
TROY1892
WWW.ALBANYRECORDS.COM
ALBANY RECORDS U.S.
915 BROADWAY, ALBANY, NY 12207
TEL: 518.436.8814    FAX: 518.436.0643
ALBANY RECORDS U.K.
BOX 137, KENDAL, CUMBRIA LA8 0XD
TEL: 01539 824008
© 2022 ALBANY RECORDS    MADE IN THE USA

WARNING: COPYRIGHT SUBSISTS IN ALL RECORDINGS ISSUED UNDER THIS LABEL. 
DDD

PIANO DEVOTIONS
HYMNS & SACRED SONGS 
IN CLASSICAL SETTINGS

Jose Luis Hernandez, piano

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
This album was recorded in August 
2021 at WGBH Fraser Studio in 
Boston, Massachusetts. Jose Luis 
Hernandez plays a Steinway piano 
model D from Hamburg. Engineered, 
edited, and mastered by Patrick 
Keating. 

Producer: Jose Luis Hernandez 
Engineer: Patrick Keating 
Studio Manager: Mary Kate DeSantis 
Piano Technician: Mary P. Logue
Program Notes: Dr. Joel Panciera 
Artist Portraits: Caitlin Dryke

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Music Publishers: 
Aeolian Press - 9, 10; Concordia 
Publishing House - 6; Hope Publishing 
Company - 5, 11, 12; James Koerts 
Publishing - 4; J. Schuberth & Co., 
Leipzig - 13; Lilenas Publishing
Company - 1, 2, 7; Lorenz Publishing 
Company - 8, 14,15, 16, 17; Word
Music, LLC - 3  

Special thanks: This release was made 
possible in part by a gift from Shirley 
and John O’Neal, members of the 
Boston Avenue Methodist Church in 
Tulsa, Oklahoma. With encouragement 
and support from Taylor Hernandez, 
the Rev. David Wiggs, and Susan Bush, 
president of Albany Records.



I remember playing songs like Blessed Assurance and other sacred arrangements 

early in my musical life. I have continued learning and sharing these classical 

works, most recently at the Boston Avenue Methodist Church in Tulsa. As I  

selected the works on this recording, I found great joy in the inventiveness of the 

arrangers and their styles. They move and uplift my spirit. This album can bring 

pure musical enjoyment and also spiritual nourishment to people. The tunes and 

lyrical texts in these pieces have stood the test of time. Some appear as early as 

the 8th century, others are more modern. Anytime we engage with sacred music, 

whether as listeners or performers, we become forever part of its spiritual com-

plexion. Each generation contributes new layers of meaning and this is special. 

The selections call attention to the many seasons of life – joy, wonder, hope, and 

grief. They can be musical prayers or devotions if you let them. While preparing to 

record this album and playing the music for live audiences, I have felt a particular 

kinship to countless musicians who perform sacred music each Sunday in churches  

across the country and wherever there is a piano. J.S. Bach once said: “The aim 

and final end of all music should be none other than the glory of God and the 

refreshment of the soul.” It is a tremendous honor to bring this project to life many 

years in the making. I am thankful.
— Jose Luis Hernandez 

I dedicate this album to my son, Mateo. 
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“  The piano is able to communicate the subtlest 
universal truths by means of wood, metal, and 
vibrating air.” — KENNETH MILLER

For as long as humans have gathered for worship, they have lifted songs of praise 
to God. Over centuries these songs have nurtured, challenged, and drawn the 
faithful into God’s presence. As different types of musical instruments were intro-
duced into worship, the style and forms of sacred songs were influenced by this 
evolving practice. The use of organ, string, and wind instruments all shaped the 
melodies and textures they supported. These changes were primarily guided by 
the unique idiomatic qualities of each instrument.
 Although today the piano is a commonly used instrument in worship, in fact, 
it was not widely used to support congregational song until the 1920s and 30s. As 
was true with older instruments, pianists began to enrich sacred song with new 
styles and playing techniques such as stride style, classical techniques, ragtime, 
jazz, and the blues. This recording of sacred works performed on piano contrib-
utes to this rich tradition of synthesis and evolution. Each piece in the collection 
represents a creative fusion of old and new sources and styles. Happily, this union 
creates works that are fresh and completely original. 



And, Lord, haste the day when my faith shall be sight,
The clouds be rolled back as a scroll.
The trump shall resound, and the Lord shall descend,
Even so, it is well with my soul.

In James Koerts’ setting of It is well, we experience the full range of emotions  
present in Spafford’s prayer – from quiet acceptance to a deep spiritual longing 
for the day “when faith shall be sight.” Listen for how Koerts’ arrangement builds 
toward a culminating passage of ascending arpeggios and rolling octaves that 
clearly evokes “the trump” of God resounding. 
 Although many poems have been falsely attributed to St. Francis of Assisi 
over the years (i.e. Lord, Make Me an Instrument of Thy Peace), scholars have 
good evidence to confirm that Francis wrote All Creatures of Our God and King 
early in the 13th century (English translation, 1925). His beloved hymn celebrates 
God’s presence within all of creation. One unique feature of the hymn is the way 
Francis playfully describes each member of creation as bound together in family:

1. Regal Praise, arranged by Marylinn Ham, seamlessly weaves together three 
distinct tunes from the British Isles: Ralph Vaughan Williams’ Sine Nomine (1906), 
the Welsh tune, St Denio (1838), and James Ellor’s Diadem (1839). As each suc-
cessive tune unfolds, listeners can easily imagine a stately opening procession.
  2. Blessed Assurance (1873, USA) and 11. O Holy Night (1847, France) 
introduce two plain, uncomplicated sacred songs to the virtuosity of the concert 
hall. In her setting of Blessed Assurance, Marylinn Ham skillfully unites Phoebe 
Knapp’s simple gospel tune with Rachmaninoff’s theme from the 14th variation of 
his Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini (1934). The spirit and style of Rachmaninoff 
is ever present as the piece surges through the interplay between both themes. In 
his arrangement of O Holy Night, Joel Raney creates colorful virtuosic passages a 
lá Rachmaninoff that are peppered with harmonic flourishes. The overall effect of 
his setting evokes images of a magical sky filled with “stars brightly shining” as “a 
new and glorious morn” is dawning. 
 The settings of 4. It is Well with My Soul and 5. Spanish Rhapsody – All 
Creatures of our God and King draw their primary inspiration from the texts of 
these two classic hymns. Few can imagine the depth of loss that Horatio Spafford 
endured during the early 1870s. After his only son was killed in the Great Chicago 
Fire of 1871 and virtually all his possessions were destroyed, Spafford suffered 
another unspeakable tragedy just two years later when his four daughters were 
killed in an ocean liner accident. Shortly after this second tragedy, as Spafford was 
sailing near the watery depths of the accident, the outlines of a prayer came to him 
that would eventually grow into It is Well with My Soul (stanzas 1 & 4):

When peace like a river, attendeth my way,
When sorrows like sea billows roll;
Whatever my lot, thou hast taught me to say,
It is well, it is well with my soul.

All creatures of our God and King, 
Lift up your voice and with us sing,
O praise ye! Alleluia!
O brother sun with golden beam,
O sister moon with silver gleam!
O praise ye! Alleluia!

O brother wind, air, clouds, and rain, 
By which all creatures ye sustain,
O praise ye! Alleluia!
Thou rising morn in praise rejoice,
Ye light of evening, find a voice!
O praise ye! Alleluia!

In Joel Raney’s setting of All Creatures of Our God and King, we experience 
Francis’ dance of creation with a Spanish accent. Raney presents the rela-
tively sedate 17th century tune, Lasst Uns Erfreuen, as a vibrant Flamenco and 
Habanera. And while most of the piece exudes unbridled joy, a middle section 
clearly evokes the cante jondo style or “deep song” which turns the melody into 



the tune in fugal counterpoint. Wendy Stevens’ setting of 6. Brethren We Have Met 
to Worship continues the practice of enriching simple folk tunes with complex 20th 
century compositional devices. Her setting of Holy Manna employs non-diatonic 
harmony, sharp angular rhythmic motives, and dissonant harmonic clusters that 
evoke 20th century Neoclassicism. In 7. The Child in Each of Us, Marylinn Ham cre-
ates a playful medley of folk song settings that may trigger memories of childhood. 
Ham skillfully employs the stride technique to smoothly guide listeners through 
versions of Chopsticks, Deep and Wide, Running Over, If you’re Happy and You 
Know It, plus I am a ‘C.’ 
 This collection also includes two settings of African American spirituals by 
Emma Lou Diemer. Spirituals are the heartfelt folk songs of an enslaved people. 
They were shaped in the crucible of slavery and express the terrible pain and deep 
joy of a people yearning for salvation and freedom. We can trace a direct stylistic 
line between these slave songs and the genesis of American blues, jazz, gospel, 
swing, rock, pop, and so many other related musical styles. However, when setting 
9. There is a Balm in Gilead and 10. Go Tell it on the Mountain, Diemer instead  
utilizes classic 20th century compositional techniques. Without obscuring the 
simple beauty and truth of her sources, Diemer employs advanced harmonic  
language, rhythmic ostinato, and a systematic use of syncopation to heighten the 
joy and exuberance present in both spirituals.
 Scholars now recognize Johann Sebastian Bach’s (1685-1750) five Trio 
Sonatas (BWV 525-530) as one of the most important collections ever composed 
for the keyboard. Interestingly though, when creating these works, Bach was not 
focused on posterity but instead on composing challenging works that would help 
his sons develop their skills as organists and professional musicians. As anyone 
who has played a Bach trio sonata can testify, if you can perform one of these 
well – you can play almost anything. When composing his five trio sonatas, many 
believe that Bach borrowed material from his earlier cantatas and chamber music. 
Since very few of Bach’s compositions were published during his lifetime and 

longing. The Spanish poet, Federico Garcia Lorca, once described this particular 
feature of vernacular Spanish music: “Then the melodic phrase begins to unfold 
the mystery of tone, and withdraw the precious stone of a sob, a sonorous tear 
borne on the river of the voice” (Granada, 1922). 
 Mary McDonald and Joel Raney effectively employ contemporary music 
styles and techniques in 8. Praise Ye the Lord Ye Heavens (Hyfrydol, 1844) and 12. 
Veni, Veni Emmanuel (8th century) to portray the textual themes of each piece. In 
Praise Ye the Lord Ye Heavens, McDonald utilizes a pulsing repeated tone bass line 
to generate dramatic rhythmic momentum. Much like a Broadway or film score 
composer, she employs this device to build and sustain dramatic tension. The use 
of this modern technique to convey a simple 19th century congregational tune 
gives the piece a fresh and modern spirit. 
 In 12. Veni, Veni, Emmanuel, Joel Raney contrasts two melodies that share 
a similarly themed text but could not be more different historically and stylisti-
cally. The tune we know today as Veni Emmanuel comes originally from an 8th 
century Franciscan missal. This early version of the plainsong melody accom-
panied the Libera me Responsory within the Office of the Dead (“Deliver me, O 
Lord, from death eternal”). In his setting for piano, Raney alternates the solemn 
Veni Emmanuel with a modern praise and worship song, Emmanuel, Emmanuel, 
composed by the Canadian pastor, Bob McGee (1967). Unlike other pieces on 
this recording that smoothly weave together diverse sources, Raney chooses to 
allow both melodies to retain their distinct characters. The overall effect of these 
vividly contrasting sections underscores the timeless quality of humanity’s yearn-
ing for Emmanuel – which means literally, “God with us.” From ancient to modern 
times…we wait. 
 This recording includes numerous well-crafted settings of American folk  
melodies. In 3. Come Ye Sinners, Poor and Needy, Ken Medema employs an arse-
nal of complex rhythmic and metric devices to build a sense of enfolding drama. 
In the work’s middle section, which acts as a balancing fulcrum, he even presents 



The melody of 16. Be Thou My Vision is based on an ancient Irish folk tune. 
 It was first paired with the hymn, Be Thou My Vision, in the 1920s. Its tune, called 
Slane, is the name of a notable hill in County Meath, Ireland. According to a 4th  
century legend, this hill was the exact spot where St. Patrick burned a large bonfire 
to celebrate Easter day. This event is remembered because the pagan king at the 
time had forbidden all public celebrations on Easter. Fortunately for St. Patrick, 
the king was so impressed by his faith and devotion to God that he allowed him to 
continue traveling throughout the kingdom preaching and teaching. Listen for the 
frequent embellishments decorating the tune that Jonathan Lee employs in his 
beautiful setting of Slane. The subtle and pervasive use of these grace note figures 
are an essential element of traditional Irish folk music.
 The final piece of this recording, 17. Children of the Heavenly Father (1855), is 
also based on a folk tune – this time from Sweden. The original text, Tryggare Kan 
Ingen Vara, was penned by poet Karolina Sandell and its English translation first 
appeared in the 1925 Hymnal of the Lutheran Augustana Synod. Sandell is often 
known in the States as the “Fanny Crosby of Sweden” writing over 650 hymns. 
Jonathan Lee’s attractive piano setting radiates warmth and serenity. Tune and  
setting work together to communicate Sandell’s beautiful prayer of assurance in  
the abiding love and presence of God (verses 1 & 3):

Children of the Heavenly Father safely in his bosom gather,
Nestling bird nor star in heaven such a refuge e’er was given.

Neither life nor death shall ever from the Lord his children sever;
Unto them his grace he showeth, and their sorrows all he knoweth.

On a personal note, Jose Luis Hernandez says, “I play this song tenderly, just like a 
lullaby, because my wife and I often sing it to our son to help him fall asleep. I think 
of all of God’s blessings in our lives every time I hear the tune.” 

—Dr. Joel Panciera

many lost after his death, we cannot be sure which earlier works, if any, were used 
as sources for the Trio Sonata No. 4 in E Minor (BWV 528). Given the beautifully lyric 
quality of the Andante middle movement, it would not be surprising if this movement 
was based on an earlier vocal work. The piano transcription of Bach’s 13. Andante 
from Organ Sonata No. 4 (BWV 528) was created by the Bohemian pianist, August 
Stradal (1860-1930). Stradal worked during the height of the Romantic stylistic 
movement and studied with Franz Liszt and Anton Bruckner. In his transcription  
of the Bach trio sonata movement, we can hear clear lyric elements of late 
Romanticism. In our time, many have noticed and reflected on this transcription’s  
meditative qualities and the profound sense of peace that it creates. 
 This Bach trio sonata movement functions as an inflection point in this record-
ing; each of the four pieces that follow evoke the same quality of peace and serenity. 
If we view the first track, 1. Regal Praise, as an opening procession, this final group 
of pieces become a closing prayer or benediction.  
 The pastor and hymn writer, Robert Lowry (1826-1899), composed the tune 
and text of 14. Shall We Gather at the River (1864) and the music for 15. I Need 
Thee Every Hour (1872). Lowry was a prolific hymn writer and served churches in 
New York and Pennsylvania. In fact, the tune for Shall We Gather, called Hanson 
Place, gets its name from the Baptist church in Brooklyn, New York that he served 
during its composition. The text of Shall We Gather was inspired by a passage from 
Revelation 22:1-2: “Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright 
as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb through the middle of the 
street of the city.” In this beloved hymn, Lowry encourages us to face life and death, 
not in fear, but with confidence, peace, and assurance in a loving God (verse 1):

Shall we gather at the river, where bright angel feet have trod,
With its crystal tide forever flowing by the throne of God.
Yes, we’ll gather at the river, the beautiful, the beautiful river,
Gather with the saints by the river that flows by the throne of God. 



  From British Hymns, Arr. Marylinn Ham 
 1 Regal Praise (Medley) [3:08] 
   For all the Saints, Immortal Invisible, All Hail the Power  

of Jesus’ Name

  Fanny Crosby, Arr. Marylinn Ham 
 2 Blessed Assurance [4:16]

  J. Hart, Arr. Ken Medema 
 3 Come Ye Sinners Poor and Needy [2:27]

  Horatio Spafford, Arr. James Koerts 
 4 It is Well with My Soul [3:55]

  William Draper, Arr. Joel Raney 
 5  A Spanish Rhapsody “All Creatures of Our God and King” [4:41]

  From American Hymn, Holy Manna, Arr. Wendy L. Stevens 
 6 Brethren We Have Met to Worship  [2:25]

  Traditional, Arr. Marilynn Ham 
 7 The Child in Each of Us (Medley) [2:54] 
  Chopsticks, Deep & Wide, Running Over, If You’re Happy  
  & You Know It, I Am a “C”

  From Welsh Hymn, Hyfrydol, Arr. Mary McDonald 
 8 Praise Ye the Lord Ye Heavens, Adore Him [2:58] 
 
 

 

  African American Spiritual, Arr. Emma Lou Diemer 
 9 There is a Balm in Gilead [1:38]

  African American Spiritual, Arr. Emma Lou Diemer 
 10 Go Tell It on the Mountain [2:18]

  Adolphe Adam, Arr. Joel Raney 
 11 O Holy Night [3:34]

  8th Century Franciscan/Bob McGee, Arr. Joel Raney 
 12 Veni, Veni, Emmanuel [3:34]

  Johann Sebastian Bach, Trans. August Stradal 
 13 Organ Sonata No. 4, BWV 528: Andante [5:20]

  Robert Lowry, Arr. Mary McDonald 
 14 Shall We Gather at the River [2:56]

  Robert Lowry, Arr. Mary McDonald 
 15 I Need Thee Every Hour [2:49]

  From Irish Folk Song, Slane, Arr. Jonathan W. Lee 
 16 Be Thou My Vision [2:43]

  From Swedish Hymn, Tryggare Kan Ingen Vara, Arr. Jonathan W. Lee 
 17 Children of the Heavenly Father [2:40]

  Jose Luis Hernandez, piano

  Total Time = 54:25
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