Heart to heart …….

Commitment – the Life and Legacy of Bill Wallace                            

Glenn Slater, Administrator
October 14, 2011
On June 20, 1918, at 6:30 a.m., a baby boy was born across the street from MCS. In the process of entering the world, this baby’s arm was broken. But this setback, as many he faced, never deterred Bill Wallace from the plans God had for him in his lifetime of 93 years. As many of you know, God took him home on September 21.  We reflect upon his life with immense gratitude for the many ways our Lord used him in so many lives, most notably in the life of Maryville Christian School. 

Bill Wallace meant many things to many people in the MCS family and the community at large. Everyone has their own stories and descriptions of him, but for me, in looking back over the past 9 years that I knew him, I would describe him best with one word – COMMITMENT.  Bill was committed to his farm, his friends, his family’s legacy, his wife Velma, Maryville Christian School, and most of all, to God.

Over the years that I knew him, Bill shared many stories with me that have given me a rich picture of what it was like living in Maryville over the course of his long life. At one time, the Wallace estate covered all of the area we now see along Morganton Road, and it goes back some eight generations. Bill had a great grandmother who was once confronted by Confederate soldiers looking for food.  Rather than feed them, she kicked over a bee hive that was on the front porch and ran in the house, leaving the soldiers to run away and scream as they felt the wrath of the bees! Bill’s father was a hard working farmer who lost his thumb in an accident with some machinery. Despite this, he worked the land tirelessly and he instilled in Bill, early on, the value of diligent labor and commitment to a task.  He was the oldest of four children with three younger sisters. On one occasion, the kids were playing in the barn and Bill decided to sneak out of the barn when the girls weren’t looking and lock his sisters inside!  Hours later his dad returned from working in the fields to hear the girls screaming for help.  Needless to say, Bill also learned on that day about the consequences of being a prankster! 

He met his wife, Velma, as a young man and was committed to her for over 58 years. Married in 1940, they built the house across the street in 1948.  Bill related to me how dedicated they were to getting the house finished. Velma worked a graveyard shift at Alcoa and came home at sunrise, made breakfast, and then worked on the construction of their home. She mixed the mortar that still holds the bricks together in the house. The fireplace in the house contains bricks from the original Wallace homestead – they are over 200 years old.

Even though they had no children of their own, Bill and Velma constantly had children at their home over the years. Some of the children didn’t have parents around and they decided to commit their time to helping these little ones. Once they went to the county fair and took several neighborhood kids with them. The children wanted to ride the roller coaster, but Bill was reluctant. However, Velma had no fear. To the delight of the children, she rode the roller coaster numerous times with each of the kids!  This couple recognized the importance of investing in kids.  A devotion to children was clearly a part of their lives.

One Sunday in the late 1990s, Bill and Velma came home from church and were eating lunch when the subject of the property across the street came up. Velma asked Bill what he intended to do with the 31.5 acres that was currently being used for cattle. Bill said he hadn’t given it much thought, but Velma said she had an idea.  She wanted to build a school on that property. Bill found out that Velma and a friend had been walking on this piece of land for several months, praying for it and dedicating it to God.  Beyond that, Velma confessed to Bill that she had tucked away $200,000 over the years that she wanted to give toward such a school. Always a man of commitment, he joined with his wife in this vision and the rest, they say, is history….

Bill often related to me several tales about the building of the structure that would become Maryville Christian School.  On one occasion, he and Velma were meeting with the builder and as they were leaving his office, the contractor flippantly said that he really wondered if the school would ever become a reality. Velma paused in the hallway and put her finger in his face saying, “Let me tell you something, sir.  This school will be built.” Sadly, Velma did not get to see the building completed. Soon after, the Lord called her home.   

I first met Bill in the summer of 2002. I had just accepted the job as administrator and was invited to go to a cookout where he would be in attendance. I had heard about Bill Wallace and frankly, I was very nervous about meeting him. When I finally got the chance to introduce myself, I held out my hand. Bill shook my hand, but then grabbed me by the shoulders and said, “We are going to have so much fun!” 

And we did indeed have fun. Over the next few years, I saw him in all kinds of situations, always working hard, always focused on the ministry of Maryville Christian School. If we needed to borrow some equipment, all we had to do was ask. He built a pavilion on his property for school events.  He even operated a bulldozer and a bobcat to move dirt for our ball fields. When we got the building for the pre-school, Bill was one of the first to come and inspect it. He crawled up into the building (it was delivered on a trailer) with me to check it out. A few days later, on a steamy July morning, Bill helped with the pouring of the concrete for the footers on this new structure (he was 87 at the time).  The high school shop class still uses his garages for their projects. Bill was a frequent visitor on our campus, being limitless in his generosity of time and resources.   

We visited on many occasions in his living room and while riding around in his golf cart. He would always ask me how things were going with the school, and I realized he did not want just a cursory answer. So, I decided to tell him anything he wanted to know.  When money was tight, I told him. When enrollment dropped three years ago due to the recession, I informed him immediately.  Whether it be good news or bad news, Bill always responded the same way to me. He would say, “This school is God’s, and the Lord knows what He is doing.”  Bill’s faith in God’s work at MCS never wavered, and time after time, I would walk back to the school from his house with a renewed spirit and a strengthened faith. His commitment to this ministry was contagious. Over the last few months, we all saw that Bill’s health was finally starting to deteriorate, and all of us suffered with him. So many individuals deserve tremendous credit for their dedication to him during his final days.  Fred and Mary Lindstrom, Jim and Mary Lawson, Steve Clemmer, and Hubert and Mary Elizabeth Cotter are just a few of the dear ones who tirelessly tended to his needs.

I will never forget my last conversation with Bill.  It took place about a week before he died. He was bedridden by this point, but his mind was still sharp. I sat in a chair next to him and we got to speak alone for several minutes. We reminisced a bit and then finally I knew it was time to leave. So, I stood up and shook his hand like I had done a hundred times before, but this time it was different. Once I shook his hand he reached up from the bed and hugged me. As I bent over he asked, “Glenn, we’ve got a good school over there don’t we?” I confidently responded, “Yes sir, we do.” And then in one final gesture he pulled me close and said, “Take care of my school.” Fighting back tears, I again said, “Yes sir, I will.”      

On that day I walked back across the street to MCS as I had done on countless occasions, but this time the tears were flowing. I was sad, but most of all, my heart was full of gratitude to God for Bill Wallace.  Though small in stature, this farmer and businessman of 93 years had taught all of us life-long lessons about the importance of a firm commitment to God’s will. It made no difference to Bill what obstacle he faced.  He relied upon his Lord in all circumstances, and the result was a lasting legacy that will impact untold scores of children for all eternity.   

With a twinkle in his eye, Bill said frequently, “This school is God’s, and the Lord knows what He is doing.”  This is certainly true and “the Lord knew what He was doing” when He chose a man like Bill Wallace to construct God’s school on his family’s homestead.

If you have not done so, please take some time to offer prayers of thanks to God for the lives of Bill and Velma Wallace.  Maryville Christian School would not be here for your children without them.  

