
Eulogy for Edgar Willig 
Keep Smiling, Keep Singing, Keep Praying 

By John Willig – Saturday, February 18, 2017 

• Dad passed away this past Tuesday, Valentine’s Day.  What a great man, a man of 
faith and hope and love.  Yes we’re sad but as my brother Ed said, this Mass is 
about celebrating a life lived to the fullest and about rejoicing as Dad joins our 
Brother Jim and his wife Alice in heaven.  Am I correct?  Am I right? 

• During the last many years when saying goodbye Dad would add, “Keep Smiling, 
Keep Singing, Keep Praying.” Everything about his life flowed down from this 
saying of his.   

• Dad learned the importance of singing from his Mother.  He told me several times, 
that as a youngster he was very shy, not comfortable around people, and not very 
social-- although he wanted to be.  His Mother, with whom he was very close, knew 
that encouraging him to sing would bring out his gifts inside.  On Sundays, his Dad 
would take the Model -T out for long drives.  He and his Mother would sit in the back 
and sing their hearts out.  She taught him that a song was a good way to break into 
a conversation, to make friends, and to create joy in people’s lives.   

• When Edgar was 16, his Mother died of breast cancer.  Back then there were no 
treatments for cancer.  Can you imagine the huge void left in Dad’s life?  Eventually 
a part of that void was filled by the Little Sisters of the Poor.  The caring, nurturing 
spirit of the nuns was both safe and sacred.  It was a relationship that lasts to this 
day. 

• Dad was 20 years old when on Sunday, December 7, 1941, the Japanese bombed 
Pearl Harbor.  On Monday President Roosevelt gave his famous Infamy Speech 
declaring War and on Tuesday Dad took a bus downtown to the Post Office to enlist 
in the Navy.    

• The Navy was never know for its efficiency and over the next 4 years Dad had stints 
in Cleveland, the Great Lakes Naval base in Chicago, Radar school in Washington 
DC, Charlestown South Carolina, Pensacola Florida, Corpus Christi Texas, and San 
Francisco.  By then the War was almost over and Dad never did leave state side.  
Looking back we believe the dear Lord had plans for Dad and was keeping him out 
of harm’s way, including the time one of his buddies took his place on a Naval 
training plane that was lost at sea.  

• A year later my Dad’s Father, Edward Willig, along with sons Donald and Edgar, 
started Parkway, the family business that consumed the rest of Dad’s working 
career. Years later I had the opportunity to look at the ledger books from that era.  
The first entry in the ledger dates back tp 1946 and was $52 for a used truck.  The 
second was a donation to the Little Sisters of the Poor.  I witnessed employees 
down-on-their-luck coming out of Dad’s office after sharing stories of their family 
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situations, illness, spouses laid off work, not enough money to buy groceries, and 
kids need clothes.  Dad would give them $100 or so and say, “If you can and when 
you can, repay me.” No one ever repaid him except in lifetime loyalty and forever 
trust.  (the following added Saturday morning) Last night roughly 40 of his 
employees showed up to pay their respect.  This morning several more are here.  
Thank you. 

• Don and Dad started all meetings with a prayer for wisdom and direction, including 
meetings with the Bank, Insurance Companies, Lawyers and all group employee 
meetings.   

• During his early years at Parkway, my Dad would occasionally get calls from the 
Little Sisters, saying their driver was out sick and they needed someone to drive for 
them to the bread makers or slaughter houses or other companies to beg for food.  
He was always glad to do so.  Along the way they would sing songs or say the 
rosary.  Of course. 

• One day my Dad brought by Alice to meet the sisters seeking their impressions 
before asking her to marry him.  They said “Oh she is so sweet.”  They loved her and 
assured him that she would be a suitable and loving wife.  Well, that sealed the deal.  
A short time later, they were married.    

• But the family ties with the Little sisters didn’t stop there.  After being married a while 
Dad sought out an audience with an elderly nun who was known for her holiness.  
He told her that both he and Alice both wanted children, but were having trouble 
getting pregnant.  Would she pray for them?  She promised and…within weeks Mom 
was pregnant.  Not long after that this Nun died and as the story goes, they never 
had time to tell her it was ok to stop praying.   

• One more Little Sisters Story, well maybe two.  When my brother Jim was in the 
second grade he told everyone that he felt called to become a priest.  One of the 
dear sisters, Sr. Antoinette, on hearing this, made a promise to Dad that she would 
pray for Jim and his vocation for the rest of her life.  I’ll never forget seeing the joy 
and radiance on her face as several of the nuns wheeled Sr. Antoinette in the 
Cathedral to witness Jim’s ordination. Her prayers continued for Jim until her death.  
And it was Fr. Jim Willig who presided over her Funeral Mass, Dad served as altar 
boy.  We found out after the Mass that for as long as the nuns could remember, Sr.  
Antoinette suffered from severe arthritis but refused to take any medicine offering up 
her suffering as a prayer for Fr. Jim’s Ministry.  Shortly after Jim’s ordination Sr. 
Antoinette pulled my Dad aside and said, “Ed, I never had a brother growing up and 
always felt I’d like to have one.  Would you be my brother?” 

• Do you recall the painting by Leonardo da Vinci of the Last Supper?  Well that’s what 
our family dinner meal looked like.  Dad sat in the middle so he could reach 
everyone, and the twelve of us (eleven children plus Mom) sat around.  If you look 
closely at the painting you’ll notice that there are several conversations taking place 
at the same time.  Just as with our family.  But no one left with table without first 
asking to be excused.   
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• At 9:00 we’d all gather in the family room and say the rosary.  It was not an easy task 
to accomplish but one my parents united on.  We all agree now, the value in the 
family prayer time.  The family that prays together stays together – so true.  

• The biggest occasion of the year at the Willig house was not Christmas but 
Thanksgiving at Dad and Mom’s house on Cleves Warsaw. Toward the end we could 
expect 50 to 60 people, including nieces and nephews and their boy or girlfriends, 
seminarians, In-laws that had no other place to go and friends. It was such an event 
that many years earlier that I brought my sweetheart, now beautiful wife Christine, 
for the first time.  The tradition is that after all the food is laid out, that we gather in a 
circle, sing a few religions songs, say a few prayers, then go around one by one to 
say what they are thankful for.  When it came to my Dad he said that the thing he 
was most thankful for was his wife Alice.  She’s the reason we have such a beautiful 
family, she’s the one that made all this possible, she’s the grace, the love and the 
soul of this family.  Years later Chris told me on hearing those words from my Dad’s 
she immediately told herself, “I got to get me some of that.”  She followed by saying, 
the best thing I could ever do for her and her children would be to honor her the way 
she saw my Dad demonstrate it back then.   

• Mom was the rudder and ballast of our family. She was the stabilizing force in Dad’s 
life.  No doubt about it, my Dad would never have been the incredible success he 
was if it were not for that woman.  For all his love and passion. Dad was not always 
the easiest person to live with but Mom all she had to say was, “Ed.”  You’ve all seen 
her say that.  I know you heard her say that!  Sometimes it was necessary to add a 
second “Ed.”  And he’d get the point.   

• They’re love was special. Shortly after Dad moved to Bayley Place I was helping 
Dad get out of Bed and dressed for the day.  I asked him if he slept well the night 
before.  He looked right past me to the picture of Mom on his dresser and said, “I’m 
one day closer to seeing you again, sweetie.”   

• The last several years of his life, his buddies would meet on Thursdays mornings at 
his house to say the rosary, and sing songs.  When he moved to Bayley Place the 
tradition continued and the numbers jumped because there was more room.  The 
week before he died, 17 men showed up. I attended all of them as I had Thursday 
duty.  I loved hearing their WWII stories and hearing their struggles.  

• Dad was Fr. Jim’s biggest fan.  We all were, but Dad had no rivals.  Two weeks 
before Dad passed, we were watching a sermon given by the incredible Pastor Joel 
Osteen who to a crowd of 6,000 people about God’s purpose for us.  When it was 
over Dad simply said “Not as good as Jim.  Jim’s sermons are much better.” Can’t 
argue with that. 

• I’d like to close with a dream my sister Linda had and shared with us the night after 
Dad died.  She saw Mom and Dad dancing to their song, “Could I Have This Dance” 
by Anne Murray.   I’m sure Fr. Jim was standing close by with tears of joy running 
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down his face.  In Linda’s dream Mom was singing to Dad, and Dad was singing to 
Mom: (sing softly) “Can I have this dance, for the rest of my life?  Will you be my 
partner every night? When we’re together it seems so right.  Can I have this dance 
for the rest…of…life?”  So Dad (pointing to heaven) one last word from me, from the 
whole Willig Family:  Keep Smiling, Keep Singing and Keep Praying.
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