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UNDERSTANDING THE VIA DOLOROSA CHORDS: A GUIDE TO PLAYING A BELOVED
HYMN

Music has a unique ability to transport us. When a melody joins with meaningful lyrics, it can create
a space for reflection, worship, and deep emotion. Few songs accomplish this as powerfully as "Via
Dolorosa." This modern hymn, which recounts the final journey of Christ on the road to the cross,
has become a staple in churches around the world. For musicians, learning the Via Dolorosa
chords is not just about playing the right notes; it is about capturing the weight, the sorrow, and the
profound love that the song expresses. Whether you are a seasoned worship leader or a beginner
picking up a guitar for the first time, understanding the chord structure of this piece can deepen
your appreciation for its message and enhance your performance.

Written by Billy Sprague and Niles Borop and made famous by Sandi Patty, "Via Dolorosa" is a song
that demands emotional honesty. The chord progression supports this perfectly. It moves through
moments of tension and release, mirroring the narrative of the journey itself. This guide will break
down everything you need to know about the Via Dolorosa chords, from basic progressions and key
variations to strumming patterns and performance tips.

THE STORY BEHIND THE SONG AND ITS CHORDS

Before we get into the technical details of the Via Dolorosa chords, it helps to understand the
emotional landscape of the song. "Via Dolorosa" means "Way of Sorrow" in Latin. It refers to the
path that Jesus walked through Jerusalem carrying the cross. The song paints a vivid picture of this
scene, from the heavy steps of the condemned to the somber quiet of the watching crowd.

The musical arrangement is designed to feel intimate yet grand. It starts softly, often with a single
vocal line or a simple piano or guitar accompaniment. As the song builds, the instrumentation
swells, reaching a powerful climax at the chorus. The chord choices reflect this journey. They are not
overly complicated, but they are deeply effective. The use of minor chords in the verses creates a
sense of melancholy and tension, while the shift to major chords in the chorus brings a feeling of
resolution and hope. This is why the Via Dolorosa chords are so effective for worship settings—they
guide the congregation through the story, from sorrow to redemption.

BASIC VIA DOLOROSA CHORDS FOR GUITAR

For guitarists, playing the Via Dolorosa chords is a rewarding experience. The song is typically
played in a key that suits vocalists, but the most common keys for guitar are C Major and G Major.

These keys allow for open chords, which sound rich and full. Below is a look at the basic chord
progression for the verse and chorus in the key of C.

Verse Chord Progression (Key of C)

The verse sets the scene. It is quiet and narrative. The chords move slowly, allowing the lyrics to
breathe. A common progression for the verse looks like this:

e C-G/B-Am-Em
*F-C-Dm-G

Let us break this down. The C chord is the home base. It establishes the key. Moving to G/B (a G
chord with a B in the bass) creates a smooth, walking bass line that leads into the Am. The Am
chord is where the emotion deepens. It is the "sorrow" chord in this context. Following it with Em
continues that reflective, minor feel. The shift to F brightens things slightly, but the return to C
brings us back to the narrative. The Dm and G chords act as a setup, building tension that resolves
back into the next line of the verse.

Chorus Chord Progression (Key of C)

The chorus is where the song opens up. The Via Dolorosa chords here become more declarative. The
progression often looks like this:

*F-G-C-Am

eF-G-C-C7
*F-G-Em-Am

e F-G-C(orCwith a held note)

Notice the frequent use of the F to G to C movement. This is a classic pop and worship chord
progression (IV-V-I). It feels resolved and powerful. The inclusion of C7 is interesting. It is a small
detail, but it adds a fleeting moment of bluesy tension before resolving back to F. The Em to Am
movement in the middle of the chorus brings back a touch of the verse's sorrow, reminding the
listener of the cost of the journey. Mastering these Via Dolorosa chords in the chorus is essential for
building the dynamic peak of the song.

VIA DOLOROSA CHORDS IN THE KEY OF G

For many male vocalists or lower vocal ranges, the key of G is more comfortable. The Via Dolorosa
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chords in the key of G transpose beautifully and are equally accessible for guitarists. Here is a
common progression in the key of G.

Verse in G Major

e G-D/F# -Em-Bm
e C-G-Am-D

Chorus in G Major

eC-D-G-Em

e C-D-G-G7

eC-D-Bm-Em
eC-D-G

Notice that the relationship between the chords is the same as in the key of C. Musicians call this the
"transposition" of the song. If you learn the pattern in one key, you can apply it to any other key.
The Em in the key of G functions the same way as the Am in the key of C—it provides that essential
minor color. The C and D chords in the chorus replace the F and G, creating a similar lift. Learning
the Via Dolorosa chords in multiple keys is a great way to become a more versatile accompanist.

USING A CAPO FOR VIA DOLOROSA CHORDS

One of the most practical tools for playing the Via Dolorosa chords is a capo. If you want to play in a
higher key but use the open chord shapes of G or C, a capo is your best friend. For example:

e Capo on the 2nd fret, playing G shapes: This produces the sound of the key of A. This is a
great middle ground for many vocalists.

e Capo on the 5th fret, playing C shapes: This produces the sound of the key of F. This is a
common key for female vocalists with higher ranges.

e Capo on the 3rd fret, playing G shapes: This produces the key of Bb. This is another
popular key for worship music.

Using a capo allows you to keep the fingerings simple while accommodating the singer's range. The
Via Dolorosa chords will feel familiar under your fingers, and you can focus on the dynamics and the
feel of the song rather than struggling with difficult barre chords.

STRUMMING PATTERNS AND DYNAMICS

The Via Dolorosa chords are only half of the equation. How you play them is what makes the song
come alive. The song requires careful attention to dynamics. Here is a suggested approach to
strumming and picking.

Verse: Fingerpicking or Soft Strumming

During the verses, do not use a heavy strumming pattern. Instead, try a gentle eighth-note rhythm
or even a fingerpicked pattern. A simple Travis pick (alternating bass notes) works beautifully. You
can also use a soft, brushed strum on the lower strings. The goal is to support the vocalist, not
overpower them. The Via Dolorosa chords in the verse should feel like a gentle undercurrent of
emotion.

Pre-Chorus: Building Tension

As the verse moves into the pre-chorus or the build-up to the chorus, begin to increase your
strumming density. Move from eighth notes to sixteenth notes. Add a bit more force to your strum.
This is where the Via Dolorosa chords start to push forward.

Chorus: Full, Open Strumming

When you hit the chorus, let the chords ring out. Use a full, open strum. This is the emotional peak
of the song. The progression from the IV chord to the V chord to the I chord (F-G-C or C-D-G) should
feel like a release. Do not rush. Let each chord breathe. A common mistake is to strum too fast
through the chorus. Slow down, lean into the Via Dolorosa chords, and let the congregation or the
listener feel the weight of the lyrics.

Bridge: A Moment of Reflection

Some versions of the song include a bridge, often with the chords Am and F (or Em and C in the key
of G). This section is very quiet. It is often sung with just a single voice or a soft pad of chords. Use a
very light touch here, perhaps just holding the chord and letting it ring.

COMMON VARIATIONS AND CHORD SUBSTITUTIONS

As you become more comfortable with the basic Via Dolorosa chords, you can experiment with
variations to add color and texture to your playing. Here are a few common substitutions:

e Sus4 Chords: Replacing a major chord with a sus4 adds tension. For example, playing Gsus4
instead of G before resolving to C. This can heighten the emotional impact.

e Add9 Chords: Adding a 9th note to a major chord creates a lush, open sound. For example,
Gadd9 or Cadd9. This works well in the verses.

e Slash Chords: As mentioned earlier, chords like G/B or D/F# create a moving bass line. This
makes the progression sound more professional and interesting.

e Minor 7 Chords: In the verses, replacing Am with Am7 or Em with Em7 can soften the sound
and make it smoother.
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These substitutions are not mandatory, but they can make your rendition of the Via Dolorosa chords
more unique and expressive. Listening to different recordings of the song will give you ideas for how
to incorporate them.

line created by slash chords is incredibly effective on the piano. If you are a keyboard player, focus
on the movement between the root note and the fifth of each chord to create a deep, resonant
sound.

THE ROLE OF THE PIANO

WHY LEARNING VIA DOLOROSA CHORDS MATTERS FOR WORSHIP

While this article focuses on guitar, it is worth noting that the Via Dolorosa chords translate very well
to piano. In fact, the song was originally written with piano in mind. The chord structures are the
same. Pianists can use arpeggios in the verses and full block chords in the chorus. The walking bass

There are thousands of worship songs in the modern repertoire, but few have the staying power of
"Via Dolorosa." It is a song that focuses on the passion of Christ, a central tenet of the Christian
faith.



