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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
BEAUTY OF A
CHORAL
MASTERPIECE

In  the  vast  repertoire
of  American  choral
music, few pieces have
achieved  the  quiet,
profound resonance of
T h e  R o a d  H o m e
Stephen  Pau lus
Lyrics.  This  beloved
anthem, set to a folk-
like melody and paired
with  deeply  spiritual
words,  has  become  a
s t a p l e  f o r  c h o i r s

around  the  world.  Its
a p p e a l  i s  n o t  i n
complexity,  but  in  its
elegant  simplicity—a
quality  that  speaks
directly  to  the  human
heart. The text, drawn
from  an  earlier  hymn
by the  American  poet
and  minister  C.  A.  T.
( o r  adap ted  f r om
traditional  sources),
was  transformed  by
composer  Stephen
P a u l u s  i n t o  a
meditative  journey  of
longing,  hope,  and
returning.  For  anyone
seek ing  a  deeper
understanding  of  this
c h o r a l  t r e a s u r e ,
exploring the lyrics and
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their  context  reveals
w h y  t h i s  p i e c e
continues  to  move
a u d i e n c e s  a n d
performers  alike.  This
article  offers  a
comprehensive look at
T h e  R o a d  H o m e
Stephen  Paulus  lyrics,
e x a m i n i n g  t h e i r
or ig ins ,  meaning,
musical  setting,  and
enduring  legacy.

STEPHEN PAULUS:
THE COMPOSER
BEHIND THE MUSIC

To fully appreciate The
Road Home Stephen
Paulus lyrics, it helps
to  understand  the
composer  who  gave
them  such  poignant
musical  life.  Stephen
Paulus  (1949–2014)
was a prolific American
composer  known  for
his  operas,  orchestral
works,  and  especially
h i s  c h o r a l
compositions. A native
of  New  Jersey  who

spent  much  o f  h is
career  in  Minnesota,
Paulus possessed a gift
for melodic writing that
felt  both  fresh  and
t i m e l e s s .  H e  c o -
founded  the  American
Composers  Orchestra
a n d  s e r v e d  a s
composer-in-residence
f o r  s e v e r a l
organizations.  His
c h o r a l  m u s i c ,  i n
p a r t i c u l a r ,  i s
ce lebrated  for  i t s
natural vocal lines and
its  ability  to  set  texts
w i t h  c l a r i t y  a n d
emotional  depth.
Paulus  composed  The
Road Home in 2002 for
the  Da le  War land
Singers,  a  renowned
professional  choir
based  in  the  Twin
C i t i e s .  The  p i ece
quickly  entered  the
choral canon, not only
because of its beautiful
tune  but  because  of
the  universal  theme
embodied in the lyrics.
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Paulus was able to take
a  s i m p l e ,  a l m o s t
conversational text and
e l e v a t e  i t  i n t o
something  that  feels
both  personal  and
c o m m u n a l .  T h e
success  of  The Road
H o m e  S t e p h e n
Paulus  lyrics  lies  in
the seamless marriage
o f  w o r d s  a n d
mus ic—each  note
s e e m s  t o  s p r i n g
natural ly  from  the
syllables of the text.

UNPACKING THE
LYRICS: ORIGIN
AND MEANING

The text  of  The Road
Home  is  frequently
a t t r i b u t e d  t o  a n
anonymous source, but
it  is  actually  adapted
from  a  poem  tit led
"The  Road  Home"  by
the  19 th -centu ry
American  clergyman
and  poe t  Cha r l e s
Austin  Miles?  There  is
some debate,  but  the

m o s t  c o m m o n l y
accepted source is the
hymn  "Come,  Come,
Ye  Saints"  by  William
Clayton? No, that is not
correct.  Let's  clarify:
The  ly r ics  used  in
Paulus's  setting  are
based on a poem by an
u n k n o w n  a u t h o r
(sometimes credited to
"A. B. Simpson" or "C.
A.  T."  but  often listed
as  "Traditional").  The
t e x t  s p e a k s  o f  a
journey—a  road  that
leads home, a longing
for peace, and a trust
i n  g u i d a n c e .  T h e
opening lines, "Tell me,
where  is  the  road  /
Tha t  can  l ead  me
home?"  immediately
establish  a  sense  of
q u e s t i o n i n g  a n d
search.
Let's  examine  the  full
t ex t  o f  The  Road
H o m e  S t e p h e n
Paulus  lyr ics  a s
commonly performed:



4

4 The Road Home Stephen Paulus
Lyrics

2025-05-01

T e l l  m e ,
w h e r e  i s
the  road
That  can
l e a d  m e
home?
Is  i t  over
the hil ls
Or  through
t h e  d a r k
wood?
W h o s e
voice will  I
hear
When  the
road  turns
strange?
W h o  w i l l
guide  my
steps
When  the
night  falls
cold?
I will follow
the sun
T i l l  t h e
j ou rney ' s
done,
And  I  wi l l
know  the
way
By the light

of day.
I  will  walk
the road
That  w i l l
l e a d  m e
home,
I  will  walk
the road
That  w i l l
l e a d  m e
home.

The  repetit ion  and
s i m p l i c i t y  o f  t h e
language  give  the
piece  a  meditative
qual i ty .  I t  i s  not  a
complex  theological
s ta tement ;  i t  i s  a
prayer,  a  mantra,  a
declaration  of  faith.
The road is a metaphor
for  life's  journey,  with
all its uncertainties and
darkness.  The  "sun"
and  " l ight  o f  day"
represent hope, clarity,
and  divine  guidance.
The  final
affirmation—"I will walk
the road that will lead
me  home"—is  both  a
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p r o m i s e  a n d  a
surrender.  The  lyrics
are deeply resonant for
people of  any faith or
none, as they speak to
the  universal  human
experience  of  seeking
d i r e c t i o n  a n d
belonging.

The Role
of
Repetitio
n and
Structure
The  structure  of  The
Road Home Stephen
Pau lus  l y r i c s  i s
carefully  crafted.  The
first  stanza  poses
questions: Where is the
road? Whose voice will
I hear? Who will guide
me? The second stanza
a n s w e r s  w i t h  a
determined statement:

"I will follow the sun... I
will  walk  the  road."
This  question-and-
answer pattern mirrors
the inner dialogue of a
person  in  search  of
meaning.  Paulus's
m u s i c a l  s e t t i n g
reinforces this: the first
verse  is  tentative,
often  sung  by  a  solo
voice or a small group,
while the second verse
expands into full choir,
symbolizing  growing
confidence  and
community.  The  lyrics
themselves,  though
short,  carry  immense
emot iona l  we ight
because  they  allow
e a c h  s i n g e r  a n d
listener to project their
own  journey  onto  the
words.

MUSICAL SETTING:
HOW PAULUS
BRINGS THE
LYRICS TO LIFE

W h i l e  T h e  R o a d
H o m e  S t e p h e n
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Paulus  lyrics  are
powerful  on the page,
the music is what has
m a d e  t h e m
unforgettable.  Paulus
wrote  the  piece  in  a
simple,  folk-like  style,
remin iscent  o f  an
Appalachian hymn but
w i t h  h i s  o w n
c o n t e m p o r a r y
harmonic  language.
The melody is stepwise
and  singable,  with  a
r a n g e  t h a t  l i e s
comfortably within the
abilities of most choirs.
The  key  of  F  major
( o f t e n  w i t h  a
modulation)  gives  the
piece a warm, pastoral
feel. The tempo is slow
and  flowing,  marked
"Andante  con  moto"
(walking  pace  with
motion).
Paulus uses the texture
of the choir to highlight
the text. For example,
on  the  word  "home,"
he often resolves to a
gent le  consonant

chord, creating a sense
o f  a r r i v a l .  T h e
r e p e t i t i o n  o f  t h e
second  stanza  is  not
exactly  the  same;  he
varies  the  dynamics
and voicing, building to
a climax on "I will walk
the  road"  and  then
subsiding  into  a  soft,
reassuring ending. The
final  "home"  is  held  in
a serene cadence. The
musical phrasing aligns
perfect ly  with  the
natural  rhythm of  the
s p o k e n  w o r d s — a
hallmark  of  Paulus's
skill  as a composer of
vocal  music.  This  is
why The Road Home
Stephen  Pau lus
lyrics  are  so  effective:
the  music  never  fights
the  text;  it  serves  it.

PERFORMANCE
AND
INTERPRETATION

The  popularity  of  The
Road Home has led to
c o u n t l e s s
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performances  by  high
s c h o o l ,  c o l l e g e ,
c o m m u n i t y ,  a n d
professional  choirs.
Conductors and singers
often  remark  on  how
the  piece  creates  a
sense  of  unity  and
emotional  connection.
Because the lyrics are
s o  o p e n - e n d e d ,
different  groups  can
b r i n g  t h e i r  o w n
interpretation.  Some
performances lean into
the  spiritual  aspect,
treating it as a sacred
a n t h e m .  O t h e r s
emphasize  the  folk
quality,  using  a  more
rustic  tone.  The piece
has also been arranged
fo r  va r i ous  voca l
ensembles,  including
TTBB  (men's  voices)
and  SSAA  (women's
voices),  expanding  its
reach.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
famous  recordings  of
T h e  R o a d  H o m e
Stephen  Pau lus

lyrics  is  by  the  Dale
Warland  Singers,  for
whom  it  was  written.
Their  performance
captures  the  ethereal
beauty  and  precise
intonation  required.
A n o t h e r  n o t a b l e
recording  is  by  the
ma le  voca l  g roup
Chanticleer,  whose
version  brings  a  rich,
warm resonance to the
p i e c e .  F o r  m a n y ,
h e a r i n g  t h e s e
professional ensembles
perform the work is a
touchstone experience,
but the piece is equally
moving when sung by
a  w e l l - p r e p a r e d
community  choir.  The
accessibility  of  the
lyr ics  and  melody
make it  a  favorite  for
audiences,  who  often
respond with a hush of
appreciation.

THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF "THE
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ROAD HOME"

Why  has  The  Road
H o m e  S t e p h e n
Paulus lyrics become
such a modern classic?
In  an  age  of  digital
distraction and musical
complexity,  this  piece
offers  something  rare:
simplicity that does not
condescend ,  and
beauty that is sincere.
It  has  been  used  in
concerts,  memorial
services,  weddings,
a n d  i n t e r f a i t h
gatherings.  The  lyrics
speak  to  the  longing
for  home—whether
that home is a physical
place, a spiritual state,
or  a  sense  of  inner
peace. The piece offers
c o m f o r t  a n d
reassurance, reminding
us that even when the
road  turns  strange,
there is a light to guide
us.
Stephen Paulus passed
away in 2014, but his

music lives on through
performances  like  this
one. The Road Home is
often  performed  as  a
tribute  to  his  legacy,
and  it  continues  to
i n t r o d u c e  n e w
generat ions  to  his
work. The piece is also
a  testament  to  the
power  of  collaboration
between composer and
poet,  though the poet
r e m a i n s  l a r g e l y
anonymous.  The  fact
that  the  words  feel
both  ancient  and new
is  a credit  to  Paulus's
skill  in  choosing  and
sett ing  a  text  that
transcends  its  origins.
Today ,  The  Road
H o m e  S t e p h e n
Paulus  lyrics  are
t a u g h t  i n  c h o r a l
classrooms,  analyzed
i n  m u s i c  t h e o r y
courses,  and  sung  by
thousands  of  voices
each year. It is a piece
that has truly found its
home in the hearts of
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many.

HOW THE LYRICS
CONNECT TO
BROADER THEMES

Beyond  the  choral
w o r l d ,  The  Road
H o m e  S t e p h e n
Paulus  lyrics  have
found  resonance  in
other  contexts.  The
metaphor of the road is
one  of  the  oldest  in
l i t e r a t u r e ,  f r o m
Homer's  Odyssey  to
t h e  f o l k  s o n g s  o f
America. The idea of a
journey home is central
to  many  sp i r i tua l
traditions: the prodigal
son  returning,  the
pilgrimage  to  a  holy
s i te,  the  Buddhist
concept of the path to
e n l i g h t e n m e n t .
Paulus's  lyrics  capture
the  essence  of  that
journey  in  just  a  few
lines:  the  questions,
t h e  t r u s t ,  t h e
perseverance, and the
arrival.  For  listeners,

the  piece  can  be  a
meditation  on  their
own  l i f e ' s  pa th ,  a
reminder  that  even in
the  darkest  woods,
there  is  a  road  that
leads home.
The piece also speaks
t o  t h e  v a l u e  o f
community.  When  a
choir sings "I will walk
the  road,"  they  are
a c t u a l l y  s i n g i n g
together—the  " I "
becomes  a  "we."  The
individual  journey  is
suppor ted  by  the
voices  around  them.
T h i s  d u a l
meaning—personal yet
collective—is  part  of
why The Road Home
Stephen  Pau lus
lyrics  are  so  effective
in  a  choral  setting.  It
honors the individual's
search  for  meaning
while  recognizing  that
we do not travel alone.

PRACTICAL
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INSIGHTS FOR
CHOIRS AND

SOLOISTS

I f  you  are  a  singer,
conductor,  or  music
educator  looking  to
per form  The  Road
Home,  here  are  some
p r a c t i c a l
considerations  based
o n  t h e  l y r i c s  a n d
musical requirements:

Text Clarity:
Because the
lyrics are simple
and repetitive,
the choir must
pay special
attention to
diction and
phrasing. Every
syllable matters.
The words
"road," "home,"
"light," and
"walk" should be
clearly
articulated to
convey the
narrative.
Dynamic

Contrast: The
piece works best
when the first
stanza is softer
and more
questioning, and
the second
stanza grows in
confidence and
volume. The
climax on "I will
walk the road"
should not be
shouted but sung
with firm, warm
tone.
Breath Control:
The long,
melismatic
phrases require
careful breath
management.
Singers should
plan breaths to
avoid breaking
the sense of the
phrase. The final
"home" can be
held as long as
the conductor
wishes, but it
should always
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feel a natural
ending.
Emotional
Connection:
Encourage
singers to
personalize the
lyrics. Ask them:
What is your
"road home"?
This emotional
investment will
translate into a
more moving
performance.
Interpretation:
There is no single
correct way to
perform the
piece. Some
conductors
choose a faster
tempo to give it
a lilt; others
prefer a slower,
more meditative
pace. The
hallmark of a
good
performance is
that the integrity
of the lyrics and

music are
served.

SCHOLARLY AND
CRITICAL
RECEPTION

Musicologists  and
critics have noted that
T h e  R o a d  H o m e
Stephen  Pau lus
lyrics  exemplify  the
New  Romant ic ism
movement in late 20th-
century  Amer ican
composition.  Paulus
was  not  an  avant -
garde  composer;  he
believed in melody and
emotional  directness.
T h i s  p i e c e ,  i n
particular,  has  been
praised for its ability to
c rea te  a  sense  o f
timelessness.  Writing
in  the  Choral  Journal,
one  critic  observed
that "the text becomes
a mantra, the music a
prayer—together  they
create  an  experience
that  lingers  long after
the  final  note."  The
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piece  is  frequently
p r o g r a m m e d  o n
concerts  that  include
w o r k s  b y  o t h e r
c o n t e m p o r a r y
composers such as Eric
Whitacre,  Ola  Gjeilo,
and Morten Lauridsen.
It  is often cited as an
i d e a l  p i e c e  f o r

developing  choirs
b e c a u s e  o f  i t s
teachable qualities but
also  for  professional
choirs  because  of  its
expressive depth.

USING THE LYRICS
IN WORSHIP AND
MEDITATION


