
Just a Closer Walk with Thee 
 

The origins of the gospel song “Just a Closer Walk with Thee” are unknown. 

As is the case with many hymns, knowing where a song came from, while 

interesting and helpful at times, is not as important as the witness of the 

hymn itself in the lives of those who sing it.  
 

The first witness may be found in the testimonial nature of the text. The 

anonymous composer feels “weak” and lives in a world of “wrong.” The 

only way to be “satisfied” is by invoking Jesus who is “strong” and by 

walking closely beside him.  
 

The second witness is the wide range of recording artists who have sung this 

song. While not exclusively used in the African-American community, it is a 

song strongly identified with African Americans. The Selah Jubilee Singers, 

a black gospel quartet, made the first known recording of the song in 1941.  
 

Perhaps no witness is stronger than the now traditional use of the song in 

New Orleans jazz funerals. The confluence of French and Spanish martial 

music placed within the African-American cultural context began near the 

start of the 20th century. For the first half of the century the white 

community did not consider the jazz idiom appropriate for the church and the 

Catholic Church did not approve of secular music at a funeral. 
 

Following this recording are many black and white gospel recordings 

including the Sallie Martin Singers (mid-1940s), Pat Boone (1957), 

Tennessee Ernie Ford (1957), Ella Fitzgerald (1967), Joan Baez (1969), Bob 

Dylan and Johnny Cash (1969) and many others including the Boston 

Community Choir in a tribute to Senator Ted Kennedy at the John F. 

Kennedy Library (2009). 
 

Beginning in the 1960s, the practice of the jazz funeral spread across social 

and ethnic boundaries to the point that it became an honor to have a jazz 

procession where musicians would participate as a sign of respect for the 

deceased person. While not the only song played on the funeral procession 

from the home, funeral home or church to the cemetery accompanied by 

family, friends and a brass band, “Just a Closer Walk with Thee” remains the 

traditional tune most associated with this event, especially as a dirge. 
 

Dr. Hawn is professor of sacred music at Perkins School of Theology. 
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Psalm 72: 1-8 
 

1 Give the king your justice, O God, 

    and your righteousness to the royal son! 
2 May he judge your people with righteousness, 

    and your poor with justice! 
3 Let the mountains bear prosperity for the people, 

    and the hills, in righteousness! 
4 May he defend the cause of the poor of the people, 

    give deliverance to the needy, 

    and crush the oppressor! 
5 May he live while the sun endures, 

    and as long as the moon, throughout all generations! 
6 May he be like rain that falls on the mown grass, 

    like showers that water the earth! 
7 In his days may righteousness flourish, 

    and peace abound, till the moon be no more! 
8 May he have dominion from sea to sea, 

    and from the river to the ends of the earth! 

 

2 Corinthians 5:6-17 
 

6 So we are always confident, knowing that while we are at home in 

the body we are absent from the Lord. 7 For we walk by faith, not by 

sight. 8 We are confident, yes, well pleased rather to be absent from the 

body and to be present with the Lord. 
 

9 Therefore we make it our aim, whether present or absent, to be well 

pleasing to Him. 10 For we must all appear before the judgment seat of 

Christ, that each one may receive the things done in the body, 

according to what he has done, whether good or bad. 11 Knowing, 

therefore, the terror of the Lord, we persuade men; but we are well 

known to God, and I also trust are well known in your consciences. 
 

12 For we do not commend ourselves again to you, but give you 

opportunity to boast on our behalf, that you may have an answer for 

those who boast in appearance and not in heart. 13 For if we are beside 

ourselves, it is for God; or if we are of sound mind, it is for you. 14 For 



the love of Christ compels us, because we judge thus: that if One died 

for all, then all died; 15 and He died for all, that those who live should 

live no longer for themselves, but for Him who died for them and rose 

again. 
16 Therefore, from now on, we regard no one according to the flesh. 

Even though we have known Christ according to the flesh, yet now we 

know Him thus no longer. 17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a 

new creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have 

become new.  
 

St. Mark 4: 26-34 
 

26 And He said, “The kingdom of God is as if a man should scatter 

seed on the ground, 27 and should sleep by night and rise by day, and 

the seed should sprout and grow, he himself does not know how. 28 For 

the earth yields crops by itself: first the blade, then the head, after that 

the full grain in the head. 29 But when the grain ripens, immediately he 

puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come.” 
 

30 Then He said, “To what shall we liken the kingdom of God? Or with 

what parable shall we picture it? 31 It is like a mustard seed which, 

when it is sown on the ground, is smaller than all the seeds on earth; 
32 but when it is sown, it grows up and becomes greater than all herbs, 

and shoots out large branches, so that the birds of the air may nest 

under its shade.” 
 

33 And with many such parables He spoke the word to them as they 

were able to hear it. 34 But without a parable He did not speak to them. 

And when they were alone, He explained all things to His disciples. 

 
The Lily of the Valley 
 

1. I have found a friend in Jesus, he’s everything to me, 

he’s the fairest of ten thousand to my soul; 

the Lily of the Valley, in Him alone I see 

all I need to cleanse and make me fully whole. 

In sorrow He’s my comfort, in trouble he’s my stay; 

he tells me every care on him to roll.  
2 

Refrain: 

He’s the Lily of the Valley, the bright and Morning Star, he’s the 

fairest of ten thousand to my soul. 
 

2. He all my grief has taken, and all my sorrows borne; 

in temptation he’s my strong and mighty tower; 

I have all for him forsaken, and all my idols torn 

from my heart, and now he keeps me by his power. 

Though all the world forsake me, and Satan tempts me sore, 

through Jesus I shall safely reach the goal. 
 

Refrain 
 

3.  He will never, never leave me, nor yet forsake me here, 

while I live by faith and do his blessed will; 

a wall of fire about me, I’ve nothing now to fear, 

with his manna he my hungry soul shall fill. 

Then sweeping up to glory to see his blessed face, 

where rivers of delight shall ever roll. 
 

Refrain 

 

Just a Closer Walk with Thee 
 

1.  I am weak but Thou art strong; 

Jesus, keep me from all wrong; 

I'll be satisfied as long 

As I walk, let me walk close to Thee. 
 

Refrain: 

   Just a closer walk with Thee, 

   Grant it, Jesus, is my plea, 

   Daily walking close to Thee, 

   Let it be, dear Lord, let it be. 
 

2.  Through this world of toil and snares, 

If I falter, Lord, who cares? 

Who with me my burden shares? 

None but Thee, dear Lord, none but Thee.  
 

Refrain 
 

3.  When my feeble life is o'er, 

Time for me will be no more; 

Guide me gently, safely o'er 

To Thy shore, to Thy shore.  
 

Refrain 


