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Song of the Soul
O Lord my God,

When I in awesome wonder

Consider all

The works Thy Hand hath made,

I see the stars,

I hear the rolling thunder,

Thy power throughout

The universe displayed;

Then sings my soul,

My Savior God, to Thee,

How great Thou art!

How great Thou art!

He was standing at the pulpit, eyes raised toward heaven, his strong baritone voice exalting his God and his Savior.  For him, the words of “How Great Thou Art” brought to mind everything that God had done for him—everything God had brought him through.  As I sat in the hard pew and listened to my grandfather sing that beloved song, I thought to myself, “When Grandpa gets to heaven, he will sing this song with the angels and never want to stop.”  Singing was a part of his life, and he would use it to glorify God as long as he was able.


John Ernest Grant was an amazing man of faith, but he didn’t start out that way.  Born in Waukegan, Illinois in 1906, my grandfather eventually moved to New York City in the 1930s and took a job as a soloist at Radio City Music Hall.  He began recording his music with RCA and Victor Recordings, and traveled all over the country.  He sang at the Steel Pier in Atlantic City as a headline singer with personalities such as Betty Grable, Red Skelton, Abbot and Costello, and Bob Hope.  He performed in many operas, including Carmen and Madame Butterfly, and he toured the United States with the Varsity Eight, a small singing group that visited universities and sang the respective school songs.


My grandfather met Joy Snape at Carnegie Hall, where they were both auditioning for NBC radio.  They were both hired and performed together in Philadelphia and Atlantic City.  They married in 1937 and continued their musical careers together.  Grandpa toured with a few famous glee clubs for five years and worked with great musicians like Dan Pierce, Van Clyburn, and Leonard Warren.  He was even with singer Kate Smith that memorable moment when she sang “God Bless America” on the radio.


In the early 1940s, my grandfather auditioned for the stage musical “Oklahoma!”  When he hadn’t heard from the director after a long time, he signed up for the World War II USO tour.  Two days later he got word that he was cast as the lead in “Oklahoma!”  Grandpa turned it down and later saw that “Oklahoma!” became a smash hit!


After World War II, Grandpa had his singing debut at Town Hall in New York City, and eventually went on to teach music at Shenandoah Conservatory and Mary Baldwin College.  Once he taught alongside “Cyrano de Bergerac” star Jose Ferrer for a women’s group.  Grandpa taught about music and Jose taught about acting.  Fortunately for my grandfather, Jose had to leave early and Grandpa took over—he got Jose’s paycheck!


In the 1950s, Grandpa’s career hit a standstill.  He had to support his wife and three children, so he took a job as a shipping agent.  Singing was still so much a part of him that he began to sing in churches and synagogues for extra money.  He performed at the renowned Calvary Baptist Church and Madison Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York City.  He also had parts in Handel’s Messiah and Mendelssohn’s Elijah.


In the early 1960s, Grandpa attended a Billy Graham crusade.  As he gave his heart to God, I imagine that his soul was in harmony with the words that would later become an intimate part of his life:

But when I think

That God, His Son not sparing,

Sent Him to die,

I scarce can take it in,

That on the cross,

My burden gladly bearing,

He bled and died

To take away my sin;

Then sings my soul,

My Savior God, to Thee!

How great Thou art!

How great Thou art!

After this life-changing experience, Grandpa decided to go to college.  He was in his 50s, but he got his bachelor’s degree in history and then went on to seminary, where he received his Master of Divinity.  Grandma was not happy when her husband told her that God had called him to be a pastor—she told him that she was not called to be a pastor’s wife!  In time, the Lord spoke to her as well and she gave her life to God a few months later.  After that, Grandpa used his voice to sing for the Lord as often as he could.

Following his conversion, Grandpa began to seriously pray for those people who were trapped behind the Iron Curtain.  Perhaps he began to fully grasp the freedom that is often taken for granted by those who have it when he sang his favorite song.

When through the woods

And forest glades I wander,

I hear the birds

Sing sweetly in the trees.

When I look down

From lofty mountain grandeur

And hear the brook

And feel the gentle breeze;

Then sings my soul,

My Savior God, to Thee,

How great Thou art!

How great Thou art!

My grandfather spent the rest of his life serving God in every way he could.  He was a minister of the gospel for many years, and after his retirement he continued to minister to those around him.  His life was a testimony to God’s unending love and faithfulness.  His prayer was that God would use him in any way He saw fit.

Toward the end of his life, Grandpa and Grandma traveled to Russia with a missions group.  Thrilled that the Iron Curtain was finally down and wanting to reach the Russian people for Christ, Grandpa studied the Russian language before leaving the United States.  When they arrived in Russia, my grandparents traveled with the missions group to orphanages and other such places where the Word of God is not often preached.  Grandpa’s greatest reward came when he sang “How Great Thou Art” in Red Square.  Hundreds of people gathered around while he preached through an interpreter.  His prayers were answered—God used him in a powerful way.

As I look back on the years that Grandpa was a part of my life, the memory of him singing for God’s glory is the most powerful in my mind.  Rarely could he make it through all four verses of his favorite song without tears filling his eyes in remembrance of his Savior’s sacrifice.  My grandfather was an inspiration to all who knew him, and I am no exception.  When I sing, I remember Grandpa and how he never took any praise for his music—he gave all the credit to God.

My grandfather lived for God to the very end.  God called him home in 1997, and he left this earth with a peace in his heart and on his face.  I know Grandpa is singing with the angels now, just as I imagined many years ago.

When Christ shall come,

With shouts of acclamation,

And take me home,

What joy shall fill my heart!

Then I shall bow

In humble adoration

And there proclaim,

“My God, how great Thou art!” 

