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American gospel singer Clara Ward (1924–1973) performing live onstage circa 1965.
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Pastor Shirley Caesar performing during the Thirty-Fifth Anniversary Celebration for Bishop Thomas Dexter “T. D.” Jakes Sr. at the AT&T Performing Arts Center on June 8, 2012, in Dallas, Texas.
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Singer Tamela Mann performs onstage during the 2013 BET Awards at Nokia Theatre LA Live on June 30, 2013, in Los Angeles, California.
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Dedication

To my Holy Ghost–filled, fire-baptized, choir-directing,

and piano-playing grandmother,

Sister Opal Wills (1927–2019)


Psalm 100


	Make a joyful noise unto the Lord, all ye lands.

	Serve the Lord with gladness: come before his presence with singing.

	Know ye that the Lord he is God: it is he that hath made us, and not we ourselves; we are his people, and the sheep of his pasture.

	Enter into his gates with thanksgiving, and into his courts with praise: be thankful unto him, and bless his name.

	For the Lord is good; his mercy is everlasting; and his truth endureth to all generations.
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Yolanda Adams performs onstage during Peace Starts with Me concert at Nassau Coliseum on November 12, 2018, in Uniondale, New York.
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Introduction

From the moment I entered the world, gospel music was my everything! My grandmother Opal was a pianist and choir director. My grandfather Fred was the guitarist and pastor. My dad, Clarence, also a guitarist, was the deacon. I was baptized into the very sounds that make this historical book so personal for me.

As soon as I could sit up straight and hold my own weight, I kept time to their Tennessee-inspired rhythms with my trusty tambourine. Our little storefront church was in Queens, New York, but the traditions in our sanctuary sprang from the Deep South. My family brought the Mississippi Delta sounds with them when they migrated from Haywood County to New York City. The whole family worked up a sweat every Sunday morning as they sang what they routinely called “the songs of Zion.” Songs made famous by many of the recording artists featured in this book. Songs that soothed the soul for Black folks even as chaos erupted on the gritty streets and in the countrysides of America.

To hear my grandmother’s alto voice bounce off the walls and sweep like Holy Ghost fire across a congregation of just a few dozen Black folks was a sight to see. Sister Wills, as they called my grandma, could really really sing. Just like Inez Andrews or Dorothy Norwood, gospel stars whom my grandmother absolutely adored, she would start out softly with her eyes closed as her short stubby fingers played the classic gospel chord of F-sharp. And after a few rounds of the same chorus, her voice would rise and grow stronger, and it was impossible for the church members to remain in their seats. Lucky for me, I had a front-row seat to this weekly Christian drama. I squeezed next to my grandmother on a black piano stool, astounded by the grip she had on the audience as they screamed and shouted her name: “SING, SISTER WILLS, SING!” And sometimes when the music reached its feverish pitch, singing gave way to shouting. It was a head-scratcher for little ole me, as I struggled to understand what provoked men and women to dance in the spirit and scream “Hallelujah” and “Thank you, Jesus!” I always kept my eye on Grandma, as she sometimes strayed from her black piano and left me there alone . . . with only the sounds of my dad’s and grandpa’s electric guitars and foot-stomping and hand-clapping that nearly raised the roof of this dusty church.

Before I entered kindergarten, our Sunday morning rituals taught me about the power of gospel music, and it was unlike anything I saw on Sesame Street. As a youngster, I sometimes wondered, is this just our family or do other people “praise the Lord” like this?

It wasn’t until my grandmother cranked up her old record player, which was in a huge furniture-like console in the early 1970s, and gently put the needle on a well-worn black disc that I realized there were lots of ladies who sang just like Sister Wills. “Stone Singers” like Albertina Walker, whose Savoy label logo is still burned into my memory. On Saturday afternoons, when Grandma put a metal hot comb on a big white stove to press my hair for the next day, I’ll never forget how Grandma hummed along to Walker, Inez Andrews, Shirley Caesar, and other members of the Caravans as they belted out “Oh Mary, don’t you weep.” I can still see their album cover with the four women standing shoulder to shoulder in black choir robes with pink collars, and there was one man in a tan suit with a bow tie. With the smell of burned hair hanging in the air, I studied the album covers front and back, my grandmother whispering, “Sing, Inez, sing!” as she straightened the left side of my curly hair and then the right side. It was only later that I realized this classic recording was made in 1958, about eight years before I was born, but Grandma wore that record out like it was brand-new.
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Sister Rosetta Tharpe performing onstage.
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Grandma also secretly rooted for the women gospel singers in the mid-twentieth century, and it was my great honor to immortalize them in this book. The Davis Sisters, Mahalia Jackson, Marion Williams, Sister Rosetta Tharpe, who fascinated me because she played the guitar just like my grandpa in church, only with a lot more flash! Turns out, Grandma rooted for the women because gospel music was a man’s game.

Don’t get me wrong. When we had time to kill, we also listened to male gospel groups like the Soul Stirrers, the Dixie Hummingbirds, and the Pilgrim Jubilees, but it was something about when the “sisters” grabbed the microphone that changed the air in the room!

As she parted my newly straightened hair in quarters and styled a bang on my forehead, I asked my grandma why she didn’t make a record like Clara Ward or Dorothy Love Coates. Grandma always brushed it off. She had a husband and two sons, and she could never imagine leaving them for a life on the road. It wasn’t until I became a working adult that I fully appreciated the tremendous sacrifices every single one of these women in Isn’t Her Grace Amazing! made to get to the top of the gospel charts. Through my research, I also learned that they faced criticism sometimes for being too “worldly” with their makeup and jewelry. My grandma prided herself as being a “holy” woman. Once she was baptized and “saved,” Grandma stopped wearing makeup and earrings, and her dresses had to be well below her knee and her sleeves below her elbow. As a saved woman and mother, she had been trained to put her husband first in all things. But, in truth, Grandma was a leader, and she used her talent as a singer to make her presence known. More than a few of the singers in this book pushed back against taking a back seat and defiantly followed their hearts. Grandma admired their courage, and believe me, it took courage, as a woman, to become a gospel star! That’s why this book is a dream come true for me. These gospel divas are the original “Black Girl Magic” with a Bible!

Grandma’s voice was forever silenced in 2019, and like many of the singers featured in Isn’t Her Grace Amazing!, I am resurrecting her vibrant spirit through the remarkable careers of these legendary singers who truly “made a way out of no way.”

And it’s because of my deep love for women in gospel music that I was hired to host one of the biggest gospel events in the country that focused on gospel women: the Essence Empowerment Festival. Although Grandma was too sick to travel with me from New York to New Orleans, I was excited to tell her how I met Grammy Award–winning artists like Yolanda Adams, whom I had the opportunity to chat with backstage before introducing her to a crowd of thousands during Independence Day weekend. Her style and long list of notable achievements include performing multiple times at the White House for different administrations, earning her a spot on this exclusive list.

I also had the honor of meeting Dottie Peoples, Kim Burrell, CeCe Winans, Tramaine Hawkins, and Mary Mary; I saw firsthand how each of these dynamic performers made tremendous personal sacrifices as they picked up the baton from the Davis Sisters, Ward, and Tharpe. It was clear to me that they loved the Lord and sang his praises, and they made no apologies for who they were and from whence they came.

Backstage, I was most struck by their impeccable sense of style! I tell ya, these ladies sparkled like diamonds from head to toe. Many times, I had to pinch myself as I peeked from behind the curtain and watched thousands scream “Hallelujah” and shout just as they did in my grandparents’ little storefront church a generation ago.

As an Emmy Award–winning journalist, I experienced a special thrill interviewing Dionne Warwick for this project. She was eager to share firsthand memories of the Drinkard Singers, a pioneering group that consisted of her aunt, Cissy Houston (Whitney Houston’s mom), and was managed by her mother, Mancel. The Drinkard Singers have faded into history, but Dionne was excited to know that her family was getting their just due as a powerful force in gospel music during its early years. I could see in Dionne’s eyes during our virtual interview (due to the pandemic) how important her family’s legacy was to her.

It is a deep honor to shine a spotlight on the legacy of these extraordinary women who elevated gospel music, each in her own way. They didn’t just sing a song; they left an indelible mark. Sort of like my Sister Wills did with me and anyone who had the privilege of hearing her during her prime. Go to the Acknowledgments to find out how you can hear Sister Wills sing for yourself. My grandmother’s songs still vibrate through my entire being. I remember that in her final years, she was bound to a wheelchair and dementia had set in, but her booming alto voice was the last to go. That’s when I knew it was over. But Sister Wills and all the powerhouse singers who have joined her in that heavenly choir are singing and shouting about how they have overcome! And those who are still gracing the stage are pressing on.

Amen and Hallelujah!
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