CHAPTER V
MY CONVERSION

From infancy I was surrounded by the influences of a most glad and earnest piety. My mother
gave me up to the love and will of God literally from my birth, and early spoke to me of the
solemn promises she had made on my behalf. My father not only claimed me for Christ, but soon
became the personification of all that my young heart could believe to be good, noble, and true.
Yet before many years had passed I found that a great part of me was in some way against my
parents and what they wanted. I only came to see this little by little — probably I never saw it
fully — but so far as it was clear to me, it made me at times, young child as I was, unhappy, even
acutely miserable.
Outwardly I was what would be called a reliable child. No doubt I was also affectionate, and,
being the first of the family and perhaps more than ordinarily companionable, I was thrown much
into association with my mother, especially when my father was absent from us, as was the case
for a great part of my fifth and seventh years. She had the gift of divining my thoughts, and often
when she found that my small powers were being taxed to understand her cares, she talked to
me with a freedom not usually in evidence between parents and children — especially boys —
of such tender years. This helped to make me older than my age.
Certain records of those very early days reveal this intimacy in rather a striking manner. For
example, I have some letters written to me when we were separated, which are dated 1861, that
is, when I was five years of age, and which show an opening of her mind to mine, and mine to
hers. They are rather long letters, and evidently written with great care. I quote some portions
from two of them:
"Hayle (Cornwall),
“August 15th, 1861.
“MY DEAREST WILLIE,
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“... I do hope you are praying to the Lord every day to help you. If you are, I know this
letter will find you happy and joyous, because when little children are good, they are
always happy. But I never knew a naughty child to be happy in my life. …"
A month later, still from Cornwall, apparently in reply to something from me, my mother wrote:
“I fear you begin to think it is a long time before Papa comes to fetch you, and I am sure I think
so, too. But you see we cannot always do just what we would like. We have to wait till the Lord
lets us, and we may be always sure He knows best.”
“You see, my dear boy, your Papa and I came down here to do the Lord's work, and
although we have worked very hard, we have not yet got it all done, and we dare not
leave it till we think we have finished. ... The Lord does not let you want for any good
thing. . . . Do you ever think about this and thank Him for all His kindness? ...I often wish
very much that you were here. I am quite tired of being without you all, and sometimes I
cannot help crying about it. But then I try to remember that the Lord knows best. Do you
ever pray so? I hope you do.”
The whole trend of my very earliest training was towards spiritual things. It began almost with
the dawn of consciousness. I knew nothing, for example, of the rhymes and fables of ordinary
nursery life. But I did know and sing many sacred songs, and my opening powers were exercised
to take in their meaning. My first childish recitation is thus spoken of by my mother in writing to
her mother in 1859. At that time I was just three years of age.
“You will be very pleased with Willie. He loves to listen to stories about Joseph, Moses,
Daniel, and the Saviour. Indeed he can 'p'each,' as he calls it, very nicely. You would like
to hear him repeat, as he throws his arms out, and speaks through his eyes:
‘All ye that pass by,
To Jesus draw nigh,
To you is it nothing that Jesus should die?
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Your ransom and peace Your surety He is.
Come, see if there ever was sorrow like His.' "
I have never heard it said that I was precocious as a child, or that I had any brilliant parts, or was
specially attractive; but I have gathered from various sources that in a curious way I was trusted,
even by strangers, and early taken into many confidences. So it came about that while still very
young, I was allowed to share, in my simple way, in some of my parents' serious anxieties.
My misery about wrongdoing, and the wretched sense of being in some way against my mother,
of which I have already spoken, assumed very definite shape when I was about seven years of
age. My father was conducting just then a series of meetings in a circus at Cardiff. I was allowed
to attend many of them, and it was there I gradually came to see and feel that this in me, which
had seemed to be opposition to my people and their wishes for me, was really opposition to the
Spirit of God.
I look upon the night when my young mind woke up to that realization as being the beginning
of my conscious experience of spiritual things. I was present at a number of the meetings, and
became more and more unhappy. My mother, of course, was aware of a struggle going on in my
young heart, and, with great tenderness and carefulness, tried to help me. But it could not be;
there was only one source of human help at that time, and that was within myself — my own will
— and I was curiously unwilling to resort to it. The culmination of this experience was reached
when at last I definitely refused my dear mother's appeal to give myself to God. She seated
herself for a few moments by my side in the ring of the circus during one of the after-meetings,
and said to me with great tenderness, “You are very unhappy.” When I replied, “Yes,” she
added, “You know the reason," and again I had to say “Yes.” Then came the clear question as
to giving myself to God, and I said, "No." She put her hands suddenly to her face, and I can
never forget my feelings on seeing the tears fall through them on to the sawdust beneath our
feet. I knew what those tears represented. But still I said, “No."
Lest it be thought that I am reading into this early chapter of my spiritual experience some of the
thoughts and emotions of later years, I am endeavouring to fortify this narrative as far as may be,
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with my mother's letters written at the time. Of the incident just related, I find that she wrote:
“For some little time I had been anxious on his (Willie's) behalf. He had appeared deeply
convicted during the services, and one night at the circus I had urged him very earnestly
to decide for Christ. For a long time he could not speak, but I insisted on his giving me a
definite answer as to whether he would accept the offer of salvation or not. I shall never
forget the feeling that thrilled through my soul when my darling boy, only seven years
old, about whom I had formed such high expectations with regard to his future service to
the Master, deliberately looked me in the face and answered 'No!'”
During the months that followed this event I remained in a very unhappy state of mind. Sin was
revealed in me and I came to see how its power was slowly increasing. My parents treated me
with loving patience. They did not say much to me, except when alone, and then they led my
thoughts rather away from myself and my struggle. I remember, however, how my father's
prayers at family worship (always impressive) seemed to take on a new meaning for me, and in
the brief reading of the Bible — which was part of my daily schooling — much that I found came
straight home to me.
In the following summer the Founder was holding an eight-weeks' mission at Walsall, and I was
permitted to attend. As at Cardiff three months previously, so again here, though more
intelligently, I realized that I was living in a kind of opposition to God. As the services proceeded,
I felt myself in a new and a more serious way to be a sinner — in short, to be bad at heart. A kind
of alarm came over me. gave up my games. I began to pray, with boyish zest, for help. I was truly
miserable in the clear sense that I was wrong. But I was unwilling to submit myself to God and
acknowledge it. I could not bring myself to say Yes” where I had already said “No."
In the course of the special services at Walsall one night was given to a children's meeting. I
attended it. The place was nearly filled with children, the majority older than I. My mother gave
the address. I remember nothing of it now, but at the time I felt that it contained an appeal to
me to give myself up to Jesus Christ. I resisted for some time. The enemy of souls made a final
appeal to my pride, in that this was a children's meeting, whereas — a privileged person — had

THESE FIFTY YEARS — Chapter Five

4

the opportunity of surrendering myself at the services for adults. But after a severe struggle, I felt
I must settle the matter, and I went forward to the front of the chapel where other children were
kneeling. I now saw the evil of my own heart as I had never seen it before, and I was completely
ashamed and broken down.
I remained some time on my knees trying to seek after God, when a young man, of whom I knew
and know nothing, came and spoke with me. I was in great distress, and he asked me to try and
be calm, and to tell him what it was I had to give up to God. I told him how wicked I felt I had
been, and he asked me in what way. Did I tell lies? I answered, “No." Was I an evil-minded boy?
No. Then what was my sin? I confessed first my self-will. I had light to see that even when I was
obedient outwardly I was often rebellious at heart. He said that was one of the greatest evils —
it was going against the One who died for us. I saw indeed that it was.
He inquired further what else? I said I was proud. I was a preacher's son and hated to come out
and confess that I was a sinner. My faithful friend did not spare me on that account. He said how
well even at this distance of time I remember his words — that pride was the greatest sin of all,
indeed Satan's great sin, that it had cast him into hell, and that it would send me there. I felt it
to be true, and I trembled. In my distress I even cried aloud. And then he left me.
A little later my mother came and knelt down beside me at the communion rail. She asked me
two or three penetrating questions, and then put her hand upon my head and led me to cast
myself, with faith in His promise, upon my Saviour. Gradually light came to me, and the accusing
sense of guilt was taken away, and then my Lord gave me the assurance that I was forgiven and
made one of His own.
As I passed outside the building, a realization of great joy overcame me. My heart was filled with
love. I almost felt as if the Saviour in person had Himself spoken to me. Along the street as I
walked with my dear mother I could hardly feel the ground we trod upon. No doubt this was in
part a reaction from the gloom which had spread over my soul in the preceding months. But it
was really as though all things were different; as though, indeed, all things had become new.
And, praise God, as later events proved, they had!
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After reaching what was then our home, my dear mother joined her tears of joy with mine, and
the beloved father gave me his own blessing.
I quote one more letter from my mother to her parents:
“Willie has begun to serve God; of course, as a child, but still, I trust, taught of the Spirit.
I feel a great increase of responsibility with respect to him. Oh, to cherish the tender plant
of grace aright. Lord, help!”
It will not surprise anyone who has read what I have here written when I say that I am a firm
believer in the salvation of young people. Equally, I am convinced that this new beginning, or as
Jesus Christ describes it, this new birth, is the necessary introduction to a life of true religion, of
true godliness. “Except a man be born again he cannot see the Kingdom of God.”
I am afraid that much of the weakness and failure to be found to-day among Christian professors
of every creed arises from the fact that they have not known this gracious experience — this new
creation by the Holy Spirit. Thus we see the appalling mistakes of the Churches in leading their
people to think that religion consists in a set of opinions, or in the observance of certain forms
and ceremonies, or in the possession of nice and good feelings, whereas it really consists in a
new life — life through Christ— and in the spirit of love — love to God and to those around us.
It may not be easy for young children to see this, but I am convinced from my own observation
of the lives of numbers of children and young people, that it is possible. We must keep on
expounding and explaining until they do see it.
It is undoubtedly true that a man may be dead while he liveth. He may be a good man — virtuous
— sincere — unselfish — and yet if he have not this life of God and the living communion with
Him which that life brings, he is dead.
Writing on this matter, in his invaluable book on “The Training of Children,” the Founder says:
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“Here, as on all other questions, you may profitably use illustrations to explain what you
mean. You might show them (the young people] what a tree would be without any sap in
it; what an animal would be without any life; what a body would be without any soul. And
so they will be brought to see how powerless and odious and rotten all religious
professions and practices and notions and feelings are without this divine sap, this
heavenly life, this divine love which dwells in the soul of every true saint, constituting his
power for endurance and service, and which at the gates of heaven will make him meet
to be a partaker in the inheritance of the saints in light.”
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