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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF SINGSPIRATION
MUSIC

For  much  of  the  20th  century,  the
landscape of American Protestant church
music was shaped by a single, powerful
name:  Singspiration  Music  of  the
Zondervan  Corporation.  More  than
just  a  catalog  of  songs,  Singspiration
represented  a  movement—a concerted
effort  to  provide  evangelical
congregat ions  with  accessible,
theologically  sound,  and  musically
engaging worship materials. Founded on
the  belief  that  music  could  be  both
doctrinally  robust  and  emotionally
stirr ing,  Singspiration  became  a
household  name  in  churches,  Sunday
schools,  and  homes across  the  United
States  and  beyond.  Today,  when  we
trace  the  lineage  of  contemporary
Christian  music  and modern hymnody,
we inevitably find ourselves returning to
the foundational  work  of  Singspiration.
This article explores the history, the key
figures,  the  defining  publications,  and
the  lasting  cultural  impact  of  this
remarkable  music  ministry  within  the
Zondervan Corporation.

THE GENESIS OF A GOSPEL
MUSIC POWERHOUSE

The Vision of
Homer
Rodeheaver
Be fo re  S i ngsp i r a t i on  became
synonymous  with  Zondervan,  its  roots
lay in the passionate ministry of Homer
Rodeheaver,  one  of  the  most  influential
gospel music publishers of the early 20th
century.  Rodeheaver  served  as  the
music  director  for  the  evangelist  Billy
Sunday, and he understood that music
was  not  merely  an  accompaniment  to
preaching  but  a  vital  tool  for  drawing
people into the gospel message. In the
1930s,  Rodeheaver  established  the
Rodeheaver Company,  which published
a  vast  library  of  gospel  songs  and
hymnbooks. His success paved the way
for what would eventually become the
Singspiration imprint.

The Acquisition
by Zondervan
I n  t h e  1 9 4 0 s ,  t h e  Z o n d e r v a n
Corporation, already a leading publisher
of Bibles and Christian books, recognized
the  immense  potent ia l  of  music
publishing. In 1949, Zondervan acquired
the Rodeheaver Company and its assets,
including  the  rights  to  thousands  of
gospel  songs.  This  acquisition  was
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strategic: Zondervan wanted to create a
comprehensive music division that could
serve  the  growing  evangelical  market.
The  Singspiration  Music  of  the
Zondervan Corporation was born from
this union, combining Rodeheaver’s rich
catalog  with  Zondervan’s  distribution
power  and  editorial  vision.

THE GOLDEN AGE OF
SINGSPIRATION: DEFINING AN
ERA OF CHURCH MUSIC

Building a
Repertoire for
the Evangelical
Church
From  the  1950s  through  the  1970s,
Singspiration became a dominant force
in church music publishing. The division
focused  on  producing  hymnals,
songbooks,  choral  arrangements,  and
vocal solos that were specifically tailored
t o  t h e  n e e d s  o f  e v a n g e l i c a l
congregations. Unlike the more formal,
l i t u r g i c a l  m u s i c  o f  m a i n l i n e
denominations,  Singspiration  music
embraced  a  warmer,  more  personal
style.  It  blended  traditional  hymnody
with  the  energy  of  gospel  songs,
creating a sound that resonated with the
post-war revivalist spirit.
Key  to  this  success  was  the  editorial
team.  Singspiration  employed some of
the most talented composers, arrangers,
and lyricists in the Christian music world.
These  individuals  understood  that  a
successful  congregational  song needed
to  be  s ingable,  memorable,  and
spiritually  uplifting.  The  result  was  a

body of  work  that  felt  both  fresh and
familiar, allowing churches to adopt new
songs  wi thout  a l ienat ing  the i r
congregations.

Iconic Hymnals
and Song
Collections
Among the most significant contributions
of  the  Singspiration  division  were  its
hymnals. Titles such as “Great Hymns
of the Faith” and “Inspiring Hymns”
became standard resources in thousands
of  churches.  These  hymnals  were
carefully curated to include a wide range
of material: classic hymns from the 18th
and 19th centuries,  gospel  songs from
the  early  20th  century,  and  new
compositions  written  specifically  for  the
Singspiration  catalog.  The  typography,
layout, and indexing of these books were
designed  for  ease  of  use,  making  it
simple  for  worship  leaders  to  plan
services.
Beyond  full  hymnals,  Singspiration
published  numerous  special ized
collections.  There  were  songbooks  for
men’s quartets, women’s groups, youth
choirs, and Sunday school classes. Each
collection was tailored to its  audience,
ensuring  that  the  music  remained
approachable  and  relevant.  The
“Singspiration  Series”  of  songbooks
became  especially  popular,  offering
churches  a  constant  stream  of  new
material that kept their worship fresh.

THE MUSICAL AND THEOLOGICAL
CHARACTER OF SINGSPIRATION
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Thematic Focus
and Lyrical

Content
One  of  the  defining  features  of
S ingsp i ra t ion  Mus ic  o f  the
Zondervan Corporation was its strong
theological  foundation.  The  lyrics
consistently emphasized key evangelical
doctrines: the authority of Scripture, the
atoning work of  Christ,  the promise of
eternal  l i fe ,  and  the  urgency  of
evangel ism.  Songs  such  as  “He
Touched  Me”  (popularized  by  Bill
Gaither  but  with  deep  roots  in  the
Singspiration catalog) and “Because He
Lives” (though later associated with the
Gaither Vocal Band, the style and ethos
were  pioneered  by  Singspiration)
captured  the  hope  and  transformation
that defined the evangelical experience.
However,  the  music  was  not  merely
doctrinal  exposition.  It  was  deeply
persona l  and  emot iona l .  Many
Singspiration  songs  focused  on  the
individual’s  relationship  with  God,
expressing themes of comfort, guidance,
and joy. This combination of theological
depth  and  personal  warmth  made the
music  highly  effective  for  both
congregational  singing  and  personal
devotion.

Musical Style and
Arrangement
Musically,  Singspiration  songs  were
characterized  by  accessible  melodies
and  straightforward  harmonies.  The
arrangements were typically written for

piano or organ, with optional  parts for
choir and soloists. The style was rooted
in the American gospel tradition, with a
strong  rhythmic  drive  and  a  tendency
toward simple, repetitive choruses that
could  be  easily  learned  by  ear.  This
made  Singspiration  music  ideal  for
churches with limited musical resources,
as a single pianist could lead an entire
congregation.
Over time, the Singspiration catalog also
incorporated elements of the emerging
contemporary  Chr is t ian  mus ic
movement.  By  the  1980s,  the  division
was  releasing  more  contemporary
arrangements  that  used  synthesizers,
rhythm  sections,  and  modern  vocal
styles.  Yet,  even  as  the  musical
language  evolved,  the  core  values
remained:  biblical  truth  communicated
through singable, heartfelt music.

KEY FIGURES BEHIND THE
SINGSPIRATION SOUND

John W.
Peterson: A
Leading
Composer
No  discussion  of  Singspiration  is
complete  without  mentioning  John  W.
Peterson,  one  of  the  most  prolific  and
influential  composers of  gospel  music  in
the  20th  century.  Peterson  served  as
editor-in-chief of Singspiration for many
years, and his own compositions—songs
like “It Took a Miracle” and “Springs
of Living Water”—became classics of
the repertoire.  Peterson had a  gift  for
writing melodies that were both beautiful
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and easy to sing. He also understood the
importance of a strong hook, and many
o f  h i s  c h o r u s e s  a r e  i n s t a n t l y
recognizable to anyone who grew up in
evangelical churches.

Ron Huff, Don
Wyrtzen, and the
Arranging Team
Behind  the  scenes,  a  team  of  skilled
arrangers  and  editors  ensured  that
Singspiration  publications  met  the
highest  standards  of  quality.  Ron  Huff,
Don Wyrtzen, and others brought their
expert ise  in  chora l  wr i t ing  and
orchestration  to  the  catalog.  Their
arrangements transformed simple songs
into  powerful  performance  pieces  for
choirs  and  ensembles,  while  always
ensuring  that  the  congregational
versions  remained  accessible.  This
editorial expertise was a key reason why
S ingsp i ra t ion  Mus ic  o f  the
Zondervan  Corporation  was  trusted
by music directors across the country.

THE CULTURAL AND
INSTITUTIONAL IMPACT

Serving the
Broader
Evangelical
Movement
Singspiration  music  did  not  exist  in  a
vacuum. It was deeply enmeshed in the
broader  evangelical  movement  that
flourished in the United States during the

mid-20th  century.  Bi l ly  Graham
crusades,  Youth  for  Christ  rallies,  and
local church revivals all drew heavily on
the  Singspiration  catalog.  The  music
provided  a  shared  vocabulary  for
worship  and  witness,  uniting  believers
from  different  denominations  and
backgrounds. When the Graham crusade
team needed a new song to accompany
an  invitation,  they  often  turned  to
Singspiration.
Furthermore,  the  music  was  exported
around  the  world.  Singspirat ion
publications  were  translated  into
numerous  languages,  and  missionaries
used them to plant churches and train
worship leaders. The impact was global,
and the sound of Singspiration became
synonymous with evangelical worship in
many nations.

Influence on
Contemporary
Christian Music
While  Singspiration  is  often  associated
with  traditional  gospel  music,  its
influence  on  the  rise  of  contemporary
Christian  music  (CCM)  is  undeniable.
Many of the artists and songwriters who
would  later  define  the  CCM
industry—such  as  Bill  Gaither,  Gloria
Gaither, and others—cut their teeth on
Singspiration  material.  The  division’s
focus  on accessible,  emotionally  direct
songs paved the way for the praise and
worship movement that emerged in the
1980s  and  1990s.  In  many  ways,
Singspiration  was  the  bridge  between
the  old  gospel  song  tradition  and  the
modern worship era.
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NAVIGATING CHANGE: THE LATER
YEARS

The Shift in the
Publishing
Landscape
By the late 1980s and early 1990s, the
mus ic  pub l i sh ing  indust ry  was
undergoing significant changes. The rise
of  independent  worship  labels,  the
increasing  popularity  of  contemporary
Christian artists, and the decline of the
traditional  church  market  all  posed
challenges  to  the  Singspiration  model.
Zondervan,  while  still  committed  to
music publishing, began to shift its focus
toward  other  areas  of  ministry.  The
Singspiration  brand  gradually  became
less prominent as new worship resources
from  Hillsong,  Vineyard,  and  other
sources  captured  the  attention  of
younger  congregations.

The Enduring
Catalog
Despite  these  shifts,  the  catalog  of
S ingsp i ra t ion  Mus ic  o f  the
Zondervan  Corporation  has  never
entirely disappeared. Many of the songs
remain  in  active  use,  particularly  in
smaller  and more traditional  churches.
The hymnals are still found in pew racks,
and  the  choral  arrangements  are  still
performed  by  community  choirs  and
church  ensembles.  Additionally,  the
advent of digital sheet music and print-
on-demand  services  has  made  it
possible for new generations to discover
these  classic  songs.  The  legacy

continues, albeit in a different form than
the heyday of the 1950s and 1960s.

PRESERVING THE HERITAGE:
MODERN ACCESS AND USAGE

Finding
Singspiration
Music Today
For  those seeking to  use Singspiration
mus i c  i n  t he i r  own  worsh ip  o r
performance  settings,  there  are  a
number  of  resources  available.  Used
hymna ls  can  o f ten  be  found  a t
secondhand  bookstores,  onl ine
marketplaces, and church library sales.
Digital  col lect ions,  though  less
comprehensive  than  the  original  print
editions,  are  increasingly  accessible
through  platforms  that  license  public
domain and classic gospel music.
Moreover,  the  Zondervan  Corporation
(now  part  of  HarperCollins  Christian
Publishing)  continues  to  manage  the
rights  to  the  Singspiration  catalog.
Churches  and  organizations  seeking
permission  to  reproduce  or  arrange
these songs can typically obtain licenses
through  the  appropriate  copyright
clearance services. While the imprint is
no longer actively releasing new music,
the  back  catalog  remains  a  valuable
resource.

The Value for
Modern Worship
Why  should  a  21st-century  worship
leader  consider  using  Singspiration
music? The answer lies in the depth and
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durability of the material. In an era when
worship music often seems disposable,
the  songs  of  Singspiration  offer  a  sense
of permanence and theological  weight.
T h e y  c o n n e c t  c o n t e m p o r a r y
congregations  to  the  faith  of  earlier
generations,  providing  a  sense  of
continuity  and  tradition.  Furthermore,
the simplicity of the music makes it ideal
for multi-generational settings, where an
older  hymn  can  be  easily  taught  to
younger worshippers.
Many churches have found that including
a  classic  Singspiration  song  in  their
rotation adds a layer of richness to their
worship.  It  reminds  the  congregation
that  the  church  has  been  singing  for
centuries,  and  that  our  voices  join  a
chorus that extends far beyond our local
context.  In  this  sense,  Singspiration

music  is  not  merely  nostalgia;  it  is  a
living link to the past that enriches the
present.

CONCLUSION: A SONG THAT HAS
NOT FADED

The  story  of  Singspiration  Music  of
the  Zondervan  Corporation  is  a
testament  to  the  power  of  music  to
shape  faith  and  community.  From  its
origins  in  the  ministry  of  Homer
Rodeheaver  to  its  golden  age  under
Zondervan’s  leadership,  Singspiration
prov ided  a  soundt rack  fo r  the
evangelical movement. The songs were
simple enough for a child to learn, yet
rich  enough  to  sustain  a  lifetime  of
worship.  They  crossed  denominational
l ines,  geographical  borders,  and
generational  divides


