
Finding God in the Wrong  
 

The young woman who wrote the following letter had been known 
to me for years. I had often conversed with her upon religion, and she 
very much made it a matter of speculation merely, as I believed. The state 
of her mind now when she writes, (very different from anything I had ever 
known of her before), may be judged of by the following extracts from her 
letter:— 

“For years I have not been indifferent to my personal religion, but 
the incubus that formerly held me within its thrall, still distresses me. 
Dreadful thoughts, that I dare not utter, against the goodness and justice 
of God, interrupt my efforts to do right, and so mingle with my petitions, 
that I have sometimes arisen from prayer in a sort of desperation—afraid 
not to pray, but afraid to pray; and I indulge in such fearful imaginations 
against the God of heaven, even while in the act of asking his blessing! 

“I have often tried, sometimes successfully, to lay this matter entirely 
aside, to give it up, hoping that in time some event, in the Providence of 
God, would occur, which would satisfy my mind and heart, and bring me 
to an involuntary decision. But I find that time and waiting do me no 
good, and shed no light upon my path. 

“I have endeavored prayerfully to study my heart and analyze my 
feelings; and I can see no reason to hope that I have experienced a change 
of heart. I realize that I am deeply sinful; but when I try to feel grateful to 
God, that He has provided for me an atonement, and to the Saviour that 
He is that atonement, my spirit returns no response of tenderness and 
love—“a mail defends my untouched heart,” that seems impenetrable to 



any appeal. Still it is my desire to live hereafter entirely to the glory of 
God. 

“Christ is to me ‘as a root out of a dry ground.’ I see no beauty in 
Him ‘that I should desire Him.’ I feel no mournful sorrow for my sins; 
and my mind and heart seem constantly rising in dreadful questioning of 
every attribute of the character of God. 

“I do not ask, as formerly, why these things are so? why I was created 
sinful? Why I inherit the body of this death? My appeal to you is no 
longer to answer to me what God has never revealed, but it is that you 
will pray for me, that I be not utterly rejected of God, that He will hear 
my prayer and give me repentance and faith in Christ. Oh that I could 
feel that God is my Father, that Jesus Christ is my Saviour. Oh that I 
could love God, that Christ were precious to me. 

“For many months I have wished for counsel on this great subject, 
and I have endeavored to come to a decision through prayer and study of 
the Bible. I have wished to visit you, but have feared that I was not 
sufficiently in earnest thus to commit myself. But I can stay away no 
longer. And may I come to you? And may I ask that you will respond to 
my letter?  * * *  It is my sincere prayer that you may be instrumental in 
shedding some light upon the cold and callous heart that prompts these 
lines.” 

Such was her letter. The next day I sent her the following answer:— 
“Your state of mind has nothing in it new or uncommon. The same 

perplexities, the same discouragements, despondencies and ‘desperations,’ 
the same fitfulness and vain hopes of some undefined and undefinable 
good, which have so long affected you, have as much affected others. If 
your heart refuses to love God and trust in Christ, and in the strength of 
its rebellion not only refuses to obey your will but also entertains feelings, 
and leads to thoughts about God, which you ‘dare not utter;’ the same 
thing has afflicted thousands before you, so that you have no grounds for 
religious ‘desperation’ on this account. 

“But on this point I have two things to say to you: 



“First. It is well, (perhaps,) that you see so much of your heart’s 
sinfulness. It may be well now and forever, if you obey the knowledge 
which truth and the Holy Spirit have given you. ‘this sense of not, loving 
God,’ of finding ‘no beauty in Christ,’ of perplexity and fitful 
‘desperation,’ constitutes a part of conviction of sin, and it proves the 
presence of the Holy Spirit striving with your soul. 

“Second. After all you have learnt of the depravity of your heart, you 
have yet seen but a very little of it. It is a far more corrupt and abominable 
heart in the sight of God, than in your darkest or lightest moments you 
have ever imagined. You have conviction, but evidently your conviction is 
but partial or superficial. You know only a small part of your depravity 
and danger. 

“And this leads me to say, that your failure to see appropriateness 
and goodness in Christ, and to feel an unbounded gratitude to Him, and 
to the love of the Father which gave Him, arises just from your lack of 
feeling your undone condition, and your lack of a heart right with God. If 
you knew well your lost estate, you would at least ‘receive the word with 
gladness,’ that there is such a thing as redemption for sinners; you would 
rejoice that one gleam of hope remains, that there is provision and 
possibility of salvation. And then you would see clearly that the best thing 
you could do, and the first you ought to do, is just to flee to Christ, an 
undone sinner, and fall into his arms, ‘Lord, save, or I perish.’ But even 
after you saw that clearly and determined to do that sincerely, another 
and a worse affliction would meet you, because you would find your 
obstinate heart refuse. And thus the very amount of conviction which you 
sometimes aim after, would not do for you what you are wont to suppose. 
Conviction is not the Holy Spirit. You need the infinite aid of the Holy 
Ghost. If you ever know your own heart well, you will know that you need 
it and must have it, or die an alienated, unconverted sinner! And then, 
prayer will be a reality with you; the cry of want, the voice of despair in 
self, the voice of hope in God and in God only. And then, if your 
resistance of the Holy Ghost does not provoke Him to depart from you; 
your seeking the Lord will be with your whole heart, and not as it hitherto 



has been, with only half of it. I refer you to Jer. xxix. 12, 13, 14; to Prov. 
ii. 1,—5; to Isa. lv.6,—end. Your grounds of hope to bring you to faith in 
Christ must be the Bible and the Holy Spirit. 

“Your reference to the high and mysterious things of God brings up 
a matter, which I think may easily be disposed of:— 

“1. Whoever believes in a God at all, believes in an infinite mystery, 
and if the existence of God is such an infinite mystery, we can very well 
expect and afford to have many of his ways mysterious to us; yea, our 
reason demands it. Why? how? wherefore? often demand things which 
not only lie beyond man to explain, but beyond man to comprehend, 
even if they were revealed by the tongue of an angel, or the lips of Jehovah 
himself! 

“2. There are no more mysteries in religion than there are in nature, 
no more dark and unexplainable things. Our life is a mystery, and so is 
every tree and every flower. The power of our will over our muscles is a 
mystery. The same line of demarcation which separates knowledge from 
ignorance in natural things, separates knowledge from ignorance in 
religious things. The case is this (in general); we know facts, the modes of 
them, the why, the how, we do not know. In natural things we have no 
hesitancy in acting on the facts, though ignorant of the reason of them: 
for example, we breathe, though ignorant of the reason why breathing 
keeps us alive. And if we would act upon the facts of religion in the same 
manner, we should be Christians indeed. 

  * * *  You say you do not love God. You ought to love Him. Be 
ashamed of your heart (what a heart!), if you do not love Him. You have 
been, (are,) ashamed of it. And yet, when you try to make it feel, it will 
not feel at your bidding, ‘a mail defends your untouched heart.’ Do you 
not then feel your helplessness? Have you not an experience, which ought 
to make you both glad and grateful, that God has said to you ‘in me is thy 
help.’ Fly to Him, fly now, fly just as you are, poor, vile, guilty, lost. Do 
you not know that Jesus Christ ‘came to seek and to save that which was 
lost.’ Delay has done you no good. It never can do you any. You wait in 
vain for ‘some event of Providence to bring you to an involuntary 



decision.’ Such a decision is an absurdity, no decision at all. And were it 
not so, it would be unacceptable to God, as it is contrary to the Bible. 
‘Choose ye this day whom ye will serve.’ The choice must be your own. 

“What hinders, that you should be a child of God? Is not salvation 
free? Is not the invitation to it flung out to you on every page of the New 
Testament? Is not Christ offered to you in all his offices? and are you not 
welcome to all his benefits if you want them? Is not the Holy Spirit 
promised ‘to them that ask Him?’ ‘What more could have been done to 
my vineyard ?’ 

“You say you want to be a Christian. What hinders you then? God 
the Father wants you to be a Christian. God the Son wants you to be a 
Christian. God the Holy Ghost wants you to be a Christian. Nothing can 
hinder you from being a Christian, but your own worldly, selfish, proud, 
obstinate, unworthy, and self-righteous heart.” 

* * 
The following expressions are taken from her reply: 
“And is it my fault, that I cannot feel? I thought that I had done all I 

could, and that God was withholding from me His Spirit. 
“My heart aches and is very sad. Do not let me deceive you; it does 

not feel, but it aches because it cannot. The heavens and the earth seem 
very dark.” 

I wrote to her in a second letter,— 
“It seems to me your note requires from me the following remarks:— 
“1. Your hesitancy and backwardness to speak of your feelings, to 

send your letter, &c., are things not uncommon with awakened sinners. 
Such sinners are often ashamed of Christ. You see, my dear girl, that if 
you would be His disciple, you must ‘deny yourself, take up your cross 
and follow’ Him. I respect the shrinking modesty of your feelings, but I 
suspect that the shame of sin has also an influence upon you. If you 
shrink from Christ you cannot be His. 

“2. The complaint that you ‘cannot feel,’ is an almost universal one 
with sinners whom God’s Spirit alarms. It is one of the strongest of all 
proofs that the Holy Spirit is striving with the soul. Tread softly, my dear 



girl. ‘Quench not the Spirit.’ ‘Grieve not the Holy Spirit of God.’ 
Remember, ‘my Spirit shall not always strive with man.’ ‘Today, if ye will 
hear his voice.’ 

“3. Evidently you try to make your heart feel. I do not wonder at 
you. I do not blame you. But it will not feel for you. You cannot make it 
feel. Only one hope remains for you; give it to God, and He will make it 
feel,—to God as it is, hard, senseless, stupid,—to God in Christ, promising 
to be your Father and your friend. 

“When you aim to make your heart feel, you are making (ignorantly) 
an effort of self-righteousness. You wish it to feel, because you think there 
would be some worthiness in its emotions. It is too hard for you. Give it 
to God as it is,—you cannot make it any better. 

“4. You ‘thought you had done all you could.’ I suppose you have 
‘done all’ you could to save yourself. And yet you have accomplished 
nothing. You cannot. Fly, then, to Christ,—to Christ, just as you are, just 
as unfeeling, just as unworthy,—to Christ now, ‘while it is called to-day.’ 
Be assured you are ‘welcome to all His benefits. 

“Finally, you are ‘sad.’ You ought to be joyful. You may be, if you 
will trust your Saviour. ‘Rejoice in the Lord’ is Bible exhortation,—a 
precept. Obey it. Why are you sad? Because you look into your dark heart, 
instead of looking to Christ, who died to redeem you. Look up, if you 
would have your eye catch the sunbeam that shall gladden you.” 

* * * 
Her reply contained the following expressions:— 
“How can I dare to ask or expect that Christ will accept of such a 

cold, strange, unloving, unfeeling heart, and not only love me, but allow 
me to ask of Him such vast favors? Surely there is no analogy to such a 
case in nature or reason. It seems to me as if, (pardon me), you don’t 
understand me. If God ever softens my heart, I suppose it will follow as a 
matter of course, that I shall love Christ, and then I can dare to venture 
to go to Him. * * * I spoke of my heart, but I used a wrong expression. It 
seems to me as if, in regard to God, Christ, repentance, I am but senseless 
matter; heart I have none, and even my brain seems stupefied upon this 



great subject. * * * Oh, that I could ‘look up and see the bright sunbeam 
that should gladden me.’ The thought brings tears to my eyes,—would that 
it could thaw my very heart.” 

So she wrote. I sent the following answer:— 
“Your present hindrance appears to me to be very much this:—you 

aim to do for yourself what the Holy Spirit must do for you. ‘In me is thy 
help,’ says God, and He would have you believe it. All along you have 
been aiming to work yourself up into a state of affection, which should 
bring you relief. But, my dear child, it is God that must bring you relief. 
You are to trust Him, rely on Him, leave all with Him. You cannot help 
yourself. You can no more put your heart right than you can pardon your 
own sins. Your heart has been too mighty for all your efforts, and will 
remain so. But it is not too mighty for God. There is help for you in Him, 
and you will find it if you will fling down the weapons of your rebellion, 
and submit to Him in Christ. * * * Would to God, that you knew your 
utterly helpless condition, and would fall into the arms of the Saviour, 
who loves you and invites you to His arms. Go to your God and Saviour, 
my child, just as the prodigal went to his father, (Luke, xv.) and you shall 
be accepted as he was. If you do not go, you must find your grave in some 
far-off land!  Go now.  Go just as you are.” 

 *  *  *  
She afterwards referred to this letter. Said she,—“until I received that 

letter, I never had the idea that some other power must do for me. That 
letter first gave me the idea that I must go somewhere else than to myself. 
Not till then had I understood at all your former letters, directing me to 
the Saviour.” 

After this I had frequent conversations with her. Evidently she was 
perfectly sincere, and deeply anxious. But she could not perceive that her 
failure to gain peace with God was owing to anything in herself, nor could 
she believe that she was powerless in herself, in respect to putting her 
heart right, aside from God’s help. Often she said to me,— 

“I am very miserable. I do desire to love God. Above all things I 
wish to be a Christian. What is the reason I do not get some light?” I 



constantly presented to her the same truths which I had written, assured 
her of the fulness and free grace of Christ, and that it was her self-reliance 
and self-seeking alone which hindered her salvation. 

One evening she left me in a most anxious and downcast state of 
mind. The next day, she said to me, “I have called, you will think, very 
soon. But I have come to tell you, that I am as happy to-day, as I was 
miserable yesterday. I found I could do nothing. I was helpless. I had 
exhausted all my powers, and still was just the same. All I could do, was to 
pray, and depend on God. I am nothing. Never before have I had such a 
sense of my sinfulness, and it is now sweet to think I may rely upon God.” 
I asked her,— 

“What hindered you so long?” 
“All my life,” said she, “I have stopped at the same place. I have read 

the Bible, and prayed, but my mind would find some difficulty, and stop 
there. All my days I have been trying to find God in the wrong.” 

“Wherein were you wrong, yourself?” 
“I was not willing to trust God. I thought (or tried to think,) it was 

not my fault that I was not a Christian. Your letter astonished me. How 
could I have been so ignorant of God? I did not know till I got your letter, 
that a sinner might come to Christ just as he is. It seems to me that 
people do not understand that. I never understood it before. I want you 
to preach that, so that people may know it. It was all new to me! At first I 
did not believe it. How could you know how I should be affected all 
along; and that, after I should see the sinfulness of my heart, and be 
determined to obey God, a ‘worse difficulty would meet’ me; my heart I 
‘would refuse to trust?’ I see it now. Before, I did not think it was my fault 
that I was not a Christian. I tried all the time to put God in the wrong;” 

Because this young woman had asked me, to preach the same things 
to others, which had so much surprised and profited her; I requested her 
to make for me a written statement of her religious experience. A short 
time afterwards, she gave me the following:— 

“Ever since I had given up the study of religious truth, as a mere 
intellectual speculation; I had for years tried to pursue it with and for my 



heart. Distressed with doubts and darkness, but hoping, that God would 
some time or other take them from me; I studied the Bible with prayer, 
and endeavored to be governed by its teachings, and enjoyed and 
appreciated spiritual things to such a degree, that my state seemed often 
very strange to me; for I realized that I did not love God, and felt no 
interest in Christ, and knew that without this there was no true religion. 
Still I felt no alarm, thinking it evidence that I was not vitally in error, 
because I was so desirous to be right. I thought I was all but entirely 
religious, but as these were fundamental wants, and as I was sincerely 
desirous to come to a decision upon this subject, I determined to attain 
them. But in this I could not succeed. I tried very hard, laboriously, but 
could not make myself love God. My mind in its efforts, invariably, at a 
certain point, came to a stop. I perceived that there was an obstacle there 
that always overthrew me, but could not tell what it was. I felt no pain at 
this, because I thought I had done all I could, when God withheld from 
me His Spirit, and, (can I express the dreadful thought!) that the fault was 
God’s and not mine! But, as others did succeed, it must be that I could; 
and, afraid to die as I was, I persisted in using every faculty to gain my 
object, but it was of no use. 

“I became convinced that all my trying, and all my searching, were 
in vain; and, tired of wearying myself longer in fruitless efforts, I 
determined to make a statement of my feelings to you, not doubting that 
you could soon enlighten me, and thinking that, as soon as I discovered 
the point that was now hidden from me, I should love God; and that then 
a knowledge of and interest in the Saviour would follow as a matter of 
course. 

“I can give you no idea of the far off distance with which I had 
always regarded Christ. It is with difficulty that I can suppress the 
comments, that my heart instinctively responded to every sentence of your 
letters, as I read them. But I will only say, that my mind, heart, and 
senses, were in a maze, when I perceived their contents so contrary to my 
expectations. 



“That my ‘heart refused to love God and trust in Christ,’—that ‘the 
Holy Spirit was striving with me,’—that ‘I knew only a small part of my 
depravity and danger,’—that ‘my failure to feel an unbounded gratitude to 
the Saviour, and to the love of the Father who gave Him, arose from my 
lack of feeling my undone condition, and my lack of a heart right with 
God,’—that ‘I had been seeking God with only half my heart,’—were 
positions totally inadmissible to my belief, so strong was the impression 
on my mind that I was nearly, entirely right: and I was between laughing 
and displeasure, at the denunciations you pronounced upon my heart 
throughout, and especially at the close of your first letter. 

“At first, I concluded that you had not in the least understood or 
appreciated me; and next, that you were unnecessarily severe; but by 
degrees the conviction began to steal over me, with a feeling that I cannot 
describe. Is it so? Am I all wrong? Is it my fault that I do not love God? 
Has the Holy Spirit been striving with my heart? when I thought I had 
been breasting the tide alone so long, and God had looked so coldly on 
my struggles? 

“But a greater surprise awaited me; your remedy for my difficulties, 
when you directed me to ‘fly to Christ first as I was. ‘When you aim to 
make your heart feel, you are making (ignorantly) an effort of of self-
righteousness.’ * * *  ‘It is too hard for you. Give it to God as it is; you 
cannot make it better.’ ‘You thought you had done all you could. I 
suppose you have done all you could to save yourself, and yet you have 
accomplished nothing. You cannot. Fly then to Christ—to Christ, just as 
you are—just as unfeeling, just as unworthy; to Christ now.’ So you wrote 
to me. 

“Here my heart fails me to express my emotions. I require another 
medium than words to tell what I felt. Fly to Christ? just as I am? to 
Christ now? Give Him my heart, just as it is? I have never thought 
anything about Christ. He has always been last in my thoughts; and fly to 
Him first? By to Him now? stop trying, and He do all? Impossible! You 
did not understand me! My powers seemed stunned. I tried not to think 
about it; and after some days of perturbation I went to see you, hoping 



you would say to me something different—something on which I could 
act; but your remarks were all the same. I was very much disappointed, 
and listened in respectful silence—though thinking while you were 
speaking that you had little idea of their subsequent use to me. I came 
home without the slightest idea of doing as you had said, certain that you 
were not aware of what you had told me to do. But that I was all wrong, 
that I had not a single right feeling; that I was so far, far from God, when 
I thought I was all right, but in one item, (which would necessarily come 
right after I loved God,) was very distressing to me. What could I do? It 
seemed to me that I had a mightier effort to make now than ever before, 
and I was afraid I should die before I should have time to accomplish it. 
Oh, the troubled sea that tossed within my poor heart, I cannot bear to 
think upon! But do something I must. I tried to pray; but it seemed as if 
the heavens and earth were brass, above and beneath me. I examined the 
Bible, and all the references to the texts to which you referred me, and 
found that it substantiated your every word, and I began to feel that all 
you had said was true. And then I wondered that you had never told me 
so before! I was sure that I had never heard it in any of the years of your 
sermons, to which I had so interestedly listened; and I could not 
remember that you had ever told it to me, in any of the previous 
conversations that you had had with me. I was not conscious that I had 
ever before seen it in the Bible. If I had, I had never comprehended it 
with even an ordinary amount of common intelligence, it was an entirely 
new truth. 

“Oh how can I describe my ineffectual efforts to grope and feel after 
Christ, through the thick darkness! I could not find Him. I could only 
cry, Jesus, Master, have mercy upon me; and ask Him to take my heart, 
for I could not give it to Him.” 

 


