




Music Preview: You can’t spell GOOD without G-O-D
By Bryan E. Hurst

May 23, 2001 

Several things will hit you when listening to the Celtic rock band Ceili Rain. If you’re like me, and your first 
exposure to the group was the hooky, exuberant song “That’s All the Lumber You Sent,” then you were probably 
snagged by their hooky exuberance. Like most of their music, the song is chock full of catchy, melodic, rhythmic 
energy — reminiscent of some of the best elements of bands like Dexy’s Midnight Runners, Black 47, the 
Waterboys and early Poi Dog Pondering. 

There’s the great musicianship of a seven-piece band that breaks out all the Celtic bells and whistles 
(make that tin whistles) and the relentlessly upbeat vocals of Ceili frontman Bob Halligan Jr.

Then, there’s the one thing that will eventually hit you upon closer examination of Ceili Rain, the one thing 
that can make a great band a little problematic for listeners and radio programmers alike (as if Celtic Rock wasn’t 
problematic enough for most radio programmers). It’s the one thing that frankly got past me until I started looking 
at the literature and listening a little more closely to the lyrics.

Let’s call it the God thing—Yes, not only are Ceili Rain a Celtic rock band, they’re a Christian Celtic rock band.

It’s not that the obviously biblically inspired parable of “That’s All the Lumber You Sent” blew over my 
head or anything. It’s hard to miss the song’s story of a person being greeted at heaven’s gate by St. Peter and 
forced to reflect upon his past life. But many secular artists have included similar sentiments in their music without 
being lumped into the Contemporary Christian music field.

And the Ceilis seem to have managed to slip their message under the radar of those pagan-lovin’ folks 
who program the AAA format radio stations around the country.

But, truth be told, Halligan’s take on Christian music hardly beats you over the head with its message. 
Inspiring, yes, but “inspirational”? Well, it ain’t Amy Grant, thank God (pun somewhat intended). The happy songs 
on Ceili Rain’s latest album, Erasers on Pencils (Cross Driven) should warm all but the hardest of heathen hearts.

As a songwriter, Halligan has long straddled the line between the sacred and secular. While Halligan has 
scored Contemporary Christian hits with artists like Rick Cua, Bob Carlisle and Rebecca St. James, he’s also led 
a double life of sorts, penning hit songs for such unlikely acts as Cher, KISS, Blue Oyster Cult and Michael Bolton 
(uh, we’ll try to forgive you for that last one, Bob).

Halligan even contributed two classics to the unlikely canon of hellbound metalheads Judas Priest, “Take 
These Chains” and “Some Heads Are Gonna Roll.” This awkward collaboration was discomforting to him. As he 
told the Philadelphia Daily News, “There were records, one in particular, that had a song of mine on it, and the 
song preceding mine was horrifying to me. My wife would say, ‘You’ve got to look on the bright side — at least 
your song replaced one of those awful ones.’”

All the while Halligan was dealing with the mixed emotions his songwriting success had brought, he was 
cultivating a musical formula in his mind’s ear of what he wanted to do as an artist. Though he’d been “thinking 
conceptually about this band since 1989,” Ceili Rain formed for real after Halligan moved to Nashville in 1995, 
with their eponymous debut coming out in 1997. This was followed by 1998’s Say Kay-Lee (featuring the 
aforementioned “Lumber”), and a 1999 live release, We’re Making a Party.

Ceili Rain’s talented lineup includes a local connection: former Louisvillian (and J-Town High grad) Skip 
Cleavinger, who has replaced Burt Mitchell on bagpipes and tin whistle (Cleavinger appears on Erasers on 
Pencils playing “low whistle,” whatever that is).

Since I don’t really keep up with the Contemporary Christian Music charts in Billboard, I’d be curious to 
see whether Ceili Rain is making any inroads in that morass of a musical world.

But don’t let the “Christian Celtic” moniker scare you off. Though Halligan sincerely tries to channel the 
inspirational in the music of Ceili Rain, as he puts it, “We have no interest in serving traditional preconceptions 
about how that’s done, we’re only interested in serving hearts and spirits.”

Ceili Rain performs on WFPK’s “Live Lunch” broadcast Friday at noon, and makes an in-store 
appearance at ear X-tacy the same day. Call ear X-tacy at 452-1799 for more information. 



















August 19–26, 1999

six pick

Ceili Rain
The seven-headed musical joy-monster known as Ceili Rain doesn’t just 
put on concerts, it creates high-energy Celtic hoedowns that occasionally 
include band members in kilts snaking through the crowd. 

Led by Nashville singer-songwriter Bob Halligan, Ceili Rain blends Irish 
folk and American rock with instrumentation ranging from electric guitars 
to bagpipes and tin whistle. Primarily known for many years as a 
songwriter, Halligan has penned songs for everyone from Cher to Judas 
Priest.

The suggestion to combine Celtic music with rock came from his wife. His 
initial response? "‘That’s the stupidest idea I ever heard,’"Halligan recalls. 
He soon changed his mind. Celtic music strikes a deep chord in people, 
explains Halligan, because it derives from "a collective yearning people 
have for God, for spirituality, for home, for togetherness." 

—Nicole Pensiero

Sat., Aug. 21, 7:30 p.m. and 10:30 p.m., Tin Angel, 20 S. Second St., 
215-928-0978.



December 30, 1999–January 6, 2000

critic pick|world music 

Ceili Rain
In the press kit for his band Ceili Rain, Bob Halligan Jr. includes two 
pages of customer comments from Amazon.com. Some of the amateur 
reviewers/fans characterize the band as Christian; others, as Celtic rock. 
None mention the elements of grandiose, ’80s-style pop metal, but 
they’re there as well. 

The truth is, the band’s music is all of these, a hodgepodge of styles that 
invites listeners to take from it what they want. "It’s pop music, first and 
foremost," says Halligan, a longtime songwriter whose tunes have been 
recorded by the likes of Judas Priest, Joan Jett, Michael Bolton and Cher. 
"It’s rock, second. Celtic, third.… There’s nothing purist about what we 
do. It’s very much an amalgam." 

And spiritual, he adds, is a more accurate descriptive than Christian. 
Despite using clearly Christian imagery in some songs ("That’s All The 
Lumber You Sent," from the album Say-KAY-lee [Punch], is a parable 
about heaven, and "666 Degrees" is about hell), Halligan hopes his music 
"pokes little windows" through the walls that separate religions. "We’re 
careful to do it in a way that people don’t get the holy-roller heebie-
jeebies," he explains. "I wouldn’t want the fact that I’m a Catholic to turn 
off a Hindu. I take a bright view on any sincere seeker." 

—Frank Lewis

Ceili Rain, Sun., Jan. 2, 7 p.m., $12, The Tin Angel, 20 S. Second St., 
215-928-0978.
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