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From the Editor

Shining Moments | I love sports—one of my absolute favorite 
times of the sporting year is the NCAA tournament. It’s true, my  
favorite teams are a combined 16-22 all-time in the tourney (Florida 
State, 16-15; Belmont, 0-7), yet every season, I still look forward to  
witnessing the madness of each game regardless of if my schools 
competed or had advanced.

Of the 347 colleges and universities that compete in NCAA Division 
1 basketball, only 68 of them make it to the tournament—only 32 of 
those receive an automatic bid by virtue of winning their conference 
title. Of those teams that qualify, how many of them do you think 
played during the regular season with an attitude of, “Hey, let’s wait 
to fight really hard and enjoy the process once we finally make it to 
the tournament?” None.

Over the course of a long, four-month season, week in and week out, 
those select teams pour into every practice, every period of every 
game, and every post-game film session and team meeting—creat-
ing and living in defining moments along the way. This can be a great 
metaphor for our lives. Too often—and I feel, much too often as a 
community of believers—we resort to believing, “I’ll finally enjoy my 
life when I meet the ‘right one,’” or, “I’ll be more family-driven after 
I have kids,” etc.
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Kevin Sparkman
Editor, CCM Magazine
KSparq@CCMMagazine.com

Yeah, I’ve bought into this a time or two, but they couldn’t be  
further from God’s design for us. He truly wants us to enjoy the good 
times and to celebrate our victories—guilt shouldn’t accompany our 
positive, shining moments. Read close into the featured stories of 
this edition of CCM Magazine from MercyMe (overcoming guilt and 
false expectations to celebrate their most ambitious recording to 
date), Kim Walker-Smith (coming into her own as a new mother and  
experiencing success in new career pursuits), Selah (taking in twenty 
years of making music and selling millions of albums), and Matty 
Mullins (confidently following his passions). 

Blessings,
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MercyMe — A Lifetime In the Making
Has it finally come this far for MercyMe?  
When unrealistic expectations are revealed for what 
they are, Bart & the boys finally make music their way—
and have never been happier.    

By Matt Conner

Warning: the moment you start to listen to the infectious new 
MercyMe album, you’re going to do a double take. The funk, 
dance pop, ‘80s flavors, power ballads and arena anthems will 
have you convinced you accidentally switched back to Top 40 
radio, but Lifer (FairTrade Services, March 31, 2017) is a 
loaded pop music set, anchored in current flavors that actually 
connect to the band’s childhood listening habits. 

More than its pop palette, Lifer is a continuation of a journey of 
freedom for MercyMe, one that began with 2014’s Welcome To 
The New. According to front man Bart Millard, MercyMe learned 
to “stop caring in a good way.” Ever since, they’ve been commit-
ted to one thing: making music on their own terms. Fortunately 
the end result sounds as good, and hip, as ever before. 

CCM: Lifer feels more Top 40 to us than anything you guys 
have previously recorded. Does this mean that’s what you 
were listening to as you recorded it? Does this involve more 
confidence to explore?

Bart Millard: I love pop music and I always have. Some people 
think writing pop music is like shooting fish in a barrel, but I 
think it’s the hardest music to write. It stands for popular  
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MercyMe

music. You’re trying to make music that appeals to the masses, 
so it’s hard to do sometimes. I’m amazed at what sticks and 
what doesn’t.

This album definitely feels current, but I think it’s because 
everything that’s current actually hearkens back to everything 
I loved about music growing up. All of the guys in the band are 
into different kinds of music, but Barry [Graul], our bass player, 
is the king of funk. So we started doing the song “Lifer” and it 
has this Maroon 5 or Bruno Mars vibe, and a lot of that stuff 
takes me back to the funk/disco stuff my older brother was 
playing for me. I fell in love with that stuff when they came out 
with it, because it reminded me of something else.

I don’t know if it’s a confidence level or whether we just 
stopped caring in a good way of what people thought we should 
do or say or sing. Because on every album we’ve done, there’d 
be a funk-type of song that always gets thrown out there by one 
of us, and then we’ll get talked off the ledge—or we talk our-
selves off the ledge—saying, “C’mon man, that’s not what they 
expect from the guys who wrote ‘I Can Only Imagine.’ We need 
another power ballad.” So it’s always been there, but I think be-
cause it’s become very popular in pop music, there’s a sense of a 
green light. It’s like, “You know what? We can do this. Why can’t 
we?” As long as we try to do it well and it’s convincing, then let’s 
do it. Who cares?

CCM: …with the end result being something very different for 
what we’ve come to expect from a MercyMe album…

BM: What’s crazy about the album is that a lot of it feels very 
current, but a lot of the songs are very random next to the song 
coming up next. They all stand on their own on a different kind 
of style. I think that’s partially because we started writing a year 
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MercyMe

ago. Typically, when you write, you start working on a song and 
then revisit it later and rewrite it 28 times. “We Win” was the 
first song we wrote on the first day we got into the studio. We’d 
started from scratch and got so excited about it that we tracked 
the entire thing that day. It was ready to mixed by midnight, and 
that’s never happened in our career. We just didn’t want to stop. 

CCM: So, takes us a little further on this particular recording 
journey…

BM: Normally you’re too concerned about getting all of the 
drums for the album first, for example. Then you get all the 
bass. This time we were like, “Forget that, man. Let’s just finish 
the song.” So that was our approach on the whole album. We 
would go in and finish one song at a time. Since Robby [Shaf-
fer] our drummer lives in Dallas and the rest of us live in Nash-
ville, we never want anyone to be away from their families very 
long, so we made a deal that we would get together and write 
for two days at a time and that’s it. Whatever we could write 
in two days, that’s it. Then we’d take a month off or had other 
things to do, then come back for two days, and see where we go.

Several songs were done in two days, while others didn’t get 
finished. Some things got scrapped. It was a slow, drawn-out 
process, but it allowed every song to stand out. Instead of re-
cording them all at the same time where sonically you can tell 
they’re from the same session—which for years was what we 
wanted to do—now it felt like we’d spent a year on individual 
songs that ended up on this record. We gave time and attention 
to “We Win” and then we did “Hello Beautiful.” Each song had 
space before and after so we could focus in and ask, “Do we like 
this? Is it working?”
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MercyMe

For me, it’s like each song has more of a personality because we 
had way more time to spend on each song.

CCM: You mentioned that you’d “stopped caring in a good 
way.” Was there a tipping point or a memorable moment 
when that happened?

BM: Yeah there was a very liberating moment, so to speak, in 
our career. We’ve been a band for 23 years, having started in 
‘94. We verbally signed in ‘99 and released the first album in 
‘01, I think. We would never complain about ever having “I Can 
Only Imagine” be a career song and be one of our first releas-
es—but if there was any kind of downside, it would be that you 
spend a lot of time afterwards trying to play catch-up. You don’t 
want to be the people to derail the MercyMe machine. It comes 
from everyone. Everyone is like, “Man, this thing was a huge 
success. We don’t know what to do with it, so let’s do it again.” 
It’s like, “Why? We already have one.” They say, “No, we want 
more. Let’s write more power ballads.” For a long time, we’re 
like, “Okay, if you say so, let’s do it.”

Then right after The Hurt And The Healer, spiritually, I was just 
at a point where I couldn’t do it anymore. We weren’t enjoying 
what we were doing. We were going through a lot of difficult 
times in our personal lives. I thought, “There has to be something 
more than me just spending my whole life trying to be good more 
than I am bad.” I got caught up in the legalism of if I did enough 
good stuff, God would be okay with me and not see the bad. On a 
spiritual level, I couldn’t keep trying to fill out this eternal to-do 
list. I knew there had to be something better than this. 

A good friend of mine stepped back into my life and said,  
“I know you’re really good at working hard at something and 
trying to earn someone’s approval, but there’s nothing you can 
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do to make Christ love you any more than he already does. You 
just need to relax and enjoy the finished work of the cross. Enjoy 
the fact that you can have an off day and He’s still crazy about 
you. It’s not about what you do.” Nobody had ever told me to 
stop. Everybody always told me to do more. So I spent a couple 
years unpacking and understanding who I actually am in Christ. 

I’d believed all my life that I was simply a bad person trying  
to be good. I would have moments of greatness or whatever, 

MercyMe
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MercyMe

but ultimately I knew I’d go back to the sorry person I thought 
I was. He said, “Man, you have Christ in you. You used to be 
worthy and unrighteous, but because of the cross, you’re a 
brand new creation. You need to live like it. Live like you’re 
holy and righteous and not like you’re someone destined to  
fail at the first opportunity.” He allowed me to see myself  
differently. My expectations to fail started to go away, not 
that I would fail any less or more, since it was the same, but I 
wouldn’t beat myself up. 
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MercyMe

People ask, “Who would you say you are in Christ if you keep 
saying that?” I would say, “I guess I’m a child of the risen King 
who wrestles with the flesh. I win some and lose some but it 
cannot change how Christ sees me because the cross is actu-
ally enough.” When you start living a life of grace and when you 
start to love yourself and forgive yourself, it’s amazing what 
you can do for others. I’ve said for years that I used to think the 
church didn’t know how to love people. Now I’ve realized we’re 
actually really good at it. The problem is that we don’t love our-
selves, so we treat people the way we treat ourselves. Our mis-
sion in life as MercyMe as long as we keep being a band is to try 
to get people to let themselves be loved and understand what 
Christ has done in their lives so they can be that sort of people. 

CCM: …and that tipping point?

BM: We were in this place where the band was like, “Let’s fix 
what’s broken.” Right before Welcome To The New, we cut all of 
our shows in half. I moved to Nashville just to sleep in my own 
bed more and write with other artists and not rely on touring as 
much. I thought I was on my way out. The crazy thing is when 
we cut back and stopped caring in a good way, we started fall-
ing in love with music again. We started acting like 15-year-olds 
in a garage again. So, Welcome To the New was the first record 
where we didn’t care what people said about us. We were just 
making music we loved. We’re not recreating the wheel or any-
thing, but for us, if we agree it should be on the record, that’s all 
we need. So we had a blast writing that album.

Lifer is a continuation of that victory. I mentioned feeling like 
it was okay to try different stuff and pop music clears the way 
for a lot of things. Christians won’t admit it, but we’re usually 
a decade behind, although we’re getting better. [Laughs] But 
we’re the only genre that exists where the only thing that sepa-
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rates us from anything else is our lyrics. We have country and 
pop and every genre you can imagine, but the lyrics are what 
set us apart. So there is a freeing element that you can try what-
ever you want—it doesn’t mean people will like it. So when pop 
music evolves, it does trickle down eventually and the church 
becomes a little more tolerant of funk and hip-hop and all of 
this stuff. It’s all music we’ve loved for years, but it’s almost like 
we’ve avoided it because we thought people would not buy it or 
like us because of it. Now it’s like, “Forget that. Life’s too short. I 
want to make a record that I enjoy and that I’m proud of.”

CCM: Do you have a favorite example?

BM: “You Found Me” is a great example. That is a straight-up 
homage to “Melt With You” by Modern English. It was one of 
those songs that got us going and we didn’t know why. I was in 
the studio singing, “I’ll stop the world and melt with you” and 
then I said, “Man, we so need an ‘80s groove like that.” [Laughs] 
We kind of worked backwards from there. 

Obviously we didn’t want to rip anyone off but we wanted the 
essence of it. We changed stuff up, but when I go really low on 
the bridge, it’s literally honoring how they did it. So that kind of 
stuff was a blast for us. If we love music so much, let’s make it 
fun. So that’s how we approached the record and it was a blast. 
It was the most fun I’ve ever had making an album.   
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Kim Walker-Smith — In The Moment
Whether she’s learning the ropes of studio recording,  
or tending to the joys and rigors as a new mother,  
the core of this Jesus Culture leader can still be found  
in what God is doing within every instance  

By Matt Conner

Kim Walker-Smith’s name is synonymous with modern  
worship. As a leader of Jesus Culture, Walker-Smith’s albums 
and anthems have helped shape a global worship movement. 
These days, she’s the one being shaped. As a new mother,  
Walker-Smith says she’s learning new language and perspective 
for her own relationship with God, and that the lessons learned 
are translating into new songs for the church.

On My Side is her brand new album, recorded in the studio for 
the first time. We recently asked her about choosing to forgo the 
typical live recording process, and how becoming a mother is 
shaping her in new and unexpected ways. 

CCM: We want to talk about the new album, but first and 
foremost, you’ve been a leader and influencer within the 
modern worship movement for some time. In what ways do 
you feel like your own approach or motivation has changed 
in that time and in what ways do things feel the same as 
when you first started?

Kim Walker-Smith: Some things are the same. Anyone who has 
been in a worship set that I’m leading will know that I’m usually 
pretty bold and going after something. I sing a lot of spontane-
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Kim Walker-Smith 

ous worship, and don’t always stick to the lyrics in my songs. I 
love to incorporate ministry into worship, into what I’m doing. 
I have a tendency to, if I feel something really strong in the mo-
ment, start sharing or speaking what that is. I follow the Lord in 
what I’m doing, and that’s what I’ve always done and that’s who 
I continue to be.

Something I try to tell a lot of younger worship leaders is not to 
get too focused on the songs or trying to have a perfect set list. 
I tell them to remember that they’re there to serve the church; 
it’s about what God wants to do in those moments. The songs 
are just the vehicles that help us get there. We want our focus to 
be on Him and partnering with Him and what He wants to do in 
the lives of people in the room. In that sense, that’s always been 
there and always will be. 

I will say, however, that over the years, growing in the Lord and 
in my relationship, as a mother, it has really influenced and 
changed the way I worship and how I see the modern worship 
movement. Becoming a mother definitely birthed a lot more  
love and compassion in me for people. It’s also birthed a lot 
more patience, probably [laughs]. Kids will teach you patience  
in a really great way. 

There are things that are unique to me but I don’t want them to 
be unique to just me. I do want to impart who I am, but I want to 
see a generation come behind me and then go beyond me. I don’t 
want to pour out my life only for the body of Christ and serving 
people around me, but also for future worship leaders who are 
being raised up out there. I want to see them be successful and 
do it well and balance life and family and church and ministry 
well. So I would say there are aspects that have changed in my 
perspective, especially in that way.
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CCM: You mentioned becoming a mother. How has that 
changed your approach to leading worship or songwriting?

KWS: Your entire relationship with God changes. Suddenly you 
go from being a person with time in your day you can carve out 
to spend with Jesus, just reading your Bible or praying or wor-
shipping—whatever fuels your relationship with God. Then you 
become a parent and, first of all, you’re not the same person 
anymore. You’ve changed. Second, you have a little person who 
is demanding 100-percent of your time and attention. You don’t 
always have the luxury to just say, “Okay, kid, don’t talk to me 
for an hour. I’m going into this room to spend time with Jesus.” 
[Laughs]

I figured out the way that I relate to the Lord and connect to 
Him, I couldn’t do it the same way anymore, because I wasn’t 
even the same person after becoming a mom. Also, my schedule 
and my life just aren’t the same. I had to learn a lot. The Lord 
established this thing in me that said, “Kim, I am not confined to 
time like you are. I can do something incredible in five minutes 
or five days.” I had to trust that and know that it was okay if all 
I could get is just five minutes with God. For those five minutes, 
I’ve learned to press in as much as I can. 

I’m also relating to the Lord in a different way. My understanding 
of Him changed. You become a parent and suddenly you have a 
new understanding of the love of God as a Father, and the heart-
break as well. When your kids make choices that break your 
heart and you know it’s not a good choice for them... I remember 
one day, my son was so curious about this light bulb in the lamp. 
I kept telling him, “Honey, that’s hot. Don’t touch it.” He wanted 
to touch it and I realized that he doesn’t even know what the 
word “hot” means. He’s never burned himself. 
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I realized that I’d probably have to let him have a little touch 
to understand what “hot” is. I didn’t want to. Of course, I didn’t 
want him to hurt himself, but how else will he learn? After I 
told him “no” so many times, he kept reaching and eventually 
touched it and learned really quickly what “hot” means. He burst 
into these big tears. Fortunately there’s no real injury there but 
he learned something. In that little moment, I realized, “Wow, 
what must the Lord feel when we’re not making the choices or 
decisions that are not best for us?”

In my songwriting, all of this is coming out now. Of course, this 
affects the way I write songs, because my own language and 
understanding and relationship with God are different. I feel like 
I understand God as a Father way more than I ever did before. 
That gives me a really new perspective writing songs that I want 
to communicate. 

CCM: You talked about a change in lyrical approach and  
perspective as a mother, but on the new album, were you 
looking to go new musical places as well?

KWS: This new record was recorded in the studio, and the only 
other albums I’ve done in the studio were a Christmas album 
and then the album I did with my husband. That one was com-
pletely different since it was acoustic and just my husband and 
I. All of my solo records and all of the Jesus Culture records have 
all been done live. I wanted to go into the studio on this one  
because I wanted to convey the emotions and vulnerability of 
these songs and this album. I felt like there were going to be  
several things, little nuances, in the way I would sing that would 
not be captured in the live setting. 

Honestly it was a little intimidating for me because I’d never 
recorded in the studio in this way. I felt a little bit nervous about 
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it and I had to talk myself into it. I had to say, “Okay, Kim. You’re 
35-years-old. You’ve been doing this a long time. You can do this. 
You can step away from the way you’ve always done it and tried 
something new.” I had to be my own cheerleader in all of this. 
[Laughs]

I feel like we did accomplish what I was hoping for. When people 
hear this album has more vulnerability, I think they think of 
softer or more acoustic guitar or something, but it’s not that at 
all. It still has a lot of the anthems and big ballads that feel like 
what people would expect to hear from me, but there’s a lot 
more emotion captured and conveyed through the performance 
and instruments. There are even some beautiful violin lines in 
the songs. The guy who played it did so amazing putting such 
emotion into the way he played.   
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Selah — Milestones & Moments
The vocal troupe has come full circle in their now 
twenty-year career—opening doors when doors were 
once opened for them, and recalling it all in their first 
moments with Jesus  

By Kevin Sparkman

One of Christian music’s most beloved groups, for 20 years  
Selah’s songs have brought hope and healing. Helping intro-
duce hymns and timeless inspirational favorites to a new  
generation, their signature anthems include “You Raise Me Up,” 
“Press On,” “Wonderful, Merciful Savior” and the multi-week  
#1 hit, “You Amaze Us.”

Comprised of Todd Smith, Allan Hall and Amy Perry, Selah  
has garnered eight Gospel Music Association Dove Awards—
including five “Inspirational Album Of The Year” trophies—a 
Gold-certified album, eight #1 singles and total career sales in 
excess of 4 million units. Their latest critically acclaimed album, 
Unbreakable, released earlier this spring. 

CCM:  Todd, tell us about the lead single, “I Got Saved.” What 
grabbed you about the song the first time you heard it, and 
how do you hope it will inspire others to boldly share their 
own testimonies?

Todd Smith: I haven’t responded like this to a song since the 
first time I heard the demo for “You Raise Me Up.” It took me 
back to when I was 5-years-old and accepted Jesus, reminding 
me of how real that moment was and how real Jesus is. 
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We want others to share their #igotsaved stories by uploading 
1-3 minute video testimonies on YouTube or Facebook and add-
ing the #igotsaved hashtag and their name. By sharing our testi-
monies, I hope it brings others to Jesus while encouraging us to 
share our faith. “And they have conquered him by the blood of 
the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not 
their lives even unto death.” Rev. 12:11 ESV.

CCM: In our age of social media, we can easily buy into  
illusions of perfection depicted on sites like Pinterest and 
Instagram. “Broken Ladders” is a song that addresses this 
issue. Why does it speak to you so personally?

Amy Perry: I think it’s such an issue for not just moms today, 
but for everyone. Social media has created this false “perfect” 
that no one can really achieve, so we all spend tons of energy 
striving to be something we’re not. I’m constantly struggling 
with feeling like a failure as a mom and a wife and at my weight 
loss, wondering why I can’t be as good as “so and so” at things. 
But this song is such a simple reminder that I don’t have to be 
anything, because God doesn’t ask me for anything except my 
heart. When I give that over to Him completely, the other things 
fall into place, and I am reminded constantly by this song that I 
am simply enough for Him.

CCM: Allan, you’ve always been influenced by traditional 
country and bluegrass, so it must have been a treat to have 
Ron Block (of Alison Krauss + Union Station) join Selah for 
the hymn “Leaning On The Everlasting Arms.” What did Ron 
bring to this song that makes it so special for you?

Allan Hall: Collaborating with Ron was such a treat because 
of my love for the genre he works in most of the time. Growing 
up in East Tennessee, I naturally heard a lot of bluegrass and 
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country artists like Dolly Parton, Loretta Lynn, George Jones, 
Merle Haggard, Tammy Wynette and Patsy Cline. And I cer-
tainly love Alison Krauss + Union Station! I call Ron’s playing 
on this “beautifully simple”—well thought-out and intricate, but 
you also feel like we’re just sitting on the front porch with him. 
What a gifted artist, and what a thrill to have him record such a 
simple, but melancholy and haunting track.

CCM: Unbreakable features “People Of The Cross,” a powerful 
anthem for the persecuted Church. How do you hope songs 
like this will encourage persecuted Christians around the 
world? And what we can do support those oppressed because 
of their faith?

TS: I wrote this song with Jennie Lee Riddle and Jordan Merritt 
after ISIS martyred 21 Egyptian Christians in Libya. I hope it en-
courages the persecuted to know they are not alone; we stand with 
them and are praying for them to keep pressing on, to not give up. 
They are glorifying Jesus through their suffering. 

Believers in China said, “When you pray for us, don’t pray  
that we will be safe. Don’t pray that we will get out of prison. 
Pray that we will stay true even if it costs us our lives.” Those 
are such difficult words to pray, but we also remember that  
God is glorified in suffering, as He was ultimately in Jesus’  
suffering and death. The greatest way to stand with believers in 
persecution is to share the Gospel with the people in our areas 
of influence. 

Selah partners with Open Doors because of the amazing way 
they come alongside persecuted Christians and help equip and 
train them. They disciple them, give them small business loans 
and smuggle Bibles to believers who don’t have any. You can 
support their work by going to opendoorsusa.org.  
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CCM: Selah is celebrating 20 years as a group this year—
that’s no small accomplishment! For each of you, has there 
been a career “moment” that tops all others in two decades?

TS: The first time we sang at the Ryman Auditorium 20 years 
ago during GMA Week, we did “It Is Well” and got a standing 
ovation. It was our introduction to the music industry and the 
response was amazing. Other highlights for me include per-
forming at Carnegie Hall; our first full concert at The Ryman; 
debuting on the Grand Ole Opry last year; and singing at The 
Pentagon on the fifth anniversary of the 9/11 attacks. 

AH: There have been so many incredible moments in our  
20-year career! I don’t know if I can pick just one, so I’ll share 
two of my favorites. My first one is having the opportunity to 
work with the great Dolly Parton, a musical and personal hero 
of mine. We were recording one of her songs (“Once Upon A 
Christmas”) and she was so happy about that! She was truly 
sweet and kind and a dream to work with—I’ll never forget it. 

Also, it was an incredible honor to be invited to Billy Graham’s 
home by his daughter, Anne Graham Lotz. We spent about an 
hour with Rev. Graham and talked with him and sang some of 
his favorite hymns. When it came time to leave, he prayed over 
us. I’ll never have adequate words to describe what it was like 
to stand in that great man of God’s presence and have him pray 
for us—that sweet memory will stay with me the rest of my life.

AP: For me it was singing “Via Dolorosa” on stage with Sandi 
Patty, then having her stop and joke about how she was trying 
to sound like me! I grew up listening to her and to have such a 
special moment with her on stage was truly a dream come true.  
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CCM: Hymns have been a foundation for Selah from the  
beginning—you were among the first artists in modern 
Christian music to bring hymns back to the forefront.  
Why have hymns remained integral to the fabric of Selah 
and why should they be important to all believers?

TS: As a foundation of what we do, hopefully we are introducing 
these theological gems to a new generation. Hymns are great 
songs that draw so much from the truths of the Bible. When 
people internalize hymns, in many cases they are also internal-
izing the Word of God. They will never forget the theology found 
in hymns once they start singing them.  

AH: Hymns communicate Truth so beautifully and eloquently. 
It is a badge of honor for me when teenagers and young people 
in their 20s and 30s tell us they wouldn’t have known a lot of 
hymns if they hadn’t listened to Selah’s music. I also am moved 
when an older person says, “My mother (or grandmother) used 
to sing that hymn around the house as she worked. Thank you 
for singing that tonight—it brought back really sweet memories 
of my childhood.” They usually have tears in their eyes when 
they share that with us, which I think is confirmation of how 
deeply hymns connect with many people. Hymns are a large 
part of the Church’s history and are a common point where 
many believers can connect.

AP: Most hymns were written from the author’s heart, and  
I think that’s why hymns have lasted—they talk about the  
struggle and strife believers will face in this world, along  
with the joyful things. They are honest, and people respond to 
honesty, even when it’s bittersweet.   
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Matty Mullins — No Real Surprise
What comes natural for the front man of a world-class 
metal band? Creating Christian pop music, and Matty 
Mullins is ready to tell you that it’s no real surprise.   

By Jen Rose Yokel

Do you ever wonder what your favorite rock stars listen to 
when they’re not on the job? For Matty Mullins, the world  
touring front man of Memphis May Fire, his local Christian  
radio station is the soundtrack of his days off the road. And as 
BEC Recordings’ newest signee, Mullins is making his way in  
the world of the music he loves the most.

Not that he isn’t already an incredibly busy guy, with a  
demanding tour schedule and role as primary songwriter for 
the MMF. Still, Mullins keeps chasing what he loves, and he  
released a self-titled solo album in 2014 that caught the atten-
tion of both his mainstream rock fans and the contemporary 
Christian music world.

Which brings us to his BEC debut Unstoppable, a love letter to 
the music that’s shaped his life. It’s been a wild journey for sure, 
but with deep joy and an excited attitude, it’s a journey worth 
taking.

CCM: A lot of our readers are probably discovering you for 
the first time, so what’s one thing you want everyone to know 
about you?

Matty Mullins: I guess if I had to choose one thing, it would 
be that I’m so grateful to be part of Christian music. I play in a 
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heavy metal band in the secular world, and it’s been an incred-
ible experience… God definitely uses me to be a light in a lot 
of dark places. But having the opportunity to write and record 
Christian music really fills my spirit.

CCM: Do you think of your CCM albums as a fun side project 
or a big part of what you do as an artist?

MM: The band is very full-time. We’re doing better than we’ve 
ever done before, and we spend 250-plus days on the road, so 
this was just going to be a side project for fun. But God continu-
ally opened doors, saying “Listen, I want you to be equally as 
involved in this project as you are with Memphis May Fire.” So, 
I’ve just been in this season like, okay God, if you lead, I’ll follow. 
If you want me to pursue both projects at the same time with 
equal passion, I’ll do it.

I don’t really know how that looks, so I just take it one day at a 
time. But one thing after another, God has been so faithful.

CCM: What’s it like creating music for two completely  
different audiences?

MM: It’s funny, because from an outside perspective it seems so 
crazy, like I’d have to have a split personality or something. But 
for me it’s not like that at all. I’ve created a career in heavy mu-
sic, and I do it so much it feels so normal to me. But at the same 
time, the music I listen to is Matthew West and Phil Wickham. 
I would say if one of them flowed more naturally it would be 
Christian music because it’s such a big part of my life. At the 
heart of it, they’re two totally different genres, but I’m the same 
person… a child of God that loves to share hope through music.
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CCM: I can tell you’re so excited to be here! Can you say more 
about how Christian music has impacted your life?

MM: When I was growing up, my dad was a pastor, and my  
mom is an incredible woman of God, so… it’s what I was  
allowed to listen to? [Laughs] I knew no differently. For me 
going to see dc Talk sell out an arena… I thought they were 
the biggest band in the world. I didn’t know who U2 was, you 
know? It was who I was, who I am.

As an adult — and especially spending as much time as I do in 
dark places with the band, going to a lot of grimy rock clubs and 
playing secular music festivals—when I go home I have Chris-
tian radio on in the car. I spend so much of my life pouring out, 
and Christian radio really speaks life back into me.

We have this one story, the Gospel, that we get to retell in so 
many different ways. Being a storyteller in Christian music 
is such a gift! God moves through Christian music daily, and I 
know it because he moves through it and speaks to me.

CCM: I love hearing how excited you are! Do you have any 
cool stories about making Unstoppable?

MM: I am—I’m so excited! It’s really so cool for me. The first 
co-write I had for this record—and I’d never done a co-write 
before in my life—was with Pete Kipley. I didn’t know who 
Pete Kipley was, and I show up, I’m talking to him about all the 
albums I love, and he’s like “Well, I got good news for you… I 
recorded all those albums!” He recorded “I Can Only Imagine” 
from MercyMe, you know? It’s crazy! He did all the Phil Wick-
ham albums, and the last Matthew West record that meant so 
much to me.
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And he was like, “Wait a minute, you’re in a metal band, and you 
like Matthew West?” And I was like, “Yeah, it’s the truth. I’m not 
trying to be someone I’m not!” So he said, “Okay, we should go 
to Matthew’s house right now.” So we got in his truck and he 
took me to Matthew’s house—I can’t make this stuff up! 

So we show up and knock on the door, Matthew answers the 
door in his basketball shorts, and Pete’s like, “Matthew, you 
gotta meet this kid.” He brings me in, and Matthew wants me to 
tell him my story. So I tell him my story and he says, “I wanna 
be part of this co-write too! Can we reschedule for a few days 
and I’ll come be on this with you?” My heart was racing! Three 
days later, we meet and write this song “Until I Need You,” which 
is about my story of brokenness and how God was so faithful 
through all of that. 
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CCM: You’ve been very outspoken over the years about  
depression and anxiety, and I know mental health issues  
are discussed a lot in the rock music scene. Has this part of 
your story shown up in your Christian songwriting?

MM: Yes. “Until I Need You” is actually about a season of depres-
sion and anxiety I went through. It was so awful. It hit me out 
of nowhere, and I didn’t know why or how it was happening. I 
thought I was losing my mind.

The whole time I was like, “God, I know you have the power to 
take these feelings away. Why are you letting me feel like this?” 
But two years later, when I’ve come out on the other side, I see 
God was walking through it with me every step of the way. Now 
I have opportunities to impact, inspire, and offer hope to hun-
dreds, thousands of people struggling with anxiety and depres-
sion. I want them to know you are not alone, and you don’t have 
to be scared. Just understand the human body is imperfect, 
and we have these things that happen to us. You shouldn’t be 
ashamed of it.

A lot of times the most helpful thing is to admit it’s happening, 
talk about it, and realize other people are struggling. That’s the 
most painful part: being inside your own head and feeling like 
you’re so alone. But when you find out other people struggle 
with the same thing, you start to heal. It’s amazing to see God’s 
plan unfold when you feel like your life is in utter chaos, and 
later you look back and see that he had everything lined up per-
fectly.   
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Dually named after an inspiring message involving the 
40th anniversary of and coupled with the transition 
of leadership at the 10,000-plus Dallas congregation 
Covenant Church and the scriptural covenant to Abraham 
found in Genesis 22:17, Sand & Stars is a collection of 
declarations and celebrations—literally recorded under 
the stars. Listen with headphones, and you’ll want to 
personally present an award for “Production Of The 
Year”—there must be something in that Texas air. 

The album opens with the opus “Gate Of Heaven,” which 
aptly and effectively ushers the listener into a posture 
for worship. The recording in totality features an array 
of musical voices from hints of traditional and ethnic 
percussion, to the modern worship staples of electric 
guitars and keyboards, to intricately orchestrated string 
arrangements. Strictly destined for the church with tracks 
like “All Things” and “Song Of My Heart,” the project’s 
more album-like tracks such as “Back To The Father” and 
“Persuaded” provide for general listening enjoyment.  
Sand & Stars is an all-together joyous and worshipful 
experience.   

–Kevin Sparkman

Covenant Worship  
Sand & Stars         
(Integrity Music)
FOR FANS OF: Paul Baloche,  
William McDowell, The Gettys 
WE LIKE: “All Honor”
QQQQ
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Really an equal-parts trio of gospel vocalist Vanessa 
R. Williams, producer Vince Evans, and renown Jewish 
composer Norma Brooks, this unique project brings the 
best of those worlds together to launch Psalm Full Of 
Soul. An album comprised of music from all walks of life 
and with its centralized source is found in David’s Psalms, 
Williams beautifully captures the ancient scriptures in 
melody and, at times, in tongue. 

Continuing on its uniqueness, of the few tracks that aren’t 
rooted in Psalm—“Eternal Light” featuring Blind Boys Of 
Alabama—actually ends up being one the album’s high 
points. Musically, Evans’ production is evident and shines 
with rich jazz tones, reggae, classical, and even straight-up 
Motown flair—Psalm Full Of Soul is accurately named, and 
has something for everyone. While it may not immediately 
jump out to the typical contemporary Christian core, 
its variance of styles and expert musicianship can’t be 
ignored.       

–Kevin Sparkman

Vanessa R. Williams  
Psalm Full Of Soul         
(Self-released)
FOR FANS OF: Babbie Mason,  
Commissioned, CeCe Winans
WE LIKE: “Rebuilding Jerusalem – 
Healing The Broken Heart”
QQQQ
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Fresh-off of releasing his recent Hits & Hymns album, 
former Statler Brothers tenor Jimmy Fortune one-ups 
himself while he Sings The Classics. Featuring covers 
of legendary hits from Eagles (“Take It To The Limit” 
featuring The Isaacs), Righteous Brothers (“Unchained 
Melody”), and John Denver (“Take Me Home, Country 
Roads”)—to name just a few—the project is produced by 
none other than gospel great Ben Isaacs. You wont find 
any Christian pop hits, gospel medleys, or even a hymn or 
two, but you don’t need those here. 

Sings The Classics is a perfectly executed compilation 
including some of the best voices and musicians on the 
planet, all headlined by Fortune. As if it was already almost 
not fair, Fortune also enlists the help from colleagues 
Ricky Skaggs (“Wake Up Little Susie”), The Isaacs, and 
Voices Of Lee (“Bridge Over Troubled Waters”), completing 
this force to be reckoned with. Other unforgettable 
moments found here, Fortune and friends covering 
“Danny’s Song” (Anne Murray), “Yesterday” (The Beatles), 
“Southern Nights” (Glen Campbell).           

–Kevin Sparkman

Jimmy Fortune  
Sings The Classics         
(Spring House Music)
FOR FANS OF: Roy Orbison,  
Restless Heart, Dwight Yoakam
WE LIKE: “Yesterday”
QQQQQ
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If grading the content of Jonathan Evans’ album J-Walk 
alone, it would be a no-brainer 5/5. J-Walk’s thematic 
purpose? Focusing on Christ to edify the maturation and 
daily walk of young men and fathers—a subject that needs 
an ongoing spotlight, and who better to spoken-word-
and-rap it up than a man like Evans? As the son of pastor 
Dr. Tony Evans and a career as an NFL fullback in his own 
right, Evans traded in his cleats several years ago to enter 
into full-service for the Lord as team chaplain for the 
Dallas Cowboys and NBA’s Dallas Mavericks. 

No doubt an expert on the subjects featured in this album, 
it must be noted that Evans is still a bit green behind 
the mic of a recording studio, specifically. However, we 
can bank that his on-stage presence would be larger 
than life, where his spoken-word spittin’—a bulk of the 
performances on the album—would translate into a much 
more favorable experience. Perhaps a J-Walk Live version 
will enter the conversation next?  

–Kevin Sparkman

Jonathan Evans  
J-Walk         
(eLegacy Entertainment)
FOR FANS OF:  
Thi’sl, Eshon Burgundy, Von Won
WE LIKE: “J-Walk” feat. Trent Shelton
QQQ
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Remember feel-good, sing-songy, 12-string guitar-
strummy campfire medleys? Well, worship music in the 
eighties sounded nothing like this, so it’s almost funny 
that we’re hearing so many throwback sounds in today’s 
praise scapes, then again, we weren’t lugging around 
Korg’s and intelligently controlled par-cans strung 
together by hundreds of feet of extension cord to go have 
an experience with God by the bonfire back in the day. 

Times have certainly changed, but that also doesn’t mean 
anyone with an electric piano and a sequencer these days 
can actually pull it off. However, the folks that comprise 
South Carolina’s NewSpring Church student music 
ministry—known as Fuse—showcase a rich talent to blend 
the timeless worship of Jesus with the sounds of tomorrow 
on the six-song EP Wildfire. The collection is jam-packed 
with hand-clappy and jump-catchy tunes that are, well, a 
lot like a host of our favorite eighties albums of old, but 
this is newer, smarter, and of course, switched-on for a 
much higher purpose.           

–Kevin Sparkman

Fuse  
Wildfire         
(DREAM Records)
FOR FANS OF:  
Hillsong Young & Free, Avicii
WE LIKE: “Evidence”
QQQQ
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