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WHAT A FRIEND WE HAVE IN JESUS


Despite a simple poetic scheme and an uninteresting musical setting, our Hymn of the Month for October is one of America’s best-loved and most frequently sung hymns.  What a Friend we have in Jesus is popular enough to be in almost every major US hymnal and many abroad, and yet is regarded by hymnologists as overall very weak in structure and content.  It is perhaps because of this simplicity that it rapidly became and has remained popular.  It is easy enough for a child to sing and remember, and yet has a message of comfort and hope taken straight from Scripture (“…there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother.” Prov. 18:24).


Joseph Scriven was born and educated in Dublin, Ireland, but moved to Canada at the age of 25 after his fiancée accidentally drowned the night before their wedding.  In his new home in Port Hope, Ontario, Scriven began a ministry reflecting the Sermon on the Mount.  He was known throughout the region as the “man who saws wood only for the poor widows and sick people who cannot pay.”  Indeed he devoted much of his time to giving generously to those in more need than he, at times even giving the very clothes he was wearing to someone else in need.  His reputation as a philanthropist and servant extended beyond his home in Canada and even caught the attention of gospel singer Ira Sankey.


Scriven was never a noted poet or writer while he was alive, and even his small collection of printed verse published posthumously is all but obscure.  The only truly notable exception is What a Friend we have in Jesus.  This text was originally written as a poem to his mother back in Ireland in what he later described as a time of special sorrow for her.  Scriven himself kept the poem private until it was found by a friend in his house during a sick call.  When this friend asked him if he had written it, Scriven replied, “the Lord and I did it between us.”  Joseph Scriven died some time later, ironically drowning in a creek bed near his house.


It is unclear who originally published this hymn.  Some sources say that Scriven’s mother was so taken with it that she passed it along to a publisher in Ireland who had it published there.  Others report that it was given to a publisher by a friend in the US.  We do know for certain that it was included in a small hymnal in 1857, again in 1865 and finally reached widespread notoriety in Sankey’s Gospel Hymns Number One in 1875.  It is the simplicity of the music, text, and message that has allowed this hymn to remain so popular.  What was written as a poem of comfort for the writer’s mother still ministers to us in our times of “special sorrow.”


The music was composed by American composer and lawyer Charles Converse.  While he had several pieces of music performed by professional orchestras of his day, Converse is best remembered for this simple melody.  From Sunday Schools to funerals, this melody has been sung by almost every North American Christian, and likely will be for many years to come.  May we continue to be reminded that we do have a friend in our Lord Jesus, and that his comfort and solace is only a prayer away.
