Stairway to heavenly
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Compiled by Kevin Williams | Tribune reporter

A spectrum of songs
from the sacred
to the profane

Music can do a lot of things, soothing savage hearts and shining a
light into our souls. Also it can outrage and uplift. Here’s a chart of
songs that explore the many facets of spirituality, along with a brief
bit about why they made the cut. Did we miss some? Let us know
at ctc-arts@tribune.com or on Twitter at @chitribent.
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“Evil” Mercyful Fate
“I was made a
mercenary in the
legions of hell,” sang
devil-worshipping
King Diamond.

“Tubular
Bells”
Mike Oldfield
The eerie
main theme
to the
soundtrack
of “The
Exorcist.”

“It’s Tight
Like That”
Tampa Red
This huge,
raunchy
hit featured
pianist
Georgia Tom
(gospel music pioneer
Thomas
A. Dorsey,
right).
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THE
DEVIL’S
MUSIC

“I Am the
Black Wizards”
Emperor Samoth,
who helped start
the band, was
jailed for church
arsons. “Black
hills, black souls”
and all ...

“Night’s
Blood”
Dissection
“Night haunts
and evil lurks
in every corner” shrieks
this Satanist
ensemble.

“Heaven
Must Be
Like This”
Ohio Players
This song
finds heaven
in the love
of a good
woman.

“De Vermis
Mysteriis”
High On Fire
So. Jesus
had a twin
brother. A
time-traveling
twin brother,
and ...

“God Only
Knows”
Beach Boys
Love aspires
to the divine,
in a song both
religious and
secular in
meaning.
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“A Lost
Forgotten
Sad Spirit”
Burzum
The project
of black-metal
musician Varg
Vikernes,
who took part
in church
burnings.

“God
Hates Us
All”
Slayer
The original
album art
for this 2001
album by
the metal
band was
controversial.

“Devil’s
Sonata”
Giuseppe
Tartini
A difficult
work with
roots in a
dream that
the devil
made him
do it.

“Sympathy
for the
Devil”
Rolling Stones
The devil
talks of his
life and
times in a
first-person
tale. Evil.

“Born
With
a Tail”
Supersuckers
A brilliant,
unrepentant
ditty featuring a lyric
about being
“in league
with Satan.”

“Stairway
to Heaven”
Led Zeppelin
People
ascribe all
kinds of
meanings
to this song
with mostly
nonsense
lyrics.

“Belle”
Al Green
A song that
does a great
job of straddling the divide: “It’s you
that I want,
but it’s him
that I need.”

“Knocking
on Heaven’s
Door”
Bob Dylan
An aversion
to violence,
coupled with
a belief in
heaven.

“God’s
Away on
Business,”
Tom Waits
Desolation
and a hard
life await us
as a consequence of
this tune’s
title.

“I Don’t
Wanna Pray”
Edward Sharpe
& The
Magnetic Zeros
Many meanings
are embedded
in this song
about prayer
(sort of).

“Pray”
MC Hammer
This one’s
kind of
egotistical
but still
prayerfocused.

“Carmina
Burana”
Carl Orff
This
composer’s
musical treatment of the
legendary
poems is both
sacred and
profane.

“Respect
Yourself”
The Staple
Singers
This smash hit
by the rhythm
and blues/
gospel group
wasn’t just
about black
self-esteem.
There was
church in it.

“Friend
of the
Devil”
Grateful
Dead
If you
make
a deal
with the
devil, be
careful ...

“Angel”
Jimi Hendrix
The late,
great guitarist believes
in heaven,
resurrection
and redemption?
Apparently.

“Straight
to Hell”
The Clash
Ha! This
song rails
against
injustice,
which
makes
it tend
toward the
divine.

“In the
Garden”
Van Morrison The
singer said
this song is
about meditation, but
its religious
overtones
are apparent.

Anything
by Amy
Grant
This
performer
successfully
brought
praise
music
to the
mainstream
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“Satan Is
Real”
The Louvin
Brothers Ira
and Charlie
Louvin
brought
the fire and
brimstone
on this
collection
of songs.

“Hellig
Usvart”
Horde
This one-off
came from
a Christian
black-metal
band, fighting for the
other side of
the abyss.

“Riverside”
Kirk Franklin
He brought
hip-hop style
to gospel,
grabbed the
mainstream
and won a
Grammy.
That’s
testifyin’.

“Hell”
Squirrel Nut
Zippers
This tune
paints a more
vivid picture
of afterlife
on the wrong
side than any
other.

“Pressing
My Way”
Minister
Reginald
McCracken
and the True
Fellowship
Choir retired
this classic
hymn about
faith.

“Jesus
Just Left
Chicago”
ZZ Top
Hard to find
a more religious rock
song; about
Jesus and
his works.
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“Jesus,
Take the
Wheel”
Carrie
Underwood
This tune
is a young
woman’s
ode to letting Jesus
take control
of her life.

“O Happy
Day”
Edwin
Hawkins
Singers In
1970, you
were singing
a gospel
song, and
you didn’t
even know it.

“Blessed
Assurance”
Albertina
Walker
You won’t
find a more
stirring version of this
classic hymn.

“You Light
Up My
Life”
Debby
Boone
This was a
love song
all right,
but to God.

Symphony
No. 2 (“Resurrection”)
Gustav
Mahler
This work is
steeped in
belief.

“Jesus
Dropped
the
Charges”
The O’Neal
Twins
There was
a trial for a
sinner, and
Jesus is his
mercy ...

“Inna-I-Baraya”
Sister Marie Keyrouz
A nun singing sacred
chants. Doesn’t get holier
than that.

“Take
My Hand,
Precious
Lord”
Thomas A.
Dorsey
Another hit
from the man
you met in
another guise
in this chart.
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“Hallelujah”
Chorus
from
Handel’s
“Messiah”
The most
glorious
moment of
the oratorio
rooted in the
Bible.

