
WHAT A FRIEND WE HAVE IN JESUS 

Tune: CONVERSE, Charles Converse, 1868
 

This is a 2-part arrangement of this classic hymn of comfort written in 1855 
by Joseph Scriven, an Irish immigrant to Canada, who wrote this hymn for 
his sick mother, who was across the sea from him in Ireland. Ten years later, 
it found its way into Horace Hastings's “Social Hymns, Original and 
Selected” (1865) as an anonymous hymn tune. After a neighbor saw the 
hymn he asked Scriven if he really wrote it. Scriven said, “The Lord and I 
wrote it.” It would be 30 years, but eventually Scriven was finally given 
proper credit in Hastings's “Songs of Pilgrimage” (1886). Soon thereafter, 
American lawyer, philosopher, and composer Charles C. Converse wrote a 
melody to pair to this hymn text. Years later, American evangelist, Dwight L. 
Moody, came across the song and believing it to be the most touching 
modern hymn that he had ever heard, shared it throughout the United 
States. 

Joseph M. Scriven (1819-1886) had a life filled with tragedy. At a young age 
he had to give up military ambitions due to poor health. Things were looking 
up as he prepared to be married, but on the eve before his wedding, in 1844, 
his fiancée died tragically in a drowning accident. At the age of twenty-five, 
Scriven moved to Rice Lake, Ontario, where he taught school, and in 1855, 
he was to be wed again. Tragically, his second fiancée also died suddenly 
from pneumonia, shortly before the wedding. It was this same year that his 
mother became gravely ill after which he wrote her a letter containing the 
words to this hymn. A shattered Scriven turned to the only thing that had 
anchored him during his life - his faith. Through prayer and Bible study he 
found not just solace, but a mission - Scriven took a vow of poverty, sold 
all of his earthly possessions, and vowed to give his life to 
the physically handicapped and financially destitute. Penniless and alone, 
Scriven was later found drowned in Rice Lake.  

Charles C. Converse (1832-1918) was a well-educated and successful, whose 
talents ranged from law to professional music. Under the pen name of Karl 
Reden, he wrote numerous scholarly articles on many subjects. He also 
wrote many musical works performed by the leading American orchestras 
and choirs of his day. 

~Tull 


