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Songs of Triumph 
by F. Burleigh Willard Sr. 

 
 As I approach the end of a long and 

eventful life—I am now 87 years old*—I 

feel justified in indulging in the luxury of a 

marveling at God‟s goodness to me through 

the years. Of course some of my memories 

are painful as I contemplate mistakes and willful departures from God‟s plan for my life, 

and am deeply grateful for His grace and forgiveness. But many other thoughts celebrate 

gratitude and praise for victories won and God‟s will fulfilled in my life. 

 I am deeply grateful to God for his strength and guidance and to family and 

friends who have surrounded me with love and support. I have also noticed that hymns of 

faith and testimony have played a crucial part in raising my spirits and renewing my faith 

in God and his goodness. So I have selected some of the most outstanding ones that I 

would like to recommend to you to use in times of joy and celebration as well as in times 

of uncertainty and difficulty. 

 

*[This memoir was written four years ago. Dad passed into heaven on March 16, 2011, 

shortly after his 91
st
 birthday.] 

 

I 

 

I CANNOT DRIFT BEYOND HIS LOVE AND CARE 

 

 The first time I became aware of the lifting power of great hymns was in the late 

summer of 1947. I was 27 years old and just beginning my years of service for Christ at 

the Bible School of the Evangelical Institute in Santiago in the Dominican Republic. 

After graduating from Greenville College in 1942 I had married Amy Hankins—a fellow 

student from Central College—pastored a year in Macksville, Kansas and then we both 

graduated from the Biblical Seminary in New York in the summer of 1945. That same 

day Amy and I had been commissioned as missionaries to the Dominican Republic. 

 We were excited to begin our ministry there, but were finding the adjustment to a 

new climate, diet, language and culture harder than we had anticipated. Added to that I 

had been told that that fall (1947) I had to become the Acting Director of the Evangelical 

Institute since the Director—Nahum Perkins—was going home on furlough. I had barely 

been able to teach a class in the Bible School the year before and now I was expected to 

act as the Principal of a boarding school—grades 1-8—plus the Bible School. To make 

things more difficult I had become anemic and had very little energy. 

 It was at least a mile from the house where we lived to the church down town and 

that Sunday evening we went out to sit on the wide veranda of our home. Our daughter 

(Celia Rose) was just learning to walk and that Sunday we had no vehicle to take us to 

church, so we decided to have our own worship service on the veranda in the moonlight. 

There was a large palm tree growing right next to the veranda and I remember the 
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whisper of the tropical breeze and the glistening of the moonlight on the palm fronds 

above us as we began our worship. 

 At first it seemed so quiet and restful, but then I began to sense a feeling of being 

isolated in a very strange land and far from “home” in Kansas and Nebraska. We began 

to sing quietly as the moonlight grew stronger and we remembered the lines of some of 

our favorite hymns. Then I thought of a new song I had learned from a friend of mine at 

Greenville College and we began to sing the following hymn— 

 

I bow my forehead to the dust. 

I veil my eyes for shame, 

And urge in trembling self-distrust, 

A prayer without a claim . . . 

 

 As we sang on I found myself singing the following astounding words: 

 

I know not where His islands lift 

Their fronded palms in air. 

I only know I cannot drift 

Beyond His love and care. 

                                                              John Greenleaf Whittier 

 

 The rest of the evening and the days that followed I was sustained by the 

knowledge of God‟s presence and help. I was able to carry on my new responsibilities at 

the Institute—not brilliantly, but at least adequately. When we arrived back in the United 

States for our furlough a year later I was no longer anemic, but my red blood count was at 

least 10 degrees above the normal count for a man of my age! Now I know that I cannot 

drift beyond His love and care. 

 

II 

 

GREAT IS THY FAITHFULNESS 

 

 After a refreshing and profitable furlough in 1948 we returned to our 

responsibilities at the Bible School in Santiago. God blessed our efforts and we began to 

see the students graduating and beginning their labors as pastors in the conference. 

 This all came to a screeching halt as I returned home late one evening and found 

that Amy had died suddenly in her sleep of a coronary thrombosis. By this time we had 

three small children—the youngest only ten days old. It soon became apparent that I 

could not care for the family and at the same time discharge my responsibilities at the 

Institute, so I secured an emergency leave of absence and returned to the States where we 

lived with my parents, who were then retired, for the next year. 

 It took several months for me to overcome the intense pain of my loss and think 

clearly about plans for the future. This brought me to grips with my need of a wife to 

make my life complete, help me in my calling, and in raising the children—especially the 

girls. 
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 As I was able to come to grips with this reality, I realized it was time to begin a 

search for a wife and companion who would be willing to accept a missionary calling and 

help me continue my responsibilities as well as be a mother to my small children and any 

more God might give us. 

 At first, as I began to think and pray, I became completely discouraged as I 

thought: “Who would want to marry a man already in his 30‟s with three small children 

whose avowed purpose was to take his family overseas to a country where she would 

have to adjust to a new language, climate, culture and food and become a missionary? 

 Naturally I wanted someone near my own age with a deep spiritual commitment 

and at least a college education. So I started looking through my college year books. I 

soon realized that my good friends of those days were probably all married. At last I 

thought of two young ladies—one from Central College and one from Greenville—that I 

had known who were not married. The one from Central was teaching school in the St. 

Louis area and the other was a nurse at Greenville. Since I needed to make a trip to 

Winona Lake, Indiana to the Free Methodist Church Headquarters to attend the fall Board 

Meetings, give my report to the General Missionary Board and consult with the General 

Missionary Secretary about my future service with the GMB, I would be driving through 

both St. Louis and Greenville. I was delighted to realize that this trip would make it 

possible for me to call on both of these young ladies without it being obvious why I was 

calling on them—I hoped! 

 I first contacted Alma Gregory in St. Louis. She had been Amy‟s very best friend 

when we were all students at Central College. She and Amy had kept in touch ever since 

then so she knew of Amy‟s death and about the children, but had never seen them. I 

suggested that we could meet after school and have dinner at a restaurant where we could 

have a visit and I could tell her more about her friend‟s untimely death and bring some 

pictures of the children. When we met at her school she did not seem embarrassed or self 

conscious at all but greeted me in a friendly manner and made our visit a very rewarding 

experience. 

 I also was able to admit that I felt unsure about what kind of books and toys to 

secure, especially for the girls. Alma gave me some very good information, since she was 

teaching first grade at the time and had all kinds of catalogues of books and activity 

materials for young children. She even offered to send them some books etc. that she was 

sure they would enjoy. When I was preparing to leave, she hurried over to the car and 

told me to take good care of myself and let her know when I had returned home safely.  I 

was deeply impressed and drove away feeling that I certainly wanted to get to know her 

better. I left with a smile on my face and a song in my heart. 

 As a result, the visit with the other lady in Greenville the following day was a sort 

of anticlimax. And I was glad to travel on cherishing the glow Alma had left in my heart. 

 The Sunday morning worship service at the Winona Lake church was a service of 

praise to God and a celebration of the commissioning of new missionaries ready to be 

sent out to their respective fields of service. The part that was most meaningful to me 

though was the singing of the great hymn by Thomas O. Chishold: “Great is Thy 

Faithfulness.” The last stanza of this hymn was a challenge and a revelation to me. 

 

Pardon for sin and a peace that endureth, 

Thy own dear presence to cheer and to guide; 
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Strength for today and bright hope for tomorrow; 

Blessings all mine with ten thousand beside. 

 

 As we sang “Strength for Today” I had to admit that God was strengthening me 

after the difficult trauma of the past few months. But the most amazing revelation poured 

over me as I sang: “Bright hope for tomorrow”. At that moment the smiling face of Alma 

Gregory flashed clearly before my eyes! 

 It was a few months after that that I found the assurance and confidence I needed 

to ask her to marry me, but I never forgot that God was revealing to me His will for my 

life. Alma graciously responded to my proposal and together we spent over 40 years of 

Christian service in Latin America. 

 

III 

 

Because He Lives 

 

 After our marriage Alma and I, along with my three small children, spent a year 

of service in Houston, Texas, near the close of which we were gladdened by the birth of a 

son which we named Gregory Philip (Phil). Then we flew to the Dominican Republis to 

take up my responsibilities at the Bible School. Alma assisted with my teaching load in 

addition to her care of the family. 

 Gradually my work began to change as I was assigned more andmore 

administrative positions. Also our family was garowing up and would soon need to attend 

High School, so we requested a transfer to one of the Latin American Missions to 

Hispanics living in the United States. As a result we were transferred to the Escuela 

Biblica de Nogales (Nogales Bible School) located on the Mexican border between 

Nogales, Arizona and Nogales, Sonora, Mexico. This made it possible to continue our 

ministry in Spanish and for our children to attend High School, and eventually college in 

the U. S. A. 

 A few years later I was diagnosed with a hernia and underwent surgery to have it 

corrected. This was very painful as I was severely nauseated and vomiting from the 

anesthetic and their insistence that I had to get out of bed and walk the halls to prevent 

adhesions and promote healing. I found it impossible to do so without someone to 

support me. Alma was glad to do so on the week ends, but she had to teach school during 

the week so she sent for Phil who drove all night to get home so I could lean on him. 

 He stayed a few days after I was discharged from the hospital. About all I could 

do was to sit in my recliner, so to pass the time I turned on my stereo player. Suddenly I 

heard Bill Gaither sing: 

 

Because He lives I can face tomorrow 

Because He lives all fear is gone 

Because I know He holds the future 

And life is worth the living, 

Just because He lives. 

                                                         Gloria Gaither and William J. Gaither 
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 I played that song over and over as I claimed its promises for myself and also for 

my son who was being so good to me and was also struggling to overcome the pressures 

of being a teen-ager in the 60‟s. 

 

IV 

 

THE TOILS OF THE ROAD 

 Soon after we arrived in Nogales we were faced with the desire of the Mexican 

Conference to move the Bible School into Mexico. It had been located in Nogales, 

Arizona because Mexican law would not allow aliens to own or operate a church—or any 

kind of business—in Mexico. Since our churches in Mexico were young and had not yet 

developed strong leaders, it seemed best at the time to locate the school and conference 

offices on the US side of the border. Missionaries were allowed to enter as consultants or 

on training missions at the invitation of the Mexican churches, so we often did so, but the 

headquarters remained in Nogales, Arizona. 

 As our church spread in Mexico we developed small clusters of churches in 

widely scattered locations—sometimes off the main highways. This made for many long 

miles of travel. To show how scattered they were, I once made a promotional trip to all of 

the churches in Mexico taking with me two other officials of the conference. When we 

got back to Nogales I checked the mileage and found that we had traveled a total of 3,333 

miles! 

 When we arrived in Nogales in Sept. of 1959 the Conference Superintendent, 

Rev. Philip Caulkins, had a small travel trailer that he used during his trips into Mexico to 

visit the churches. I inherited this trailer when I became the Superintendent in the 70‟s. 

 I had never pulled a travel trailer before so my first trip was an eye-opener, and 

very exhausting. How could a person find a parking place for a rig this big? How in the 

world could I back up one of those things without it fish tailing on me? How could I 

unhook this thing and then hook it up again by myself? 

 To add to the problems the roads were mostly hilly so I had to drive in a lower 

gear much of the time. As I struggled along I found myself singing over and over again 

some words I had heard my Mother sing enthusiastically when I was a boy: 

 

There are so many hills to climb upward I often am longing for rest. 

But He who appoints me my pathway knows just what is needful and best. 

I know in His word he has promised that my strength it shall be as my day. 

And the toils of the road will seem nothing when I get to the end of the way. 

                                                                             Author Unknown 

 

 The toils of the road didn‟t seem like nothing as I struggled along, but the song 

did cheer me all the way to El Paso, Texas, then 500 miles down into Mexico and all the 

way back home. 

 

V 

 

HE TOUCHED ME 
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 Soon after we had moved Nogales Bible School to Hermosillo, Sonora, Mexico I 

became involved in other activities of the Free Methodist Church related to Hispanic 

ministries. I was named Superintendent of Mexican Missions and Executive Director of 

Publicaciones Luz y Vida (Light and Life Publications). I began to travel to Hermosillo 

to teach an intensive two-week course once a semester at the new Bible School there. I 

also became a member of the Ethnic Council of the General Church and Acting 

Coordinator of Hispanic Ministries to Spanish-speaking churches in the US. It is obvious, 

from this list of activities that I was seriously overloaded.  

 I knew it was unwise, but I was so seriously dedicated to provide advice and 

service to the General Churches‟ efforts to provide inspiration and practical tools for our 

Spanish-speaking churches and schools that I tried to do more than was wise. I was due 

to retire in 1985, but I actually began to wonder if I could hold out until then. 

 About a year before my retirement date we held a general gathering for the 

Hispanic churches in Tucson, Arizona. At the final rally on Sunday morning the soloist 

sang a song I knew but had never been especially impressed with until that morning. As I 

listened, the following lines suddenly caught my attention: 

 

Shackled by a heavy burden, 

„Neath a load of sin and shame; 

Then the hand of Jesus touched me, 

And now I am no longer the same. 

 

He touched me, O, He touched me, 

And, O, the joy that floods my soul; 

Something happened, and now I know, 

He touched me and made me whole. 

      William J. Gaither 

 

 In those few moments the heavy burden that had shackled me was lifted as I 

realized that He had touched me and made me whole! I praise God for his intervention on 

my behalf. 

 

VI 

 

FROM JERUSALEM TO JERICO 

 

 In May 1985 I was privileged to conduct a group of Hispanic leaders from 

Mexico and the American South-West on a 10 day trip to the Holy Land. I had wanted to 

visit Palestine ever since as a boy my father had urged me to read “A Bible Scholar in 

Bible Lands.” This book had been written by one of his professors at Greenville 

College—Dr. John LaDue. I had also read all I could find on Biblical Geography as I had 

to teach a course on that subject in our Bible Schools in Latin America. So I had a deep 

desire to see the Holy Land, but never expected to be able to do so. Now I was to be able 

to travel the length and breadth of the land of the Bible. 

 As our tour bus started the trip from Jerusalem to Jerico our guide reminded us of 

his earlier statement that Jerusalem was “only a stone‟s throw from the desert”. Sure 
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enough, as we drove over the top of the Mount of Olives and started down the long drop 

to the Dead Sea we found ourselves in an exceedingly dry, rocks section of Israel. This is 

the result of the fact that rain clouds drift in from the Mediterranean Sea to the east. As 

they meet the Judean hills they drop almost all of their moisture, so the eastern slope of 

these mountains receives almost no rain. 

 As we started to drive through this stark landscape we soon noticed that in 

addition to dry, stifling heat, the landscape was broken by deep, dry watercourses with 

caves in their rocky walls. Soon we passed a ruin with a sign that read: “The Inn of the 

Good Samaritan.” This reminded me of a song we used to hear on our little Atwater-Kent 

radio when I was in High School. So I asked our guide for permission to use the 

microphone he used to address our group as we traveled and then sang for them the song 

as I remembered it. 

 

From Jerusalem to Jerico, along that lonely road, 

A certain man was set upon and robbed of all his gold. 

They beat him and they stripped him and they left him there for dead. 

Who was it then that came along and bathed his aching head? 

 

Refrain 

 

Then who, tell me who was that neighbor kind and true 

From Jerusalem to Jerico we‟re traveling every day 

And many are the fallen ones that lie along the way. 

 

From Jerusalem to Jerico, when life was ebbing way 

There came a Good Samaritan, who was despised they say. 

He ministered to the dying man and took him to an Inn, 

Paid his fare and when he left said, “Take good care of him.” 

 

 It all reminded us of our responsibility to care for the “fallen ones” that lie in our 

pathway through life. 

 

VII 

 

FOOTPRINTS OF THAT STRANGER ON GALILE’S SHORE 

 

 After finishing the descent from Jerusalem we came to Jerico and proceeded north 

along the valley through which the Jordan River flows from the Sea of Galilee to the 

Dead Sea. I had been eager to get to the Sea of Galilee since I wanted to live an 

experience I had been anticipation for years after hearing repeatedly a song over a 

Christian radio station when I was in High School. I had memorized the song and sang it 

often. 

The sands have been washed in the footprints 

Of that stranger on Galilee‟s shore; 

And the voice that subdued the rough billows 

Will be heard in Judea no more, 
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But the path of that lone Galilean 

With joy I will follow today 

And the toils of the road will seem nothing 

When I get to the end of the way. 

Author Unknown 

 I realized of course that His footprints had long been erased by the wind and 

waves, but I wanted to walk those sands as I followed His footsteps. The first opportunity 

I found was at Tiberius where we stopped for the night. To my delight our hotel was right 

on the beach and gave us an exciting view of the Sea of Galilee. I was disappointed 

though that there was no sandy beach. I soon found out that since the mountains of 

Galilee and Moab surrounded the Sea there was usually a sheer wall of rock several feet 

high rising from the water. The only place I saw any sand was later at Capernaum where 

the Jordan River entered the Sea of Galilee. 

 I had planned for a service on the beach at sunrise at which time I wanted to sing 

the  song. Not to be denied, I arranged for out tour group to meet for a sunrise service the 

nest morning. 

  It was a wonderful service and I got to sing, “The path of that lone Galilean with 

joy I will follow today” while waves from the Sea of Galilee broke against the seawall in 

front of our hotel. 

 I am glad now that I didn‟t get to see footprints in the sand, because in retrospect I 

realize that I actually had followed his steps into Pilate‟s judgment hall and up the Via 

Dolorosa to Calvary and the empty tomb. 

 I have also felt Him leading the way through the city streets and pathways through 

chocolate and coffee plantations, banana groves and pineapple fields to cool palm 

cottages in the Dominican Republic as well as over the Devil‟s Backbone to country 

ejidos and city streets in Mexico. With joy I am still following today the path of that lone 

Galilean. 

 

VIII 

 

I’LL FLY AWAY 

 

 While we were living in Phoenix, AZ in the early 90‟s I became ill and found 

myself chocking up so much that I was having difficulty breathing. I called my primary 

care physician for help. His nurse answered the phone and told me the doctor was all 

booked up for the next two weeks. When I insisted I needed to see him right away she 

asked for my symptoms. After I had explained my problem to her she replied “Oh, for 

people like you he just tells them to take ___________, naming a popular over the 

counter cold remedy.” I got some of that, but just kept getting worse. That night I 

experienced great difficulty breathing. I had to sit up to get any breath at all. I could not 

even breathe when I laid back in my recliner. Realizing I could not make it through the 

night in that condition, I again called the doctor. The office was closed but my doctor‟s 

associate who was on duty that night, after listening to my symptoms, told me to report to 

the emergency room at the hospital immediately. 

 The emergency staff told me at once that I had a bad case of pneumonia. They 

immediately put me on oxygen and gave me shots to relieve the congestion I was soon 
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resting easily, but because of the medication I received I lay awake the rest of the night. 

As morning began to dawn, I suddenly remembered two things. First of all I remembered 

that my father had entered the hospital a few years ago because of kidney trouble. While 

there he contracted pneumonia and died suddenly. 

 Then I thought of the words of a song I had sung many times. It went as follows: 

Some bright morning, when this life is O‟er 

I‟ll fly away; 

To a home on God‟s celestial shore, 

I‟ll fly away. 

 

I‟ll fly away, O glory, I‟ll fly away. 

When I die, hallelujah, by and by 

I‟ll fly away. 

                                                                        Albert E. Brumley 

 

 As I sang this song quietly I suddenly realized—I have pneumonia, I am in the 

hospital, the morning light is breaking. Could it be that this is my time to go home? 

 Obviously it wasn‟t because I am still here, but I find myself often—especially 

these last few years—thinking how wonderful it will be when I can go home with my 

Lord. 

 

IX 

 

HE GIVETH MORE GRACE 

 

 After about a dozen years of retirement both Alma and I began to develop some 

serious physical problems. By 1999 these became so severe that we had to sell our home 

and move into one of the Garden Apartments at the Glencroft Christian Retirement 

Community in Glendale, AZ—A suburb of Phoenix. 

 Alma developed a serious case of Osteoarthritis which became very painful and 

she gradually became helpless to the extent that she could no longer even get out of bed 

and dress herself without help. I was glad to care for her, but my own health was also 

deteriorating, so I began to pray fervently every day for health and strength to care for her 

as long as she needed me. 

 She also had a problem going to sleep at night so I would sit by the bed and sing 

songs from the Hymnal that we knew until she finally could fall asleep. During those 

evening sessions, I came across the following hymn one night. 

 

He giveth more grace when the burdens grow greater 

He sendeth more strength when the labors increase. 

To added affliction He addeth his mercy; 

To multiplied trials, His multiplied peace. 

 

Chorus 

 

His love has no limit; His grace has no measure; 
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His power has no boundary known unto men. 

For out of his infinite riches in Jesus, 

He giveth, and giveth, and giveth again! 

 

When we have exhausted our store of endurance, 

When our strength has failed ere the day is half done, 

When we reach the end of our hoarded resources, 

Our Father‟s own giving is only begun. 

                                                             Annie Johnson Flint 

 

 

The second line of that last stanza really resonated with me, for I had literally 

been feeling exhausted by noon each day and had trouble continuing to care for Alma the 

rest of the day. So I redoubled my petitions to God for the strength and energy to carry 

on. 

 After a few days I said one afternoon: “I believe I feel better today than I did 

yesterday.” It was true! Each day I began to grow stronger until I finally realized that 

God was indeed answering our prayers! 

 

X 

 

THE PEARLY GATES WILL OPEN 

 

 With the new strength that God supplied I reveled in the opportunities I had to 

minister to Alma as her strength and later her memory failed her completely. Those were 

difficult days and before long we both realized that the end was rapidly approaching. So 

we began to pray for God to come and take her home. That day arrived November 29, 

2003. 

 Some years before her death we had made plans and arrangements for our funeral 

and burial services. When I got these instructions out I found to my surprise that Alma 

had chosen “He the Pearly Gates will Open” as one of the hymns to be sung at her 

funeral. I was surprised since I was not very well acquainted with this hymn and did not 

know she knew it. 

 I could see at once though how appropriate it was, so arranged for the soloist from 

our church to sing it at the graveside. The last stanza of this hymn was especially fitting 

to close the service of celebration for Alma‟s victorious life. 

 

In life‟s eventide at twilight 

At His door I‟ll knock and wait; 

By the precious love of Jesus, 

I shall enter heaven‟s gate. 

 

Refrain 

 

He the pearly gates will open, 

So that I may enter in; 
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For He purchased my redemption, 

And forgave me all my sin. 

Frederick A. Blom 

 

 Not only was this a fitting conclusion to the funeral service, but it has been a 

solace to me in my grief and loneliness. I sing it often and plan to have it sung at my 

funeral when I go to join her. 

 

                                                                                                    F. Burleigh Willard Sr. 

 

[Celia’s note: This song was sung at Dad’s funeral in Lincoln, Illinois, and also at the 

graveside service in Glendale, Arizona.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


