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The landscape of contemporary music theory owes a significant debt to the harmonic complexities of Black Gospel 

music. Often characterized by its emotive power and spontaneous feel, the underlying structural framework of this 

genre is deeply rooted in sophisticated chord voicings, secondary dominants, and intricate passing tones. Gregory 

Moody’s seminal work, Black Gospel Chords: The Secret Chords of Praise and Worship , serves as a vital

bridge between intuitive performance and formal harmonic analysis. This article provides an in-depth technical

examination of the principles outlined in Moody’s methodology, alongside a broader exploration of the functional

harmony that defines the gospel sound.

The Theoretical Framework of Gospel Harmony

At its core, Black Gospel harmony is a synthesis of traditional European hymnody, African-American spirituals, and 

the sophisticated extensions found in Jazz and R&B. Unlike classical harmony, which often prioritizes clear, 

transparent part-writing, gospel harmony frequently utilizes chord density and extended tertian structuresto

create a sense of 'thickness' and 'gravity' in the sound.

The Role of Extended Chords

Gospel music rarely relies on simple triads. Instead, the harmonic vocabulary is built upon 7th, 9th, 11th, and 13th 

chords. These extensions are not merely decorative; they are functional. For instance, a C Major 9chord (C-E-G-B-

D) provides a much richer resonance for a praise setting than a basic C Major triad. In Moody's analysis, the use of

these extensions is categorized by their ability to drive the listener’s emotional response through tension and

release.

The Power of the Tritone

As noted in Moody’s Handbook of Harmony, the tritone(an interval of three whole steps) is the engine of gospel

movement. In a dominant 7th chord, the tritone exists between the 3rd and the 7th. In gospel piano, these tritones

are often played in the left hand to provide a 'growling' or 'driving' foundation, while the right hand executes

complex melodic clusters or triads. The resolution of the tritone is what creates the characteristic 'pull' toward the

tonic, essential for the high-energy 'praise break' or the somber 'worship' atmosphere.

Technical Analysis of Core Mechanics

Understanding gospel chords requires a departure from standard lead-sheet reading. One must understand 

voicings—the specific arrangement of notes within a chord. Gregory Moody’s work emphasizes that 'how' you play

the chord is as important as 'what' chord you play.

1. The 2-5-1 Progression with a Gospel Twist

The 2-5-1 (ii-V-I) is the most common progression in Western music. However, in gospel, it is often modified using 

altered dominants. Instead of a standard V chord, a gospel pianist might use a 7(b9#11)chord. This adds a level

of dissonance that makes the eventual resolution to the I chord significantly more satisfying.

2. The 7-3-6 Passing Progression



A hallmark of the 'secret' chords mentioned in the provided data is the 7-3-6 progression. This is typically used to

transition to the minor vi chord. In the key of C Major, this would be B-E-Am. Technically, this is achieved by using a

half-diminished 7th on the 7th degree, followed by a dominant 7th (often with a b9) on the 3rd degree, resolving to

the minor 6th chord.

3. Quartal Harmony and Polychords

Modern gospel, heavily influenced by jazz masters, utilizes quartal harmony (chords built on fourths rather than 

thirds). This creates an open, modern sound. Additionally, polychords—playing one chord in the right hand over a

different bass note or chord in the left hand—are essential. For example, playing a Bb Major triad over a C bass

note creates a C7sus4(9) sound, a staple in contemporary worship transitions.

Comparison &amp; Evaluation of Harmonic Styles

To better understand the specific niche of Black Gospel chords, it is helpful to compare them against other related

genres such as Traditional Hymns and Modern Jazz. The following table illustrates the technical differences in

chord construction and application.



Feature Traditional Hymnody Standard Jazz Black Gospel (Moody 
Style)

Chord Extensions Basic Triads, some 7ths 9ths, 11ths, 13ths common Heavy use of altered 13ths 
and 7(b9)

Rhythm Strict 4/4 or 3/4 time Swing and Syncopated Heavy Syncopation and 
'Polyrhythmic' feel

Bass Lines Root-focused, walking Walking or Modal Octave-based, percussive, 
and melodic

Movement Diatonic (within key) Chromatic and Cyclical Heavy use of secondary 
dominants and tritones

Voicing Density Light (4-part harmony) Medium (Shell voicings) High (Large clusters and 
stacked triads)

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Musicians

Applying the concepts from Black Gospel Chordsrequires a systematic approach to the keyboard. For students

and professional musicians looking to integrate these 'secret' chords, the following step-by-step procedure is

recommended:

Step 1: Mastering the Tritone Shell

Before adding complex right-hand melodies, the left hand must master the tritone. In the key of F, the dominant

chord is C7. The tritone is E and Bb. Practice moving this tritone down chromatically to resolve into different keys.

This forms the 'skeleton' of the gospel sound.

Step 2: Implementing 'Shedding' Techniques

'Shedding' refers to intensive practice of complex runs and chord movements. A common technique is to take a 

single 'secret' chord voicing and move it through all 12 keys. For instance, take a Dominant 7#9(The 'Hendrix'

chord, but used widely in gospel) and move it around the circle of fifths.

Step 3: Right-Hand Triad Overlays

One of the 'secrets' Moody discusses is the use of simple major triads in the right hand over complex movements 

in the left. For a C13 chord, try playing a Bb Major triadin the right hand (Bb-D-F) while the left hand plays the C

and the tritone (E-Bb). This provides a clean but sophisticated texture that cuts through the mix in a live worship

environment.

Case Studies: Troubleshooting and Common Pitfalls

Even with access to the 'secret' chords, many musicians struggle with implementation. Below are common

technical challenges and their engineering-style solutions.

•  Problem: 'Muddy' Sound in the Low End.Solution: Ensure that intervals smaller than a perfect fifth are not 

played below Great C (C2). In gospel, the left hand often uses 'open' voicings (Root and 5th or Root and 7th) to 

leave space for the dense clusters in the mid-range.

•  Problem: Lack of Harmonic Direction.Solution: Use Leading Tones. Every chord should feel like it is 'going' 

somewhere. If you are playing a static 1-chord (Tonic), use a 4-chord (Subdominant) as a quick 'neighbor' chord to 



create internal movement.

•  Problem: Over-playing.Solution: Gospel is about dynamic contrast. Utilize negative space. Not every beat 

requires a 13th chord. Contrast high-tension 'secret' chords with simple, powerful octaves during moments of vocal 

prominence.

Mathematical and Structural Logic of Gospel Voicings

The beauty of the 'Handbook of Harmony' by Gregory Moody is that it reveals the mathematical symmetry in 

gospel music. Many of these chords are based on the Symmetrical Diminished Scale or the Altered Scale. For

example, a G7alt chord contains notes that are mathematically derived from the Ab melodic minor scale.

Understanding this relationship allows a musician to improvise with the same 'flavor' as the chords they are playing.

The Formula for the 'Gospel 4' Chord

In many praise songs, the '4-chord' is not a simple major chord. It is often a IV Major 9 or a IV(add9). The formulaic 

construction is:Root + Major 3rd + Perfect 5th + Major 7th + Major 9th.In the key of Ab, the 4-chord is Db. The

construction is Db-F-Ab-C-Eb. This provides a 'shimmering' quality essential for worship ballads.

Synthesis and Broader Implications

The study of Black Gospel chords is more than an exercise in music theory; it is an exploration of a harmonic

system that has influenced modern Jazz, Soul, R&amp;B, and even Pop music. Gregory Moody’s documentation of

these 'secret' chords provides a structured pedagogical path for musicians who previously had to rely solely on

aural tradition. By codifying these movements, Moody has made it possible for a wider audience to appreciate and

utilize the technical brilliance of the gospel genre.

As contemporary worship music continues to evolve, the integration of these sophisticated harmonies remains a

hallmark of high-level musicianship. Whether it is through the use of the 7-3-6 progression, the strategic application

of tritones, or the layering of polychords, the technical framework of Black Gospel music offers an endless well of

creative potential. For the serious student of the piano or organ, mastering these voicings is a prerequisite for

professional-level performance in any genre that values harmonic depth and emotional resonance.

Ultimately, the 'secret' is not just in the chords themselves, but in the functional application of tension and release, 

the understanding of interval relationships, and the ability to maintain clarity within complex density. As documented 

in the Handbook of Harmony, the transition from Gospel to Jazz or Soul is a matter of degree rather than a

difference in kind. By mastering the principles of Black Gospel harmony, a musician gains the keys to a much larger

kingdom of musical expression.
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