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“God has given Greg Laurie a unique ministry of speaking to the people of whatever the current generation or culture may be—whether it was ten years ago, twenty, thirty, forty years ago, or today. He doesn’t live inside ‘the box’; therefore, his ministry remains fresh, reaching the multitudes of society. Thank You, Jesus, and thank you, Greg.”


—Richie Furay, founding member of Buffalo Springfield and Poco and Rock & Roll Hall of Fame inductee


“There’s a big difference between success and fulfillment. Greg Laurie shows us in Lennon, Dylan, Alice, & Jesus how some choose to live in a higher reality and become fully alive. The stories are entertaining but full of substance.”


—Dion DiMucci, cofounder of Dion and the Belmonts, Rock & Roll Hall of Fame inductee, and Grammy Hall of Fame inductee


“Some of the greatest Christian artists of all time share their passionate stories and spiritual journeys that soar and crash in this book. What emerges are tales of godly frustration mixed with heartfelt dedication to God’s purpose that eventually speak redemption and victory that touched masses of searching souls. The trials and triumphs of these righteous romantic rebels are reflected in the lyrics and melodies of their songs and the amazing events that surrounded young lives with purpose during a turbulent era of a fresh new music that glorified a risen Lord.”


—Ken Mansfield, former U.S. manager of Apple Records and author of The Beatles, The Bible, and Bodega Bay and The Roof: The Beatles’ Final Concert


“Just when you think you know everything you ever need to know about the greatest music legends of our time, up pops Lennon, Dylan, Alice, & Jesus serving up a riveting feast of superbly-told anecdotes along with a powerful spiritual message to demonstrate that even our biggest heroes are mere mortals.”


—Ivor Davis, author of award–winning The Beatles and Me On Tour
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There will be three big surprises when we get to Heaven.


Some of the people we thought would be there won’t be.


Some of the people we never thought would be there will be.


Because of God’s faithful promises, you and I will also be there.










Introduction


It’s time I admitted it… to quote the great theologian, Joan Jett, “I Love Rock ’n Roll.”


Starting with Elvis Presley, my love for rock really took off when I heard the first strains of “I Wanna Hold Your Hand” from four young lads who came from a place I had never heard of before—a port city in England named Liverpool.


They were called the Beatles, and they literally impacted the world. Many musicians have acknowledged that they decided to start a band after first seeing “The Fab Four” in 1964 on a Sunday evening variety program called The Ed Sullivan Show.


Frankly, I wonder where all the rock bands have gone of late. I have had the privilege of personally meeting and getting to know a lot of rock icons over the years, and I have such great admiration for their talent. So yes, I admit it. I’m a fan.


But I am also a pastor, so you are probably wondering why I, of all people, am writing a book on rock stars, musicians, and their lives. I’m glad you asked! The reason I am writing this book is to look at the spiritual journeys of these iconic people who have entertained us for decades.


They have provided the soundtracks to our lives. A song can be played, and we are instantly transported to another time and even a specific moment. Many of these stars came to sad and even tragic ends. Others found hope and change in their lives. Still others are a work in progress. This is their story—and in many ways, it’s our story, too.


I have already written three other spiritual biographies, one on “The King of Cool” himself, American film icon Steve McQueen. He had it all and then some. But he was dissatisfied, and he went on a search that ultimately changed his life.


Another is about the man they called “The Godfather of Cool”… the legendary Johnny Cash. His story is different than McQueen’s in that Cash was raised as a Christian and was a believer from his childhood. He had many struggles over the years, but in the end, his faith was stronger than ever.


My most recent spiritual biography is about the man who impacted both McQueen and Cash: my own spiritual mentor, evangelist Billy Graham. Billy was a friend of Cash and was there for McQueen at a pivotal moment in his life.


These books came as a pleasant surprise to me in that I didn’t plan to write about those figures; I was simply hit with a bout of inspiration.


And there are lot of surprises in this book.


Would you believe you will see some dreadlocked guy with tattoos on his face who plays death metal singing with the angels in Heaven? A guy with a snake hanging around his neck who beheads mannequins onstage? People who have done so many drugs they didn’t even know where they were or which decade they were in? People who played in bands like the Byrds, Buffalo Springfield, Grand Funk Railroad, Foreigner, Poison, Metallica, Twisted Sister, and Megadeth? These people are going to be in Heaven? I know there’s no disease in Paradise, but Grandma’s still going to have a heart attack if these guys show up there!


And what about the Beatles? They went to India and hung out with a long-haired and bearded guru who giggled a lot. They smoked a lot of pot and dropped a lot of acid, and John Lennon once said they were more popular than Jesus. What is their spiritual story?


Then there are the founding members of the 27 Club: Jimi Hendrix, Brian Jones, Janis Joplin, and Jim Morrison. They all died at that age. Hendrix said music was his religion. Joplin was a chef’s salad of Southern Comfort, heroin, speed, and whatever else she could get her hands on, but she also loved painting, poetry, and literature. Morrison was the on-the-edge Lizard King, trying to turn Doors concerts into ecstatic ancient Greek rituals, but he also had an IQ of 149 and carefully listened to pastors who tried to engage him.


Bob Dylan is still among us, and he is truly an icon of rock and music. If there were a Mount Rushmore of musical legends, surly Robert Zimmerman (Dylan’s real name) would be there. He was born and raised Jewish. Then he announced that he was a Christian, much to the shock and surprise of many.


Dylan recorded three albums that have strong biblical content, and since then, his faith has taken many twists and turns. He summed it up perfectly in one of his newer songs, “I Contain Multitudes.” One of the most revealing lyrics is: “I’m a man of contradictions, I’m a man of many moods. I contain multitudes.” I would describe him as a work in progress.


Fact is, everyone is a work in progress. You never know where or when a person changes in their life. The Bible says, “We live our lives like a story that’s been told” (Psalm 90:9). For some, that story is not over; new chapters are being written. For others, that story has had a tragic ending. So much of this happens in secret. Behind the scenes. Many of these stars were raised in Christian homes but went astray in some way before finding their way back home. One of them just had to black out and hit four parked cars, then try to escape the police by crawling away in order to have his come-to-Jesus moment. (Free tip: the police will catch you if you get liquored up and try to crawl away from them.)


Though some see rock and roll as the antithesis of true faith, the truth is that many rock stars have become believers because they’ve lived at the pinnacle of an empty world and know that ultimately, it’s not satisfying. There must be something to this, because leaving fame, fortune, and the easy life to take up the cross is no small choice.


I’ve explored the roots of these people’s tales, and I’m going to share some things in this book you may never have heard before. For some stars, it will be a spiritual story that’s never been told about them before. And that’s rarely simple. (Did you know Alice Cooper almost died when he was thirteen? But he didn’t commit his life to following Jesus Christ until he was thirty-five. Why? You’ll learn in the pages that follow.) Along the way, we’ll take a trip down memory lane to explore an informal history of rock music through the decades—including the genesis of Contemporary Christian Music. As you’ll see, that is particularly dear to my heart.


Music icons are complicated, talented, driven people. They breathe rarified air. What they have accomplished is not easy—otherwise, everyone would do it. They clawed their way to the heights of a near-impossible field and succeeded.


But when they got to the top—the Olympic swimming pool, the pet tiger, the fifteen-bedroom mansion, the private jet—they found none of those things did it for them any longer. If they weren’t dying, losing their minds, or dissolving into emotional mud puddles, they just got tired of it all.


What turned these rock stars to the Lord? Is there a common denominator? Are there even answers at all? We’re going to explore a lot.


But whatever answers we find—or don’t—know this: no one is beyond the reach of God.





The Bible tells an unforgettable parable you’re likely familiar with. It’s comprised of three separate accounts with a common theme of lost things: a lamb, a coin, and a son. In telling us this simple story, Jesus was telling us about Himself.


A shepherd risked his own life to find and retrieve a lamb that had wandered off—just a foolish critter who chased the next tasty patch of luscious grass until he realized he was completely lost. The shepherd knew enough about that animal to understand that if he didn’t literally go out in the night to save him, the elements or predators would take him out. The shepherd searched for the lost sheep, and when he found the helpless creature, he celebrated.


In the second tale, a woman lost a special coin. It was apparently a component of the headband she wore on her wedding day, so losing it would be to her like losing a wedding ring would be to us. The woman swept her whole house to find the misplaced coin. This thing did not wander off—no rebellion here. It simply wasn’t guarded as carefully as it should have been. Like the shepherd with the wayward sheep, the lady aggressively pursued what was lost—and when she found it after her relentless search, she celebrated.


In the third tale, the lost thing was a boy—a young man. He was the heir to a significant portion of his father’s wealth, but he shamelessly insulted his father and demanded that he receive what was due him in advance and be turned loose from the bonds of familial obligation. The father granted his wish, and the boy marched into a wasteland of “riotous” living. (Sounds like some of these rocks stars you already know about, doesn’t it?) The father eagerly waited for his son’s return, and when the prodigal came home, there was a serious party.


You’re going to read some amazing—and sometimes sad—stuff ahead. Some of these musicians wandered off into perilous territory, chasing one shiny thing after another until they were in no-man’s-land. Others were abused—victims of the foolishness of their parents, family members, or “friends.” And some shook their musical instruments in the face of the perfect, merciful Creator of the Universe, and stormed off.


But these three things—the sheep, the coin, and the lad—were returned home safely. The story these musicians would tell, if they could, is not about the mistakes and tragedies of their lives, but about the predictability of a God who loved them with the kind of grace we cannot imagine—a merciful God who welcomed them home.


You may not be a rock star with millions of dollars in royalties to squander on a lavish lifestyle, but with all respect, you are a lost thing. I am, too.


Yet, you and I have a Savior who does just as His title implies: He saves. He rescues lost things. He restores.


My prayer is that, regardless of where you are in your own story, the book that follows will be a reminder that this same God is seeking you. Relentlessly. Lovingly.


Welcome, and God bless you as He writes your story.


Greg Laurie


January 2022










CHAPTER ONE The Gospel Roots of Rock ’n Roll



Some astrophysicists claim the universe started with a spontaneous explosion. A big bang.


Stars and planets were formed out of rock, minerals, and superheated gases. Different elements smashed into each other, coalesced, and created new bodies. Gravity held them together, and they drew new elements into their orbit.


You probably won’t be shocked to hear that this isn’t the origin story I subscribe to, but it makes for a decent metaphor. Music historians claim the rock and roll universe came together kind of like this.


It started with gospel which, in turn, gave birth to blues, then country and western. Swing and jazz followed, giving birth to rhythm and blues sometime in the 1940s. People called it “rock and roll spiritual singing.” Like the idea of a solar system forming around a star over time, “rock and roll” slowly became a heavenly body unto itself. I use the term “heavenly” because the church is where many of rock’s earliest stars got their inspiration and their start.


Shelby County, Tennessee, anchors neighboring Arkansas, Mississippi, and the boot heel of Missouri. Seated at the top of the Chickasaw Bluffs above the Mississippi River, Memphis was one of the largest cities of the Old South and a marketplace for crops, lumber, and cotton. It was a laborer’s city. People worked from sunrise to sunset six days a week. The seventh day was devoted to church, music, and food. Out in the cotton fields, which supplied the entire country, workers sang hymns to make the drudgery pass by more quickly. Tennessee was, after all, the “Bible Belt”—and the belt was cinched real tight.


The few hours people had away from the fields each week were often spent in church. Even the poorest had “Sunday best” to wear. Sermonizers were often preachers who rained down hellfire and damnation on their searching listeners. They instilled such a fear of God that men stayed sober and children behaved the rest of the day. Traveling preachers—better known as evangelists or revivalists, with their theatrical gestures and oratorical gymnastics, often holding court under a tent or brush arbor—provided a break from the local pastor. Afterward, everyone celebrated with picnics, where they feasted on barbecue, ham, greens (always cooked with bacon), black-eyed peas, biscuits, and pie. It was undoubtedly the best meal these folks consumed all week.


Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Carl Perkins were all church-going country boys from impoverished, hard-working families, many of whom had alcoholism and addiction in their blood. Jerry Lee Lewis came from a poor East Louisiana farm family. Elvis Presley in Mississippi, Carl Perkins in Tennessee, and Johnny Cash in Arkansas all grew up in the hardscrabble homes of sharecroppers. Often starting as early as age six, they worked in the fields and chipped in financially whenever they could to help their families survive. School was secondary to work, almost a luxury. Some, like Cash and Perkins, grew up in “shotgun shacks” on dirt roads while others, like Elvis, came of age in government housing projects in the inner city where gangs, fist-fighting, petty theft, and bad habits were a normal part of childhood.


“The older kids took it upon themselves to make the younger kids tough, and often that meant making us fight each other,” said Sonny West, who grew up in the Lamar Terrace neighborhood of southeast Memphis, not far from where Presley lived when the family moved to Tennessee. He later became Elvis’s bodyguard. “What it boiled down to was that you were either going to survive by doing what it took, or you were going to get beat up.”1


It was a life that permanently scarred everyone who lived it.


Sin, guilt, and unrelenting hardship made for a heavy bottle to be nursed on. These four young men all came up that hard way, and the pressures they grew up with built until they exploded into a new sound.


Most genres of American music have emanated from a specific city. Seattle is where grunge started. The Motown sound originated in Detroit. Country rock was born in Los Angeles. Rap evolved from New York’s inner city. And rock ’n roll was founded in Memphis, along with gospel and rockabilly.


This was the perfect place for it. The great W. C. Handy, often referred to as “The Father of the Blues,” recorded there. Electric guitars transformed the acoustic Mississippi Delta Sound into post-war American blues. Blacks and whites both listened to the new music for the same reasons: it liberated something inside them. While Tennessee was still part of the Jim Crow South, there’s no doubt that black music influenced white artists—and none more so than the “King of Rock ’n Roll,” Elvis Aaron Presley.


Presley grew up in Tupelo, Mississippi, in a small, two-bedroom house nestled among a group of small, rough-hewn homes along Old Saltillo Road. The house had no electricity and sat at the edge of a ramshackle neighborhood called Shake Rag. The music that came out of Shake Rag’s house parties, restaurants, jukeboxes, and churches influenced Elvis’ musical development.


“Some people say Elvis never heard black music, but he sure did. You couldn’t not hear it,” recalled Billy Smith, Presley’s first cousin, in reference to Shake Rag. “The walls were so thin you’d hear ’em from the outside. Or they’d be on the front porch singing. That’s where Elvis picked up on a lot of it.”2


Presley was also greatly influenced by his parents… and the church.


“My mother and dad both loved to sing,” he once said. “They tell me when I was three or four years old, I got away from them and walked in front of the choir and I was beating time.”3


Johnny Cash—known to his family as J. R.—got his musical leanings from the cotton fields, his church, and radio. His sister, Joanne Cash Yates, recalled the family had a battery-powered radio bought from Sears, Roebuck & Co. for the living room at home, and the whole family listened to music and programs such as Gangbusters, Inner Sanctum, The Squeaking Door, and Suppertime Frolics.


“The Grand Ole Opry on Saturday night was a real treat for us,” she said. “J. R. and I would sit facing each other in straight-back chairs while brothers Jack and Tommy and my sisters would listen as well.”4


After the death of his fifteen-year-old brother, Jack, in a freak shop accident, twelve-year-old J. R. turned more inward. He started composing poetry and bought a guitar. His mother and a childhood friend taught him songs, mostly country tunes. Later, gospel began to color his sound. He was especially moved by American recording artist Sister Rosetta Tharpe, who combined spiritual lyrics with the electric guitar, which contributed greatly to the genesis of rock and roll.


In the small town of Ferriday, Louisiana, Jerry Lee Lewis began playing the piano with two cousins—Mickey Gilley and Jimmy Swaggart—in his youth. His parents mortgaged their farm to get him that piano. Turns out, it was a great investment.


Lewis gave his first public performance at fourteen, playing with a country and western band at a car dealership. Though his mother enrolled him at the Bible Institute in Waxahachie, Texas so he could sing gospel songs, he later said his biggest musical influences came from an older cousin who played piano and exposed him to the radio and acts at Haney’s Big House—a juke joint on the other side of the tracks.


The morning after he played a boogie-woogie version of “My God Is Real” at a school assembly, the dean kicked him out of the Bible Institute. Apparently the devil had a new minion, and the world had some killer songs.


Presley, Cash, and Lewis were all solidly middle-class compared to the Perkins family, who were so poor that there was no farm to mortgage for purchasing a piano or ordering a guitar from Sears, Roebuck & Co. Carl’s daddy made his first instrument, a cigar-box-and-broomstick guitar. It was hillbilly luthiery at its finest.


Perkins heard Southern gospel music in church on Sundays and the rest of the week from African American cotton pickers. At age fourteen, he got his first paying gig at a roadside tavern notorious for being the scene of frequent fistfights. Despite being underage, Perkins was paid in liquor, so he drank four beers his first night. He ended up throwing back more beer as a youngster than most people drink in their lifetimes… and as you’d guess, in time, this became a real problem.


These four were stars being born—and beginning to shine bright, but they needed a dimmed place to illuminate—a place that would cement their names in a galaxy. That place was Memphis, Tennessee.


Memphis in the 1950s was a city in transition. It was a shipping hub, but the cotton and textile industries still dominated. Segregation was rigid, as it was elsewhere in the Deep South. The suburbs were beginning to sprout, and music was a large part of the city’s culture. Beale Street was still the center of the Memphis music scene, as it had been since the 1860s when traveling black musicians began performing there because it was a thriving area of commerce and culture. It was the symbolic capital of black Memphis, but whites adopted it as their entertainment district. It was culturally (not politically) desegregated. Elvis often wandered around Beale Street in his teenage years, buying clothes and taking in the sights and sounds of this vibrant place; B. B. King said it was there that he struck up an acquaintance with “The King.”


However, the most important institution that opened on Beale Street wasn’t a nightclub; it was an obscure little enterprise in a squat concrete building at 706 Union Avenue called Memphis Recording Service. Started in 1950, its owner, a twenty-seven-year-old entrepreneur named Sam Phillips, saw it as a way to record and promote some of the local blues music that flowed from the venues lining the block.


On Saturday, June 13, 1953, Elvis Presley was an eighteen-year-old who had recently graduated from Memphis’s Humes High School when, on a whim, he dropped by Phillips’s place to record a pair of songs on a ten-inch acetate: “My Happiness” and “That’s When Your Heartaches Begin.” His baritone voice (with tenor qualities) caught the attention of Marion Keisker, a studio manager under Phillips, who encouraged Elvis to come back to the studio so her boss could make an assessment. For years, Phillips had been hunting for a white artist who sounded like a black singer. Phillips figured if he could find that, he’d make a million dollars.


Elvis thought his voice was meant for something else. He originally wanted to become a gospel singer, and when he appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show as he was peaking as the first real “rock star,” he sang “Peace in the Valley” because it was one of his mother’s favorite hymns. Elvis’s friend Jerry Schilling noted, “Anytime Elvis was going through a really rough time, he always retreated to gospel music.”


Studio sessions with Presley were hopelessly unfruitful until the evening of July 5, 1954. He and two local musicians, Scotty Moore and Bill Black, had been striking out all night. They were about to pack up and go home when Elvis picked up his guitar and lit into a blues number from the 1940s called “That’s All Right (Mama).” He’d first heard the number penned by Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup coming out of a juke joint in Shake Rag, and it had stuck with him. He was jumping around, “acting the fool” according to Moore, when Black picked up his bass and started following along. That’s when Phillips stuck his head out of the control room and asked, “What are you doing?”


“We don’t know,” they answered.


Phillips told them to back up, find a place to start, and do it again. The result was the sound he had been looking for all those years.5


“That’s All Right (Mama)” was a regional smash in the South, even though it was too black for country music and too hillbilly for rhythm and blues. “I didn’t know what to make of it,” Roy Orbison said. “There was just no reference point in the culture to compare it.”6


That’s because a seismic shift was about to take place in popular music. Rock and roll was being birthed.


Once “That’s All Right (Mama)” started getting heavy airplay throughout the South, Elvis wannabes streamed through the front and back doors of the newly named, and soon-to-be world-famous, Sun Records. Marion Keisker’s phone jangled from the time she reported to work till she closed the door and went home, with all the callers pleading to audition for Sam Phillips. One of the most persistent was a twenty-two-year-old Air Force veteran named Johnny Cash, who was usually told Phillips was out of town or in conference. One time, he got lucky, and Phillips himself answered the phone, but as soon as Cash introduced himself as a gospel singer, the Sun Records mogul winced. He told Cash that gospel music was nice but not marketable. Goodbye.


Cash eventually won Phillips over enough to land an audition, during which he played a variety of country and rockabilly songs. He would ultimately distinguish himself as one of the “Kings of Country Music” while Elvis was the “King of Rock ’n Roll.”


But in his heart, Johnny was, first and foremost, a gospel singer.


Meanwhile, Carl Perkins had no misconceptions about who he was. He always viewed himself as a brawling rockabilly artist. He and Cash struck up a fast friendship and often bounced ideas off each other. Cash proved to be a helpful sounding board for Perkins as the latter worked on “Blue Suede Shoes,” offering encouragement and suggestions. Phillips, however, gave the song to Elvis, who reluctantly recorded it. Perkins’s signature song turned out to be a smash hit for Elvis, far outselling the Perkins version. It also helped propel Presley’s stardom, leaving Perkins in the dust.


“Elvis had everything,” Perkins said. “He had the looks, the moves, the manager, and the talent. And he didn’t look like Mr. Ed, like a lot of us did. Elvis was hitting them with sideburns, flashy clothes, and no ring on the finger. I had three kids.”7


Jerry Lee Lewis entered the Sun Studio sphere as a session player for several artists, including Perkins and Billy Lee Riley. He signed a solo deal in 1956, and the next year became a breakout artist with hits such as “Great Balls of Fire” and “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Going On.” Known as “The Killer,” Lewis had a temper and personality that were as volatile as his famous flaming piano. He drunkenly crashed his Lincoln Continental into the gates of Graceland, asking to see Elvis; killed a horse with his Buick; waged war on producers; accidentally shot his bass player; and married seven women, including his thirteen-year-old third cousin. And that’s just a shallow dive into what can genteelly be described as a colorful life.


On December 4, 1956, four of the greatest stars in American music happened to be together in the same recording studio at the same time. The sessions became known as the “Million Dollar Quartet”—for obvious reasons.


The dollar amount is often cited as a rough guess at what it would have cost to pay these four men to sing together. It was Presley, Cash, Lewis, and Perkins. Perkins was in the studio that day cutting new tracks. Lewis backed him on piano. Cash was there, having dropped in to watch Perkins. Meanwhile, up front, Presley dropped in on Phillips to say hello. Phillips led Presley into the studio, and the four started an impromptu jam session. All Phillips had to do was leave the tape running, and that’s exactly what he did. They recorded nearly four dozen tunes, almost half of which were gospel. Others were rock and roll classics like “Blue Suede Shoes,” “Long Tall Sally,” “I Walk the Line,” and “Great Balls of Fire.”


If this were Europe in the late 1700s, it would be like having Beethoven, Handel, Mozart, and Tchaikovsky in one room at the same time. All four of those men became legends. All four had their own trajectories. All four had their own battles. And all four eventually came to their own spiritual reckoning.


Of the four, Elvis’s star burned the brightest and the fastest. He never lost sight of his Savior, but he did lose sight of himself, courtesy of an addiction to pills that turned him into a caricature of himself. He was introduced to them in the Army, used them to stay slim during his movie years, and abused them when he began touring again in 1969. A few years later, he began to slowly unravel, then spiral quickly out of control. He died in 1977 at the age of forty-two.


In the late 1950s, Elvis was drafted into the U.S. Army. He spent almost two years in Germany, and when he returned to America in 1960, the music scene had changed. He tried to adapt and soon found himself in a series of films that went from bad to worse. When he wasn’t working, he explored the mysteries of yoga, tai chi, Scientology, reincarnation, and transcendental meditation. He also studied Kabbalah, Taoism, Buddhism, Judaism, and Christianity. He sometimes wore the Star of David and the cross at the same time. When questioned by the media or an acquaintance, he joked he wore both so he wouldn’t be kept out of Heaven on a technicality.


“All I want to know is the truth, to know and experience God,” Presley once said. “I’m a searcher, that’s what I’m all about.”8


When rock was at its zenith in 1967 and the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, and Jimi Hendrix were becoming the new rave, Elvis released a gospel album, How Great Thou Art. The singing was inspired and showed where his heart was.


“Elvis was always looking for answers. Why him?” said his wife, Priscilla Presley. “Maybe God had something else for him. Am I supposed to be giving some kind of message?” She said his “go-to” song was “Take My Hand, Precious Lord.”9




I am tired, I’m weak, I am worn through the storm


Let me on to the light, take me home, precious Lord


Lead me home





Near the end of his life, Elvis was in turmoil. He had run out of mountains to climb and he was burned out artistically. He turned to prescription drugs to ease that pain.


“(Elvis) had a lot of problems. Isolation that brings on drug abuse. It had to be very lonely. We know that,” said singer-songwriter Tom Petty. “There’s a point where you have success, when you are wealthy, and there is that day when the letter comes that none of this is going to make me happy. And he knew he had to try and find something, you know? I think he felt out-gunned and gave up.”10 Ironically, Tom Petty would die of a drug overdose almost forty years after Elvis’s demise.


Presley never forgot his place in the grand order of things. One of my favorite stories about him took place when he was performing in Las Vegas sometime in the 1970s. During the show, a woman approached the stage carrying a pillow on which rested a crown.


“It’s for you,” she told Elvis. “You’re the king.”


Elvis took her hand in his, smiled, and said, “No, honey, there is only one King, and His name is Jesus Christ. I’m just a singer.”11


Whenever fans told Elvis they “worshipped” him, he would kindly ask them to “love my music, but don’t ever worship anyone but the Lord.”





Johnny Cash was also a searcher. He was searching for peace between the dual poles of his conflicted personality.


“Sometimes I am two people,” Cash said. “Johnny is the nice one. Cash causes all the trouble. They fight.”12


Indeed, they did. His body and mind were a battlefield his entire life. He was often embroiled in scandal or controversy stemming from high-profile arrests, car accidents, and other drug-and-alcohol-induced escapades, including one resulting in a forest fire that thoroughly scorched more than five hundred acres. His music and social activism gave light and hope to others, but Cash’s dark side often overruled his true nature.


He started and finished well, both musically and spiritually. He stands as a textbook example of a man who found that, by His grace, God gives second chances in life.


Carl Perkins experienced that second chance in late 1967.





Many say his drinking got out of control in late March 1956. That’s when Perkins was in a horrific car accident that put him in the hospital for several months. The accident near Wilmington, Delaware, also killed his manager and eventually claimed the life of his brother, Jay. Perkins survived but woke up in obscurity. He was relegated to opening for Johnny Cash on tour when he should have been headlining his own shows.


So one night in 1967, he warmed up for Cash in front of several thousand fans in Los Angeles’s Shrine Auditorium. He blazed through his set smashed on a fifth of whiskey, hoping no one would notice. Perkins had been drunk for four consecutive days, and his alcoholism was literally eating him alive.


The next morning, he woke up in the back of Cash’s tour bus, parked in a lot near the Pacific Ocean, feeling like he’d already died. He confessed as much to June Carter, who was part of the touring troupe.


“I don’t deserve to live. I ought to die,” Perkins cried. “God can’t love me anymore.”


“Oh, yes, He does,” Carter replied. “You talk to Him. John and I’ll let you be. When you feel up to it, come join us and the others.”


Perkins staggered out of the bus and found a spot on the ocean sand. He drifted in and out of consciousness for a long time. He was sick to his stomach, his head was spinning, and he was experiencing delirium tremens, the most severe form of alcohol withdrawal. He began to pray.


“Lord, I don’t have the right to ask You to let me live, but Lord, if I’m dying, let me live long enough to see Val [his wife] and my little kids. Let them see me sober, but don’t let me die here, like this.”13


When Perkins got back on the bus, he marched right toward his brown tote bag and pulled out a pint of whiskey. As he lifted the bottle to his lips, he heard an audible voice say,


“Carl, you asked Me to let you make it home, but if you take one drink, you’ll never see your family again.”


Those words shook him to his core.


Perkins mustered the strength to walk back to the beach and toss the bottle into the Pacific Ocean. It took three skips before it sank. He returned to the bus, where he was met by Cash, who had his own battles with a different kind of bottle—a brown prescription bottle. Cash made Perkins a promise.


“You don’t take a drink, I don’t take a pill,” he said.14


Perkins made it through the rest of the tour and sobered up. He eventually rededicated his life to Christ and remained a Christian until his death in 1998. He and Cash struggled with their sobriety for the rest of their lives, but their faith was bedrock.





Presley, Cash, and Perkins all had conflicts between the warring elements of their personalities, between themselves and addiction, and between the push and pull of fame. But Jerry Lee Lewis fought his entire life over his faith and “the devil’s music” that he loved to play. He initially refused to record “Great Balls of Fire” because he considered it blasphemous. Throughout his lifetime, Lewis repeatedly said he found himself falling short of the glory of God.


In the 1970s, he was discussing “Jesus Rock” being played in churches when he said, “The difference is I know I am playing for the devil, and they don’t.”15


These days, Lewis is singing a different tune. In a 2015 interview with The Guardian when he was eighty years old, Lewis wondered about his soul. He doesn’t worry about the music anymore; it’s the lifestyle he thinks was ungodly. He is certain he knows where his talent came from.


“How could it be the devil’s music?” he wondered. “Satan didn’t give me the talent. God gave me the talent, and I’ve always told people that.”16


Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, Carl Perkins, and Jerry Lee Lewis—true pioneers of rock and roll—were all church-going country boys who believed in Jesus, but the devil seduced their souls and didn’t let go for decades. However, they eventually found their way back to the Light and rolled in His glory.
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