College that Bill formed the 

first iteration of the Gaither Trio with his brother Danny, and sister Mary Ann, who were 

at the time ages 18 and 11, respectively. The siblings recorded their first album 

Presenting the Gaither Trio of Indiana in 1956 and a second volume with the same title 

was recorded in 1960. Bill, a baritone, sang and played the piano while Danny sang lead 

and Mary Ann sang the alto part.  

With these humble beginnings in 1956 the Bill Gaither Trio, or Gaither Trio as it 

was known at the time, would go on to perform for 35 years in many of the largest 
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auditoriums and venues across the United States, eventually being inducted into the 

Gospel Music Association Hall of Fame in 1999.4 According to religious studies scholar 

Ryan Harper, far too little attention has been given to the impact of the Gaither Trio. He 

writes, “The Bill Gaither Trio – not Christian rock, not hymnody, not quartet music – 

paved the way for ‘inspirational Christian music,’ a subgenre that peaked in the late 

1970s and 1980s, whose musicians turned the rock amplifiers down (slightly) and 

reorchestrated and rechanneled formal hymnody.”5 

 

The Early Gaither Trio Albums (1956-1961) 
 

The Gaither siblings recorded their first album Presenting the Gaither Trio of 

Indiana in 1956 and the second volume with the same title was recorded in 1960.6 Both 

vinyl albums would be recorded and pressed by Crusade Records, an independent label 

hailing from Flora, Illinois, which produced records only for the religious market. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4 The ceremony took place on April 21, 1999 at the Renaissance Hotel Ballroom in Nashville, TN. 
 
5 Ryan Paul Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-First Century 

(Jackson, MS: The University Press of Mississippi, 2017), 8. 
 
6 To hear the full-length vinyl Presenting the Gaither Trio of Indiana Volume 1 visit: 

https://youtu.be/3guI62Lr6S4; Steve Krampitz, a life-long fan of the Gaithers, has uploaded these albums 
to his YouTube channel. For Volume 2 visit: https://youtu.be/dtAf_P9sYS0.  
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Figure 2.1. Presenting the Gaither Trio of Indiana Vol. 1 & 2 album covers 

 
The tracks recorded on these two albums present a window into the musical 

influences that profoundly shaped Gaither, particularly the convention style singing that 

Gaither would celebrate often during the early days of the Homecoming franchise in the 

1990s. Douglas Harrison goes so far as to write, “Gaither’s approach to the Homecoming 

series might well be described as a sustained effort to modernize the aesthetic of 

midcentury convention singing and create a participatory model of musical excellence in 

postmodern Christianity.”7 As the popularity of the original music of the Gaither Trio 

grew, fewer and fewer convention style songs would be recorded on their albums until 

this style came back to the foreground of Gaither’s repertoire during the overnight 

success of the Homecoming series.  

When speaking about how songs were chosen to be recorded on the early Gaither 

Trio albums Bill has said, “When I started singing with my brother and sister, we 

basically sang stuff the Statesmen and Blackwoods were singing.”8 These groups were 

 
7 Douglas Harrison, Then Sings My Soul: The Culture of Southern Gospel Music (Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 2012), 133.  
 
8 Bill Gaither, unpublished gospel music documentary in the possession of author, Spring 2017. 

Bill shared with me the unpublished video content for a gospel music documentary that he began as a 
personal project. I received the two DVDs containing this recording sometime in the Spring of 2017.  
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the pioneers of the white gospel quartet music field and their sound and repertoire deeply 

shaped these early recordings. In order to better understand the sonic influences on the 

early music of the Gaither Trio, this section will analyze specific songs from these early 

Gaither Trio albums that help to illuminate the music Bill was listening to, which 

consequently shaped the sound of the Trio.  

“Heaven’s Jubilee” and “Led Out of Bondage” are two examples of convention 

style songs recorded on the first Presenting the Gaither Trio of Indiana album. The 

convention style refers to songs that come from the shape-note tradition of the southern 

United States, particularly in the early 1900s. These songs began as four-part songs 

designed to be sung congregationally and this tradition grew out of the singing schools 

where students were taught to read music notation.9 In his examination of this particular 

tradition in South Central Kentucky William Lynwood Montell determined that there 

were three descendants of this tradition that resonated throughout churches in Southern 

Kentucky.  

The first of these was church choir performances called “singings,” held in area 
churches and rotated regularly among participating congregations. The second 
natural offspring of the singing schools was the county-wide singing conventions 
that originated in 1912. The third descendant of the singing schools was the 
amateur quartet movement, a phenomenon that did and still continues to do more 
to unify rural Protestantism in the study area than any other single ecumenical 
force.10 

 
The Stamps-Baxter School of Music sessions that Gaither attended in 1953 and 1954 

served as one of the most prominent proponents of this tradition, and it is there that 

 
9 Stephen Shearon, “Singing Convention” The Canterbury Dictionary of Hymnology, accessed 

August 6, 2020, https://hymnology-hymnsam-co-uk.ezproxy.baylor.edu/s/singing-
convention?q=Singing%20Convention.  

 
10 William Lynwood Montell, Singing the Glory Down: Amateur Gospel Music in South Central 

Kentucky (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1991), 30. 
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Gaither would have become familiar with this practice, which would have been largely 

unfamiliar to churches in his home state of Indiana. By the 1950s the singing convention 

tradition moved from a primary focus upon the improvement of congregational singing to 

the promotion of Montell’s third descendant, the amateur quartet movement, as well as 

the burgeoning professional quartet movement. Singing conventions became the 

performance spaces for quartets, trios, and soloists, even as they retained the singing 

convention title from the earlier tradition.  

“Heaven’s Jubilee” was written by Adger Pace, a bass who sang for seventeen 

years with the Vaughan Radio Quartet singing on WOAN, one of the south’s first radio 

stations. Pace was inducted into the Southern Gospel Music Hall of Fame in 1999 and 

served as the first president of the National Singing Convention in 1937. He also served 

as an itinerant teacher of gospel music and was the music editor for all Vaughan Music 

Company publications for 37 years.11 While this song hailing from the singing 

conventions was popularized in larger southern gospel culture by the Speer family, the 

Gaither siblings recorded it two years before the 1958 “Dad” Speer’s Golden 

Anniversary in Gospel Music album recorded by the Speer family.12 Although this 

recording would be the only time the Gaither siblings would record “Heaven’s Jubilee,” 

the song became a staple of the Gaither Homecoming series from the very first 

Homecoming video where Rosa Nell Speer demonstrates her virtuosic piano playing.  

 
11 “1999 SGMA Hall of Fame Inductees,” accessed August 9, 2020, https://www.sgma.org/1999-

inductees. 
 
12 Speer Family, “Dad” Speer’s Golden Anniversary in Gospel Music, recorded 1958, Skylite 

Records SRLP-701, vinyl. For information on the Speer family connection to the Vaughan Music company 
see Goff, Close Harmony, 126-127.  
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“Led Out of Bondage” was copyrighted in 1953 by the Stamps Quartet Music 

company and it would be logical to assume that Gaither was introduced to this song 

during his time at the Stamps-Baxter School of Music in the summers of 1953 and 1954. 

In 1957 “Led Out of Bondage” was also recorded by the Statesmen on RCA Victor with 

“Big Chief” Wetherington singing the bass solo, Jake Hess on lead, and Denver Crumpler 

on tenor. 

This first album also includes several hymns written by famed gospel writers such 

as Stuart Hamblen, Vep Ellis, Mosie Lister and Ira Stanphill, who wrote “I Don’t Know 

About Tomorrow” in 1950. Stanphill was an Assembly of God pastor and a singing 

itinerant evangelist. His autobiography This Side of Heaven was published in 1983.13 

While “I Don’t Know About Tomorrow” would later be printed in several hymnals 

specializing in southern gospel music, it would certainly have been sung at the time in the 

Nazarene church the Gaither siblings attended, as well as the churches where they would 

hold the majority of their performances during these early years. James Goff draws the 

connection between Stanphill and Gaither as he writes about the contributions of 

songwriters within various Holiness traditions that would include the Church of God and 

the Church of the Nazarene.14 During his final years, Stanphill and his second wife would 

be featured in the Homecoming video series and Gaither would speak to their 

contributions to the field of gospel music.   

On the second volume of the Presenting the Gaither Trio of Indiana in 1960 the 

siblings would record “Room at the Cross,” arguably the other most famous song by Ira 

 
13 Ira Forest Stanphill, This Side of Heaven (Fort Worth, Texas, 1983).  
 
14 James R. Goff, Close Harmony: A History of Southern Gospel (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2002), 162-163. 
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Stanphill, right behind “I Don’t Know About Tomorrow.”  Three other songs of note 

were recorded on this second album which would all become popular congregational 

gospel hymns. “What a Day That Will Be” was written by Bill’s friend Jim Hill, who had 

recorded Bill’s first song. This song was copywritten by Ben Speer Music. Ben was the 

youngest of the Speer family siblings and he had begun his own publishing company in 

1950 and he had also approached Bill about publishing his music. However, the Gaither 

Trio recorded this song in 1960 before the Speer’s recorded it a year later. The Trio also 

recorded Stuart K. Hines’s free rendering of the Russian translation of a Swedish text, 

known as “How Great Thou Art.” This hymn rose to prominence in the late 1950s as it 

become associated with the evangelistic campaigns of Billy Graham, with whom the 

Gaithers would later be closely associated.15  

 Unlike these first two songs, the third song, “To Me, It’s So Wonderful,” found its 

origin in the black gospel tradition, instead of white gospel. Written by Ralph H 

Goodpasteur “To Me It’s So Wonderful” was recorded by Mahalia Jackson on the Great 

Gettin’ Up Morning album in 1959.16 Bill was deeply influenced by the music of black 

gospel singers such as the Fairfield Four, the Trumpeteers, the Ward Singers and the 

 
15 The Bill Gaither Trio and the Gaither Vocal Band sang for several Billy Graham Crusades, 

however these dates proved impossible to trace after the Billy Graham archives were moved at the bequest 
of Franklin Graham from the Billy Graham Center at Wheaton College to the Billy Graham Library in 
Charlotte, North Carolina. The Gaither Vocal Band was asked by Billy Graham to perform “Because He 
Lives” as a part of his funeral service on March 2, 2018. An exploration of the music and performers 
Graham chose for his service can be found here: 
https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2018/march/billy-graham-funeral-songs-above-all-amazing-
grace.html.    

 
16 Horace Clarence Boyer, The Golden Age of Gospel (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 

1995), 101-103. Boyer credits Goodpasteur as one of the first two celebrated gospel choral conductors after 
Thomas A. Dorsey. In 1994 Bill Gaither gathered dozens of black gospel artists for a recording session 
reminiscent of his own Homecoming recordings. Goodpasteur was in attendance and can be seen 
conducting the choir on the song “You Can’t Beat God Giving.” Gospel Pioneer Reunion (Alexandria, IN: 
Gaither Gospel Series, 2016), DVD. To see and hear the video of “Where Could I Go” visit the Gaither 
Music TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/_tqM5GJ-tg0.  
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Original Gospel Harmonettes and was collecting their albums in the 1950s. The Gaither 

Trio rendition leaves the song in its ¾ time signature, but slows the tempo down 

considerably. In the Jackson recording the other vocalists sing their harmonies in 

response to Mahalia’s solo, while on the Gaither recording the siblings all sing 

homophonically. The Gaither recording removes the call and response and improvisatory 

qualities associated with black gospel recordings.  

The earliest Gaither Trio albums are unique and of great interest due in large part 

to the fact that they do not include any songs penned by Bill himself. Nearly every other 

album recorded by Gaither over his prolific career includes one or more songs penned by 

Bill or Gloria, his songwriting partner, but Bill had not yet discovered his talent for 

songwriting prior to 1960. It was in 1960 that Bill would write his first song, “I’ve Been 

to Calvary,” which he took to Jim Hill and the Golden Keys Quartet. The song would 

later be published by Ben Speer, and the Speer family would record it. Even though Ben 

Speer offered to publish the other songs written by the young Bill Gaither, Bill ultimately 

decided to publish his own music, a decision that drastically affected the trajectory of his 

career. Over the course of his career, Gaither’s success would come to rest as much (if 

not more so) on his songwriting as his performing.  

The 1961 Gaither Trio album, Oh, How I Love Him would be the final Gaither 

record cut on the Crusade Records label, and it was the first to feature tracks written by 

Bill, including, in addition to the title track, “The Greatest of These is Love,” “The Joy of 

Serving the Lord,” and “I Can’t Help Talking About Him.” At this time Bill was still 

writing without lyrical input from Gloria, as she had not yet discovered and developed 

her skills as a lyricist. As their careers progressed, it was Gloria who became the primary 
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lyricist and Bill served as the primary musical contributor. However, at this time Bill and 

Gloria has just begun dating. The couple met while Bill was teaching English at 

Alexandria High School. Gloria Sickel was still a junior at Anderson College and was 

substituting for the French teacher who was out recovering from surgery. Gloria 

graduated from Anderson College in 1963 with majors in English, French, and sociology. 

Upon graduation she also got a job teaching in the Alexandria school system teaching 

English and French and the couple would teach together for several years.  

While Gaither had begun to find his voice as a songwriter, his original songs on 

these recordings were overshadowed by the tracks written by the masters of the previous 

generation whom Bill had idolized and imitated. This album included two songs by 

Mosie Lister and one song by Lee Roy Abernathy. In his discussion on changes in the 

gospel music industry during the 1950s, James Goff names these two men as the most 

innovative and creative writers in the field. He writes, “The two men, who were gospel 

singers themselves, represented a generation of gospel musicians who became almost 

entirely independent of the publishing companies that had birthed the industry a half 

century before.”17  

In 1962 Danny Gaither left the Gaither Trio to sing with the Golden Keys Quartet, 

where he would remain until 1966. Bill and Gloria married on December 22, 1962 and he 

wasted no time getting her singing with the Trio. Although Danny was the strongest 

singer in the family, the Trio recorded three full-length recordings during Danny’s 

absence with a reluctant Gloria singing alongside Bill and Mary Ann. Bill writes that 

“Growing up in a pastor’s home, Gloria had sung all her life. She had a soft, pleasant 

 
17 Goff, Close Harmony, 209.   
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voice, but she certainly didn’t claim to be a professional singer. Nor did she have any 

desire to stand on a stage and exhibit her inadequacies for all to see and hear.”18 She 

ultimately consented and the group changed from two males and one female vocalist, 

with an alto, a tenor, and a baritone, to two females and one male with two altos and a 

baritone. This would be the only time in the history of the Trio where the number of 

female vocalists would be greater than the male vocalists. Mary Ann was a confident 

vocalist and had always had a significant number of solos, but Danny had been the lead 

singer. Bill, while a confident singer, did not possess the soloistic qualities or vocal range 

of Danny. Gloria wasn’t a confident soloist, which meant that Mary Ann had to carry a 

much larger burden. Throughout the three albums recorded during this time, it is 

noticeable that they struggle to find harmonies that comfortably fit for all three vocalists, 

particularly the lower female voice, often sung by Gloria.  

Without Danny singing with the Trio the group sang fewer concerts. Bill and 

Gloria were both teaching high school full-time, but due to the extra time from a more 

relaxed concert schedule, Bill began serving as the choir director at the South Meridian 

Church of God in Anderson, Indiana. While he would only serve this church for a year 

and half, this is where Gaither would discover what he considered a hole in the gospel 

song repertoire: 

Working with the choir provided an opportunity for me to see and hear firsthand 
the new church music that believers were writing, as well as the deep well of old 
favorites from the hymnbooks. I noticed, however, that there was a void when It 
came to combining sound theology with real-life experiences expressed through 
music. I loved the old hymns, but many of them were difficult to sing, and the 
new songs seemed to fall into two main categories: they were either about 

 
18 Bill Gaither and Ken Abraham, It's More than the Music: Life Lessons on Friends, Faith, and 

What Matters Most (New York: Warner Faith, 2003), 80.  
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meeting the Lord and “getting saved,” or they were sugar-sweet, syrupy pictures 
of life in heaven.19 
 

While serving there, Bill chose to record two albums with the choir, which he would fund 

himself. The first album was titled The South Meridian Sings (1962) and it sold over 

1000 copies. Bill used the profits to fund the second recording, which he called The South 

Meridian Sings, Volume Two (1962). The albums featured selections performed by the 

choir, a quartet, a trio, and soloists. Not only did the church choir serve as a platform for 

Gaither to continue his venture into the recording business, it was also an excellent place 

for Bill to try out new songs and arrangements, several of which were featured first on 

these albums. Gaither penned songs such as “In the Upper Room,” “I’ve Been to 

Calvary,” and “Have You Had a Gethsemane” would later be recorded by the Gaither 

Trio.20  

 “I’ve Been to Calvary” was the first song Bill had written in 1960, but “Have 

You Had a Gethsemane” was the first song published by the Gaither Music Company 

which Bill set up to publish his own music.21 All three of the aforementioned songs 

would be recorded numerous times by the various ensembles led by Gaither, but “Have 

You Had a Gethsemane” would find its way onto seven different Gaither Trio albums. 

The first stanza speaks of the humanity of Jesus Christ as he prays alone in the Garden of 

 
19 Ibid., 57. 
 
20 Bill Gaither, unpublished gospel music documentary in the possession of author, Spring 2017. 

In this unpublished footage Bill sent to me he specifically mentions these three songs as songs that he wrote 
to fill a gap in new music at the end of the 1950s. He thought that songwriters at the time were not living up 
to the standards of Moser, Lister, Brumley, or Abernathy who were of the previous generation of writers. “I 
wrote a lot of songs that, they weren’t bad, they weren’t great, they weren’t going anywhere big, but they 
were pretty good. Started arranging some things; I was doing pretty well on the arranging and then 62-63 I 
wrote He Touched Me and I thought that was better than the rest of the stuff coming down the pike.” 

 
21 Gaither, It's More than the Music, 74. 
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Gethsemane. Each of the subsequent stanzas asks a series of questions bidding the 

listener to consider if they have ever cried out to the Lord in a moment of agony and 

despair. This text points to a clear example of Bill’s early attempts to write a lyric that 

combined “sound theology with real-life experiences.”  

[Verse1] 
In the garden He went to pray 
When it seemed hope was gone.  
He prayed with a broken heart.  
And he prayed all alone.  
 
[Chorus] 
Have you had a Gethsemane? 
Have you prayed in despair? 
In the dark of those weary hours 
Did the Lord meet you there?  
 
On the South Meridian Sings album this song is recorded as a trio with all three voices 

(one female and two male voices) singing homophonically for the entire song, with Mary 

Ann singing melody in the soprano part. When this song is recorded again by the Gaither 

Trio on the Songs of Praise and Devotion (1965) album, Mary Ann is once again singing 

the lead, but the song has been rearranged with Bill and Gloria singing oo’s and ah’s on 

the first verse and text in harmony on the chorus.  

These two albums would ignite Bill’s passion and prowess for songwriting and 

arranging. In 1963 he wrote “He Touched Me,” the song that would set the pace for his 

career as a songwriter. The Gaither Trio would record an album with this title in 1964 

and during that next decade the song was recorded by gospel groups ranging from the 

Weatherfords, Speer Family, and Blackwood Brothers, to the Imperials and Statesmen.22 

 
22 Weatherford Quartet, Great Gospel Songs By the Famous Weatherford Quartet, recorded 1965, 

Heartwarming Records LPS-1812, vinyl; Speer Family, On Concert Tour, recorded 1965, Heartwarming 
Records LPS-1854, vinyl; Blackwood Brothers Quartet, With a Song on My Lips (And A Prayer in My 
Heart), recorded 1967, RCA Camden CAS-2115, vinyl; The Imperials, Happy Sounds, recorded 1965, 
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The song reached its zenith in 1972 when it became the title track for the seventeenth 

studio album, and third gospel album, recorded by Elvis Presley.23  

At the time Bill promoted his own music by actively seeking out groups to sing 

the new songs he was writing. On the Gaither Vocal Band Reunion Volume One DVD 

Bill and Jim Murray, who was a member of the Gaither Vocal Band from 1987-1992, are 

reminiscing about the early 1960s when Jim sang with the Orell Quartet based in Detroit, 

Michigan.  

I remember you Bill. Somehow you would be backstage with mimeographed 
sheets, back then, of the music. After a couple of times I looked forward to it 
because you had written some incredible songs. It was so new to us who had just 
always done southern gospel. Here was a whole new flavor and harmony that I 
had never heard before.24  
 

The Orell Quartet would be one of the first groups to record “In the Upper Room” as the 

first track on their self-titled 1964 Skylite Records album. The careers of Murray and 

Gaither would intersect frequently over the decades ahead and both artists found a home 

in both southern gospel and Contemporary Christian Music.  

Both of the South Meridian Sings albums were released in 1962, and the Trio 

didn’t record another album until 1964. While the Gaither Trio struggled to perform 

without Danny from 1962-1966, Bill concentrated his efforts upon songwriting and 

experimented with being a record producer with these albums.  

 

 

 
Heartwarming Records LPS-1846, vinyl; The Statesmen, Standing on the Promises, recorded 1968, RCA 
Victor LPS-3939, vinyl.  

 
23 Elvis Presley, vocalist, He Touched Me, recorded 1972, RCA Victor LSP-4690, vinyl.  
 
24 Gaither Vocal Band Reunion: Volume One (Alexandria, IN: Spring House Productions, 2009), 

DVD. 
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The Trio Rises to National Prominence (1964-1970) 
 

In 1964, after the Trio opened for an Imperials concert in Anderson, Indiana, Bill 

was approached by Bob Benson, the Artist and Repertoire Director for the Benson 

Company.25 The Benson company was a Christian publishing company based in 

Nashville that had been founded in 1902 by John T. Benson, Bob’s grandfather. In the 

1960s the Benson Company would create the HeartWarming and Impact imprints to issue 

recordings of gospel music and they found tremendous success by signing artists such as 

the Gaither Trio, the Rambos, and the Speer Family.  

Bob Benson initially agreed to begin distributing the albums the Gaither Trio had 

recorded independently to Christian bookstores, if Bill could sell several thousand 

recordings on his own, providing a guarantee for the company’s investment. Up until this 

point the Gaither Trio albums had only been sold and circulated as the group performed 

in churches across the Midwest. This new partnership opened up the music of the 

Gaithers to a much broader national audience for the very first time. 

Three albums were recorded during 1964 and 1965 that included the combination 

of Bill, Gloria, and Mary Ann. The first album was the 1964 He Touched Me recording 

and in 1965 both the Songs of Praise and Devotion and The Longer I Serve Him albums 

were released. The first two of these albums would be released on the defunct TDE 

Records, while the third was released by the newly-established Gaither Music Group 

based out of Bill and Gloria’s home in Alexandria, Indiana.  

 
25 Bill Gaither and Ken Abraham, “Enter, Bob MacKenzie,” in It’s More Than Music: Life 

Lessons on Friends, Faith, and What Matters Most (New York: Warner Faith, 2003), 92-107. Much of the 
information for this section of the chapter comes from this chapter of Gaither’s autobiography. However, as 
previously mentioned, Gaither’s own narrative of this period is not clear chronologically.   



65 
 

 

Figure 2.2. He Touched Me, Songs of Praise and Devotion, and The Longer I Serve Him 
album covers 

 
 

The He Touched Me album featured six songs penned by Bill and the song “They that 

Sow in Tears” would be the first song on a Gaither Trio album where Gloria would share 

songwriting credits. However, as Bill often jokes, the title track to this album and the 

song that started it all was “He Touched Me,” a song he wrote alone without Gloria’s 

input. As previously mentioned, Gaither writes that he was attempting to write songs to 

fill a void he perceived in gospel music, however, this particular song fits the paradigm of 

songs talking about the need for salvation and praise for its provision, which Gaither said 

was one of the two main categories of the songs that the church was already singing. 

Perhaps one of the reasons for the tremendous success of this hymn is the fact that this 

song falls squarely into the evangelical theological paradigm of songs about salvation.  

 David Music writes briefly about the hymn texts and tunes of Bill Gaither in his 

chapter on “Gospel and Revival Hymnody in the Twentieth Century” in New Songs of 

Celebration Render. Music lists several musical features that appear so frequently in the 
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tunes of Bill Gaither that he labels them “fingerprints” of his style.26 Many of these can 

be heard clearly in “He Touched Me.” First, tunes almost invariably begin on the third or 

fifth degrees of the scale, seldomly on the tonic. “He Touched Me” begins on the fifth 

scale degree. Second, chromaticism features significantly in both the melody and 

harmony parts. The tunes often employ raised seconds that function as neighboring tones 

to the third degree of the scale and are frequently accompanied by raised fourths in the 

tenor or alto. “He Touched Me” does indeed include the raised second as a neighboring 

tone in the melody, as well as the raised fourth in the tenor. Third, the added-note 

harmonies of southern gospel are used in profusion. For example, there are a significant 

number of chords that utilize sevenths in the interior of phrases. Bill’s harmonic choices 

indicate his indebtedness to the quartet tradition and his desire for his songs to be sung by 

gospel quartets in performance, instead of strictly from the mindset of the needs of the 

congregation for a singable melody. Thinking of his compositional approach through this 

mindset helps to make sense of much of Gaither’s musical compositions. Whereas Bill 

Gaither speaks of writing lyrics as starting with a captivating idea, his approach to 

writing the accompanying music should be understood as starting with quartet-based 

harmony. Fourth, the Scotch snap, which is a short note sung on the beat, followed by a 

dotted note, is a rhythmic characteristic of many Gaither songs. For example, this 

technique is found on the words “something happened” in the chorus of “He Touched 

 
26 David W. Music, “I Sing for I Cannot Be Silent: Gospel and Revival Hymnody in the Twentieth 

Century,” in New Songs of Celebration Render: Congregational Song in the Twenty-First Century, ed. C. 
Michael Hawn (Chicago, IL: GIA Publications, 2013), 118.  
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Me.” Fifth, Gaither is particularly drawn to ¾ meter, with more than fifty percent of the 

tunes attributed to him being cast in that signature!  

 
Figure 2.3. “He Touched Me” sheet music 
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In many ways, “He Touched Me” is the quintessential hymn text and tune written by 

Gaither, and its quick success further propelled his career as a songwriter.  

The Songs of Praise and Devotion (1965) album included both the 

aforementioned “In the Upper Room” and “Have You Had a Gethsemane,” as well as 

two other songs written by the Gaither songwriting duo, “Lord Jesus Come” and “Lovest 

Thou Me.” This album also included two songs recorded or written by black gospel artist 

Doris Akers (1922-1995).27 In the same year Akers recorded her iconic arrangement of 

“Oh, How I Love Jesus/To Me It’s So Wonderful,” which the Trio also recorded on this 

album. As previously mentioned, the Trio had recorded “To Me It’s So Wonderful” by 

Ralph H. Goodpasteur on their 1960 Presenting the Gaither Trio of Indiana album, 

however, this recording follows the pattern Akers set when combining these two hymns.  

The Bill Gaither Trio is the first white gospel ensemble to record this arrangement by 

Akers and its inclusion on the Trio album affirms that Bill was actively listening to black 

gospel music and seeking to introduce it to the Gaither Trio’s primarily white audience. 

Aker’s song “Sweet Jesus” was also recorded on this album and in the two years prior 

had been recorded as one of the most popular songs among other white gospel artists 

such as the Statesmen, Imperials, Speer Family, Weatherfords, Dixie Echoes.28 Akers 

would be a frequent artist featured in the early Homecoming videos. The Old Friends 

recording contains a lengthy tribute to the songwriter where she plays the piano and the 

 
27 For a brief biography for Doris Akers see: Boyer, The Golden Age of Gospel, 208-209. In 1964 

Akers recorded the album Sing for You (1964) with The Statesmen Quartet for RCA Victor.  
 
28 The Statesmen, Hovie Lister Spotlights Doy Ott, recorded 1964, RCA Victor LPS-2864, vinyl; 

Jake Hess and the Imperials, Jake Hess and the Imperials, recorded 1964, Skylite Records SSLP-6018, 
vinyl; Speer Family, Garden of Melody, recorded 1964, Skylite Records SSLP-6013, vinyl; Weatherford 
Quartet, Sweet and Smooth, recorded 1964, Heartwarming Records LPS-1786, vinyl; Dixie Echoes, Close 
to the Master, recorded 1964, Songs of Faith Records SOF-122, vinyl.  
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ensemble sings her most famous song amongst white gospel audiences, “Sweet, Sweet 

Spirit.”29   

The Longer I Serve Him (1965) fills the role of a transitional album as the 

Gaithers were gaining national exposure through their partnership with Benson. This 

album, the only one at this stage in their careers released under the Gaither Music Group 

label, included several songs previously recorded on other albums. It included six songs 

penned by Bill, as well as songs by songwriters Rusty Goodman, Ira Stanphill, Doy Ott, 

and Mosie Lister. The three albums released from 1964-1965 mark the end of the era of 

albums recorded with simple piano and organ accompaniments, as well as the end of 

albums funded from Gaither’s own pocket.  

In 1966 Bob Benson brought the Trio to Nashville and provided them with their 

first recording contract which listed their albums on the HeartWarming imprint. These 

new Nashville recordings continued to use piano, but also included a rhythm section of 

Nashville studio musicians. The choice to expand the instrumentation on these records 

and in performances was still novel in the gospel field. Jake Hess and the Imperials had 

introduced a full set of drums only a year earlier in 1965 and in a performance in 

Birmingham, Alabama, nearly a third of their audience left the concert in an outrage.30 

This choice by Gaither and the Benson Company demonstrated a clear move away from 

the moorings of the tradition of southern gospel, which had emphasized the value of 

voices and piano only instrumentation. There were obvious exceptions to this practice, 

 
29 Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel, 40-41. 
 
30 William Lynwood Montell, Singing the Glory Down: Amateur Gospel Music in South Central 

Kentucky (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1991), 116.  



70 
 

such as the Chuck Wagon Gang, which used stringed instruments to accompany the 

vocalists, but they did not make use of drums or non-acoustic instruments either.   

This new direction in instrumentation was suggested by Bob MacKenzie who was 

brought in to produce the 1966 Sincerely album, which was released under the 

HeartWarming Records imprint. Stan Moser, who at the time was an executive for Word 

music, Benson’s main competition writes, “I don’t know how a symphony conductor 

could produce Southern gospel hits, but Mac did. He invaded that traditional ‘four male 

voices and a piano’ world and added symphonic elements that drove the Southern gospel 

genre and traditional church music in new directions.”31 This album included several 

Gaither penned texts, including “He Touched Me,” “Joy in the Camp,” “They That Sow 

in Tears,” and “I’ve Been to Calvary” and it is the first album to recognize Gloria’s 

contributions as a cowriter with Bill. Interestingly, their contract also stipulated that the 

Trio would record several songs owned by the Benson company. Thus, the album 

includes two songs written by Dottie Rambo, a gospel songwriter from the United 

Pentecostal tradition who emerged in the 1950s and who James Goff would label as 

“perhaps the best-known female songwriter in recent gospel music history.”32  

 

 

 

 

 

 
31 Stan Moser, We Will Stand: The Real Story Behind the Songs, Artists, & Executives that Built 

the Contemporary Christian Music Industry (Brentwood, TN: Christian Music United, 2015), 69. 
 
32 Goff, Close Harmony, 162.  
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Figure 2.4. Sincerely (1966) album cover 

 
The Sincerely album was the first to change the name from the Gaither Trio to the 

Bill Gaither Trio. While Bill has never spoken directly about this change, it seems that 

adding Bill’s first name to the group name was done because of his increased popularity 

as a songwriter. Most noticeably, this album marked the return of Danny Gaither, who 

this time would temporarily replace the reluctant Gloria. By 1967 the Bill Gaither Trio 

had become so popular that Bill left his job as an English teacher and started working 

full-time as a singer, songwriter, and producer. The growing popularity of the Trio and 

their move to singing primarily their own music led Bill further away from the 

mainstream southern gospel groups, particularly those with a country music influence 

that were just making a name for themselves in the 1960s, such as the Goodmans and the 

Rambos. “Through the 60s and 70s we pretty much did our own thing…and I really 

didn’t know much what J.D. and the Stamps, or the Kingsmen, or any of those groups 

were doing; then the 80s when Gold City came along. Didn’t know much there until the 
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first video in 91’. Not because I didn’t like what they did, I was just busy doing what I 

was doing. But I never got away from my original love for that field.”33 

The second studio album released by Benson, When God Seems So Near, was also 

released in 1966. It included all three Gaither siblings, but before the third studio album 

Mary Ann left the Trio and Bill convinced Gloria to sing with them in live concerts. 

However, Gloria pleaded not to have to sing on the studio recordings.34 MacKenzie’s 

solution was to bring in Sherry Slattery and Betty Fair to sing the harmonies in the studio. 

Sherry Slattery recorded vocals on the 1967 Happiness album and Betty Fair sang on the 

next three albums with the Gaither Trio. These album covers are fascinating as Betty 

would appear as an ironic fourth member of the Trio. For both the Happiness album and 

the 1969 He Touched Me album, the recording company chose to print two separate 

album covers, one including Slattery or Fair and the other featuring Gloria. Bob 

MacKenzie and others began to realize that Gloria’s powerful persona was winning over 

audiences and that perception is often reality when it comes to how groups are 

publicized, although even a non-astute listener can hear the distinct difference in the 

clarity and power of these singing voices on the recordings as opposed to Gloria.  

In 1968, the year of the I’m Free recording, Bill was also stirring the waters of the 

burgeoning gospel music industry with his suggestion that there be a specific awards 

ceremony for gospel music. Don Cusic, the gospel music historian who has described Bill 

Gaither as the “Godfather of Contemporary Christian Music,” tells the story this way: 

 
33 Bill Gaither, unpublished gospel music documentary in the possession of author, Spring 2017. 

Bill is commenting that he did not follow southern gospel groups while the Trio was popular and that he 
later came back to southern gospel with the Homecoming franchise. Bill makes the distinction between the 
southern gospel field and the northern evangelical music. Gaither points to John W. Peterson as the lead 
figure in that field.  

 
34 Gaither, It's More than the Music, 97-98. 
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Bill presented the idea at a Gospel Music Association quarterly board meeting in 
1968 at the Third National Bank Building offices in Nashville. J.D. Sumner, Bob 
MacKenzie, and Les Beasley were all enthusiastic and the first ceremony was set 
for October 10, 1969…The name “Dove” came to Bill Gaither while the design 
came from Les Beasley, who worked with an artist on the concept.35 

 
In 1969 Gaither took home his first Dove Award for “Songwriter of the Year” and over 

the next decade he won that award seven more times, in addition to winning “Song of the 

Year” in 1974 for “Because He Lives” and “Inspirational Album of the Year” in both 

1976 and 1978.  

 

The “Landmark” Trio Album (1970) 
 

The next major turning point for the Gaither Trio was in the recording of what 

gospel historian Don Cusic calls their “landmark” album, At Home in Indiana.36 This 

album sold over 250,000 copies. To put this number in perspective, Cusic quotes Bill 

saying, “Back then, 25-30,000 was a great number to sell and for us 5,000 was a big 

number. And I’ll never forget when we made that record, it went 10,000, then 20, then 

30, then 50,000 and we couldn’t believe those kind of figures…”37 This album included 

songs such as “The King is Coming,” “Family of God,” and “There’s Just Something 

 
35 Don Cusic, Saved by Song: A History of Gospel and Christian Music (Jackson, MS: University 

Press of Mississippi, 2012), 283. An earlier version of this book was published under the title The Sound of 
Light: A History of Gospel and Christian Music by the Hal Leonard Corporation in 2002.  

 
36 Cusic attributes this album to 1968, but it was actually released in 1970. This date is confirmed 

on the album cover. Bill in his autobiography calls the album “Back Home in Indiana,” which is actually 
the title of an entirely different Gaither album!  

 
37 Cusic, Saved by Song, 245.  
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About that Name,” all of which would soon become standards of the Gaither repertoire 

and congregational song in many evangelical churches in North America.  

 

 
Figure 2.5. At Home in Indiana (front and back covers) 

 
Another reason this recording is considered to be a landmark recording was 

Gloria’s increased involvement. Bill tells in his autobiography “It’s More Than Music” 

that Bob MacKenzie was insistent that Gloria sing on the At Home in Indiana album after 

hearing the group perform live during a Sunday morning worship service in Elkhart, 

Indiana.38 He was deeply moved by Gloria’s “readings,” as they would become known. 

These were spoken recitations or narrations of her own writing and undoubtedly the most 

famous ones appear in the midst of the chorus, “There’s Just Something About that 

Name” and the song “The King is Coming,” both first recorded on this album. Nearly 

every Trio album after this 1970 album included a song with one of Gloria’s “readings” 

on each side of the album. These would also be featured in nearly every Gaither 

Homecoming concert or Gaither Vocal Band concert to this day. If Gloria wasn’t in 

attendance, Mark Lowry or another Homecoming “Friend” would take the “reading.”  

 
38 Gaither, It's More than the Music, 98-99. 
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 The most famous example of a “reading” from Gloria is found in “There’s Just 

Something About that Name.”  

Jesus.  
The mere mention of His name can calm the storm, heal the broken, raise the 
dead. At the name of Jesus, I’ve seen sin-hardened men melted, derelicts 
transformed, the lights of hope put back into the eyes of a hopeless child… 
At the name of Jesus, hatred and bitterness turn to love and forgiveness, 
arguments cease. 
I’ve heard a mother softly breathe His name at the bedside of a child delirious 
with fever, and I’ve watched that little body grow quiet and the fevered brow cool.  
I’ve sat beside a dying saint, her body racked with pain, who in those final 
fleeting seconds summoned her last ounce of ebbing strength to whisper earth’s 
sweetest name – Jesus, Jesus… 
Emperors have tried to destroy it; philosophies have tried to stamp it out. Tyrants 
have tried to wash it from the face of the earth with the very blood of those who 
claim it. Yet it still stands.  
And there shall be the final day when every voice that has ever uttered a sound – 
every voice of Adam’s race – shall rise in one great, mighty chorus to proclaim 
the name of Jesus – for in that day “every knee shall bow and every tongue shall 
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord!” 
Ah, so you see, it was not by mere chance that caused the angel one night long 
ago to say to a virgin maiden, “His name shall be call JESUS.” 
Jesus, Jesus, Jesus…You know, there is something about that name.39 

 
While this album featured Gloria more prominently in the role of orator it also marked 

the first album where Gloria sang the alto parts entirely alone. Additionally, this album 

included orchestral and choral arrangements by Rick Powell that far surpassed the more 

simplistic arrangements of the previous albums.  

 

At Home in the Arena (1970-1977) 
 

The At Home in Indiana album also marked a turning point for the Bill Gaither 

Trio as they transitioned from singing primarily in churches to singing primarily in 

 
39 Gloria Gaither, Something Beautiful: The Stories Behind a Half-Century of the Songs of Bill 

and Gloria Gaither (New York: FaithWords, 2007), 59-60.  
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auditoriums or arenas with a 1,000+ seating capacity.40 Artists like Doug Oldham and 

Henry and Hazel Slaughter began to tour regularly with the Trio in a variety-show format 

and tickets were sold, instead of taking up free-will offerings, as is still often the case 

with many touring ensembles, particularly in southern gospel music. The Gaither team 

also began taking care of their own concert promotion and production. Bill and Gloria 

continued to invest in and grow their own brand through these many mutually beneficial 

endeavors. Douglas Harrison, writes that, “Gaither has created economic platforms for 

his music that have become templates for mass-market Christian music theater, making 

him a socioeconomic and cultural pacesetter.”41  

 It is easy to overlook or downplay the move from performing in churches to 

performing in auditoriums and arenas, but it is here that Bill once again sets the pace and 

standard for what would come in the decades ahead for larger performing ensembles in 

the Contemporary Christian Music field. In her work on Contemporary Worship Music 

Monique Ingalls reflects upon the modern Christian “worship concert,” which more often 

than not takes place in arenas, not designed or intended as sacred spaces. She writes, 

“Though Christian symbols are absent in the large multipurpose arenas and auditoriums 

in which worship concerts are held, participants’ bodies become visual markers of 

participation in the act of worship. By raising their hands, closing their eyes, lifting their 

faces heavenward, or bowing their heads in a prayerful posture, audience members’ 

 
40 As a side note, the Gaither Vocal Band has recently shifted back to singing primarily in 

churches and I explore this trend in chapter six of this dissertation. 
 
41 Harrison, Then Sings My Soul, 117. 



77 
 

bodily bearing inscribes the God-ward focus of worship and evidences their participation 

as worshipers.”42 

 While Gaither concerts have never been billed as “worship concerts,” the 

intention designed by Gaither is that these non-sacred spaces would be transformed into 

worship spaces for these concerts by the actions of God’s people, particularly the act of 

singing together and enacting a form of participatory performance, to borrow from 

Turino. At this early stage in the transition from performing in sacred to non-sacred 

spaces the Bill Gaither Trio primarily performed in auditoriums, but as the tour grew, 

they moved into larger arenas. Harrison also highlights that the ecumenical theology and 

nondenominational emphasis of the Homecoming tours worked best in a neutral 

environment.43 Likewise, Gaither in his own autobiography admits to choosing “neutral, 

nonchurch environments” as a way to attract “people from all church denominations.”44 

This move towards facilitating an ecumenical audience as a growth strategy harkens back 

to Bill’s fascination with and influence from the quartet tradition. As was quoted from 

Lynwood Montell earlier in this text, the amateur quartet movement was “a phenomenon 

that did and still continues to do more to unify rural Protestantism in the study area than 

any other single ecumenical force.”45 

 A 1973 Billboard Magazine article highlighted the growing success of the Bill 

Gaither Trio by reporting upon a concert they performed in Anderson, Indiana after 

 
42 Monique M. Ingalls, Singing the Congregation: How Contemporary Worship Music Forms 

Evangelical Community (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 57.  
 
43 Harrison, Then Sings My Soul, 123.  
 
44 Gaither and Abraham, It's More than the Music, 115.  
 
45 Montell, Singing the Glory Down, 30. 
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finishing up a portion of a national tour. The article reports that 7,500 people showed up 

for the concert, which was one of the largest audiences ever gathered to attend a show by 

a single gospel group.46  

For nearly a decade the Bill Gaither Trio traveled with Henry and Hazel 

Slaughter. Henry had helped to launch Bill Gaither’s career as a songwriter when he 

produced the first professional arrangement of “He Touched Me” and convinced the 

Imperials to record it. Before joining forces with Jake Hess to launch the Imperials in 

1963, Slaughter had served as Music Director at Rex Humbard’s Cathedral of Tomorrow 

in Akron, Ohio. Slaughter would leave the Cathedral of Tomorrow to travel for three 

years with the Imperials as pianist, arranger, and featured songwriter. In 1968, Bill 

approached Henry and Hazel Slaughter and Doug Oldham about performing together and 

they began touring together just a year later. In speaking about this transition in his own 

autobiography, Henry Slaughter quotes Bill saying:  

Really none of us had big names, though Henry and all of us had been around for 
a while; we were just trying to get something going. We started out doing a few 
concerts to three hundred people, then five hundred, a thousand; finally, when 
there were thirteen thousand people cram-packed into an auditorium, it really hit 
us what was happening.47 
 

Doug Oldham was the first to leave this touring troupe as he headed to Lynchburg, 

Virginia to join Jerry Falwell on staff at Thomas Road Baptist Church as the Minister of 

Music. Oldham and Falwell would be a team as closely associated as Billy Graham and 

George Beverly Shea. Almost annually in the late 70s and 80s, the Bill Gaither Trio 

 
46 Shaped Notes, “Bill Gaither Trio Meets Mod Needs; Sets Own Trends,” Billboard, April 7, 

1973, 50.   
 
47 Henry Slaughter and Darryl E. Hicks, In Search of the Pearl of Great Price: The Unforgettable 

Autobiography of Henry Slaughter (n.p.: Self-published, 2010), 92.   
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performed at Liberty University, the fundamentalist stronghold founded by Jerry Fallwell 

Sr. While none of the Trio members attended Liberty, two members of the Gaither Vocal 

Band are Liberty University alumni, Mark Lowry and Guy Penrod. The relationship 

between Gaither and Oldham certainly accounted for this close connection between the 

Bill Gaither Trio and Liberty University and Thomas Road Baptist Church.48  

In 1970 the music of Bill and Gloria Gaither was being sung and recorded by 

nearly every male quartet, soloist, and mixed ensembles in the southern gospel field 

which led to the Bill Gaither Trio receiving an invitation from J.D. Sumner to perform at 

the National Quartet Convention. The National Quartet Convention had been the 

brainchild of Sumner, shortly after the bass singer joined forces with the Blackwoods in 

1954. The first National Quartet Convention gathering featured all the major groups in a 

three-day concert in October 1957 in Memphis’s Ellis Auditorium.49 By the mid 1960s, 

the NQC gatherings were a full week long and drew more than 20,000 people. The 1970 

National Quartet Convention was held in Memphis, Tennessee and the following year 

would be the final convention held in Memphis. In 1971 Sumner bought the convention 

and moved it to Nashville for the 1972 gathering.50  

Bill was thrilled at the invitation, having grown up listening to southern gospel 

music, but Gloria was hesitant and considered southern gospel groups to be too showy. 

 
48 “Bill Gaither Visits Convocation and the School of Music,” Liberty University, October 18, 

2013, https://www.liberty.edu/news/index.cfm?PID=18495&MID=102023. On October 4, 2013 Bill 
Gaither was presented with a Lifetime Achievement Award from the Liberty Center for Music and 
Worship. On that day Bill and Gaither Vocal Band alumnus, David Phelps, spoke to a crowd of around 500 
from Liberty’s School of Music about developing their craft after graduation. The day culminated in a 
concert by the Gaither Vocal Band that evening at Thomas Road Baptist Church.  

 
49 Goff, Close Harmony, 173. 
 
50 Since 1972 the NQC has made its home in Nashville, Tennessee, Louisville, Kentucky and 

Pigeon Forge, Tennessee.  
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However, Bill did convince Gloria that this was an opportunity they couldn’t pass up. It 

was also rare at the time for a mixed voice group to be featured on the NQC stage, with 

the exception of longtime powerhouse groups like the Happy Goodmans. The Trio was 

given a 9:30pm performance time on the Saturday evening mainstage, right after a 

performance by the Happy Goodmans. The music of the Trio stood in stark contrast to 

the majority of the performers on the mainstage which held tightly to the many sonic 

signifiers of southern gospel, such as the powerhouse female vocalists like Vestal 

Goodman, or the low-rumbling bass and screeching high tenor voices that stretched the 

range of the male quartet further and further. The Bill Gaither Trio exhibited none of 

these signifiers and Bill recounts how people responded: 

I looked out at the audience, and I was totally unprepared for the sight that greeted 
me. I had never seen the backs of so many heads in my life! I thought that perhaps 
somebody had called for an intermission and a large number of people in the 
auditorium had suddenly decided it was time to go to the rest room. Others looked 
at us, looked at each other, and shrugged their shoulders as if to say, “What is 
this?”51 
 

After the great disappointment of this performance for both Bill and Gloria, the Trio 

never returned to the NQC stage, although they would routinely be honored as nominees 

for Best Mixed Group. Over the next 20 years the Bill Gaither Trio developed a 

following that only slightly overlapped with southern gospel crowds. The audience they 

developed was fulfilled with the softer and less raucous middle-of-the-road approach that 

was a trademark for the Gaithers. Southern gospel groups would continue to perform 

songs written by the Gaithers, but the Gaither name would not become synonymous with 

southern gospel until after the launch of the Homecoming franchise in 1991.  

 
51 Gaither and Abraham, It's More than the Music, 135. 



81 
 

The Bill Gaither Trio recorded their first Live album in 1972, which served as the 

predecessor to numerous Live albums in Gaither’s career, most notably for this chapter, 

the 1980 Live Across America album. By 1972 the songs of the Gaithers were so widely 

popular that they no longer needed to record songs owned by the Benson Company, 

unless they chose to do so. The Live double album included eighteen songs, fourteen of 

which were written by Bill and Gloria. “Look What’s Happened to Me” was written by 

touring and business partner Henry Slaughter and had been previously recorded on the 

1971 Because He Lives album. “The Night Before Easter” had been written by Dwayne 

Friend and Donnie Sumner and had been previously recorded on the Sings Warm album. 

“The Night Before Easter” had won the Song of the Year at the 1970 Dove Awards, 

where Bill won the award for Songwriter of the Year for the second year in a row. The 

other two songs featured on this project were the hymns “Jesus Loves Me” and the 

“Battle Hymn of the Republic.”  

That same year the Trio recorded Christmas Back Home in Indiana, the first of 

many Christmas albums. Additionally, My Faith Still Holds was released in 1972 and 

along with the previous At Home in Indiana, these albums would include an emphasis 

upon arrangements that utilized orchestra and chorus. The arrangements by Rick Powell 

were obviously intended to find their way into use in the local church, a market for which 

Bill had significant interest from the earliest days of his career as a church musician.  

However, while My Faith Still Holds was a small step into providing 

arrangements that put Gaither-penned songs into the repertoire of local congregations, 

Alleluia: A Praise Gathering for Believers would move Gaither into the realm of John W. 

Peterson, the American songwriter and composer who would write around 1000 songs 
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and 35 cantatas.52 In his chapter on Gospel and Revival Hymnody in New Songs of 

Celebration Render, David Music recognizes Gaither as the greatest successor to 

midcentury songwriters John W. Peterson, Mosie Lister and Ira F. Stanphill.53  

Being an astute gospel music historian, Bill certainly recognizes that his career 

stands upon the foundation laid by these gospel greats. While the music of Lister and 

Stanphill appears frequently in the catalogue of the Gaither Homecoming videos of the 

90s and early 2000s, Peterson’s music, which tended to be written for choirs instead of 

congregations, is noticeably absent. In his autobiography, Bill jokes about his early 

attempts at songwriting and summons Peterson’s name.  

Often Gloria and I would work on a song, and I’d write it out by hand on music 
paper. Then we’d run off a few copies on a mimeograph machine and take it to 
Wednesday night choir practice. If the choir responded positively, we knew we 
were on to something. If not, I told them that the well-known Christian composer 
John Peterson wrote it! (Years later, I “confessed” to John, and he thought it was 
hilarious.)54   
 

Alleluia! A Praise Gathering for Believers was arranged as a cantata by Ron Huff for 

orchestra, choir, and soloists. While the name Bill Gaither Trio is not listed on the album 

cover, the tremendous success of this album, which was the first gold record in Christian 

music, meaning it sold over 500,000 copies, was only possible because of the extensive 

touring and record sales of the Bill Gaither Trio in the previous years. In, Close 

Harmony, his definitive history of southern gospel, James R. Goff correctly points to the 

 
52 Emily Snider Andrews, “John W. Peterson.” The Canterbury Dictionary of Hymnology, 

accessed March 28, 2020, https://hymnology-hymnsam-co-uk.ezproxy.baylor.edu/j/john-w-
peterson?q=John%20W%20Peterson.  

 
53 David W. Music, “I Sing for I Cannot be Silent: Gospel and Revival Hymnody in the Twentieth 

Century,” in New Songs of Celebration Render: Congregational Song in the Twenty-First Century, ed. C. 
Michael Hawn (Chicago, IL: GIA Publications, 2013), 117. 

 
54 Gaither, It's More than the Music, 72. 
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Alleluia! A Praise Gathering album as the “beginning of a new genre of ‘praise and 

inspirational’ music,” but in doing so he quotes from Don Cusic and reinforces the 

incorrect dates pertaining to the release of Alleluia, which was released in 1973, not 

1968.55  

In order to help sell copies of the printed cantata to churches Ron Huff and Bob 

Mackenzie gathered a group of singers to create a demo tape for Alleluia! A Praise 

Gathering for Believers. The demo was intended to help choirs catch the vision of the 

work, but over time people wanted the record for its own merit, not just as a demo. Given 

the tremendous popularity of the work, choirs began combining with one another to put 

on performances. Bill Gaither speaks in I Almost Missed the Sunset about the ecumenical 

appeal of the cantata:  

We received mail from all over the country about city-wide cooperatives, various 
churches telling us they had worked with other denominations for the first time – 
charismatics uniting with evangelicals, Baptist with mainliners, and so forth. 
Meanwhile, the record kept selling.56 

 
As previously stated, Alleluia: A Praise Gathering was not specifically a Bill Gaither 

Trio record, but it is integral to the continued growth and history of the Trio. The Trio 

recorded three other albums in 1973, Let’s Just Praise the Lord, Especially for Children 

of All Ages, and Singing to Share. The Trio also won the 1973 Grammy for Best 

Inspirational Performance for Let’s Just Praise the Lord. Interestingly enough, Elvis 

Presley won the award a year earlier for his performance of He Touched Me, written by 

 
55 Goff, Close Harmony, 248. 
 
56 Bill Gaither and Jerry Jenkins, I Almost Missed the Sunset: My Perspectives on Life and Music 

(Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1992), 91. 
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Bill, and the Bill Gaither Trio won again in 1976 with their performance of Jesus, We 

Just Want to Thank You.  

By 1976 about half of the concert engagements for Henry and Hazel Slaughter 

were with the Bill Gaither Trio. Henry Slaughter writes in his autobiography that in 

February of 1977 while at a songwriter retreat for Benson Artists he began to contemplate 

leaving this profitable collaboration. On June 17 of that year, while playing piano for the 

Gaithers at the camp meeting convention of the Church of God in Anderson, Bill 

approached Henry to explain that Danny would be leaving the Trio, this time to pursue a 

solo career, which he would maintain for the next decade.57 Slaughter recognized that this 

shakeup was the sign he needed to pursue other options as well. These critical departures 

ended the era of the greatest growth for the Bill Gaither Trio that had taken them from 

performing in churches for smaller audiences and had placed them in the arena singing to 

tens of thousands of people each week. 

 

Gary McSpadden and Word Records (1978-1980) 
 

In 1977, in his search to find a strong lead for the Trio after Danny’s departure, 

Bill opted to bring in Gary McSpadden, who had sung baritone with the Imperials from 

1964-67. Gary’s first concert took place on the Canadian leg of a Bill Gaither Trio tour; 

however, Gary had been the emcee for a few Trio concerts with the Slaughters and Doug 

Oldham in the years immediately prior. After joining the Trio, and for the next three 

years, McSpadden continued to preach on Sundays at the church his father had founded 

in Fort Worth, while singing Thursday through Saturday evenings with the Trio. 

 
57 Henry Slaughter and Darryl E. Hicks, In Search of the Pearl of Great Price, 109-110.  
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McSpadden’s voice was bigger and richer in timbre than Danny’s. However, McSpadden 

was a natural fit for the group because he had modeled his sound after Jake Hess, the 

former lead singer of the Statesmen Quartet and the founder of the Imperials, whom both 

Bill and Danny had idolized.58 In addition to his leadership responsibilities at his church 

in Fort Worth, Gary also taught vocal training at the Stamps Quartet School.59  

With the departures of Danny Gaither and Henry and Hazel Slaughter, and the 

addition of Gary McSpadden, the Bill Gaither Trio tours took on a new energy. They 

continued to perform in large arenas in the variety show format, but instead of billing the 

concert for multiple featured ensembles or soloists, the concert was billed specifically 

with the Bill Gaither Trio as the headlining act and they brought in background vocalists 

and instrumental forces from which to draw other talent. Gary McSpadden credits this 

change of direction to the genius of Bob MacKenzie.60 Bob believed that this abrupt 

change was needed so that people wouldn’t compare Gary with Danny, who had been so 

beloved by audiences.  

 
58 Bill Gaither, unpublished gospel music documentary in the possession of author, Spring 2017. 

In the documentary footage Bill discusses his belief that the Statesmen in 1953, “when Denver Crumpler 
came to the Statesmen, they took that model of what a quartet should sound and look like to the highest 
level you can take it.” The group at that time would include Hovie Lister on piano, “Big Chief” 
Wetherington on bass, Doy Ott on baritone, Jake Hess on lead, and Denver Crumpler on tenor.  

 
59 At this point in history, the Stamps Quartet School was still based in Dallas, TX, but was no 

longer associated with the Stamps-Baxter School of Music. Ben Speer would resurrect the Stamps-Baxter 
School of Music in 1986 and move the annual gathering to Nashville, TN.  

 
60 Gary McSpadden, interview by author, San Antonio, March 17, 2019. 
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The first album recorded with Gary McSpadden singing lead was the Pilgrim’s 

Progress album in 1978, which while borrowing its title from the spiritual classic, only 

references the concept of pilgrimage, instead of making any direct connection to John 

Bunyan’s allegory.61 This album garnered the second Dove Award for the Bill Gaither 

Trio as they won the 1978 Inspirational Album of the Year.  

 
Figure 2.6. Pilgrim’s Progress (1978) album cover 

 
In 1978 the group released two albums of compilations titled, Classics and The 

Very Best of the Very Best. The Classics album was comprised of re-releases of previous 

recordings with Danny and Gloria singing, while The Very Best of the Very Best 

consisted of eleven new recordings of familiar classics with Gary McSpadden singing 

lead. The Classics album was the final album for the Bill Gaither Trio on the Impact 

Records label owned by Benson and The Very Best of the Very Best served as the first 

recording on the Word label.62   

 
61 It must be noted that Bill and Gloria undoubtedly had this literary classic in mind as both hold 

undergraduate degree in English and Gloria holds a Master’s degree in literature.  
 
62 Andrew Mall. “The Stars are Underground:” Undergrounds, Mainstreams, and Christian 

Popular Music” (PhD diss., The University of Chicago, 2012), 119, ProQuest Dissertations & Theses 
Global. Mall writes that the late 60s the Christian recording industry basically of the Benson Company and 
Word Records, 119.  
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The Very Best of the Very Best marked a new direction for the Bill Gaither Trio 

with their partnership with Word Records. Upon signing with Word, Bill was quoted with 

saying, “They’ve shown me that gospel music is on the verge of an explosion in 

popularity and listening.”63 Bob MacKenzie produced this album with Dony McGuire 

and Ron Huff lent his arranging skills to the only new song on the album, “I Am Loved.” 

Through an aggressive marketing campaign this song and The Very Best of the Very Best 

received unprecedented promotional support and radio play in the months following its 

release. Word listed this album as their “Album of the Month” in November of 1978 and 

set the Trio on a national tour that included venues such as Madison Square Garden’s Felt 

Forum, Constitution Hall in Washington D.C., Philadelphia’s Spectrum, and Atlanta’s 

Omni.64 

On the 1980 “Live Across America” tour the Gaither Trio played to around one 

million people, an astounding number for a Christian ensemble at this point in history. 

The tour was recorded at the Opry House in Nashville and the New Orleans Theatre of 

the Performing Arts and released by Word as a compilation album. In addition to the Live 

Across America Album in 1980, the Trio would also release The Very Best of the Very 

Best for Kids, which would be new recordings of many of the songs from the Especially 

for Children of All Ages album of 1973 and I’m a Promise album in 1975. Both of these 

children’s records sold over 300,000 copies.65  

 
63 Signing, “Words Signs Gaither Trio,” Billboard, October 21, 1978, 92.  
 
64 Talent in Action, “BGT Play to Sold-Out Houses.” Billboard, October 21, 1978, 92. 
 
65 Cusic, Saved by Song, 245. 
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 The 1980 “Live Across America” tour is also significant because of its role in the 

formation of the Gaither Vocal Band. In chapter three of this dissertation the narrative 

surrounding the first performance of the Vocal Band will be explored in greater details 

and it will be concluded that the date for this performance was actually a part of the 1980 

“Live Across America” tour, instead of 1981, as Bill has stated with regularity since the 

release of his autobiography in 2003. The story as it is told from 1981 might be the first 

time the group is given a name, but on the Live Across America album these four 

individuals not only sing the Stuart Hamblin classic, “Your First Day In Heaven,” but 

Bill also provides a spoken introduction about how his love for quartet music developed 

from childhood. 

 
Figure 2.7. Live Across America (1980) album cover 

 
As previously stated, the 1980 “Live Across America” tour played to around 1 

million people and was unlike any other tour of its day. The Gaither Trio began 

performing concerts “in the round” because of the increased size of their audiences, 

regularly selling out 15,000-person arenas. The tour provided their own lights and sound 

systems, valued at the time at $350,000 and brought along a full set that helped to create 
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a more intimate “living room” type feel.66 The Trio averaged performing 175 concerts a 

year, mostly on the weekends, between 1979-1981.67 1980 would also be the year that the 

Gaither Trio would win the Dove Award for Mixed Group of the Year.  

 

The Impact of Praise Gathering  
 

Around the time that the Trio’s popularity began to peak in the late 70s, Bill made 

the decision to focus upon the success of an annual event titled “Praise Gathering” that 

would be held in Indianapolis, Indiana. This was an obvious spinoff of the success of the 

recording of Alleluia! A Praise Gathering for Believers. At least one Praise Gathering 

concert had been held in Indianapolis in 1975 prior to Danny’s exit from the Trio, but 

Bill decided that this new iteration with the same title would be much more than a single 

concert.68 It was a weekend-long event including seminars, speakers, and all of the 

musicians he could gather together. Bill was joined in this endeavor by Bob MacKenzie, 

Fred Bock, and Bob Benson, all of whom brought their own unique talents and 

connections to the project. Like the reach of the Gaither Trio, the Praise Gatherings were 

broadly ecumenical in scope and set the stage for other major Gaither productions like 

Jubelatte, Family Fest, and eventually, the Homecoming concert tours.  

October 9-11, 2003 marked the 29th anniversary of Praise Gathering and Mark 

Allen Powell wrote about this experience in an April 2004 article in Christianity Today.  

This was an arts festival. There was Southern gospel, but there was also just about 
everything else. The vocal harmonies of a college glee club (Voices of Lee) were 

 
66 Cusic, Saved by Song, 328.  
 
67 Ibid., 297.  
 
68 I have not found evidence of a Praise Gathering in 1974, but the 2003 and 2004 Praise 

Gathering events were hailed as the 29th and 30th annual Praise Gatherings. It was estimated that 11,500 
attendees were expected at the 03’ gathering. The latest date I’ve found is 2005.  
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still hanging in the air as squeals of feedback announced the presence of Latin 
rockers El Trio de Hoy. A 20-minute classical ballet was sandwiched between a 
bluegrass group and a powerhouse performance by pop star Natalie Grant. If you 
didn't like the formal liturgical stylings of Christ Church choir, well then how 
about the hip-hop groove of Out of Eden? There was something for everybody 
but, more to the point, there was everything for everybody.69 

 
Powell also quotes Gaither as saying, “If we don’t make musical schizophrenics out of 

you, we haven’t done our job.”70 For Gaither it would seem that the goal of the Praise 

Gathering events had always been to expand the musical horizons of gospel fans by 

introducing them to various musical styles, particularly more contemporary styles, which 

spoke to Bill. His passion and enthusiasm for this range of musical styles enchanted the 

audience to listen to and appreciate music they otherwise would not have encountered. 

However, while this example from the history of the Praise Gathering events might 

exhibit the extreme variety of musical styles, Gaither’s approach is often more subtle and 

even hidden. The same argument has been made by Douglas Harrison as he critiqued 

Bill’s influence upon the field of southern gospel. Harrison writes, “Casual observers 

may come away from the Homecoming series thinking it more generically homogenous 

than it actually is because the songs on Gaither’s shows demonstrate remarkable 

consistency in the arrangements, a consistency that mutes the variety of the music.”71  

Harrison’s comments are directed at the musical homogeny of the Homecoming 

series for two primary reasons. First, he is writing particularly about professional 

southern gospel music and the early success of the Homecoming franchise was squarely 

 
69 Mark Allen Powell, “An Arts Festival in the Heartland,” Christianity Today, April 1, 2004, 

https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2004/april/30.36.html.   
 
70 Ibid. 
 
71  Harrison, Then Sings My Soul, 111. 
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built upon the legacy of the southern gospel musicians who were featured in the early 

videos. Second, as Harrison was writing his work in the years proceeding its release in 

2012, the Gaither Homecoming series was just beginning to wane in popularity from its 

climax in 2004. In the previous two decades, the vast majority of southern gospel fans 

would have interacted with the Gaither franchise either by attending a Homecoming 

concert, or purchasing music recorded by the Gaither Vocal Band or artists on the Gaither 

Music label. While Harrison is certainly correct to point out the musical homogeny of the 

Homecoming franchise which tends to use the same instrumentation and vocal style to 

present gospel music from various cultures and time periods, Harrison chooses not to 

write about the Praise Gathering events which celebrate musical diversity in a way that 

the Homecoming franchise could not.72  

Praise Gathering was the venue through which Gaither sought to introduce the 

audience who enjoyed the middle-of-the-road Gaither Trio brand of Contemporary 

Christian music to a wider musical palette, while the later Homecoming series was 

targeted to a narrower audience primarily interested in southern gospel music and culture. 

Gaither’s intuition seems to have been that the latter group would not be as open to the 

variety presented during the Praise Gathering events, which is why he runs them 

simultaneously through the 90s and early 2000s.  

In 1978 Bill hosted one of his Praise Gathering musical reviews in Greenville, 

South Carolina, the home of famed fundamentalist Bob Jones. Jones had already 

 
72 Douglas Harrison, interview by author, San Antonio, April 6, 2021. My impression from 

Harrison’s writing was that he was unaware of the significance of PraiseGathering, but when discussing my 
work with him his first question was, “How does PraiseGathering facilitate the transition between the Trio 
and the Gaither Vocal Band?” Harrison obviously chose not to highlight the various musical influences and 
trajectories of PraiseGathering in his chapter, but he is well aware of the way Gaither was using this event 
to explore different traditions and styles. Much more research on this topic is warranted, but it is beyond 
the scope of this dissertation.  
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criticized the music of the Jesus people as “undeniably wicked,” but fellow 

fundamentalist pastor Don Jasmin, who to this day runs the site “Fundamental Baptist 

Ministries,” would aim a similar critique at Gaither to keep evangelicals from attending 

the Praise Gathering event. Jasmin critiqued the borrowing of popular musical styles 

from pop and rock for gospel music and particularly took aim at Gaither’s characteristic 

ecumenism. Jasmin would write that the Praise Gathering was “nothing less than 

ecumenical evangelism via the back door of music.”73  

 Regardless of these diatribes against the music and ecumenical leanings of Bill 

Gaither and those who toured with him, Greenville, SC would remain one of the most 

loyal and profitable markets for Gaither. The Gaither Trio, Vocal Band, and later, the 

Homecoming Franchise would return to Greenville almost annually.74  

 
 
Two Divergent Sounds: The Bill Gaither Trio and the Gaither Vocal Band 
 

During the decade from 1980-1990 the Bill Gaither Trio continued to perform 

alongside the newly formed Gaither Vocal Band and the Trio recorded eight additional 

albums. The last album recorded by the Trio was the Hymn Classics album in 1990, 

which was released right before the overnight success of the Homecoming video series. 

(The Homecoming franchise will be discussed at length in the following chapters, but it 

began as a one-time recording session for the Gaither Vocal Band with appearances by 

 
73 Don Jasmin, “Bill Gaither’s ‘Praise Gathering’ Features Apostates, Charismatics & 

Ecumenists!” Voice of Fundamentalism (Greenville, SC), December 1978-January 1979, 1-3.  
 
74 On October 19-20, 2018 the first Gaither Vocal Band Reunion that was open to the public was 

hosted at Greenville’s Bon Secours Wellness Arena. This weekend event functioned as one of the field sites 
for my research. A DVD of excerpts from the weekend was released in 2019 as Gaither Vocal Band 
Reunion Live (Alexandria, IN: Gaither Music Group, 2019), DVD. 
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dozens of southern gospel legends and birthed its own franchise of videos, recordings, 

tours, and merchandise.)  

The members of the Vocal Band would come and go over the course of this 

decade, but only two individuals from the Vocal Band roster would sing as the third 

member of the Trio. Gary McSpadden continued to sing with the Trio until 1987 and at 

that time he was replaced by Michael English, the dashing young tenor who had joined 

the Vocal Band as lead singer in 1985. Gary had joined the Gaithers full-time in 1981 and 

by 1987 he was beginning to grow weary of balancing personal ambitions with the 

relentless pace of the Gaither touring schedule. Gary said in an interview, “When you’re 

with Bill, you’re WITH BILL.”75 This sentiment has been echoed by many other former 

and current members of the Gaither Vocal Band to express just how commanding of a 

presence Bill is and how demanding he is of their time and effort. Gary would quickly 

record a solo album after leaving the group and would go on to pursue countless other 

singing, preaching, and television responsibilities.  

The last album recorded by Gary McSpadden was the Welcome Back Home 

album in 1987 and the Trio only recorded one album with Michael English as lead singer, 

the Hymn Classics album. In the next chapter there will be an extended discussion about 

how the Trio and Vocal Band were moving in different directions musically. In a 1987 

Billboard article Bob Darden wrote about the dichotomy between the Welcome Back 

Home album and the Gaither Vocal Band “One X-1” album. He writes that Welcome 

Back Home is “a complete about-face from the more contemporary One X 1.” He also 

quotes Bill Gaither who said, “With the Trio, we went back to what fits us best. We’ve 

 
75 Gary McSpadden, interview by author, San Antonio, March 17, 2019. 
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had a good response from it…We took the opportunity to get back to more of our roots 

from the past 25 years. But both projects were a labor of love—and we have a ball doing 

the new material in concert.”76 

The period from 1987 to 1991 presents what seems to be an overnight decline in 

the popularity and productivity of the Bill Gaither Trio. As the following chapter will 

point out, this is also a challenging time in the life of the Gaither Vocal Band as they 

sought to find a musical identity. McSpadden suggested that Michael English’s voice 

didn’t necessarily fit with the Trio songs that Bill and Gloria had written for Danny and 

Gary to sing. Around 1988 Gloria also decided to go back to school and finish her 

master’s degree in literature at Ball State University, which took her away from the 

majority of concerts. Bill writes of the challenge of this change: 

The first concerts without Gloria were a bit strange for me. I was comfortable 
with and accustomed to Gloria’s presence on the platform; she was my “security 
blanket.” For more than twenty-five years, she had been there with me onstage 
night after night. I relied on her ability to create special moments during our 
concerts with her readings, the “talking moments” onstage that I was incapable of 
creating. She was much better at handling that sort of thing then, and she’s still 
better at it than I am now.77  

 

Conclusion 
 

Over the three decades, from the 1950s to the 1980s, the Bill Gaither Trio had 

paved the way for the “inspirational” Christian music subgenre and built an audience 

larger than any other Christian musical ensemble of the time. The Vocal Band built upon 

this success, but their albums in the mid-1980s moved in a decidedly pop/rock direction, 

while the Trio solidified its place as the ideal for the “middle of the road” Nashville 

 
76 Bob Darden, Gospel Lectern, Billboard, July 18, 1987, 34.   
 
77 Gaither, It's More than the Music, 231. 
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sound. When asked about the directions of these ensembles in 1987 Bill was quoted as 

saying, “We wanted to add a little bit more of the basic stuff, rather than more 

electronics…I think people are happy to have the Trio with that point. The Vocal Band 

can be something else, but the Trio has to be very acoustic and warm.”78   

This chapter has chronicled the history of the Bill Gaither Trio from 1956 to 

1980, which has previously remained untold in other historical accounts of Contemporary 

Christian Music. The first decade of the Vocal Band’s history will be covered at length in 

the following chapter, as will many of the intricacies of how the Bill Gaither Trio and 

Gaither Vocal Band were mutually beneficial endeavors. For example, in 1987, right 

before Gary McSpadden stepped away, the Gaither Vocal Band set out on a tour of 

Seattle and Canada with Sandi Patty as a way to test the waters of performing without the 

Trio. The tour without the Trio drew audiences of half or a third of what they were 

typically used to, but at the time it seemed like this was the sign of a new reality: that 

Bill’s career was beginning to wind down. 

 
78 Steve Krampitz, “Gaither gets back to the basics,” Glimmer Glass, Olivet Nazarene University,  

November 12, 1987, 
https://digitalcommons.olivet.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1670&=&context=gg&=&sei-
redir=1&referer=https%253A%252F%252Fscholar.google.com%252Fscholar%253Fstart%253D30%2526
q%253D%252522Gaither%252BTrio%252522%2526hl%253Den%2526as_sdt%253D0%252C44#search=
%22Gaither%20Trio%22.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

“Your First Day in Heaven:” The Formation of the Gaither Vocal Band 
 
 

Introduction 
 

During the 1980s the career of Bill Gaither would be defined by the tension 

between the more traditional middle of the road, or inspirational music popularized by the 

Bill Gaither Trio, and the more contemporary sounds of gospel music. Gaither had spent 

the previous two and a half decades honing his skills as a performer, songwriter, 

producer, and promoter, and this decade would put all of these skills to the test. As the 

previous chapter demonstrated, the Bill Gaither Trio reached their zenith with the 1980 

Live Across America album and while the subsequent decade produced nine new studio 

recordings, the number of new songs being recorded dwindled. During the 80s Gloria 

began to step away from the Trio to pursue other projects and simultaneously Bill 

launched the Gaither Vocal Band in pursuit of his life-long passion with four-part male 

harmony.1 

This chapter will examine the first decade of the history of the Gaither Vocal 

Band from 1980 to the start of the Homecoming franchise in 1991. The Trio recorded 

thirty-two albums between 1966 and 1991 and the Gaither Vocal Band recorded six 

 
1 From 1987-88 Gloria served as an adjunct professor of songwriting at Anderson University and 

in 1991 she graduated from Ball State University, Muncie, Indiana with a Master of Arts degree in British 
and American Literature. Gloria’s thesis was entitled ‘To a god unknown: a dramatic adaptation (with 
musical lyrics) of the novel of John Steinbeck’. Her continuing interest in John Steinbeck resulted in her 
master’s thesis being premiered as a stage play in Lincoln, Nebraska in 1996 and several published essays 
exploring the theology of his works. See Carlton Young, “Gloria Gaither” The Canterbury Dictionary of 
Hymnology, accessed March 18, 2021, http://www.hymnology.co.uk/g/gloria-gaither.  
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studio albums during their first decade. During this period of time both groups were 

recording and touring simultaneously and the efforts of the fledgling Vocal Band would 

likely not have been successful without this beneficial partnership with the Trio. Because 

only six albums were produced by the Vocal Band during this decade, this chapter will 

discuss each album in detail, as well as specific songs which represent the sonic 

influences and trends that feature prominently in the history of this ensemble. The case 

will be made that during the 1980s Gaither understood the sound and legacy of the 

Gaither Vocal Band to be within the field of Contemporary Christian Music rather than 

southern gospel.  

 
 
Bill’s First Day in Heaven: Forming the Gaither Vocal Band 
 

Bill Gaither recounts in his autobiography, It’s More Than the Music, that he 

found his work with the Trio and songwriting endeavors with Gloria fulfilling, yet 

something was still missing; since his youth he had dreamed of singing in a world-class 

gospel quartet. As a child growing up on the family farm in Indiana, Bill listened to 

gospel quartets on the radio while milking cows and performing his chores. He writes in 

his autobiography that the first time he heard a live gospel performance was 1948 when 

he was twelve years old. The music was a vibrant, rhythmic, boogie-woogie style. He 

admits, “To be honest, I was drawn to it because of the beat and the sound, rather than the 

lyrical content or any inspiring theological messages it may have contained.”2 Bill 

continued to listen to quartets like the Indianapolis based Dixie Four Quartet and the 

 
2 Bill Gaither and Ken Abraham, It's More than the Music: Life Lessons on Friends, Faith, and 

What Matters Most (New York: Warner Faith, 2003), 28. 
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Dallas based Stamps Quartet. However, it was the lively and refined sound of the 

Statemen Quartet that ultimately captured Bill’s imagination.  

As the Trio continued to perform their concerts in increasingly larger venues, Bill 

and Gloria made the decision to proportionally increase the performing forces of singers 

and instrumentalists that accompanied them. As Bill comments in the Reunion Volume 

One video, “we brought in background singers. They weren’t only singers, they were 

very, very good singers and we had brass and we had guitars and drums, and some of the 

saints liked it and some of the saints didn’t like it and I’ve got the scars on my back to 

prove it. In the group at that time was Lee Young, Steve Green, Sandy Patti, and Cosette, 

probably, and Marijean was in the group for a while.”3  

Here Bill is referencing the background singers and instrumentalists that were a 

part of the Trio concerts in 1980, the year the Gaither Vocal Band was formed. To hear 

Bill describe it, the first performance was somewhat of an accident, almost on par with 

the “accident” story of the first Homecoming video.4 An analysis of the first Homecoming 

video and its creation narrative are discussed at length in the first chapter of Harper’s 

dissertation, turned monograph.5  

As Bill recounts the story, both in his autobiography and in performances, the 

inaugural performance of the Gaither Vocal Band took place in Jacksonville, Florida 

during a Gaither Trio concert in January of 1981. Before the show Bill, Lee Young, Gary 

McSpadden and Steve Green were singing around the piano and they began to sing “Your 

 
3Gaither Vocal Band Reunion: Volume One (Alexandria, IN: Spring House Productions, 2009), 

DVD. 
 
4 For the story as told by Bill see Gaither, It's More than the Music, 1-21. 
 
5 Ryan Paul Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-First Century 

(Jackson, MS: The University Press of Mississippi, 2017), 19-60. 
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First Day in Heaven,” a traditional gospel quartet song written by Stuart Hamblen and 

popularized by the Statesmen Quartet. While Bill, Lee and Gary had grown up on 

southern gospel quartet music and were familiar with this particular song, the song was 

new to Steve Green and during that first performance he is rumored to have had the lyrics 

written on his hand to assist with his memory. After the newly formed quartet finished 

their rendition of the song, the crowd erupted into applause. Since they only knew the one 

song, Bill launched the group into an encore of “Your First Day in Heaven.” The 

performance of this quartet became a regular occurrence at the Trio concerts and in 1981 

the group released its first album titled The New Gaither Vocal Band. Bill writes that the 

group called themselves the Vocal Band because “we liked the sound of it, and partially 

because the name gave us the freedom to add or drop parts as we saw fit. We weren’t 

locked into a quartet.”6 In this first iteration of the group Lee Young sang bass, Bill sang 

baritone, Gary McSpadden covered the lead, sometimes referred to as second tenor, and 

Steve Green sang the tenor part (which in most southern gospel or Barbershop quartet-

based music, is essentially sung in the alto register).  

While this rendition makes for a nice story full of serendipity, it is not entirely 

accurate. In 1980, the Bill Gaither Trio released the Live Across America double album 

which had been recorded in two concert venues, the Opry House in Nashville, Tennessee 

and the New Orleans Theatre of the Performing Arts in New Orleans, Louisiana.7 This 

live album was produced by Bob Mackenzie and Dan Posthuma and released on Word 

 
6 Gaither, It's More than the Music, 190. 
 
7 Bill Gaither Trio, Live Across America, recorded 1980, Word Records WSX-8847, vinyl. To 

hear the full-length vinyl Live Across America visit: https://youtu.be/UKx7ZbFr8zE [1:09:50] is where the 
intro to “Your First Day in Heaven” begins.  
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Records, and it includes a recording of this quartet singing “Your First Day in Heaven,” 

which demonstrates that this group of singers had sung this exact song together in the 

previous year while on the Bill Gaither Trio nation-wide tour. The evidence from this 

recording stands in opposition to the narrative audiences have been told with regularity 

since the release of Bill’s autobiography in 2003 (though the account from 1981 might be 

the first time the group is given a name). On the Live Across America album Bill also 

provides a spoken introduction about how his love for quartet music developed from 

childhood, so it is clear that he was reflecting on quartets before the supposed 

serendipitous moment that brought the Vocal Band together. Perhaps this narrative can be 

written off as simple forgetfulness, but the error seems too great to have been a mistake 

repeated so many times.8 While it is possible that this group of men first sang this tune 

together at an earlier concert in Jacksonville, Florida, as Gary McSpadden confirmed in 

an interview, the 1981 date needs to be reconsidered in future re-telling’s of this creation 

story.9  

“Your First Day in Heaven” was written by the singer-songwriter Stuart Hamblen, 

a Los Angeles radio celebrity who was famously converted at the 1949 Billy Graham 

Crusade in Los Angeles.10 Hamblen later overcame a powerful addiction to alcohol and 

devoted his life almost exclusively to the performance of religious music.11 This song 

 
8 To my knowledge no other commentator has pointed out this glaring inaccuracy, not even Ryan 

Paul Harper who wrote the dissertation A Sort of Homecoming. Harper does, however, refer to a similar 
narrative with the beginning of the Homecoming franchise as “the story is a fiction—not necessarily a lie.”  

 
9 Gary McSpadden, interview by author, San Antonio, March 17, 2019. 
 
10 James R. Goff, Close Harmony: A History of Southern Gospel (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2002), 215. 
 
11 Bill C. Malone, Don’t Get Above Your Raisin’: Country Music and the Southern Working Class 

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2002), 106. “As the son of a Methodist minister in Texas, Hamblen’s 
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was first recorded in 1958 by the Statesmen Quartet on their The Bible Told Me So album 

with Rosie Rozell on tenor, Jake Hess on lead, Doy Ott on baritone, and “Big Chief” 

Wetherington on bass.12 Hovie Lister, the driving force behind the Statesmen Quartet, 

played piano on this album, which was one of the first to feature Rosie Rozell on tenor, 

after the death of Denver Crumpler on March 21, 1957 at age 44. Bill has stated that the 

Statesmen during the Denver Crumpler years “took that model of what a quartet should 

sound and look like to the highest level you can take it.”13 Bill certainly would have had 

this recording and the later recordings with the Imperials, again featuring his idol, Jake 

Hess, in mind when he began singing this iconic tune backstage on the Trio tour.  

The Vocal Band recording of this song on the Gaither Trio Live Across America 

album stands in stark contrast to the entirely Gaither-penned remainder of the tracks. Not 

only is “Your First Day in Heaven” the only lyric or melody on the double album not 

written by either Bill or Gloria, but its simple and imaginative lyrical content differs in 

tone and perspective from their songs. Hamblen’s lyrics paint a picture of the singer 

walking into heaven while in a dream and recounting how glad the narrator was for 

having read his Bible and performed good deeds, instead of being idle.  

Oh it’s a great, great morning 
Your first day in heaven 
when you stroll down the golden avenue 
there are mansions left and right and gold on every side 
and the saints are always smil'n sayin’. 
How do u do? 
 

 
conversion was not very surprising, but his campaign for the presidency on the Prohibition ticket in 1952 
may have astounded those friends who remembered his former fondness for Demon Rum.” 

 
12 The Statesmen, The Bible Told Me So, recorded 1958, RCA Victor LPM-1683, vinyl.  
 
13 Bill Gaither, unpublished gospel music documentary in the possession of author, Spring 2017. 
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Oh its a great, great morning 
your first day in heaven, when realize your worryin’ days are through. 
you'll be glad you were not idle 
took time to read your Bible 
its a great morning for you 
 
I had a dream, I must confess, I hated to awake. 
He dreamt he was an angel at the great pearly gate. 
St Peter said; Well hello there, Where have you been? 
We've got your mansion ready, so come right in. 
And then he rang for an angel to act as a guide. 
He spread his wings a time or two and learned how to fly 
 
The melody, like the text, is composed in Hamblen’s distinctive style and demonstrates 

many of the qualities of the patter song genre.14 In patter songs, the tempo is quite fast 

and each syllable of the text corresponds to an individual note. In the version arranged by 

the Statesmen, and subsequently performed by the Gaither Vocal Band (key change and 

all), the melody of the verse is passed back and forth between all four voice parts in the 

quartet. Although this song is short in its duration, there are many tricky elements which 

would have led Steve Green to be hesitant when quickly learning this song to be 

performed in front of the large crowds of a Gaither Trio concert.  

The Statesmen recording presents a mid-century version with an accompaniment 

provided primarily by Hovie Lister’s piano, an electric guitar, and a New Orleans Jazz 

style clarinet with quick runs and fills serving as a counterpoint to the vocal lines. The 

drums are barely present on the recording. By contrast, the Imperials’s 1965 recording 

with Jake Hess, and future Vocal Band members Gary McSpadden and Jim Murray, 

varies the accompaniment by bringing the percussion forward in the arrangement and 

 
14 Patter songs are often most associated with comic opera, particularly the works of Gilbert and 

Sullivan. The song “I am the very model of a modern Major-General” from Act 1 of The Pirates of 
Penzance serves as the most well-known example.  
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removing the clarinet.15 The accompaniment used on the first Vocal Band recording of 

this classic song brings the sound into the 1980s by kicking off the track with a drum 

intro and the heavy use of synthesized sounds, such as the opening saxophone line, in 

place of the clarinet.   

As previously mentioned, The Live Across America recording features Lee Young 

on bass, Bill on baritone and piano, Gary McSpadden on lead, and Steve Green on tenor. 

Gary McSpadden, while singing lead with the Vocal Band, had recorded “Your First Day 

in Heaven” with the Imperials in 1965 singing the baritone part. Steve Green’s voice, 

while able to cover the higher tenor register, cannot be described as having the bright, 

thin, and forward tone often considered to be desirable among southern gospel tenors. 

However, he does his best to imitate Crumpler and Rozell on the Live Across America 

recording and the self-titled New Gaither Vocal Band album of 1981.  

In 2009, as Bill Gaither sought to celebrate the history of the GVB, this particular 

song is prominently featured on the Reunion Volume One video because of its place in 

the history of the formation of the Vocal Band. In the version featured on this DVD Gary 

McSpadden, Steve Green, and Lee Young reprise their roles, while being joined by a host 

of other Vocal Band alumni. The instrumentation is stripped down to piano, electric 

guitar, bass guitar and drums. In this rendition Gordon Mote’s rollicking piano 

accompaniment rivals that of Hovie Lister himself.   

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
15 The Imperials, Slightly Regal, recorded 1965, HeartWarming Records LPS-1880, vinyl.  
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Gaither Vocal Band Personalities (1980-1990) 
 

One constant throughout the history of the Gaither Vocal Band is a regular change 

in personnel, with the exception of Bill Gaither himself. Bill has surrounded himself with 

skilled practitioners, artists at the top of their field, who have helped to create the broader 

musical and social system that has sustained this ensemble for four decades. This section 

will detail who these musicians were during the GVB’s first decade, their individual 

contributions to the sound of the Vocal Band, and how these singers connected to the 

broader musical genres and industries of CCM and southern gospel.  

 It has already been noted that when the New Gaither Vocal Band was formed in 

1980 the founding members were Bill Gaither, Steve Green, Gary McSpadden, and Lee 

Young. Gary McSpadden started singing with the Bill Gaither Trio in 1978, but his career 

in gospel music began many years earlier. At the age of eighteen, he was invited by 

Hovie Lister and Jake Hess to sing with The Statesmen Quartet while Hess was on 

medical leave.16 Shortly thereafter, in December of 1963, Hess would invite McSpadden 

to join him in the newly formed quartet, The Imperials, which would rise to fame in part 

because of their performances with Elvis Presley.17 The Imperials were not only 

successful because of their connection to “The King,” nor because of Hess’s popularity, 

but because of their many innovative attributes. The group crafted a smooth, blended 

sound, unlike the strong, but un-refined sounds of many other quartets and family groups, 

of which the stereotypical example might be the Happy Goodmans. The Imperials 

abandoned the matching suits and ties of traditional gospel quartets, they added backup 

 
16 David L. Taylor, Happy Rhythm: A Biography of Hovie Lister & The Statesmen Quartet 

(Lexington, IN: LexingtonHaus Publications, 2015), 107-108. 
 
17 Ibid., 113-115. 
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musicians, such as electric guitars and drums, and refused to follow up performances 

with encores.18 While singing with the Imperials was a dream come true for McSpadden, 

who idolized Jake Hess, his time with the Bill Gaither Trio/New Gaither Vocal 

Band/Gaither Vocal Band would mark the height of his career.19 McSpadden remained 

with Gaither musical ensembles from 1978 to 1988. He would continue to sing as the 

third member of the Bill Gaither Trio during this entire time, as well as continue with an 

extremely prolific solo career.  

While Gary McSpadden was a singer from deep within the camp of southern 

gospel, Steve Green was not. Before becoming a background singer for the Bill Gaither 

Trio, Green sang from 1976 to 1978 with the CCM ensemble TRUTH, formed by Roger 

Breland in 1971.20 While singing with TRUTH, Steve met his wife Marijean, also a 

member of the group. They were married in 1978 and moved to Alexandria, Indiana to 

both sing backup for the Bill Gaither Trio. Steve Green only sang with the GVB from 

1981-1983, but he would serve as the tenor voice on the first two iconic recordings which 

set the precedent for tenors who could sing both as a strong soloist and as a part of the 

ensemble. He was only twenty-seven when he left the group to pursue his solo career and 

he would go on to become one of the most successful artists in the burgeoning field of 

Contemporary Christian Music. Over his more than forty years recording Christian 

 
18 Goff, Close Harmony, 244. Encores were, and still are, a staple of the southern gospel musical 

industry.  
 
19 Taylor, Happy Rhythm, 107. Taylor quotes McSpadden as saying, “I had always wanted to sing 

either with him (Hess) or like him, so I tried like him since I thought I’d never sing with him.” 
 
20 "About," Steve Green Ministries, accessed March 13, 2020, 

http://stevegreenministries.org/about/. 
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music, he has received four Grammy nominations, eighteen number one songs, and seven 

Dove Awards. He was inducted into the Gospel Music Association Hall of Fame in 2017. 

Lee Young only recorded one album with the New Gaither Vocal Band and sang 

with the group through 1982.21 Young had joined the Bill Gaither Trio tour in 1977 as a 

background singer and bus driver. After singing with the Vocal Band for two years, Lee 

and his family moved to his home state of North Carolina. He continued in his gospel 

music career as a singer on the PTL television program led by televangelists Jim and 

Tammy Bakker. Young sang with the PTL Singers until 1988 when Jim Bakker was 

indicted on counts of mail and wire fraud. As the popular show ended Young chose to 

step into local church ministry.  

With this original lineup Bill Gaither found the voices that made his childhood 

fantasies come true. When comparing the quality of the musicianship of the Gaither Trio 

to that of the GVB Bill would say, “Ironically, two-thirds of the Trio were okay-to-

mediocre singers, while the Vocal Band touted the incredible voice of Steve Green, who 

went on to an outstanding solo career, the smooth Jake Hess style of Gary McSpadden, 

and later the brilliant Larnelle Harris—all great singers!”22  

  Jon Mohr joined the Vocal Band in 1982, replacing Lee Young on the bass part. 

Steve Green had previously sung with Mohr in a collegiate ensemble and suggested that 

Mohr be auditioned for the group. Mohr brought not only a rich, deep bass voice to the 

ensemble, but a keen ability as a songwriter. His time with the Vocal Band from 1982-

 
21 Emily Sutherland, Member Biographies: Gaither Vocal Band Live Reunion Concert Program 

Book, Greenville, South Carolina, October 19-20, 2018.   
 
22 Gaither, It's More than the Music, 191. It is noticeable that Gaither skips over several singers to 

point out the vocal talents of Larnelle Harris, but Harris’s popularity and ensuing career far surpasses that 
of Lee Young, who was only the bass singer for a brief stint. 
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1985 helped him to hone his craft as a songwriter. Mohr only recorded on two albums 

with the Vocal Band, Passin’ the Faith Along (1983) and New Point of View (1984), but 

his presence as a songwriter was prominent on these recordings. In fact, Mohr’s songs 

would serve as the title track for each album and his “Passin’ the Faith Along” became a 

theme song or anthem of sorts for the Vocal Band.23 In the liner notes of the original 

vinyl album Mohr writes about the inspiration behind “Passin’ the Faith Along.”24 After a 

profound series of testimonies as a part of a worship service, Mohrs’ pastor, Millard 

Reed, drew the analogy between a runner passing along the baton in his race and 

Christians passing the faith along in ours. This analogy stuck with Mohr for many years. 

The image of the relay runner is featured in the first verse of the song.  

[Verse 1] 
The runner of a relay, finds in his baton 
Purpose for the running and strength to carry on 
We hold within our grasp the faith that makes us strong 
And like the relay runner, we seek to pass it on 
 

Out of the twenty songs on these two albums, Mohr would write lyrics and music 

for six of them. Interestingly enough, Mohr’s input as a songwriter exceeds that of Bill or 

Gloria on these early Vocal Band albums. Up until this point in the Gaithers’ careers, the 

Bill Gaither Trio had functioned as the primary avenue through which Bill and Gloria 

presented new songs to audiences across the country and so the Trio recordings primarily 

featured songs written by the songwriting duo. With the Gaither Trio still serving this 

function in the 1980s, Bill seems to have been willing to open up the Vocal Band 

 
23  This song was featured on the Reunion Volume Two DVD and was the first song sung as a part 

of the 2018 Gaither Vocal Band Live Reunion Concert weekend in Greenville, South Carolina. 
 
24 New Gaither Vocal Band, Passin’ the Faith Along, recorded 1983, DaySpring DST-4102, vinyl. 
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repertoire to feature a greater percentage of songs outside of the Gaither canon, such as 

the songs of Jon Mohr.  

Mohr left the group in 1985 to pursue a full-time career in songwriting, where he 

would find tremendous success. His many contributions include “Love in Any Language 

(1986),” which captivated the Christian music charts when sung by Sandi Patty, as well 

as several songs recorded by Steve Green including “He Holds the Keys” (1985), “Find 

Us Faithful” (1987), “He Who Began a Good Work in You” (1987), and “The Mission” 

(1989).   

The New Point of View (1984) album marked one of the early major turning 

points for the Vocal Band that was inaugurated by a personnel change. Steve Green left 

the GVB in 1983 to pursue a variety of musical endeavors, such as a stint as the lead 

singer of the Christian rock band White Heart and then onto his solo career. One of the 

hallmarks of the Gaither Vocal Band sound has been that those individuals who have 

sung the tenor part have also been lyrical soloists. While the GVB has always been in a 

male quartet format, like that of southern gospel or barbershop quartets, these other 

ensembles often do not rely heavily upon the tenor part as a lyrical solo voice. In these 

groups the bulk of the solos are traditionally given to the lead voice. Steve Green, while 

possessing a wide vocal range and the ability to sing comfortably up to C5 at this point in 

his career, also possessed a powerful and lyrical solo quality, which set an interesting 

precedent for the Vocal Band. The challenge of singing in the high tenor range for 

extended periods of time leads to the relatively frequent turnover of tenor singers with 

gospel quartets, which is true for the history of the Vocal Band as well.  
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Bill seemed eager to pursue another tenor who possessed a similar ability to 

Green as both a captivating soloist and a group singer. Larnelle Harris, an African 

American singer, provided the voice that Bill had been searching for. Bill shared his 

enthusiasm for working with Harris in the liner notes to the New Point of View album.  

When we sang with him for the first time, it seemed as if there was a certain 
electricity in the room and there were smiles on our faces. At that moment I think 
we knew that something great was going to happen. But that was only the 
beginning. When we finally got into the studio recording this record, we were not 
prepared for the sheer excitement of working with Larnelle Harris. What a 
singer…what a beautiful spirit…what a great Christian brother. The result, we 
feel, is a very special album. Thanks Larnelle. It’s great to have you as a very 
important part of The New Gaither Vocal Band.25 

 
In an interview with Larnelle Harris, Bill recounts that convincing Harris to join the 

group was the “hardest sell job” of his career.26 Most other artists have readily jumped at 

the chance to come and sing with the Vocal Band. However, Harris was reluctant due in 

part to his understanding of the demands of a tenor singer who is asked to consistently 

stay in that high tessitura for extended periods of time. With the exception of David 

Phelps, who would sing tenor in a later iteration of the GVB, Harris demonstrated the 

ability to sing notes in the Bflat4-D5 range more easily than any other tenor in the history 

of the ensemble.  

Harris, the five-time Grammy Award winner who grew up in Danville, Kentucky, 

writes in his autobiography that he got his start in music playing the drums and singing as 

a boy soprano at a young age. His mother encouraged him to take piano lessons from the 

pianist and organist at First Baptist Church, Danville. She quickly discovered his singing 

 
25 New Gaither Vocal Band, New Point of View, recorded 1984, Dayspring SPCN 7-01-412701-2, 

vinyl. 
 
26 Gaither Vocal Band Reunion: Volume One (Alexandria, IN: Spring House Productions, 2009), 

DVD. 
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voice and would have him sing frequently for various church services and women’s 

groups. He received his formal training in music at Western Kentucky University in 

Bowling Green, Kentucky, after receiving a full scholarship in voice and percussion. 

Upon graduation in 1969, Harris joined the gospel group the Spurrlows as their drummer. 

The Spurrlows were a predecessor to ecumenical traveling youth choirs such as Roger 

Breland’s Contemporary Christian ensemble TRUTH, Cam Floria’s Continentals, and 

Derric Johnson’s ReGeneration.27 The Spurrlows, founded by Thurlow Spurrand in 1959, 

was comprised of young musicians from across the country representing a host of 

denominations. The sound of this ensemble was in the Fred Waring tradition and they 

played a mixture of modern arrangements of hymns, traditional songs, and top-40 hits.28  

Harris, along with several instrumentalists from the Spurrlows band formed the 

band First Gear during the summer of 1971.29 They cut a self-titled album with Myrrh 

Records in 1972 and Harris toured with them until 1974. Along the way, Harris stepped 

out from behind the drum set and became known as a capable lead singer. In 1975, Harris 

developed a relationship with Word Records and recorded his first solo album, Tell It To 

Jesus.30 Later in 1975, Gary McSpadden invited Larnelle to sing at his church in Fort 

Worth, Texas. McSpadden introduced Harris to Bill Gaither which led to an invitation for 

 
27 Terry W. York, America’s Worship Wars (Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers, 

Inc., 2003), 25-29. York references TRUTH and The Continental Singers as two prominent ensembles born 
from the para-church youth movement of the 1960s and 1970s. He writes, “Their leaders had exceptional 
compositional, organizational, and entrepreneurial skills. These groups sang in concerts, made recordings, 
and lent their names to published collections of their music, collections to be purchased by the youth choirs 
back in the fort.”  
 

28 Larnelle Harris and Christine Schaub, Shaped Notes: How Ordinary People with Extraordinary 
Gifts Influenced My Life and Career (Nashville: Morgan James Publishing, 2018), 22-23.  

 
29 Ibid., 28-29.  
 
30 Larnelle Harris, Tell It To Jesus, recorded 1975, Word Records WST-8669, vinyl.  
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Harris to be a part of Praise Gathering, an annual event Bill had begun in Indianapolis. 

Harris later accompanied the Gaither Trio on tour singing backup for the Trio and a few 

solos on each concert.   

It was in Lexington, Kentucky that Bill approached Harris for the first time about 

lending his talents to the Vocal Band.31 At this time, Larnelle and his wife Cynthia 

(known as Mitzy) had a young child at home and so the steady paycheck of singing with 

the GVB was welcome and would also allow him to continue with some solo shows. 

Harris joined the group in 1984 and remained as tenor until 1987 recording two studio 

albums, New Point of View (1984) and One X-1 (1986). During this time, Harris rose to 

fame in the CCM and Inspirational genres with duets recorded with Sandi Patty, who also 

traveled as a background singer and soloist with the Gaither Trio. These duets found a 

major platform as a part of the aforementioned annual Gaither PraiseGathering’s. The 

Patty and Harris recordings of “More Than Wonderful” in 1983 and “I’ve Just Seen 

Jesus” in 1985 both won Grammys. Additionally, Harris won three more Grammys as a 

solo artist and eleven Dove awards. The Gospel Music Association also named Harris 

Male Vocalist of the Year three times (1983, 1986, 1988) and Songwriter of the Year 

once (1988).32 While Harris was perfectly capable of singing in close harmony with a 

quartet, he is most remembered as a solo artist.  

Harris not only brought new life to the group through his impressive range and 

formidable stage presence, but his very presence as a person of color helped to 

 
 
31 Gaither Vocal Band Reunion: Volume One (Alexandria, IN: Spring House Productions, 2009), 

DVD. 
32 W. K. McNeil, Encyclopedia of American Gospel Music (New York: Routledge, 2005). 
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demonstrate the Gaither’s commitment to racial reconciliation.33 In addition, adding 

Larnelle Harris to the Vocal Band also opened up a world of sonic possibilities related to 

black gospel music. Bill often speaks of his love for this music and groups such as The 

Fairfield Four, The Ward Singers, and The Original Gospel Harmonettes; however, Bill 

never recorded a cover of a black gospel song during Harris’s time with the Vocal 

Band.34 In his 2019 autobiography Harris writes of his calling to step in front of primarily 

white audiences as a black artist and the confusion surrounding his choice not to follow 

the expectations of what audiences thought he should sound like. 

In music – even in Christian music – there are not many black artists in certain 
areas of the industry. I have had the privilege of performing in settings where 
black gospel artists had rarely been featured. Sometimes I would run into people 
with the mindset that because I’m black, there are certain sounds, certain things I 
should sing. I remember when I started in the gospel music business, Andraé 
Crouch – pastor and gospel singer famous for songs like “Through It All” and 
“Let the Church Say Amen” – was a popular artist, selling lots of records. And it 
seemed in the industry’s opinion, if you were black, you needed to sound like 
that. But I learned early on, God had given me a specific gift and the courage to 
be the Larnelle He had made me. The audience wouldn’t have believed me if I 
had tried to sound like everyone else. I needed to do what I felt God had called me 
to do and settle into that.35 

In 1985 bass singer Jon Mohr left the group and Bill took this opportunity to re-voice the 

ensemble. Bill realized time and age were taking their toll upon his own voice and Gary 

McSpadden’s. The baritone part was getting high for him and the lead part was getting 

33 Ryan Paul Harper, “Home Boarders: Lynda Randle and Race” in The Gaither and Southern 
Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-first Century (Jackson, MS, The University Press of Mississippi, 
2017), 220-243. Harper extensively explores the issue of race as it is portrayed in the Homecoming series 
in the sixth chapter of his dissertation. The chapter explores the narrative Lynda Randle herself has created, 
as well as the narrative the Gaithers have created for inserting her into the Homecoming metanarrative. 
Earlier in the dissertation Harper briefly explores the roles played by Larnelle Harris, Jessy Dixon and 
Lillie Knaules.  

34 Harris does take a prominent place as one of the few African American members of the 
Homecoming franchise, but even there he is best known for his duets with Sandy Patti. Larnelle’s 
arrangement of “Amen” might be one of the few sonic signifiers of his black gospel heritage. 

35 Harris, Shaped Notes, 99-100. 
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high for Gary. They both decided that the solution was to leave Larnelle Harris on the 

tenor voice, bring in another lead singer, and that Gary and Bill would each move down 

to the next lowest voice part. Since 1985, Bill has remained as the bass singer for the 

GVB while other personnel have come and gone. This shift led to the biggest change to 

the ensembles sound in the pre-Homecoming years, which was when the young Michael 

English joined the group.36 English sang with the GVB until leaving the group in 1994, 

and he also sang with the Gaither Trio after Gary McSpadden’s departure until it was 

dissolved in 1991.37  

Michal English, more than any other artist, represents the tension between the 

pulls of the genre communities of southern gospel and Contemporary Christian Music 

upon the Gaither Vocal Band during the 1980s. Michael English’s first performance with 

the GVB took place in 1985 at PraiseGathering in Indianapolis, while during the same 

time he was also receiving in absentia the Singing News Male Vocalist of the Year Award 

at the National Quartet Convention. Though the timing of these overlapping dates was 

unfortunate for English, the fans and listeners of the PraiseGathering and National 

Quartet Convention did not have significant overlap. While the National Quartet 

Convention drew southern gospel fans, the Gaithers’ PraiseGathering was designed with 

an intended audience of Contemporary Christian Music listeners. That same year English 

also won the Singing News Song of the Year for his rendition of “I Bowed on My Knees 

and Cried Holy.”  

36 English, Michael, and Lynn Vincent. The Prodigal Comes Home: My Story of Failure and 
God's Story of Redemption. (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2007). English writes about his narrative of 
growing up wanting to be a gospel singer, his time singing with various gospel groups, falling from grace 
and his journey to redemption from drug and alcohol abuse.  

37 Chapter six will examine Michael English’s return to the Vocal Band in 2008, where he would 
continue to perform until 2013.  
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At this stage, the GVB’s audience did not overlap with the southern gospel field 

at all. This lack of overlap is suggested by both the overlap in significant events for these 

genre communities, and through academic studies of southern gospel fans. Throughout 

the years of ethnographic fieldwork that Harper undertook to write his dissertation, A Sort 

of Homecoming, he writes, “the only fan I interviewed who followed the GVB in the 

1980s was a self-described fan of Contemporary Christian Music, which suggests 

something of the GVB’s style before Homecoming.”38 English helped to expand the 

southern gospel fan base for the GVB and likewise, the Gaithers introduced English into 

the Contemporary Christian Music realm for the first time. He would find a home in 

CCM until an extra-marital affair became public in May of 1994, just one week after he 

won Male Vocalist of the Year and four other Dove Awards, which he was then required 

to forfeit.  

English began his professional career fresh out of high school with The Singing 

Americans, a quartet from North Carolina, and sang with them from 1980 until joining 

the GVB, with the exception of a two-year stint with The Happy Goodmans. English was, 

and still remains, a versatile vocalist and his voice helped to forge the signature sound of 

the GVB in these important years of self-discovery.  His ability to sing in the pop-rock 

style, along with Larnelle Harris, pushed the group to the creation of the unique One X-1 

(1986), and Wings (1988) albums.  

In 1987 Larnelle Harris left the Vocal Band to spend more time on his solo career 

and Jim Murray replaced him as tenor. By 1987 Murray had already had a successful 

career singing with many of southern gospels most successful groups including the 

38 Harper, A Sort of Homecoming, 90. 
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Orrells, the Stamps Trio, and the crossover group, the Imperials.39 In an interview with 

Bill, Murray speaks of his admiration for the songs that Bill and Gloria had written 

saying, “It was so new to us who had just always done southern gospel. Here was a whole 

new flavor of harmony that I had never heard before. A whole new sound for us.”40 Just 

like English, Murray was a versatile singer and proved to be a great asset as the sound of 

the GVB abruptly turned toward more traditional southern gospel repertoire in the early 

1990s. Murray and McSpadden both sang with the Imperials, as did future GVB baritone, 

Russ Taff.  

The combination of Jim Murray, Michael English, Gary McSpadden, and Bill 

Gaither was the shortest combination of any configuration of the group up to this point. 

Less than a year after Murray joined the GVB the ensemble gained another one of its 

most iconic members, Mark Lowry. Lowry served as baritone (and resident comedian) 

from 1988-2001 and like English, he would return to the group once again and would 

stay from 2008-2013. This extensive time with the group makes Mark Lowry’s tenure the 

longest of any vocalist except Bill himself. Lowry replaced McSpadden as he departed to 

spend more time on his solo career and become pastor of the church he had served in Fort 

Worth. Lowry brought to the group a voice that truly blended into the sound of the 

ensemble and a voice that with his long tenure has provided consistency to numerous 

albums.  

39 Goff, Close Harmony, 245. A promotional contract with Word Records in the late 1970s pushed 
the Imperial’s sales upwards of 300,000 or 400,000 per project.  

40 Gaither Vocal Band Reunion: Volume One (Alexandria, IN: Spring House Productions, 2009), 
DVD. 
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church.41 He attended Jerry Falwell’s Liberty University to pursue a business degree, but 

upon graduation he began a full-time solo career on the road. Roy Morgan began to book 

Mark in up to 200 concerts a year and he spent eight years traveling at this pace and 

honing his craft as a comedian before joining the GVB. It was Roy who handed Mark’s 

tape to Bill Gaither. Mark was a solo singer, and unlike his predecessors in the group, he 

had no experience singing in a quartet or vocal group of any kind. Lowry even admits 

that he didn’t even like the sound of male quartets and instead preferred the sound of 

mixed southern gospel groups like the Rambo’s. 

When the search for a new baritone was taking place, Michael English was 

hoping for another formidable soloist for the group, but Bill insisted, against English’s 

protests, that Mark Lowry was the right fit for the group. Once again, Gaither’s intuition 

proved to be correct. The combination of Jim Murray, Michael English, Mark Lowry, and 

Bill Gaither produced two albums from 1988-1991, A Few Good Men (1990) and 

Homecoming (1991), which would launch the Gaither Vocal Band to new heights of 

popularity.  

Southern Gospel or Contemporary Christian Music?: Searching for Identity 

Now that the personnel who made up the Gaither Vocal Band during the period 

from 1980-1991 have been introduced, the following sections will examine specific 

recordings and their placement in the overall canon of the Gaither Vocal Band. Each 

41 Mark Lowry, interview by author, San Antonio, January 29, 2019. The information in this 
bibliographic sketch comes primarily from this interview with Lowry. However, Mark’s lack of experience 
as a quartet singer is well documented throughout many Gaither Homecoming videos. On January 4, 2021 
Lowry invited Michael English to join him for a livestream on his YouTube channel to promote English’s 
new compilation DVD Best of Michael English and they talked about their time together in the Vocal Band. 
The interview can be viewed here: https://youtu.be/JHtMYOle2PM.  

Lowry began recording music at age 11 and spent his youth singing as a soloist in
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recording presents a snapshot of a particular time in space and serves as a window into 

the mind of Bill Gaither and his attempt to find a path forward for the Vocal Band.  

Recognizing the ubiquitous nature of recordings, ethnomusicologist Thomas 

Turino seeks to understand recordings as “musical fields” on par with participatory and 

presentational performances.42 In his text Music as Social Life: The Politics of 

Participation, Turino proposes four distinct fields of making music. High fidelity music, 

the third field recognized by Turino, refers to the musical sounds heard on recordings that 

index or are iconic of live performances. All of the Gaither Vocal Band recordings would 

fall within this category to varying degrees.  

From the earliest days the music of the GVB was difficult to categorize in terms 

of style or genre. It did not find an initial home in the contemporary pop-rock markets of 

Contemporary Christian Music or the more traditional southern gospel field. Bill writes, 

“The Gaither Vocal Band didn’t fit in either camp. We weren’t a rock-and-roll band; we 

were a male quartet, but the musical arrangements we devised were not southern gospel, 

either.”43 In fact, the term southern gospel only began to be used as a descriptive term in 

the 1970s and it was not until this rift began to increase in the 1980s that the term gained 

widespread use.44 The Gospel Music Association had been founded in 1964, led by James 

42 Thomas Turino, Music as Social Life: The Politics of Participation (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2008), 67.  

43 Gaither, It's More than the Music, 190. 

44 This rift between the traditional and more progressive artists in Christian music during the 
1960s and 70s is parallel to a similar rift that took place in country music in the 50s and 60s as rock and roll 
grew in popularity. In his chapter titled “Country Music and the Nashville Sound,” Fabian Holt writes, “In 
a word, the more traditional country music performers were losing ground, whole those who were adjusting 
to pop were gaining ground. It is therefore not surprising that the strongest resistance to rock and roll came 
from people who were established in country music before rock and roll came along. More than a few “old-
timers” have said they hated rock and roll for what it did to country.” Fabian Holt, “Country Music and the 
Nashville Sound” in Genre in Popular Music (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007). See also Diane 
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Blackwood, to provide an umbrella organization for the increasingly commercialized 

field of white gospel.45 In the decades after the founding of the GMA gospel music was 

influenced by alternative sounds from the Jesus People, early Christian rock, and later 

pop and rap. By the 1980s the term “southern gospel” was being embraced as a way to 

distinguish the more traditional gospel music from more progressive white gospel and 

ultimately led to the formation of the Southern Gospel Music Association in the spring of 

1982 by Charles Waller.46 The traditionalist intent of the SGMA is clearly stated in its 

mission to “to preserve, protect and promote Southern Gospel Music, its history and 

heritage.”47 

In his seminal work Singing the Glory Down: Amateur Gospel Music in South 

Central Kentucky 1900-1990, Lynwood Montell examines how the musical trends of 

national groups were beginning to affect local ensembles. He quotes from Johnny 

Meloan’s editorial columns in Gospel Reaching Out in 1973-1974 to make his point:  

Not only were drums and other acoustical instruments taking gospel music far 
from its traditional moorings, these rock-inspired tools of the trade were strongly 
assisted by increased “innovative arrangements of songs… and a growth out of 
the established mold which at one time was the standard pattern for gospel 
music,” wrote Johnny Meloan, editor of Gospel Reaching Out. Melloan’s 
editorial continued in its attack on “the old idea of a gospel group consisting of 

 
Pecknold, “Commercialism and Tradition, 1958-1970,” In The Selling Sound: The Rise of the Country 
Muic Industry (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 168-199. 

 
45 Goff, Close Harmony, 233. 
46 For more information on the rise of the term southern gospel see James R. Goff, “The 

Emergence of Southern Gospel,” In Close Harmony: A History of Southern Gospel (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 264-282. The SGMA was purchased from Waller in 1985 and 
disbanded. In 1986 a neutral organization titled the Southern Gospel Music Guild was established to allow 
members to still be more broadly associated with the Gospel Music Association. In 1986 Maurice 
Templeton had purchased Singing News and made the decision to exclusively cover southern gospel. Then 
in 1995 he founded a new Southern Gospel Music Association, adopting the same name and logo used by 
Waller.  

 
47 “About Us,” Southern Gospel Music Hall of Fame and Museum, accessed March 13, 2020, 

https://sgma.org/about-us   
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four singers and a piano player.” Six months later and still defending the “new 
gospel music,” Melloan wrote, “If gospel music is to reach its maximum 
potential, it must be an honest music. And if it is to be an honest music, we must 
be willing to honestly recognize problems. A problem which has arisen concerns 
the form that gospel music should take. There seems to be a reluctance on the 
part of many to accept the new sounds which are emerging in gospel music.48 

 
If one listens to the GVB albums recorded before the 1991 Homecoming album, they will 

certainly hear southern gospel influences such as tight, almost barbershop-like harmonies 

in four parts and even some familiar southern gospel quartet repertoire, but the 

instrumental and vocal arrangements suggest a different genre. The listener will quickly 

detect the presence of synth generated sounds, wind instruments such as saxophones and 

horns, electric bass lines that seem to borrow from funk and rhythm and blues, as well as 

backbeats and other percussive patterns that do not emphasize beats one and three, as 

much of the southern gospel repertoire does. This “genre confusion,” for lack of a better 

term led Mark Allan Powell in the Encyclopedia of Contemporary Christian Music to 

write in his entry for the New Gaither Vocal Band that their “relationship to 

contemporary Christian music would perhaps be analogous to that of Andy Williams to 

rock and roll—certainly not the real thing, but close enough to allow some who were 

wary of rock to at least get their feet wet.”49 

 Don Cusic writes similarly of the group’s cross-over potential but locates them 

squarely within the southern gospel genre, writing that “The most significant Southern 

gospel group formed during the 1980s was the Gaither Vocal Band, created by Bill 

Gaither. With this group, Gaither returned to his first love—Southern gospel. Because of 

 
48 William Lynwood Montell, Singing the Glory Down: Amateur Gospel Music in South Central 

Kentucky, 1900-1990 (Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky, 1991), 134. 
 
49 Mark Allan Powell, Encyclopedia of Contemporary Christian Music (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson Publishers, 2002), 352. 
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his popularity and guidance, the Gaither Vocal Band was the only Southern gospel group 

that was able to cross over into the larger world of Contemporary Christian music.”50  

A closer examination of the history of the GVB complicates Cusic’s and Powell’s 

genre designation. The Vocal Band does not fall neatly into one genre over their history; 

rather, there are two major periods in the life of the GVB, with the line drawn in 1991 at 

the onset of the Homecoming phenomenon. Both of these writers were crafting or 

revising their histories in 2002 almost at the height of the Homecoming tours, which 

peaked in popularity in 2004. At that time the Gaither Vocal Band was at the front and 

center of these concerts and the second major period of the GVB had been in place for a 

decade. This chapter offers a corrective which places the earlier work of the GVB in its 

proper context as an ensemble within the genre community of Contemporary Christian 

Music and shows how the earlier styles stand in contrast to the Gaither Vocal Band sound 

after the launch of the Homecoming franchise.  

 

The New Gaither Vocal Band (1980-1984) 
 

The debut album recorded by the Vocal Band was the 1981 self-titled The New 

Gaither Vocal Band. As previously mentioned, this album featured Steve Green on tenor, 

Gary McSpadden as the lead, Bill Gaither on baritone, and Lee Young as the bass singer. 

The album was produced by Chris Christian and engineered by Brown Bannister and a 

host of others. It was cut on the Dayspring label, which was a division of Word Music, 

based in Waco, Texas. In the mid 1970s, Chris Christian had signed a distribution and 

marketing deal with Stan Moser and Word that allowed Christian to sign new artists to 

 
50 Don Cusic, Saved by Song: A History of Gospel and Christian Music (Jackson, MS: University 

Press of Mississippi, 2012), 379. 
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his Home Sweet Home Productions company and then release their albums on Word’s 

Myrrh label.51 Christian gained prominence almost overnight when he signed the 16-

year-old Amy Grant.  

The New Gaither Vocal Band album featured twelve tracks (Table 3.1), six on 

each side of the vinyl record. However, this album boasts few remarkable features, from 

the plain cover which features the group smiling and laughing in a posed photo against an 

austere white background (Figure 3.1), to the majority of songs which were almost 

exclusively written in 1980 and remain relatively unknown today. 

 
Table 3.1. Tracks on the New Gaither Vocal Band (1981) album 

Song Title:  Songwriters: Year Published: 
He Came Down to My Level Dwight Liles 1980 
Living Sacrifice Liles/Chris Christian 1980 
Don’t Play with the Devil McSpadden/Byars 1980 
Because of Whose I Am McGuire/Rambo 1980 
Abide in Me Bill & Gloria Gaither/Christian 1980 
Have You Made Your 
Reservation? 

Gary & Rosemary Dunham 1980 

Not By Might, Not By Power Bill & Gloria Gaither/Christian 1980 
It Won’t Rain Always Bill & Gloria Gaither/Wilburn 1980 
Where Would I Turn Chris Christian 1980 
I’m Yours Gary Chapman 1979 
Your First Day in Heaven Stuart Hamblen 1953 
Every Eye Shall See Bill & Gloria Gaither 1981 

 
 
“Your First Day in Heaven,” which had been featured on the Live Across America 

album reappears on side two of The New Gaither Vocal Band, and stands as the only 

song on this album not written in 1979, 1980, or 1981. A quick look at the copyright 

information on the first few GVB albums might lead one to rightfully list the GVB as 

 
51 Stan Moser, We Will Stand: The Real Story Behind the Songs, Artists, & Executives that Built 

the Contemporary Christian Music Industry (Brentwood, TN: Christian Music United, 2015), 61. 
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“contemporary” in 1981. While not remarkable in its ability to stay in the consciousness 

of fans, this album along with the two following albums would all receive nominations 

for Dove Awards, the Gospel Music Association’s highest honor bestowed on an 

album.52 

 

 
Figure 3.1. The New Gaither Vocal Band (1981) album cover 

 
The Gaither songwriting team, with Gloria being the primary text writer and Bill 

being most attentive to the musical details, only composed four songs on the album: 

“Abide in Me,” “Not By Might, Not By Power,” “It Won’t Rain Always,” and “Every 

Eye Shall See.” This stands in great contrast to the Bill Gaither Trio albums recorded 

simultaneously with the GVB albums in the 1980s. Both groups were operating as a 

performing enterprise for the profitable songwriting wing of the Gaither enterprise, but 

the Trio was still recording primarily songs written by the Gaithers themselves. The ratio 

of Gaither songs to songs by other writers fluctuated on each of the album and this ratio 

is particularly interesting to note during the Homecoming era, with its emphasis on 

nostalgia and songs from the “good old days.” Those albums recorded in the 1990s will 

 
52 Gaither, It’s More than Music, 191.  
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reflect a shift to many songs in the public domain, as well as songs written in the mid-20th 

century.  

 Of the four Gaither penned songs on this album, only one of them, “Every Eye 

Shall See,” went on to be recorded by other gospel ensembles and none of them went on 

to become familiar congregational songs. This song is a simple chorus with no 

accompanying verses and it was recorded here by the Vocal Band and in 1992 by the 

Statesmen.53  

Every eye shall see 
Every knee shall bow 
Every tongue shall confess 
To the glory of God 
That Jesus is Lord 
He is Lord.  He is Lord 
 
The text is a combination of several different scripture passages such as Revelation 1:7 

(“every eye will see him”) and Philippians 2:9-11 (“every knee shall bow”…). This song 

follows the style of scripture songs in the Maranatha! Music tradition, designed with 

simple, singable melodies and chords that can easily be played on the guitar.54 Gaither 

songs typically utilize the verse and chorus pattern, even songs such as “Family of God” 

and “Get All Excited” that made it into evangelical hymnals were written with verses that 

publishers chose not to print. This song stands as somewhat of an anomaly in the Gaither 

repertoire.  

 
53 The Statesmen Quartet, Revival, recorded 1992, Canaan Records 701950163, CD.  
 
54 For more on the scripture song and Maranatha! Music see: Greg Scheer, “Shout to the Lord: 

Praise and Worship From Jesus People to Generation X,” In New Songs of Celebration Render: 
Congregational Song in the Twenty-First Century, ed. C. Michael Hawn (Chicago, IL: GIA Publications, 
2013), 175-205. Monique Marie Ingalls, “Awesome in this Place: Sound, Space, and Identity in 
Contemporary North American Evangelical Worship” (PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 2008), 52-
72, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global. Swee Hong Lim and Lester Ruth, “The Music of 
Contemporary Worship: Origins Through the 1980s,” in Lovin’ on Jesus: A Concise History of 
Contemporary Worship (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2017), 59-71.  



124 
 

The accompaniment for the arrangement of this song is an arpeggiated acoustic 

guitar, paired with a harmonica, and the oddly placed background sounds of crickets. The 

guitar, harmonica, and crickets are designed as iconic signs to call to mind singing a 

simple chorus around a camp fire. Simple scripture songs are ideal for places like around 

a campfire where lyrics need to be immediately recalled without paper or projection. 

Several distinct features on the arrangement render “Every Eye Shall See” as the only 

intentionally congregational song on the album. On the GVB recording of this song the 

vocalists sing the first time through the song in unison, as if they are teaching the melody 

to a new group of singers. The second time through the song they transition to a simple 

two-part harmony with the harmony below the melody in the baritone/bass voice. On the 

third repetition a third vocal part is added to the tenor voice to create a lush homophonic 

texture. Between the third and fourth repetitions Bill chimes in inviting everyone to join 

them in singing. This is a studio recording, not a live recording, and Bill’s invitation 

reinforces that this recording is meant to index a live performance with audience 

participation on a Gaither Trio tour. On the fourth repetition female background vocalists 

are subtly added to the mix and the upper voices echo the melody.  

Dwight Liles is a prolific songwriter in the country and gospel fields who had two 

songs featured on this album, “He Came Down to My Level” and “Living Sacrifice.” 

Liles would go on to have many of his songs recorded by the GVB and “He Came Down 

to My Level” would go on to be the best performing song on this album, hitting #7 on the 

charts. (This song would return to be the first song featured on the 2008 Reunion Volume 

One DVD, however in the updated version the arrangement is brought into line with the 

sonic characteristics of the 21st century Gaither music.) The 1981 version includes a 
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unique amalgamation of instruments that may surprise an enculturated CCM listener. The 

three prominent instruments in the accompaniment are heavy keyboard synth sounds and 

drums, which are to be expected for a 1981 recording, but the addition of the banjo is 

unusual. Another one of the unique characteristics of this song is that it features an 

independent vocal line for the bass singer, akin to what we might find in many southern 

gospel songs. This type of bass part is absent on the remainder of this album. 

The album also contains “Because of Whose I Am” written by Dony McGuire 

and Reba Rambo. In 1981 Dony and wife, Reba, the daughter of southern gospel artists 

Buck and Dottie Rambo, had just won the 1980 Grammy Award for Best Contemporary 

Gospel Album for The Lord’s Prayer. “Because of Whose I Am” had also been recorded 

in 1980 by Reba Rambo on her Confessions album. In 1979 Reba had divorced her first 

husband, Landy Gardner, and as news of her divorce broke her concerts were cancelled, 

radio stations pulled her music and Christian bookstores stopped carrying her albums. 

She completed her record contract with Benson and in 1980 was signed by Ralph 

Carmichael at Light Records. He told CCM Magazine that, “Reba is the most progressive 

contemporary female artists in the gospel field today. I want Reba to stay in the field and 

use all the talents God has given her. She can have a tremendous influence.”55 Like 

Carmichael, Gaither continued to be closely associated with Reba Rambo both before and 

after her divorce, primarily by recording her songs.56 The GVB recording features Gary 

McSpadden on the solo for this enthusiastic performance and the remaining members of 

 
55 “Light-Lexicon Signs Rambo and Dony McGuire”. Contemporary Christian Music. April 1980. 

p. 35.  
 
56 It is notable that Gaither’s inclusion of Rambo signifies that he does not believe that divorce 

disqualifies someone from Christian ministry, which in the 1980s would have been a significant departure 
within conservative Christianity.  
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the Vocal Band function as background singers. The presence of this song by Rambo 

seemingly demonstrates Bill’s position than divorce does not necessarily disqualify 

someone from Christian ministry, which in itself is a notable departure from the beliefs of 

conservative Christianity in the 1980s.  

The remaining two songs on the album, “Don’t Play with the Devil” and “Have 

You Made Your Reservation?” were written by lead singer Gary McSpadden and Gary 

and Rosemary Dunham respectively. This would be the only occasion that the Dunhams 

would have a song recorded by the GVB, but McSpadden would go on to have his songs 

recorded on GVB albums throughout his tenure in the group. “Don’t Play with the 

Devil,” featuring Steve Green on the solo, was the group’s debut radio single.  

Passin’ the Faith Along, the GVB’s second studio album was released in 1983, 

still under the Dayspring label, but this time with Billy Smiley and Warren Peterson as 

producers. This was the first album for Jon Mohr, who replaced Lee Young on the bass 

voice. Billy Smiley had traveled extensively with the Bill Gaither Trio as trumpet player, 

guitarist, and producer.57 Smiley would go on to be a formidable musician and producer 

in the CCM field. He played guitar and wrote songs for White Heart and is credited with 

developing Christian artists Geoff Moore and the Distance, Newsboys, and Bebe & Cece 

Winans.58  

The album features twelve songs, only two of which have texts penned by Gloria 

and none of them are attributed to Bill either for the music or the text (Table 3.2). Both 

 
57 Moser, We Will Stand, 124. 
 
58 “Billy Smiley: Artist, Producer, Songwriter,” Northern Shore Productions, accessed April 21, 

2021, https://northernshoreproductions.com/about/.  
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“Into the Word” and “You Might Forget the Singer, But You Won’t Forget the Song” 

have texts written by Gloria, but for the second song she collaborates with Gary 

McSpadden and Gary Paxton.  

A new album meant another attempt to find the songs and sounds that spoke to 

their audience. Reflecting on the group’s sophomore album, Bill admits in an interview 

that, “At that point I don’t think southern gospel people would have said we were 

southern gospel. Americana, folky, a tad contemporary.”59 As subsequent discussion will 

demonstrate, Bill’s own reluctance to claim a label and design an album around what 

audiences expected likely contributes to the long tenure of his career.  

 
Table 3.2. Tracks on the Passin’ the Faith Along (1983) album 

Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published: 
Passin’ The Faith Along Jon Mohr 1983 
Majority Dwight Liles 1983 
You Might Forget the Singer,  
But You Won’t Forget the 
Song 

Gloria 
Gaither/McSpadden/Paxton/ 
Smiley/George 

1983 

Into the Word  Gloria Gaither/McGuire 1983 
Chronicles (You Are Exalted) Smiley/George 1983 
No Other Name But Jesus McSpadden/Christian/Smiley 1983 
I Don’t Mind Smiley/Schaffer/McSpadden 1983 
Love Them While You Can Gersmehl/Green 1983 
Rumormill Jon Mohr 1983 
Believe It Dwight Liles 1983 
We’ll Stand Together Mohr/McSpadden/Smiley 1983 
Passin’ the Faith Along 
(Reprise) 

Jon Mohr 1983 

 
 
As previously mentioned, Jon Mohr wrote the title track for this album, as well as 

“Rumormill” and he contributed to “I Don’t Mind.” Bill is proud of Jon’s songwriting 

ability and has taken many chances to recognize the songwriting legacy that John Mohr 

 
59 Bill Gaither, interview by author, Waco, Texas, December 14, 2016 
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left on the GVB over the years. At the 2018 Gaither Vocal Band Live Reunion Concert 

weekend in Greenville, South Carolina Bill asked Mohr to sing “Rumormill,” one of his 

own songs which featured Mohr as soloist on the Passin’ the Faith Along album. Bill had 

also asked Mohr to sing this song on the 2009 Reunion DVD, but at the live event Bill 

prefaced this song by leading the audience in a spontaneous singing of “Love in Any 

Language.” Most people in the audience quickly recognized the Sandi Patty classic, 

however it is likely that few individuals in the audience knew that Mohr had written this 

hit until Gaither made the connection explicit.   

Dwight Liles returns as a writer on this album with “Majority” and “Believe It.” 

Billy Smiley as producer contributes “Chronicles (You Are Exalted)” and “I Don’t 

Mind.” Mark Gersmehl, who played organ on the album, also contributes “Love Them 

While You Can,” which he co-wrote with Steve Green. Billy Smiley, Mark Gersmehl, 

and Steve Green went on to be three of the founding members of the Christian rock group 

White Heart.60 Gary McSpadden and Chris Christian contributed “No Other Name But 

Jesus,” which showcased the solo ability of Steve Green.  

New Point of View was released in 1984 as the third studio album, this time with 

Larnelle Harris singing tenor, instead of Steve Green. This album included 9 tracks and 

instead of an outside producer, the four current members of the Vocal Band produced the 

album themselves (Table 3.3). This was the last album associated with the Dayspring 

label, although the following album would still be associated with Word. The album 

cover was designed to immediately capture the attention of those perusing records for 

 
60 Steve Krampitz, “Bill and Gloria Gaither – ONU Chapel,” July 10, 2017, 

https://youtu.be/a0mHL0bn0b8. In a chapel presentation at Olivet Nazarene University in 1988 Bill tells 
the story of inviting White Heart to play at a Praise Gathering in Indianapolis where many audience 
members reacted negatively to the music played by these young musicians.  
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purchase and the fanciful image of all of the Vocal Band members riding in a hot air 

balloon is taken from Jon Mohr’s lyrics to the title track (Figure 3.2).  

 

 
Figure 3.2. New Point of View (1984) album cover 

 
 
[Verse 1] 
I went sailin’ just the other day 
Up in a big hot air balloon 
I thought I’d take some time and get away 
And maybe, take a lap around the moon… 
 
[Chorus] 
I got a new point of view 
(a heavenly frame of mind) 
New point of view 
(the view is just divine) 
New point of view 
(I got a) 
New point of view 
 
In addition to the title track, Mohr also wrote the lyrics and music of “I Am The 

Lighthouse” and contributed the lyrics to “Everlasting Tree” with Bill George and Billy 

Smiley writing the music. Bill George also contributed to the album by playing piano on 

several tracks, as well as creating vocal arrangements with Alan Moore.   
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Table 3.3. Tracks on the New Point of View (1984) album 
Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published: 

Everlasting Tree Mohr/George/Smiley 1984 
Alpha and Omega Robbie Trice 1974 
New Point of View Jon Mohr 1984 
Dream On Gloria & Bill Gaither/David 

Huntsinger 
1984 

That’s When the Angels 
Rejoice 

Larry Bryant 1983 

Build an Ark Paul Evans 1981 
Blessed Messiah DeGarmo/Key 1984 
I Am the Lighthouse Jon Mohr 1984 
My Faith Still Holds Bill and Gloria Gaither 1972 

Bill and Gloria contributed two songs to the recording with “Dream On” and “My 

Faith Still Holds.” “Dream On” became a signature song for Larnelle Harris as the music 

written by Bill Gaither and David Huntsinger allowed his powerful voice to soar on the 

chorus. “My Faith Still Holds” had been recorded previously by the Bill Gaither Trio on 

their My Faith Still Holds (1972) and Classics (1978) albums and is the first previously 

recorded Gaither song to appear on a GVB album.  

The widely varying and unusually long career of the Gaithers has afforded them 

the opportunity to record many songs on multiple occasions. While “Passin’ the Faith 

Along,” “New Point of View,” “First Day in Heaven,” and “Rumormill” are brought back 

into the recorded repertoire of the GBV with the 2009 Reunion DVD’s, they are not 

included on any recordings between their first release and 2009. In 2004, Gaither Music 

Company released a two-volume compilation titled The Best of the Gaither Vocal Band 

which primarily presented recordings of songs from the period after the 1991 
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Homecoming album to 2004. The one exception is the 1990 “A Few Good Men” 

recording.61  

The New Point of View album is also the first GVB album to feature songs re-

recorded by later iterations of the GVB, not including the aforementioned songs recorded 

on the Reunion DVD’s, which serve as compilation projects. For example, “Alpha and 

Omega” is recorded on the Everything Good (2002), and the Better Day (2009) albums. 

“That’s When the Angels Rejoice” is recorded once again on the 2014 Sometimes It 

Takes a Mountain.  

“Alpha and Omega” was written by Robbie Trice for the band Kinfolk in 1972. 

Their tape was passed off to Bill Gaither who wanted to record it with the Vocal Band. 

However, Bill wasn’t interested in only the mechanical license to record the song, he 

wanted to own 100% of the publishing rights to the song or he wouldn’t record it.62 The 

Kinfold sold him the rights, and this song has been one of the most popular songs from 

the Homecoming series in the early 2000s rarely a concert went by without it be sung. It 

was even performed by the GVB at the 2013 Dove Awards as a part of a tribute to Bill 

Gaither.  

Larry Bryant wrote and recorded “That’s When the Angels Rejoice,” but the 

Gaither Vocal Band recording actually preceded his own 1985 recording on his album 

The Artist. Bryant would become a popular songwriter in the mid 80s and early 90s, 

writing for Sandi Patty, Michael English, Gary McSpadden, Dallas Holm, Avalon, 

61 In chapter four I examine how this two-volume compilation deceptively erases the first decades 
of the Vocal Band’s existence as a group navigating the Contemporary Christian Music world.  

62 “Where’s Alpha and Omega?,” The Kinfolk Project, accessed March 19, 2020, 
https://thekinfolkproject.com/where-s-alpha-and-omega.  
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TRUTH and many others. As a keyboardist, he would later tour with Michael W. 

Smith.63  

The lyrics compare significant historical events to the moment of conversion for a 

new believer, suggesting that while these human accomplishments are laudatory, they are 

not a reason for the heavenly hosts to celebrate. Bryant’s recording features a driving 

snare drum with hits on beats 2 and 4 and includes synth keys and electric guitar filling in 

most of the harmonic interest. The synth fill that takes place after the lyric “When the 

first computer was born” is reminiscent of any number of computer sounds from 70s and 

80s science fiction television shows. Bryant’s solo voice sings all of the syncopated 

melodic line and text with a few self-produced harmonies along the way. When the 

arrangement gets to the fourth verse, which compares the formation of the United States 

with the conversion of a single sinner, the texture of the vocal arrangement shifts and the 

background vocals enter with a chorus of “ah’s.”  

The Vocal Band arrangement changes the text of the chorus from “when a sinner 

needs a saviors voice, that’s when the angels rejoice” to “when a sinner makes the Lord 

his choice, that’s when the angels rejoice.”64 This text change reflects the Gaither’s 

evangelical theology and emphasis upon the moment of salvation. The 1984 GVB 

arrangement brings in an acoustic piano, along with the electric guitar, drums, and a horn 

section, characteristic of many of the earlier Gaither Trio concerts. Instead of the solo 

 
63 “Biography,” LarryBryant.com, accessed April 21, 2021, http://www.larrybryant.com/bio.html.  
 
64 New Gaither Vocal Band, New Point of View, recorded 1984, Dayspring SPCN 7-01-412701-2, 

vinyl. I compared the lyrics recorded by the Vocal Band and printed on the liner notes for the New Point of 
View record with the lyrics recorded by Bryant on his The Artist (1985) album.  
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being sung by one solo voice, the melody is passed around by the members of the quartet, 

sung in homophony in four parts, and sung with a solo voice and background ah’s.  

“Build An Ark,” written by Paul Evans in 1981 was recorded in 1984 both by The 

New Gaither Vocal Band and the southern gospel quartet The Cathedrals. The Gaither 

Vocal Band would record this track two more times in 1994 on Testify and 2008 on 

Lovin’ Life. The Testify album came at another period of great transition with the Vocal 

Band after Michael English has left the group, but before Guy Penrod arrived as the new 

lead singer. Buddy Mullins took the lead on the 1994 recording and then Guy Penrod 

sings the solos on the 2008 recording. The 2009 Reunion Volume Two DVD subtly 

references this heritage by inviting up everyone who sang on these recordings, except for 

Jonathan Pierce, who was not in attendance, and Mark Lowry, who remains in his arm 

chair encouraging the other singers.65  Guy Penrod and Buddy Mullins each take a solo 

verse.  

Before this live performance Bill and Guy Penrod have their moment of interview 

in front of the camera and they use it to set up this song. As is typical of Bill, he chooses 

to focus upon the message of the text, which is about protecting your family by 

separating from the evils of the world, using the biblical story of Noah and the Ark as a 

metaphor. Gaither suggests that the reasoning behind recording a song multiple times is 

that they love specific ideas and that this idea is a current as it ever was. The text deeply 

resonates with Penrod, who himself is a father of eight children.  

The last track on the New Point of View album is DeGarmo and Key’s “Blessed 

Messiah.” DeGarmo & Key were a Christian rock band categorized by Jay Howard and 

 
65 Reunion: Volume Two (Alexandria, IN: Spring House Productions, 2009), DVD. 
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John Streck as a part of “Separational CCM,” characterized by the concept that the 

Christian and the secular are locked in opposition, in their text Apostles of Rock: The 

Splintered World of Contemporary Christian Music.66 The presence of a DeGarmo and 

Key song on the GVB album is significant: it is unlikely that there is another album 

recorded in the 80s that would include a song recorded in the same year by a prominent 

southern gospel group and a prominent Contemporary Christian group, which shows that 

in the early years of the Vocal Band the group served as a major vehicle for 

experimentation and innovation for Gaither.  

During this time the Vocal Band was still being utilized on tours as an opening act 

for the Bill Gaither Trio. The core audience for the Trio had remained stable over the 

previous fifteen years, but the crowds continued to grow. In August 1984 the Bill Gaither 

Trio performed to a crowd of over 50,000 people at the Ohio State Fair.67 A month later a 

Billboard magazine article from September 1984, about the broadening of styles in 

gospel music, quoted Bill speaking about the Trio and their approach to style. “I’m 

comfortable with our niche: we’re still doing basically the same thing, and we’re still not 

what you call contemporary. Of course, when we keep getting younger musicians, we 

keep updating our sound.”68 Bill had come to recognize that the faithful audience of the 

 
66 Jay R. Howard and John M. Streck, “Separational CCM: It’s a Ministry” in Apostles of Rock: 

The Splintered World of Contemporary Christian Music (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 
1999), 49-74. This functional category created by Howard and Streck closely models Richard Neibuhr’s 
“Christ Against Culture” model. For more on Niebuhr’s typology see: H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and 
Culture (New York: Harper & Row, 1951).  

 
67 Moira McCormick, “Different Styles Broaden Base, Spread The Word: The 1984 Crossover 

Crusade: Marching at the Front of the Talent Parade,” Billboard, September 29, 1984, G3.   
 
68 Ibid. 
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Trio would allow the Vocal Band to try new things, but that the Trio sound needed to 

remain “acoustic and warm.”69  

 

Moving in Separate Directions (1986-1990) 
 

The album One X-1 (One by One) was released in 1986 and included both 

Larnelle Harris and Michael English, who would go on to be seminal voices in the CCM 

industry. For this album Bill had dropped down to sing the bass part and Gary 

McSpadden moved to the baritone. Keith Thomas was brought in by Word records to 

produce this album with Billy Smiley, who had also co-produced the 1983 Passin’ the 

Faith Along album. Keith also served as producer and arranger for many successful CCM 

artists such as Carman and Sandi Patti and he produced Amy Grant’s first #1, Top 40 

song, “Baby, Baby.”70 In a 2016 interview, Bill shared that this album was the first to put 

the Vocal Band into a more commercial field.71 In his Gospel Lectern column in 

Billboard magazine, Bob Darden had this to say about this new album.  

Past Vocal Band albums have lacked the energy and verve of the group’s live 
performances. That is, until its latest release One X 1. “Forever” and “I Walked 
Today Where Jesus Walked” are reminiscent of the praise ballads Gaither and his 
wife, Gloria, wrote in the late ’60s. “Lamb of God” features impassioned vocals 
from newcomer English. “Glorious Morning” is the best song about the Second 
Coming in Years. “Look Up” is a gleefully up-tempo romp. Gaither says there’s 

 
69 Steve Krampitz, “Gaither gets back to the basics,” Glimmer Glass, Olivet Nazarene University,  

November 12, 1987, 
https://digitalcommons.olivet.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1670&=&context=gg&=&sei-
redir=1&referer=https%253A%252F%252Fscholar.google.com%252Fscholar%253Fstart%253D30%2526
q%253D%252522Gaither%252BTrio%252522%2526hl%253Den%2526as_sdt%253D0%252C44#search=
%22Gaither%20Trio%22.  

 
70 James Rea, “Producer’s Chair: Keith Thomas,” Music Row Magazine, October 24, 2013, 

https://musicrow.com/2013/10/producers-chair-keith-thomas/.   
 
71 Bill Gaither, interview by author, Waco, Texas, December 14, 2016 
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only one difference between “One X 1” and earlier Vocal Band albums. “English 
is in there, that’s all.72 

 
Darden goes on in the article to write that “Gaither considers the New Gaither Vocal 

Band the musical ‘cutting edge’ of his entourage, while he reserves the middle-of-the-

road sound for the Trio.”73 With the addition of Michael English, or Mike, as he had been 

known in southern gospel circles, the Vocal Band had a powerhouse lead who could sing 

in the higher tessitura often expected in more contemporary music. In the same article 

Gaither continues to praise English and his versatility as a singer:  

The crazy thing about English is that he doesn’t know he has any limits. Believe 
me, singers determine the direction of a band. It’s not the rhythm. If you’ve got 
singers who can’t sing over and with the new rhythms, the audience knows it. 
You can just tell by their pronunciation of words if they’re really able to sing the 
new stuff. English can do it all.74  

 
If the cover of New Point of View reflected the imaginative and fanciful lyrics written by 

John Mohr, the bright pastels of the cover and the perm in Michael English’s hair on the 

cover photo of One X-1 perfectly reflect 1986 and the desire to move the group in a 

decidedly contemporary direction (Figure 3.3). 

 
Figure 3.3. One X-1 (1986) album cover 

 
72 Bob Darden, Gospel Lectern, Billboard, July 18, 1987, 34.   
 
73 Ibid. 
 
74 Ibid. 
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The album itself features ten tracks including the title track (Table 3.4), which is 

spelled out as “One By One” on the back cover, instead of using the abbreviation. This 

track was written by Gary McSpadden, Billy Smiley, and Chuck Bentley. The 

accompaniment for “One By One” is the most synth-influenced on the album with its 

opening sparkling synth patch, keyboard bass parts, and driving drum track.  In addition 

to the title track Gary McSpadden would co-write two other songs on the album; “Look 

Up” and “Glorious Morning.” “Glorious Morning” features the use of a Fairlight 

synthesizer, which used sampled vocals, certainly an unheard-of feature on any other 

Gaither album.  

 
Table 3.4. Tracks on the One X-1 (1986) album 

Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published: 
The Lord of Hosts Carswell/Wells 1985 
Can’t Stop Talking About Him Suzanne 

Gaither/Henderson/Silvey/ 
Griffin/George 

1986 

Look Up McSpadden/Bill 
Gaither/Smiley 

1986 

Lamb Of God Twila Paris 1985 
Glorious Morning McSpadden/Goss/Dooley 1984 
One By One McSpadden/Smiley/Bentley 1986 
Things That Last Forever Bill and Gloria Gaither 1986 
Fool For Lesser Things Chisum/George 1986 
Forever Matson/Niehus 1986 
I Walked Today Where Jesus 
Walks 

Gloria Gaither/Nelson 1986 

 
 
Gloria contributes two texts to this album with “Things That Last Forever” and “I 

Walked Today Where Jesus Walked.” This album also presents the first lyrical 
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contribution from Suzanne Gaither Jennings, Bill and Gloria’s daughter, who co-wrote 

“Can’t Stop Talking About Him.”75  

“The Lord of Hosts” is the first track on side one of the album and was written by 

Eddie Carswell and Oliver Wells of the CCM group NewSong. NewSong also recorded 

the song on their 1987 Say Yes! album, also with Word records. NewSong had recorded 

their first album, More than Music (1981) on Canaan Records, Word’s southern gospel 

label, but were themselves making a transition in 1986-87 to more contemporary sounds.  

“Fool For Lesser Things” was written by John Chisum and Bill George. Chisum 

writes that the title was borrowed from a single line in the Billy Joel song “For the 

Longest Time.”76 Chisum would also write the song “In the Heartland” for Wings, the 

next GVB album, but today is the Managing Partner of Nashville Christian Songwriters.  

Undoubtedly the most widely popularized song cut on the album is Twila Paris’s 

“Lamb of God.” This arrangement it is essentially a solo for Michael English with a few 

background vocals from the remaining members of the quartet. This song, more than 

another other on the album, showcases English’s unparalleled ability as a solo artist.  

The Wings album was released in 1988 under the StarSong Records label. 

StarSong had been founded in 1976 when Darrell Harris and Wayne Donowho, two 

former executives at Word, left to form their own label.77 The first band to be signed by 

 
75 This song was re-recorded in an updated format for the 2004 The Best of the Gaither Vocal 

Band compilation with Marshall Hall singing the lead. 
 
76 John Chisum, “[Songwriting Tips #3] Where Do Great Song Ideas Come From?,” Nashville 

Christian Songwriters, October 15, 2018, https://nashvillechristiansongwriters.com/songwriting-tips-3-
where-do-great-song-ideas-come-from/.  

 
77 Steven Guthrie interviewed Darrell Harris and Harris describes some of the ways that leadership 

at Star Song attempted to guide and disciple the recordings artists on their label. See: Steven Guthrie and 
Darrell Harris, “Darrell Harris on the Christian Music Industry,” Calvin Institute of Christian Worship, 
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Word was the powerhouse Christian band Petra.78  In 1987 StarSong was in trouble and 

needed an influx of cash to keep the business going. Stan Moser had recently left his 

position as executive at Word records and he purchased 10% of the company stock. He 

put in a call to Bill Gaither who soon owned a third of StarSong, and it was Gaither’s 

financial strength that kept it alive.79 In 1988 Moser became the CEO of StarSong and 

moved the business from Houston, Texas to Nashville, Tennessee. StarSong would soon 

bring fans the Gaither Vocal Band; Twila Paris; Philips, Craig, and Dean; the Newsboys 

and many other CCM artists.  

This is the first album featuring Jim Murray as tenor and the last album of Gary 

McSpadden’s GVB career. When speaking of this album Bill has mentioned that the 

group was really stretching to figure out what they were doing.80 The turn towards pop 

influences with the One X-1 album had failed to bring in a larger audience in 

Contemporary Christian Music charts. However, now the GVB had two former members 

of the trailblazing crossover quartet the Imperials and the versatile Michael English. 

Unfortunately, the Wings album was the least widely circulated GVB album, and the 

most unknown to modern fans.81  

Jim Murray sang with the Imperials for twenty years and after finishing his 

second solo album with Word Records, Bill approached him about joining the Vocal 

 
February 26, 2013, https://worship.calvin.edu/resources/resource-library/darrell-harris-on-the-christian-
music-industry/.  

 
78 Cusic, The Sound of Light, 349-350.  
 
79 Moser, We Will Stand, 181-182. 
 
80 Bill Gaither, interview by author, Waco, Texas, December 14, 2016 
 
81 Ibid. 
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Band. In 1987 Lemuel Miller spent several months as the tenor set to replace Larnelle 

Harris. However, he apparently didn’t work with the ensemble and has essentially written 

out of the history of the Vocal Band. Miller was listed in the program book for the GVB 

Reunion concert in Greenville, SC as a former member of the GVB, but he didn’t appear 

in that concert, nor in the 2008 Reunion DVD’s.82 Murray entered the GVB in the middle 

of the recording process of Wings and would end up replacing all of the vocal parts 

previously recorded by Lemuel Miller.83  

 
Table 3.5. Tracks on the Wings (1988) album 

Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published: 
In The Heartland Akers/Chisum/Brown 1988 
Joy In The Morning Tommy Sims 1988 
What Once Was A River David Robertson 1988 
It Took A Faith Larry Bryant 1987 
Eagles Wings Lemuel Miller 1988 
The Highest Place Smiley/Gershmel 1988 
You Don’t Knock (You Just 
Walk On In) 

Westbrook/Walton 1984 

We’ve Got The Spirit McGuire/Rambo 1988 
Daystar (Shine Down on 
Me) 

Steve Richardson 1988 

All the Glory Belongs to 
Jesus 

Bill and Gloria Gaither 1988 

 
 
Interestingly enough, the album title, Wings, comes from the song “Eagle Wings,” 

which as written by Lemuel Miller, the displaced tenor. The only track on the Wings 

album written by Bill and Gloria was “All the Glory Belongs to Jesus.” This song is in 

the typical laid-back style of many of the Gaither Trio songs. The album would be 

 
82 Emily Sutherland, Past Members: Gaither Vocal Band Live Reunion Concert Program Book, 

Greenville, South Carolina, October 19-20, 2018. Miller was listed among the past members in the program 
book; however, he was the only past member not provided with a biography.  

 
83 Jim Murray, email communication with the author, January 24, 2019. 
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produced again by Billy Smiley whose song “The Highest Place,” written with Mark 

Gershmel, would end up on the album. Songwriters such as Larry Bryant, John Chisum, 

and Dony McGuire and Reba Rambo would all have songs recorded on this album. The 

only song on the album sung by any later combination of the GVB is the song “Daystar,” 

sung here as a solo by Michael English. The instrumentation on this album still heavily 

utilizes synthesizers, but they are moved from the foreground of the texture back further 

into the mix.  

The final studio album of the 1981-1991 period of the GVB history is the A Few 

Good Men album released in 1990. This is the second of the four albums recorded on the 

StarSong label. Gary McSpadden left the group in 1988 after the recording of Wings and 

Mark Lowry was hired to fill the baritone role. Mark, while a capable soloist, was not the 

quartet singer that Gary McSpadden was. It is often recounted that someone would record 

Mark’s part on a tape and send him home with it and he would learn it like a solo. At the 

GVB Reunion in Greenville, SC after telling this story Mark humorously sings his part to 

the Russell Mauldin arrangement of the National Anthem written specifically for the 

GVB. The crowd erupted with applause and laughter!  

A Few Good Men is also the first album to be released on cassette tape instead of 

vinyl. The tape would include eleven songs with Lari Goss serving as Producer. Bill 

Gaither and Darrell Harris would be listed as Executive Producers.  
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Table 3.6. Tracks on the A Few Good Men (1990) album 
Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published: 
There is a Mountain Hummon/Boudreau 1990 
A Few Good Men Suzanne Gaither Jennings 

and Barry Jennings 
1990 

Unbelievable Friend Geron Davis 1988 
Things Over My Heard 
(Are Under His Feet) 

Cross/English 1988 

Keep Believing Tim Pedigo 1985 
I Believe, Help Thou My 
Unbelief 

Bill and Gloria Gaither 1975 

Beyond the Open Door Shawn Craig 1990 
Stand Tall Gloria Gaither/ 

Hemby/Potts 
1990 

Sacrifice of Praise Binion/Craig 1990 
New Wine Jim and Ginger Hendricks 1982 
These are They Bill and Gloria Gaither 1980 

 

The title track for the album was written by Suzanne Gaither Jennings and her 

husband Barry. The album A Few Good Men did not win any major awards, but it opened 

up the GVB to a new audience of fans. Because of the title track of this album the group 

was also asked to come and sing at the second Promise Keepers rally in Boulder, 

Colorado in 1992, where 22,000 Christian men from across denominations had gathered 

from every state in the nation.84 “A Few Good Men” would also go on to be one of the 

most performed songs in the GVB repertoire. The lyrics to the chorus are as follows:  

Men full of compassion who laugh and love and cry, 
Men who’ll face eternity and aren’t afraid to die; 
Men who’ll fight for freedom and honor once again,  
He just needs a few good men.  
 

 
84 Gaither, It’s More Than Music, 173. This song would also appear on the Promise Keeper 

compilation A Life That Shows (Nashville, TN: Sparrow 1994). For resources discussing the Promise 
Keepers movement within evangelical Christianity see: John P. Bartkowski, The Promise Keepers: 
Servants, Soldiers, and Godly Men (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2004); Dane S. 
Claussen, ed., Standing on the Promises: The Promise Keepers and the Revival of Manhood (Cleveland, 
Ohio: Pilgrim Press, 1999); L. Dean Allen, Rise Up, O Men of God: The Men and Religion Forward 
Movement and Promise Keepers (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2002); Kristin Kobes Du Mez, 
“Tender Warriors,” in Jesus and John Wayne: How White Evangelicals Corrupted A Faith And Fractured 
a Nation (New York: Liveright Publishing Company, 2020), 150-172. 
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Not only does Gaither imbue this song with a connection to men as brothers in 

Christ, but he connects the message to patriotism and the men who serve this country in 

our armed forces. In January 2002 the Gaither Homecoming series recorded the Let 

Freedom Ring video at Carnegie Hall, just a few short months after the September 11th 

attacks.85 As the song reaches its climax, members of the NYC firemen and police forces 

come out onto the stage and receive a standing ovation. During the performance of this 

song the camera closes in on these men and others in the Homecoming ensemble who are 

visibly weeping.  

For the studio recording, Gaither also takes the opportunity to align the Gaither 

Vocal Band once again with the Imperials by inviting them to record on this track, along 

with Mylon LeFevre, and The Cathedrals. Jonathan Pierce (Hildreth) sang on this 

recording with the Imperials and would later join the GVB in 1994.  

The album also included two song by Bill and Gloria, “I Believe, Help Thou My 

Unbelief” and “These are They.” Both of these songs had been staples of Gaither Trio 

concerts in the decade of overlap with the GVB. “These are They” would be re-recorded 

on the Reunited (2009) album with Michael English once again singing the lead. During 

the height of the Homecoming era this song would be sung with David Phelps taking 

lead.  

 
Conclusion 

 
This chapter examined significant songs on each of the GVB studio albums 

produced in the decade from 1980-1990 and discussed the origin and composition of 

 
 
85 Let Freedom Ring (Alexandria, IN: Spring House, 2002), DVD.  
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representative songs and arrangements from each album. This approach has sought to 

clearly demonstrate the Gaither Vocal Band’s Contemporary Christian Music orientation 

during the 1980s and to offer a corrective to the historical accounts written by gospel 

music historians and Bill Gaither himself.  

In the decade from 1980-1990 the Vocal Band recorded six albums but it seemed 

that their popularity was waning. Bill writes on the first page of his autobiography It’s 

More Than Music,  

It seemed as though the big days of my career were over; I could see the 
handwriting on the wall and it wasn’t pretty. I was fifty-five years of age, and 
after enjoying a successful career writing and performing music for more than 
three decades, in 1991 the music world was about to pass me by.86 
 

Little did he know, that the most prolific era of his career was about to begin with a 

recording session for the 1991 Homecoming Vocal Band album. This album would 

inaugurate a complete shift of direction for the Vocal Band. The GVB albums recorded in 

the 1980s had been decidedly contemporary in their sound and had been marketed to the 

Contemporary Christian Music markets; however, all of the singers who comprised the 

group in 1991 had grown up in the southern gospel field. Accordingly, the Homecoming 

album instead made a 180 degree turn and featured only songs from the southern gospel 

catalogue. As the next chapter will chronicle, the enormous success of this album single-

handedly saved the career of Bill Gaither and catapulted the Gaither Vocal Band into the 

forefront of the Gaither Music empire.  

 
86 Gaither, It's More than the Music, 1. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
“Where Could I Go?:” The Gaither Vocal Band Rebrands as Southern Gospel 

 
 

Introduction  
 

By 1991 Bill and Gloria Gaither had already garnered renown as songwriters and 

performers, having written over seven hundred songs, many of which had made their way 

into the core repertories of evangelical churches, but their popularity with audiences was 

undeniably waning. Bill writes on the first page of his autobiography It’s More Than 

Music,  

It seemed as though the big days of my career were over; I could see the 
handwriting on the wall and it wasn’t pretty. I was fifty-five years of age, and 
after enjoying a successful career writing and performing music for more than 
three decades, in 1991 the music world was about to pass me by.1 
 

That is until one singular recording gave birth to one of the most successful entertainment 

enterprises in American Christian musical history which has resulted in concerts, albums, 

DVDs, a magazine, cruises, trips to the Holy Land, and much more.2 Homecoming was 

initially conceptualized as a one-time gathering of southern gospel legends to record a 

single track on the upcoming Gaither Vocal Band album. This enterprise has grown 

exponentially and the success of the Homecoming videos and tours has undoubtedly 

launched Bill and Gloria Gaither into media mogul status. In 2004, with the explosive 

success of the Homecoming franchise, Bill and Gloria were named the 47th wealthiest 

 
1 Bill Gaither and Ken Abraham, It's More than the Music: Life Lessons on Friends, Faith, and 

What Matters Most (New York: Warner Faith, 2003), 1. 
 
2 The majority of these products and services can be found at Gaither.com, along with a schedule 

of where Gaither video products are being shown on TV channels throughout each day of the week.  
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musicians in the world on the Rolling Stone list of the top 50. Also in 2004, Homecoming 

sales worldwide outranked Elton John, Fleetwood Mac’s “reunion tour” and Rod Stewart 

each.3  

In addition to launching a franchise, the Homecoming album was the second 

Gaither Vocal Band album to be nominated for a Grammy Award and the first to bring 

home a win. In fact, this album won best Southern Gospel Album for the Grammy’s in 

1991 and the Dove Awards in 1992. Since 1991 seven GVB albums have been nominated 

for Grammys, with only one other win for the 2009 album Lovin’ Life. Since 1992, ten 

GVB albums have been nominated for the Dove Award for best Southern Gospel Album 

and all with the exception of one have won when nominated. Other notable Dove Award 

nominations and wins have occurred in the categories of Christmas Album, Southern 

Gospel Song, Southern Gospel Performance, Country Album, Bluegrass Song and Song 

of the Year. These awards demonstrate that the GVB found a niche market in the 

southern gospel genre, although many within the field do still not accept them as insiders. 

As the previous chapter pointed out, this ensemble could hardly be described as southern 

gospel in the decade from 1980-1990 and instead led the way as the contemporary 

ensemble in the Gaither catalogue. However, the musicians within southern gospel music 

as a whole are deeply indebted to Bill for reviving interest in the genre through the 

Homecoming series. This chapter will explore the songs recorded on the 1991 

Homecoming album and the way Bill Gaither sought to use this project to rebrand the 

Vocal Band as a southern gospel quartet.  

 
3 Mark Allan Powell, “There’s Just Something about This Man: Bill Gaither Insists It’s Not About 

Him And Nobody Seems to Disagree.” Christianity Today, April 1, 2004. 
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While the Gaither Vocal Band remains understudied, the Gaither Homecoming 

franchise has drawn the attention of scholars in a variety of disciplines. Douglas Harrison 

has examined the effects the Homecoming concerts have had upon the field of 

professional southern gospel through his chapter “The Gaitherization of Contemporary 

Southern Gospel” published in Then Sings My Soul: The Culture of Southern Gospel 

Music.4 However, while talking about the phenomenon, Harrison only makes mention of 

the Gaither Vocal Band in passing, primarily as the impetus for the first Homecoming 

video. Ryan Harper presented the first book-length examination of the Gaithers in 2017 

in his text The Gaithers and Southern Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-First Century. 

Harper’s five chapters explore the Homecoming franchise through the lenses of gender, 

politics, race, and the motif of preservation and expansion, particularly related to how 

Gloria “simultaneously expands and fortifies the boundaries of Homecoming 

evangelicalism—primarily through her careful augmentations of conservative evangelical 

tropes.”5 

These two authors help to fill the gaping hole in scholarship on the Gaithers and 

their place in American Christian music history and provide a useful foundation on which 

this chapter builds. However, neither scholar focuses their attention upon the Gaither 

Vocal Band as a performing ensemble, nor do they examine any musical characteristics. 

This lack of attention is particularly evident as it relates to the content of the original 

4 Douglas Harrison, “The Gaitherization of Contemporary Southern Gospel” in Then Sings My 
Soul: The Culture of Southern Gospel Music (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2012), 110-136. 

5 Ryan Paul Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-First Century 
(Jackson, MS: The University Press of Mississippi, 2017), 17. 



148 

repertoire and sound of the Gaither Vocal Band. 

Scholarly Approaches to the Homecoming Phenomenon 

The term Homecoming is one loaded with several meanings in the enterprises 

of the Gaithers. Ryan Harper explains the multiplicity of meaning of the term in the 

introduction to his text.  

Most narrowly, Homecoming indicates the 1991 video and Gaither Vocal Band 
album that birthed this franchise. The Gaithers also used “Homecoming” 
loosely to describe the media products and the personnel on the videos that 
immediately followed in the 1990s and early 2000s – nearly all of which 
included a chorus of  singers sitting in a semicircle around a piano, taking turns 
singing solos, and joining together to sing hymns and convention songs…
Eventually, Bill came to use “homecoming” to signify a particular visual and 
aural arrangement.6  

The term “Homecoming” as used by Gaither is certainly intended to conjure up memories 

of annual local church revival events. Historically this phenomenon begins around the 

time of the Great Depression where evangelical churches in the South and Midwest 

began hosting annual gatherings that centered around preaching, praying, singing and 

eating. Guest preachers and singers were often invited to draw a crowd. The music 

typically consisted of more solos and performances than regular church services, but 

congregational music certainly held a firm place in the repertoire of these events.7 

Visually the platform for the Gaither Homecoming concerts was filled with singers 

seated closely together, typically with the older singers venerated on the front row, often 

in comfy armchairs, while the younger singers were moved to the back of the crowd. 

Singers would take turns stepping up as Gaither called on them to sing a solo or group 

6 Ibid., 12-13. 
7 On church homecomings see: Gwen Kennedy Neville, Kinship and Pilgrimage: Rituals of 

Reunion in American Protestant Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987).  

Gaither Vocal Band Homecoming (1991) album, which marked a swift change in the 



149 
 

feature and the remaining singers would either listen in great anticipation or form the 

background choir for the vocal arrangements.  

The audience primarily drawn to the Gaither Homecoming performances has been 

heavily comprised of individuals who were raised in this era and form of American 

Christianity. Like the aging Gaither himself, audience members look back fondly upon 

these seemingly simpler times. Douglas Harrison writes that “Gaither’s brand is built on 

heavily nostalgic remembrances of legendary figures and a sharing of stories and 

sentiment that both honor the dead and informally place the living within an unbroken arc 

of cultural greatness that the videos and concert commemorate.”8 

Interestingly enough, many of the same individuals who would look to Gaither in 

the 1990s and 2000s as the preserver of the heritage of southern gospel music, looked 

upon him as an unwelcome outsider during the decades when the Gaither Trio was 

performing. In the introduction to his text, Harper writes about three conflicts around 

which the Gaither’s brand operates: particularity vs. universality, preservation vs. 

expansion, and authenticity vs. artifice.9 These three conflicts also appear often in my 

study of the Vocal Band, although I will not explicitly highlight the first and last conflict 

as often as the second. A brief exploration of these three conflicts is in order.  

First is the tension between particularity vs. universality. The culture of southern 

gospel is just one among many comprising Christian music in America. Harper argues 

that southern gospel is attractive in large part because of the particularity of 

“southernness.”10 However, the tension lies in the widespread appeal of this music which 

 
8 Harrison, Then Sings My Soul, 112-113.  
 
9 Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel, 14-16.  
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has been proven by its international reception as an American cultural export.11 The 

second tension is between authenticity vs. artifice. Harper writes that authenticity is the 

number one rule for the Gaithers and their accompanying musicians. In the Homecoming 

world anything that feels artificial or manufactured is to be avoided. The life and persona 

presented on stage must be the same one that is lived out offstage. The many 

Homecoming videos often feature interviews and commentary that bring the audience 

into the personal life of the artist(s). While these interviews are designed to showcase the 

persona of the artist offstage and to let the audience know that they are one and the same 

as the onstage persona, the video interviews themselves are a clever device to only allow 

the audience member to peek behind the curtain to a highly controlled extent. The 

multifaceted nature and size of the Homecoming franchise also ensures that there will be 

many opinions about what constitutes “authentic” Christianity.  

The final tension Harper describes is between preservation vs. expansion. When 

discussing this conflict Harper writes, “Bill Gaither’s love for southern gospel means that 

he wants to (a) showcase it as a distinct musical form and (b) broadcast it to an audience 

largely ignorant of it, in the hopes of bringing more people into the fold.”12 The previous 

chapter has highlighted expansion, showing that Bill has always sought to push the 

 
10 Bill C. Malone, Don’t Get Above Your Raisin’: Country Music and the Southern Working Class 

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2002). Malone also argues that the particularities of “southernness” 
and “working class identity” have been closely linked to “real” country music.   

 
11 Douglas Harrison, “The Gospel gestalt as cultural export: the case of Gaither Homecomings 

abroad.” (paper presented at the 2013 Christian Congregational Music: Local & Global Perspectives 
conference, Ripon College, Cuddeston, UK, August 3, 2013). In this conference presentation from 2013 
Harrison presents an exploratory paper looking at the international appeal of the Homecoming franchise. 
Southern gospel, particularly of the Gaither variety, is extremely popular in Sweden. Swedish fans 
regularly travel to the United States and many southern gospel groups put together concerts and tours in 
Sweden on an annual basis. Harrison showcases the universality of the Homecoming franchise.   

 
12 Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel, 15 
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boundaries musically, and throughout most of his career writing and performing with the 

Bill Gaither Trio and Vocal Band they were performing newly written songs and 

arrangements. In the Homecoming era, Bill has still promoted new songs written by him 

and Gloria, but the bulk of the early Homecoming repertoire focuses upon presenting and 

preserving the mid-twentieth century convention-style music.  

While expansion might have been the word best used to describe the careers of 

Bill and Gloria Gaither prior to 1991, preservation had now moved to the forefront of the 

Gaither enterprise. It is my contention that after the oldest generation of “Homecoming 

Friends,” those individuals whom Gaither chose to honor as legends from the southern 

gospel field, passed away, the Gaither Vocal Band and their accompanying recordings 

have functioned as the primary way Bill has negotiated the preservation versus expansion 

motif.  

As the preceding chapter demonstrated, the Vocal Band found moderate success 

in the late 1980s with their mixture of synth- and horn-driven gospel and traditional close 

harmonies. Throughout the 1980s, the CCM and southern gospel genres were moving in 

opposite directions culturally and musically, and the GVB was left somewhere in the 

nebulous middle. The Homecoming album was originally intended to mark an ending 

rather than to launch a new beginning.  

Bill expressed his intentions for the Homecoming album to be the culmination of 

a decade of a wonderful experiment which had fulfilled his childhood fantasies of singing 

in a world-class gospel quartet. In his autobiography Bill recounts remarking to Gloria,  

It seems that the Gaither Vocal Band is winding down, but before we quit, we’d 
like to record a southern gospel classic. I’ve always loved that style of music, so 
I’d like to have all my old heroes come in and sing on one song, something we all 
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know. It might be fun, and besides, I’d like to honor some of those people who 
first got me excited about gospel music when I was a kid.13 
 

Bill contacted Darrell Harris, a producer and partner at StarSong, the GVB’s label and 

Harris supported the idea. The Gaither Vocal Band had recorded their first album on the 

StarSong label in 1988 and Bill had become a partner in StarSong around 1986. At that 

time, Bill owned around a third of the stake in the company.14  

The Homecoming album cover art with its vintage tour bus harkens to an earlier 

day in gospel music (Figure 4.1). The cover art also prominently advertises performances 

by such southern gospel luminaries as The Speers, The Gatlins, Jake Hess, The 

Cathedrals, Howard and Vestal Goodman, Buck Rambo, Eva Mae LeFevre, James 

Blackwood, Hovie Lister, Jim Hill and J.D. Sumner and the Stamps Quartet, in addition 

to the members of the GVB.  

 

 
Figure 4.1 Cover of the Homecoming (1991) album  

 

 

 
13 Gaither, It's More than the Music, 2.  
 
14 Stan Moser, We Will Stand: The Real Story Behind the Songs, Artists, & Executives that Built 

the Contemporary Christian Music Industry (Brentwood, TN: Christian Music United, 2015), 182. 
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Homecoming: A Quartet in the “Old Time Way” (1991) 
 

The Homecoming album and accompanying DVD marks perhaps the largest 

watershed moment in the career of Bill Gaither and therefore it deserves critical 

reflection. This section will examine the individual songs on the album, discussing the 

origin of each song, connecting it to famous southern gospel groups that previously 

recorded it and served as sonic models for Gaither, and ultimately providing the context 

for each song that helped it to be authentically received by the southern gospel 

establishment. Using the preservation vs. expansion tension highlighted by Harper, this 

section will show how Gaither gestures to the tradition of southern gospel, while 

simultaneously inventing tradition (expansion) through the arrangements devised by Ken 

Mansfield which emphasize and almost caricature southern regionalism.  

Albin Zak provides a helpful paradigm for why it is important to highlight these 

sonic models that were important for Gaither. He refers to the phenomenon of comparing 

specific recordings as “records in dialogue.” Zak writes, “records are commonly 

interpreted in terms of other records. Meanings accumulate through a continual process 

of interaction that connects individual works to a field of works past, present, and future. 

The resulting web is a backdrop to every new undertaking, and its presence influences 

artists and audiences alike.”15 In Bill’s role as preserver of southern gospel, he takes 

every opportunity in concerts to connect the songs that the Vocal Band covers to the 

ensembles that previously recorded them. The following section will help to put modern 

records in dialogue with albums recorded in the past.  

 
15 Albin Zak, The Poetics of Rock: Cutting Tracks, Making Records (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2001), 184. 
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As previously mentioned, the Homecoming album was the second Gaither Vocal 

Band album to be nominated for a Grammy Award and the first to win. The album won 

best Southern Gospel Album for the Grammy’s in 1991 and the Dove Awards in 1992. 

The Homecoming album included performances by members of the Speer family, The 

Gatlins, Jake Hess, The Cathedrals, Howard and Vestal Goodman, Buck Rambo, Eva 

Mae LeFevre, James Blackwood, Hovie Lister, Jim Hill and J.D. Sumner and the Stamps 

Quartet, in addition to the members of the GVB and was unlike any other album recorded 

by the GVB or the Bill Gaither Trio. Bill shared with me in an interview that the 

Homecoming album was really a “salute to the 50s.”16 Certainly the 1950s was the 

decade when Bill was discovering the joys of gospel music. As shown in (Table 4.1), the 

median year of the songs published here is right around 1950, with a few outliers with a 

song from 1860 and one from 1990. The following section will also trace these particular 

songs to some of their quintessential recordings from the 1950s, particularly the 

recordings made by the list of gospel legends included on this album.   

 
Table 4.1 Tracks on the Homecoming (1991) album 

Song Title:  Songwriters: Year Published:  
The Old Landmark W. Herbert Brewster 1949 
Where Could I Go  James B Coats 1940 
Temporary Home Scooter Simmons 1990 
Had It Not Been Rusty Goodman 1968 
He’s a Personal Savior Lee Roy Abernathy 1954 
I’ll Meet You in the 
Morning 

Albert Brumley 1936 

The Old Gospel Ship Traditional Public Domain 
O Come Angel Band Hassell/Bradbury 1860 
What a Happy Time Henson/Cook Unknown 
Precious Memories Wright/Combs 1922 

 

 
16 Bill Gaither, interview by author, Waco, TX, December 14, 2016. 
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Like the creation narrative of the Vocal Band, the story of the “Where Could I Go 

but to the Lord?” recording has been recounted over and over from Bill’s autobiography 

to the countless Homecoming video products that have told and retold this story. There 

are certain discrepancies in this narrative, such as the serendipitous or “accidental” nature 

of this recording project and Bill’s silence on potential influences, such as Charles 

Waller’s Grand Ole Gospel Reunion, which have contributed to fans seeing Gaither as a 

genius super fan of southern gospel.17 However, these irregularities have been interpreted 

differently by scholars of southern gospel. Harper, who takes a charitable approach, 

writes, “The story is a fiction – not necessarily a lie.”18 Douglas Harrison, however, 

regards the narrative discrepancies much more critically. In his chapter, “The 

Gaitherization of Southern Gospel,” Harrison critiques Gaither for not crediting Waller 

and his Grand Ole Gospel Reunion in his autobiography It’s More Than Music or any of 

the subsequent Homecoming videos. He also recounts that less than a year before the 

Homecoming recording Bill had hosted a benefit concert for Rusty Goodman that was 

similar in format to what the Homecoming concerts would become with many artists 

singing together on one stage.19 Additionally, Harrison suggests that Gaither’s narrative 

downplays the many ways that he was searching for new opportunities in his fifties, such 

as positioning himself as a motivational speaker with his first autobiography, I Almost 

 
17 James R. Goff, Close Harmony: A History of Southern Gospel (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2002), 278. In 1996 Gaither was interviewed by James Goff and the interview led Goff to 
describe the Gaither Homecoming’s as “inspired by Charles Waller’s Grand Ole Gospel Reunion, begun in 
Greenville, South Carolina, in 1988.”  

 
18 Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel, 23.  
 
19 Harrison, Then Sings My Soul, 126-127.  
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Missed the Sunset, a failed attempt at launching a theater in Branson, Missouri, and 

another failed attempt to relaunch the Statesmen quartet.20  

After all of these struggles in the late 80s, Bill considered the recording of the 

Homecoming album to be a victory lap of sorts for himself and the Vocal Band. Bill had 

gathered many of his gospel heroes in one room in Nashville, Tennessee and StarSong 

had hired Ken Mansfield as the producer for this particular album. It was Ken who 

suggested using fiddles and steel guitar instrumentation, borrowing from his history 

producing outlaw country albums in the 1970s for Waylon Jennings and Willie Nelson.21 

Waylon Jennings and other Outlaw country artists left Nashville in protest against the 

assembly-line system and pop hegemony of the Nashville Sound developed by record 

producers like Chet Adkins.22 Mansfield, while rarely credited for his work on this 

album, brought an expertise to the project that drastically influenced both the 

instrumentation and the production quality of the project.  

“The Old Landmark” serves as the first track on the album and perhaps as much 

as any other song demonstrates Bill’s indebtedness to Jake Hess, Hovie Lister, and the 

legacy of The Statesmen quartet. The Statesmen had recorded this song on two different 

albums in 1962 and 1968 and were the first major white quartet to record the song.23 On 

 
20 David Taylor, Happy Rhythm: A Biography of Hovie Lister and the Statesmen Quartet 

(Lexington, IN: TaylorMade, 1994), 156-157. 
 
21 In addition to producing the Homecoming album, Mansfield had been the U.S. Manager of 

Apple Records, the label set up by the Beatles, as well as President of MGM Records. During the 1970s 
through his Hometown Productions, Inc. he produced albums for Waylon Jennings, Willie Nelson, Jessi 
Colter, and other Outlaw country artists. After having a born-again experience in the late 1980s, Mansfield 
moved to Nashville, Tennessee. For more information on Mansfield see: Mei Ling Nazar, “The Manager 
Behind the Beatles and More: Ken Mansfield,” Risen Magazine, Summer 2014. 
https://www.risenmagazine.com/beatles-band-manager-ken-mansfield/. Ken Mansfield, Stumbling on Open 
Ground: Love, God, Cancer, and Rock ‘n’ Roll (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2012).  

 
22 Fabian Holt, Genre in Popular Music (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2007), 75.  
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the Homecoming recording Mark Lowry sings lead on the song, but Bill invites Jake Hess 

to take lead on the lyrics of the second verse, “Well I wanna see a big revival (in the old 

time way).” It is also notable that an album intended to be backwards looking and inspire 

nostalgia would begin with a song calling Christians to go back to the “old time way.” 

[Chorus] 
Well let us all go back to that old landmark 
Let us all go back to that old landmark 
Well let us all go back to that old landmark 
Let us stay in the service of the Lord 
 
[Verse 1] 
Well let us kneel and pray in the old time way 
Let us kneel and pray in the old time way 
Well let us kneel and pray in the old time way 
He will hear us and be near us 
We'll be given bread from Heaven 
Tell the story of His glory 
It will warn them, it will turn them 
It will save this old world from sin and shame24 
 
 

As with much of white southern gospel, this song originally comes from the black 

church tradition. On many occasions, Bill has spoken at length about his love of black 

gospel and its influence upon his own concept of sound.25 The album jacket lists this song 

as traditional, but it was written by W. Herbert Brewster, an influential African American 

Baptist minister from Memphis, TN and published in 1949 in an arrangement by Virginia 

 
23 The Statesmen, Singing Time in Dixie, recorded 1962, Skylite Records SSLP-6000, vinyl; The 

Statesmen, Hits of the Decade, recorded 1968, Heartwarming Records SW-1940, vinyl. 
 
24 For more information on W. Herbert Brewster and the hallmarks of his texts and vocal 

arrangements see: Horace Clarence Boyer, “William Herbert Brewster: The Eloquent Poet,” in We’ll 
Understand It Better By and By: Pioneering African American Gospel Composers, ed. Bernice Johnson 
Reagon (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992), 211-231. 

 
25 Bill Gaither, unpublished gospel music documentary in the possession of author, Spring 2017; 

Turn Your Radio On (Alexandria, IN: Gaither Music Company, 1993), VHS; Gospel Pioneer Reunion 
(Alexandria, IN: Gaither Gospel Series, 2016), DVD. 
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Davis.26 This song would be famously recorded by Sister Rosetta Tharpe, Dionne 

Warwick, Aretha Franklin, and Sweet Honey in the Rock, among others.27 In 1980 the 

song would make its film debut and one of its most memorable cultural references in a 

performance with James Brown in the film The Blues Brothers.    

The Statesmen Quartet was known for their high energy performances, typified by 

the piano playing of Hovie Lister, whose style of kicking his legs and rollicking on the 

piano bench, as well as his adoption of jazz, soul, and ragtime idioms, can be compared 

to his Rock and Roll contemporary Jerry Lee Lewis.28 The musical arrangement contains 

many of the hallmarks from the black gospel tradition including the almost ecstatic call 

and response between the soloist and the vamp section, beginning with “He will hear us.” 

While black gospel recordings tend to introduce rhythm instruments other than piano, 

white gospel recordings of this song typically retain the piano only accompaniment. 

Indeed, the Statesmen’s iconic recordings of this song include piano only 

accompaniment, but on the GVB recording Mansfield adds bass, drums, harmonica, and 

fiddle, giving the song a country gospel flair. 

 Very little scholarly work has focused on the overlap and distinction between 

black and white gospel quartet styles. Lois Blackwell, writing as a white devotee of 

 
26 Lydia T Wynn, “William Herbert Brewster Sr.,” Tennessee Encyclopedia, published March 1, 

2018, https://tennesseeencyclopedia.net/entries/william-herbert-brewster-sr/.  
 
27 Sister Rosetta Tharpe and Marie Knight, Old Landmark/Pressing On, recorded 1952, Decca 

Records 28625, vinyl; Dionne Warwick, The Magic of Believing, recorded 1968, Scepter Records, SPS 
567, vinyl; Aretha Franklin, Amazing Grace, recorded 1972, Atlantic Records R1 906, vinyl; Sweet Honey 
in the Rock, The Other Side, recorded 1985, Flying Fish FF 366, vinyl.  

 
28 Lewis’s legacy and his intersection faith and culture are explored at length in Randall J. 

Stephens, The Devil’s Music: How Christians Inspired, Condemned, and Embraced Rock ‘N’ Roll 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018).  
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southern gospel, speaks to the up-tempo, syncopated style of black gospel music as the 

primary difference between black gospel and white southern gospel. Blackwell does not 

write as a scholarly voice on southern gospel, but instead offers the perspective of a fan 

in the 1970s describing her own understanding of the differences between these musical 

traditions. Blackwell writes,  

Incorporating jazz and blues into the music, black gospel has been marked with a 
distinct black beat. Parallel to white gospel again, there are different styles; 
however, the whole of the music has a distinctive mark which makes each of the 
songs immediately recognizable as a black gospel as opposed to white. The wild 
abandon, the shouting quality, and even the body movement brands the music as 
black.29   

 
While recognizing that her own comments about black gospel oversimplify the variety of 

styles inherent to the corpus of both black and white gospel music, Blackwell does 

correctly point to the fact that much of the black gospel music known by primarily white 

southern gospel audiences is distinctive and identifiable because of its particular rhythm 

and energy.  

For the example of “The Old Landmark” it is helpful to look to the enduring 

classic, The Souls of Black Folk, published in 1903 by W.E.B. DuBois. When speaking of 

the elements that characterize the religion of the slave DuBois highlights three elements – 

the Preacher, the Music, and the Frenzy.  

The Music of Negro religion is that plaintive, rhythmic melody, with its touching 
minor cadences, which, despite caricature and defilement, still remain the most 
original and beautiful expression of human life and longing yet born on American 
soil…Finally, ‘the Frenzy’ or ‘Shouting,’ when the Spirit of the Lord passed by, 
and seizing the devotee, made him mad with supernatural joy, was the last 
essential of Negro religion and the more devoutly believed in than all the rest.30 

 

 
29 Lois Blackwell, The Wings of the Dove: The Story of Gospel Music in America, (Norfolk, VA: 

The Donning Company, 1978), 110.  
 
30 W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Dover Publications, Inc. 1903, 1994), 116.  
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I believe this text is best understood using ‘the Frenzy’ or ‘Shouting’ paradigm set forth 

by DuBois. The soloist can best be understood as the preacher encouraging the 

congregation to remember how the Holy Spirit stirred them at particular moments in the 

past (the Old Landmark) and calling them to prayer and repentance in the present. Horace 

Clarence Boyer, when discussing the compositions of William Herbert Brewster, 

highlights the vamp section of this song saying, “These couplets file in over and over and 

over. Most gospel songs written today use the vamp, but not as creatively, for few 

composers use Brewster’s technique for continuous development of the message through 

the lyric.”31 The musical vamp section pairs with the frenzied lyrical development to 

create a unique contribution found in black gospel which when used by white gospel 

quartets brought a new sense of energy, one that spoke to Bill Gaither and the artists 

gathered for the Homecoming recording. Whenever he is given the chance Bill speaks at 

length about his love of Black gospel and its influence upon his own concept of sound. 

“Where Could I Go” is the live recording Bill sought to capture with the initial 

recording session.32 The song was written by James B Coats in 1940 and the copyright 

was held by the Stamps-Baxter Music company.33 (Coats was inducted into the Gospel 

Music Hall of Fame in 1992, the year following the release of this recording.)34 The song 

 
31 Horace Clarence Boyer, “William Herbert Brewster: The Eloquent Poet,” in We’ll Understand 

It Better By and By: Pioneering African American Gospel Codmposers, ed. Bernice Johnson Reagon 
(Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992), 217.  

 
32 To see and hear the video of “Where Could I Go” visit the Gaither Music TV YouTube channel: 

https://youtu.be/nQUFt8giyp0  
 
33 “Where Could I Go?” in Worship His Majesty (Alexandria, Indiana: Gaither Music Company, 

1987).  
 
34 “Inductees Archive,” Gospel Music Hall of Fame, accessed April 23, 2021, 

https://gospelmusichalloffame.org/inductees/inductees-archive/.  
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was a staple in the repertoire of the quartets associated with the Stamps-Baxter name, but 

was also recorded by other prominent quartets such as the Statesmen, the Blackwood 

Brothers, the Cathedral Quartet, and the Oak Ridge Boys, to name a few.35 Not only was 

this song a standard of the repertoire of most southern gospel groups, but it had been 

recorded by the likes of Elvis Presley, Emmylou Harris, and Merle Haggard.  

When setting up this recording session, Bill Gaither brought in cameras to capture 

images of the singers performing on the sound stage that could later be used for a music 

video, as Harper points out, “reminiscent of Quincy Jones’s 1985 production of “We are 

the World.”36 The recording begins with an electric bass line that foreshadows the rich 

and powerful tone of the various bass singers that interject the iconic “brother, won’t you 

tell me,” right before the last line of the chorus. Other than the elevated volume of the 

electric bass, the instrumentation remains consistent with the previous track. The genius 

of the vocal arrangement is the way Gaither seamlessly pairs members of the Vocal Band 

with the consort of southern gospel legends.  

The song begins with the four members of the Vocal Band presenting the tight, 

chromatic harmonies of the verse by themselves. The choir joins in on the chorus before 

handing the second verse off to the trio of Larry Gatlin, Michael English, and Vestal 

Goodman. The last line of the next chorus is sung by the combination of Ben Speer, Jake 

Hess, and Jim Murray. The third verse begins with the trio of Cathedrals veterans Glen 

Payne and George Younce, along with James Blackwood. Hovie Lister takes over as 

 
35 The Statesmen, Sing Brother Sing, recorded 1968, RCA Victor LSP-3888, vinyl; The 

Blackwood Brothers, Give the World a Smile, recorded 1959, Skylite Records SLP-5966, vinyl; Cathedral 
Quartet, The Cathedral Quartet Featuring Oh, What a Love, recorded 1978, Eternal Records 780303, 
Vinyl; Oak Ridge Boys, Songs for the Soul, recorded 1967, Decca Records DL 4849, vinyl.  

 
36 Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel, 21. 
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soloist on the chorus and Michael English is left to improvise over the top of this group 

as the arrangement comes to a climax.  

Track #3, “Temporary Home,” is the only track on this album written within 

decades of the recording session in 1991. The song was written in 1990 by Scooter 

Simmons and had only been recorded by the husband-and-wife duo of Jeff and Sheri 

Easter before the solo was given to Michael English for this album. Jeff Easter grew up in 

gospel music with his father as a founding member of the Easter Brothers trio.37 The 

Easter Brothers were distinctly country in their instrumentation and vocal stylings and 

Jeff and Sherri remained in this stream of gospel music.38 Their arrangement of this song 

includes fiddle, dobro, and steel guitar, in addition to piano and drums and so this song 

fits perfectly into the musical landscape of country gospel Gaither and Mansfield 

envisioned for this project. The arrangement featured on Homecoming only features the 

members of the Vocal Band, instead of the various artists gathered for this recording 

project.  

The next song on the album, “Had It Not Been” also features Michael English as 

soloist on this Rusty Goodman classic. Rusty Goodman was the younger brother of 

Howard Goodman, husband to Vestal Goodman, vocalist and pianist for The Happy 

Goodmans.39 “Happy” had been Howard’s childhood nickname and typified his well-

known and flamboyant piano playing. After returning from time in the military, Howard 

 
37 Encyclopedia of American Gospel Music, s.v. “Easter Brothers,” accessed April 23. 2021, 

https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/bayloru/reader.action?docID=1487198&ppg=132.  
 
38 David Bruce Murray, Murray’s Encyclopedia of Southern Gospel Music (United States: 

Musicscribe Publishing, 2005), 31. 
 
39 Ibid., 50-51. See also: Goff, Close Harmony, 203-204.  
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spent a few years in the country music industry and sang with the Plainsmen Quartet as a 

bass singer. He then returned to singing with the Happy Goodmans family group 

alongside his siblings Howard and Sam, and his wife, Vestal. Howard and Vestal 

Goodman, the Speer Family, and Glen Payne and George Younce of the Cathedrals, all 

recorded and popularized this song in the late 1960s.40 The song was also popularized by 

many amateur recordings, such as the one recorded by the 12-year-old Mark Lowry, on 

his 1970 album Introducing Mark Lowry: The Least in the Kingdom.41  

In 1990 it was discovered that Rusty Goodman had cancer and in Bill’s 

autobiography It’s More Than Music he describes a benefit concert he hosted for Rusty 

on September 18th of that year. Bill assembled more than 30 artists from across the 

various fields of the gospel music industry including Amy Grant, Michael W. Smith, 

Larry Gatlin, Ricky Skaggs, Steven Curtis Chapman, Russ Taff, Bebe and Cece Winans, 

Sandi Patty, Larnelle Harris, J.D. Sumner and the Stamps, and the Imperials to name a 

few.42 Harrison comments about this evening saying,  

The inescapable fact of Goodman’s rapidly failing health combined with the 
emotional charge of so many Christian entertainers from across generations and 
genres coming together – coming home – in one space created the kind of 
nostalgic, lachrymose, song-filled experience that southern gospel old-timers refer 
to as a three-hankie special. Country music has the Grand Ole Opry to anchor its 
identity, but gospel music has no physical place to call home. Instead, home 
becomes, as it did at the Goodman benefit, a feeling constructed—“imagined” in 
Anderson’s framework – from a shared outpouring of sentiment and nostalgia.43 

 

 
40 Happy Goodman Family, Portrait of Excitement, recorded 1968, Canaan Records CAS-9655, 

vinyl; Speer Family, Especially Warm, recorded 1969, Heartwarming Records HWS 3003, vinyl; The 
Cathedral Quartet, Jesus is Coming Soon, recorded 1969, Eternal Records C-1000, vinyl.  

 
41 Mark Lowry, Introducing Mark Lowry: Least in the Kingdom, recorded 1970, Impact Records 

HWS 3088, vinyl.  
 
42 Gaither, It's More than the Music, 236-238. 
 
43 Harrison, Then Sings My Soul, 126-127. 
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The fifth song recorded on the album is “He’s a Personal Savior,” written by Lee Roy 

Abernathy in 1954. Abernathy also wrote “A Wonderful Time Up There,” which was 

originally titled “Gospel Boogie,” and had studied shape note instruction with James D. 

Vaughan and Adger M. Pace.44 Abernathy would be a controversial figure in gospel 

music in the 1950s as his “Gospel Boogie” style was initially rejected for its tempo and 

driving beat. It would later become one of the most recorded songs among southern 

gospel quartets. “He’s a Personal Savior” was recorded in 1964 by the Statesmen and in 

1969 by J. D. Sumner and the Stamps.45  

With the exception of “Where Could I Go,” “I’ll Meet You in the Morning” 

would become the most popular gospel song on the album. This song was written in 1936 

by Albert E. Brumley, who also wrote the gospel and country music standards “I’ll Fly 

Away” (1932), “Jesus, Hold My Hand” (1933), and “Turn Your Radio On” (1938). 

James R. Goff writes of this most famous of gospel songwriters, “Brumley’s talent lay in 

converting the rural flavor of evangelicalism into nostalgic, sentimental ballads and 

upbeat, happy rhythms that resonated with an American Christian audience adjusting to 

the technology and the fast pace of twentieth-century life… Most remarkable about 

Brumley’s talent was his ability to compose rousing gospel standards like “I’ll Meet You 

in the Morning” alongside lilting sentimental favorites like “Did You Ever Go Sailin’?”46  

 
44 Charles Wolfe, “‘Gospel Boogie’: White Southern Gospel in Transition, 1945-55,” Popular 

Music, Vol. 1 (1981): 73-82. https://www.jstor.org/stable/853244.  
 
45 The Statesmen, Hovie Lister with His Famous Statesmen Quartet, recorded 1964, RCA Victor 

LSP-2790, vinyl; J.D. Sumner and the Stamps Quartet, Songs to Remember, recorded 1969, Skylite 
Records SLP-6081, vinyl.  

 
46 James R. Goff, Close Harmony: A History of Southern Gospel (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2002), 95. For more on Brumley see Malone, Don’t Get Above Your Raisin’ (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2002), 98-99. Malone calls Brumley, “the premier example of a publishing 
house composer whose songs won widespread popularity through radio exposure.”  
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In 1959 the Statesmen recorded this song on their album I’ll Meet You By the 

River.47 “I’ll Meet You in the Moring” went on to be recorded by The Stamps Quartet in 

1963, with a young Terry Blackwood singing baritone.48 While Terry was not featured on 

the Homecoming album, James, the most awarded singer in the gospel field, would be 

featured on this first Homecoming recording.   

The Homecoming recording of “I’ll Meet You in the Morning” features Jim 

Murray singing the soaring tenor melody.49 While the melody, harmony, and even the 

vocal inflections of these singers imitate those of famous southern gospel quartets of 

previous decades, the instrumentation diverges substantially. Once again, the influence of 

Ken Mansfield causes this track to be distinctive. Traditionally, arrangements of this song 

were primarily accompanied by piano, even on the Chuck Wagon Gang recordings of the 

1960s and 70s. (The Chuck Wagon Gang was famous for accompanying their 

arrangements with guitar and other string instruments.) The GVB arrangement begins 

with guitar accompaniment, which is quickly joined by mandolin, fiddle, steel guitar, 

drums, and a very subtle piano accompaniment, creating a slowly rocking 6/8 feel. Here 

we once again get the sense that Gaither and Mansfield are inventing a new “tradition” 

and expanding the sonic expectations of southern gospel.  

“The Old Gospel Ship” is a traditional gospel song by an unknown author.50 The 

first known recording of the song is the LeFevres 1958 recording which features a bare 

 
47 The Statesmen, I’ll Meet You By the River, recorded 1959, RCA Victor LSP-2065, vinyl. 
 
48 The Stamps Quartet, What a Savior, recorded 1963, Skylite Records SLP-5976, vinyl.  
 
49 To hear the recording of “I’ll Meet You in the Morning” visit the Gaither Music TV YouTube 

channel. This accompanying video is a compilation of images from the “Where Could I Go” recording 
session and demonstrates the ability for Gaither to create nostalgic moments for southern gospel fans: 
https://youtu.be/SWYVuLcf3wY.  

 



166 
 

piano and organ accompaniment.51 The GVB recording features a solo by Vestal 

Goodman, who enters and takes the solo from Michael English as the arrangement 

reaches its climax. The Happy Goodmans had recorded the song in 1964 with Vestal 

singing lead and it became a staple in their concert repertoire.52 The GVB arrangement 

begins in a slow 4/4 with piano and harmonica and light splashes on the cymbals. The 

drums enter on the chorus with snare hits on beats two and four. The harmonica 

punctuates the interlude between the verses and leads into a modulation for verse two. 

After the second chorus it is Vestal with her piercing alto voice that punctuates the 

transition. She steals the solo from Michael English and suddenly the arrangement 

transforms into one similar to the Happy Goodman recording from three decades earlier. 

The drums transition to a double-time feel and the electric guitar takes off on its own 

melody, reminiscent of the country gospel stylings of the Happy Goodmans’ recording. 

The harmonica moves from playing a melodic role into a heavily rhythmic 

accompaniment. As the arrangement comes to an end, it does so in classic Vestal fashion, 

or what David Bruce Murray in his Murray’s Encyclopedia of Southern Gospel Music 

affectionately calls “curly-cue” endings.53 This unique feature is accomplished by 

holding out the final chord of the song with Vestal singing a whole step above the pitch 

that resolves the chord and then descending with her trademark vocal flourish. In one of 

 
50 To hear the recording of “The Old Gospel Ship” from Homecoming visit the Gaither Music TV 

YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/U2xn-RK9iSI.  
 
51 The LeFevres, Songs of Happiness, recorded 1958, Bibletone Records 3480, vinyl. This album 

was later re-released on Canaan Records in 1965. 
 
52 The Happy Goodmans, The Best of the Happy Goodmans, recorded 1964, Sims Records 

SIMS117, vinyl. This album was later re-released on Canaan Records in 1966.  
 
53 David Bruce Murray, Murray’s Encyclopedia of Southern Gospel Music (United States: 

Musicscribe Publishing, 2005), 41.  
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his blog posts Murray also refers to the singing style popularized by the Goodmans as a 

“hard singing style,” which subverts blend in favor of heavily accented downbeats of 

lyrical phrases and sustaining a forte and abrasive dynamic level across most of a 

particular composition.54  

While this song was extremely popular among southern gospel audiences, it had 

the greatest crossover value of any song on the album. “The Old Gospel Ship” had been 

popularized among fans of Contemporary Christian Music through the Imperials, the 

crossover group founded by Jake Hess. Jim Murray, who sang tenor on the Homecoming 

album had recorded this song with the Imperials first in 1972, with Sherman Andrus, 

Terry Blackwood, and Armond Morales, and then again in the 1980s. However, the 

Imperials were not the first to record a rock-inspired version. Mylon LeFevre, son of 

southern gospel legends Urias and Eva Mae LeFevre, had grown up singing this song 

with the family group and in 1969 would record his own version which stood at the other 

end of the musical spectrum.55 LeFevre’s recording of “Gospel Ship” was released on his 

first mainstream album, Mylon, in 1970, which is considered to be one of the first true 

“Jesus Rock” albums.56 These arrangements ensured that CCM audiences recognized at 

least one track on this southern gospel inspired album.  

 
54 Musicscribe Blog, June 6, 2006, http:www.musicscribe.com/2006/06/cd-review-perrys-come-

thirsty.html. Other gospel music commentators, such as Bob Terrell, have written about “hard” and “soft” 
singing styles. A hard singing style was developed in part by ensembles singing before or without 
electronic amplification. The soft singing style, by contrast was a more refined style that focused on blend 
and intonation. This style is typified by the Swanee River Boys and the Jordanaires. See Bob Terrell, The 
Music Men: The Story of Professional Gospel Quartet Singing (Alexander, NC: Mountain Church, 2001), 
150-151.  

 
55 Mylon LeFevre was considered to be one of southern gospel’s wayward sons after his career in 

secular rock and a drug addiction that sent him to rehab. See Michael P. Graves, “The Gaither 
Homecoming Videos and the Ceremonial Reinstatement of Gospel Music Performers,” in More Than 
Precious Memories: The Rhetoric of Southern Gospel Music, eds. Michael P. Graves and David Fillingim 
(Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2004) 153-181. 
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The text for “O Come Angel Band” was written in 1860 by Jefferson Hascall and 

it is paired to the tune MY LATEST SUN IS SINKING FAST (1862) by William B. 

Bradbury. Bradbury (1816-1868) is generally known as a composer of music for Sunday 

School hymnody and for his most known tune JESUS LOVES ME.57 Before being paired 

with Bradbury’s tune, the lyric was first set to J.W. Dadmun’s tune DADMUN in his 

1860 Melodeon tunebook. “Angel Band,” the shorthand title for the song became popular 

among the southern shape note tradition after being published in William Walker’s 

Christian Harmony of 1867.58 By using this song Gaither connected with another 

audience familiar with shape note and convention singing tunes.59  

Not much is known about the origin of the song “What a Happy Time” other than 

the names of its authors, J.M. Henson and J.T. Cook. The Dixie Four Quartet recorded 

the song as a single in 1949, which appears to be the first known recording of the song.60 

This quartet holds a special place in Bill’s heart because it is the first professional quartet 

he ever heard live. The Happy Goodmans also recorded this song in 1966 on an album by 

the same title and Vestal makes an appearance on the Homecoming recording when she 

takes over the final chorus from tenor, Jim Murray.  

 
56 Ace Collins, Turn Your Radio On: The Stories Behind Gospel Music’s All-time Greatest Songs 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1999), 62.; Mylon LeFevre, Mylon, recorded 1970, Cotillion SD 9026, 
vinyl.  

 
57 See Karl Kroeger, “William Batchelder Bradbury” The Canterbury Dictionary of Hymnology, 

accessed April 24, 2021, http://www.hymnology.co.uk/w/william-batchelder-bradbury. 
 
58 Christian Harmony used a 7-shape notation while Walker’s earlier Southern Harmony used a 4-

note system. See Clark Kimberling, “Christian Harmony” The Canterbury Dictionary of Hymnology, 
accessed April 24, 2021, http://www.hymnology.co.uk/c/christian-harmony. 

 
59 The hymn would be introduced to a wider audience in 2000 when a recording by Ralph Stanley 

was featured on the soundtrack for the movie O Brother, Where Art Thou. 
 
60 The Dixie Four Quartet, What a Happy Time/Sweet By and By, recorded 1949, TruTone Records 

1052, vinyl.  
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The final track on the album is the song “Precious Memories,” written by John 

B.F. Wright in 1922.61 No southern gospel ensemble would be worth their love offering 

without having a rendition of this hymn. While only the members of the GVB feature on 

this recording, nearly everyone associated with the Homecoming album/video recording 

has their own recording of this song.62 

Like with “What a Happy Time,” the Dixie Four recorded one of the first versions 

of this song in 1950.63 Other professional groups such as the Florida Boys, Blackwood 

Brothers and the LeFevres would record versions within the next 15 years and the song 

would find its place in dozens of songbooks and hymnals.64 The sentimental lyrics of the 

chorus serve as the perfect bookend to this album:  

Precious mem’ries, how they linger,  
How they ever flood my soul; 
In the stillness of the midnight, 
Precious, sacred scenes unfold.   
 

The opening track “The Old Landmark” called people back to the value of the 

“old time way” and here the lyric calls to the singer’s attention the memories of time 

spent with precious loved ones who have passed on. As Bill was quoted in saying, this 

album is in many ways a salute to the 50s.65 Some of these singers were making music 

 
61 To hear the recording of “Precious Memories” from Homecoming visit the Gaither Music TV 

YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/mf3toICn5RE.  
 
62 For a comprehensive list of recordings see: David Bruce Murray, “Precious Memories,” 

Southern Gospel History, accessed April 24, 2021, 
https://www.sghistory.com/index.php?n=P.PreciousMemories.  

 
63 The Dixie Four Quartet, Precious Memories/Life’s Railway to Heaven, recorded 1950, Gospel 

Records 506, vinyl.  
 
64 Florida Boys, 11th Anniversary Album, recorded 1958, GBS Records LPM-1201, vinyl; 

Blackwood Brothers, Precious Memories, recorded 1962, RCA Victor LPM-2506, vinyl; LeFevres, 
Rainbow of Love, recorded 1963, Sing Records LP 3207, vinyl.  

 
65 Bill Gaither, interview by author, Waco, TX, December 14, 2016. 
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with the quartets in the 1950s and others, such as Gaither, are fans deeply indebted to the 

recordings made in the 50s.   

 It must be noted that while the Homecoming studio album recording is both the 

impetus for, and the result of, the Homecoming video recording that brought success to 

this franchise and revitalized the career of Bill Gaither, this album was thought to 

potentially be the last GVB album. The success of the GVB in the decades after the 

1980s is inseparably linked to the rise and fall of the Homecoming videos and concerts.  

 

Conclusion 
 
 In 1990 Bill Gaither was ready to call it quits with his quartet as he thought his 

own career was coming to an end, but the birth of the Homecoming franchise brought 

new life to his career and to this quartet that had started as the musically progressive wing 

of the Gaither music enterprise. During the 1980s, the Gaither Vocal Band had produced 

albums that fit the CCM model, but in this chapter, I have argued that the 1991 

Homecoming album was the impetus for Bill Gaither’s decision to rebranded the Vocal 

Band as a southern gospel ensemble. This chapter examined each of the songs recorded 

on the Homecoming album, particularly drawing upon Albin Zak’s paradigm of “records 

in dialogue,” to help understand how Gaither was using these particular songs to draw 

connections between seminal southern gospel recording and the Vocal Band. 

Additionally, this chapter highlighted the tension between preservation and expansion, 

which has always been part of the Gaither enterprises, but is particularly evident on this 

specific recording.  The following chapter examines the period from 1991 to 2004 as the 
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Gaither Vocal Band is still searching for identity, but finding a home in the genre 

community of southern gospel.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Southern Classics: The Vocal Band Appeals to a New Fan Base 

Introduction 

The 1991 Homecoming album presented the biggest watershed moment in the 

history and legacy of Bill Gaither. Prior to 1991 Bill Gaither’s name was most associated 

with the inspirational subgenre of Contemporary Christian Music, but after 1991 his 

name would be synonymous with the field of southern gospel. Songs written by the 

songwriting team of Bill and Gloria Gaither had been recorded by southern gospel 

ensembles for decades, but the Bill Gaither Trio was charting its own performance path. 

The Gaither Vocal Band, formed in 1980, spent the following decades exploring more 

contemporary sonorities, but now the group found success singing updated arrangements 

of southern gospel classics.  

This chapter explores the Gaither Vocal Band recordings from the Homecoming 

(1991) album to the year 2004, when the success of the Homecoming franchise peaked. 

During this period the Vocal Band released ten studio albums and toured extensively 

across the United States and around the globe. This chapter divides this era into three 

major periods, highlights significant dates and individuals, examines the content of these 

albums, particularly as these songs relate to the new trajectory of the Vocal Band.   
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Gaither Vocal Band Personalities (1991-2004) 

At the time of the Homecoming album recording the GVB consisted of Jim 

Murray, Michael English, Mark Lowry and Bill Gaither. In 1992, after five years singing 

tenor with the Vocal Band, Jim Murray stepped away as a result of a vocal cord surgery.  

Bill’s next move was to hire Terry Franklin to sing tenor. Franklin had attended 

Moody Bible Institute in Chicago, Illinois, where he met his wife Barbi. Together they 

formed a successful songwriting partnership and founded several nonprofit organizations 

working with worship and marriage ministries. Franklin sang tenor from 1992-1994 and 

during that time recorded two albums with the GVB, Peace of the Rock and Southern 

Classics.1 In personal interviews, Wes Hampton, Reggie Smith, and Mark Lowry all 

commented that Franklin was their favorite tenor out of all the tenors that sang with the 

Vocal Band. Smith commented that his admiration was primarily because Franklin and 

English complemented one another, instead of competing with one another.2 Even though 

Franklin is fondly remembered by artists and fans alike, he was intentionally hired by Bill 

as an interim tenor during this period of great transition for the Vocal Band.   

Michael English had sung with the Vocal Band since 1985 and in 1991 signed his 

first solo recording contract with Warner Alliance, the Christian music division of 

Warner Records. In 1992 Warner Alliance released his self-titled debut album which 

would lead him to win two Dove Awards for Male Vocalist of the Year and Best New 

Artist. He continued singing lead with the Vocal Band while his solo endeavors grew, but 

1 Emily Sutherland, Member Biographies: Gaither Vocal Band Live Reunion Concert Program 
Book, Greenville, South Carolina, October 19-20, 2018.   

2 Wes Hampton, interview by author, Waco, TX, December 4, 2016. Reggie Smith, interview by 
author, San Antonio, TX, February 22, 2019. Mark Lowry, interview by author, San Antonio, TX, January 
29, 2019.  
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in April of 1994 it was announced that Michael English was leaving the Vocal Band. In 

reflecting upon this period Bill responds, “When people say, well, why did Michael 

leave, I say he left because his solo thing was bigger than what we were doing.”3 

At the Dove Awards on April 28th, 1994 the Southern Classics album would win 

the Dove Award for “Best Southern Gospel Album” and Michael English would win both 

“Artist of the Year” and “Male Vocalist of the Year.” On May 6, 1994, less than a week 

after winning these awards, English’s career would abruptly come to an end as his affair 

with First Call singer Marabeth Jordan, which resulted in a pregnancy, became public.4 

English would be forced to return his Dove Awards. Even though his 1993 album, Hope, 

would climb to No. 5 on the Billboard’s Contemporary Christian chart, his recordings 

would immediately be pulled from the shelves by Christian retailers across the country. 

Michael chronicles his rise to success, fall from grace, and reinstatement in gospel music 

in his autobiography, The Prodigal Comes Home: My Story of Failure and God’s Story of 

Redemption.5 English’s career trajectory after leaving the Vocal Band is important 

because he returns to once again sing lead with the Vocal Band from 2009 to 2013. After 

his recovery from drug addiction English is reinstated as a gospel singer through his 

participation in the Homecoming franchise.6  

3 Gaither Vocal Band Reunion: Volume One (Alexandria, IN: Spring House Productions, 2009), 
DVD. 

4 Bob Darden, "Christian singer Michael English leaves industry," Billboard, May 21, 1994, Gale 
Academic OneFile (accessed October 8, 
2020). https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A16015908/AONE?u=txshracd2488&sid=AONE&xid=effdd5f0. 

5 Michael English and Lynn Vincent, The Prodigal Comes Home: My Story of Failure and God’s 
Story of Redemption (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2007).  

6 Michael Graves explores how gospel singers Mylon LeFevre, Calvin Newton, and Michael 
English have their images restored and are ceremoniously welcomed back into the southern gospel family 
through participation in the Gaither Homecoming Series. See Michael P. Graves, “The Gaither 
Homecoming Videos and the Ceremonial Reinstatement of Gospel Music Performers,” in More Than 
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Buddy Mullins came to the Vocal Band for a one-year stint as lead singer in 

1994-1995 as a permanent replacement was sought for Michael English.7 Mullins had 

grown up singing with the family group The Mullins, started by his evangelist father in 

the 1970s. The Mullins recorded on the Canaan Records label and were popular in the 

southern gospel and Inspirational markets. While singing with the GVB, Mullins 

continued to sing with his family group. Franklin and Mullins only sang together in live 

concerts, but never recorded an album together. Mullins is the only temporary vocalist to 

record a studio album with the GVB and Bill continues to include him in the Reunion 

videos and performances. Mullins sang lead on the 1994 album Testify, which can be 

understood to sonically exhibit the liminal nature of this time in the narrative of the GVB. 

Before this album was recorded, Terry Franklin left the group to return to full-time 

ministry with his wife.  

After Terry Franklin’s departure, Jonathan Pierce joined the GVB as tenor after a 

three-year stint singing lead for the Imperials. He had moved to Nashville to sing with the 

Christ Church Choir and had been introduced to the Imperials by Naomi Judd.8 Pierce 

remained with the Vocal Band from 1994-1997 and sang tenor on three studio albums: 

Testify, Southern Classics Vol. II, and Lovin’ God & Lovin’ Each Other. In 1995, soon 

after joining the Vocal Band, Pierce released his first solo album One Love with Curb 

Records. This album, along with Christian Rock band White Heart, led by Mark 

Gersmehl who had toured with the Gaither Trio, would be the first albums to go through 

Precious Memories: The Rhetoric of Southern Gospel Music, eds. Michael P. Graves and David Fillingim 
(Macon, Georgia: Mercer University Press, 2004), 153-181. 

7 Emily Sutherland, Member Biographies: Gaither Vocal Band Live Reunion Concert Program 
Book, Greenville, South Carolina, October 19-20, 2018.   

8 Ibid. 
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Warner Christian Distribution.9 Pierce left the Vocal Band in 1997 to pursue a career in 

musical theatre and in 1999 landed the role of Joseph in the Nashville revival of “Joseph 

and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat.”  

Filling the shoes of lead singer Michael English proved to be a difficult task. 

English had been with the group for over a decade, seemed to be unmatched in vocal 

agility and dexterity, and had developed an appeal to listeners in both the CCM and 

southern gospel spheres. Harper argues that English, “gave Homecomings a degree of 

CCM sex-appeal.”10 In September of 1995 Gaither presented Guy Penrod as the new lead 

singer to a full house at the historic Ryman Auditorium in Nashville, the home of the 

Grand Ole Opry. The location could not have been orchestrated any better, as Guy 

Penrod brought a rugged cowboy feel, sound, and look to Gaither Vocal Band. When 

Penrod stepped out on stage for his first performance in his cowboy boots, bolo tie, and 

long coat, he epitomized the western ideal of masculinity. After graduating from Liberty 

University, Guy spent over a decade as a studio singer in Nashville recording vocals on 

albums for Amy Grant, Michael W. Smith, Garth Brooks, Shania Twain, and Philips, 

Craig and Dean, to name a few. Not only could Penrod match English’s vocal abilities 

9 Deborah Evans Price, "Curb re-enters Christian market with new projects," Billboard, November 
18, 1995. Gale Academic OneFile (accessed October 8, 
2020). https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A17904655/AONE?u=txshracd2488&sid=AONE&xid=61fd3c5c. 

10 Ryan Paul Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-First 
Century (Jackson, MS: The University Press of Mississippi, 2017), 61. See also: Alona Wartofsky, “The 
Sins of the Singer,” The Washington Post, January 5, 1997, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/lifestyle/style/1997/01/05/the-sins-of-the-singer/def4e444-bbe5-
43fd-a376-3214737aeae2/. In this article, English, himself, speaks of how the record labels had played up 
his good looks and sharp dressing skills saying, “Record companies are the ones that build you up as a sex 
symbol, as this GQ, Christian Michael Bolton kind of guy. They’re packaging me as that. Look at this man’ 
instead of Look at what he’s got to say, hear the voice that God has given this man…They’ll do anything 
they can to sell a record.  
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note for note, but also the perception of rugged masculinity he exuded countered the 

CCM sex appeal that English had exhibited.11  

The GVB recorded two albums with the particular quartet voicing of Bill singing 

bass, Mark Lowry on baritone, Guy Penrod on lead, and Jonathan Pierce on tenor. The 

first album this group recorded was Southern Classics: Volume II, an obviously intended 

follow-up album to their previous success of wading deeply into the southern gospel 

genre. Southern gospel radio stations did not begin playing the GVB’s recordings until 

this shift in the mid-90s and the first number one on the Singing News monthly airplay 

chart came with the song “Yes, I Know” in July through October 1997.12  

The increasing success of the GVB and the Homecoming series led to an ever-

present stress upon a big, captivating, and yet refined sound for the quartet. In 1997 

David Phelps replaced Jonathan Pierce as tenor and Gaither finally had the powerhouse 

vocals he needed to deliver all the grandiose arrangements he and his orchestrators could 

imagine. Phelps graduated with a degree in vocal performance from Baylor University in 

1992 and recorded his first solo album with Word records in 1994. With a recorded range 

of over three octaves, Phelps brought to the group both a versatility as a soloist and an 

unprecedented ability to sing the high tenor parts that could soar above Penrod’s 

11 Ryan P. Harper, “Between Jesus and John Wayne: Constructing Guy Penrod” in The Gaithers 
and Southern Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-First Century (Jackson, MS: The University Press of 
Mississippi, 2017), 61-99. 

12 “Singing News Number One Songs,” Singing News Top 80 Chart (1970-Present), accessed 
April 25, 2021,  http://sghistory.com/index.php?n=S.SingingNewsNumberOneSongs. The Gaither Vocal 
Band has had four of their songs top the Singing News charts. This number was also confirmed in an 
interview with southern gospel insider, author, and blogger, Daniel Mount, who stated that this number is 
far fewer than one would expect for a group of their stature. He credits the lack of GVB songs topping the 
charts to the fact that Gaither has not hired radio promoters to push their new albums on southern gospel 
radio stations. Daniel J. Mount, email communication with the author, January 21, 2017. 
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powerful lead.13 Southern gospel fans have speculated that Phelps was brought in to 

replace Pierce because Pierce could not compete with Penrod’s range, particularly his 

upper extension that allowed him to sing into the tenor range with frequency.  

Whatever the reason that Pierce left the GVB he has essentially been forgotten (or 

written off) by the Gaither enterprise. Pierce did not participate in the 2009 Reunion 

filming and has not participated in the Reunions at the National Quartet Convention 

gatherings or the 2018 Reunion in Greenville, SC. Terry Franklin is also missing from 

both the DVD’s and NQC gatherings. Until his death on May 9, 2020, Pierce worked as a 

sought-after interior decorator in Nashville and Franklin continues to be busy managing 

and speaking with “Heart for the World Ministries” with his wife.14 However, these two 

artists were a crucial part of the transition from the early CCM sound of the GVB to the 

southern gospel sound.15 

With David Phelps in place as tenor, the GVB experienced its second four-year 

period of stability from 1997 to 2001, with the first having been from 1988-1992 with the 

combination of Gaither, Lowry, English and Murray.  During this second period of 

stability the GVB would record its first Christmas album, Still the Greatest Story Ever 

13 Phelps sings an E2 during the song “Just As I Am” on the album Revelation (2004) and sings 
his highest recorded note (F2) on the song “When God Dips His Love” from the Homecoming DVD 
Whispering Hope (2000). 

14Pierce passed away on May 9, 2020 after complications from heart surgery, 
https://obits.tennessean.com/obituaries/tennessean/obituary.aspx?n=jonathan-
pierce&pid=196190031&fhid=8548.  

15 Lemuel Miller is the only other alumnus who has not taken part in these events. Miller was 
hired as a permanent member of the group in 1987, but no studio album was recorded during his tenure. 
Miller has altogether been written out of the GVB narrative by Gaither, who does not even include Miller’s 
name on the list of alumni published in his autobiography and his was the only name not included in the 
program book for the 2018 GVB Reunion. Emily Sutherland, Member Biographies: Gaither Vocal Band 
Live Reunion Concert Program Book, Greenville, South Carolina, October 19-20, 2018.   
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Told (1998), as well as two other studio recordings, God is Good (1999) and I Do Believe 

(2000).  

In the late 1990s the Homecoming tour was continuing to gain steam and 

approaching its climax in the early 2000s. 2001 marked the end of this period of stability 

and rounded out the second decade of the Vocal Band with the departure of Mark Lowry. 

While Lowry was a lyrical soloist and a comedic force, his ability as a quartet singer was 

questioned by many from the beginning, most notably Michael English. Lowry admits 

that learning the baritone part for the Russell Mauldin arrangement of the “Star Spangled 

Banner” nearly caused him to quit because it was the most difficult arrangement the 

group had performed to date.16  

In 2001, Lowry departed from his role in the Vocal Band, but he continued to 

travel with the Homecoming tour for many of their dates. Homecoming featured artist 

Russ Taff was hired to fill the baritone spot. Russ was just one more singer in the line of 

vocalists who had found success with the Imperials before coming to join the Vocal 

Band. That list included Gary McSpadden, Jim Murray, and Jonathan Pierce. Taff came 

to the group after a long performing career and a long list of awards. He is a six-time 

Grammy winner and an eighteen-time GMA Dove Award winner. His iconic and soulful 

voice was hailed by Billboard Magazine as “the single most electrifying voice in 

Christian Music.” Even with his long line of credentials, Russ still came to the GVB 

wondering what he was expected to bring to the table.17 Although Russ had sung with the 

16 Lowry learned the chromatic and complicated baritone part like it was a solo and frequently 
demonstrates this in concert by singing it as such. The crowd erupts in applause for this nonsensical 
rendition.  

17 Russ Taff, Interview with author, San Antonio, TX, May 31, 2019. 
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Imperials, and ushered them more in the direction of Contemporary Christian Music, he 

had always been the lead singer. During that era with the Imperials Russ was the soloist 

and the rest of the Imperials often functioned as his backup singers.  

The GVB roster of Gaither, Taff, Penrod, and Phelps recorded two studio albums 

together, Everything Good (2002) and A cappella (2003). These recordings were released 

at the height of the Homecoming series, which peaked in 2004. Intent on capitalizing 

upon this success, Gaither put together the first compilation albums for the Gaither Vocal 

Band and released them in 2004 as The Best of the Gaither Vocal Band Vol. 1 and 2. 

Whether intentional or not, these albums rewrite the narrative of the GVB as a southern 

gospel group and whitewash the Contemporary Christian Music foundation of the 

ensemble because all but two songs come from the Homecoming era. The first song is “A 

Few Good Men,” released in 1990 and the other is “Daystar,” released in 1988, and the 

only song on these volumes to feature Michael English. These two songs were recorded 

on the StarSong label, while all of the other songs on the compilation albums were 

recorded under the Gaither Music Company label. Perhaps the cost of adding too many 

songs recorded on other labels prohibited Gaither from presenting the full musical scope 

of Vocal Band, or perhaps this was an intentional decision to steer the narrative in the 

direction espoused by the Homecoming franchise.  

Searching for an Identity (1991-1994) 

1991-1994 serve as transitional years where the Vocal Band explored both CCM 

and southern gospel sonorities. Even after the tremendous success of Homecoming, the 

GVB continued to record albums that did not fit clearly in the southern gospel sound, 
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such as Peace of the Rock (1993) and Testify (1994). However, they also recorded the 

first Southern Classics album in 1993, which helped to reinforce that there was a larger 

audience more interested in them as a southern gospel quartet than a CCM ensemble. 

During this period of time there was significant change in personnel as Jim Murray and 

Michael English left the group and were replaced by Terry Franklin and Buddy Mullins 

respectively. Terry Franklin departed before the Southern Classics album and Jonathan 

Pierce replaced him as tenor.  

Peace of the Rock was the successor to the Homecoming album, although the two 

could not have been more different. Bill commented in a personal interview that the 

record company, StarSong was attempting to help the GVB find their identity by bringing 

in Cheryl Rogers, who had produced albums for contemporary Christian artists.18 Rogers, 

who produced the Peace of the Rock is a 4-time Gospel Music Association Dove Award 

nominee and in 1996 won a Grammy as producer for Tribute: The Songs of Andraé 

Crouch, featuring The Brooklyn Tabernacle Choir, Take 6, Twila Paris, and Michael W. 

Smith. Peace of the Rock was the last recording on the StarSong label, but unfortunately, 

it was not well received by fans. Peace of the Rock includes 10 tracks (Table 5.1). 

Table 5.1. Tracks on the Peace of the Rock (1993) album 
Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published: 
Peace of the Rock Carroll/Liles/Puryear 1993 
I Wanna Put My Armor 
On 

Pat Terry 1991 

I Can’t Believe My Eyes Liles/Wood 1992 
I Heard the Voice of Jesus 
Say 

Bonar/Sjolund 1846 (text) 

Home Where I Belong Pat Terry 1976 
Every Day, Every Hour Terry Franklin 1992 
Arms Around the World Jennings/Jones/Gaither/Franklin/Rogers 1993 
Walk with Danger Gaither/Fry 1990 

18 Bill Gaither, interview by author, Waco, TX, December 14, 2016. 
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Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published: 
Set My Feet on the Rock Franklin/Huesmann 1992 
Voice of the Father Tom Stipe 1991 

In It’s More Than the Music Gaither and Abraham attribute the “Piece of the 

Rock” [sic] album to 1989, instead of 1993 and they credit this album as “a strong 

contemporary album…although, we performed some great music, the album didn’t sell 

well for us.”19 The misspelling of the title of the album and the incorrect year might 

easily make the point of just how forgettable this album was for fans and for the man who 

headlined the ensemble bearing his name. In his autobiography, Bill points to the lack of 

success with this contemporary album as an impetus for the turn toward recording songs 

oriented more towards southern gospel.  

The title track for Peace of the Rock was written by Dwight Liles, who had 

written several songs that were cut on the early GVB records, such as “He Came Down to 

My Level,” “Living Sacrifice,” and “Majority.”20 This song rose to be #1 on the CCM 

Adult Contemporary chart in May 1993, where it remained for two weeks.21 However, 

the other songs that went to radio play did poorly and only one song from the album 

resurfaced in later GVB recordings. “Home, Where I Belong” became a signature solo 

for Mark Lowry and he would sing it on the Reunion Volume One recording in 2009. 

This song, written by Pat Terry, had been recorded by the Imperials in 1984. It made a 

return to the GVB repertoire when Lowry rejoined the group in 2008, but it would be the 

19 Gaither, It's More than the Music, 234. 

20 To hear the recording of “Peace of the Rock,” the title track from Peace of the Rock, visit the 
Gaither Music TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/HnLOTCtMiWc.  

21 Jeffrey Lee Brothers, Hot Hits: Adult Contemporary Charts 1978-2001 (Bloomington, IN: 1st 
Books Library, 2003), 97.  
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only song from the album to be sung after the turn towards southern gospel that took 

place with the Southern Classics albums.  

Almost in anticipation that Peace of the Rock, a Contemporary Christian album 

by all accounts, would fail to do well on the charts, Gaither convinced the executives at 

Benson that the group should record another true southern gospel album full of 

everyone’s favorites. The 1993 album Southern Classics, recorded in the same year as 

Peace of the Rock, was truly the first GVB album to sound and exhibit what southern 

gospel audiences wanted to hear, without the draw of the southern gospel legends singing 

on it. This album won Southern Gospel Album of the Year from the Dove Awards and 

was nominated for the Best Southern Gospel, Country Gospel, or Bluegrass Gospel 

album from the Grammy’s. The album features several songs that could be considered 

classics of the southern gospel repertoire, such as “There is a River,” Howard Goodman’s 

“Give Up,” and Squire Parsons’ “Sweet Beulah Land” (Table 5.2).   

 
Table 5.2. Tracks on the Southern Classics (1993) album 

Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published:  
Satisfied Traditional   
There is a River Max and David Sapp 1969 
Give Up Howard Goodman 1957 
I Bowed on My Knees and 
Cried Holy 

Washington/Cantwell 1923 

Sometimes My Feet 
Wanna Dance 

Jennings/Gaither/Franklin 1993 

Sweet Beulah Land Squire Parsons 1979 
Sign Me Up Forshee/Simmons 1993 
Little is Much When God 
is in It 

Kittie Louise Suffield 1924 

Jesus on the Mainline Traditional   
The King is Coming Bill and Gloria Gaither  1969 
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One of the most noticeable differences between Peace of the Rock and Southern 

Classics are the publication dates of the songs recorded on each album. “Home, Where I 

Belong” is the only song featured on Peace of the Rock written before 1990. However, on 

Southern Classics only two songs are written after 1990, with the majority of the songs 

coming from the 60s and 70s. This speaks to the tension between preservation and 

expansion highlighted by Harper in the introduction to his text:  

Bill Gaither’s love for southern gospel means that he wants to (a) showcase it as a 
distinct musical form and (b) broadcast it to an audience largely ignorant of it, in 
the hopes of bringing more people into the fold. While Bill has confidence that 
the power of the music, unadulterated, will draw people to it, he is also aware that 
maximizing his audience requires him to push the genre’s boundaries. Gaither 
music has always been genre-transgressive, and the Gaithers are not just able but 
also eager to push the boundaries; they want the southern gospel faithful’s 
boundaries to be expanded as well.22 
 

While Darrell Harris of StarSong served as the Executive Producer of Peace of the Rock, 

Bill took a different turn with the Southern Classics album and splits the role of producer 

with himself, Michael Sykes and Michael English. Michael Sykes had moved to 

Nashville at the age of 18 and began playing piano for country and gospel groups.23 He 

has produced albums for the Gaither Vocal Band, Russ Taff, the Martins, Jeff and Sheri 

Easter, and the Oak Ridge Boys. This trio of producers made the decision to lean into the 

country gospel instrumentation on tracks like “Satisfied,” and “Give Up,” but they also 

chose to balance it with orchestrations from arranger Russell Mauldin. Orchestrations of 

this nature had been a standard of the Bill Gaither Trio and the Inspirational genre.   

 
22 Ryan Paul Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel, 15. 
 
23 "About: Michael Sykes," Gaither.com, accessed April 25, 2021, 

https://gaither.com/artists/michael-sykes/.  
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The Southern Classics album opens with the song “Satisfied,” which is credited 

as a traditional gospel text and tune. “Satisfied” won the Dove Award for Southern 

Gospel Recorded Song of the Year in 1994. It must be noted that this version of 

“Satisfied” is entirely different from the song titled “Satisfied” on the GVB God is Good 

(1999) album. In this traditional version of “Satisfied” the melody is passed around 

between all four voices of the quartet and it has the distinctive feel of a song designed for 

quartet performance, not congregational singing. 

“There is a River” was written in 1969 by David and Max Sapp and popularized 

by Jimmy Swaggart after his 1972 album by the same title.24 That same year the song 

was recorded the The Weatherfords and Florida Boys. However, it is the Cathedral 

Quartet version from 1974 which provides the inspiration for this version from the 

GVB.25 While the Gaither version utilizes an orchestration with strings, as opposed to the 

bare piano, bass, and percussion on the Cathedral Quartet version, the vocal arrangement 

is very similar, even down to the key change between the verses. The Gaither version 

slows down the tempo and Michael English’s crooning adds a poignancy and weight of 

personal testimony to the text that seems to be an improvement upon the Cathedrals 

version and more reminiscent of Swaggart’s. The GVB version also ends lower in the 

vocal register of the quartet members, as opposed to the Cathedrals version which ends, 

in their typical style, with everyone demonstrating the upper (and lower for the bass) 

reach of their vocal ranges. This registration change suggests a more introspective 

 
24 Jimmy Swaggart, There is a River, recorded 1971, Jim Records LP-114, vinyl. 
 
25 The Cathedral Quartet, Our Statue of Liberty, recorded 1974, Canaan Records CAS-9761, vinyl.  
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character for the GVB arrangement than of the Cathedrals version. “There is a River” has 

been sung at nearly every GVB concert from 1993 to the present.   

Written by Howard Goodman, “Give Up” became one of Michael English’s 

signature solos over the course of his year’s singing lead in the Vocal Band. For a season, 

David Phelps would sing lead on this arrangement which tests the range and dexterity of 

any tenor, especially when attempting to match English’s classic wailing parts. However, 

the song seems so tied to Michael English that it was soon retired until he returned to the 

GVB in 2008. Before the Southern Classics album, the song had been recorded by the 

Dixie Echoes, Happy Goodmans, LeFevres, Talleys, and Gold City to name a few and it 

was certainly a familiar classic among southern gospel fans.26  

The biggest hit of the entire album was “I Bowed on My Knees and Cried Holy” 

and it was this arrangement that would catapult the career of Michael English. In 1994 

Michael English won the Dove Award for both “Artist of the Year” and “Male Vocalist 

of the Year” due in large part to the popularity of this song. Even after Michael English 

publicly fell from grace this song won Southern Gospel Recorded Song of the Year in 

1995. Interestingly enough, English had recorded this song while singing lead with the 

Singing Americans in 1984, nearly a decade earlier, but it took the larger audience of the 

GVB to catapult the song to new heights.27  

 
26 The Dixie Echoes, Living By Faith, recorded 1966, Songs of Faith Records SOF138, vinyl; The 

LeFevres, A Visit With, recorded 1966, Sing Records LP3217, vinyl; The Happy Goodmans, The Very Best 
of the Happy Goodmans Live!, recorded 1977, Canaan Records CAX-9816, vinyl; The Talley Trio, More 
Than Enough, recorded 1971, vinyl; Gold City, Walking with Jesus, recorded 1984, Nugget Records 1004, 
vinyl. 

 
27 The Singing Americans, I Bowed on My Knees and Cried Holy, recorded 1984, Riversong 

Records RRS05, vinyl. This album contains the recording of a short and long version of the song from their 
1984 Live and Alive record, as well as an interview with the Singing Americans that played on southern 
gospel radio stations.  
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The text was written by Nettie Dudley Washington and the music by E.M Dudley 

Cantwell. The first recording by a major gospel quartet was by the Blackwood Brothers 

on their 1956 Hymn Sing album.28 The song was also recorded by the Statesmen Quartet 

in 1959 on their Get Away Jordan album.29 The Bill Gaither Trio also recorded their own 

arrangement on their 1961 Oh, How I Love Him album.  

Over the years, it was recorded by a host of other groups and so its familiarity led 

to a spontaneous moment during the Homecoming album recordings.30 With Bill at the 

piano, Larry Gatlin launches into the song with “I dreamed of a city called glory…” He 

immediately remarks to Michael, “I’m not gonna sing it like you do.” Larry takes the lead 

through the first verse and chorus while the other singers in attendance stand with their 

hands raised or their eyes closed while they sing along. Larry Gatlin motions to Michael 

and Bill instinctively modulates on the piano to a higher key in order to highlight 

Michael’s immense range. This version is a hybrid between the many arrangements that 

went before and the one which would end up on the Southern Classics album and shows 

the evolution of the song to the arrangement that would remain unchanged for Michael 

English and the GVB after 1993. Like “Give Up,” this song would not be sung by the 

GVB without Michael English there to sing it.  

 
28 Blackwood Brothers Quartet, Hymn Sing, recorded 1956, RCA Victor LPM-1255, vinyl. 
 
29 The Statesmen Quartet, Get Away Jordan, recorded 1959, Skylite Records SSLP-5695, vinyl.  
 
30 To hear the recording of “I Bowed on My Knees and Cried Holy,” from the Homecoming 

recording session visit the Gaither Music TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/XILjieC_gGc  On this 
version, recorded in 1991 and before the new arrangement recorded on the Southern Classics album, you 
can hear the cohort of southern gospel legends echo the line “cry holy” on the last chorus, which was 
codified in the arrangement of the Blackwood Brothers and exhibits how influential these seminal 
recordings in the 1950s had been on southern gospel performance practice. 
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“Sweet Beulah Land”  was written by Squire Parsons in 1979 and published the 

Kingsmen Publishing Company. Parsons had sung baritone and lead with the Kingsmen 

Quartet from 1975-1979, before embarking on a decades long solo career.31 He first 

recorded this song on his 1979 debut solo album with the same title.32 In 1981 the song 

won the Singing New Fan Awards for Song of the Year for the Kingsmen Quartet 

recording.33  

Two Gaither-penned tracks find their way onto this album. The first is 

“Sometimes My Feet Wanna Dance,” which was co-written by Suzanne Gaither 

Jennings, Bill and Gloria’s oldest daughter and the most frequent contributor of any of 

the Gaither children to their recorded albums. Bill is credited with co-writing the music 

for this song with GVB tenor Terry Franklin and his wife Barbi. The second song is a 

Gaither classic that had been recorded several times by the Bill Gaither Trio, “The King 

is Coming.” While many listeners in the southern gospel community were unfamiliar 

with much of the recordings and career of the Bill Gaither Trio, they invariably knew 

songs such as this one, which had been recorded by a variety of southern gospel groups 

such as the Speer Family, Blackwood Brothers, and the Imperials.34  

 
31 David Bruce Murray, Murray’s Encyclopedia of Southern Gospel Music (United States: 

Musicscribe Publishing, 2005), 105. 
 
32 Squire Parsons, Sweet Beulah Land, recorded 1979, Dawn Records IRC 1016, vinyl.  
 
33 “Singing News Fan Awards,” Singing News Fan Awards (1970-Present), accessed April 25, 

2021,  https://www.sghistory.com/index.php?n=S.SingingNewsFanAwards.  
 
34 The Speer Family, The King is Coming, recorded 1971, Heartwarming Records HWS 3098, 

vinyl; The Blackwood Brothers Quartet, The Blackwood Brothers Quartet featuring London Parris, 
recorded 1971, RCA Victor LSP-4484, vinyl; The Imperials, Old Fashioned Faith, recorded 1984, 
Dayspring Records SPCN 7-01-412301-7, vinyl.  
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The 1994 Testify album was the first album to feature Jonathan Pierce singing 

tenor and the only album with Buddy Mullins singing lead. This is also the only album to 

be recorded on the Chapel Records label, owned by Gaither. This label released albums 

by several other southern gospel artists including Brian Free and Assurance, J D Sumner 

and the Stamps, Jeff and Sheri Easter, the Martins, and the Nelons. In 1995, Chapel 

Records became Spring Hill Music Group. Bill Gaither himself owns Spring Hill Music 

Group and it was created primarily as a vehicle to expose artists like the Martins and Jeff 

and Sheri Easter. Gaither describes these groups and Spring Hill as not “strict southern 

gospel, but they weren’t contemporary either. I always like anything that doesn’t fit 

existing molds. I’m always in the crack somewhere, and I have scars to show it.”35   

 
Table 5.3. Tracks on the Testify (1994) album 

Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published:  
John the Revelator Rusty Goodman 1975 
Lord, Feed Your Children David Binion 1981 
I Shall Wear a Crown Rex Nelon 1980 
I’m Free Bill and Gloria Gaither 1968 
Born Again Traditional   
Build an Ark Paul Evans 1981 
Mountains of Mercy Hamm/Lindsey/Thum 1994 
Home Sykes/Goodman/Wilburn 1982 
Testify English/Sykes 1994 
Send It On Down Geron Davis 1994 
(Whenever I Think of You) 
I Thank My God 

Gaither/McGuire 1994 

 
  

Testify was co-produced by Gaither, Michael Sykes, and Michael English, just 

like the previous Southern Classics album. While Michael English was no longer a part 

of the group when the album was released, his influence on this record is notable, 

 
35 Deborah Evans Price, “Christian Artists Thrive as Label Owners,” Billboard, December 12, 

2002 https://go-gale-
com.ezproxy.baylor.edu/ps/i.do?p=AONE&u=txshracd2488&id=GALE%7CA96057713&v=2.1&it=r 
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particularly in the repertoire. “John the Revelator” and “Home” are both songs composed 

by Rusty Goodman that English sang during his tenure singing with the Happy 

Goodmans in 1982-1983 and would continue to sing while performing with The Singing 

Americans before coming to the Bill Gaither Trio/GVB. English also co-wrote the title 

track with Michael Sykes. Additionally, these vocal arrangements have stylings 

reminiscent of English and English himself sang background vocals throughout the 

album, most noticeably on the title cut.  

 Testify includes nods to southern gospel through the songs of Rusty Goodman and 

the recording of “I Shall Wear a Crown,” an adaptation of “We Shall Wear a Robe and 

Crown written by Rex Nelon and first recorded in 1980.36 Various gospel groups such as 

the Florida Boys and the Hoppers helped to popularize the song in the early 1980s. 

However, several tracks such as “Testify,” with its heavy synth and pop vocal stylings, as 

well as “Send it on Down” from Geron Davis heavily use CCM sonic signifiers.37 Geron 

Davis first recorded “Send it on Down” on a project for Integrity’s Hosanna! Music, a 

publisher of praise and worship music.38  

 After the release and the poor reception of the Testify album it became apparent to 

Gaither that audiences were hungering for albums that are clearly identified as southern 

gospel. At this time the Homecoming video series, which was built upon the nostalgia of 

 
36 To hear the recording of “I Shall Wear a Crown,” from the Testify album visit the Gaither Music 

TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/2idSw3OeZG8. Rex Nelon Singers, Expressions of Love, recorded 
1980, Canaan Records CAS9856, vinyl.  

 
37 To hear the recording of “Send it on Down,” from the Testify album visit the Gaither Music TV 

YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/eY2ZMb01AO4.  
 
38 Geron Davis, Holy Ground, recorded 1994, Integrity’s Hosanna! Music HMC059, cassette.  
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a previous era of gospel music, was quickly growing, so Gaither shifted the Vocal Band 

sound in the direction of southern gospel.  

 
The Gaither Vocal Band as a Southern Classic: (1995-2000) 
 

The album titled Southern Classics Volume 2 (1995) confirmed once and for all 

the new southern gospel orientation of the Gaither Vocal Band. The lineup of singers for 

the Vocal Band was now solidified with Guy Penrod singing lead, and the configuration 

of Gaither, Lowry, Penrod, and Pierce recorded two studio albums and one live album. 

This first album was produced by Bill Gaither, Michael Sykes, and Guy Penrod. While 

Gaither and Sykes had worked together on numerous recording projects by this point, 

Penrod stepped up for his first attempt as producer. This album was building upon the 

success of the first Southern Classics (1993) album and the explosive growth of the 

Homecoming franchise. 

This second volume of the Southern Classics albums was the first album to be 

released by the Gaither Music Company on the Spring Hill Music Group label and the 

first to bear the “Gaither Gospel Series” banner across the top of the album cover.   

 

 
Figure 5.1. Southern Classics Vol. 2 (1995) album cover 
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This album draws from a wide array of decades and songwriters for its eleven tracks 

(Table 5.4).  

 
Table 5.4. Tracks on the Southern Classic Vol. 2 (1995) album 

Song Title:  Songwriters: Year Published:  
When Jesus Says It’s 
Enough 

Joel and LaBreeska 
Hemphill 

1995 
 

Search Me, Lord Thomas Dorsey 1948 
Yes, I Know Anna W. Waterman Ca. 1920 
Count on Me Gaither/Jennings/Penrod 1996 
Living Water Alan Mushegan 1990 
The Old Rugged Cross 
Made the Difference 

Bill and Gloria Gaither 1969 

Old Friends Gaither/Miller 1993 
When We All Get 
Together with the Lord 

Jaffe/Reichner 1945 

On My Way to Heaven Traditional  
Farther Along Baxter/Stevens 1937 
Sweeter as the Days Go By Genser Smith 1961 

 
 
The first song on the recording is “When Jesus Says It’s Enough,” a new song at 

the time, by Joel and LaBreeska Hemphill. Joel and LaBreeska were the patriarch and 

matriarch for the Hemphills, a southern gospel family ensemble.39 LaBreeska began 

singing gospel music at the age of 9 with the Happy Goodman family, which was her 

mother’s side of the family. In 1966 the Hemphills signed their first recording contract 

with Canaan Records, the division of Word Records responsible for southern gospel 

artists. 

 In the liner notes to this album Bill credits the arrangement of “Search Me, Lord” 

to Gordon Stoker and the Jordanaires.40 “Search Me, Lord” was recorded by the 

 
39 “LaBreeska Hemphill 1940-2015,” The Tennessean, accessed March 13, 2021, 

https://obits.tennessean.com/obituaries/tennessean/obituary.aspx?n=labreeska-
hemphill&pid=176826939&fhid=14062.  

 



193 
 

Jordanaires in 1957 on the Peace in the Valley album and in 1958 on their Heavenly 

Spirit album.41 In the late 1950s the Jordanaires chose Nashville studio work over the 

rigors of a constant touring schedule and they exploded in popularity as they sang 

background vocals for Elvis Presley. The song was written by the black hymnwriter 

Thomas A. Dorsey just a decade earlier in 1948.42 “When We All Get Together with the 

Lord” also comes from the black gospel quartet tradition. It was written by Bickley 

Reichner and Moe Jaffe in 1945 and recorded by Andy Kirk’s Orchestra with The 

Jubalaires on Decca Records.43  

“Sweeter As the Days Go By” was written by Genser Smith (sometimes spelled 

Geneser Smith) and once again was recorded by a large number of the quartets that Bill 

idolized. The Dixie Echoes recorded this song on their 1962 Sing Songs of Faith album 

and the Statesmen recorded it on their 1963 The Mystery of His Way album.44 On the 

Sweeter As the Days Go By Homecoming DVD Bill introduces the song with this 

 
40 Gaither Vocal Band, Southern Classics Vol. 2, recorded 1995, Gaither Music Group CMD5320, 

CD. To hear the recording of “Search Me, Lord,” from the Southern Classics Vol. 2 album visit the Gaither 
Music TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/paJaAzFUfNc.  

 
41 The Jordanaires, Peace in the Valley, recorded 1957, Decca Records DL-8681, vinyl; The 

Jordanaires, Heavenly Spirit, recorded 1958, Capitol Records T-1011, vinyl.  
 
42 For more on Dorsey see: Horace Clarence Boyer, “Take My Hand, Precious Lord, Lead Me 

On," in We’ll Understand It Better By and By: Pioneering African American Gospel Composers, ed. 
Bernice Johnson Reagon (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992); Michael W. Harris, 
“Conflict and Resolution in the Life of Thomas Andrew Dorsey” in We’ll Understand It Better By and By: 
Pioneering African American Gospel Composers, ed. Bernice Johnson Reagon (Washington, D.C.: 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992); Michael W. Harris, “The Rise of the Gospel Blues: The Music of 
Thomas Andrew Dorsey in the Urban Church (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992).  

 
43 Andy Kirk and His Orchestra and The Jubalaires, Get Together with the Lord/I Know, recorded 

1946, Decca Records 18782, vinyl. 
 
44 The Dixie Echoes, Sing Songs of Faith, recorded 1962, Songs of Faith Records SOF116, vinyl; 

The Statesmen Quartet, The Mystery of His Way, recorded 1963, RCA Victor LSP-2546, vinyl.  
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introduction: “Jake Hess sang with the Statesmen Quartet back in the early 60s a song 

that came out of the Black church.”45 

 Gaither also gives thanks in the liner notes to “dear friends, Boyce and Catherine 

Pierce” who introduced him to the song “Yes, I Know.” This song was written by Anna 

W. Waterman around 1920 and found its way into several shape note hymn collections. 

The most well-known recording is the 1972 recording by Jimmy Swaggart on his Camp 

Meeting Organ album and the 1977 We’ll Talk It Over album.46 While Gaither might 

have been unfamiliar with this song prior to 1995, it would have certainly been familiar 

to many of the artists associated with Homecoming.  

 “The Old Rugged Cross Made the Difference” was first recorded on the 1969 

Sings Warm album by the Bill Gaither Trio. The following year it was recorded by the 

Speer Family, the Florida Boys, the Oak Ridge Boys and the Cathedral Quartet.47 While 

the Gaither Vocal Band had recorded “The King is Coming” and “I’m Free” on their 

recent albums, the Vocal Band in general was not recording songs in the early or mid-90s 

that had been made famous by the Bill Gaither Trio. Bill had disbanded the Trio in 1990 

and as the Vocal Band moved further away from that date, the number of Gaither Trio 

songs they recorded grew, particularly as the Homecoming series grew to its peak in the 

early 2000s.  

 
45 Sweeter As the Days Go By (Alexandria, IN: Spring House Productions, 2017), DVD. 
 
46 Jimmy Swaggart, Camp Meeting Organ, recorded 1972, Jim Records LP-113, vinyl; Jimmy 

Swaggart, We’ll Talk It Over (In the Bye and Bye), recorded 1977, Jim Records JLP-127, vinyl.  
 
47 Speer Family, The Old Rugged Cross Made the Difference, recorded 1970, Heartwarming 

Records HWS 3067, vinyl; The Florida Boys, The Many Moods of the Florida Boys, recorded 1970, 
Canaan Records CAS-9680, vinyl; The Oak Ridge Boys, Talk About the Good Times, recorded 1970, 
Heartwarming Records 3068, vinyl; The Cathedral Quartet, A Little Bit of Everything, recorded 1970, 
Canaan Records CAS-9688, vinyl.  
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 Like “Precious Memories” on the Homecoming album, “Farther Along” is a song 

that had been recorded by nearly every southern gospel ensemble since it was published 

in 1937 by the Stamps-Baxter Music Company. The text and tune were written by 

William Buel Stevens and the original arrangement is credited to J. R. Baxter. More than 

any other track on the album, “Farther Along” would be understood as a true southern 

classic by southern gospel audiences.  

The repertoire on the Lovin’ God & Lovin’ Each Other (1997) album continues to 

reflect the turn toward southern gospel, even though it is immediately apparent when 

looking at the table below that Bill and Gloria themselves contribute more songs to this 

album than any previous GVB album.  

 
Table 5.5. Tracks on the Lovin’ God, Lovin’ Each Other (1997) album 

Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published: 
My Lord and I Public Domain   
Singing with the Saints Rowsey/Starnes/Williams 1987 
Loving God, Loving Each 
Other 

Bill and Gloria Gaither 1997 

In That Great Getting Up 
Morning 

Public Domain  

I’ll Tell It Wherever I Go Thomas Dorsey 1938 
Tell Me Bill and Gloria Gaither 1987 
I Believe in a Hill Called 
Mount Calvary 

Bill and Gloria Gaither 1968 

Palms of Victory Brock/Matthias 196848 
At the Cross Isaac Watts  
Songs that Answer 
Questions 

Bill and Gloria Gaither 1976 

Promises One by One Daryl Williams 1993 
Happy Rhythm Mosie Lister 1953 
I’ll Worship Only at the 
Feet of Jesus 

Bill and Gloria 
Gaither/Miller 

1991 

 

 
48 Copyright says 1968 with Bridge Building Music, Inc. However, it was recorded by the Speer 

family in 1965 on Won’t We Be Happy and by Rex Nelon on I Wouldn’t Take Nothing For My Journey.  
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The opening track, “My Lord and I,” is a public domain text and tune that would 

have also been familiar to fans of gospel music in the 1950s and 60s. The first recording 

by a major gospel quartet came in the early 1950s when it was recorded by the Ranger 

Quartet featuring Denver Crumpler on tenor.49 The Rangers recording includes only a 

bare piano accompaniment to support the four male voices. In 1961 The Happy 

Goodmans recorded their version on the album It’s A Wonderful Feelin’.50 This version 

introduces drums, bass, and electric guitar to the accompaniment, in addition to the piano. 

The drums in this version emphasize the back beat and the tempo anywhere from 5-10 

beats per minute faster.  

By contrast to both of these recordings which would have undoubtedly served as 

templates for Bill Gaither, the GVB version is only 75 bpm and the song is driven by the 

close harmonies as much as any rhythmic pulse. The introduction begins with the driving 

pulse of the acoustic guitar and the harmonica which punctuates each vocal introduction 

and the turnaround between each major section of the song. On the second repeat of the 

chorus the drums enter with a heavy pulse on beats 2 and 4 emphasizing the natural 

walking pace of the song. It is a striking choice that Gaither relaxes the speed of the song 

to accommodate the lyrics, while these earlier arrangements feel hurried:  

 

 

 

 

 
49 “Rangers Quartet Discography,” Gloryland Jubilee: A Discography of Sacred & Gospel Music 

(1943-1969), accessed April 26, 2021, http://gj.rcs-discography.com/artist.php?key=1698. This song 
appears to have been recorded twice during the 1950s, once on an EP and once on a full album.  

 
50 The Happy Goodmans, It’s a Wonderful Feelin’, recorded 1964, Sims Records SIMS129, vinyl.  



197 
 

We’re gonna’ walk this road to Glory (children!) 
My Lord and I; 
We’re gonna’ walk and tell the story (children!) 
My Lord and I; 
When I come to the river, wide, 
The blessed Lord is gonna’ calm the tide, 
We’re gonna’ walk this road to Glory (children!) 
My Lord and I 
 

The GVB arrangement never speeds up from this unhurried tempo, but Gaither 

chooses to manipulate the overall energy of the arrangement using shifts in the drums and 

vocals. On the second repeat of the chorus the drums switch from the emphasis upon 

beats 2 and 4 and move to the shuffle pattern emphasizing the upbeat, reminiscent of the 

Happy Goodman recording. After the solo by Jonathan Pierce the full quartet comes back 

in and all of the voices slide upwards into a tighter harmony with the upper three voices 

singing in a cluster chord. The text of the solos on these arrangements is different, given 

that this song is public domain, but the GVB arrangement is missing the convention style 

bridge from the Happy Goodmans arrangement. The removal of this section certainly 

feels like Gaither’s attempt to help modernize these mid-century arrangements for a more 

contemporary audience.  

“Palms of Victory” also harkens back to this mid-century gospel aesthetic. This 

song had been recorded in the 1960s by the Speer Family, the Oak Ridge Boys, the 

Cathedral Quartet, the Florida Boys, and J.D. Sumner and the Stamps.51 Its authorship is 

contested but the text is often attributed to John B. Matthias, a Methodist preacher. The 

 
51 The Speer Family, Won’t We Be Happy, recorded 1965, Skylite Records SSLP-6027, vinyl; The 

Oak Ridge Boys, Songs We Wished We’d Recorded First, recorded 1966, Heartwarming Records HWS 
1901, vinyl; The Cathedral Quartet, I Saw the Light, recorded 1967, Cathedral Records C7936, vinyl; The 
Florida Boys, Up Tempo, recorded 1967, Canaan Records VAS-9361, vinyl; J.D. Sumner and the Stamps, 
Music, Music, Music, recorded 1968, Skylite Records SLP-6067, vinyl. 
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song was published in hymnals with the alternate titles of “Deliverance Will Come” and 

“I Saw a Wayworn Traveler.”52 

 Two songs on this album were recorded in the 1950s by the Jordanaires. The first 

was “I’ll Tell It Wherever I Go,” written by Black gospel writer Thomas A. Dorsey in 

1938. The Jordanaires recorded this song in 1952 and in 1968 the Statesmen recorded the 

song on their Hits of the Decade album.53 “In That Great Getting’ Up Morning” was also 

recorded by the Jordanaires on their 1959 Gloryland album.54 This song is a traditional 

Negro spiritual, as were the majority of the songs featured on that landmark album.  

 The Lovin’ God & Lovin’ Each Other album marked the first time that the GVB 

recorded Mosie Lister’s “Happy Rhythm.” Lister was the original baritone for the 

Statesmen Quartet. Although they have similar first and last names, Mosie Lister was not 

related to Hovie Lister, the piano player for the Statesmen. Mosie wasn’t interested in 

touring on the concert circuit outside of Atlanta and soon he was replaced by Jake Hess.55 

He would continue to write and arrange for the Statesmen and this song was recorded on 

their 1959 Get Away Jordan album. The song features a prominent bass solo, sung here 

by Bill. On the 1959 Statesmen recording, this solo was sung by James “Big Chief” 

 
52 “I Saw a Wayworn Traveler,” Hymnary.org, accessed April 26, 2021, 

https://hymnary.org/text/i_saw_a_wayworn_traveler.  
 
53 The Jordanaires, I’ll Tell It Wherever I Go/My Rock, recorded 1952, RCA Victor 47-4948, 

vinyl; The Statesmen Quartet, Hits of the Decade, recorded 1968, Heartwarming Records HW-1940, vinyl.  
 
54 The Jordanaires, Gloryland, recorded 1959, Capitol Recods T-1167, vinyl. This album is 

comprised almost exclusively of covers of black spirituals.  
 
55 James R. Goff, Close Harmony: A History of Southern Gospel (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2002), 170. See also: David Taylor, Happy Rhythm: A Biography of Hovie Lister and the 
Statesmen Quartet (Lexington, IN: TaylorMade, 1994), 18-21. 



199 
 

Wetherington, a singer Bill idolized for his ability to sing both melodic content and the 

extended bass low range required by southern gospel.  

 Bill and Gloria contributed five songs to this album, more than any Gaither Vocal 

Band album to date. The Trio performances had been their primary venue through which 

they recorded and performed their music. Now that the Trio had been dissolved and the 

Vocal Band had taken on the primary performance roles, the Vocal Band was the only 

outlet for newly written songs by Bill and Gloria since they were still writing songs and 

needed to get them performed. “Loving God, Loving Each Other” was written by Bill and 

Gloria in 1997 and first recorded on this album. “Tell Me” had been recorded by the Bill 

Gaither Trio on their 1987 Welcome Back Home album and this recording by the GVB 

would feature guest vocals from Janet Pascal, who had made her career singing with the 

Rex Nelon Singers and with Jimmy Swaggart. “I Believe in a Hill Called Mount 

Calvary” had been recorded on five separate Bill Gaither Trio albums, as well as 

recordings by several prominent gospel quartets. The song “Songs that Answer 

Questions” had also been recorded by the Trio on two albums. In 1992 the Cathedral 

Quartet recorded “I’ll Worship Only at the Feet of Jesus,” but until 1997 it had not 

appeared on a GVB album.56  

Still the Greatest Story Ever Told (1998) marks the first Christmas album 

recorded by the Gaither Vocal Band (Table 5.6). In 1972 the Bill Gaither Trio had 

recorded Christmas…Back Home in Indiana, following the success of their 1970 At 

Home In Indiana album. The Trio Christmas album was primarily arrangements of 

traditional hymns, Christmas carols, and an arrangement of “We Wish You a Merry 

 
56 The Cathedral Quartet, Camp Meeting, recorded 1992, Canaan Records, Cassette.  
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Christmas.” By contrast, this album from the Vocal Band doesn’t include a single 

traditional hymn or Christmas carol. One track, however, would become a modern 

Christmas classic in both evangelical and secular spheres. “Mary, Did You Know?” was 

first published in 1991 after Mark Lowry, baritone for the GVB, gave the lyrics to Buddy 

Greene, a Nashville-based singer/songwriter who toured extensively with the GVB and 

Homecoming series playing harmonica and guitar. Lowry had written the lyric in 1984 as 

part of a monologue for a church Christmas program.57 It is also notable that this album 

was also the first to feature David Phelps singing tenor for the Vocal Band.  

 
Table 5.6. Tracks on the Still the Greatest Story Ever Told (1998) album 

Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published: 
Mary Was the First One to 
Carry the Gospel 

Lowry/Gaither 1998 

New Star Shining Johanna and John Hall 1985 
Reaching Bill and Gloria Gaither 1975 
Little One Shirley Watson 1982 
It’s Still the Greatest Story 
Ever Told 

Bill and Gloria 
Gaither/Miller 

1991 

The Christmas Song Tormé/Wells 1946 
Mary, Did You Know? Lowry/Greene 1991 
Go Tell Everyone Tonya and Michael 

Sykes/Scott 
1990 

Hand of Sweet Release Jennings/Penrod/Sykes 1998 
He Started the Whole 
World Singing 

Bill and Gloria 
Gaither/Waters 

1982 

 
 
The God is Good (1999) album was released as a part of the “Gaither Gospel 

Series,” but it was released on the Spring House label, also independently owned by Bill 

 
 
57 Martha Lyon, “How Well Do You Know “Mary Did You Know?,” Sheet Music Plus Direct 

Blog, accessed April 26, 2021, http://blog.sheetmusicdirect.com/2017/09/how-well-do-you-know-mary-
did-you-know.html. This blog post includes an interview with Mark Lowry where Lyon asks Lowry about 
the enduring popularity of his song, as well as links to several representative recordings.  
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Gaither. The Spring House label was based out of Alexandria, Indiana and worked 

alongside Gaither’s Spring Hill Music Group based in Nashville. Chordant Distribution 

Group was responsible for nationwide distribution of this album.58 The Spring Hill Music 

Group was launched in 1994 and is home to an eclectic lineup including the Martins, Jeff 

and Sheri Easter, Wayne Watson, and Mark Gersmehl. The Spring House label released 

the popular Gaither Homecoming video series and the Gaither Vocal Band audio and 

video projects.59  

 
Table 5.6. Tracks on the God is Good (1999) album 

Song Title: Songwriters:  Year Published: 
God is Good All the Time Tina Sadler 1999 
I Heard it First on the 
Radio 

Bill and Gloria Gaither  1999 

Whenever We Agree 
Together 

Bill and Gloria Gaither 1983 

Child, You’re Forgiven Bill and Gloria 
Gaither/Penrod/Williams 

1999 

Good, Good News Jennings/Penrod/Sykes 1999 
Let Freedom Ring Bill and Gloria Gaither 1982 
He Came Down to My 
Level 

Dwight Liles 1981 

Satisfied Williams/Hudson 1875 
Mercy Jay Clark 1998 
He Touched Me Bill Gaither 1963 
The Baptism of Jesse 
Taylor 

Frazier/Shafer 1972 

The Star Spangled Banner Francis Scott Key 1814 
  

 
This album continued to see an increase in the number of Gaither-penned songs 

with a total of five out of twelve songs, including the first time the Vocal Band recorded a 

 
58 In the early 2000s Chordant would also distribute other indie labels such as Gotee and Flicker. 

Deborah Evans Price, “Christian Artists Thrive as Label Owners,” Billboard, December 12, 2002, 
https://go-gale-
com.ezproxy.baylor.edu/ps/i.do?p=AONE&u=txshracd2488&id=GALE%7CA96057713&v=2.1&it=r. 

 
59 Ibid. 
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version of “He Touched Me.” This arrangement and its instrumentation became 

ubiquitous with the Homecoming series and the Vocal Band’s participation in each 

Homecoming event.  

 “Let Freedom Ring” was written in 1982 and was recorded by the Cathedral 

Quartet on their Something Special album, released on the Canaan Records label by Word 

Music.60 While the Bill Gaither Trio recorded a large percentage of the songs they wrote, 

this song is one that never showed up on any of the Gaither Trio albums. However, this 

song become a favorite during the Homecoming era with the explosive vocals of David 

Phelps leading the way on the final verse and chorus.61 “Whenever We Agree Together” 

was written in 1983 and was first recorded on the Bill Gaither Trio Fully Alive album 

with Gary McSpadden singing lead.  

The lyrics for “I Heard It First On The Radio” were written by Gloria for this 

album in 1999, with Bill contributing the accompanying music. The story behind the 

song’s lyrics is the story of how Bill fell in love with gospel music.62 Throughout the 

lyrics of this song Gloria use quotations from beloved and familiar hymn texts and 

combines them with her own commentary. “Child, You’re Forgiven” is the final song on 

the album written by the Gaithers. Gloria once again is credited as the sole lyricist for the 

song, but Bill, Guy Penrod, and guitarist, Kevin Williams co-wrote the music.  

 
60 The Cathedral Quartet, Something Special, recorded 1982, Canaan Records CAS-9890, vinyl. 
 
61 This song, as well as several others such as “It Is Finished,” from this era of Homecoming 

would become synonymous with the vocal ability of David Phelps and the songs would be “retired” during 
the period when he was not singing with the Vocal Band any longer. 

 
62 Gloria Gaither, Something Beautiful: The Stories Behind a Half-Century of the Songs of Bill and 

Gloria Gaither (New York: FaithWords, 2007), 143-146. 
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 The title track on the album, “God is Good All the Time,” was written by Tina 

Sadler, a gospel songwriter from Poplar Bluff, Missouri. In 2001 this song won the Dove 

Award for “Southern Gospel Recorded Song of the Year.” She would also win the same 

award the following year for her song “He’s Watching Me,” also recorded by the GVB.63   

 This album also marks only the second time since the Homecoming album, and 

the shift of the GVB towards a southern gospel sonority, that a song would be re-recorded 

that was recorded by the Vocal Band in the 80s when they were decidedly 

contemporary.64 “He Came Down to My Level” had been written by Dwight Lyles and 

was the first track on the 1981 The New Gaither Vocal Band album. The new recording 

slows down the tempo of the song from the 90bpm of the 1981 recording to 80bpm. As 

one might expect, given the GVB’s move toward southern gospel, the instrumentation of 

the new arrangement does away with the heavily synthesized keyboard sounds and 

replaces them with instrumentation more prominent in country music, such as acoustic 

piano, electric guitar, fiddle, and drums.   

 “The Baptism of Jesse Taylor” was written by Dallas Frazier and Sanger D. 

Shafer in 1972 and had been popularized by the Oak Ridge Boys on their 1974 The Oak 

Ridge Boys album, their first with Columbia Records and the first to feature Joe Bonsall 

on tenor.65 Around 1975 the increasingly progressive stage presence (long hair, modern 

clothes, and contemporary sound) of the Oak Ridge Boys began to worry conservative 

 
63  Sacha Champion, “Poplar Bluff Woman Among Winners at Dove Awards,” Southeast 

Missourian, April 29, 2002.  
 
64 The first song was “Build an Ark,” which was recorded on the Testify (1994) album.  
 
65 The Oak Ridge Boys, The Oak Ridge Boys, recorded 1974, Columbia Records 32742, vinyl. For 

further discussion on The Oak Ridge Boys and their controversial transition from Heartwarming Records to 
Columbia Records see: Don Cusic, Saved by Song: A History of Gospel and Christian Music (Jackson, MS: 
University Press of Mississippi, 2012), 258-261.   
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fans and promoters. Southern gospel promoters Les Beasley and Jim Hamill both were 

outspoken about this change of direction.66 After leaning into the Country music industry 

for a few years the group moved from the Columbia label to MCA. During the 70s and 

80s their prominence as a quartet in Country music was only rivaled by the Statler 

Brothers. Given this crossover appeal with both mainstream gospel and Country 

audiences “The Baptism of Jesse Taylor” stands as a particularly important inflection 

point. This song became one of the signature solos performed by Guy Penrod throughout 

his tenure with the Vocal Band. While this album marked Penrod’s fourth with the GVB, 

this album in particular connects Penrod to a tune written or co-written by country artists.  

In his chapter “Between Jesus and John Wayne: Constructing Guy Penrod,” Ryan 

Harper uses this song as one of two musical examples in his exploration of the concept of 

masculinity as it is expressed during the Homecoming series. Penrod stands front and 

center as the archetype for “manliness purified by the refiner’s fire.”67 Penrod comes into 

his own with this album and finally seems comfortable in the lead singer position. Penrod 

and Phelps push each other to new heights vocally on this record making it the first of 

several spectacular projects to come from this combination of voices.  

The I Do Believe album continues with the lineup of Gaither, Lowry, Penrod, and 

Phelps and the unique combination of songs contemporary songs mixed with mid-century 

classics (Table 5.8). Bill and Gloria only make contributions to four of the thirteen tracks 

on the album, but Suzanne Jennings, their daughter, contributes lyrics to five of the songs 

found here.  

 

 
66 Goff, Close Harmony, 254-255. 
 
67 Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel, 91. 
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Table 5.8. Tracks on the I Do Believe (2000) album 
Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published:  
He’s Watching Me Tina Sadler 2000 
Hide Thou Me Tolbert/Harris 1951 
Where the River Flows Jennings/Wright 2000 
Where No One Stands 
Alone 

Mosie Lister 1955 

Oh, What a Time Lucy Matthews 1950 
I Do Believe Bill and Gloria Gaither 1980 
More Than Ever Bill and Gloria Gaither 2000 
On the Authority  Jennings/Wright/Gaither 2000 
The Love of God Vep Ellis 1949 
Steel on Steel Jennings/Wright 2000 
Sinner Saved By Grace Bill and Gloria 

Gaither/Humphries 
2000 

One Good Song Jennings/Sykes/Penrod 2000 
Something to Say Jennings/Sykes 2000 

  

The title track was written by Bill and Gloria and was first recorded in 1979 on 

the Bill Gaither Trio album We Are Persuaded. The Trio recording is about 40 seconds 

longer than the GVB version and includes an extra verse, not published with the song in 

Gloria’s 2007 Something Beautiful: The Stories Behind a Half-Century of the Songs of 

Bill and Gloria Gaither.68 Bill sings the verse on the Trio recording with Gary 

McSpadden taking the lead on the chorus and the third verse. The additional time also 

comes from the extensive orchestration that accompanies this original recording. 

Particularly striking is the orchestral introduction that features a series of timpani rolls. 

The 2000 version removes the full orchestration, replacing the orchestral percussion and 

brass, with electric guitar fills.  

“More Than Ever” and “On the Authority” are the two Gaither-penned tracks on 

this album not previously recorded by the Gaither Trio or any other group. The lyrics for 

 
68 The copyright information on the album lists the year for this song as 1980. This date is also 

repeated in Gloria Gaither, Something Beautiful: The Stories Behind a Half-Century of the Songs of Bill 
and Gloria Gaither (New York: FaithWords, 2007), 232-234. 
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“More Than Ever” were written by Gloria and the music was composed by Bill Gaither 

and Woody Wright, a frequent collaborator on this album (four songs) and the following 

one. “On the Authority” credits both lyrics and music to the collaborative efforts of 

Suzanne Jennings, Bill Gaither, and Woody Wright. 

 Woody Wright is a singer-songwriter who made his first appearance with the 

Gaither Homecoming tour on the Atlanta Homecoming videotaping, recorded at the 

Georgia Dome in the mid-90s.69 Prior to his extensive touring with the Gaither 

Homecoming series, Wright sang with several gospel quartets and the Dove-nominated 

Ponder, Sykes, and Wright. The Sykes of this trio is none other than Michael Sykes, who 

helped to produce every GVB album from the Southern Classics (1993) album to 

Everything Good (2002). Several of the albums after this time period still give credit to 

Sykes for assistant producing. It is undoubtedly Sykes’ influence that brought Wright to 

so deeply influence this album.  

 “Sinner Saved By Grace” is the last song on this album written by the Gaither 

team.70 Gloria is credited with writing the lyrics for this song while Bill co-wrote the 

music with Mitch Humphries. It was first recorded by the Cathedral Quartet on their 1986 

Master Builder album, and became a standard solo for famed bass singer, George 

Younce.71 Younce also inspired the song when he asked Bill and Gloria to write a song 

for him to record for this album saying, “You know my story; I’m just an old sinner 

 
69 Atlanta Homecoming (Alexandria, IN: Spring House Productions, 1995), VHS. 
 
70 To hear the recording of “Sinner Saved By Grace,” from the I Do Believe album visit the 

Gaither Music TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/9EwkeyJwQno.  
 
71 The Cathedral Quartet, Master Builder, recorded 1986, Riversong Records ZLC08510, cassette. 

Bill Gaither and Gary McSpadden produced the Master Builder album for the Cathedrals. Gaither also used 
his annual PraiseGathering events to help promote the Cathedrals to more contemporary fans.   
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saved by grace.”72 On the I Do Believe recording Bill takes the solo for the first verse 

before passing it off to Guy Penrod for the second verse.  

  While eight of the songs recorded on this album were written in 2000, four songs 

were popularized by gospel ensembles in the 1950s, again reinforcing Bill’s affinity for 

this era in gospel music. The lyrics for “Hide Thou Me” were written in 1926 by L. R. 

Tolbert, about whom little seems to be known. However, in 1951 the bi-racial composer 

Thoro Harris renewed the copyright for the text and added his own music for the 

publication of the Church Hymnal, a product of the Church of God, Cleveland, 

Tennessee.73 The first professional recording of this song was on the 1955 The Speer 

Family Album and the Statesmen recorded it in 1959 on their Get Away Jordan album.74 

In the 1960s the Weatherfords, Oak Ridge Boys, Cathedrals, and Kingsmen Quartet, 

among many others, would also record their own versions.75  

 “Where No One Stands Alone” is another quartet favorite recorded on this album 

and written by Mosie Lister in 1955. Again, this song was recorded on the iconic 

Statesmen 1959 Get Away Jordan album.  

 The liner notes for this album credit the song “Oh, What a Time” to Lucy 

Matthews.76 The date of 1950 for copyright by Little Lucy’s Publishing is correct but 

 
72 Gaither, Something Beautiful, 280. 
 
73 Carlton Young, “Thoro Harris” The Canterbury Dictionary of Hymnology, accessed March 18, 

2021, https://hymnology-hymnsam-co-uk.ezproxy.baylor.edu/t/thoro-harris?q=Thoro%20Harris.  
 
74 The Speer Family, The Speer Family Album, recorded 1955, RCA Victor LPM-1144, vinyl; The 

Statesmen Quartet, Get Away Jordan, recorded 1959, Skylite Records SSLP-5695, vinyl. 
 
75 The Weatherfords, Gospel Favorites, recorded 1961, Weatherford Records LP-103, vinyl; The 

Oak Ridge Boys, I Wouldn’t Take Nothing for My Journey Now, Skylite Records 6030, vinyl; The 
Cathedral Quartet, The Cathedral Quartet with Strings, recorded 1965, Heartwarming Records LPS-1852, 
vinyl; The Kingsmen Quartet, Songs and Spirituals, recorded 1966, Heartwarming Records LPS-1896, 
vinyl. 
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Lucy Matthews is a pseudonym for Lucy Smith Collier, a black musician and gospel 

artist from Chicago. Smith Collier was the granddaughter of Elder Lucy Smith who 

pastored All Nations Pentecostal Church.77 In the mid-1950s “Little” Lucy organized the 

Lucy Smith Singers and in the 1960s became the official pianist for the Roberta Martin 

Singers.78 The Blackwood Brothers would record this song from the Black gospel 

tradition in 1956 on their Favorite Gospel Songs and Spirituals album.79  

The tempo for the Blackwood Brothers iconic recording is160 bpm and features a 

piano-only accompaniment. The four voices sing the text of the chorus and the first verse 

harmonically, however when they reach the bridge the lead sings quick phrases to which 

the rest of the group respond with the same text. Coming out of the bridge and launching 

into the close of the song the tenor catapults into a sustained falsetto tonic note high 

above the rest of the group. The GVB recording is substantially slower at 120bpm and 

includes a driving drumbeat on the snare throughout the song, in addition to piano, gospel 

organ, and a host of other instruments in the background. The Gaither arrangement also 

modernizes the tune by relaxing a few of the choppy rhythms of the Blackwood Brothers 

arrangement, particularly evident in the bridge. Gaither also takes the opportunity to 

show off the impressive range of David Phelps. Whereas Bill Shaw, the tenor for the 

Blackwood Brothers, needed to falsetto this sky-high tenor pitch, Phelps launches into it 

 
76 To hear the recording of “Oh, What a Time” from the I Do Believe album visit the Gaither 

Music TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/wK2fm6JKe6A  
 
77 “Lucy Smith Collier Papers” Chicago Public Library, accessed March 18, 2021, 

https://www.chipublib.org/fa-lucy-smith-collier-papers-2/.  
78 Horace Clarence Boyer, The Golden Age of Gospel (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 

2000), 78-79. 
 
79 The Blackwood Brothers, Favorite Gospel Songs and Spirituals, recorded 1956, RCA Victor 

LPM-1351, vinyl.  
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full voice, and at the slower tempo must sustain the pitch for a longer duration. In live 

performances, such as the one recorded on the I Do Believe DVD, Gaither chooses to 

reprise the bridge forcing Phelps to sing this formidable tenor part more than once. 

“The Love of God” was written by Vesphew Benton “Vep” Ellis in 1949.80 Ellis 

was an extremely prolific songwriter in the southern gospel genre. He served as a 

musician in the Church of God for 49 years and also served several years as the music 

director for the Oral Roberts Ministries. It is estimated that he published over 500 songs 

and recorded five albums of his own music.81 The music of Vep Ellis has been recorded 

by nearly every southern gospel ensemble. This song was recorded in the 1950s by the 

Blackwood Brothers and the Dixie Four.82 In the 1960s other groups such as the 

Statesmen, Oak Ridge Boys, J.D. Sumner and the Stamps, and dozens of others recorded 

their own versions.83  

The Everything Good album was released in 2002 and it was the first album to 

feature Russ Taff on baritone after Mark Lowry stepped away from the Vocal Band 

(Table 5.9). The team of Bill Gaither, Michael Sykes, and Guy Penrod remained as 

producers and the influences of Suzanne Gaither Jennings and Woody Wright also 

remained at the forefront of the lyrical and musical content. Suzanne contributes the 

 
80 The GVB also records the Frederick M Lehman hymn, “The Love of God” on the Pure and 

Simple (2012) album.  
 
81 “Vep Ellis,” Southern Gospel History, accessed March 18, 2021. 

http://www.sghistory.com/index.php?n=V.VepEllis.  
 
82 The Blackwood Brothers, Favorite Gospel Songs and Spirituals, recorded 1956, RCA Victor 

LPM-1351, vinyl; The Dixie Four, We Are Going Down the Valley/The Love of God, Gospel Records 517, 
vinyl.  

 
83 The Statesmen Quartet, Mansion Over the Hilltop, recorded 1960, RCA Victor LSP-2127, 

vinyl; The Oak Ridge Boys, He Whispers Sweet Peace to Me, recorded 1962, Skylite Records 5997, vinyl; 
The Homeland Harmony Quartet, J.D. Sumner and the Stamps, Best of the Stamps, recorded 1968, Skylite 
Records SLP-6058, vinyl. 
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lyrics for four songs on this album while Woody Wright contributes music for four songs. 

Gloria is credited with the text of six of the songs on this album. Noticeably absent from 

this album is any of the mid-century century music that had been the early driver of the 

Homecoming aesthetic and which was particularly evident on the I Do Believe album.  

 
Table 5.9. Tracks on the Everything Good (2002) album 

Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published: 
I’m Gonna Sing Gaither/Wright 2002 
Alpha and Omega Robbie Trice 1984 
Not Gonna Worry Jennings/Wright 2002 
Heartbreak Ridge and New 
Hope Road 

Larry Gatlin 1992 

Knowing You’ll Be There Jennings/Sykes 2002 
O Love That Will Not Let Me 
Go 

Matheson/Peace Arr. 2002 

When the Rains Come Gaither/Wright 2002 
Everything Good Suzanne and Barry Jennings 2002 
The Really Big News Jennings/Sykes 2002 
I Pledge My Allegiance Bill and Gloria Gaither 1990 
Forgive Me Bill, Gloria, and Benjy Gaither 2002 
He Came Through Cleveland/Wilson/Taff/Hollihan 1989 
When He Talked About His 
Home 

Gaither/Wright 2002 

It Is Finished Bill and Gloria Gaither  1976 
  

 
“It is Finished,” written by Bill and Gloria, had been recorded on five separate 

projects by the Bill Gaither Trio, but this recording is the first by the GVB. The only 

other song on the album written exclusively by Bill and Gloria is “I Pledge my 

Allegiance,” written in 1990, but not recorded by any artist until this recording. Also 

released in 2002 was the Let Freedom Ring DVD, where this song is prominently 

featured, right after Gloria leads the audience in The Pledge of Allegiance. The live 

album/DVD recorded at Carnegie Hall debuted at No. 1 on Billboard’s Contemporary 
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Christian album chart, the first Gaither album to summit this chart.84 Gaither attributes 

the success of these albums to their timing after September 11, 2001. These recordings 

were already scheduled two years before that national tragedy, but Bill tailored the 

concerts and this new patriotic content to be a celebration of faith and patriotism. In 

reference to this new direction Bill said, “For a longtime, patriotism wasn’t cool, but it’s 

very easy now for people to say, ‘I’m proud to be an American’”85 

 The Gaither’s son, Benjy, is also a songwriter, and his first cut on a Gaither Vocal 

Band album is “Forgive Me,” which he co-wrote with his parents. Benjy’s voice as a 

songwriter would be much more prevalent in the albums produced later in the 2000s. The 

title track of “Everything Good” comes from the husband-and-wife team of Suzanne 

Gaither Jennings and Barry Jennings. Barry has served as the President of Gaither Music 

Group and has functioned as Executive Producer for much of the Homecoming video 

content.  

 This album highlights the solo ability of newcomer Russ Taff and perhaps the 

most electric of these solos is featured on the song “Heartbreak Ridge and New Hope 

Road.” The song was written in 1992 by Larry Gatlin and found a home on the Gospel 

(1996) album from Larry Gatlin and the Gatlin Brothers Band.86 Bill has been life-long 

friends with Gatlin and when Russ joined the Vocal Band Bill gave Larry a call asking to 

 
84 Deborah Evans Price, "Higher Ground," Billboard, October 5, 2002, 19. Gale Academic 

OneFile (accessed October 4, 
2020). https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A92528527/AONE?u=txshracd2488&sid=AONE&xid=1caa9bef.  

 
85 Ibid. 
 
86 Gatlin Brothers, Gospel, recorded 1996, Arrival 6209-2, CD.  
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borrow this tune for Russ.87 The song “He Came Through” had been a signature solo for 

Taff since his own 1989 The Way Home album.  

In 2003 the Gaither Vocal Band recorded the A cappella album, their most 

ambitious and vocally demanding project to date. When Russ Taff was asked about this 

album in an interview, he responded that, “the a cappella album was the hardest album 

I’ve ever made. That record required me to hold notes longer than I had ever done. 

Learning from Black gospel taught me to slide off notes, not hold pitches.”88 The vocal 

arrangements on this album were mainly arranged by David Phelps and they tested the 

limits of all of the singers, in vocal range, dexterity, precision, and intonation. Only a 

handful of songs on any previous Vocal Band albums were recorded without an 

accompaniment, so producing an entire album of a cappella arrangements was a daunting 

task. Bill credits David Phelps’s arrangement of “O Love That Will Not Let Me Go” 

from the Everything Good album as being the inspiration for this full album.89 This 

album is also the first to be released under the Gaither Music Group label in a new 

distribution agreement with EMI.90  

 

 

 

 
87 Russ Taff, Interview with author, San Antonio, TX, May 31, 2019. 
 
88 Ibid.  
 
89 “Gaither Vocal Band: Something Special” Homecoming Magazine, October 1, 2003, 

http://www.homecomingmagazine.com/article/gaither-vocal-band-something-special/ To hear the 
recording of “O Love That Will Not Let Me Go” from the Everything Good  album visit the Gaither Music 
TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/5T59f0LI_Qw.  

 
90 Bessman, Jim. “GMG label expands Bill Gaither's reach.” Billboard, October 11, 

2003, https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A108723383/AONE?u=txshracd2488&sid=AONE&xid=344557ea  
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Table 5.10. Tracks on the A cappella (2003) album 
Song: Songwriters: Year Published: 
Low Down the Chariot Public Domain Arr. 2003 
Leave it There/What a 
Friend We Have in Jesus 

Tindley/Scrive/Converse Arr. 2003 

When I Survey the 
Wondrous Cross 

Isaac Watts Arr. 2003 

Delivered from the Hands 
of Pharaoh 

Paris/Wright 1934 

He Will Carry You Scott Wesley Brown 1982 
Jesus! What a Friend for 
Sinners 

Chapman/Prichard Arr. 2003 

Sing A Song/I’d Like to 
Teach the World to Sing 

Raposo/Backer/Davis/Cook/Greenaway 1971/72 

Center of My Joy Smallwood/Gaither 1987 
Heaven’s Joy Awaits V.B. Ellis 1942 
God Bless America Irving Berlin 1938 
I Then Shall Live Gloria Gaither/Sibelius 1980 
Gentle Shepherd Bill and Gloria Gaither 1974 

 

This album draws the bulk of its repertoire from four primary streams of song, 

convention style tunes, traditional Protestant hymnody, black gospel, and twentieth 

century folk/pop music.   

“Delivered from the Hands of Pharaoh” is a complex convention style tune 

written by Oren A. Parris which first appeared in 1934 in the tunebook Carols of Love. 

Parris had established the Parris Music Co. in Jasper, Alabama and in 1963 organized the 

Convention Music Co. to publish his music.91 One of the hallmarks of the convention 

style is independence of the vocal lines. In this arrangement the four voices only sing 

homophonically for brief phrases, before each part breaks into its own independent vocal 

line. Harrison, when commenting upon the performance standards and vocal 

arrangements of the Homecoming series, suggests that, “Gaither’s approach to the 

 
91 Lois S. Blackwell, The Wings of the Dove: The Story of Gospel Music in America, (Norfolk, 

VA: The Donning Company, 1978), 55. To hear the recording of “Delivered from the Hands of Pharaoh” 
from the A cappella  album visit the Gaither Music TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/yz44jwUoRV4.  
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Homecoming series might well be described as a sustained effort to modernize the 

aesthetic of midcentury convention singing and create a participatory model of musical 

excellence in postmodern Christianity.”92 Harrison correctly points to the mid-century 

repertoire and intention of Homecoming which focused on congregational participation. 

“Delivered from the Hands of Pharaoh” serves as an example of a more complex tune 

that would have been more appropriate for a quartet of extremely talented singers, rather 

than for a congregation, which makes it most appropriate for this album. “Heaven’s Joy 

Awaits,” which is also recorded on this album, is another example of an equally 

challenging convention tune by Vep Ellis.93 The Statesmen recorded this tune on their 

1960 album Mansion Over the Hilltop, but their arrangement included a piano 

accompaniment.  

“When I Survey the Wondrous Cross” by Isaac Watts and “Jesus! What a Friend 

for Sinners” by Chapman (paired with the HYFRYDOL tune by Prichard) represent the 

traditional Protestant hymnody stream.94 Also included in this stream are the two hymn 

texts written by Bill and Gloria. “I Then Shall Live” was first recorded in 1981 the Bill 

Gaither Trio album Bless The Lord Who Reigns in Beauty, and it has been utilized in 

several modern hymnals. Gloria wrote this text and paired it with the FINLANDIA tune 

written by Finnish composer Jean Sibelius. The song “Gentle Shepherd” was recorded in 

 
92 Harrison, Then Sings My Soul, 133.  
 
93 To hear the recording of “Heaven’s Joy Awaits” from the A cappella album visit the Gaither 

Music TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/crTh_wmkh8w.  
 
94 To hear the recording of “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross” from the A cappella album visit 

the Gaither Music TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/AC3dh4u74YA To hear the recording of “Leave 
It There/Jesus! What a Friend for Sinners” from the A cappella album visit the Gaither Music TV YouTube 
channel: https://youtu.be/OkJcRZJRzNI.   
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1974 by the Gaither Trio on their Thanks for the Sunshine albums and was recorded the 

same year by the Cathedral Quartet and the Statesmen.  

 “Leave it There,” and “Center of My Joy” both come from the black gospel 

tradition.  On this recording Phelps creates a medley of Tindley’s “Leave it There” and 

“What a Friend We Have in Jesus.” Charles A. Tindley, sometimes referred to as the 

“Father of African American Hymnody” wrote “Leave it There” ca. 1916.95 “What a 

Friend We Have in Jesus” was written by Joseph Scriven in 1855. These texts coming 

from different traditions and contexts are linked with the common theme of “taking all 

burdens to the Lord.” While coming from gospel songwriters separated by race and 

generation, stylistically Scriven’s and Tindley’s songs are more similar than different. As 

Michael Hawn points out, drawing from Horace Clarence Boyer, “Many of Tindley’s 

hymn seemed to differ little from the gospel songs composed by his white counterparts 

from the same era.”96  

While “Leave it There” is an example of early twentieth century black church 

music, “Center of My Joy” comes from a 1987 collaboration between Richard 

Smallwood and Bill Gaither. Gloria recounts that Richard and Bill wrote the song’s 

melody and harmonies, but could only come up with the hook for the text. Bill brought 

the music home to Gloria to ask her to finish writing the text.97 The song ended up 

 
95 For further information about Tindley’s life and work see: Bernice Johnson Reagan, “Searching 

for Tindley” in We’ll Understand It Better By and By: Pioneering African American Gospel Composers, 
ed. Bernice Johnson Reagan (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992); Horace Clarence 
Boyer, “Charles Albert Tindley: Progenitor of African American Gospel Music” in We’ll Understand It 
Better By and By: Pioneering African American Gospel Composers, ed. Bernice Johnson Reagan 
(Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992). 

 
96 For a closer look at Tindley’s “Leave It There” see: C. Michael Hawn, “History of Hymns: 

“Leave It There,” Discipleship Ministries The United Methodist Church, August 2015, 
https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/history-of-hymns-leave-it-there. 
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winning the Stellar Award, given for the Black Gospel Song of the Year in 1987. The 

award was presented to them at the famous Apollo Theatre in Harlem. The Stellars had 

been started in 1985 as the official awards program dedicated to black gospel music. 

The last stream of song represented on this album is twentieth-century folk/pop 

music. “God Bless America” was written in 1938 by Irving Berlin, the composer of many 

songs in the Great American Songbook canon, and became famous as the United States 

entered World War II. The second medley on the album is the mashup of “Sing a Song” 

and “I’d Like to Teach the World the Sing.”98 “Sing a Song” was written by singer-

songwriter Joe Raposo in 1971 for the children’s television show, Sesame Street. The 

song gained popularity when it was recorded by the Carpenters who sent it as high as 

number three on the Billboard Hot 100 chart in 1973. In this innovative arrangement 

Phelps combines this song with the popular song, “I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing,” 

which was originated as the jingle “Buy the World a Coke” in 1971. Versions were 

recorded by The New Seekers and The Hillside Singers dropping the references to Coca-

Cola. While neither song contains an explicitly Christian text, they both reference a 

message of hope and love.   

As previously stated, this album is the most vocally demanding and musically 

complex album recorded by the Vocal Band. Without the help of accompanying 

instruments to retain pitch or rhythm, a greater burden was placed upon Phelps, Penrod, 

Taff, and Gaither. While these arrangements were innovative, their level of difficulty 

 
97 “Jesus, You’re the Center of My Joy” Homecoming Magazine, June 1, 2011, 

http://www.homecomingmagazine.com/article/the-song-says-it-jesus-you-re-the-center-of-my-joy/. To hear 
the recording of “Jesus, You’re the Center of My Joy” from the A cappella album visit the Gaither Music 
TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/y44bzd6M-P8.  

 
98 To hear the recording of “Sing a Song/I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing” from the A cappella 

album visit the Gaither Music TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/zFv8eTp5CsU.   
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meant that they were not performed as often in live concerts and most of them were not 

performed after this particular combination of singers left the Vocal Band.  

 
Conclusion 

 
 In the period of time from 1991 to 2004 the Gaither Vocal Band took a journey of 

radical transformation. During this period, they recorded twelve studio albums and 

performed on countless stages as the Homecoming franchise continued to grow. Instead 

of retiring the Vocal Band after the Homecoming album, which was Bill’s original intent, 

the group entered its most prolific season. The StarSong label did not immediately 

embrace the rebranding of the Gaither Vocal Band as a southern gospel quartet, but the 

success of the Southern Classics albums ultimately helped Gaither realize that they had 

found the sound that audiences wanted to hear. This chapter examined representative 

songs on each of the studio albums and discussed the origin and composition of these 

specific songs and arrangements. In the next chapter, the period from 2004 to 2020 will 

be examined in a similar manner.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

“Glorious Freedom:” The Gaither Vocal Band in an Era of Artistic Freedom 
 
 

Introduction 
 

In 2004 all of the various Gaither Music Company enterprises were running at full 

speed, even outpacing the earlier success of the Bill Gaither Trio or the renown that Bill 

and Gloria had found as songwriters. The Homecoming Tour was continuing to sell out 

stadiums across the United States and fill cruise ships in the Caribbean and Alaskan 

waters, and their international tours had taken them to Canada, England, Australia, 

Ireland, Jerusalem, and a host of other locales. An impressive 541,890 tickets were sold 

for the Homecoming Tours between January 1, 2004 and December 31, 2004, putting 

them at the #16 spot worldwide.1  

Being a savvy businessman, Bill sought to capitalize on this success by releasing 

The Best of the Gaither Vocal Band Vol. 1 & 2 albums, which served as compilation 

albums that celebrated the legacy of the Vocal Band from 1981 to 2004. The two-disc 

compilation albums featured thirty-seven songs, all but three of which had been recorded 

on earlier GVB albums.2 The recordings only go back to the A Few Good Men album 

recorded in 1990. For a new generation of Gaither Vocal Band devotees, this compilation 

effectively erases any history before 1990 and paints the GVB solely as a southern gospel 

ensemble. 

 
1 Mark Allen Powell, “There’s Just Something About This Man: Bill Gaither Insists It’s Not 

About Home And Nobody Seems To Disagree,” Christianity Today, April 2004.  
 
2 These songs include “Second Fiddle,” “Picture of Grace,” and “Mary, Did You Know?.”  
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This chapter, as in the previous chapters, will chronicle the individuals and major 

turning points of the Gaither Vocal Band, particularly in the period from 2004-2020. 

During this era there was a significant decline in the popularity of the Homecoming series 

as its target audience grew older and many of the prominent performers passed away. 

From 2003 to 2005 alone, the Homecoming franchise lost seminal artists such as Vestal 

Goodman, Jake Hess, and George Younce.  

The talent of the Vocal Band was integral to the success of the Homecoming 

series, but their popularity with audiences has outlived the Homecoming series itself. 

This chapter will continue the exploration of the studio recordings created by the Gaither 

Vocal Band and will demonstrate that while Bill Gaither had spent much of the period 

from 1991-2004 actively working to write the Vocal Band into the narrative of the 

southern gospel field, during this period his quartet had now been accepted as insiders.  

 

Gaither Vocal Band Personalities (2004-Present) 
 

In 2004, Marshall Hall, who was 33 at the time, replaced Russ Taff who left the 

Vocal Band to return to solo work. Hall had attended Anderson University in Anderson, 

Indiana and began his singing career when a producer asked him to sing background 

vocals for a project at Gaither Studios.3 Like Guy Penrod, Hall found work as a session 

singer for projects ranging from commercial jingles to background vocals for John Tesh, 

Clay Walker and other Nashville recording artists. He is also a successful songwriter 

having his work recorded by Salvador, Point of Grace and fellow Vocal Band alumni 

David Phelps, in addition to his own solo projects. Hall is a close friend and frequent co-

 
3 Emily Sutherland, Member Biographies: Gaither Vocal Band Live Reunion Concert Program 

Book, Greenville, South Carolina, October 19-20, 2018.   
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writer with Benjy Gaither, the only son of Bill and Gloria. Hall sang with the group for 

almost two full years before a full studio album was released with him singing baritone.  

 In 2005, Wes Hampton, who at the time was serving as one of the worship leaders 

at The Church at Brook Hills, a mega-church in Birmingham, Alabama was hired to fill 

the tenor spot vacated by David Phelps, who also left to pursue solo aspirations.4 

Hampton was only 28 years of age when he joined the Vocal Band, but he had been a 

life-long fan. In a candid interview with Daniel J. Mount, a prominent southern gospel 

blogger, Hampton spoke openly about how early in his tenure with the Vocal Band he 

had been heavily criticized by fans for being a lesser singer than David Phelps.5 

However, over time he developed a style of his own that is reminiscent of the tenor 

sounds of Steve Green or Terry Franklin, and a broad acceptance by fans. Hampton has 

spoken extensively about how influential Steve Green, The Imperials, and other southern 

gospel acts were in his concept of a good southern gospel sound.6 In the aforementioned 

interview with Mount Hampton, he also spoke about how many songs the GVB singers 

are expected to know from albums before their time in the group.   

DJM: So would he even call stuff from the ’80s? What’s the oldest song he might 
call? 
Wes: I think the earliest stuff he has called would be from the Vocal Band 
Homecoming project, “Temporary Home.” [1991] I think anywhere from that 
group forward is fair game, but he’s not usually going to call a song that we 
haven’t rehearsed at some point.7  

 
4 Ibid. 
 
5 Mount, Daniel J. "A Conversation with Wes Hampton." Southern Gospel Journal. January 7, 09. 

Accessed April 17, 2016, http://www.southerngospeljournal.com/archives/2159.   
 
6 Wes Hampton, interview by author, Waco, TX, December 4, 2016. Also see: Gaither Vocal 

Band Reunion: Volume One (Alexandria, IN: Spring House Productions, 2009), DVD; Gaither Vocal Band 
Reunion: Volume Two (Alexandria, IN: Spring House Productions, 2009), DVD. 

 
7 Mount, Daniel J. "A Conversation with Wes Hampton." Southern Gospel Journal. January 7, 09. 

Accessed April 17, 2016, http://www.southerngospeljournal.com/archives/2159.   
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In his statement above, Hampton implies that Gaither consistently emphasizes the 

southern gospel sound of the GVB and downplays the group’s roots in CCM by choosing 

not to sing songs from those projects in concert. A few of the songs from the earliest 

albums do return to the Vocal Band repertoire with the 2009 GVB Reunion projects, 

including “Your First Day in Heaven,” and “New Wine,” but these are typically the songs 

representing the southern gospel roots, instead of the CCM roots of the ensemble. Even 

when the songs that would represent the CCM roots are presented, such as “Dream on” or 

“New Point of View,” the arrangements and instrumentation are updated with the sonic 

signifiers of southern gospel, such as a strong and independent bass part or a greater use 

of acoustic, instead of synthesized, instrumentation.  

 From 2005-2009 the GVB experienced another four-year period of stability 

before Guy Penrod and Marshall Hall stepped away from the group. During this period, 

they recorded the albums Give it Away (2006), Lovin’ Life (2008), and Christmas Gaither 

Vocal Band Style (2008). It was first announced in 2008 that Penrod would be taking a 

brief sabbatical, but some fans and critics saw his departure as an inevitable consequence 

of the decline of the Gaither brand after its peak in 2004.8 In January of 2009, a few 

months after the statement about Penrod’s sabbatical, it was announced that both 

Marshall Hall and Guy Penrod were leaving and the quartet would become a quintet, a 

virtually unheard-of format for southern gospel groups.9 Once again, Bill Gaither sought 

to re-form the GVB. 

 
8 Harrison, Douglas. "Averyfineline." Avery. October 9, 2008. accessed April 15, 2016. 

http://averyfineline.com/2008/10/09/the-beginning-of-the-end/. Harrison took down his popular blog after 
moving away from researching southern gospel. He has given his archives to the “Center for Popular 
Music” at Middle Tennessee State University.  

 
9 Many southern gospel quartets, such as the Statesmen, credited their pianist, who might 

occasionally sing, as a fifth member of the Quartet. However, Joyce Marie Jackson writes that this was 
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In a move that completely shocked the southern gospel music world, Bill Gaither brought 

back alumni Michael English, Mark Lowry and David Phelps to continue the GVB with 

Wes Hampton and himself.10 Bill remained on bass, Lowry was back at baritone, English 

returned to lead, and Hampton and Phelps shared the burden at the tenor position. While 

this may seem to be an unusual vocal format for southern gospel, the nostalgia that the 

familiar faces and voices created for GVB fans is certainly fitting given the nostalgic bent 

of the entire Homecoming enterprise. From the very first video, with its informal nature 

of southern gospel legends gathering around the piano, to the heavily produced and 

scripted videos of recent years, nostalgic remembrances of legendary figures have been a 

constant of the Gaither brand. Revitalizing the ensemble with English, Lowry and Phelps 

was certainly a calculated move.  

 This formation of the group successfully completed the fourth four-year period 

without any turnover and during the course of it they recorded six studio albums. The 

first album for this group was Reunited (2009). Every song on the Reunited album had 

previously been recorded by the GVB or the Gaither Trio; however, these new settings 

brought fresh life to songs like “I Am Loved” or “The Church Triumphant.” 2010 saw the 

release of two GVB albums Better Day and Greatly Blessed, the first of which was 

 
common amongst African American quartets. She writes, “Historically, within the context of African 
American music, a quartet was defined as a vocal ensemble that consisted of a minimum of four voices and 
a maximum of six voices singing four-part harmony arrangements in either an a cappella style or with 
limited instrumentation. The definition of an African American quartet is not determined by the size of the 
group, as is the case in the European tradition, but rather the number of designated harmony parts.” See: 
Joyce Marie Jackson, “Quartets: Jubilee to Gospel,” in African American Music: An Introduction, Second 
edition, eds. Mellonee V. Burnim and Portia K. Maultsby (New York: Routledge, 2015), 75-96. 

 
10 Justin Gilmore, “Group History: Gaither Vocal Band, Part 2 1997-Present,” Southern Gospel 

Spotlight (blog), accessed April 26, 2021, https://tgilm66138.wixsite.com/sogospotlight/single-
post/2015/04/16/group-history-gaither-vocal-band-part-2-1997present; Daniel J. Mount, “Penrod, Hall 
leave Gaither Vocal Band; Phelps, Lowry, English return,” Danielmount.com (blog), January 13, 2009,  
https://danielmount.com/archives/penrod-hall-phelps-lowry-english-gaither-vocal-band/.  
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released with a live concert DVD component. In 2011 the GVB would record I Am A 

Promise, an album both recorded for children and featuring vocals by children on a 

majority of the tracks. Much as the Reunited album harkens back to earlier GVB 

recordings, this album is similar in concept to the Gaither Trio vinyls with the same title 

released in 1975 and 1979. 2014 marked the last release by this lineup of vocalists, which 

was a project titled Hymns.  

 Within months of one another in 2013 and 2014 English and Lowry once again 

step away from the ensemble. After several years of being involved with the Vocal Band 

and the Homecoming series Michael English was once again properly vetted by the 

southern gospel crowd and deemed suitable to return to solo work.11 He could now garner 

the crowds necessary to pursue a solo career and his time with the Vocal Band had helped 

to return his voice back to its former character, which had been lost while not performing 

regularly for several years during his battle with depression and drug addiction.  

 In February 2014, Adam Crabb, who had enjoyed success singing with his family 

group, The Crabb Family, replaced Michael English as lead singer. The Crabb Family 

performing group had parted ways in 2007 as each of its members sought separate 

ministries. Adam brought with him to the GVB perhaps the strongest fan base from 

within the southern gospel world of any of the singers before him, with the possible 

exception of Michael English.12  

 
11 Graves, Michael P. "The Gaither Homecoming Videos and the Ceremonial Reinstatement of 

Southern Gospel Music Performers," in More than Precious Memories: The Rhetoric of Southern Gospel 
Music, edited by Michael P. Graves and David Fillingim (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2004), 
153-181. Graves uses his chapter in More Than Precious Memories to discuss how the Gaither 
Homecoming concerts and recordings serve to ceremonially reinstate those artists who have had moral 
failures. This is particularly interesting in light of English’s now return to the southern gospel concert 
circuit.  
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 Todd Suttles replaced Mark Lowry, the GVB alumnus with the longest tenure in 

the group.13 Suttles, the second African American member of the GVB, came to the 

ensemble after twenty years working as a Sports Fitness Director at Vanderbilt 

University. He had sung as a celebrated voice for The Settles Connection, an ensemble 

from Nashville that specializes in preserving folk, traditional, and gospel music in the 

African-American tradition.14 Suttles is a capable bass singer with a lyric baritone range, 

but he is equally comfortable matching and doubling the low bass parts. In his capacity as 

baritone for the GVB he helps to cover bass parts that Bill Gaither can no longer sing. 

Bill has commented he is thankful not only for receiving a wonderful voice, but also for 

the ethnic diversity that Suttles brings to the group, much as Larnelle Harris did in the 

80s.15   

 The lineup of Bill Gaither, Todd Suttles, Adam Crabb, Wes Hampton, and David 

Phelps released two studio albums including Sometimes It Takes a Mountain (2014) and 

Better Together (2016). On March 1, 2017 it was announced that David Phelps would 

once again be stepping away from the GVB to work on solo pursuits. After leaving the 

group, Gaither Music released David’s newest recording Hymnal on March 22nd of 2017 

and he continued to appear in major Gaither events during 2017 including the Texas 

 
12 The Crabb Family began singing professionally in 1996, but long before that the patriarch of the 

family, Gerald Crabb, had made a name for himself as a songwriter in the southern gospel field. The Crabb 
Family won eleven Dove Awards, had fifteen No. 1 hits on gospel radio and in 1999 and 2003 they took 
the Singing News Fan Award for Favorite Band. For more on the Crabb Family see: David Bruce Murray, 
Murray’s Encyclopedia of Southern Gospel Music (United States: Musicscribe Publishing, 2005), 22-23. 

 
13 "A New Era Begins For The Gaither Vocal Band." Gaither Music. accessed April 15, 2016. 

https://gaither.com/a-new-era-begins-for-the-gaither-vocal-band/.  
 
14 "Art, Advocacy and Action." Vanderbilt Divinity School. accessed April 16, 2016. 

http://divinity.vanderbilt.edu/news/ArtAdvocacyAction_Settles.php. The Settles connection is the correct 
spelling of the ensemble Todd Suttles sang with in Nashville. The close spelling of the names is unrelated.  

 
15 Bill Gaither, interview by author, Waco, TX, December 14, 2016. 
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Homecoming Spectacular, Family Fest in the Smokies, and the 2017 Alaskan 

Homecoming Cruise.16  

On April 1, 2017 Reggie Smith took over as the fifth member of the Vocal Band. 

To those who had followed the Homecoming series, Reggie Smith was a familiar face 

throughout much of the 1990s and early 2000s. Smith, a graduate of University of 

Mississippi with a degree in Music Education, spent the majority of his career performing 

with his wife, Ladye Love Smith, as a Nashville studio singer, and they would be seen 

and heard performing together on numerous Homecoming videos. The husband-and-wife 

duo got their start singing background vocals while touring for six years full-time with 

GVB alumnus Larnelle Harris.17 In the 90s Smith had been a Nashville session singer 

with Guy Penrod and when Jonathan Pierce left the group in 1997, Smith filled in for a 

few months before David Phelps was hired.  

 This combination including Gaither, Suttles, Crabb, Smith, and Hampton has 

released two studio albums, We Have This Moment (2017) and Good Things Take Time 

(2019).  

 
 
Loving Life: The Success of Homecoming leads to a Period of Experimentation (2005-
2009)  
 

It is quite easy to understand how the album title Loving Life would characterize 

the season from 2005-2009 for the Gaither Vocal Band. 2004 had been the busiest year 

 
16 "Important GVB Announcement." Gaither Music. accessed March 13, 2021. 

https://gaither.com/important-gvb-announcement/. The GVB performs as a part of these events, but Phelps 
is participating as a soloist, who occasionally joins the group for some of his signature songs, such as “It is 
Finished,” or “These are They.”  

 
17  Reggie Smith, interview by author, San Antonio, TX, February 22, 2019. 
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for the Gaither franchise since the Gaither Trio touring in the late 1970s. The 

Homecoming series had finally reached its peak and this period would mark a season of 

relative stability and prosperity. The albums recorded during this period have more of a 

modern country gospel aesthetic and move away from the mid-century southern gospel 

sound that had characterized Vocal Band albums during the period from 1990 to 2004. 

The phenomenal success of the Homecoming series allowed Gaither to move once again 

into a more experimental season, and the sound of these albums reflects the sense of 

freedom that came from such unilateral control of his own brand.  

The Give It Away (2006) album was the first studio album recorded by the vocal 

combination of Gaither, Hall, Penrod, and Hampton, and it served as Wes Hampton’s 

debut album with the Vocal Band. While this album was produced by Bill Gaither and 

Michael Sykes, this was the last album to be co-produced by Michael Sykes and the first 

album to prominently feature Gordon Mote on keyboards. Mote, the blind piano player 

and studio musician, had recorded keyboard and organ parts on the I Do Believe (2000) 

and Everything Good (2002) albums, but at that time Anthony Burger was touring full-

time as the pianist for the Gaither Vocal Band and the Homecoming concerts. However, 

Burger had never recorded piano parts on the studio albums. Burger died on February 22, 

2006 at age 44 from a heart attack while playing piano on a Gaither Homecoming cruise 

in the Caribbean.18 From 2005 to 2012 Mote traveled full-time with the GVB and the 

Homecoming series and his musical voice was an increasingly important one on the GVB 

albums. Whereas Anthony Burger spent his career playing piano for the Kingsmen 

 
18 "Gaither Pianist Anthony Burger Dies During ‘Homecoming’ Cruise Performance." Baptist 

Courier. accessed April March 13, 2021. https://baptistcourier.com/2006/02/gaither-pianist-anthony-
burger-dies-during-homecoming-cruise-performance/.  
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Quartet, having begun touring with them professionally at age 16, Gordon Mote cut his 

teeth in country music. He graduated from Belmont University in 1993 and upon 

graduation played keys for Lee Greenwood, Martina McBride, Trace Adkins, Tanya 

Tucker, and appeared on the Grand Ole Opry stage with Porter Wagoner.19  

 

 
Figure 6.1. Cover of the Give It Away (2006) album 

Pictured: Marshall Hall, Guy Penrod, Wes Hampton, Bill Gaither 
 

 
Give It Away was also the first in a series of Vocal Band albums that prominently 

featured songs written by Benjamin (Benjy) Gaither, Bill and Gloria’s son. The album’s 

title track features lyrics written by Gloria and music contributed by Benjy. The song 

“Give It Away” also features a command performance by Ernie Haase & Signature 

Sound, another southern gospel male quartet whose albums have been released as a part 

of the “Gaither Gospel Series.” In 2007 the Vocal Band and Signature Sound also 

recorded a live CD/DVD project called Together.20 

 

 
19 “Biography,” Gordon Mote, accessed March 20, 2021, https://www.gordonmote.com/bio/.  
 
20 Gaither Vocal Band and Ernie Haase & Signature Sound, Together, (Alexandria, IN: Spring 

House Productions, 2007), DVD. 
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Table 6.1. Tracks on the Give It Away (2006) album 
Song Title:  Songwriters: Year Published:  
Bread Upon the Water Bill and Jenny Grein 1977 
I Catch ’Em, God Cleans ’Em  Benjy Gaither/Silvey/Williams 2005 
Jesus Loves Me Public Domain  
I’ll Tell It Wherever I Go Thomas A. Dorsey 1938 
My Journey to the Sky Dorothy Austin 1944 
Through Bill and Gloria Gaither/Sykes 2005 
Glorious Impossible Beck/Cartee/Wills 2005 
Worthy The Lamb Bill and Gloria Gaither 1974 
Eagle Song Russ and Tori Taff 1980 
Love Can Turn the World Benjy Gaither/Silvey/Williams 2005 
Child Forgiven Jennings/Gaither 2005 
Why Me Kris Kristofferson 1972 
I Will Go On Bill and Gloria Gaither 1979 
Place Called Hope Bill and Gloria Gaither/Silvey 2005 
Give It Away Gloria and Benjy Gaither 2005 

 
 
Benjy Gaither also contributed the songs “I Catch ’Em, God Cleans ’Em” and 

“Love can Turn the World” with co-writers Jeff Silvey and Kim Williams. Silvey grew 

up in Alexandria, Indiana and in 1985 Jeff started writing songs for Arios Music, owned 

by Bill Gaither.21 Before this album Silvey had only had one other song recorded by the 

GVB, which was “Can’t Stop Talking About Him,” which he helped co-write back in 

1986 for the One X-1 album, the most decisively pop-driven GVB album. Kim Williams 

also served as a constant co-writer with Benjy Gaither over the next several albums. 

Kim’s popularity as a songwriter exploded during the 1990s as he co-wrote several major 

hits with Country music sensation Garth Brooks.22 Silvey and Williams both made their 

careers writing for and with country musicians in Nashville and their songs on this 

 
21 Tony Cummings, “Jeff Silvey: The US Songwriting Veteran,” Cross Rhythms, February 1, 

1998, 
https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/articles/music/Jeff_Silvey_The_US_songwriting_veteran/40773/p1/.  

 
22 Chuck Dauphin, “Nashville Songwriter Kim Williams Dies at 68,” Billboard, February 14, 

2016, https://www.billboard.com/articles/columns/country/6875225/kim-williams-dead.  
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project are amplified by the strong country vocal stylings of Guy Penrod. Silvey would 

also cowrite on this album with Bill and Gloria for the song “Place Called Hope.” The 

country music influence on this album is also found in the cover of the Kris Kristofferson 

classic, “Why Me Lord?,” sung here by Guy Penrod.23 

While country music is featured prominently on this album, the other major 

stylistic influence is classic southern gospel arrangements, inspired by Bill’s love of the 

quartets the Jordanaires and the Imperials. In the liner notes for the album Bill writes the 

following: 

I first heard “My Journey to the Sky” and “I’ll Tell It Wherever I Go” on a 
Jordanaires recording back in 1949, and I’ve loved these songs ever since that 
time. We recorded them using basically the same arrangements that were used by 
the Jordanaires back then. Thank you Gordon, and all the guys for paving the 
way. I want to thank the Imperials for the song “Bread Upon the Water” and Russ 
and Tori Taff for “Eagle Song.” Also, thanks to all of the great musicians who 
helped to tell our story.24 

 
The GVB had recorded “I’ll Tell It Wherever I Go,” by Thomas Dorsey, once before on 

the Lovin’ God & Lovin’ Each Other (1997) album and the arrangements are nearly 

identical, except this time Wes Hampton is singing the solo instead of Jonathan Pierce. 

Hampton embellishes the solo with an opening falsetto flourish and overall, his greater 

control of the falsetto leads to a much smoother and seemingly effortless rendition than 

Pierce’s. This updated version of the 1997 recording featuring Gaither, Lowry, Penrod, 

 
23 This song reached Number 1 on the Billboard Hot Country songs list and Number 16 on the 

Billboard charts overall. It would also be covered by dozens of country singers including Connie Smith, 
Merle Haggard, Willie Nelson, George Jones, David Allen Coe, Johnny Cash, Conway Twitty, and Elvis 
Presley. Additionally, nearly every major southern gospel group included this song on their recordings and 
concert repertoire in the 1970s. For more about Kristofferson’s “Why Me” see: Stephen Shearon, “The 
Sacred in Country Music,” in The Oxford Handbook of Country Music, ed. Travis D. Stimeling (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2017), 405. 

 
24 Gaither Vocal Band, Give It Away, Bill Gaither, 2006, CD.; The Jordanaires did not record “I’ll 

Tell It Wherever I Go” until 1952, so Gaither’s timeline is off by a few years.  
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and Pierce creates continuity for fans who have followed the ensemble through its rise 

during the Homecoming era.  

 Just like “I’ll Tell It Wherever I Go,” “My Journey to the Sky” is another black 

gospel song recorded by the Jordanaires, the first white gospel group to give significant 

attention to black spirituals.25 The song was written in 1944 by Dorothy Austin and 

recorded and popularized in 1948 by Sister Rosetta Tharpe.26 Other white gospel quartets 

such as the Blackwood Brothers also recorded the song with the Blackwood Brothers 

putting it on their 1952 album Favorite Gospel Songs and Spirituals.27  

 In many ways, the Imperials, whom Gaither also thanked, are the successors to 

the fame of the Jordanaires, as both groups achieved fame by touring and recording with 

Elvis Presley. The first track on the album, “Bread Upon the Water,” was written by Bill 

and Jenny Grein and first recorded on the 1977 Imperials Grammy-winning album, Sail 

On.28 Like the Bill Gaither Trio, the Imperials had recorded their early albums on the 

Impact label through Benson, but Sail On is the first album released with the Dayspring 

label with Word Records.29 The group at the time consisted of Jim Murray, David Will, 

 
25 For more information on the Jordanaires and their connection to country music see: 

Randolph Love, s.v. “The Jordanaires,” Grove Music Online, accessed April 12, 2021, https://doi-
org.ezproxy.baylor.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.A2266975. 

 
26 Sister Rosetta Tharpe and Marie Knight with Sam Price Trio, My Journey to the Sky/Up Above 

My Head, recorded 1948, Decca Records 48090, vinyl. Tharpe is on lead vocals and playing a National 
Triolian resonator guitar, Marie Knight is on the contralto harmony vocals, and the Sam Price Trio is 
accompanying with piano, bass, and drums.  

 
27 The Blackwood Brothers, Favorite Gospel Songs and Spirituals, recorded 1952, RCA Victor 

EPB-3082, vinyl. 
 
28 The Imperials, Sail On, recorded 1977, Dayspring Records DST-4006, vinyl.  
 
29 Stan Moser, We Will Stand: The Real Story Behind the Songs, Artists, & Executives that Built 

the Contemporary Christian Music Industry (Brentwood, TN: Christian Music United, 2015), 55. Moser 
writes that “signing The Imperials created a challenge. As a CCM group with a Southern gospel history, 
they just didn’t fit well with our growing contemporary Myrrh label, our traditional Word label or our 
Southern gospel Canaan label. So we formed Dayspring label just for the Imperials.” 
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Russ Taff, and Armond Morales. Both Murray and Taff went on to become members of 

the Vocal Band and the connection between the ensembles has always been strong. 

“Eagle Song” was written by Russ Taff and his wife, Tori and was recorded on the 1979 

Imperials album, One More Song for You, as well as several compilation albums.  

 Two songs on this album were written exclusively by Bill and Gloria and were 

included on Bill Gaither Trio albums: “Worthy the Lamb” and “I Will Go On.” “Worthy 

the Lamb” was recorded on the 1974 Thanks for Sunshine album with Danny Gaither 

singing lead and “I Will Go On” was recorded on the 1979 We Are Persuaded album 

with Gary McSpadden singing the solo.30   

In 2008, the Gaither Vocal Band recorded two albums, Lovin’ Life (Table 6.2) and 

Christmas Gaither Vocal Band Style (Table 6.3), which were the final recordings for both 

Penrod and Hall. The title track for Lovin’ Life was written by the writing team of Benjy 

Gaither, Jeff Silvey, and Kim Williams. While Bill served as the Executive Producer for 

this album, Penrod, Hall, and Hampton were all listed as Producers. It is fitting that the 

final albums for Guy Penrod would feature several tracks that exhibit country western 

genre signifiers, such as “Jesus and John Wayne,” and “I’m Loving Life.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
30 The Bill Gaither Trio, Thanks for the Sunshine, recorded 1974, Impact Records R3295, vinyl; 

The Bill Gaither Trio, We are Persuaded, recorded 1979, Word Records WSB-8829, vinyl. 
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Table 6.2. Tracks on the Lovin’ Life (2008) album 
Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published:  
I’m Forgiven Hibbard/Hockensmith/Omartian 1980 
Build an Ark Paul Evans 1978 
Jesus and John Wayne Bill, Gloria and Benjy 

Gaither/Johnson/Williams 
2008 

Go Ask Bill and Gloria Gaither 1987 
Home of Your Dreams Bill, Gloria, and Benjy Gaither 2008 
Search Me Lord Thomas Dorsey 1948 
Lonely Mile Henry Slaughter 1964 
There’s Always a Place at the 
Table 

Bill and Gloria Gaither/Larry 
Gatlin 

2008 

The Diff’rence Is In Me Bill and Gloria Gaither 1982 
I’m Loving Life Benjy Gaither/Silvey/Willams 2008 
When I Cry Benjy Gaither/Marshall Hall 2000 
Prisoner of Hope Benjy Gaither/Silvey/Williams 2008 
Then He Bowed His Head and 
Died 

Bill and Gloria Gaither 1988 

 
 
Bill and Gloria, along with Benjy, contributed nine of the thirteen songs ranging 

from songs written in the 1980s to songs written in 2008 and specifically for this album. 

The song “Go Ask” was recorded on the 1987 Welcome Back Home album for the Bill 

Gaither Trio, the second to last album they ever recorded. By 1987 the Bill Gaither Trio 

consisted of Gloria Gaither, Michael English, and Bill Gaither and they were performing 

infrequently with the Gaither Vocal Band. The liner notes for the Lovin’ Life album state 

that the song “The Diff’rence Is In Me” was published in 1982, but this date is inaccurate. 

The song was first recorded on the 1980 Live Across America album by the Bill Gaither 

Trio.31 “Then He Bowed His Head and Died” was written in 1988, but it was never 

recorded by a Gaither ensemble.   

 The most memorable songs on this album stem from Bill and Gloria’s 

collaborations with other writers. One of these songs will be examined in details for its 

 
31 The Bill Gaither Trio, Live Across America, recorded 1980, Word Records WSX-8847, vinyl. 
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significance to lead singer, Guy Penrod, and Gaither’s attempt to present a specific vision 

of masculinity, as well as specific genre characteristics from country music. “Jesus and 

John Wayne” was written by Bill and Gloria, their son Benjy, Doug Johnson, and Kim 

Williams.32 Johnson and Williams had won the Country Music Association’s Song of the 

Year award in 2003 for their “Three Wooden Crosses” song recorded by Randy Travis. 

Ryan Harper in his chapter titled “Between Jesus and John Wayne: Constructing Guy 

Penrod” examines this particular song as one that defines the end of the era of Guy 

Penrod as lead vocalist for the Vocal Band. Harper sees this song as the follow-up to 

“The Baptism of Jesse Taylor” which was recorded in 1999, during the first half of 

Penrod’s tenure.33 The lyrics are certainly worth exploring:  

Daddy was a cowboy, hard as a rock 
Momma, she was quiet as a prayer 
Daddy’s always tell me, son you gotta be tough 
Momma’d kiss my cheek and say, “play fair” 
I did my best to make them proud of me 
But it’s never been an easy place to be 
 
[Chorus] 
Somewhere between Jesus and John Wayne 
A cowboy and a saint, the cross and the open range 
I try to be more like you, Lord, but most days I know I ain’t 
I’m somewhere between Jesus and John Wayne 
 
 
 

 
32 To hear the recording of “Jesus and John Wayne,” from Lovin Life, visit the Gaither Music TV 

YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/UHfuWJmFz4M. See also: Kristin Kobes Du Mez, Jesus and John 
Wayne: How White Evangelicals Corrupted a Faith and Fractured a Nation (New York: Liveright 
Publishing Company, 2020). Du Mez’s book, which quickly rose to popularity in 2020, presents a 
sweeping account of seventy-five years of white evangelicalism, showing how American evangelicals have 
worked to replace the Jesus of the Gospels with an idol of rugged masculinity and Christian nationalism. 
While she uses this song title as the title of the book, she only makes scant reference to the song’s lyrics 
and only references the Gaither Vocal Band once in her conclusion.  

 
33 Ryan P. Harper, “Between Jesus and John Wayne: Constructing Guy Penrod,” in The Gaithers 

and Southern Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-First Century (Jackson, MS: The University Press of 
Mississippi, 2017), 61-99. 
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Momma’s love was tender 
Daddy’s love was strong 
But both of them were there to help the weak 
They taught me to stand up and fight for what is right 
Showed me how to turn the other cheek 
Since there’s a bit of both of them in me 
Then maybe that’s the best that I can ever hope to be34 
 

Harper provides considerable attention to the text and its juxtaposition of Momma 

as the tender Jesus figure and Daddy as the rugged John Wayne archetype. However, 

while focusing primarily on the written text, Harper recognizes that other ‘texts’ (to quote 

Frith) are at play recognizing that, “songs communicate through more than lyrical 

content. When Penrod honky-tonks the opening line, ‘Daddy was a cowboy,’ over the 

clippity-clop instrumentation, the GVB is trafficking in a distinctly ‘pro-cowboy’ musical 

genre.”35  

Where Harper’s interpretation deals mainly with the song lyrics, attention should 

also be given to the accompanying musical and production aspects. By 2008 Bill Gaither 

had spent over 50 years recording tracks in the studio, albeit the recording process had 

undergone significant change during this time.36 Both Marshall Hall and Guy Penrod 

were studio veterans from their background as studio musicians in Nashville and only 

Wes Hampton was still “green.” It is rare for a group to be equally capable in the studio 

 
34 Gaither Vocal Band, Lovin’ Life, recorded 2008, Gaither Music Group SHD2746, CD. 
 
35 Ryan Paul Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-First 

Century (Jackson, MS: The University Press of Mississippi, 2017), 94. The “clippity-clop instrumentation” 
comes from the combination of the acoustic guitar picking pattern and the fills in between vocal phrases by 
the steel guitar, mandolin, and fiddle.  

 
36 Wes Hampton, interview by author, Waco, TX, February 22, 2019. In my second interview with 

Wes Hampton we discussed the recording process. He commented that it hasn’t changed much since he 
joined the GVB. For the first album he recorded on they were already using ProTools to record and are still 
doing so. He commented that while ProTools can be used to fix errors in pitch, Gaither insists that the 
vocals “go down right.”  
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as performing on the stage, but the GVB, especially during the early 2000s, was a 

thoroughbred in both arenas. 

In his work on the musicology of record production, Albin Zak writes that “the 

recording musician’s task is to pass on his or her musical persona, and whether this 

involves a series of painstaking steps or a first-take spontaneity, the moment of 

performance in not the ultimate point of the process…For in the form of the work the 

performative moment is transformed into an enduring aesthetic object.”37 Penrod, more 

than any of the other GVB members on this album, showed a consistency between the 

studio and the stage when it came to stylistic choices such as phrasing, intonation, and 

vowel choices. What he sings on the recording is exactly what he performs on the stage, 

whereas other singers tend to add ornamentation or improvisatory elements to 

performances over time. 

When discussing the phenomena of sound on records Zak highlights five broad 

categories that help even the most casual listener to distinguish genre characteristics: 1) 

musical performance, 2) timbre, 3) echo, 4) ambience (reverberation), and 5) texture.38 

Musical performance, timbre, and texture set this arrangement apart from many other 

Gaither tracks. In regards to timbre, instrumentation is one of the primary contributors, 

and the sonic color palette of the recording and specific instruments create unmistakable 

associations with specific musical genres. This track begins with the bouncing acoustic 

guitar picking and the high squeal of the steel guitar, followed up with mandolin, electric 

guitar, and fiddle licks. When this song was recorded on the DVD/CD Country Bluegrass 

 
37 Albin Zak, The Poetics of Rock: Cutting Tracks, Making Records (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2001), 51. 
 
38 Ibid., 49. 
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Homecoming Vol. Two, as if to pay homage the camera pans to Ralph Stanley, the 

mandolin virtuoso, sitting in the crowd grinning, just as the mandolin begins to become 

more prevalent in the musical texture.39  

 While other songs on the Lovin’ Life album include full orchestrations, the four 

Vocal Band members who served as producers decided against a full orchestration for the 

song’s texture (Zak’s fifth of Zak’s fifth distinguishing category) for this track. The pared 

down, primarily acoustic instrumentation of guitar, mandolin, and fiddle leaves space for 

Penrod’s vocals to fall and rise, almost in a sing-song storytelling way.  

The Lovin’ Life album, with its strong country influence, paved the way for a new 

Christmas album that celebrates its county influences. Christmas albums have always 

been a part of the Gaither catalogue and Christmas Gaither Vocal Band Style is the 

second one recorded by the Vocal Band (Table 6.3). 

 
Table 6.3. Tracks on the Christmas Gaither Vocal Band Style (2008) album 

Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published:  
Winter Wonderland Smith/Bernard 1934 
O Little Town of Bethlehem Brooks/Redner 1991 
I’ll Be Home for Christmas Gannon/Kent/Ram 1943 
O Holy Night Dwight/Adam  
I Heard the Bells on 
Christmas Day 

Longfellow/Calkin  

Christmas in the Country Gaither/Sykes/Wright 2000 
Carol Medley Arr. Russell Mauldin  
My Heart Would Be Your 
Bethlehem 

Gaither/Miller 1991 

Come and See What’s 
Happenin’ 

Gaither/Sykes/Wright 2000 

Away in a Manger James R. Murray 1991 
  

 
39 Country Bluegrass Homecoming Volume Two (Alexandria, IN: Spring House Productions, 

2003).  
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While most of the songs on the album are familiar secular or sacred titles, two 

songs written by the songwriting team of Bill and Gloria, Michael Sykes, and Woody 

Wright dominate the “down home” aesthetic of the album. The first song is “Christmas in 

the Country,” which paints an idealized image of the family sitting around the fireplace 

listening to dad read the gospel story. Nostalgia drips from every line of the lyric. The 

second song, “Come and See What’s Happenin’” is a rollicking country gospel song 

telling the nativity story account from the inn keeper. Both songs use nostalgic tropes 

related to country music and living to engage their audience. While each song on the 

album could be explored further, this album presents little in the way of connections to 

southern gospel or contemporary Christian music recordings.  

 The Lovin’ Life and Christmas Gaither Vocal Band Style albums mark the end of 

an era with Guy Penrod as the longest tenured lead vocalist for the GVB. Penrod’s voice, 

like Michael English and Gary McSpadden before him, provided a strong lead around 

which Bill developed the rest of the quartet.  

 

Reunited: Lowry, English, and Phelps Surprise Southern Gospel Fans (2009-2014) 
 

In January 2009 it was announced that the Vocal Band would be making the 

greatest transition of its nearly three-decade long history. The quartet would become a 

quintet and three of the most popular alumni of the group were returning to reprise their 

roles.40 Mark Lowry returned to the group to sing baritone, Michael English returned on 

lead, and David Phelps resumed his spot on tenor, this time alongside Wes Hampton. The 

 
40 Ryan P. Harper, “A Sort of Homecoming: The Gaithers and Southern Gospel in the Twenty-

First Century” (PhD. Diss., Princeton University, 2013), 346. This lineup of the Vocal Band was premiered 
at the 2009 Gaither Family Fest in Gatlinburg, TN.  
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first album to be recorded by this all-star lineup was aptly titled Reunited, even though 

this particular lineup had never all sung together at once. Michael had sung with Mark, 

Mark had sung with David, but Wes hadn’t sung with any of them, except for Bill. Bill 

had launched the career for each singer and their indebtedness to him brought them 

together for this new and exciting season.  

By 2009 the Homecoming series audiences were starting to decline and the return 

of these favorite artists surely injected new energy into the concert programming and 

audiences. From 2009-2013 the GVB performed each year at the National Quartet 

Convention. These performances simultaneously exhibited that the GVB had been widely 

accepted by southern gospel audiences and that Gaither was actively courting these fans 

in a way he did not need to do at the height of the Homecoming franchise. This section 

will examine the recordings produced from 2009 to the first half of 2014. These albums 

present an increase in the number of songs previously recorded by the Vocal Band and an 

emphasis upon creating new arrangements for these familiar songs. Albin Zak’s 

framework for understanding the distinct compositional layers of a track on a recording 

will be utilized to examine some of these new arrangements.  

The Reunited album was produced by Bill and David Phelps and unlike any other 

GVB album, all of the songs were written by Bill and Gloria (Table 6.4). Nearly all of 

these songs had made it into the canon of evangelical hymnody and each of them held a 

prominent place in the canon of the Gaither Homecoming franchise.41 In fact, all of these 

 
41 For further discussion about the hymns of Bill and Gloria Gaither and their acceptance in 

Evangelical hymnals see: Jacob Sensenig, “Get All Excited: The Lyrical Theologizing of Bill and Gloria 
Gaither” (paper presented at the 2015 Annual Meeting of the Hymn Society in the United States and 
Canada, New Orleans, LA, July 13, 2015).  
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songs had been previously recorded by the Gaither Vocal Band and all except for 

“Loving God, Loving Each Other” had been recorded by the Gaither Trio as well.  

 
Table 6.4. Tracks on the Reunited (2009) album 

Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published:  
I Believe in a Hill Called Mount 
Calvary 

Bill and Gloria Gaither 1968 

It Is Finished Bill and Gloria Gaither 1976 
Loving God, Loving Each Other Bill and Gloria Gaither 1997 
He Touched Me Bill and Gloria Gaither 1964 
Because He Lives Bill and Gloria Gaither 1971 
I’m Free Bill and Gloria Gaither 1968 
I Am Loved Bill and Gloria Gaither 1978 
The King is Coming Bill and Gloria Gaither 1970 
Sinner Saved By Grace Bill and Gloria Gaither 1986 
Worthy the Lamb Bill and Gloria Gaither 1974 
The Church Triumphant Bill and Gloria Gaither 1973 
These are They Bill and Gloria Gaither 1980 
There’s Something About That 
Name 

Bill and Gloria Gaither 1971 

  
 
Additionally, in 2009 the majority of the alumni gathered at Gaither studios to 

record the Reunion Volume One and Two DVD/CD’s, which was meant to be a one-time 

event. About half of the alumni had participated in the Homecoming concerts over the 

years, but the earliest members, such as Lee Young, Steve Green, Jon Mohr, and Gary 

McSpadden had been largely absent. This recording, which included only a small 

audience of friends and family, was the first time that several of the alumni would ever 

sing together. Unlike the 2004 The Best of the Gaither Vocal Band compilation albums, 

this two-part recording features music from the full GVB catalogue, instead of just from 

the Homecoming era. (As previously mentioned, the 2004 albums released at the height 

of the Homecoming franchise, highlight the southern gospel repertoire and downplay the 

Contemporary Christian Music roots.) 
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In stark contrast to the Reunited album, and perhaps to present some balance to 

the GVB repertoire, Greatly Blessed (2010) does not include a single song previously 

recorded by any iteration of the Vocal Band. This album was produced by Bill, David, 

and Michael and also does not include any lyrics written by Gloria.  

 
Table 6.5. Tracks on the Greatly Blessed (2010) album 

Song Title:  Songwriters: Year Published:  
Better Day Harrington/Jones 2010 

 
When He Blest My Soul Derricks/Baxter 1939 
Love Like I’m Leavin’ Benjy Gaither/Alexander/Silvey 2010 
You Are My All In All Dennis Jernigan 1991 
Please Forgive Me Gerald Crabb 1997 
Greatly Blessed, Highly Favored Bill Gaither/Larry Gatlin 2010 
He’s Alive Don Francisco 1977 
Ain’t Nobody Benjy Gaither/Silvey 2010 
Clean Bill Gaither/Larry Gatlin 2010 
Muddy Water Benjy Gaither/Brown/Silvey 2010 
That Sounds Like Home to Me Wilburn/Crook 1976 
I Know How to Say Thank You Suzanne and Barry Jennings 2002 
He is Here Kirk Talley 1990 

 
 
Bill only contributed two songs to the album, both co-written with life-long friend 

Larry Gatlin: the title track “Greatly Blessed, Highly Favored,” and the song “Clean.” 

Benjy Gaither co-wrote several tracks on this album with Jeff Silvey, Lowell Alexander, 

and Roger Brown. Suzanne Jennings, the Gaither’s oldest daughter and her husband also 

lend one song to the album. These writers represent the entirety of the songs written in 

the 2000s and recorded on this album.  

 The following songs, however, were already familiar to southern gospel 

audiences. “When He Blest My Soul” was written by J. R. Baxter and Cleavant Derricks 
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and published in 1939 by the Stamps Baxter Music Company.42 The Vocal Band had not 

previously recorded this song on a studio album, but it was recorded with the Vocal Band 

singing it on three Gaither Homcoming videos, Feelin’ At Home (1997), Hawaiian 

Homecoming (1998), and Rocky Mountain Homecoming (2003). On the latter two videos 

the Gaither Vocal Band is featured on the song, but on the Feelin’ At Home recording, 

Gaither takes the opportunity to feature bass singers Rex Nelon, J.D. Sumner, and George 

Younce.  The Masters V quartet, made up of gospel legends Rosie Rozell, Jake Hess, 

Hovie Lister, James Blackwood, and J.D. Sumner, had recorded this song on their 1981 

self-titled album, but it is Gaither’s rendition that becomes popularized through the 

Homecoming series and is codified here with this recording by the Gaither Vocal Band.43  

 “Please Forgive Me” was written by Gerald Crabb, the patriarch of the Crabb 

Family and first recorded on their 1997 album Yesterday. Jason Crabb sang the solo on 

the original recording and over the next decade he performed it often on the Gaither 

Homecoming tours. When the Crabb Family would sing this song in concert Gerald 

Crabb would recount his decades of wrestling with alcoholism. Michael English takes 

over on the solo for the Greatly Blessed album and his well-publicized struggle with 

alcohol and drugs makes his rendition powerful and convicting. In fact, Gerald Crabb 

was one of the first people to provide Michael a stage on which to perform when he was 

trying to get back into performing gospel music.44  

 
42 Cleavant Derricks was a black gospel songwriter who wrote extensively for the Stamps-Baxter 

Music Company. He is best known for his quartet standards, “Just a Little Talk with Jesus,” “We’ll Soon 
Be Done with Troubles and Trials,” and “When God Dips His Love in My Heart.” See: James R. Goff, 
Close Harmony: A History of Southern Gospel (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 
209-210.  

 
43 The Masters V, The Masters V, recorded 1981, Skylite Records SLP-6256, vinyl.  
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 Another song recorded on this album that was familiar to southern gospel 

audiences is Kirk Talley’s “He is Here,” this time sung with Wes Hampton on lead. Kirk 

Talley sang with the Hoppers and the Cathedrals, two prominent southern gospel groups 

before joining with his brother, Roger, and sister-in-law, Deborah, to form The Talleys.45 

He would write this song while singing in the family group and it was recorded in 1990 

on their Love Will album. In 1992 “He is Here” won the Dove Award for Song of the 

Year and was nominated for a Grammy.  

 While “He is Here” was familiar to southern gospel audiences, the contemporary 

Christian chorus “You Are My All in All” might not be a song that southern gospel 

audiences would expect to hear on a Gaither Vocal Band album. However, the 1991 

Dennis Jernigan song gets a new treatment here. David Phelps arranges this song and 

partners it with the famous Canon in D by Pachelbel. Phelps also shines on this album 

with his solo on “He’s Alive” written in 1977 by Don Francisco. Francisco toured 

extensively with the Gaither Trio during this time and in 1980 “He’s Alive” won the 

Dove Award for Song of the Year and subsequently Francisco won Songwriter of the 

Year.46 This song has also been recorded by Johnny Cash and Dolly Parton.  

 
44 Michael English and Lynn Vincent, The Prodigal Comes Home: My Story of Failure and God’s 

Story of Redemption (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2007). Just a couple years later, in 2012, Spring House 
Music Group, owned by Bill Gaither, released a CD/DVD titled, Jason Crabb: The Song Lives On and the 
Vocal Band makes an appearance singing this song. Jason in standing in the background singing along and 
encouraging the Vocal Band during their performance. Jason joins Michael arm in arm on the reprise of the 
song blessing and anointing this performance and the transition of this signature song to Michael. 

 
45 David Bruce Murray, Murray’s Encyclopedia of Southern Gospel Music (United States: 

Musicscribe Publishing, 2005), 153-154. See also: Douglas Harrison, “Southern Gospel in the Key of 
Queer,” in Then Sings My Soul: The Culture of Southern Gospel Music (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 2012), 137-161. In 1993 Kirk Talley was outed as a gay man when the FBI arrested a man who tried 
to blackmail him. Harrison shares Talley’s story as one example of how gay men have been repressed by 
the southern gospel industry, while being deeply involved in the creation and performance of the music, as 
well as making up a substantial part of the fan base.   
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In 2012 the GVB released one of their most unique projects of the 2000s. Ben 

Isaacs served as co-producer on the Pure and Simple project with Bill, which is in large 

part why this album is so distinctive from the albums that preceded and followed it 

(Table 6.6). Isaacs is best known for his role as upright bass player and lead male vocalist 

for The Isaacs, the bluegrass gospel family group that toured extensively with the 

Homecoming series. In 2011 Bill and Ben worked together on the tracks for the A Tent 

Revival Homecoming, filmed on the grounds of the Billy Graham Library.47 Ben Isaacs 

brought his familiarity with acoustic instrumentation to that project and Bill felt that this 

could be the direction for a new Vocal Band album. Ben describes the album in the 

following way:  

If you take Isaacs-style instrumentation with the intricate male harmonies of the 
Gaither Vocal Band…it creates a cross between the Jordanaires or the Golden 
Gate Quartet from the 1950s and ‘60s, and an organic sound more like ‘Alison 
Krauss meets James Taylor’48 

 
The ‘Isaacs-style instrumentation’ referenced above includes acoustic guitar, mandolin, 

fiddle, and upright bass, as well as the occasional electric guitar, piano, and drums. The 

Isaacs siblings themselves play acoustic guitar, mandolin, and upright bass as their 

primary instruments, although, Ben was the only one of the siblings to play on this 

recording. This album does not include a single full orchestration for any song, which is 

unusual among Gaither Vocal Band albums. Typically, arrangements are created for the 

 
46 Don Cusic, Encyclopedia of Contemporary Christian Music Pop, Rock, and Worship (Santa 

Barbara, CA: Greenwood, 2010), 195.  
 
47 Tent Revival Homecoming (Alexandria, IN: Spring House Productions, 2011), DVD. 
 
48 “Gaither Vocal Band: Pure and Simple” Homecoming Magazine, October 1, 2012, 

http://www.homecomingmagazine.com/article/gaither-vocal-band-pure-and-simple/.   
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Vocal Band that utilize acoustic, electric, and rhythm instruments, as well as significant 

orchestral accompaniments.  

 
Table 6.6. Tracks on the Pure and Simple (2012) album 

Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published: 
Rasslin’ Jacob Spiritual  
Come to Jesus Mindy Smith 2004 
I Don’t Want to Get 
Adjusted 

Sanford Massengale 2012 

Glorious Freedom Lilenas/Judson 1917 
Whole Lotta Shakin’ Lee Cox 2012 
The Love of God Frederick Lehman  
Do You Wanna Be Well Bill Gaither/Suzanne 

Jennings/Benjy Gaither 
2012 

Winds of This World Charles Johnson 1993 
Rumormill Jon Mohr 1983 
The Old Rugged Cross 
Made the Difference 

Bill & Gloria Gaither 1970 

Fool’s Gold David Phelps 2012 
Cup of Sorrow Amos Lee 2011 
I’m Rich Teddy Huffam 1998 
I’ll Pray for You Bill & Gloria 

Gaither/Yeary/Isaacs 
2012 

Sow Mercy Rambo/McGuire 2012 
 
 
The Pure and Simple album includes three songs (“The Love of God,” 

“Rumormill,” and “The Old Rugged Cross Made the Difference”) that were previously 

recorded by the Vocal Band. However, these tracks are unique because of their 

arrangements that feature primarily acoustic instrumentation. When discussing how to 

analyze individual tracks on albums, Albin Zak suggests thinking of recordings as 

containing three distinct compositional layers: the song, the musical arrangement, and the 

track.49 The following distinctions provide a helpful application for any of the covers 

 
49 Zak, The Poetics of Rock, 24. 
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previously mentioned in this dissertation, however, the three songs covered here clearly 

elucidate this concept.   

For Zak, a song’s original source material may be reconfigured in a variety of 

ways and still be recognizable. He writes that “words, pitches, rhythms, chords, 

arrangements can all be modified without changing the song’s essential identity. As such 

a song is easily separated from a particular rendering.”50 The arrangement is a particular 

musical setting. A particular arrangement might modify some or all of the elements 

mentioned above. The track, however, is the actual recording itself and when we hear a 

record, we experience both song and arrangement.  

Rumormill, which was written by Jon Mohr and recorded by the Vocal Band on 

the 1983 Passin’ the Faith Along album, serves as a simple example of Zak’s 

distinctions. The 1983 version is sung by Jon Mohr, a bass, and the 2012 version is a solo 

for Mark Lowry, a baritone. To accommodate, the 2012 version is recorded a perfect 

fourth higher. While the keys are different, Lowry sings the song word for word, rhythm 

for rhythm, and note for note like the original. However, the instrumentation on the two 

arrangements is vastly different, resulting in two unique tracks. The instrumentation for 

the 1983 track uses an electric guitar, electric bass, drums, and synth keys. By contrast, 

the 2012 instrumentation features acoustic guitar, upright bass, fiddle, drums, and piano 

barely in the mix.   

The song “Winds of this World” was written in 1993 by the black gospel 

musician Charles Johnson. Johnson sang with the Sensational Nightingales before 

forming the trio Charles Johnson & The Revivers in the early 1990s.51 Several southern 

 
50 Ibid., 25. 
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gospel groups covered this song prior to 2012, most notably the Talley Trio.52 Michael 

English sings the solo on the Gaither Vocal Band recording and this song was featured on 

the National Quartet Convention stage when they performed there in September 2012.53  

This album, with its unique instrumentation and complex vocal arrangement that 

often feature the trio of English, Hampton, and Phelps singing in tight harmonies, stands 

as a product of a unique season for the Vocal Band. However, none of these particular 

arrangements found widespread use after the tour connected to this album and the NQC 

performance.  

Just like the Pure and Simple album, the Hymns project was produced by Ben 

Isaacs, along with Bill Gaither and David Phelps (Table 6.7). This album would be the 

last to feature English on lead and Lowry on baritone. Unlike most GVB albums, this 

album would also only feature two songs written by Bill and Gloria, “More of You” and 

“My Faith Still Holds.” Neither of these hymns have ever been widely used in 

evangelical churches. “My Faith Still Holds” was published in the Celebration Hymnal, 

but “More of You,” which was cowritten by Gary Paxton, has never been published in a 

major hymnal. “More of You” had been recorded by the Bill Gaither Trio on the 1978 

 
51 Kyle Boreing, “#TBT Audio Review: “One Night Revival” – Charles Johnson & The Revivers,” 

Musicscribe (blog), April 8, 2021, https://blog.musicscribe.com/2021/04/tbt-audio-review-one-night-
revival-charles-johnson-the-revivers/. To listen to a performance of “Winds of this World” by Charles 
Johnson & the Revivers, visit the Gaither Music TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/j8xE_f-QwWg To 
hear the Gaither Vocal Band sing the version from the Pure and Simple album: 
https://youtu.be/iC7dduom6NA.  

 
52 The Talley Trio, Life Goes On, recorded 2008, Horizon Records HR11952, CD.  
 
53 Nate Stainbrook, “NQC 12’ Friday Night: Highlights and Lowlights,” Nate’s Southern Gospel 

Ponderings (blog), September 14, 2012, https://natessoutherngospelblog.wordpress.com. One southern 
gospel fan declared on his blog that “Michael English was so amazing on “Winds of this World” that the 
other guys had to try to keep. 
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Pilgrim’s Progress album and “My Faith Still Holds” was recorded on an album with the 

same title in 1972, as well as re-released on two Trio compilation recordings.54  

The remaining hymns included on the album are all commonly encountered in 

evangelical congregational worship and they run the gamut of lyrics and music for 

congregational singing published during the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth 

centuries.   

 
Table 6.7. Tracks on the Hymns (2014) album 

Song Title: Songwriters: Text written: Tune written: 
Amazing Grace John Newton 1779 1829 
God Leads Us Along G.A. Young Ca. 1903  
‘Til the Storm Passes By Mosie Lister 1958  
Lord, I’m Coming 
Home 

William J. Kirkpatrick 1892  

Redeemed Crosby/Kirkpatrick 1882  
Love Lifted Me Rowe/Smith 1912  
More of You Bill and Gloria 

Gaither/Paxton 
1977  

The Old Rugged Cross George Bennard 1913  
My Faith Still Holds Bill and Gloria Gaither 1972  
I’ll Fly Away Albert Brumley 1932  
Pass Me Not, O Gentle 
Savior 

Crosby/Doane 1868 1870 

At the Cross Watts/Hudson 1707 ca. 1880 
 
 
“At the Cross” is the oldest hymn text recorded on the album having been 

published by Isaac Watt’s in his Hymns and Spiritual Songs (1707). The tune and the 

added refrain were published by Ralph E. Hudson, an American text and tune writer, in 

the 1880s and this combination was quickly accepted by North American hymnals. The 

entry for Ralph E. Hudson in the Canterbury Dictionary of Hymnology comments that the 

“simple and conventional style does not accord well with the grave dignity of Watt’s 

 
54 The Bill Gaither Trio, Pilgrim’s Progress, recorded 1978, Impact Records R3495, vinyl; The 

Bill Gaither Trio, My Faith Still Holds, recorded 1972, Heartwarming Records R3161, vinyl.  
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hymn.”55 Ron Huff who arranged this hymn for the GVB must have thought accordingly 

because he augmented the phrasing in the refrain to add a more stately and weighty 

character that matches the “grave dignity” of Watt’s lyrics. This particular arrangement, 

using Zac’s terminology, has been canonized in the GVB repertoire since its first 

recording on the 1997 Lovin’ God, Lovin’ Each Other album and subsequent release on 

The Best of the Gaither Vocal Band Disc 2. It should also be noted that this hymn is the 

only one on the recording that had been sung previously by the GVB. This is the first 

time the remainder of these hymns are recorded on studio recordings with the GVB, 

although most of these hymns had been recorded on various Homecoming albums.   

 “Amazing Grace” is the other hymn representative of the eighteenth century and 

the remaining hymns come from the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Two texts 

come from the pen of Fanny Crosby and another from her frequent collaborator William 

J. Kirkpatrick. G.A. Young, Albert Brumley, and Mosie Lister are representative writers 

of the gospel shaped note tradition carried into the twentieth century by the shaped note 

publishing industry and the music of the latter two writers featured prominently in the 

Homecoming series in the 90s and early 2000s.  

 This album helped to fill a gap in the Gaither Vocal Band repertoire as the 

popularity of the Homecoming franchise had waned. Throughout the Homecoming era 

various artists toured with the Gaither Vocal Band. In a typical concert the Vocal Band 

and various solo artists would warm up the audience before intermission. Then the focus 

of the second half of the program was shifted towards featuring the ensemble of voices 

 
55 "Ralph E. Hudson." The Canterbury Dictionary of Hymnology, accessed January 29, 

2021, http://www.hymnology.co.uk/r/ralph-e-hudson. 
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and instrumentalists accompanying the tour. The Gaither Vocal Band would often act as 

the closing act as well.56 As many of the older Homecoming artists (and fans) passed 

away the number of accompanying artists dwindled. Throughout the franchise’s history 

these accompanying artists made up of southern gospel legends would be called upon to 

sing songs from their repertoire and the entire group would lead the audience in singing 

familiar hymns. As previously mentioned, much of the congregational music featured by 

Gaither was derived from the convention singing repertoire. However, by 2014 the 

Homecoming tours had essentially become Gaither Vocal Band tours with a much 

smaller group of accompanying performers. The location of their concert venues had 

transitioned from stadiums back to churches and smaller auditoriums.57 This meant that 

the burden of leading congregational singing was now placed upon the Gaither Vocal 

Band, and this album helped provide Bill with hymn repertoire from outside the Gaither 

catalogue.  

 

“Better Together:” Todd Suttles Amplifies the Bass Part (2014-2020) 
 

Additionally, in 2014 the Gaither Vocal Band released the Sometimes It Takes a 

Mountain album, which would be the first album with the lineup of Phelps, Hampton, 

Crabb, Suttles and Gaither (Table 6.8). The CD jacket hails this album as “Now, with 

 
56 This format is described in greater detail in Ryan Harper, “Time Present and Time Past: The 

Homecomings, 1991-1999,” in The Gaithers and Southern Gospel: Homecoming in the Twenty-First 
Century (Jackson, Mississippi: University Press of Mississippi, 2017), 19-60. 

 
57 The fieldwork for Ryan Harper’s dissertation extended from 2006 to 2012. While I had attended 

several Homecoming concerts prior to 2012, my primary lens into this world had been through the various 
Homecoming video products that I had collected. Around 2014, in anticipation of writing critically about 
the Gaither Vocal Band, I began attending GVB concerts whenever they were within a reasonable driving 
distance of Waco, Texas. Harper attended Homecoming concerts during their decline from the 2004 peak in 
popularity and my fieldwork began after his has ended.  
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powerful new voices, electrifying arrangements and fresh, hopeful songs, the Gaither 

Vocal Band once again raises the standard for vocal groups in any genre.”58 While the 

group retains its format of five voices, a solo of any type from Bill is noticeably absent on 

this album. Todd Suttles, the new African American baritone/bass, does all the heavy 

lifting and shows his versatility as a bass singer and soloist from the very first track.   

 
Table 6.8. Tracks on the Sometimes It Takes a Mountain (2014) album 

Song Title: Songwriters:  Year Published: 
Jesus Gave Me Water Lucie E. Campbell 1950 
We are Coming Home at Last Bill and Gloria Gaither/Reba 

Rambo and Dony McGuire 
2014 

Sometimes It Takes a Mountain Mark Mathes/Gloria Gaither 2014 
Happy Rhythm Mosie Lister 1953 
Resurrection Bill and Gloria Gaither/Michael 

W. Smith 
1982 

The Night Before Easter Sumner/Friend 1969 
That’s When the Angels Rejoice Larry Bryant 1983 
Written in Red Gordon Johnson 1984 
Let it Start in Me Bill and Gloria Gaither/Reba 

Rambo and Dony McGuire 
2014 

When Fear Comes Knocking Crabb/Breedlove 2014 
Peace in the Valley Thomas A. Dorsey 1939 
You Brought Us Out Bill and Gloria Gaither/Reba 

Rambo and Dony McGuire 
2013 

Praises Benjy Gaither/Silvey/Hall 2014 
Heaven Came Down John W. Peterson 1961 

  
 
While Bill’s literal voice might seem absent from the recordings, his voice as a 

songwriter and producer is more prominent on this album. Like the previous two albums, 

this album was co-produced by Ben Isaacs, and David Phelps, so even with new voices, it 

retains much of the same feel to the arrangements.  

 The title track “Sometimes It Takes a Mountain” was co-written by Gloria Gaither 

and Mark Mathes. Mathes, a Minister of Music at Crossway Baptist Church in 

 
58 Gaither Vocal Band, Sometimes It Takes a Mountain, Bill Gaither, 2014, CD 



251 
 

Springfield, Missouri and southern gospel musician, wrote the song and pitched it to Bill 

Gaither, who asked if Gloria could add another verse before the GVB recorded the 

song.59 Mathes agreed and attended one of Gloria’s Songwriting Intensive weekends so 

that they could work on it together. The song was nominated for a Dove Award for 

Southern Gospel Song of the Year in 2015. While the song didn’t win its category, it 

likely helped propel the GVB to win Southern Gospel Artist of the Year.60  

 Bill and Gloria functioned as co-writers on four other songs on the album. “We 

are Coming Home at Last,” “Let it Start in Me,” and “You Brought Us Out” were all 

written with Reba Rambo and Dony McGuire and were written specifically for this 

album. The lyrics for “Resurrection” were written by Gloria and Bill and Michael W. 

Smith collaborated on the music. The song was originally recorded in 1981 on the Bill 

Gaither Trio album Bless the Lord Who Reigns in Beauty.61 On the Trio album Gary 

McSpadden sang the solo and the song was picked up as a feature for Guy Penrod in the 

early 2000s where it was featured on the DVD’s Going Home (2003), Jerusalem (2005), 

and The Best of Guy Penrod (2005). This album marks the first appearance of this 

Gaither-penned text on a GVB studio album and it also marks the return of the fanciful 

orchestration reminiscent of the BGT recording from 1981.  

 
59 “Mark Mathes: Sometimes it Takes a Songwriter” SGN Scoops Magazine, July 2018, 

https://www.sgnscoops.com/sgnscoops0718.pdf. 
 
60 “Springfield Minister Mark Mathes nominated for Dove Award,” The Pathway, accessed March 

13, 2021, https://mbcpathway.com/2015/11/02/springfield-minister-mark-mathes-nominated-for-dove-
award/.  

 
61 The Bill Gaither Trio, Bless the Lord Who Reigns in Beauty, recorded 1981, Word Records 

WSB-8870, vinyl.  
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 The song “The Night Before Easter” had been previously recorded by the Bill 

Gaither Trio in 1969 on the Sings Warm album and the 1972 Live album.62 Written by 

Donnie Sumner and Dwayne Friend, this song was awarded the Dove Award Song of the 

Year in 1970. This song reappears in the Gaither Homecoming repertoire in the late 90s 

on the Joy in the Camp (1997) DVD and again on the London Homecoming (2001), 

where Donnie Sumner is invited to sing the solo. This version from the Gaither Vocal 

Band modernizes the arrangement and divides the solo amongst the members of the 

quintet.  

 Two songs on this album had been previously recorded by the Gaither Vocal 

Band. “That’s When the Angels Rejoice,” written in 1983 by Larry Bryant was recorded 

on the 1984 New Point of View album and was also featured in numerous Homecoming 

concerts and recorded on the DVD/CD from the Rocky Mountain Homecoming in 2003. 

This version removes the horn section from the 1984 version and replaces it with doo-

wop style background vocals from the members of the Vocal Band. The 2014 version 

also brings forward the driving piano and electric guitar parts creating a more modern 

arrangement when combined with the tight straight-tone vocals. These stylistic choices 

likely exhibit David Phelps’s influence as a producer on this album.  

 “Happy Rhythm” was recorded on the 1997 Lovin’ God, Lovin’ Each Other 

album and is the quintessential southern gospel bass solo. This quartet classic was written 

by Mosie Lister and famously recorded on the 1959 Get Away Jordan album by the 

Statesmen.63 In 1997 Bill sang the rollicking bass solo, but here he turns over the solo to 

 
62 The Bill Gaither Trio, Sings Warm, recorded 1969, Heartwarming Records HWS 3051, vinyl. 
 
63 The Statesmen Quartet, Get Away Jordan, recorded 1959, Skylite Records SSLP-5695, vinyl. 
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Suttles who is given the opportunity to exhibit his wide vocal range and lyric solo quality. 

The 1997 recording sticks close to the tempo demonstrated by the Statemen, but for this 

updated version the arrangement picks up the tempo considerably, and the clarity and 

brightness of Suttles voice allows him to sing the solo at this quicker tempo. (Neither Bill 

or “Big Chief” Wetherington possessed this sort of vocal agility because of the covered 

tone of their voices.)  

The 2016 Better Together album is the last one in a series of albums produced by 

the team of Ben Isaacs, David Phelps, and Bill Gaither and it is the last album where 

David Phelps lends his vocal talents to the tenor voice part (Table 6.9). This album 

primarily presents covers of songs previously recorded by other soloists, ensembles, or 

even Gaither-led groups. Of any of the Gaither albums, it features the largest number of 

songs tied explicitly to the black gospel tradition.  

 
Table 6.9. Tracks on the Better Together (2016) album 

Song Title: Songwriters: Year Published:  
Working on a Building African American Spiritual Traditional 
Led Out of Bondage Robert Prather 1949 
Heart O’ Mine Dallas Holm 2008 
When He Set Me Free Joe Washington 1956 
But I Need You More Gloria Gaither/Poulton 2015 
Dig a Little Deeper in God’s 
Love 

Kenneth Morris 1947 

Moses Smote the Water African American Spiritual Traditional 
We’ll Talk It Over Ira F. Stanphill 1949 
Didn’t It Rain African American Spiritual Traditional 
You’ve Got a Friend Carole King 1971 
Better Together  Bill Gaither/ Reba Rambo and 

Dony McGuire/Davis 
2016 

Walk on the Water Bill and Gloria Gaither  1973 
 
 
  “Better Together,” written by the songwriting team of Bill Gaither, Reba Rambo 

and Dony McGuire, and Chip Davis, is the only song written specifically for this album. 
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Gloria’s text “But I Need You More” was written in 2015 and recorded by the Talleys.64 

“Walk on the Water” is the only song on the album exclusively from the songwriting duo 

of Bill and Gloria. It was written in 1973 and first recorded by the Bill Gaither Trio on 

their 1973 Let’s Just Praise the Lord album with Danny Gaither singing the lead.65 The 

GVB updates this track by moving from the rhythm section with brass, synth, and 

background vocals that characterized the middle-of-road inspirational genre, to a new 

version driven by acoustic guitar and a country rock beat. David Phelps takes lead on this 

track and a walking bass line is added for Todd Suttles giving the arrangement more of a 

southern gospel quartet feel.  

 The album kicks off with the song “Working on a Building,” probably the best-

known song on this album to southern gospel’s faithful listeners because of the version of 

this black gospel tune as the final track on Elvis Presley’s 1960 His Hand in Mine 

album.66 (On this album Elvis is accompanied by the Jordanaires, and his recording 

follows their own 1958 recording).67 The song is listed on the GVB album as Traditional 

and there is some ambiguity as to the origins of the song. The wiki site SGHistory.com 

lists Lillian Bowles and Winifred O. Hoyle for the lyrics and tune, but it seems likely that 

they just collected this traditional song and published it in 1937.68 Bowles owned a 

publishing house for Black gospel music in Chicago. In an interview, Kenneth Morris, 

 
64 The Talleys, After All This Time, recorded 2015, Horizon Records HR16332, CD.  
 
65 The Bill Gaither Trio, Let’s Just Praise the Lord, recorded 1973, Impact Records R3209, vinyl. 
 
66 Elvis Presley, His Hand in Mine, recorded 1960, RCA LPM-2328, vinyl.  
 
67 The Jordanaires, Hevenly Spirit, recorded 1958, Capitol Records T-1011, vinyl.   
 
68 “I’m Working on a Building,” Southern Gospel History, accessed April 28, 2021, 

https://www.sghistory.com/index.php?n=I.ImWorkingOnABuilding?from=W.WorkinOnABuilding.  
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who worked as an arranger for Bowles commented that “She knew music, but she was 

not a musician…She was a wonderful woman but was strictly a businesswoman.”69 This 

arrangement also seems to be a derivation of the same original content that became the 

version recorded in 1934 by the Carter family and later made famous in bluegrass circles 

by Bill Monroe.  

 Several other African American spirituals make their way onto this album such as 

“Moses Smote the Water” and “Didn’t it Rain.” While the GVB albums have often 

featured songs from the black gospel tradition, Gaither uses the introduction of Todd 

Suttles as an impetus to bring this music into the foreground. Before joining the Vocal 

Band, Todd Suttles sang with the Settles Connection, a Nashville based group that 

specialized in singing spirituals. “Moses Smote the Water” is a traditional spiritual 

recorded by many black gospel quartets, such as the Golden Gate Quartet.70 

Traditionally, this song was sung acapella, but the GVB arrangement prominently 

features the same instrumental textures as the rest of the album, which brings it more in-

line with the rest of the GVB repertoire.  

 “Didn’t it Rain” is also a traditional spiritual that was popularized by Sister 

Rosetta Tharpe in 1948 and recorded by the Golden Gate Quartet in 1956.71 This song 

receives a similar treatment by the Vocal Band. The Golden Gate Quartet, one of the first 

 
69 Bernice Johnson Reagon, “Kenneth Morris: I’ll Be a Servant for the Lord," in We’ll Understand 

It Better By and By: Pioneering African American Gospel Composers, ed. Bernice Johnson Reagon 
(Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992), 330. 

 
70 For more on the Golden Gate Quartet see: Bob Darden, People Get Ready: A New History of 

Black Gospel Music (New York: Bloomsbury, 2004), 184-185; Horace Clarence Boyer, The Golden Age of 
Gospel (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2000), 44-45.  

 
71 For an in-depth discussion of Tharpe’s recording of “Didn’t it Rain” see: Gayle F. Wald, Shout, 

Sister, Shout: The Untold Story of Rock-and-Roll Trailblazer Sister Rosetta Tharpe (Boston, MA: Beacon 
Press, 2007), 91-93.  
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full-time black gospel quartets, emphasized the rhythmic aspect of singing with special 

attention to syncopation, but here the Vocal Band transfers the rhythm to the back-beat-

driven piano part and the steady drum beat. This treatment allows the Vocal Band to sing 

with a much more relaxed and less percussive tone. Both songs accomplish the task of 

getting listeners to tap their feet to the beat, and both songs are considered story songs 

that provide a narrative of Old Testament stories. Willie Johnson, one of the founders of 

the Golden Gate Quartet spoke about this two-part goal:   

It is a joyous sort of thing…it was a thing you patted your foot by. It wasn’t a 
thing that made you want to cry, like “my mama’s dead and gone”…It was all 
like, really entertaining. And it had some merit, like in the narrative tunes, a lot of 
people had never heard about all the biblical heroes. They could hear the story 
start and they’d see when it reached the middle and they’d see it when it reach the 
apex and then quit.72 

 
While not an African American spiritual, “Led Out of Bondage,” follows in the narrative 

song format so common in the two spirituals mentioned here. This example of a 

convention tune, written by Robert Prather and published by the Stamps Quartet Music 

Company in 1953, shows the unmistakable ways in which white southern gospel 

borrowed from the tradition of African American songwriters and quartets. As mentioned 

in chapter one, this song was recorded by the Gaither Trio on their 1956 Presenting the 

Gaither Trio of Indiana album.73 By 2016 this song had been a part of Bill Gaither’s 

performing repertoire for 60 years, which is a stunning feat in its own rite. In 1957 “Led 

Out of Bondage” was also recorded by the Statesmen on RCA Victor with “Big Chief” 

 
72 Kip Lornell, Happy in the Service of the Lord: Afro-American Gospel Quartets in Memphis 

(Urbana: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 23.  
 
73 The Gaither Trio, Presenting the Gaither Trio of Indiana, recorded 1956, Crusade Records LP-

Volume 1, vinyl.  
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Wetherington singing the bass solo, Jake Hess on lead, and Denver Crumpler on tenor.74 

This would become a signature solo for the famed bass singer. This song became popular 

with the Homecoming audience and it was recorded on multiple audio and video 

recordings with George Younce of The Cathedrals quartet singing the bass solo. George 

Younce passed away in 2005 leaving the Gaither Homecoming tours without the singer 

who had become associated with this particular song. In conversations with Gaither, he 

often mentioned that he doesn’t seek to find a replacement for iconic singers when they 

leave, or in this case die. The song was retired from Gaither Music performances until it 

was recorded in 2016 on the GVB Better Together album featuring African American 

singer Todd Suttles on the bass solo. 

The last song on this record coming from the black gospel tradition is Kenneth 

Morris’s “Dig a Little Deeper in God’s Love.”75 When the GVB performed at the 2017 

National Quartet Convention they performed this song as a part of their set. As a part of 

his introduction to the song Bill references the Rangers performing this song, but it had 

been covered by other white gospel groups from the Jordanaires, J.D. Sumner and the 

Stamps, the Kingsmen Quartet, and the Cathedrals.76 The song was written in 1947 by 

 
74 The Statesmen Quartet, The Statesmen Quartet with Hovie Lister, recorded 1957, RCA Victor 

LPM-1411, vinyl. According to David Taylor, “Led Out of Bondage” had been recorded earlier on a 
Capitol recording. See: David Taylor, Happy Rhythm: A Biography of Hovie Lister and the Statesmen 
Quartet (Lexington, IN: TaylorMade, 1994), 75.  

 
75 Anthony Heilbut, The Gospel Sound: Good News and Bad Times, 25th Anniverary ed. (New 

York: Proscenium Publishers Inc., 2002), 11. Heilbut writes that “Dig a Little Deeper” was an early Morris 
hit, “sung to the kind of blues riff that links Count Basie and Church Berry. “Dig a Little Deeper” seduced 
the Sanctified churches but America wasn’t ready for that much sensual fervor.” 

 
76 The Jordanaires, Peace in the Valley, recorded 1957, Decca Records DL-8681, vinyl; J.D. 

Sumner and the Stamps, Music, Music, Music, recorded 1968, Skylite Records SLP-6067, vinyl; The 
Kingsmen Quartet, Standing Room Only, Mark V Records MV4450, vinyl; The Cathedral Quartet, 
Symphony of Praise, recorded 1987, Riversong Records RO 2402, vinyl.  
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Kenneth Morris. Morris studied at the Manhattan School of Music and formed a jazz 

band that played at hotels, lounges, and restaurants.77 He later was hired as a choir 

director and is credited for introducing the Hammond Organ to the gospel sound.78 In 

1940 Morris joined forces with Sallie Martin to form Martin and Morris Music, Inc. 

According to the American History Archives Center, Martin and Morris “were co-owners 

of the nation’s oldest and continuously-running Black Gospel music publishing 

company” (1940-c.1988). According to scholar Horace Clarence Boyer, the Martin and 

Morris Company was particularly important for black gospel music during the peak years 

of 1945-1965, because this was one of the few companies that would publish the music of 

other African-American composers.79 Through the company, the music of many gospel 

music greats was circulated around the United States and beyond.  

On the recording session for the Turn Your Radio On (1993) and Old Friends 

(1993) videos Bill invites the Fairfield Four to sing this tune by Kenneth Morris. Ryan 

Harper examines this performance by the Fairfield Four as an example of what he labels 

as three types of “new friends: “those who are drawn to the Homecomings and the culture 

they represent, those who are drawn back to this culture, and those whose presence 

(re)draws the boundaries and scope of the southern gospel host culture.”80 The Fairfield 

 
77 Horace Clarence Boyer, The Golden Age of Gospel (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2000), 

72-76.  
 
78 For a closer look at the hymn “Yes, God is Real,” also written by Morris see: C. Michael Hawn, 

“History of Hymns: “Yes, God is Real,” Discipleship Ministries of The United Methodist Church, June 
2013, https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/history-of-hymns-yes-god-is-real.  

 
79 Horace Clarence Boyer, “Kenneth Morris: Composer and Dean of Black Gospel Music 

Publishers," in We’ll Understand It Better By and By: Pioneering African American Gospel Composers, ed. 
Bernice Johnson Reagon (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992), 309-328. 

 
80 Harper, The Gaithers and Southern Gospel, 35-40. 
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Four and their rendition of this song from their own tradition exemplifies the third type of 

“new friend.” Bill utilizes his platform in these videos to introduce the predominantly 

white audience to the bearers of a tradition often co-opted in the mid-twentieth century by 

white gospel quartets. Bill’s voiceover after the performance of “Dig a Litte Deeper” 

“honors black and white gospel as “great traditions” while also establishing their 

difference:  

Great traditions must be passed on to the next generation if they’re going to 
survive the passage of time. Black gospel music has been preserved by mothers 
singing to their babies and teenagers hoping to sing in the church choir. In white 
gospel music, the singing convention style was passed on in schools where 
adolescents camped out for two or three weeks to learn to read shape notes and 
sing counterpart harmonies. These schools survive to this day.81  

 
The outlier on this album is the inclusion of Carole King’s 1971 secular pop classic, 

“You’ve Got a Friend.” Whereas Bill didn’t sing a solo at all on the Sometimes It Takes a 

Mountain album, Bill starts out this track with a deeply heart-felt rendition before passing 

the solo to Todd Suttles, which then gets picked up by other members of the Vocal Band.  

After the release of the Better Together (2016) album David Phelps stepped back 

away from the group to focus upon a myriad of personal projects from new solo 

recordings to his popular Barn Bash series hosted in a restored barn on his property in 

Culleoka, TN.82 Reggie Smith was brought in to fill the second tenor/lead slot and his 

voice and persona have been well received. In 2017 the GVB released We Have This 

Moment, an album that stands in stark contrast to the heavily spiritual-influenced Better 

Together album.  

 
81 Turn Your Radio On (Alexandria, IN: Gaither Music Company, 1993), VHS.  
 
82 “Grammy Winning Singer David Phelps Hosts Middle Tennessee Concert Series,” Business 

Wire, October 7, 2016, https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20161017006529/en/Grammy-Winning-
Singer-David-Phelps- Hosts-Middle-Tennessee-Concert-Series.  
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With Phelps’ departure, Bill decided to go a different direction with producers 

and he brought back Gordon Mote to co-produce this album. Gordon also played piano 

on the recordings, although pianist Matthew Holt toured with band. Bill also chose to go 

a different direction with the repertoire of this album. As previously mentioned, We Have 

This Moment doesn’t feature any spirituals and it also doesn’t present any quartet 

standards (Table 6.10). This is a stark departure from the albums that immediately 

preceded this one. Instead, this album presents covers of several modern worship classics, 

as well as several new songs first presented on this record.83 Sonically the album shares 

much in common with its predecessors, in regards to vocal arrangements and 

instrumentation, but it departs significantly in repertoire.  

 
Table 6.10. Tracks on the We Have This Moment (2017) album 

Song Title: Songwriters: Year 
Published: 

Hallelujah Band Becca & Sam Mizell 2017 
Man of Sorrows Philip Bliss (arr. Gordon Mote)  
Livin’ in the Rhythm of Grace Benjamin Gaither/Sarah Beth 

Terry/Todd Suttles 
2017 

I’ll Worship Only at the Feet of 
Jesus 

Bill and Gloria Gaither/J.D. Miller 1991 

Chain Breaker Jonathan Smith/Mia Feldes/Zach 
Williams 

2015 

Manna From Heaven Bill Gaither/Reba Rambo & Dony 
McGuire/Chip Davis 

2017 

We Are The Sands We Are The 
Stars 

Gloria Gaither/ Reba Rambo & Dony 
McGuire 

2017 

We Are All God’s Children Benjamin Gaither/Sarah Beth 
Terry/Todd Suttles 

2017 

Jesus Messiah Chris Tomlin/Daniel Carson/Jesse 
Reeves/Ed Cash 

2008 

You Amaze Me Gerald Crabb 2008 

 
83 Douglas Harrison, interview by author, San Antonio, TX, April 6, 2021. In an interview with 

Douglas Harrison, he commented that he felt that southern gospel was always 10-15 years behind in 
adopting songs from the repertoire Contemporary Christian Music. He cited the Hopper’s recording of the 
song “Jerusalem” as a prime example. I would note that on this recording Chris Tomlin’s “Jesus Messiah” 
is recorded nine years after it was written.  
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Song Title: Songwriters: Year 
Published 

We Have This Moment, Today Bill and Gloria Gaither 1975 
Hymn of Praise Bill and Gloria Gaither/Gordon Mote 2017 

  
 
While several songs on the album are written by Bill and Gloria and co-writers, 

We Have This Moment only includes two songs that were previously recorded in the 

Gaither canon. “I’ll Worship Only at the Feet of Jesus” was recorded on the 1997 Lovin’ 

God, Lovin’ Each Other album with Mark Lowry and Guy Penrod sharing the solos. In 

this new version Todd Suttles takes the first verse, Adam Crabb leads out on the second, 

and Reggie Smith covers the third verse. “We Have This Moment, Today,” which gives 

the album it’s title, was recorded three times by the Bill Gaither Trio on the Jesus, We 

Just Want to Thank You (1975), Moments for Forever (1977), and Then He Said Sing 

(1985) albums. The Weatherfords, the Cathedral Quartet, and the Blackwood Brothers all 

recorded the song in the late 1970s.84 On the 2017 recording of “We Have This Moment, 

Today” Bill sings his only solo on this album (with the exception of one line on 

“Hallelujah Band”).  

All of the songs on this album were simultaneously released as a DVD, and the 

individual music videos were each fully released on the Gaither Music YouTube and 

VEVO channels.85 On the music video for “We Have This Moment, Today,” the Vocal 

Band members surround Bill.86 He sings the verses and the other members sing the 

 
84 The Weatherfords, Tried, Tested and True, recorded 1976, Associated Records AAS 12036, 

vinyl; The Cathedral Quartet, Easy on the Ears, Heavy on the Heart, recorded 1976, Canaan Records CAS-
9791, vinyl; The Blackwood Brothers, Bill Gaither Songs, recorded 1977, Skylite Records SLP-6175, 
vinyl. 

 
85 We Have This Moment (Brentwood, TN: Gaither Music Group, 2018), DVD. This DVD/CD 

release was the first to feature the accompanying videos being posted online for on-demand viewing.   
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chorus while images of each singer with their children (and Bill and Gloria with their 

grandchildren) go streaming by. The live version climaxes in a touching moment as Bill 

looks into the eyes of each member and speaks their name before singing the last line, 

“We all have this moment today.” 2017 didn’t mark the end of a 60+ year singing and 

touring career, however this certainly seems like a culminating moment as Bill reflects 

upon savoring every moment of what might be remaining.87   

For this album Bill co-wrote “Manna from Heaven” with Reba Rambo, Dony 

McGuire, and Chip Davis and Gloria wrote “We Are The Sands We Are The Stars” with 

Rambo and McGuire. This version of “Manna from Heaven” is not to be confused with a 

song of the same title that was recorded by Danny Gaither in 1957 or by the Bill Gaither 

Trio on their 1964 He Touched Me album.88 However, this version sonically signifies the 

quartet standards that captivated Bill’s imagination seven decades earlier. Vocally, the 

recording features a prominent walking and independent bass solo, with homophonic 

background vocals. The accompanying instrumentation also varies significantly from any 

other song on the album. The piano part recorded by Gordon Mote on the studio 

recording imitates the piano stylings of Hovie Lister who had adopted his distinctive style 

from jazz and ragtime idioms, mixed with the convention stylings. The electric guitar, in 

 
86 To hear the recording of “We Have This Moment, Today,” from We Have This Moment, visit 

the Gaither Music TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/BzoSXNt_5f8.  
 
87 In an interview for The Gospel View blog, Smith comments upon the first time singing this song 

with the GVB saying, “The first time we did it, I’ll never forget, Mr. Gaither turns around with huge 
crocodile tears just flowing down his face. Really those words “We Have This Moment Together,” not the 
one that just past [sic], not the one that’s coming, but the one we have right this second. We have this 
moment. And it was just really a sweet moment in the concert.” “A Chat with Reggie Smith,” The Gospel 
View: Covering Christian Media Today, Tomorrow, and Forever, July 3, 2017, 
https://thegospelviewblog.wordpress.com/2017/07/03/a-chat-with-reggie-smith/.  

 
88 Danny Gaither, Songs by Bill Gaither as Sung by His Brother Dan, recorded 1961, Crusade 

Records LPM 7801, vinyl; The Bill Gaither Trio, He Touched Me, recorded 1964, TDE Records LPS-510, 
vinyl.  
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the styling of Chet Adkins, and the banjo are also reminiscent of recordings of the Hovie 

Lister and the Statesmen.  

On the We Have This Moment DVD, Bill masterfully layers visual signs with the 

musical ones to signify that this song, although not actually a part of the mid-century 

southern gospel quartet tradition, might belong there.89 Gaither mixes the pre-recorded 

video with a “live” performance, although neither have an actual audience other than 

cameramen. The first 30 seconds of the song shows the members of the Vocal Band 

gathered around an old radio while wearing matching white coats and black polka-dotted 

ties. To add to the effect, Gaither chose to have this opening edited in black and white, 

furthering the sense that this song belongs to a different era. The video then cuts to the 

present moment with the group performing together in full color while still donning their 

matching white coats.  

At the 2017 National Quartet Convention the Gaither Vocal Band took the 

platform for their hour-long showcase wearing matching white coats as a tribute to the 

legendary Rangers Quartet.90 This could be interpreted as a tribute to the days where 

southern gospel quartets were expected to wear matching suits; the days before the 

Imperials came on the scene and changed the expectations about how a quartet should 

dress, and even sound. During the NQC performance, Bill launched into a discussion of 

how in 1949 he encountered an image of the Rangers Quartet in a Stamps Quartet 

Magazine in their black pants and white suit coats, and he showed this image to the 

 
89 To hear the recording of “Manna from Heaven,” from We Have This Moment, visit the Gaither 

Music TV YouTube channel: https://youtu.be/6XPpFAOeM9U.  
 
90 To view a fan recording of the GVB performance at the 2017 National Quartet Convention see: 

https://youtu.be/wsWTMtrqTdc. Around [7:50] in the recording Bill launches into this dialogue about the 
Rangers Quartet.  
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audience via projection. “I said as a teenager, I was just 18…I said if I ever grow up and 

get a group, I am gonna find 5 suits just like that and I’m gonna wear it to the National 

Quartet Convention.” Of course, the National Quartet Convention didn’t exist at the time 

Bill was a teenager. By 2017 it would seem that Bill no longer would need to prove his 

place in southern gospel history, but from the beginning to the end of this performance 

Bill connects his personal narrative, and that of the GVB, to the great anchors of southern 

gospel orthodoxy.  

Gloria also contributed the text to “Hymn of Praise” and Bill and Gordon Mote 

set the text to the traditional hymn tune O WALY WALY. Along with the hymn, “Man 

of Sorrows,” these hymns create a balance of traditional hymn settings to the 

contemporary worship songs “Chain Breaker” and “Jesus Messiah.” “Chain Breaker,” 

written by Jonathan Smith, Mia Feldes, and Zach Williams was included in the iconic 

2017 NQC performance by the GVB. Near the end of the performance at the 2017 NQC 

filled with songs connecting with the history of southern gospel, Bill Gaither adds this 

song to the set which helped to expand the new repertoire of southern gospel groups. 

“Jesus Messiah,” while not included in the 2017 NQC performance, was written by Chris 

Tomlin, Daniel Carson, Jesse Reeves, and producer Ed Cash, and serves the same 

functions for southern gospel listeners. Douglas Harrison has commented that he felt that 

southern gospel was always 10-15 years behind in adopting songs from the repertoire 

Contemporary Christian Music.91 

 
91 Douglas Harrison, interview by author, San Antonio, TX, April 6, 2021. Lauren Talley, of the 

Talley Trio, is also an example of a southern gospel performer who recorded contemporary worship songs 
and performed them for NQC audiences.  
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“Hallelujah Band,” is a raucous opening track written by Sam and Becca Mizell, 

writers who are known for collaborations with CCM artists such as Natalie Grant and 

Matthew West. The song was nominated for the 2018 Dove Award Southern Gospel 

Song of the Year. The high energy of this song combined with the song’s references to 

each of the four voice parts of the quartet, accompanying instruments, and musical terms, 

makes it a crowd pleaser. In live performances the Vocal Band often performed this track 

along with the light-hearted video from their studio recording session.92  

 The We Have This Moment album, with its more contemporary repertoire, sets the 

stage for what seems to be a move to appeal to an audience less familiar with the mid-

century convention style quartet classics. This direction is confirmed by the repertoire of 

the Good Things Take Time album, which marks the GVB’s 28th studio album and the 

last one released before the completion of this dissertation (Table 6.11). Likewise, with 

We Have This Moment, Gordon Mote and Bill Gaither co-produced the album and the 

vocal lineup remained the same. The contents of this album also closely mirror We Have 

This Moment. Lyrical and musical content by Bill and Gloria is more prominent on this 

album than on many of the albums in the 2010s.  

 

 

 

 

 
 
92 Bill has extensively used this approach of combining live audio performances with pre-recorded 

videos since the early days of the Homecoming franchise. Examples from the early 2000s include videos of 
southern gospel legends such as Vestal Goodman or George Younce, who passed away in 2003 and 2005, 
respectively. I encountered the use of combining the live performance of “Hallelujah Band” with the pre-
recorded version at every concert I attended after 2017.  
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Table 6.11. Tracks on the Good Things Take Time (2019) album 
Song: Songwriters: Year Published: 
Child of the King Cindy Walker 1961 
Goin’ Up Yonder Walter Hawkins 1976 
This is the Place Bill and Gloria Gaither/Gordon 

Mote 
2019 

Hear My Song, Lord Bill and Gloria Gaither 1989 
Yes Larry Gatlin 2019 
Good Things Just Take Time Bill and Gloria Gaither/Matthew 

Browder 
2019 

Thought Gettin’ Older Bill Gaither/Larry Gatlin 2019 
Revive Us Again   
Jesus Is Everywhere Suzanne Jennings/Gordon 

Mote/Bill Gaither 
2019 

Love Like I’m Leavin’ Benjy Gaither/Silvey/Alexander 2010 
Only Jesus Bill and Gloria Gaither 2019 
Now is Forever Bill and Gloria Gaither/Gordon 

Mote 
2019 

  
 
On February 20, 2019 the GVB performed in San Antonio, Texas and my wife 

and I attended the concert. I arrived about 3 hours early, attended a portion of the 

rehearsal in the performance space, and ate dinner backstage with the Vocal Band. 

During that time, Bill played for me rough tracks on his phone that were to be released on 

this upcoming album. Bill grinned from ear to ear as he shared these tracks and he 

intently watched my face to catch my reaction to specific harmonies, rhythms, and lyrics. 

30 tracks had been recorded as possibilities for the album and Bill noted that they had 

finally selected the 12 to release. Bill called this project “more daring” than any recent 

project, saying that, “the old man gave into the fact that the current culture can take older 

stuff but it must have a driving rhythm.”93  

 He specifically cited “Child of the King,” the first song on the album as an 

example. This song was written in 1961 by country western songwriter Cindy Walker, 

 
93 Bill Gaither, interview by author, San Antonio, February 20, 2019. 
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often called the “Dean of Texas Songwriters.94 “Child of the King” become a standard for 

southern gospel groups after being recorded by the Blue Ridge Quartet in 1961, the Speer 

Family in 1962, the Cathedral Quartet in 1965, and the Blackwood Brothers in 1967, as 

well as a host of lesser-known groups.95 The Gaither Trio also recorded the song on the 

1964 He Touched Me album with Mary Ann singing lead.96 Bill featured the Cathedrals 

singing this classic on the 1992 Reunion: A Gospel Homecoming Celebration taping 

which connected the early days of the Homecoming franchise securely to the legacy of 

southern gospel.97  

 The Reunion recording features George Younce with his crooning bass style 

singing the text of the verses and the solo and the Homecoming friends singing the 

refrain: “Oh yes. Oh yes. I’m a child of the King.” The Younce recording features a 

lilting piano part and a simple swung rhythm of brushes on the cymbals with a cross-stick 

rimshot on beat 3 of each measure. By contrast, the GVB recording features a driving 

acoustic guitar and piano part accompanied by a groove on the floor toms. The penny 

whistle melody that punctuates the recording provides the arrangement with an Irish 

flavor. The rhythmic and soaring orchestration written by Russell Mauldin and recorded 

by the Nashville String Machine creates a fitting accompaniment that, while modern, is 

 
94 Lydia Hutchinson, “Cindy Walker,” Performing Songwriter (blog), July 20, 2012, 

https://performingsongwriter.com/cindy-walker/.  
 
95 The Blue Ridge Quartet, Wings of a Dove, recorded 1961, Sing Records LP-453, vinyl; The 

Speer Family, Family Favorites, recorded 1962, RCA Camden SSLP-5990, vinyl; The Cathedral Quartet, 
The Cathedral Quartet with Strings, recorded 1965, Heartwarming Records LPS 1852, vinyl; The 
Blackwood Brothers, The Blackwood Brothers Quartet Featuring Big John Hall, recorded 1967, RCA 
Victor LSP-3743, vinyl.  

 
96 The Bill Gaither Trio, He Touched Me, recorded 1964, TDE Records LPS-510, vinyl. 
 
97 Reunion: A Gospel Homecoming Celebration (Nashville, TN: StarSong, 1992), VHS. 
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reminiscent of the grandiose accompaniments that were typical of the Gaither Trio and 

the “Inspirational” middle-of-the-road musical style.  

 While the majority of the songs on this album were written in 2019 and written 

specifically for this recording, the first two songs demonstrate the diversity of songs 

written prior to 2019 that are featured on this album. Typically, the arrangements that 

have been featured on GVB albums have a way of muting the variety of the music, a 

critique levied against the Homecoming franchise by Douglas Harrison. Harrison writes, 

“Casual observers may come away from the Homecoming series thinking it is more 

generically homogenous than it actually is because the songs on Gaither’s shows 

demonstrate remarkable consistency in the arrangements, a consistency that mutes the 

variety of the music.”98 However, the arrangements devised for this album by Gordon 

Mote actually work to highlight the great stylistic diversity of each song and shows the 

artistic range of these musicians.  

 The second song, which contrasts markedly with the first song featured on Good 

Things Take Time, is Walter Hawkin’s “Goin’ Up Yonder.” Hawkins, an African 

American pastor, and the younger brother of gospel vocalist and choir director Edwin 

Hawkins, wrote “Goin’ Up Yonder” in 1976 and recorded it on the 1978 Love Alive 

album. Walter’s wife Tramaine was featured as the soloist with the Love Center choir 

and the album sold over 300,000 units and stayed on the gospel charts for three years.99 

Here the solo is covered by Todd Suttles, whose heritage of singing black gospel makes 

 
98 Douglas Harrison, “The Gaitherization of Contemporary Southern Gospel” in Then Sings My 

Soul: The Culture of Southern Gospel Music (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2012), 111.  
 
99 Robert Darden, People Get Ready: A New History of Black Gospel Music (New York: 

Bloomsbury, 2004), 276.  
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the song a convincing track on this record. The accompaniment here departs from the 

Irish orchestral stylings of “Child of the King” and moves in a distinctly R&B direction 

with the introduction of the Hammond B-3 and Wes Hampton’s smooth falsetto.  

 “Hear My Song,” “Revive Us Again,” and “Love Like I’m Leavin’” are the other 

songs on the album written before 2019. “Love Like I’m Leavin’” is a cover from the 

2010 Greatly Blessed album. “Hear My Song” was written by Bill and Gloria in 1989 and 

featured on a 1992 Praise Gathering album. While the song was used with some 

frequency during the Homecoming era, it was never recorded by the Bill Gaither Trio or 

Gaither Vocal Band on a studio album. “Revive Us Again” is a public domain hymn 

familiar to southern gospel audiences and given a modern arrangement for this album, 

much like “Child of the King.”  For this arrangement Mote and Gaither shift the meter 

from 3/4 to 4/4 time and heavily accent the melody. Like “Child of the King” the 

accompaniment makes use of accented string accompaniment and a driving groove on the 

toms.  

 
Conclusion 

 
 From 2004 to 2020 the Gaither Vocal Band experienced several huge transitions 

as the Homecoming franchise peaked and the audience began to diminish. This trajectory 

led to the GVB’s becoming the primary touring group, instead of the Gaither’s reliance 

upon the various Homecoming artists. During these years three major periods are easily 

discernable. The first was from 2004 to 2009 as the Vocal Band rode the wave of the 

synergistic energy of the Homecoming franchise and they experienced a period of 

musical exploration. The second period was from 2009 to 2014 with the return of GVB 

alumni Mark Lowry, Michael English, and David Phelps. The third period exists from 
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2014 to 2020 and is characterized by the voice of Todd Suttles, which enriches the low 

end of every arrangement. This chapter has examined each of these periods through the 

examination of representative songs that highlighted these overarching trends.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 
Conclusion: The Gaither-less Vocal Band 

 
 

On March 28, 2021 Bill Gaither turned 85 years old and, at the time of this 

writing, shows no intention of slowing down. Only a handful of musical artists in history 

have enjoyed careers spanning nearly 70 years and even fewer have been as prolific as 

Bill Gaither. Bill has found success as a songwriter, recording artist, producer, and 

entertainer, and at each major turning point in his career he found success with many new 

endeavors. This is not to say that everything Bill Gaither touches turns to gold, but to 

suggest that there were enough successes to overshadow the failures and enough control 

over his own narrative to frame this story as he saw fit. His success is also due in large 

part to surrounding himself with musicians, songwriters, and producers who are equally 

talented and ambitious.  

 The primary tasks of this dissertation have been to present an historically accurate 

narrative of the history of the Gaither Vocal Band from 1980 to the year 2020 and to seek 

to examine how the Vocal Band has negotiated the sonic boundaries between 

Contemporary Christian Music and southern gospel. It has been my contention that the 

sonic lineage of the GVB is not as straight-forwardly tied to southern gospel as the 

Gaither narrative presented in their numerous videos, books, and recordings would lead 

the casual observer to believe. In order to provide a thick history of the activities and 

sonic characteristics of the GVB, the same had to be done with The Bill Gaither Trio, the 

ensemble which prepared the way for the formation of the Vocal Band and ultimately laid 
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the foundation for any success Bill Gaither would find with the Vocal Band or the 

Homecoming franchise.  

In her introduction to “Banding Together: How Communities Create Genres in 

Popular Music,” Jennifer C. Lena highlights the need for historical narratives that provide 

a thick history which highlights not only the ‘great man’ at the center of the narrative, but 

the social system in which they produced their work.   

Music is particularly in need of thick histories. In most histories of music, the 
focus is placed on individual actors…But if we take a closer look, each of these 
‘great man’ accounts has a shadow history in which geniuses depend upon social 
systems in which they create their magic. As sociologists have shown time and 
time again, great American art is produced by collaborative links between skilled 
practitioners.1 
 

The central five chapters of this dissertation provided the historical data related to the 

practitioners who collaborated with Bill Gaither, as well as analysis of the musical 

content they created together. This analysis looked at the social and sonic signifiers of the 

genres of southern gospel and Contemporary Christian Music in order to examine how 

Gaither positioned and branded his ensembles to reach a desired audience. The Bill 

Gaither Trio began as a family group singing primarily the music of the mid-century 

gospel greats, but as their own compositions became more popular the ensemble 

developed their own following squarely within the confines of the burgeoning field of 

Contemporary Christian Music. The Vocal Band continued this sonic trajectory until the 

advent of the Homecoming series when Gaither re-wrote the sonic narrative of the Vocal 

Band as one primarily indebted to southern gospel. This positioning effectively white-

washed a decade of music recorded to satisfy the Contemporary Christian Music 

 
1 Jennifer C. Lena, Banding Together: How Communities Create Genres in Popular Music 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012), 2-3.  
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audience that had followed the formation of the Gaither Vocal Band as an extension of 

the Bill Gaither Trio. While the previous chapters focus their attention upon the history of 

the Bill Gaither Trio and Gaither Vocal Band, this concluding chapter turns its attention 

to the future of the Gaither Vocal Band in 2021 and beyond.  

 

“That’s Gospel Brother:” Canceled Concerts, New Endeavors, and New Recordings 
 

During the year 2020, the Coronavirus pandemic presented a greater challenge to 

the gospel music industry than even Gaither had experienced in his nearly seven decades 

in the field. Even someone with an illustrious resume like Bill Gaither was not prepared 

for the entire gospel music industry to come to a crashing halt as live concerts were 

cancelled. Gaither Vocal Band concerts as a part of the Good Things Take Time Spring 

Tour were cancelled beginning in March 2020 and many were quickly rescheduled, for 

the fall, only to be cancelled once again as the effects of the virus were greater than 

initially anticipated. The Gaither Family Fest in the Smokies, a weekend gathering in 

Gatlinburg, TN, was scheduled for May 2020, rescheduled for Labor Day weekend 2020, 

and then ultimately the 2020 Family Fest was cancelled. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter, the second GVB Reunion which would have been open to the public had been 

scheduled for April 2020 in Tulsa, Oklahoma, was rescheduled for August 21 & 22, 

2020, but at the time of this writing, a new date has yet to be set.2 No other world event 

since Gaither began regularly performing in 1954 had wreaked such havoc on gospel 

performing groups.  

 
2 “Gaither Management & Premier Productions Announce Cancellation of 2020 Gaither Vocal 

Band Reunion,” Southern Gospel News, July 7, 2020, https://www.sgnscoops.com/gaither-management-
premier-productions-announce-cancellation-of-2020-gaither-vocal-band-reunion/.  
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After months of not performing together the Gaither Vocal Band finally took to 

the stage on October 24, 2020 to perform an entirely outdoor concert at the Mississippi 

State Fair. Lead singer Adam Crabb posted to his Facebook page a video captured by a 

fan on their cell phone and immediately people started to ask questions about where Bill 

was. Gaither was noticeably absent from the platform and the following day Crabb made 

an additional post saying that Bill’s doctors advised him to sit this concert out to cut 

down his risk of being exposed to the Coronavirus.  

 Just a few short weeks later on November 18, 2020 Bill and Gloria shared on the 

various Gaither Music social media channels that “4-5 weeks earlier” they tested positive 

for Covid-19. Regardless of the timeline when Gaither was exposed to the virus, he and 

Gloria both ultimately recovered and continued producing their work from their home 

and studios in Alexandria, Indiana. As life-long creators and entrepreneurs they refused 

to sit idly by as the world moved on without their creative presence. During 2020 the 

Gaithers took this unique opportunity to reach their large fan base through a variety of 

new mediums.  

On the Gaither Music Facebook and YouTube channels Bill launched a weekly 

chat called “Piano Talk Live” that included discussions with other artists and friends 

connected to the Gaither brand.3 Michael W. Smith, Amy Grant, CeCe Winans, Sandi 

Patty, Lynda Randle, and Ernie Haase were all guests in conversations with Bill. During 

additional weeks Bill and Gloria shared their own hearts on a variety of topics and 

introduced clips of performing groups from a wide range of their Homecoming video 

series.  

 
3 Gaither Music, Facebook Page, https://www.facebook.com/Gaithermusic;  Gaither Music TV, 

YouTube Channel, https://www.youtube.com/user/gstudiosvideo.  
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Another new adventure for Bill during 2020 was his foray into the podcast 

medium. On April 3, 2020 Gaither Music launched the first season of the “More Than the 

Music” podcast.4 Season 1 included ten episodes with Bill reminiscing with musicians 

and friends from a variety of spheres of his life. Musicians such as Gordon Mote, Rory 

Feek, Larry Gatlin, and the country band Alabama were featured on this season. Other 

guests included Bill and Gloria’s daughter Suzanne Gaither Jennings, Anderson 

University’s president John Pistole, Naismith Basketball Hall of Fame member Paul 

Westphal, broadcast journalist Mort Crim, and Madison County, Indiana prosecutor 

Rodney Cummings. Season two launched in 2021 with Mark Lowry, long-time baritone 

for the GVB, as the first guest.   

 During the Fall of 2020 the GVB went back into the studio and begin work on 

another album that was released on March 19, 2021 titled That’s Gospel, Brother. This 

album, like its two immediate predecessors was released as both a CD and DVD. As with 

many of the stand-alone GVB DVDs, Bill brings in special guests and this time features 

The Oak Ridge Boys. The title track was recorded in 1968 by the Swanee River Boys and 

the Statesmen Quartet, once again connecting the ongoing legacy of the GVB with its 

southern gospel predecessors.5  

The earliest videos released by Gaither as a part of the Homecoming franchise 

focused upon the convention style music that dominated the sound of mid-twentieth 

century gospel male quartets and mixed ensembles. The Gaither Vocal Band was present 

 
4 “Gaither Music Launches New Podcast – More Than The Music,” Gaither.com, April 21, 2020, 

https://gaither.com/gaither-music-launches-new-podcast-more-than-the-music/.  
 
5 The Swanee River Boys, That’s Gospel Brother, recorded 1968, Skylite Records SSLP-6055, 

vinyl; The Statesmen Quartet, God Loves American People, recorded 1968, Skylite Records SLP-6070, 
vinyl.  
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on these recordings, but they were not billed as the headlining act of the individual 

recordings. As Chapter 2 suggests, the popularity of the Gaither Vocal Band grew in 

proportion to the reach of the Homecoming audience and during the late 90s and early 

2000s Gaither began releasing recorded concerts that featured the GVB as the principal 

act. However, prior to We Have This Moment in 2017 the CD and DVD were always 

released at separate times. Gaither is now harnessing the power of video recording to its 

fullest extent and simultaneously releasing large portions of these new DVDs on 

YouTube the moment they hit the stores. For example, the video of That’s Gospel, 

Brother was simultaneously streamed in its entirety on YouTube at 10am EST on March 

19th, the same day the DVD and CD went on sale.  

 

The Gaither-less Vocal Band: Will the Ensemble go on?  
 

As of March 2021, the Gaither Music Facebook page has over one million 

followers and the Gaither Music TV YouTube channel has 1.95 million subscribers. In 

many ways, the Gaither brand has never been stronger than it is currently, even though 

income from ticket sales was non-existent for most of 2020 and the first half of 2021. 

While the success of this media empire has largely been built upon Bill’s ability as a 

songwriter and his unparalleled ability as an impresario, at age 85 the day is quickly 

approaching when the Gaither brand will outlive the man himself.  

Bill quite frequently from the stage lauds how the young guys he is fortunate to 

work with have helped to keep him young. During the course of my fieldwork Wes 

Hampton, one of the “young guys,” was typically the easiest member of the Vocal Band, 

past or present, to engage in conversation. As a fan of the Vocal Band before he joined 
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the group, he was eager to discuss a subject he is so passionate about. He also now holds 

the record as the singer with the longest tenure in the Vocal Band. In one of our 

conversations conducted in 2019, I asked Wes how much longer he believes Bill would 

keep up this performance schedule. He responded, “Bill will stop doing it when he’s dead 

or when he physically can’t get out there.”6 However, for those like myself who have 

closely watched Gaither for the last two decades, we’ve noticed him slowing down. As 

any 85-year-old should! His energy is still contagious when he steps in front of an 

audience, but he’s starting to sit out on some of the songs during live concerts, having 

turned most of the bass parts entirely over Todd Suttles. In the same interview with Wes 

Hampton, I asked him if there is a Gaither-less Vocal Band after Bill passes away or is no 

longer able to go out on the road. He responded that he could easily see the current group 

going forward and still performing together. This group of guys particularly enjoys one 

another’s company.  

Several natural questions then arise: What would such a group look like? How 

would they seek to carry on the legacy of the Vocal Band? Who takes over the emcee 

role that Bill has held since the Gaither Trio began performing? Does the group remain at 

four members, like a traditional quartet, or do they bring in another singer to help carry 

the load? Could the ensemble survive without Bill Gaither, even if they continued to use 

his name? These questions and many more are beyond the scope of this dissertation, but 

they are certainly questions that will be asked in the years ahead.  

 

 

 
6 Wes Hampton, interview by author, San Antonio, TX, February 22, 2019.  
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Suggestions for Further Research 
 
 As mentioned in the introduction, this dissertation is the first work to examine the 

history and trajectory of the Bill Gaither Trio or the Gaither Vocal Band and the first to 

critically discuss their roles within the fields of Contemporary Christian Music and 

southern gospel. The approach to laying out detailed historical accounts of both 

ensembles has been necessary, given the dearth of rigorous scholarship, particularly in 

the field of southern gospel. It is my hope that while this dissertation serves as the first 

examination of these groups, that it will certainly not be the last. This volume has 

therefore provided the foundational work to support further study. For instance, the 

discography provided for both ensembles is the first to be assembled and published. Bill’s 

assistant informed me that they had kept no such records and Bill admitted in 

conversation that they were just too busy, particularly during the 70s and 80s, to make 

this type of archival work a priority. One of my initial hopes for this project was to 

provide a list of dates in an appendix when these ensembles had performed at major 

evangelical gatherings such as the Billy Graham Crusades, the Southern Baptist 

Convention annual gathering, and the National Quartet Convention, to name a few. It 

quickly became apparent that finding all of these dates would prove impossible. For 

example, during the course of my research the Billy Graham archives were moved from 

the Billy Graham Center at Wheaton College to the Billy Graham Library in Charlotte, 

North Carolina.7 It is my hope that once this collection is settled and open again to the 

 
7 Tim Funk, “Billy Graham Archives Begin Move from Wheaton to Charlotte,” Christianity 

Today, June 4, 2019, https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2019/june/billy-graham-archives-franklin-
move-charlotte-library-wheat.html.  
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public that I and other researchers will be able to find these dates and write about the 

connection between Graham and Gaither that spanned over forty years.  

 Another avenue of future exploration is to examine the global dissemination of 

the recordings and performances, including live performances and audio/video 

recordings. Douglas Harrison presented an exploratory paper on this topic as related to 

the Homecoming series at the 2013 Christian Congregational Music: Local & Global 

Perspectives conference at Ripon College Cuddeston and titled his presentation, “The 

Gospel gestalt as cultural export: the case of Gaither Homecomings abroad.”8 However, 

this exploratory paper only begins to scratch the surface of the Gaithers global appeal. 

This reach has also been considerably expanded since 2013 with the proliferation of 

YouTube and other online media platforms.  

 Chapter five of this dissertation and the opening of this conclusion point to the 

massive online resources that the Gaithers are curating as of 2020, but eploring those 

resources in depth is beyond the scope of this story. There are several methodologies 

from the field of media ecology that could be applied to the work of the Gaithers in future 

studies. Tom Wagner’s study of Hillsong Church proposes that a media ecology view of 

congregational music sees marketing as “inseparable from – and essential to – the 

immediacy of the religious experience in convergence culture.”9 A similar exploration of 

 
8 Douglas Harrison, “The Gospel gestalt as cultural export: the case of Gaither Homecomings 

abroad.” (paper presented at the 2013 Christian Congregational Music: Local & Global Perspectives 
conference, Ripon College, Cuddeston, UK, August 3, 2013). In further discussion with Harrison, he 
indicated that he originally had plans for a larger study and publication, but that he had since abandoned 
these plans as his academic career has taken him further away from this original research and more into 
university administration.  

 
9 Tom Wagner, “Music as a Mediated Object, Music as a Medium: Towards a Media Ecological 

View of Congregational Music,” In Congregational Music-Making and Community in a Mediated Age, ed. 
Anna E. Nekola and Tom Wagner (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2015), 28. 
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the marketing and branding of the various Gaither Music enterprises would yield a 

holistic approach to understanding how audiences experience both the participatory and 

presentational music performed and recorded by ensembles within the Gaither sphere of 

influence.   

Towards the end of my research the impact of COVID19 upon performing groups 

like the Gaither Vocal Band was far reaching and the already drastically declining 

audience for this ensemble, which primarily includes individuals at risk because of their 

age and health, continued to diminish. Simultaneously, the Gaithers took advantage of 

their large collection of Homecoming and Gaither Gospel Series video content and the 

various social media platforms on which their “imagined community” was already 

gathered. The language of “imagined community” comes from Benedict Anderson’s 

seminal work on nationalism, but it has been applied by Monique Ingalls as a theoretical 

framework for Christian music-based communities.10 Ingalls successfully highlights the 

“role of mass media in forming shared discourse among members of large social groups” 

and further posits that music is an “important shared cultural product and practice which 

helps to mediate a common discourse among evangelicals and which serves as an 

important site for negotiating evangelical identity.”11 The Gaither Music franchise, and 

the various forms of media that make it up, have formed such a community and this field 

is ripe to be studied using this application.  

 

 
10 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of 

Nationalism (New York: Verso, 1991).  
 
11 Monique Marie Ingalls, “Awesome in this Place: Sound, Space, and Identity in Contemporary 

North American Evangelical Worship” (PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 2008), 12-13, ProQuest 
Dissertations and Theses Global.  
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Concluding Thoughts 
 
[Chorus] 
Passin' the faith along to my brother 
Passin' the faith along 
Helping to build the faith of another 
Passin' the faith along 
Sharing a word of hope with my brother 
Helping to make him strong 
Passin' the faith along to my brother 
Passin' the faith along 
 
The entire legacy of the Gaithers rests squarely within the evangelical Christian context 

and their work to edify the Christian community through lyrical and musical content 

cannot go unappreciated. This dissertation began with the reference to Jon Mohr’s song 

“Passin’ the Faith Along,” and it’s obvious that the Bill Gaither Trio and Gaither Vocal 

Band have accomplished this task of spreading the Christian faith through their extensive 

portfolio of recordings and touring in North America and around the globe since the late 

1950s. With the reach of their media content in 2021, there is no telling how many 

individuals have had a “word of hope” shared with them by the GVB.  

As much as their enterprise has been focused upon passing along the Christian 

faith, this dissertation has argued that the Vocal Band has also passed along and 

encouraged faith in the tradition of four-part male harmony, so closely associated with 

southern gospel. This dissertation has clearly shown that while the music of the Gaither 

Vocal Band was marketed to listeners of Contemporary Christian Music in the 1980s, the 

subsequent decades were equally plainly marketed to southern gospel audiences and an 

attempt was made to rewrite the narrative of the GVB as one squarely within the canon of 

southern gospel. Regardless of which musical direction the GVB chooses for the future, 
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their music is sure to endure because of the way the fan base has embraced its message 

and welcomed its first-rate quality and presentation.  

The song “Passin’ the Faith Along” not only lends its lyrics for the title of this 

dissertation, but it has served as a metaphor for the purpose and story of the Bill Gaither 

Trio and Gaither Vocal Band. The second verse perhaps foreshadows the major turning 

point that the year 2020 seems to have been for the Vocal Band.  

[Verse 2] 
Countless generation of saints have come and gone 
A spark ignites as an ember fades and the flame continues on 
A challenge to the young, and assurance for the old 
The flames burn ever brighter each time our story's told 
 
As the once vigorously burning ember of the Vocal Band has begun to fade on the 

decline of the Homecoming series and the health and energy of its namesake, Bill 

Gaither, perhaps a new spark has ignited that will propel this ensemble and its legacy into 

the future.  
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APPENDIX 
 

Bill Gaither Trio Discography  
 

 
Album Album Title Label Item # Year 

Presenting the Gaither Trio of 
Indiana Vol. 1 

Crusade  1960 

Presenting the Gaither Trio of 
Indiana Vol. 2 

Crusade  1960 

Oh, How I Love Him Crusade  1961 

He Touched Me TDE Records LPS-510 1964 
Songs of Praise & Devotion TDE Records TDE 505 1965 
The Longer I Serve Him Gaither Music Group 850 LPM 1965 
Sincerely HeartWarming Records  

(1st Benson recording) 
LPS-1894 1966 

When God Seems So Near HeartWarming Records HWS-1924 1966 
Happiness HeartWarming Records HWS-1974 1967 
I’m Free HeartWarming Records HWS-1989 1968 
He Touched Me HeartWarming Records HWS-3017 1969 
Sings Warm HeartWarming Records HWS-3051 1969 
At Home In Indiana HeartWarming Records HWS-3083 1970 
Because He Lives HeartWarming Records R-3130 1971 
Live HeartWarming Records R-3178 1972 
Christmas…Back Home In Indiana HeartWarming Records R-3197 1972 
My Faith Still Holds HeartWarming Records R-3161 1972 
Singing to Share Vista Records R-1240 1972 
Alleluia! A Praise Gathering (not 
featuring Bill Gaither Trio)** 

Impact Records R-3171 1973 

Let’s Just Praise the Lord Impact Records R-3209 1973 
Especially For Children Of All 
Ages 

Impact Records R-3214 1973 

Thanks For Sunshine Impact Records R-3295 1974 
Something Beautiful… An 
Evening With The Bill Gaither 
Trio 

Impact Records 2R-3337 1974 

I’m A Promise Impact Records R-3344 1975 
Jesus, We Just Want To Thank 
You 

Impact Records R-3379 1975 
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Album Title Label Item # Year 
Praise Impact Records R-3408 1976 
My Heart Can Sing – The 
Inspiring Songs of Stuart Hamblen 

Impact Records R-3445 1977 

Moments For Forever Impact Records 2R-3457F 1977 
Pilgrim’s Progress Impact Records R-3495 1978 
Classics (all songs previously 
released on other albums) ** 

Impact Records R-3532 1978 

The Very Best of the Very Best 
(new recordings of previously 
recorded songs) ** 

Word Records WSB-8804 1978 

We Are Persuaded Word Records WSB-8829 1979 
The Very Best of the Very Best 
For Kids 

Word Records WSB-8835 1980 

Live Across America Word Records WSX-8847 1980 
The Praises of His People – The 
Early Years (all songs previously 
released on other albums) ** 

Word Records WSB-8838 1981 

Bless the Lord Who Reigns In 
Beauty 

Word Records WSB-8870 1981 

He Started the Whole World 
Singing 

Word Records WSB-8886 1982 

Fully Alive Word Records SPCN 7-01-
891763-8 

1983 

Life: Ten New Songs With 
Kids…For Kids About…Life 

Word Records SPCN 7-01-
895663-3 

1984 

Then He Said Sing! Word Records SPCN 7-01-
898010-0 

1985 

Something Beautiful Something 
Good (all songs previously 
released on other albums) ** 

Grason Company B023 1986 

Welcome Back Home StarSong Records SSD-8079 1987 
Hymn Classics Word Records SPCN 7-01-

918660-2 
1990 
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Gaither Vocal Band Discography  
 

 
Album Album Title Label Item # Year 

The New Gaither Vocal Band Dayspring Records DST-4024 1981 

Passin’ The Faith Along Dayspring Records DST-4102 1983 

New Point of View Dayspring Records SPCN 7-01-
412701-2 

1984 

One X 1 Word Records SPCN 7-01-
00073-0 

1986 

Wings StarSong Records SSR-8101 1988 
A Few Good Men StarSong Records SSD-8148 1990 
Homecoming StarSong Records SSD-8193 1991 
Peace of the Rock StarSong Records SSD-8264 1993 
Southern Classics Benson Music Group 84418-2265-2 1993 
Testify Chapel Records CMD-3315 1994 
Southern Classics: Vol. II Gaither Music Group CMD-5320 1995 
Lovin’ God & Lovin’ Each Other Gaither Music Group CMD-5407 1997 
Still The Greatest Story Ever Told Gaither Music Group CMD-5458 1998 
God is Good Gaither Music Group CMD-5475 1999 
I Do Believe Gaither Music Group CMD-1009 2000 
Everything Good Gaither Music Group SHD-2412R 2002 
A Cappella Gaither Music Group SHD-2516R 2003 
The Best of the Gaither Vocal 
Band (all songs previously 
released on other albums) ** 

Gaither Music Group SHD-2569 2004 

Give It Away Gaither Music Group SHD-2648 2006 
Together (with Ernie Haase & 
Signature Sound 

Gaither Music Group SHD-2729 2007 

Lovin’ Life Gaither Music Group SHD-2746 2008 
Christmas Gaither Vocal Band 
Style 

Gaither Music Group SHD-2786 2008 

GVB Reunion Vol. I Gaither Music Group SHD-2788 2009 
GVB Reunion Vol. II Gaither Music Group  2009 
Reunited Gaither Music Group SHD-6044 2009 
Greatly Blessed Gaither Music Group SHD-6048 2010 
I Am A Promise Gaither Music Group SHD-6127 2011 
Pure and Simple Gaither Music Group SHD-6108 2012 
Hymns Gaither Music Group SHD-6178 2014 
Sometimes It Takes A Mountain Gaither Music Group SHD-9063 2014 
Better Together Gaither Music Group SHD-9218 2016 
We Have This Moment Gaither Music Group SHD-9341 2017 
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Album Title Label Item # Year 
Good Things Take Time Gaither Music Group SHD-9408 2019 
GVB Reunion Live Gaither Music Group  2019 
That’s Gospel, Brother Gaither Music Group  2021 
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