
“Old-Time Religion” with “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” 

 

"Old-Time Religion" is a traditional Gospel song dating from 1873, when it was included 

in a list of Jubilee songs. It has become a standard in many Protestant hymnals (though 

it says nothing about Jesus or the gospel) and covered by many artists. Some scholars 

have asserted the possibility of an earlier stage of evolution of the song, in that "the tune 

may go back to English folk origins" (later dying out in the white repertoire but staying 

alive in the work songs of African Americans). In any event, it was by way of Charles 

Davis Tillman that the song had incalculable influence on the confluence of black spiritual 

and white gospel song traditions in forming the genre now known as southern gospel. 

Tillman was largely responsible for publishing the song into the repertoire of white 

audiences. It was first heard sung by African Americans and written down by Tillman 

when he attended a camp meeting in Lexington, South Carolina in 1889. 

 

“Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” is an African American spiritual, also referred to as a Negro 

folk song. As a folk song, it is thought to have been created by a community rather than 

an individual, in this case the community of African American slaves prior to the Civil War. 

However, one song collector, John Wesley Work, in his book Folk Songs of the American 

Negro, reported a legend that it was composed by Hannah Shepherd of Tennessee in the 

mid-nineteenth century. Work recounted that she created it in a desperate moment to 

solace a distraught slave who had learned that she would be sold to another plantation 

and thus separated from her infant daughter. 

Regardless of whether it originated from one composer or from a whole community, 

“Swing Low Sweet Chariot” was a popular song, sung throughout the South by slaves 

while they worked and during their occasional times of rest and prayer. The lyrics use 

biblical imagery and follow a slow, deep melody. They express the desire for a release 

from bondage and a return to home—geographically, the land of Africa, or spiritually, the 

peace of heaven. To this day, “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” has remained popular, 

performed by gospel singers throughout the world. 

 


