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Sometime during the first weeks of the 1992 Fall Semester 
at Ricks College, Kevin Brower and I climbed the north 
steps of what was then the College Administration 
Building (now part of the BYU-Idaho McKay Library) 
on our way to an appointment with President Steven D. 
Bennion. At his request, we carried with us a proposal that 
would formally initiate the establishment of the school’s 
Sacred Music Series, now well into its third decade of 
existence. Second-generation Ricks College/BYU-Idaho 
students can now find themselves, like their parents, 
blessed to participate in this on-going project whose 
original inspiration was to respond to the challenge and 
vision of a modern-day prophet.

Following is an excerpt from the original proposal 
presented to President Bennion that day.

The Inspiration and 
Inception of the 
BYU-Idaho Sacred           
Music Series
R. KEVIN CALL

Modern-Day Prophets Speak of the 

Gospel, the Arts, and Music
In a 1977 special issue of The Ensign devoted to “The Arts”, 
President Spencer W. Kimball’s opening message entitled 

“The Gospel Vision of the Arts” (Ensign, July 1977, pp. 2-5) 
began as follows:

“In our world, there have risen brilliant stars in drama, 

music, literature, sculpting, painting, science, and all 

graces. For long years I have had a vision of members 

of the Church greatly increasing their already strong 

positions of excellence till the eyes of the world will be 

upon us.”

President Kimball went on to quote President John Taylor’s 
prophecy of 1857:

“You mark my words, and write them down and see 

if they do not come to pass. You will see the day that 

Zion will be far ahead of the outside world in everything 

pertaining to learning of every kind as we are today in 

regard to religious matters. God expects Zion to become 

the praise and glory of the whole earth, so that kings 

hearing of her fame will come and gaze upon her glory.”

Later in his article, President Kimball wrote:

“For years I have been waiting for someone to do justice 

in recording in song and story and painting and sculpture 

[to] the story of the Restoration. . . . We are proud of the 

artistic heritage that the Church has brought to us from 

its earliest beginnings, but the full story of Mormonism 

has never yet been written nor painted nor sculpted 

nor spoken. It remains for inspired hearts and talented 

fingers yet to reveal themselves. They must be faithful, 

inspired, active Church members to give life and feeling 

and true perspective to a subject so worthy.”

“If we strive for perfection--the best and greatest--and 

are never satisfied with mediocrity, we can excel. In 



the field of both composition and performance, why 

cannot someone write a greater oratorio than Handel’s 

Messiah? The best has not yet been composed nor 

produced. . . . How could one ever portray in words 

and music the glories of the coming of the Father and 

the Son and the restoration of the doctrines and the 

priesthood and the keys unless he were an inspired 

Latter-Day Saint, schooled in the history and doctrines 

and revelations and rich musical ability and background           

and training?”

Where in the entire world, can we find a place where 

people are better “schooled” in the history, doctrine, 

revelations, musical ability, background, and training than 

at a church-sponsored school such as Ricks College? The 

purpose of the proposed Biennial Sacred Music Project 

is to serve as a catalyst for the realization of President 

Kimball’s prophetic vision.

While President Kimball’s vision of the arts was 
presented to the church at large in this 1977 Ensign article, 
the ideas and vision he articulated therein had been in 
circulation and discussion at BYU since his apostolic 
address given to the faculty on September 12, 1967 entitled 

“Education for Eternity.”
As a freshman violin music major at BYU some years 

later, I participated in many discussions about Elder 
Kimball’s earlier address and vision. The topic was foremost 
on many of our minds in 1974 when the university’s music 
department premiered a new major LDS composition. 
Many of us saw this work as a response to Elder Kimball’s 
call for the stories of the restored gospel to be told in music.

Dr. Merrill Bradshaw (1929-2000), professor of 
composition at BYU, had been commissioned by BYU to 
write a new oratorio entitled The Restoration. Composed 
between January 1972 and October 1973, the work was 
dedicated to President Harold B. Lee who had accepted 
the dedication prior to its performance. Unfortunately, 
President Lee’s unexpected death on 26 December 1973 
came before he had the opportunity of hearing the work.1  
The oratorio premiered and was recorded on March 28-31, 
1974 in the de Jong Concert Hall at BYU.

As a member of the orchestra, performing this new 
oratorio on four successive nights had a profound effect 
on me. Surrounded by hundreds of young, talented 
instrumentalists, choir members, and vocal soloists 
(including a future Tabernacle Choir conductor, Craig 
Jessop) I was moved as we “told” with our instruments and 

I was moved as we “told” with our instruments and 
voices the story of the restoration of the gospel.
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voices the story of the restoration of the gospel. Music had 
a spiritual power I had never before quite experienced in 
this way. The memories of these performances stayed with 
me in the following years while serving as a missionary in 
Paris, France, and continued with me as I read President 
Kimball’s Ensign article in 1977, after returning to BYU to 
continue my music studies.

However, in succeeding years, other than this freshman 
experience with The Restoration, I was unaware of any 
other large-scale works attempting to answer President 
Kimball’s call. I have no doubt that there were many 
talented and devoted individuals throughout the church 
attempting to respond to this prophetic vision on their 
own. However, I was unaware of any coordinated or 
institutional initiatives to do so.

A series of events in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s would 
powerfully bring President Kimball’s challenge once again 
to mind and set the wheels in motion for the establishment 
of the current Sacred Music Series. In 1989, having 
joined the Ricks College music faculty five years earlier, I 
found myself in another setting somewhat similar to my 
freshman experience with The Restoration. However, this 
time I was holding a baton rather than a violin. Dr. Darwin 
Wolford of the music faculty had been commissioned at 
the invitation of President Joe J. Christensen to write a 
new sacred choral/orchestral work as part of the college’s 
centennial celebration.

Using scriptural texts, Dr. Wolford created a powerful 
forty-minute work centered on the Lord’s second coming, 
entitled, Behold, He Cometh! The combined Ricks College 
Choirs and Symphony Orchestra presented the work both 
on the Rexburg campus and in the Salt Lake Tabernacle. 
President Christensen was particularly pleased with the 
reception of the work in Salt Lake City. His comment to 
me following the performance was, “Ricks College stock 
just went way up.” However, he would not be at the school 
much longer to cash in on that rising stock and follow up 
on the success of Behold, He Cometh! He was called as 
member of the First Quorum of Seventy that same month.

I had now seen in the eyes of many of the students 
who participated in Behold, He Cometh! something I also 
experienced when in their position years earlier. Was there 

a way to follow-up on this recent experience for other 
students before another fifteen years passed by?

When Steven D. Bennion was called to succeed Joe 
J. Christensen as the president of Ricks College, the 
president’s home and my home were serendipitously in 
the same ward. As we would occasionally cross paths in 
the hallways on Sundays, waiting for the next meeting to 
begin, President Bennion and I began a series of informal 
discussions about the place and importance of music at 
the college and in the church in general. He was a great 
supporter of all the arts. He had even recently coerced 
all of his vice presidents to participate in the annual 
college Symphony Orchestra Halloween Concert, taking 
turns on successive performances climbing out of Count      
Dracula’s coffin.

Our hallway conversations continued for several years. 
On more than one occasion he would bring up the subject 
of one of his favorite talks, Spencer W. Kimball’s “The 
Gospel Vision of the Arts”. Over the years I had often 
thought of this talk, pondering its meaning and relevance 
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in my life. Our impromptu discussions often centered 
on how and when President Kimball’s vision would be 
fully realized. Could we also help students respond to this 
prophetic injunction? I knew how my experience with 
The Restoration affected me. I had seen how Behold, He 
Cometh! affected many students just a few years later. And 
so, the seeds of what would become the Sacred Music 
Series were cultivated.

Yet there was one important element to be considered. 
The commitment to a work as demanding as the Sacred 
Music Series would require the whole-hearted and 
enthusiastic support of the music faculty, and particularly 
those responsible for the choral program. Then in 1992, 
Kevin Brower, now Dean of the College of Visual and 
Performing Arts, joined the music faculty as the soon-to-
be Director of Choral Studies. 

After sharing the basic concept of school-sponsored 
series of commissioned LDS sacred choral/orchestral 
works, he enthusiastically jumped on board with several 
great suggestions of his own. We proposed that Ricks 
College commission and perform a sixty to seventy minute 
oratorio with a scriptural text. Within weeks of beginning 
his faculty duties at the school, Kevin and I were on our 
way up the stairs to see President Bennion with a formal 
proposal in hand.

Given President Bennion’s keen interest and familiarity 
with President Kimball’s vision, he enthusiastically 
endorsed the proposal as we met together that day. In 
preparing for our meeting, Kevin Brower and I were armed 
with a short list of fairly well-known LDS composers who 
might be approached about composing our initial work. 
We purposefully excluded those who might be called the 
“top-tier” composers in the Church. This was to be, after 
all, only our first foray and unproven attempt at such an 
ambitious project.

Before we had a chance to offer our suggestion of names 
of composers, President Bennion said, “I know just who 
the first composer should be—Crawford Gates.” Kevin and 
I were stunned. The president had without hesitation gone 
to the very top of the list of prominent LDS composers. 

Crawford Gates at the time was 71 years old and was 
considered by many to be the dean of LDS composers. He 
had been a music faculty member at BYU from 1950-

1966. Merrill Bradshaw, composer of The Restoration, had 
actually been one of his composition students. Gates’ music 
was well known throughout the Church, including hymns 
such as “Ring Out Wild Bells”2 and “Our Savior’s Love.”3  
Additionally, he composed the musical score used since 
1957 at the Hill Cumorah Pageant. Perhaps best known 
to most Church members is his musical score to the play 
Promised Valley (1947).

On the classical side, in 1992, his works included 
more than 700 compositions,4 and his music had 
been performed by such notable ensembles as the     
Philadelphia Orchestra, Chicago Symphony and Los 
Angeles Philharmonic.

Needless to say, the President’s suggestion that Crawford 
Gates be approached left both of us somewhat speechless. 
He quickly explained that he knew Crawford very well 
from his time spent in Wisconsin where he had worked 
for the state and completed his Ph.D. at the University of 
Wisconsin. Since 1966, Gates had been a professor of music 
and artist in residence at Beloit College, located in Beloit, 
Wisconsin, and the two brethren became good friends as 
they served together in the church in that area.

Within a matter of a few days, President Bennion 
contacted Crawford. He readily and graciously agreed to 
compose the first Ricks College Sacred Music oratorio and 
the project was underway. The selection of a text was left 
entirely up to him as the composer, with the one condition 
that the libretto be scriptural. He quickly decided upon 
selected passages from the 76th section of the Doctrine 
and Covenants, titling his new work Visions of Eternity. 

The next five months would be a period of intense 
creative activity for this very energetic and vibrant 
septuagenarian. Upon reflecting on the experience he said 
that he immersed himself in the scriptures. “The section 
[D&C 76] is such a magnificent revelation, full of power, 
beauty and insight. Some of the music came like dictation, 
but others I had to struggle for. This has been a wonderful 
period of my life. I am hoping that this work with its truth 
and beauty will have a powerful impact on the participants 
and especially the audiences.”5 

Less than six months after we walked into President 
Bennion’s office, 250 Ricks College students, with faculty 
vocal soloists Shari Pack, Rebecca Olsen, David Peck and 
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Joseph Charrington premiered Visions of Eternity at six 
performances in Idaho and Utah during the month of 
March 1993. 

The work was performed in the Salt Lake Tabernacle 
on 18 March 1993 with President Gordon B. Hinckley in 
attendance. At a pre-concert dinner held in the Church 
Office Building, President Hinckley called Visions of 
Eternity the composer’s capstone work. “The whole 
Church has been blessed by reasons of your talent and 
will continue to be blessed by this oratorio. Like all good 
music it will go on and be heard by this generation and 
generations to come.”6 

Audience response to the performances of Visions of 
Eternity, particularly the Salt Lake City performance, 
and Church News reportage were so positive that 
additional performances were scheduled for the month 
of April in Idaho Falls and Rexburg. These included two 
hastily arranged video recording sessions in the Barrus 
Concert Hall on the school’s campus. Dennis Lisonbee, a 
professional videographer who attended the tour’s Provo, 
Utah performance, was so impacted by the experience 
that he volunteered both his own time and personal 
equipment to come to Rexburg and professionally film the 
final performances. Thanks to his generosity and foresight, 
video recordings of Visions of Eternity and all subsequent 
Sacred Music Series compositions have been made. As 
individuals such as Dennis have stepped forward over the 
years, the number of people who have contributed to the 
success of this ongoing endeavor continues to grow. 

Since the founding of the Ricks College/BYU-Idaho 
Sacred Music Series, twelve new and unique works have 
been composed.7 Each is based on scriptural texts drawn 
from Latter-day Saint standard works. Biennially, the 
university continues its commitment to commission new 

Thousands of students have responded to and will 
continue to respond to a prophet’s call to apply their 
“inspired hearts and talented fingers” to tell the stories    
of Mormonism.

creative works in the Sacred Music Series. Thousands of 
students have responded to and will continue to respond to 
a prophet’s call to apply their “inspired hearts and talented 
fingers” to tell the stories of Mormonism with their God-
given talents and dedicated art. t
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Recordings of past Sacred Music Series compositions can be 

streamed and downloaded free of charge at www.byui.edu/

sacred-music-series.

Videos of Sacred Music Series performances are available 

at “https://video.byui.edu/channel/Sacred%2BMusic%2BSeri

es/22278332” or use the QR code to locate these works using 

your mobile device. 


