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“Steve Turner is a splendid writer whose deep and ranging musical knowledge blends inextricably with his understanding of how songs can touch—and save—people’s souls. Those virtues come fully into play in this book, which taught me a great deal and moved me even more.”


Anthony DeCurtis | Contributing editor at Rolling Stone, distinguished lecturer of creative writing at the University of Pennsylvania, author of Lou Reed: A Life
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“In Turn! Turn! Turn!, a single thread unravels into a beautiful tapestry of art, music, and passion. The words of the Bible are lyrical at their core, and Steve Turner discovers new depth and vision by exploring the evolutional combination of its offerings into the heart and fabric of some of our most intriguing songs and how over time they have told the enduring story of … us.”


Ken Mansfield | Author of The Roof: The Beatles’ Final Concert and former US manager of Apple Records


[image: image]


“Steve Turner’s Turn! Turn! Turn! is a comprehensive analysis of popular songs influenced by the Bible. Some of the stories are rather surprising, such as the motivation behind John Lennon’s song “Girl,” written for the Beatles, being the Christian belief that suffering on earth leads to pleasure in heaven. His story of how Pete Seeger came up with the song “Turn! Turn! Turn! (To Everything There Is a Season)” brought to light ideas that I hadn’t heard before, even though I knew Pete and have been singing the song for more than fifty years. In all it’s a fascinating look at how the Bible continues to blend into popular culture.”


Roger McGuinn | Lead singer and lead guitarist for the Byrds
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“When Andrew Lloyd Webber and I embarked upon the original recording of Jesus Christ Superstar in 1969, we were reliably informed that Christianity, or indeed any religious topic, was not a suitable—and certainly not a commercial—subject for contemporary popular music to tackle. However, I am glad to say, as Steve Turner so excellently illustrates in Turn! Turn! Turn! from the Carter family in 1935 to Stormzy in 2017, this has never been true.”


Tim Rice | Award-winning lyricist of Joseph and the Amazing Techincolor Dreamcoat and Jesus Christ Superstar
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“Here we have a fascinating investigation into one of the most overlooked sources of inspiration for thousands of songs from the era of rock-and-roll and associated genres. The Bible? Yes—and no better detective of scriptural influence could be found than veteran rock journalist Steve Turner, whose critical insights into popular music have often taken note of the religious (or anti-religious) impulses of artists. Always lucid, and often entertaining, he surveys over eighty years of compositions, taking into account both the obvious and the obscure. Most metal-heads know Iron Maiden derived apocalyptic imagery from the book of Revelation, but do they get that Van Halen’s “Fire in the Hole” was an exposition on the epistle of James? And how many Beatles fans know that “Girl” was written to protest the biblical teaching of Genesis? Anyone interested in the intersection of religion and popular culture (or, simply, in contemporary appropriation of classic literature) will want to browse this book—and I suspect most browsers will end up reading the entire tome.”


Mark Allan Powell | Editor of HarperCollins Bible Dictionary, author of Encyclopedia of Contemporary Christian Music, and professor of New Testament at Trinity Lutheran Seminary (Columbus, OH)
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“Turn! Turn! Turn! is an illuminating, inspiring, and must-read journey through songs (and great artists) that have brought the Bible to life. This beautiful book takes Steve Turner—who wrote Amazing Grace, an uplifting biography of the great hymn by John Newton—into the heights and depths of profound Bible-inspired lyrics. Whether at a concert, listening to the radio, or simply learning a Johnny Cash or Leonard Cohen song, we are brought into the poetry, stories, and parables of the Bible. Everywhere in these pages is abundant evidence that the Good Book lives today. Steve is a great writer, and the book is truly magnificent. I love it, and so will you!”


Judy Collins | Singer and songwriter, GRAMMY Award winner for “Both Sides Now”
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“Most Western songs have their origins in the Bible whether one likes it or not, but only a few openly recognize their source. Here is an intriguing and clear-eyed compendium of some of that. An absolute pleasure to read!”


Nick Cave | Singer-songwriter, musician, and frontman for Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds
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“Turn! Turn! Turn! demonstrates Steve Turner’s gift for meticulous research and penetrating analysis. Some of these singers, songwriters, and musicians are close friends with their Bibles, others are passing acquaintances. There are a hundred examples and, like snowflakes, no two are alike. This book has made me revisit some music I thought I was done with—and listen to some I never thought I needed to bother with in the first place.”


Paul Jones | Vocalist with Manfred Mann (1962–1966), lead actor in Privilege (1967), presenter of The Blues Show on BBC Radio 2 (1986–2018), and vocalist with the Blues Band (1979– )
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INTRODUCTION
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I’m indebted to Museum of the Bible for approaching me with the idea of a book looking at popular songs inspired by the Bible. Initially the number forty was mentioned, but I didn’t think the topic could be adequately addressed with such a small sample. I knew I couldn’t be exhaustive, but I wanted the collection to be representative. That’s how I came to a round one hundred.


As long as I’ve been writing, I’ve been especially interested in the confluence of popular culture and religion. It shows in the types of people I’ve written books on—Jack Kerouac, Van Morrison, Marvin Gaye, Johnny Cash—and the topics I’ve tackled—Christianity and the arts in Imagine, redemption and rock music in Hungry for Heaven, hymnology and folk music in Amazing Grace, and worldview and the Beatles in The Gospel According to the Beatles.


My task in this book has not been to investigate signs of personal faith (although, obviously, this can often lead to interest in the Bible) or traces of nonbiblical religion, but to specifically look at how the collection of books we know as the Bible has influenced popular music.


By “influence” I mean that some biblical words, stories, characters, or teachings have made an observable impact. Ideally this impact is specific rather than general so that the word, story, character, or teaching can be traced back to a particular biblical book, chapter, and verse. This necessarily meant the exclusion of songs like Norman Greenbaum’s “Spirit in the Sky” and Joan Osborne’s “One of Us,” which are religious and make mention of Jesus (Greenbaum) or God (Osborne) but can’t be shown to have been inspired by the Bible.


For similar reasons, I had to let go of some personal favorites such as “Belle” by Al Green and “I Found the Answer” by Tramaine Hawkins and Mahalia Jackson. These are both great songs, but they arose from personal spiritual experience and don’t refer to any specific biblical teaching. This doesn’t make them worse songs, but it does mean that they don’t fit within the parameters set for this book. Even Kris Kristofferson’s “Why Me” and “Jesus Was a Capricorn,” which he previewed for me at his Hollywood home in 1972, failed this test.


By “popular music” I am mainly referring to English language Western music of the rock ’n’ roll era onward (including folk, soul, rap, rock, country, pop, punk, disco, heavy metal, electronica, and other genres). In order to do that thoroughly, I have briefly gone back to the foundations of these forms of music in folk (Woody Guthrie), blues (Robert Johnson), country (Hank Williams), gospel (Sister Rosetta Tharpe), and ballads (the Carter Family).


I have included some gospel songs that have transcended the genre (such as “Oh Happy Day” by the Edwin Hawkins Singers), but in general have stuck to mainstream music. It would be far too easy to pull in a hundred gospel songs influenced by the Bible and none of it would come as a surprise! For the same reason I’ve deliberately excluded most songs from the Contemporary Christian Music (CCM) genre, although I have included an entry by Larry Norman (“I Wish We’d All Been Ready”), and worship leader Chris Tomlin gets a look-in because his praise song “How Great Is Our God” was interpolated into Chance the Rapper’s “How Great.”


My intention has been to reveal an often overlooked or ignored strand of influence in popular music. Because we’re dealing with a secular art form, it’s often assumed that all traces of the Bible have been extinguished. After all, rock ’n’ roll is known for resisting conformity, and many people view the Bible as an agent of repression and backwardness. The Bible was on the side of orderliness, self-restraint, obedience, and sacrifice, whereas rock ’n’ roll was on the side of anarchy, indulgence, rebellion, and abandon. In 1957, Chuck Berry sang, “Hail, hail, rock ’n’ roll / Deliver me from the days of old,” and the Bible, for many rock ’n’ roll fans, was an integral part of the old days from which they wanted deliverance.


Early rock ’n’ roll largely avoided citing the Bible because many of its practitioners were raised in fundamentalist churches and felt forced to make the choice between religious music (gospel) and “worldly” music (blues). Once they had made their choice, they avoided mingling the two forms of music, although some of them, like Elvis, made separate albums of gospel music.


By the mid-1960s, however, the Bible was entering rock music as part of its normal conversation. When a Bob Dylan song (“Highway 61 Revisited,” 1965) started, “Oh, God said to Abraham, ‘Kill me a son’ / Abe said, ‘Man, you must be puttin’ me on,’” it didn’t sound out of place, and today, in the early twenty-first century, it’s acceptable for rap stars like Kanye West and Kendrick Lamar to explicitly quote from the Bible.


I’m not arguing that all good songwriters sit down with a thesaurus, a rhyming dictionary, and a copy of the King James Version of the Bible. Some of the “greats”—including Chuck Berry, Brian Wilson, Pete Townshend, and John Lennon—only alluded to the Bible once or twice in their careers. But I argue that the use of biblical language, the references to Bible stories, and the quotation of biblical texts are more widespread than is usually acknowledged.


Some prominent writers—including Dylan, Leonard Cohen, Johnny Cash, Bono, Patti Smith, Bruce Springsteen, Sting, Van Morrison, Nick Cave, and Sufjan Stevens—have repeatedly returned to the Bible for sustenance, challenge, and a framework from within which to understand themselves.


I’m not primarily interested in personal stories of faith in this book because the texts are the subject of the discussion, not the artists. However, it can be illuminating to know what events provoked a composition. For example, it’s interesting to note that “Adam Raised a Cain” is not only a reflection of a well-known story in the fourth chapter of Genesis but also a comment on Bruce Springsteen’s relationship with his father. With Bob Dylan, it’s interesting to know what happened in his life to provoke the stream of explicit gospel songs between 1979 and 1981.


I’ve included biographical details about the artists so that their songs can be viewed in the context of their lives and careers and also because I can’t assume that my readers necessarily know the backgrounds of the people whose work I am discussing. Someone who is automatically familiar with Woody Guthrie, Hank Williams, and Sister Rosetta Tharpe may not know much about Stormzy, Kanye West, or Chance the Rapper, and vice versa.


Each song is followed by a list of basic information about the recording including release date, studio, producer, writers, and recording company. I’ve included significant cover versions, if they exist, but only up to a maximum of three. The “Also by…” category was an opportunity to mention other tracks by the same artist that also deal with the Bible or religion in some way and may warrant further investigation by the reader. Again, I’ve restricted myself to three such songs. Because this is a book about the effect of a collection of writings upon a collection of writers, it necessarily focuses on lyrics rather than music. For that reason I haven’t included instrumental music that artists may claim was inspired by God—such as the tracks on John Coltrane’s A Love Supreme (1965)—or even by a biblical passage. It would be impossible to determine how or whether words inspired a particular melody or riff.


There will be a lot of songs that people think should have been included that aren’t. This is true for any book of lists. If I explain my selection process, however, this might make these apparent omissions more understandable.


The songs are listed chronologically because I wanted to illustrate the development of biblical usage. Early on, there was caution about using biblical references in pop songs. Record companies didn’t want to alienate potential customers in the mainstream market by coming off too religious or offend churchgoers by mingling the sacred and secular. Even in the 1960s, there was concern among executives over the use of the word God in “God Only Knows” by the Beach Boys (1966) and Jesus in “Mrs. Robinson” by Simon & Garfunkel (1968). They wanted to avoid accusations of blasphemy.


Because of this I have included “Hallelujah I Love Her So” by Ray Charles (1956). The Bible only influenced it in a tangential way, but it’s a good example of how the language of Christian and Jewish religion got worked into love songs, thus paving the way for more serious usage in the decades to follow.


The greater acceptance of Bible references in rock and pop has its origin in the folk revival movement that began in the 1930s and 1940s. As a reaction to mass-produced music and the threat of homogeneity presented by Hollywood, Madison Avenue, and Tin Pan Alley, some influential musicians sought inspiration in the simplicity, authenticity, and humanity of ballads, hillbilly songs, hymns, spirituals, and the blues.


Folklorist John A. Lomax began making field recordings of farm laborers and convicts in 1933 for the Archive of American Folk Song held by the Library of Congress in Washington, DC. Coincidentally, a lot of the songs he collected were religious and were later picked up on by sixties performers looking for “roots” material.


In 1938 and 1939, the inspirational and influential Columbia Records producer John Hammond mounted two concerts at New York’s Carnegie Hall under the title From Spirituals to Swing to illustrate the connectivity between spiritual, gospel jazz, blues, and big band music. Swing (Count Basie, Benny Goodman) and blues (Big Bill Broonzy, Sonny Terry) shared the same stage as gospel (Sister Rosetta Tharpe, the Golden Gate Quartet). It gave religious music a new dignity. Hammond went on to sign Mahalia Jackson, Bob Dylan, Bruce Springsteen, and Leonard Cohen to Columbia. (Hammond wanted Robert Johnson to appear at the first Carnegie Hall concert, but the blues singer died just months before.)


Another crucial innovator was musician and activist Pete Seeger, who collected recordings with John Lomax in 1938 and went on to form the Almanac Singers in 1941 (a group that included Woody Guthrie) and the Weavers in 1950. Like Lomax and Hammond before him, Seeger was deeply respectful of hymns and spirituals (and composed the song based on Ecclesiastes 3 that gave this book its title).


In 1952, the Folkways Records label released Harry Smith’s influential Anthology of American Folk Music.1 Smith, a somewhat eccentric bohemian from New York, had collected rare 78 rpm discs of folk songs, some dating back to the late nineteenth century, and included the best of his finds on six LPs, the third and fourth of which were titled Social Music (on the collective sleeve) and individually “Dance” on both sides of the third disc and “Religious” on both sides of the fourth. Here were tracks such as “You Must Be Born Again” and “Oh Death Where Is Thy Sting” by Rev. J. M. Gates, “John the Revelator” by Blind Willie Johnson, and “Since I Laid My Burden Down” by Elders McIntorsh and Edwards’ Sanctified Singers.2


In 1957, Martin Luther King Jr. helped found the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, an organization that put its weight behind the civil rights movement. King not only seasoned his own rhetoric with phrases from the King James Version of the Bible, but also encouraged the use of songs when marching, campaigning, sitting in, or resisting arrest. Among the most popular songs were the hymns (or adaptations of hymns) “We Shall Overcome” (“For everyone born of God overcomes the world” [1 John 5:4 NIV]), “This Little Light of Mine” (“Even so let your light shine before men; that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven” [Matthew 5:16 ASV]), and “Go Tell It on the Mountain” (“How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him that bringeth good tidings” [Isaiah 52:7]).


Young singers and songwriters in the 1950s and early 1960s looking for alternative forms of music gravitated to the above treasure troves of folk, blues, and gospel. Attendees at the Newport Folk Festival were treated to bills where the gospel of the Dixie Hummingbirds, Reverend Gary Davis, Alex Bradford, and the Staple Singers would be heard alongside the folk of Pete Seeger, the country of Maybelle Carter, and the blues of Willie Dixon, John Lee Hooker, and Muddy Waters.


This environment where gospel was given its rightful seat at the table of authentic American music made it natural for musicians such as Bob Dylan, Joan Baez, Judy Collins, and Peter, Paul, and Mary to incorporate spirituals into their music or to make biblical allusions in their own songs.


The next big impetus was the atmosphere of spiritual questing that affected the counterculture in the mid-1960s. Disillusioned with both mainline Christianity and atheistic materialism, large numbers of Baby Boomers began to explore other forms of religion ranging from Zen Buddhism and Hinduism to monasticism and the occult. The use of religious language became more commonplace in songs.


One of the unintended effects of this was a reappraisal of the Bible. Maybe there were truths in the teachings of Jesus that had been obscured by the close relationship between organized religion and middle-class Western values. The late 1960s and early 1970s saw the rise of the Jesus Movement in America, the musicals Godspell and Jesus Christ Superstar, and singles like “Spirit in the Sky,” “Jesus Was a Cross Maker,” and “Oh Happy Day.”


In Jamaica, reggae artists such as Bob Marley and Peter Tosh developed a new music that embraced political rebellion, visionary poetry (often inspired by the smoking of ganja), and chunks of the Old Testament and the book of Revelation. Suddenly words like redemption, exodus, righteous, Zion, and Babylon gained new currency.


Artists such as Bob Dylan, the Band, Leonard Cohen, Bruce Springsteen, and Van Morrison employed biblical language routinely in the 1970s, yet it was controversial when Dylan spoke of having become a “born again” Christian in 1979 and then released a trio of albums with quite explicitly religious songs.


Some argued that it should have come as no surprise because Dylan had always referred to the Bible, but the difference was that the new songs were not using texts for their literary value or out of a sense of solidarity with the black church, but because they reflected his personal beliefs. It was possible for a Greenwich Village folk group to sing about Armageddon without anyone in the audience concluding that they believed in a literal return of Jesus Christ to earth, but anyone listening to Dylan performing “When He Returns,” “Are You Ready,” or “Property of Jesus” knew that he meant it.


The albums Slow Train Coming, Saved, and Shot of Love helped create a fresh climate where it was safe to refer to the Bible out of personal belief. There had been isolated examples, like the Canadian singer and songwriter Bruce Cockburn, but most Christians in music either gravitated to the CCM industry where church audiences were the primary market or made a distinction between their commercial (secular) material and their niche market (gospel) material for fellow believers.


Yet for the most part Dylan was in an explicit gospel mode when citing the Bible. It wasn’t until songs like “Every Grain of Sand,” “Heart of Mine,” and “The Groom’s Still Waiting at the Altar” that he was comfortable integrating biblical references alongside his normal poetic observations of life without the compulsion to convert his listeners.


U2, who emerged in the 1980s, treated the Bible as a source of both lyrical and personal inspiration. Their landmark album The Joshua Tree was steeped in biblical imagery as well as biblical attitudes. The yucca palms that gave the album its title were named Joshua trees by nineteenth-century Mormon pilgrims in the Mojave Desert who thought their branches looked like the outstretched arms of the Old Testament patriarch Joshua: “And the LORD said unto Joshua, Stretch out the spear that is in thy hand toward Ai; for I will give it into thine hand. And Joshua stretched out the spear that he had in his hand toward the city” (Joshua 8:18).


When, in November 2005, Rolling Stone publisher Jann Wenner asked Bono how big an influence the Bible was on his songwriting, he answered, “It sustains me.” Wenner wanted to know whether he meant in the area of belief or as literature. “As a belief,” said Bono, “… I’m the sort of character who’s got to have an anchor.”3


I want to be around immovable objects. I want to build my house on a rock, because even if the waters are not high around the house, I’m going to bring back a storm. I have that in me. So it’s sort of underpinning for me. I don’t read it as a historical book. I don’t read it as, “Well, that’s good advice.” I let it speak to me in other ways. They call it the rhema. It’s a hard word to translate from Greek, but it sort of means it changes in the moment you’re in. It seems to do that for me.4


Because of their influence as a major stadium band and a significant force in both singles and albums, U2’s approach to art fostered a new openness toward the use of Bible references in rock. It provided the ethos in which artists as varied as Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds, the Waterboys, the Call, Mumford & Sons, and Sufjan Stevens could flourish. It could even be argued that they made possible the directness of rap acts such as Kanye West and Kendrick Lamar.


What is certain is that biblical allusions, references, and quotations in rock music are far more prevalent and acceptable today than they were sixty years ago, despite the fact that biblical literacy is declining. In 1989, George Gallup and Jim Castelli revealed that less than half of American adults could name the four Gospels and that even many Christian Americans could only name two to three of the disciples.5 In 1998, the Barna Research Group found that 82 percent of Americans thought that “God helps those who help themselves” was a Bible verse.6


Yet for most of the history of Western civilization, the Bible has provided an enduring reference point. It has not only affected Western religion and values but also language, imaginations, and the collective fund of stories. Some of the greatest Western poets, novelists, and playwrights—even if they disputed the truth of the Bible—relied on a shared knowledge of its teachings and characters among their readership in order to make their points. The term fatted calf, for example, has no resonance unless you know the story of the prodigal son. Even forbidden fruit loses its power over an audience unfamiliar with the early chapters of Genesis.


Neil MacGregor, former director of Britain’s National Gallery, has pointed out that roughly a third of its paintings are of biblical subjects. Literary critic and philosopher George Steiner has said that recognition of the Old and New Testaments has been “the sinew of literacy, the shared matter of intellect and of sentiment from the late sixteenth century onward. The King James Bible and the Luther Bible provided much of our civilization with its alphabet of referential immediacy, not only in the spheres of personal and public piety but in those of politics, social institutions, and the life of the literary and aesthetic imagination.”7


Therefore, when writers of rock songs reference Cain as the archetypal cursed person or Judas as the ultimate betrayer, they are joining the tradition of Dante and Shakespeare, Donne and Blake, Rembrandt and Caravaggio in using the Bible both as a receptacle of profound shared mythology and a mirror in which to see one’s own fallibility and potential glory.


I’m not claiming that these one hundred songs are necessarily the best one hundred examples I could have gleaned from several decades of recorded music, because I’ve had self-imposed restrictions. I wanted the entries to be spread over the years rather than be too bunched up in one era, and I wanted them to be spread over the genres rather than only from one style. I tried to ensure that the different parts of the Bible were referred to, as well as have different attitudes represented, from the atheistic skepticism of Randy Newman to the overt evangelism of Andraé Crouch.


When I began the project, I thought of only letting each artist have a single entry, but people like Bob Dylan, U2, Leonard Cohen, Bruce Springsteen, Johnny Cash, the Beatles, and the Stones had too many significant songs that I couldn’t ignore. I also wanted the whole book to progressively unveil the changing response to the Bible, from the shy inclusion of Hebraic worship terms in Ray Charles to the overt grime gospel of Stormzy.


The hundred songs covered here reference two-thirds of the books in the Bible and over 350 passages. Even though more authors from the Old Testament got a look in, the New Testament ultimately supplied twice as many quotes. The most frequently cited books were Genesis, Exodus, Psalms, Isaiah, Ecclesiastes, Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, and Revelation. The verses most often quoted were Psalm 23:4; 51:2; John 3:16; 9:25; Philippians 2:9; and Revelation 21:4.


It’s been a fascinating journey to uncover, and one in which I have participated over the years both as a fan and a commentator. I have met and spoken with many of the key instigators, from Ray Charles, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Johnny Cash to Bruce Springsteen, Bono, John Lennon, Leonard Cohen, and Van Morrison. The interface of religion and popular culture has been my hunting ground as a writer.


I hope the book prompts, provokes, and intrigues as it reveals this often-hidden history. I hope many will respond the way Johnny Cash responded to my book Hungry for Heaven when he said to me, “You told me things I never knew, about people I’ve known all my life.”


Steve Turner, London, March 2018
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CAN THE CIRCLE BE UNBROKEN (BYE AND BYE)


THE CARTER FAMILY


1935









The original Carter Family recordings significantly influenced American popular music. A. P. Carter sang with his wife, Sara, and her cousin Maybelle (who was married to A. P.’s brother, Ezra), and they recorded for several labels between 1927 and 1944.


Carter was talented not only as a writer and performer but also as an arranger and “catcher” of songs. He traveled through Appalachia collecting music that had been passed down for generations but was in imminent danger of dying out as recorded entertainment replaced oral culture.


Carter found mountain ballads, hymns, fiddle tunes, and spirituals that contained the history and beliefs of people whose family origins were in Ireland, Scotland, England, and Wales. In archiving this varied material, he pioneered what would later be known as American “roots” music, inspiring the folk, gospel, and country movements of the 1940s and 1950s.


Because these songs weren’t usually composed with commercial considerations, they spoke from the heart about primal human issues: love, joy, toil, hardship, faith, loss, regret, love, hope, and death. Singing about religion didn’t make you a “religious” singer, because religion was regarded as a part of normal life. The secular embraced the sacred just as the sacred embraced the secular. It was only when commercial interests got involved that music needed to be categorized by genre for the purposes of programming and marketing.


Carter didn’t have to go far to find the material for “Can the Circle Be Unbroken.” “Will the Circle Be Unbroken,” a hymn composed by British lyricist Ada Habershon and American musician Charles Gabriel, had first appeared in the 1908 hymnal Alexander’s Gospel Songs published in Philadelphia.


Charles M. Alexander was an American singer who met Miss Habershon when he visited London in 1905 with renowned evangelist R. A. Torrey. She was a brilliant theologian, the author of several books, and had lectured in America at the invitation of another evangelist, Dwight L. Moody. Alexander invited her to write words for songs that he could perform at Torrey’s large public meetings. She obliged with over two hundred lyrics.


“Will the Circle Be Unbroken” became one of the first recorded gospel hymns. In November 1911, the Scottish singer William McEwan, also a friend of Torrey’s, performed it in an operatic style for the Columbia label.


It became a favorite hymn of A. P. Carter’s mother, Mollie, who, like the rest of the Carters, worshiped at Mount Vernon Methodist Church in Maces Springs, Scott County, Virginia. Although it hadn’t appeared in any official Methodist publications, when first recorded by the Carter Family it was in over twenty nondenominational hymnals ranging from The Highway Hymnal (1915) to Spiritual Songs and Hymns (1935).


A. P. Carter maintained Gabriel’s tune and Habershon’s chorus but rewrote the verses to tell the story of a single death through the eyes of a loved one, starting with the sight of the hearse arriving at the front door and ending with the empty home after the funeral.


The question posed by the chorus—“Will (or can) the circle be unbroken?”—referred to the family circle. Does death tear us apart irretrievably from our loved ones, or is there hope of heavenly reunion? In Habershon’s hymn, the unsettling question was whether or not you would follow your Christian friends and relatives to heaven or face eternal separation. Pre-1935 hymnals suggested the following Bible verses to accompany the hymn: Matthew 25:32 (“And before him shall be gathered all the nations: and he shall separate them one from another, as the shepherd separateth the sheep from the goats” [ASV]), Luke 16:26 (“And besides all this, between us and you there is a great gulf fixed, that they that would pass from hence to you may not be able, and that none may cross over from thence to us” [ASV]), and Matthew 13:49 (“So shall it be in the end of the world: the angels shall come forth, and sever the wicked from among the righteous” [ASV]).


Habershon’s version started:


There are loved ones in the glory


Whose dear forms you often miss


When you close your earthly story


Will you join them in their bliss?


In Carter’s version, the issue was whether the stories he’d been told about a heavenly home were trustworthy. Paul said that, for him, being “absent from the body” would mean being “at home with the Lord” (2 Corinthians 5:8 ASV). Jesus used the domestic metaphor when assuring his disciples that heaven contained “many mansions” and that “I go to prepare a place for you” (John 14:2).




Song: “Can the Circle Be Unbroken (Bye and Bye)”


Artist: The Carter Family


Single: A-side: “Can the Circle Be Unbroken (Bye and Bye)” / B-side: “Glory to the Lamb”


Release: July 1935


Studio: ARC Studios, New York, NY


Personnel: A. P. Carter (vocals), Sara Carter (vocals and autoharp), Maybelle Carter (vocals and guitar)


Writer: A. P. Carter


Producer: Ralph Peer


Record Label: Banner Records


Other Significant Recordings: The Brown’s Ferry Four (1946), Johnny Cash (1964), Avett Brothers (2002)


Also by the Carter Family: “Can’t Feel at Home” (1931), “Glory to the Lamb” (1935), “Never Let the Devil Get the Upper Hand” (1938)
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ME AND THE DEVIL BLUES


ROBERT JOHNSON


1937









The character of the devil in rock music owes more to the legendary Mississippi blues player Robert Johnson (1911–1938) than to any other musician. He not only embedded the biblical adversary into his songs but also was said to have done a deal with dark forces in order to acquire his talent.


When Johnson took up the blues, it was already known as “the devil’s music” because it had developed outside the church; celebrated activities such as lust, drunkenness, violence, and debauchery that the church opposed; and rarely sought God for forgiveness, guidance, or hope. The music of the church didn’t wallow in depression or encourage resentment and self-pity. Instead, it promoted joy, hope, and a spirit of thankfulness.


Some blues music also introduced vestigial African beliefs such as voodoo, hexes, charms, and bad spirits. Some of Johnson’s twenty-nine recorded compositions (he only ever took part in five brief recording sessions spread over two years) draw on this heritage. “Stones in My Passway,” for example, alludes to the voodoo practice of bringing a curse on someone by having them walk unsuspectingly over an arrangement of stones and a personal possession (a button, for example) in what is known as “foot track magic.” In “Hell Hound on My Trail,” he mentions another voodoo practice of putting “hot foot powder” around a door in order to banish unwanted visitors. This powder would be a concoction of herbs, minerals, chili, salt, and sometimes soil from a grave.


For reasons that no one now knows, Johnson chose to sing about the devil in a very personal way rather than as a distant spirit or a symbol of evil. This has helped consolidate the rumor that his talent itself was attributable to a Faustian deal.


The famous story is told that he was a musician of no great prowess who disappeared from his hometown for six months (or two years, depending on the source), during which time he met the devil at midnight beside a lonely rural crossroads and sold him his soul in return for musical genius. When he returned to the local music joints, he was transformed. He now played guitar with great skill and composed his own songs.


From this distance it’s impossible to know Johnson’s beliefs or the way in which his audiences received his songs at the time. Johnson biographer Elijah Wald suggested that in the 1930s, the denizens of Mississippi juke joints could well have seen some of his references to the demonic as little more than jokes.


“Me and the Devil Blues” draws from the Bible rather than the spirit world of African ancestry. It speaks of a personal encounter and implies that the devil is no stranger, but also, in some inexplicable way, in control of him. When Satan comes calling, he has to heed his bidding.


The song is not a straightforward narrative, and it’s difficult to unpack the action because of the sudden shifts in voice (he addresses the devil in verse one, the listening audience in verse two, and his woman in verse four) and the inexplicable gaps in the story.


In the first verse, the devil calls on him. In the second verse, the two of them are out walking (“side by side”), and then comes the sudden declaration that he’s going to beat his woman “until I get satisfied.” One assumes that his planned action is somehow provoked by the devil, but this isn’t stated.


In the third verse, the woman complains that he’s dogging her around (in African American vernacular, “to treat someone badly”), and in the last line he says that this must be the result of “that old evil spirit so deep down in the ground.” Is he again referring to the devil, or is he alluding to his own deeply buried evil nature?


The final verse anticipates his death. He claims he won’t mind being buried “by the highway side.” It’s not clear whether the death is one of punishment—execution perhaps—for beating his woman to death or just his inevitable human end. The song’s payoff line says that in any case his “old evil spirit” can “get a Greyhound bus and ride.”


The story of the devil knocking on his door and walking out with him is reminiscent of the story told in Job where Satan came to God, and when God asked him where he had come from, he answered, “From going to and fro in the earth, and from walking up and down in it” (Job 1:7 ASV). It’s also reminiscent of the gospel story of the temptation in the wilderness where Jesus was personally confronted by the devil.


It’s notable that the song refers to the devil knocking on the door, but when Johnson answers he addresses him as “Satan.” In the Old Testament, there are several mentions of Satan but none of the devil. In the New Testament, the names become interchangeable, so much so that in Revelation 12:9, the writer referred to him as “the great dragon … the old serpent, he that is called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world” [ASV]. Although Johnson doesn’t claim to be a follower of the gospel lifestyle, he appears to accept biblical categories.


Like his life, Johnson’s death is swathed in mystery. It appears that he was playing at Three Forks, Mississippi, where he was poisoned by a jealous club owner and died in a nearby hospital in Greenwood on August 16, 1938. Other versions have him being stabbed. No one is certain where he is buried. Everyone agrees that he was only twenty-seven years old.


At the time of his death he was known only to a few. Not all of his recorded work was then released. It was only when the album Robert Johnson: King of the Delta Blues Singers was released in 1961 on the Columbia label that he entered the mainstream. His work was manna for young white music fans newly turned on to gospel, country, folk, and blues.


He became an inspiration to people like Bob Dylan, Mick Jagger, Keith Richards, Eric Clapton, Jimmy Page, Jimi Hendrix, and Robert Plant. He was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1986. In a twist of irony, the First Presbyterian Church of Dallas has rescued from demolition the building in Dallas where he recorded “Me and the Devil Blues” and “Hell Hound on My Trail,” making it part of Encore Park.




Song: “Me and the Devil Blues”


Artist: Robert Johnson


Single: A-side: “Me and the Devil Blues,” take 1 / B-side: take 2


Release: May 1937


Studio: 508 Park Avenue, Dallas, TX


Personnel: Robert Johnson (guitar and vocals)


Writer: Robert Johnson


Producer: Don Law


Record Label: Vocalion


Other Notable Recordings: Peter Green (2001), Eric Clapton (2004), Gil Scott Heron (2010)


Also by Robert Johnson: “If I Had Possession over Judgment Day” (1936), “Hell Hound on My Trail” (1937), “Cross Road Blues” (1937)
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JESUS CHRIST


WOODY GUTHRIE


1945









Woody Guthrie (1912–1967) became a significant influence on the way rock music developed, particularly in its social and political concerns. His most prominent disciple was Bob Dylan, who tracked him down to a New Jersey hospital in 1961 when he was dying of the degenerative brain disease Huntington’s chorea. Musicians as diverse as Billy Bragg, Bono, Joe Strummer (the Clash), Roger McGuinn (the Byrds), Bruce Springsteen, Jackson Browne, Donovan, Wilco, Joan Baez, and Tom Morello of Rage Against the Machine have also celebrated him.


Born in Okemah, Oklahoma, Guthrie documented his times mainly through song and had a particular passion for the downtrodden, excluded, and sinned against. He wrote from his direct experiences of the hobo life, living with migrants, and joining protests against workers’ pay and conditions. He consciously made himself a voice for those who had no voice.


During World War II, he railed against fascism—his guitar famously bore the legend “This Machine Kills Fascists”—but was also a communist sympathizer, something that turned him into a controversial figure during the Cold War period. He lived and worked with folk revivalist Pete Seeger and was a close friend of Huddie “Lead Belly” Ledbetter.


His passions were always equality, justice, and peace. In 1940, Irving Berlin’s “God Bless America” annoyed him so much that he wrote a riposte he originally titled “God Blessed America” but finally became “This Land Is Your Land.”


During the same period, he composed “Jesus Christ.” “I wrote this song looking out of a rooming house window in New York City in the winter of 1940,” he wrote on his original manuscript. “I saw how the poor folks lived, and then I saw how the rich folk lived, and the poor folks down and out and cold and hungry, and the rich ones out drinking good whiskey and celebrating and wasting handfuls of money on gambling and women, and I got to thinking about what Jesus said, and what if He was to walk into New York City and preach like he used to. They’d lock him back in jail as sure as you’re reading this. ‘Even as you’ve done it unto the least of these little ones, you have done it unto me.’”8


He set his feelings to the tune of the folk song “Jesse James.”


As a child in Oklahoma, Guthrie was baptized into the Church of Christ, but as an adult was interested in many religions without signing up to any. However, the figure of Jesus Christ exercised a particular fascination that never left him. “It ain’t just once in awhile that I think about this man,” he said. “It’s mighty scarce that I think of anything else.”9 Once asked to name the people he most admired, he answered, “Will Rogers and Jesus Christ.”10


He saw Jesus as a champion of the poor and a scourge of the rich, a fearless challenger of political, religious, and military authority, a promoter of peace and a believer in the power of love. “Jesus Christ” became the template for later popular songs that portrayed Jesus as a political irritant, such as “Ballad of the Carpenter” by Phil Ochs (1965), Kris Kristofferson’s “They Killed Him” (1985), “The Rebel Jesus” by Jackson Browne (2005), and “Jesus Was a Democrat” by Everclear (2008). The Billboard singles reviewer in 1945 sniffily noted, “‘Jesus Christ’ is social rather than spiritual.”11


The story told in the song is simple. Jesus travels around preaching, and part of his message (in Guthrie’s retelling) is “sell all of your jewelry, and give it to the poor.” This upsets the rich and powerful—Guthrie names them as bankers, preachers, cops, soldiers, and landlords—and, as a result, they arrange for him to be terminated.


The main biblical source is the encounter between Jesus and a wealthy ruler recorded in Matthew and Luke. The man asked Jesus what he needed to do to gain “eternal life” and was told that he should keep the commandments. He argued that he had always obeyed these rules, but Jesus said, “If thou wouldest be perfect, go, sell that which thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come, follow me” (Matthew 19:21 ASV).


This statement made the man go away “sorrowful” because, as Matthew put it, “he was one that had great possessions” (v. 22 ASV). The response of Jesus was, “Verily I say unto you, It is hard for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of heaven. And again I say unto you, It is easier for a camel to go through a needle’s eye, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God” (vv. 23–24 ASV).


Members of the first church in Jerusalem “had all things common … and parted them to all, according as any man had need” (Acts 2:44–45 ASV). This was an inspirational idea to Guthrie. “When there shall be no want among you, because you’ll own everything in common,” he wrote. “When the rich will give their goods into the poor. I believe in this way. I just can’t believe in any other way. This is the Christian way and it is already on a big part of the earth and it will come. To own everything in common. That’s what the Bible says. Common means all of us. This is pure old ‘commonism.’”12


In the hospital at the end of his life, he frequently read the Bible, apparently taking more note of Jesus as Savior and healer than he had done during his active years. “I see my words of soulful healing lots plainer in my bibledy book,” he wrote. “God is my best doctor, Jesus is my tippytop best teacher on every work.”13




Song: “Jesus Christ”


Artist: Woody Guthrie


Single: A-side: “Jesus Christ” / B-side: “New York Town”


Album: Woody Guthrie (from “The Asch Recordings,” vol. 1)


Release: March 1945


Studio: Asch Recording Studio, New York, NY


Personnel: Woody Guthrie (guitar, vocals)


Writer: Woody Guthrie


Producer: Moses “Moe” Asch


Label: Asch


Other Significant Recordings: Bob Dylan (1960, private recording), U2 (1988), Merle Haggard (2009)


Also by Woody Guthrie: “Ezekiel Saw the Wheel” (1944), “Glory” (1944), “This Morning I Was Born Again” (1945)
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STRANGE THINGS HAPPENING EVERY DAY


SISTER ROSETTA THARPE


1945









Strange Things Happening Every Day,” with its honky-tonk piano and electric lead guitar, is a contender for the title of “first rock ’n’ roll record,” released almost a decade before Elvis Presley entered a recording studio. It was the first gospel song to get near the top of Billboard’s newly created Juke Box Race Records chart (number 2 in April 1945). Jerry Lee Lewis used it as one of his audition pieces when he first met with Sam Phillips of Sun Records.
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