
Willing to be Lost           
 

I received a letter from an individual in a neighboring state, an 
entire stranger to me. Omitting some names and dates, I here give some 
liberal extracts from it. It appears to me, that the religious experience 
which the letter describes, is one of the best possible refutations of the 
strange theological opinion to which it refers; and, perhaps, desponding 
affections in other people may receive some solace by knowing something 
of the experience of my correspondent, as recorded in the letter. 

* * * * * * 
“Sir, 
“I am troubled and perplexed, in reference to my spiritual state. 

Will you allow me to throw off all restraint, forgetting for the time that I 
am a stranger? With a grateful heart I tell you my dear parents were very 
godly persons, and we, their children, were educated most religiously. My 
blessed father, now gone to heaven, was a great admirer of Dr. Hopkins 
and Dr. Emmons. The great doctrines they inculcated were among the 
first lessons I learned on religious subjects; but truly, sir, I could not 
comprehend them, and the views they gave me of God, were truly 
undesirable. As I knew nothing about the filial love which glowed in the 
breast of my father, the ideas I entertained of my Creator filled me with 
dread, and I grew up afraid of this holy Sovereign. After my marriage, I 
attended upon the ministry of one who called himself a Hopkinsian; but 
surely Dr. Hopkins would never have acknowledged him as a disciple. He 
used to tell me I must be willing to ‘be led into sin, if the glory of God 
required it;’ that I must ‘go down to the potter’s house,’ and there 



become willing to see God form me into a ‘vessel of wrath,’ if he saw it 
most for His glory to do so. Well, as such doctrines were furnished me as 
‘the sincere milk of the Word,’ I need not tell you I could not ‘grow 
thereby.’ 

“In the year 18—, I indulged a faint hope that my heart was renewed; 
but so weak was my faith, that my days were divided between hope and 
fear. I really loved the society of devout, heavenly-minded Christians. I 
saw myself a vile sinner, despaired of making myself any better, and was 
brought to see that all I could do was to give my whole self to Jesus in all 
my sinfulness. This I did over and over again; but to you I confess, I 
never, never felt willing to go to perdition, though I saw God would be 
just in sending me there. But, oh sir, I shrunk from justice, and cried of 
mercy, mercy. Well, from that time to the present, (more than twenty 
years,) I have known nothing like the ‘assurance of hope.’ Though I am as 
certain that I love the prosperity of the Redeemer’s kingdom, as I am of 
my own existence; yet fear so predominates in my heart, that I am at times 
ready to give up all hope of my adoption. Let me give you a single instance 
out of a thousand. If seated in the house of God, listening with delight 
and rapt attention to the preached word, joining with all my heart in the 
prayers and praises of that sacred place, and feeling in my very soul that to 
go— 

‘Where congregations ne’er break up 
And Sabbaths never end,’ 
is the heaven I desire; if my car catches the sound of distant 

thunder, all is over with me,—my mind is filled with painful forebodings, 
and lines like the following are darted through it:— 

‘Quite weary is my patience grown, 
And bids my fury go, 
Swift as the lightning it shall pass, 
And be us fatal too.’ 
Trembling, sick, unable to sit up,—vomiting generally follows. Now 

the dreadful question comes, is not ‘my house founded on the sand?’ It is 
not dying that I fear so much, but the thought of dying unprepared. I feel 



no heart-rising against God, His love, or His government, but heart-
sinking fear. 

“Now do we not read, ‘great peace have they who love thy Law,—
perfect love casteth out fear,—the Lord will keep him in perfect peace 
whose mind is stayed on Him?’ Here now is my trouble. Afraid of a holy, 
righteous God; sensible I deserve His anger, I sink beneath the fear of it, 
The other day I was meditating on my strange state of mind, and I 
thought I would go again, as the Hymn says:— 

‘I’ll go to Jesus, though my sins 
Have like a mountain rose; 
I know his courts, I’ll enter in, 
Whatever may oppose.’ 
When I came to the verse,— 
‘Perhaps, he will admit my plea, 
Perhaps, will hear my prayer;’ 
the word, perhaps, troubled me. I consulted a book, in which the 

author has explained that perhaps. He says, ‘there is no perhaps in the 
matter. God says there is none. “Hear, and your soul shall live.” He says, 
‘the Hymn is right; because it represents what a sinner feels when he is 
resolving to go to Christ. But let him fling his “perhaps” to the winds; the 
sceptre of Immanuel shall be shivered into pieces, the throne of the 
Redeemer Jehovah shall sink, sooner than such a sinner perish.’ This was 
enough for my poor heart. All I could do was to weep, and read, and 
weep again. It seemed to me that if I had ten thousand souls to save, and 
each as sinful as I felt mine to be, I would lay them all into the arms of 
Jesus, and not doubt about their acceptance. I thought I could never feel 
depressed again with fear. Those blessed words were so precious, my heart 
rested on the ability and willingness of Jesus to save me. 

“But alas! sir, we have been visited with a tempest since that time, 
and again my poor house has fallen! Oh! tell me, if I cannot bear a little 
storm, how am I to view the terrors of the last great day? In all the 
simplicity of a child I ask you, dear sir, what I shall do? I cannot go to the 
world of despair. But if, after all, I must receive the merited reward of my 



sins, I will have nothing to do with the wicked men in that dreadful place, 
nor can I ever blaspheme the name of Jehovah Jesus.” 

* * * * * 
“The lines have fallen unto me in pleasant places; I have a goodly 

heritage. God has given me a good, kind, faithful shepherd, whose 
ministrations I have enjoyed seven years. He is an excellent man. We all 
love him much. But for some reason he will not let me tell him of my 
fears, or, at least, he is pleased to treat them so lightly, that I do not often 
say much to him on the subject. He is a man of great energy, was never 
afraid of anything, and appears ever prepared for death, however sudden 
it may come. But his views on some points are very different from Dr. 
Emmons.” 

*  *  *  *  * 
Such was the letter.  I thought it furnished melancholy proof of the 

unnecessary perplexity and torment of spirit, which false theological 
principles will sometimes produce. This person was evidently annoyed, 
plagued, tormented for years, by the influence of an extravagant doctrine. 
The same has happened to others. An eminent clergyman, to whom I 
read that letter in my study, said to me, “Change the names and the dates, 
and that case is precisely my own.” 

The minister, who taught the doctrine, and insisted upon it with so 
much plainness and strength, probably went far beyond anything which 
Hopkins or Emmons would have said, though he deemed himself one of 
their disciples in theology. This is common to all followers of men: the 
scholar becomes worse than the master. 

It is often difficult indeed to know how to deal with the troubles of 
mind which result from strange doctrines. The doctrine will come up 
before the heart which it has once tormented, and will stand as a wall of 
adamant, to keep from the heart that hope which otherwise the gospel 
would infuse into it. Or, if the strange doctrine is of an opposite 
character, and has led to a false hope, it will be very apt to come back 
again to do its old mischief, after the delusive hope has once been 
dissipated by the truth. And in the case of such doctrines and 



despondencies as this letter mentions; it is not easy for us to determine 
whether we shall reason or ridicule. A woman, who for a long time had 
been serious, perplexed and distressed, but who never had attained any 
hope in Christ, once went to her minister, the Rev. Dr. S—, of H—, and 
told him, that she now believed she had become a Christian. 

“What makes you think so, Madam?” 
“Because,” said she, “I am now willing to be damned. I have tried a 

long time to come to such a state of mind, and never have succeeded; but 
now, I am willing to be damned, if God pleases to cast me off.” 

“Well, Madam,” said the Doctor coolly, ‘if you are willing to be 
damned, and God is willing you should be, I don’t know as I ought to 
have any objections.” Probably this ridicule was quite as effective to 
correct a strange notion, as any didactic instruction could have been. 
However this may have been, to the above letter I returned the following 
answer: 

My Dear Friend, 
“It is rather an awkward business to write a letter when you do not 

know whether it is a man or a woman to whom you are writing. But I am 
placed just in that position. Your initials do not indicate your sex. 

“The only thing, beyond the ordinary range of strictly religious 
matter, which (as I judge from your letter), you have any special need that 
I should write to you, is a few words to call your attention to the 
influences of physical condition upon religious sensibilities. ‘Thunder’ 
will sometimes kill goslings, turn milk sour, and spoil the tanner’s calf-
skins, when they are at a particular point in the process of being 
manufactured into leather. And it is not a miracle, if ‘thunder’ sometimes 
makes you sick. Though it may be a very humiliating idea to us, that we 
are sometimes under the influence of external physical causes in the 
sacred sensibilities of our religion, yet it is true. The east wind has shaken 
many a religious hope. We have not yet ‘spiritual bodies’ superior to the 
power of matter’s contact, and we are greatly liable to have our comforts 
and griefs of mind swayed by the elements, especially when a timid or 
peculiarly sensitive soul is connected with a body not made of iron. The 



outward things of nature, such as ‘storms’ and ‘thunder’ and ‘waters’ 
which you mention (or even our imagination at work upon them), may 
have upon us a more powerful effect than our intellectual or spiritual 
pride is willing to confess. Women more than men are liable to this, (and 
from your hand-writing, I suppose you to be a woman). 

“So far as your religious impressions have been moulded by 
Hopkins or Emmons, you may be unfortunate; but I see nothing in your 
case which is very uncommon, or which need greatly perplex you. 

“It seems you have resort to Hopkins and Emmons, and to another 
book which you mention. All this may be very well, but you are quite too 
much affected by a speculative spirit. Be a child; not a philosopher, but a 
child; not a servant, but a child: not an angel, but a child,—just a humble 
child. 

“Let me lift the curtain a little, and give you a glimpse of what lies 
within; when I say that speculation never humbles spiritual pride. You are 
startled. I do not wonder at it, though the words are not ‘thunder’. But 
you may be assured there is in the suggestion more truth than poetry or 
politeness. 

“I hope you are a Christian; but a little more simplicity would not 
hurt you, and a little less pride would do you good.” 

* * * * * 
Not many days had elapsed before I received from my unknown 

correspondent the following letter: 
You have taught me a lesson I shall not soon forget. Oh! sir, you 

have ‘lifted the curtain’. I did ‘not know what manner of spirit I was of’. 
You have read me rightly—‘a little more simplicity would not harm you, a 
little less pride would do you good’. Here is truth condensed. I really 
think I feel the force of it as keenly as you meant I should. The night I 
received your most welcome letter I had little to do with sleep, and the 
only prayer I could utter was, ‘God be merciful to me a sinner’. Sir, I 
thank you, sincerely thank you for turning my eyes in the right direction. 
Why did I not know my heart better? ‘Who can understand his errors? 
Cleanse thou me from secret faults.’ 



‘Show me my sins, and how to mourn 
My guilt before thy face.’ 
“In regard to my leaving you in the dark in respect to myself, I am 

much mortified, and can only say it was inexcusable carelessness. As I sat 
down to write, I felt as though I was talking to one whom I knew 
personally.  I beg you to forgive me, and be assured I shall be more careful 
in future. I feel so much obliged to you for writing, and especially for your 
faithfulness, that I am not sorry for obtruding my unworthy self upon 
your notice, however much mortification it has occasioned me. Oh, sir, 
you have done me 
good.”                                                                                                           

To this I returned the following answer: 
“My Dear Madam, 
“I have just received your last letter, and seize a moment to respond 

to it. I am greatly rejoiced, if my letter afforded you profit or satisfaction; 
but I am quite sorry it kept you awake. That condition of nervous 
excitability, which forbids your sleeping, or forbids your loving ‘thunder’ 
is not to be fostered or indulged. It will do your religion (if you have any) 
no good; and it certainly will not lead you to it, if you are still an 
unbeliever. Perhaps you have not sufficiently considered, that nerves are 
poor counsellors. You would do well not to ask their advice. You had 
better ask Paul, or David, or Jeremiah even, if you must have the liberty to 
utter ‘Lamentations.’ And more: I am not willing to speak evil of 
anybody, but I can assure you, that these same creatures, called nerves, are 
the greatest liars in the country. Do not believe them, when they tell you 
that you are a Christian, or when they tell you that you are a reprobate. 
They will tell lies on both sides, and they don’t care which. I did hope 
that you would be able to perceive their mischief, by what I said to you 
about the goslings and sour milk, and calf-skins. But you have not 
mentioned it in your letter. What I mean is simply this: that ‘thunder” 
has an inexplicable effect upon some such things, with which religion has 
nothing to do; and if it has an inexplicable effect upon you, you need not 
link that effect with your religion. Your sickness is caused by the 



'thunder’, not by your depravity. ‘Thunder’ 'winds', 'storms', ‘waters’ may 
assail your timid nerves, and set them again at their old work of lies; but 
your religion has nothing at all to do with the matter. If old Elijah were 
alive, he could tell you something about this. 

“You speak of seeing me, but you ‘fear the water’.  I should be 
happy to see you madam, but I am in duty bound to tell you that you 
would be greatly disappointed. You might be benefited, indeed, but the 
way of the benefit would be very different from your anticipation. I know 
a man, who once travelled more than a thousand miles for the purpose of 
seeing a minister, whom he believed to be able to give him some light on 
the subject of personal religion, and all the good he received from him 
was just nothing at all; and yet this was the best possible good, for the 
experiment convinced him fully that his help was not in man. 

Let me lift the curtain a little farther. Faith, you know, is the way of 
salvation. It is essential in every part of religion. Sometimes we are drawn 
to faith, and sometimes our miserable hearts must be driven to it. Now, 
though I believe you are an amiable woman, (and none too amiable after 
all, at times) yet somehow or other you are not easy to be drawn—you 
must be driven. And your temptations, and fears, and plans, and efforts, 
everyone of them, just tend to draw you away from the exercise of a 
naked, simple faith in God. Even so, many  of your prayers has had the 
same effect, because you trusted the praying to do you good; instead of 
trusting God’s answer to do you good. And for the proof of this, I call 
upon your own recollections, extending over years of fear and hope. 

One thing more. There is an order in the snares and temptations of 
the devil. He has three classes of temptations. You have got beyond the 
first, and perhaps the second; but you are not safe from the third. Yea, 
you are very much exposed to it, and the moreso  probably, because you 
do not know or even suspect what it is. 

First. Satan employs the world—just aims to keep sinners satisfied to 
love earthly things and pursue them. If he cannot do that, if they cannot 
be made to live on without any kind of religion; hunting for riches, 
honor, pleasure, ease, or some such thing, then— 



Second. Satan aims to lead them into a false religion, into 
deception, into some delusion; which shall lull them into a false peace to 
their ruin. (You have been quite sufficiently aware of this—indeed, you 
have feared it too much). But if he cannot do this, if they have too much 
knowledge of the Bible and too much of the influences of the Holy Spirit 
to be led into a false hope, then the old liar shifts his ground; and— 

Third. Satan aims to drive them to despair. This is his last effort; 
and I do believe, the most devilish one of all. It is most like him, for it is 
at once the most false and most miserable. 

But I must stop. ‘Satan hath desired to have you, that he may sift 
you as wheat’; but I trust the Master hath prayed for you, that your faith 
fail not.’ 

I want you to think of these three classes of temptations, and to 
oppose faith to each one of them. Just fling your faith into the face of the 
devil, however he may come to you. Especially, my dear friend, think of 
this third and last device of the adversary, which you have commonly too 
much overlooked, and let faith triumph over despair. 

* * * * * 
The following is her reply: 
How shall I sufficiently thank you, dear sir, for your last kind letter? 

I cannot make you know how deeply your condescension is felt and 
appreciated. You will allow me now to tell you all my heart—I mean the 
little part of it that I know. 

“You say ‘nerves are poor counsellors,’ and that ‘they are the 
greatest liars in the country.’ Now it has been my way to set down all the 
mischief you ascribe to nerves, to a wicked heart. Here I have found much 
trouble; but you have in a measure convinced mc that I have got to learn 
how to use the shield of faith. Oh, sir, my eyes are open. Now I see that 
‘simple, naked faith in God’ is what I need; and, if I am not wholly 
deceived, my resolution is taken. I will give Satan the lie, and believe God. 
He has said, ‘come unto me,’ and ‘whosoever cometh I will in nowise cast 
out.’ Now I will not be driven from a firm, practical belief of this blessed, 
faithful promise. This doubting, half dead, half alive way of living, is to be 



abandoned at once and forever. Not in my own strength may I attempt 
this; but lifting a tearful, trusting eye to Jesus, I will strive to maintain a 
‘cheerful courage,’ and God helping me, I need never yield to one of 
either ‘class of temptations,’ employed by the great adversary. But if my 
sinful heart will sink in fear and dismay, amidst all the great and precious 
promises made by Him who is unchanging truth, then I will just bring 
this wicked heart the sooner to Jesus, that he may renew and sanctify it. 

“How well I know what you mean when you tell me that ‘all my 
plans and efforts, everyone of them, just tend to drive me away from the 
exercise of a naked, simple faith in God—even many a one of your prayers 
has had the same effect.’ Oh, I plead guilty.  

“I do not know how it is, but you seem to know me at this distance 
better than I know myself.  When I read in your last letter, ‘and none too 
amiable after all, at times,’ I laughed and cried both.  

“The last time I wrote you my heart was too full to say what I 
wanted to. Indeed I did not quite know what you meant, by saying what 
you did in regard to the effect of ‘thunder’ on ‘goslings, milk, and the 
tanner’s work.’ The fact is, I was so taken up, or rather ‘cast down’ by the 
closing part of your letter, that I did not think much about this. Yes, dear 
sir, I was truly ‘cast down but not destroyed.’ You did not intend I should 
be; but now I will just tell you the whole truth of the matter. I felt 
distressed, and the question I wanted you to answer was this: can there be 
any filial love in the heart that is so full of slavish fear? Well, I did cherish 
a secret hope that you would, in your kindness, send me a little soothing 
salve, but behold a probe! Oh, you pierced the festering wound, and I 
bless the Lord for all you said. Your words, as you say, were not ‘thunder;’ 
no, no; they were something very different from mere sound. You have 
been so faithful to me, I want words to tell you how much I thank you for 
it all.”  

This letter was answered, and I afterwards received the following 
reply:— 

“But now let me tell you how much good you have done my poor 
soul. For long years, my time was spent betwixt hope and fear, fear greatly 



predominating. When I united with the church, instead of feeling ‘joyful,’ 
I was just able to stand on this precious promise, ‘my grace is sufficient for 
thee.’ Often I was led to see my sinfulness in such a light as to hide the 
Saviour from my view. Sometimes I was afraid to pray, lest I should be 
struck dead in the act. Sometimes I could look only at the power and the 
Justice of God, and could see in Him only the stern law-giver; and, feeling 
a deep sense of my guilt, I have trembled where I ought to have loved. But 
since I read and your letters, especially the second, I have been made to 
see that ‘faith is,’ indeed, ‘everything.’ Now I can look to Jesus; and I feel 
so happy in realizing that he is all I need. I am so sinful, but He is so holy, 
He is worthy, He has made all the sacrifice the broken, righteous law 
demanded; and now, as I am a sinner lost, I am the one for whom He 
died, the one He came to seek and to save. All I can do is just to believe. 

“Hitherto I have read the Bible, especially the promises, for 
somebody else. I could apply the greatest of them in a most comfortable 
manner, to Christians about me, but feared to apply one of them fully to 
myself, lest I should be lost at last! But now I find much enjoyment often 
in studying the character of God the Father, in the face of Jesus Christ. 
Did He not say, ‘he that hath seen me hath seen the Father’? 

Now I do so love to look at God in Christ my Redeemer. Oh, why 
did I so long refuse to trust alone in Jesus? I have indeed been a ‘fool, and 
slow of heart to believe.’ Nor do I yet know much about it, though I do 
feel encouraged to persevere in withstanding every temptation to ‘despair.’ 
For now I say to Satan, if I am a sinner, utterly lost, and have no hope of. 
making my heart any better, then I must go to an Almighty Saviour, even 
to Him ‘who is able to save to the uttermost.’ Think of this word 
uttermost. I will believe God. I will love the Saviour, whom I would 
embrace in the arms of faith. He is all my hope. For a little while at a 
time, I can let go every cord of self-dependence, and just fall into the 
arms, the strong arms of Jesus, and there would I ever lie. Sometimes I do 
so want to go to heaven, that I may once feel just as sorry for sin as I want 
to feel, and love the Saviour as much as I ought. And will a whole eternity 
be long enough to praise Him? to tell the saints and angels how much I 



owe to Him, who washed me in His own blood? Sometimes I love to look 
forward to the time when all the redeemed will be gathered home, and 
hope to meet you there, and will tell you, as we sit on some ‘green and 
flowery mount,’ all the Saviour hath done for my sinful soul.  

“I will not close this letter without telling you, the last thunder 
shower we had I did not feel half so much afraid as usual. I kept thinking 
all the time, I will give my body and my soul to Jesus. I will ‘put that 
cloud,’ all of it ‘into his hand.’ He can hold the lightning, and he can and 
will ‘direct it, under the whole heaven.’ But now you have put another 
comfort into my heart: you say, ‘learn to hear in the thunder the voice of 
your own Father—a voice not threatening to you, but to your foes.”  

I answered this letter also, and in a few days I was gratified with the 
reception of the following sentences in her answer:— 

 I applied to you for aid in reference to reconciliation to God. And 
now, the way of salvation by faith in Jesus Christ, looks so much plainer 
than it ever did before, I feel sometimes as if I could not ever let go the 
thought, that Christ alone is the way. ‘I am the way.’ Oh, my Saviour, take 
me. 

“You do not know how sinful a heart I have yet. I do not know. But 
Jesus knows just how much I need his pardoning love,—how much grace I 
need to keep me from falling into sin and destruction. I look back, and 
try to think what I have been doing to please Satan and grieve my 
Redeemer, while in the dark and cold speculations arising from the 
perusal of such sermons as Dr. Emmons’ ‘Pharaoh’ sermon, ‘for in very 
deed for this cause have I raised thee up.’ 

“But I turn away now, and just try to ‘be a child,’ not a servant, but 
a child: not a philosopher, but a child,—just a humble child.” 

* * * * * * 
Extravagant theological opinions are apt to be adopted by those very 

persons to whom they are most unappropriate and most misguiding. This 
woman was an example. She was the last woman in the world to have any 
need of the stern theology of Dr. Hopkins and Dr. Emmons, (whom she 
perhaps misunderstood.) By natural disposition she was greatly inclined to 



fear; and being of delicate sensibilities, nervous, imaginative, poetical, and 
peculiarly affectionate, the severities of her adopted theology were the last 
things to profit her. They made her miserable only. They did not reach 
her heart. The ‘kindness and love’ of the gospel were the very things for 
her. Her heart, her affectionate heart, was (if I may say so), precisely 
adapted to them. This was her experience afterwards. She yielded to love 
what she never yielded to terror,—she was drawn where she could not be 
driven,—faith accomplished for her what fear could not accomplish,—she 
found simplicity better than speculation; and she then exchanged 
perplexity and despondency, for the calmness of trust and the sun-shine 
of hope. The Law was before her mind when she tried to be “willing to be 
lost.” No wonder that she despaired. She received relief, not by directing 
her eye downwards into that abyss of midnight, her own dark heart; but 
by being brought to look away to Christ and his glorious grace. Christ is 
light. Faith is the eye that sees Him. Christ would have sinners willing to 
be saved. False theology, despondency, and the Devil, would have them 
willing to be damned. 


