
The Whistling Thinker      
 

There are some instances of religious experience which can never be 
reconciled to a theological system.” the expression of the old gentlemen 
startled me. I was closeted with the Rev. Dr. P—, a man turned of 
seventy—a divine of a good deal of celebrity in that part of the country. 
Forty years at least his junior, I had sought opportunity to consult him in 
respect to some difficulties and peculiarities, which troubled the hearts of 
two or three of my acquaintances. I wished to learn; and I thought from 
his years, and his high reputation, that he could instruct me. 

I had just stated to him the case of an individual, and he made the 
remark which surprised me. As he did not add any explanation, and as I 
thought from his silence that he intended to leave me to digest the 
remark as best r could, while he whistled and looked out carelessly upon 
the sky; I repeated his words after him, “there are some instances of 
religious experience which can never be reconciled to a theological 
system,” and then I added,— 

“It appears to me, sir, if that declaration is true, then the religious 
experience of which you speak must be false, spurious; or else the 
theological system must be false.” 

“Why?” said he, gruffly. 
“Because, sir, if the experience and the system are both true, surely 

they will not quarrel. Lies quarrel sometimes; truths never do. Things that 
agree with truth agree with each other. If a religious experience agrees 
with truth, (as certainly it must, as far as it is religious,) and a theological 



system agrees with truth, then they are alike; they need no reconciling. 
‘Things equal to the same are equal to one another.’” 

“EUCLID!” said the queer old man; and then he began to whistle 
again, and look out at the window. In a few minutes he turned to me,— 

“All you say is true,” said he, in a careless manner; “but if you live to 
preach many years, and become much acquainted with people, you will 
find some Christians whose experience will not square with your 
theology.” 

“Then,” said I, “my theology must be false.” 
The old man whistled again. I waited some time for him to finish 

his tune, doubtful whether he was thinking of me at all, or whether he 
whistled as a means of thinking. At last he ceased from his music; and, 
turning his clear, keen eyes upon me, he sat for some time in silence, as if 
he would read my very soul. I thought he was taking the dimensions of 
my understanding; and concluded, therefore, to wail in silence until he 
should get his measure fixed. After awhile, he spoke,— 

“My son, don’t you think I can defend the proposition I laid down, 
and convince you of its truth?” 

“No, sir, not if I understand the proposition rightly.” 
(“Whew,—) why can’t I?— (Whew, whew.”) 
“Because the proposition is not true.” 
“Perhaps it is not,” said he; “but suppose you should meet with a 

person presenting every possible evidence of true religion in his views, 
and feeling”, and conduct, year after year, and yet that same person had 
never been awakened, never had any change in his views and feelings 
respecting religion, as converts have, and was not in the least sensible of 
having been brought out of darkness into light at any time; how would 
you reconcile that experience with your theology about human depravity, 
and about regeneration? What would you say of such a person, after a 
sermon on original sin, or on conversion? How could you say he was 
‘born unholy and unclean,’ as the Psalm Book has it, but had turned to 
God?” 



“I would say, sir, that God had led him in a way that I knew not of, 
perhaps in a way that he knew not of, perhaps had renewed his heart in 
his infancy, perhaps had sanctified him before he was born, as he 
sanctified John and Jeremiah. But I would not admit, that his experience 
in religion could not be reconciled with my theological system.” 

After whistling awhile, the old gentleman looked up,— 
“Who taught you to interpret Scripture? I don’t believe Jeremiah, 

and John, and Paul, were sanctified before they were born. God certainly 
could have sanctified them then, and I believe He does sanctify and save 
infants,—some that never are born; but the Scriptures do not prove that 
Jeremiah and John were sanctified before they came into the world. What 
God says to the prophet, ‘Before thou camest forth out of the womb, I 
sanctified thee, and ordained thee a prophet,’ no more proves that 
Jeremiah was regenerated before he was born, than it proves that he was 
‘ordained a prophet,’ and preached before he was born. The expression 
has reference only to God’s predetermination, or election. The same is 
the case in respect to John. As to the rest which you said, I agree with all 
that. One may be truly born again, even in infancy.” 

“Well, then,” said I, “how can your first declaration be true, that 
some Christian experiences cannot be reconciled with a system of 
theology?” 

Again he whistled for a long time; then suddenly turning to me, as if 
he had whistled himself up into a thought,— 

“It is not true. I supposed that you was a Seminary man, who had 
got a system of theology, with one leg and one crutch, not able to jump 
over a stump, and that, therefore, you could not reconcile your system 
with the facts you met; and I only wished you to understand that divine 
realities go beyond human systematizing, and if men will confine 
themselves to their narrow systems, the Holy Spirit will go beyond them. 
The church has been greatly injured by such men at times. At one period, 
nothing but doctrines will do; and so doctrines are preached, and prayed, 
and sung, till metaphysics have frozen piety to death. At another time, 
nothing but practice will do; and then religion soon degenerates into a 



lifeless form, an outward show, with no great doctrines to put life into the 
soul. At one period, nothing but Revivals will do, and Revival religion; 
and then, in the midst of that spirit of fanaticism, diffused by some noisy 
men all over the churches, a humble, faithful Christian will be looked 
upon with contempt, because he was not converted in a Revival; and a 
minister will lose caste, if he does not preach “Revival, Revival,” all the 
time. I have seen this again and again. The church that needs a minister 
will cry out, “we want a Revival man,—nothing but a Revival man will do 
for us;” and so they choose for a minister some proud boaster, who can 
talk of “Revival” more than of Christ. And another result of this proud 
spirit is, that when it prevails in our churches, our people by-and-bye 
come to undervalue the common means of grace, and they become 
periodical Christians; and then they undervalue the faithful Christian 
education of their children; they forget that the God of Abraham is still 
alive, and on the throne, a covenant-keeping God; they do not expect 
religious education in the family to be an effectual means of conversion,—
they rely upon Revivals. And it soon comes to pass that the Revivals are 
scenes of mere excitement, delusion, and spiritual pride,—‘stand aside, I 
am holier than thou.’ At another period, the opposite error prevails. 
Revivals are looked upon with suspicion. They are not desired and prayed 
for. All excitement is feared. And then religion will run down into 
formality, and people will join the church when they get old enough, or 
when they get to have a family. There are many truly pious people who 
have become such under the influence of example and instruction in the 
family, and under the ordinary Sabbath-preaching, who never could give 
you any special account,—certainly not a Revival account of their 
conversion. These would not suit a Revival Christian. And Revival 
converts, would not suit them. But all such things are wrong. They are the 
results of narrow systems.” 

Then he whistled again. But before I could collect my thoughts for 
any reply, he broke off from his tune in the middle of a bar,— 

“A theological system, sir, every minister of sense will have. He 
cannot get along without it. A man can no more do without a system, 



than he can do without a head. But what I was after, is this: there are men 
of narrow views, linked to their system, and thinking their system 
contains all that religion contains; and they would not let anybody cast 
out devils any more than the disciples would, unless he would do it by 
their rule. These men love their system, and preach their system, and live 
in it, like a worm in a nut, and never get out of it, till, like such a worm, 
they get wings to fly beyond it. When death gives them wings to fly to 
heaven, they are out of their jail, and not before. In my opinion, Dr. 
Woods is such a man as Dr. Porter was before him. Dr. Taylor is such a 
man, (almost as much fettered as the rest of them.) Dr. Alexander, (one of 
the ripest saints,) is such a man. Dr. Dwight was such a man. And if you 
want an instance of such a man, whose fetters everybody can see, (and 
hear them jingle, too, at every step he takes,) look at Dr. Emmons, (poor 
fellow!) These are system men. Examine Dwight’s Hymn Book. How 
narrow its range is! How lean! It is worse than one of Pharaoh’s lean 
heifers! It has just a few subjects; and passes over more than half the 
region of song, without a single note. I never could be confined to it. I 
would as soon consent to be confined to four tunes. Mear, Old Hundred, 
St. Martin’s, and Durham, would do as well for all our music, as Dwight’s 
Hymn Book for all our poetry. 

“Now, my son, never get into a strait-jacket. You will find it pinch. It 
will make your bones ache. Many a minister becomes more familiar with 
his theological system than he is with his Bible; and not only so, but his 
system stands first, and when he gets hold of a text, he interprets it to 
square with his system, instead of paring and whitling off his system to 
make it agree with the text; and among his pastoral duties, he sticks to his 
Calvanism more than he sticks to Christ; and he would pray his system 
too, if the Holy Spirit didn’t make his prayers for him. And in this way he 
systems his Bible into a corner, and his own soul into a nut-shell. Never 
do that, in the pulpit or among the people. ‘Preach the Word’—the Word, 
my son,—THE WORD! Are you a Calvinist?” said he, gently, after 
speaking in a voice of thunder. 

“Yes, sir,” said I. 



“Then don’t be afraid of an Arminian text: don’t dodge, when you 
come across one. Out with it, it is God’s text, and he don’t want you to 
mince it. Are you a Seminary boy?” 

“No, sir.” 
“Down on your knees, and thank God for it.” 
“I have thanked Him, sir, a hundred times.” 
“You’ll thank Him ten thousand, if you live to my age.” 
“Are you opposed to what is called Calvinism?” I asked. 
“By no means. I am a Calvinist. But I let the Bible make my 

Calvinism, instead of bringing my Calvinism to make Bible; and I claim 
the liberty of going along with my Bible, into a thousand corners beyond 
the limits of the system.” 

“You mentioned Dr. Taylor, with a sort of doubtful compliment 
about his being fettered; some ministers in my neighborhood have talked 
to me a great deal about Dr. Taylor. Let me ask whether you regard him as 
heretical?” 

“No! I don’t. But Dr. Taylor has committed the Connecticut sin! He 
is guilty of thinking, sir, of thinking; and for that reason, some people 
over in Jersey and Pennsylvania, and some in York State, count him a half 
heretic. But he only thinks, sir, that’s all: and thinking is his original sin, 
and actual transgression too. Now, don’t join in and cry ‘mad dog’ about 
Dr. Taylor. Wait, till you are sure you see the froth. His boys don’t 
understand him. Dr. Taylor isn’t a Taylorite. Far from it, sir. His boys are 
Taylorites, but he isn’t. I have had long talks with a whole-score of 
ministers educated under him, and I know that not one Taylorite among 
them understands Dr. Taylor’s scheme.” 

“What is his scheme, sir?” 
“His scheme of doctrine is John Calvin’s, or John Howe’s, or 

Edwards’, substantially: his scheme of philosophy is his own, and no 
honor to him. Why, sir, he believes in orig1nal sin, and in the special 
influences of the Holy Spirit, (whether his boys do or not,) as much as you 
or I do. He wouldn’t use my lingo, or, as he would express it, ‘TER-MO-
NOL-O-GY,’ because he must have a word as long as Yale College, to suit 



‘the appropriate circumstances of his being;’ but he preaches the same 
doctrines that I do. He is sound at the core. (I don’t like his philosophy.) 
But you get into a fight, and Dr. Taylor will be one of the best backers you 
could have. He thinks.” 

“You mentioned several men, sir,” said I, “whose praise is in all the 
churches; but I do not exactly understand in what rank you mean to place 
them. Do you mean to speak of Dwight, and Taylor, and Alexander, and 
Emmons, as men of little mind?” 

“Not little, my son; not little, but limited, narrow. Everyone of them 
is more or less entangled with a system. Dr. Taylor came nearer to be a 
free man than any of the rest of them, when he was young. He flung off 
the system fetters nobly; but, like a goose, he went to work and hammered 
out a pair of his own, and they have galled him worse than the old ones 
would. The old ones had been used and got smooth—the rust worn off. 
These men are great men, very great men. They are good men; men of 
truth and faith and devoted godliness. They are safe men, to teach you on 
all the fundamental points. I should count you a heretic, and would not 
ask you to preach for me, if you did not agree with them on all the 
fundamentals; not because you disagreed with them, but because, 
disagreeing with them, I should know you disagreed with the Bible. My 
complaint about them: is two-fold; first, they let their system limit their 
scope and range; and second, they put their system foremost in all 
religion.” 

“Well, sir, do you object to theological systems, catechisms, and 
confessions of Faith?” 

“No, no I” said he, impatiently. “I thought you could understand 
me! I am no opponent of confessions of faith. If a man tells you he will 
have no creed or confession to stick to, (‘nothing but the Bible,’) set him 
down for a heretic or an idiot, or both. He has a creed if he is a Christian 
at all. And he will stick to it, if he walks in the Spirit, whether he is in the 
pulpit or in society. Yes sir; he has a creed, if he is not a downright fool! 
Indeed, my young friend, our greatest danger at the present moment, 
throughout the whole of New England, lies just here; we have too much 



shortened our creeds, and forgotten our confessions, and ceased to preach 
the great doctrines. The doctrines are the great things after all. One of our 
prominent men, now preaching in the capital of our State, courts 
popularity by an occasional sneer at ‘old, dead orthodoxy,’ as he calls it. 
He is doing injury to the cause of truth. The seeds of error which he is 
sowing will spring up by-and-bye. If he does not become a heretic himself, 
his admirers and followers will. He does not believe the Westminster 
Confession of Faith, in my opinion; and, if that was a standard now 
among our churches and ministers, as it was once, when the Catechism 
was taught in all our schools, we should not have so many creedless 
ministers among us, ignorantly working to under-mind the great 
principles of the Reformation, by sneering at ‘old, dead orthodoxy,’ like 
the Rev. Dr.—. They hate the doctrines, sir. So you see I am not against 
systems and creeds; but I want a minister to have a creed, and a heart too. 
I want him to have a system; and then I want him to know that his system 
does not contain everything, and that he himself does not know 
everything. The Bible has a depth, and a richness, and an extent too, in its 
meaning, which no human system can express, Preach your text my boy, 
your TEXT, right out, and not your system.” 

The old man had waxed quite warm. He forgot to whistle, or look 
out at the window. I liked to hear him talk, and I was not disposed to 
have him think me quite such a novice as his manner towards me (though 
he was kind), seemed to indicate that he did. So I replied,— 

“Perhaps I do understand you, sir, more fully than you give me 
credit for. But when you say, ‘if I live to preach many years, and become 
much acquainted with people, I shall find some Christians whose 
experience cannot be reconciled with a Theological system,’ I must still 
beg leave to say I do not believe it.” 

“I took that back,” said he instantly. “I said that on the supposition 
that you were a Seminary man, cut to the length of the bedstead, and 
foolishly making your system everything.” 

“But, sir, you supposed a case of inexplicable conversion, and asked 
me how I could reconcile it with my Theological system.” 



“So I did; but I thought then you were a Revivalist, and I wanted to 
trip up your heels, so that you might pick yourself up and plant yourself 
on firm ground, and not think that all religion must work exactly 
according to your Revival mode. I told you that I agreed to all you said 
about that supposed case.” 

“Perhaps you did, sir; but you afterwards said ‘the Holy Ghost will 
go beyond systems;’ while I maintain that as certainly as my system is true, 
human experience in religion will neither contradict my system nor go 
beyond it.” 

“I meant to take that back, my son, I take it back now; if you are not 
a Seminary man or a Revivalist, or mounted on some other limping 
hobby. I only employed an expression to set you thinking. Mark me; I am 
not opposed to Theological Seminaries or to Revivals, I am only opposed 
to the injuries and abuses that grow out of them. If ministers and their 
people come to think that nothing but Revival will do, or nothing but a 
Seminary system will do; true religion will soon be eclipsed, either by 
fanaticism or bigotry,—and I want you to think about it. If Theological 
Seminaries would learn their place, and learn to keep it, they would do 
good. They may be good servants of the church, but they will be very bad 
masters of it. They want to be masters. Such is human nature. The church 
would do well to watch them. Cambridge is a beacon in my eye. The seeds 
of heresy and fanaticism are now sown thick, by those men who seek 
popularity by crying out ‘Revival, Revival, and Seminary, Seminary.’ I am 
disgusted with their pride and their popularity-hunting.” 

The old man turned to the window again, and struck up another 
tune in a sort of low, whispering whistle. But before I had mustered my 
thoughts enough to know what to reply, he suddenly turned to me, 
solemnly,— 

“Now we have come here to preach in a Revival. The Revival is 
God’s work, and I rejoice in it. The converts here will appear very much 
alike; but let us not think that all other true converts must appear just so 
too, in their awakening, and repentance, and hope. There are many 
persons, (especially those who have had a careful Christian education, and 



have always been under the influences of Christian truth and example,) 
who come to be true Christians, and nobody can tell when they were 
converted,—they can’t tell themselves. The Holy Spirit has led them gently 
and softly along. We can judge of them by their fruits, by their 
attachment to the great doctrines of truth, and their life of faith. We must 
not judge of them by the way in which they were converted. In all the 
substantial parts of religion, all true converts will be much alike. Their 
faith will be the same, their repentance the same, their reliance on Christ 
the same; and they will all hold substantially the same great doctrines,—(in 
their hearts, whether they do in their heads or not,) because it is by these 
doctrines, law to condemn, and grace to deliver, that the Holy Spirit 
moulds hearts. He moulds them alike. And for that reason I say that the 
doctrines, sir, the doctrines are our tools first, and our tests afterward. 
The Doctrines are the best Revival sermons,—mind, the best. Nettleton 
always preaches them. But we must not expect all our people who are 
converted, to feel them alike suddenly, or alike deeply:— 

‘God moves in a mysterious way, 
His wonders to perform.’ 
But it is God who performs the wonders; and He performs them 

through His own truth. I am willing that He should use the truth 
suddenly or slowly, and convert a man as He converted Paul, or as He 
converted John.” 

“That is a part of my theological system, sir,” said I. 
“Then you and I agree,” said he, with a smile. “You are not hood-

winked or trammelled with a Seminary system or a Revival system. I 
perceive you think; and that makes me like you.” 

Turning again to the window, he struck up another tune, as his eye 
wandered over the valleys and the distant mountains of blue. Whistling 
seemed to be as natural to him as breathing. He appeared to whistle up 
his thoughts. And again, before I had time to contrive what to say, he 
turned to me,— 

“Generations have their fashions, their foibles, as much as women 
about their dress. Seminaries and Revivals are the fashion of our age and 



country. These things have their advantages, but they have their 
disadvantages also. The two great dangers of the church in our day are 
these:—the church must have no ministers but Seminary ministers, and no 
religion but Revival religion. Both these exclusive preferences are wrong, 
foolish, and short-sighted. They do, indeed, partly balance each other; and 
so our Seminary ministers do not become altogether book ministers,—
theorizing, speculative, and heartless as metaphysics; and our Revival 
ministers do not all become fanatics, with a bad heart, and no head. But 
the time will come, if God has good things in store for us, when the 
church will again welcome ministers who have never seen a public 
Seminary, and will welcome converts who do not tell a stereotyped story 
about their Revival conversion. These two hobbies of the age will get old 
and worn out by-and-bye; and then the church will be wiser than she is 
now. These hobbies have worked well; but the Seminary hobby is very stiff 
in the joints, and the Revival hobby has had his wind injured.” 

“To hear you talk,” said I, “one would think you believed in a 
gradual regeneration.” 

“I believe,” said he, “in instantaneous regeneration in all cases. But I 
do not, on that account, maintain that every regenerated sinner must be 
able to tell when he was regenerated. He may not know when, and never 
know till the day of judgment. But, in my opinion, he will know who 
regenerated him. I have very much ceased to ask persons whom I examine 
for reception into the church, when they became religious, or how their 
minds were affected. Principles are a far better test than mere emotions. 
They are more reliable, and more ascertainable too. My way now is, to 
inquire about their views of doctrine, of truth, and about some of their 
religious feelings at the present time. In my opinion, many a true child of 
God is afraid to come to God’s table, and is kept away, simply because he 
cannot tell such an experience as he has heard of in others, and as he has 
been led to think universal with all true converts. He has had none of that 
blazing experience, (which I call comet religion, because nobody can tell 
where it comes from, or where it goes to, or what it is good for,) because 
he has been led gently to Christ, following the still, small voice, and does 



not know when or how he begun to trust Him,—only, that God has led 
him, as he never would have gone of himself. He has had principle, and 
conscience, and purpose, and faith, but not tumultuous and whirlwind 
emotion.  And, as I said before, in my opinion, there are many true 
Christians, who have been well taught from their youth, that never can 
tell when they turned to God; and if they attempt to fix on the day of the 
month, they will fix it wrong,—some, too soon, and many, too late.” 

“You spoke a little while since of mere excitements, fanaticism, and 
heresy, sir. I have a special reason for asking you, what is the fit mode of 
counteracting such evils?” 

Instantly, he replied, with slow and measured words,— 
“Preach on the character of God. Then, on the depravity of man. 

Then, on the nature of holiness. Then, on secret prayer! All fanatics have 
got a new God! My boy, I want you to take notice (put an N. B. to it, in 
your memory,) how the Bible in order to tear up error by the roots, brings 
up GOD HIMSELF, and tells what HE is. The old prophets do it, all 
through: ‘Thus saith the LORD GOD: besides ME there is none else: I 
change not: holy, holy, holy, is the Lord.’ The Apostles do it. Paul is full 
of it. He employed it on Mars’ Hill, to convert the Athenian philosophers: 
he used it to knock over those who doubted about the resurrection; ‘thou 
fool,’ says he, ‘GOD giveth it a body!’ Peter used it; ‘one day with the 
Lord is as a thousand years!’ All the Divine writers have it. It is their 
familiar thunder and lightning; and I advise you to borrow a little of it. It 
will purify the atmosphere all around you.” [*] 

In very much this strain, my aged counsellor went on for an hour,—
relieved only by a whistling interlude; and sometimes, after a pause, 
roused again to utter some great truth, by some question which I ventured 
to ask him. He was full of thought. I have never listened to a man of more 
independent mind, or whose conversation was more rich in suggestions. 
He thought deeply and carefully, though perhaps many wise men would 
be slow to adopt all his opinions about men or about things. 

My interview with him was of great use to me. He put me to 
thinking, which, he said, was “all that he aimed at.” 



Years afterwards, I was forcibly reminded of him, by a case which I 
am about to relate, and which I have here, in the following sketch, 
denominated Unconscious Conversion. 

  
 
 
[*] When the Rev. Mr. Backus was ordained successor to Dr.. 

Bellamy, in 1791, there was an aged, pious negro, belonging to the 
church. Soon after Mr. Backus’ ordination, some one asked this negro 
how he liked Mr. Backus, whether he thought him equal to Dr. Bellamy. 
His reply was: “Like Master Backus very much—great man—good minister, 
but not equal to Master Bellamy. Master Backus make God big, but 
Master Bellamy make God bigger.” 


