
Date of Conversion           
 

In a very remote and rural part of my parish, several miles from my 
own residence, and by the side of an unfrequented road; there lived a 
married woman, whose state of mind on the subject of religion interested 
me much, the first time I visited her. I thought I discovered in her a sort 
of readiness to obey the Gospel, if I may use such an expression. She was 
about thirty years of age, full of vivacity, enthusiasm and kindness, simple, 
beautiful, graceful; and when she became animated in conversation, her 
clear blue eye beamed with intelligence and sweetness of disposition, 
which flung an indescribable charm around all that she uttered. She and 
her husband had been religiously educated. She was a woman of refined 
manners, and to me she appeared the more interesting, because she 
evidently never suspected herself of any refinement at all. Her politeness, 
which I have seldom seen equaled, was not the politeness of the schools, 
but of nature: not the polish of art, but the prompting of simplicity and 
an affectionate disposition. In all things she appeared unaffected, natural, 
simple. She was willing to appear just what she was, and therefore always 
appeared to advantage. Her manners would have graced the more refined 
society. She made no pretensions under the promptings of pride or 
vanity, uttered no apologies for her appearance, and felt no bashfulness in 
the presence of a stranger. Too far removed from any school to be able to 
send her children, she taught them herself; and her three little boys, for 
intelligence, kindness and propriety of manners, might have served for 
models to almost any other in the parish. I found the little things a short 
distance from the house, plucking the wild flowers in the woods, to 



entwine in their mother’s hair, which they claimed the privilege to adorn 
in that manner, and which might be seen thus adorned, according to 
their taste, almost any day, from the early spring-time till the frost had 
nipped the last blossom of the year. Eight summers had not passed over 
the head of the eldest. They were the children of nature—simple, fearless, 
artless. The frank, gentle and affectionate demeanor of these little 
creatures, especially towards one another, gave me, as I thought, some 
insight into the character of their mother. I judged of her by her little 
pupils, and afterwards found that I judged justly. I took them as bright 
miniatures of herself. And I did not think the less of her, when I 
perceived the evident pleasure and exultation (if I may not say pride), 
which she had in them. 

I visited her as her minister. I was a stranger to her. She was 
evidently glad to see me at her house, and the more so as she had not 
expected it. After making some inquiries about her husband and her 
children, I inquired of her,— 

“Are you and your husband members of the church?” 
“No sir,” said she with a downcast look. 
“Neither of you?” 
“No sir.” 
“And why not? Are you still living without religion?” 
“I suppose we are. I have wished a great many times that I was fit to 

be a communicant.” 
“And why are you not fit?” 
“Because I have no saving faith. I could not go to the Lord’s table 

without faith.” 
“No, but you ought to go with faith. Jesus Christ is offered to you in 

the Gospel, to be your Saviour. Your duty is to believe in Him. And are 
you still, at your time of life, an unbeliever?” 

“I suppose I am,” said she, with a pensive look. 
“And are you going to continue so?” 
After a long pause, during which her thoughts seemed very busy, she 

replied, with an accent of sadness,— 



“Indeed, sir, I cannot tell.” 
“Are you willing to continue so?” 
“No, sir, I am not satisfied with myself. I think about religion very 

often, but—” 
“And do you pray about it very often?” 
“No, sir, not very often, since I was a child.” 
“Have you prayed to-day?” 
“No, sir.” 
“Did you pray last Sabbath?” 
“No, sir. I read my Bible. I sometimes pray, but my prayers are not 

answered.” 
“What do you pray for?” 
“I have prayed for forgiveness and the Holy Spirit; but it was all in 

vain to me.” 
“And so you ceased to pray.” 
“Yes, sir. I thought I could do nothing without the Holy Spirit.” 
“But; my dear madam, it was the Holy Spirit that led you to prayer. 

God was calling to you at those times when you were constrained to 
pray.” 

“I have never thought so, sir.” 
“Then He has been more kind towards you than you have thought.” 
“I wish I was a Christian.” 
“You may be one, if you will; but not without earnest prayer. Will 

you seriously attend to your salvation, beginning now? With the Bible to 
guide you, and the Holy Spirit to pray for, will you at once begin to seek 
the Lord?” 

A long pause followed this question. She seemed to be lost in 
thought, and I did not choose to disturb her thoughts. She appeared 
downcast; but after a little while, I thought I perceived a sort of obstinacy 
manifest in her countenance, and fearing that she was about to utter 
some objection, I suddenly rose to take my leave. 

“What!” said she, “are you going?” 
“I must go, madam.” 



“Shall I ever see you again?” said she, beseeching. 
“Do you wish to see me again?” 
“Yes, sir, I do,” said she, emphatically. 
“Then I will come to see you as soon as I can. But before I come, I 

hope you will have made up your mind fully, and will have turned to 
Christ.” 

A month afterwards I called upon her. She appeared much as 
before. At times she had prayed, but not daily. I talked to her plainly and 
affectionately, prayed with her and left her. 

I had now little hope of doing her any good. However, about three 
months afterwards, being in that neighborhood, I called upon her. I could 
find little alteration in her feelings or habits, except that she seemed to 
have a more tender spirit, and was more accustomed to prayer. But 
nothing I could say appeared to make much impression upon her. She 
assented to all the truths of religion. She had known them from her 
childhood, when her religious parents taught her. A pensiveness and 
solemnity hung around her; but she had no deep anxiety. In various ways 
I strove to affect her; but it was all in vain, till I appealed to her 
conscience and sensibilities as a mother. I said to her,— 

“You have three precious children intrusted to you, and your 
example will have great influence over them. They will be very much what 
you make them. If you are irreligious, they will be very likely to remain so 
too. If they see you living a life of faith and prayer, the example will not be 
lost upon them. You ought to be able to teach them religion. But how can 
you teach them what you do not know yourself? Allow me to say,—and I 
am glad I can say it,—I have been delighted to notice your conduct 
towards your children, In my opinion, few mothers do so well. I think you 
are training them wisely in all things but one. May I say it to you, I know 
of no children of their age who please me so much. In their excellence I 
see your own; and this compels me to respect and love you the more, and 
be the more anxious that you should train them for heaven. I am very 
sorry that you are an irreligious mother!” 



She burst into tears; and rising suddenly from her seat, turned her 
face towards the window and wept convulsively. I left her without uttering 
a word. 

It was more than six months before I could see her again. As I called 
upon her after this long interval, she told me that she had tried to repent 
and flee to Christ, had prayed daily, but her heart remained the same, and 
she was amazed at her stupidity. “I am insensible as a stone,” said she. “It 
seems to me I feel nothing. I wish to love God, and be a Christian; but I 
am fully convinced that I have no power at all over my hard heart. And 
yet I have some faint hope, that God will have mercy upon me, after all 
my stubbornness and stupidity, and will yet grant me the Holy Spirit. Is it 
wrong for me to have such a hope?” 

“Not at all, my dear Madam. I am glad you have that hope. Hold on 
upon it. Only let all your hope be in God through Jesus Christ. Let 
nothing discourage you for an instant, while you attempt to obey the 
Gospel. I believe God has good things in store for you. You may say, ‘will 
he plead against me with his great power? no, he will put strength in me.’” 

“Oh that I knew where to find Him,” said she.” 
“He is on His throne of grace,” said I. ‘Then shall ye go and pray 

unto me, and ye shall seek me, and ye shall find me, when ye shall search 
for me with your whole heart, and I will be found of you, saith the Lord.’” 

“I do seek, sir; but why does not God give me the Holy Spirit?” 
“He does give it, Madam. He calls you. He strives with you. He 

shows you your sin, your stupidity, your strange heart.” 
“But, sir, do you think the Holy Spirit is sent to one alone? and 

when there is no revival ?” 
“Strange question for you to ask! Yes, my dear friend, most 

unquestionably. Is the offer made only to a multitude? Is it not made to 
everyone that asks Him?” 

“I know it is. But it seems to me that it would be too much to expect 
God would regard me alone, when there are no others inclined to turn 
unto Him.” 



“Then your unbelieving heart does an injustice to His kindness. He 
is a thousand fold better than you think Him. He ‘waits to be gracious 
unto you.’ He ‘calls and you refuse.’ Because you do not know of others 
disposed to seek God, you have little courage to seek Him, though you 
know that His promises are made, and invitations given to each 
individual sinner like yourself: to you, as much as if you were the only 
sinner in the universe.” 

“But, if others were attending to religion, if my husband and 
neighbors were, I should have more expectation of succeeding.” 

“Madam, I am not sure of that. I will not too much blame you for 
thinking so; but see here; you do not know how many others feel just as 
you do, and wait for you just as you wait for them. You mentioned your 
husband. I am going to see him; and I have not an item of doubt, but 
before I have left him he will confess to me that he is waiting for you.” 

“Why, I never thought of that,” said she with surprise. 
“I suppose not. But it is time for you to think of it. You and he arc 

waiting for one another. which shall begin first? I would not afflict you, or 
say an unkind word to you; I have not a feeling in my heart that would 
allow me to do it; but I tell you seriously, you are a hindrance to your 
husband. He may be a hindrance to you. I suppose he is. But you are a 
hindrance to him.” 

“I do not intend to be a hindrance to him.” 
“But you are, and you will continue to be, more or less, as long as he 

thinks you to be an unconverted sinner, living in your indifference and 
stupidity.” 

“What shall I do?” 
“I will tell you what to do. First give your own self to the Lord. Did 

you ever talk, with 
your husband on the subject of religion?” 
“Oh yes, a great many times.” 
“Have you lately? And have you told him how you feel about your 

own heart, your sin and your salvation?” 
“Oh, no sir, I have not said anything to him about that.” 



“So I supposed. And now I will tell you what to do. When he comes 
in, and you and he are alone together, just tell him plainly and 
affectionately, how you feel, what you have done, and what you intend to 
do. Open your whole heart to him. When he hears you talking so, he at 
least will know of one sinner who intends to seek the Lord. And thus, you 
will hinder him no longer.” 

This was quite an unexpected turn of thought to her. She sat in 
silence for a little time, as if meditating the matter, and then inquired,— 

“Did you say you would see my husband to-day?” 
“Yes. And he will tell me you are a hindrance to him, just as you say 

he is a hindrance to you.” 
“But, sir, I did not say exactly that.” 
“True, madam, you did not. I have expressed the idea a little more 

plainly than you did, and much less politely. You said it in your kind way, 
and I in my coarse one. I have not essentially altered it. You did mention 
what an encouragement it would be to you, if your husband were 
attending to his salvation. He feels precisely so about his wife, in my 
opinion. And what I want of you both is, that you should encourage and 
aid one another.” 

“I should be very glad, if he was truly a Christian.” 
“He would be very glad, if you were truly a Christian. But will you 

do what I have just told you? Will you tell him your feelings?” 
After a short pause, with her eyes fixed on the ground, and a look of 

ineffable solemnity and tenderness, she replied emphatically,— 
“Yes, my dear pastor, I will.” 
“Good-bye,” said I, and reaching her my hand, instantly left her. 
I soon found her husband in the field, at work among his corn; and 

shaping the conversation according to my previous intent, it was not long 
before he said to me,— 

“Well, if my wife thinks it is time for her to attend to religion, I 
shall certainly think it is time for me, when my poor health reminds me 
so often of my end.” 



“I have been talking with her, and I assure you that, in my opinion, 
she would certainly be quite ready, were it not for one thing.” 

“’What is that?” said he, with surprise and concern. 
“That one thing is yourself. It is you who arc a hindrance to her. 

You do not follow Christ, and she has not the encouragement of your 
example.” 

“That need not stand in her way” 
“But it docs stand in her way. She follows your example. She 

naturally looks to you as 
a guide, and her affectionate disposition catches your feelings. As 

long as you remain an irreligious man, your influence tends to make her 
remain an irreligious woman. You may be assured of this. You yourself 
just told me, that if she thought it was time for her to give her heart to 
religion, you should certainly think it was time for you; and is it not 
natural that she should think so too? You are the husband. She looks to 
you as a guide. She looks to you more than you look to her. She feels your 
influence more than you feel her’s. Thus you are a hindrance to her, 
when you ought to be a help.” 

“She never said anything to me about it.” 
“And did you ever say anything to her about it?” 
“No, nothing in particular. But I have been thinking about religion 

a good deal, as I told you when you came here in the winter; and I do not 
feel contented. I am not prepared to die, and the thoughts of it make my 
mind gloomy.” 

“You may have such thoughts as to make your mind glad. The 
gospel is ‘good tidings of great joy,’ and ‘for all people,’—for you. And 
when you go home, I want you to talk with your wife on this subject, as 
you know you ought to do; and tell her what you think. Will you do so?” 

“I will think about it.” 
“But will you do it?” 
“I can’t say, I can’t say.” 
“Well, aim to do your duty in the fear of God; aim to lead your wife 

and children to the kingdom of heaven.” I left him. 



This man was of a very sedate and cautious disposition. He was 
amiable, but he was firm. He was no creature of impulses. His wife had 
more vivacity, more sprightliness, more ardor, while she was by no means 
deficient in decision of character. I hoped that the vivacity of the one 
would stimulate the slowness of the other, and thus the thinking habits of 
the man would steady and temper the ardor of the more impulsive 
woman. 

Without much hope of being able to influence them at all, I called 
upon them again the next week—sooner probably than I should have 
done, but for a sort of curious desire to know the result of their next 
meeting after I left them. The wife met me at the door with evident 
gladness. “I am very happy to see you,” said she, “I have something to tell 
you. My husband is serious, and I do hope he will become a Christian.” 

“And I suppose he hopes you will become a Christian.” 
“I wish I was one, but I am as stupid as ever. My husband is much 

more like a Christian than I am.” 
“Then his seriousness has not done you the good you expected from 

it.” 
“No, and I am astonished at myself. But I must tell you. After you 

went away last week I did not know what to do, I felt very strange about 
speaking to him as I promised you I would. I did not know how to begin. 
I thought of it a long time. At last I came to the conclusion to begin as 
soon as he came in, and tell it all over, just as it was. So when I heard him 
coming through the gate, I went out and met him there under the tree. 
Says I, ‘Mr. Spencer has been here talking with me, and I want to tell you, 
my dear Luther, how I feel.’ He stopped and looked at me without saying 
a word, and I told him all about myself, since the time when I was a little 
child. He listened to it all, looking at me and then on the ground; and 
‘when I had got done, I asked him if he did not think we ought to live 
differently. I was so delighted when he answered right off, ‘Yes, I do.’ I 
could hardly keep from ‘weeping for joy, it was so different from ,’ what I 
expected. I said, ‘My dear Luther, let us not neglect salvation any longer.’ 
Says, he, ‘I don’t mean to; I am determined to do all I can to lay up 



treasures in heaven.’ After dinner we had a long talk. Almost the whole 
afternoon he sat here reading the Bible, and talking with me. Sometimes 
he did not say a word for a long time, but would read and then stop and 
think. As soon as he went out, I went alone and prayed, and then for the 
first time in my life I was glad to think I might pray. In the evening he sat 
here with me and the children, without saying much, only he asked me 
some questions about the Atonement and the Holy Spirit and faith in 
Christ. And when it was time for the children to go to bed, I whispered to 
him, ‘shall we not have family prayer?’ He got right up, without saying a 
word, took down the Bible, told the boys to wait a little while, and then 
turned to the third chapter of John, and read it loud. Then we all kneeled 
down and he made a prayer. Such a prayer! I could not help weeping. 
After we rose from our knees, and were sitting in silence a little while, our 
second boy went to him and put his little arms around his neck. ‘Father,’ 
says he, ‘I wish you would pray so every night.’ He looked very serious; 
and when the boy waited for an answer, looking right in his face, he told 
him, ‘I am going to do it every night and every morning too.’ Since that 
time I have been more happy than I ever was before. I know I am not a 
Christian, but I hope God will have mercy upon us, and lead us to 
Christ.” 

Such was her simple story; and she told it in a manner that would 
have affected any heart. Her little boys clustered around her, wept at 
seeing her weep, and I should have despised myself, if I could have 
avoided weeping with them. Her husband soon came in from the field, 
and after some little conversation, I prayed with them, and left them. 

Months passed away before I saw them again. They then appeared 
much alike. They had no hope, but they did not seem unhappy. They 
only hoped, that God would yet bring them to repentance. If now they 
had no faith, it did not seem to me that they had any slavish fear; and I 
could not say a word to discourage or alarm them, for I certainly did hope 
for them, since God is ‘a rewarder of them that diligently seek him.’ After 
this I left them to themselves. 



Just before a communion season, which came about six months 
after my last interview with them, I was very agreeably surprised by an 
unexpected visit of this man and his wife, who called upon me at the time 
publicly appointed for conversation with those who desired to unite with 
the Church. They had come on that account. They believed that God had 
led them to faith in His Son, and they wished to commemorate the 
Saviour’s death at his table. I had much conversation with them. They 
could not tell when their faith or hope commenced; and that was their 
greatest trouble, and the only ground of their hesitation about making a 
public profession of religion. They had been very much alike in their 
feelings. For months they had been happy, not by the belief that they were 
Christians, but in the exercises of the means of grace, and in the hope 
that God would lead them in his own way and time to religion. In this 
confidence they had rested, and loved to rest. The Bible, and prayer, and 
religious conversation were their delight. And it was not till they had 
passed month after month in this happy manner, that the idea occurred 
to either of them, that they were the children of God. The wife thought of 
this first, and the thought made her unhappy. “I was afraid,” said she, “of 
a false hope, and I tried to feel as I used to, when I was afraid of being lost 
forever.” She mentioned her fears to her husband, and was astonished to 
find that he had the same fear about himself; because he too had almost 
half hoped, that he was reconciled to God; but had been banishing the 
hope as a snare of the great adversary. Then they wanted to see me; and as 
I did not visit them, the wife proposed, that they should come to see me 
that very day, for she “wanted to know whether she was a Christian or 
not.” After much conversation, her husband told her that no man could 
ten her that, for God only could read the heart, and it would be better to 
examine themselves alone for a while. And a week or two afterwards, he 
objected to coming to me at all on such an errand, because the Bible says, 
‘examine your own selves whether ye be in the faith, prove your own 
selves.’ Said he, “let us pray, ‘Lord search me and know my heart, and 
lead me in the way everlasting.’” 



Week after week, their peace of mind grew more uniform and sweet. 
They found, as they thought, that they loved God, that they trusted in 
Christ for pardon, that they hated sin, and found their greatest felicity in 
the divine promises, and in the thoughts and duties of religion. Both 
alike, they were determined to serve their Lord and Master as long as they 
should live. And because they found, as they believed, the evidences of 
religion in themselves, they came to the conclusion that they were 
Christians. 

But when they carne to me, the husband said, “We have, after all, 
one great trouble. We are not fully sure that we have had the gift of the 
Holy Spirit. We have never been sensible of any sudden change, and we 
have had no strong feelings of distress on account of sin, or of great joy 
on account of having faith. If I have any religion, I want to know when it 
began?” 

“Can you tell, sir, when your corn begins to grow?—or when your 
wheat begins to come up? Could you tell, my dear madam, when those 
beautiful violets and pinks under your window began to come up?” 

She smiled upon me, with a countenance radiant with new 
intelligence and joy, and burst into tears. Said her husband, after a 
serious, thoughtful pause, “I know my corn has come up, and I know my 
wheat does grow.” 

“Very well,” said I; “I have no more to say.” 
The wife turned to her husband, after a few minutes, saying, “I 

should like to know when I began to love God: and, Luther, it seems to 
me that we have been Christians ever since that first night when you 
prayed.” 

They united with the church, though uncertain of the date of their 
conversion. He became a very staid and thoughtful Christian. She was a 
Christian of light and smiles. Both were contented and happy. “I am glad 
we live in this retired place,” said she to me, a year afterwards; “we can 
enjoy religion here, and nobody comes to trouble us. We have some kind 
and pious neighbors a little way off, who are a great comfort to us; but my 
Bible, my boys, and my flowers are enough to make me happy. I would 



not give up my little home, my cottage, and my woods, for the richest 
palace in the world:”—and tears of joy coursed down her cheeks when she 
said it. Adverting to her former trouble, she said,—“I have come to the 
conclusion, that it is best for me that I have never yet been able to fix the 
time of my conversion; (I am afraid I should trust too much to it, if I 
could.) Now I trust to nothing but to continued faith, and to living in 
happy fellowship with my God, my Heavenly Father. My husband is 
happy too, and what can I want more, except the conversion of my 
children?” As she said this, she turned away, and wept. 

Her husband died in peace, as I have been told; and his precious 
wife, now a widow, has unspeakable comfort in two pious sons,—her joy, 
and her earthly crown. They will soon be her eternal crown in the 
kingdom of heaven. I cannot doubt it. 

These instances of conversion arc here given, as examples of an 
extensive class. In making my first visit to the families of my congregation, 
I met with a number of persons, who appeared to me to have some 
readiness to give their attention to the gospel call. They were not anxious, 
not alarmed, or, in the common acceptation of the term, serious. They 
evidently did not consider themselves the subjects of any special Divine 
influence, or as having any particular inclinations towards religion. But 
they appeared to me to be candid and conscientious, and to have a kind 
of readiness to obey the gospel. There was an indescribable something 
about them, I know not what, which made me have more hope for them 
than for others. 

To the names of about twenty such persons I attached a private 
mark in my congregational book, (containing the names of all my 
congregation,)—a mark to indicate to me their state of mind, and prompt 
me to visit them again as soon as possible, but the meaning of which no 
one but myself could understand. If I may say so, they seemed ready to 
become Christians,—I know not how to describe their state of mind by 
any more just or intelligible expression. If, in the time of a revival of 
rc1igion, they had said the same things which they now said, had 
presented the same appearances, and manifested the same impressions, 



no minister or Christian, as it seemed to me, would have hesitated to 
ascribe their impressions to the influences of the Holy Spirit. And, 
therefore, why should I not now have that opinion respecting them? and 
why not treat them in all respects, as I would have done in the time of  a 
revival?—and why not expect the same results? 

These were serious and troublesome questions to my own mind. By 
conversation with older and more experienced pastors, I aimed to get 
some instruction on this subject; but all I could learn did not satisfy me, 
indeed it did not seem to do me the least good. I found I must teach 
myself what nobody appeared able to teach me. And, however just or 
unjust may have been the conclusion to which, by continued and intense 
reflection, my mind was at last brought; I retain the same opinions now, 
after a score of years has passed away, which I formed at first. I believe 
those persons had their cast of mind through the influences of the Divine 
Spirit. Almost everyone of those, to whose name I attached my private 
mark, within the space of two years became hopefully converted to Christ. 

I often visited them, conversed with them, and entreated them to be 
reconciled to God. And the greatest obstacle (as it seemed to me), that I 
had to encounter, was their uniform impression, that God had not given 
them the Holy Spirit, and that it would therefore be in vain for them to 
attempt to seek the Lord. It was an exceedingly difficult thing to convince 
anyone of them, that the Holy Spirit was present, and that their serious 
impressions, and occasional fears, and occasional prayers, were the effects 
of a Divine influence, and the very substance of a Divine call. But I had 
myself been led to this conclusion. I thought that they themselves ought 
to be convinced of this, and ought not, through ignorance and error, to 
be left to misimprove the day of their merciful visitation, waiting for a 
revival of religion. In almost every instance, (indeed, I do not remember a 
single exception,) the commencement of an earnest and hoping attempt 
to gain salvation, originated in the conviction, which I strove hard to 
impress upon the mind, that the Holy Spirit was already striving with 
them, as really as if there was a revival all around. 



To the name of the woman whom I have mentioned in this sketch, I 
attached my mystic mark the first time I ever saw her; and to the name of 
her husband, the first time I ever saw him. And on this account, I was led 
to see them the more frequently. I am very certain, that I was not at all the 
instrument of their conviction, (or that of the conviction of twenty more 
like them;) whatever assistance in other respects, the truths which I 
uttered may have been to them, in leading them to Christ. Probably 
many, very many sinners, who never think of it, are visited by the Holy 
Spirit. Probably not a month passes, when there are not strivings of the 
Spirit with unconverted sinners in all our congregations. And if such 
sinners, instead of allowing every trifle of the world to dispel their serious 
thoughts, would only cherish them, conspiring with the Holy Spirit; there 
is every reason to believe that they would become the happy children of 
God. Oh, if they but knew how near God is unto them, and how 
infinitely willing He is, in His kindness and love, to lead them into the 
ways of salvation; they would not suffer these seasons of promise to pass 
by unimproved: especially the young, whose kindness of heart has not yet 
been all poisoned, or all blasted by the world, would not so often turn a 
deaf ear to the still, small voice of the Spirit. 

 
“Their happy song would oftener be, 
Hear what the Lord has done 


