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THE TRUE PROBLEM OF CHRISTIAN EX­
PERIENCE. 

B Y D R . B U S H N E L L . 

R E V E L A T I O N i i . 4 : — ' " N e v e r t h e l e s s , I have somewhat 
against thee, because t h o u hast left t h y first l o v e . " 

TH E R E are some texts of Scr ipture that 

suffer a harder lo t t h a n any of the mar­

tyrs, because their m a r t y r d o m is perpetual; 

and this I t h i n k i s one of the number. Two 

classes appear to concur i n destroying its 

dignity; namely, the class who deem i t a 

matter of cant to make a n y t h i n g of conver­

sion, and the class who m a k e r e l i g i o n i tse l f a 

matter of cant, by seeing n o t h i n g i n i t but 

conversion. 

My object, however, i s not so much to 

balance these opposites, or even to recover the 

passage of S c r i p t u r e that is lost between them; 

but it is to c lear the w a y of a l l C h r i s t i a n 

experience, by s h o w i n g what i t does and how 

it proceeds. There are m a n y disciples of our 

time who, l i k e the E p h e s i a n disciples, are to 

be warmly commended for their intended 

fidelity, and are yet great ly troubled a n d de­

pressed by what appears to be a r e a l loss of 

ground i n their p iety . C h r i s t knows their 

works, approves t h e i r patience, commends 

their wi thdrawal a l w a y s from them that are 

evil; testifies for them that they have w i t h ­

stood false teachers, w i t h a w a r y a n d c i r c u m ­

spect fidelity, made sacrifices, labored a n d not 

fainted; and yet they are compelled to s igh 

over a certain subsidence of that pure sensi­

bility and that h i g h i n s p i r a t i o n i n w h i c h 

their discipleship began. The clearness of 

that hour is b l u r r e d , the f rcsh joy interspaced 

with dryness. Omissions of duty are dis­

covered w h i c h they d i d not m e a n ; they do 

not enjoy the sacrifices they make as they 

once did, and make them often i n a legal , self-

constrained manner. R a l l y i n g themselves to 

new struggles, as they frequently do, to re-
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trieve their losses, they simply hurry on their 

o w n w i l l , and therefore thrust themselves out 

of f a i t h only the more rapidly . The danger 

is, at this Ephesian point of depression, that 

not k n o w i n g what their change of phase rea l ly 

signifies, or under what conditions a rea l 

progress i n holy character is to be made, they 

w i l l finally surrender, as to a doom of retro-

gradat ion too strong to be resisted. I design, 

i f possible, to br ing them help, ca l l ing their 

attention direct ly to these two p o i n t s : — 

I. The re lat ion of the first love, or the be­

g i n n i n g of the Chr is t ian discipleship, to the 

subsequent l i fe . 

I I . The relat ion of the subsequent life, i n ­

c l u d i n g its apparent losses, to the beginning. 

What we c a l l conversion is not a change 

d i s t i n c t l y traceable i n the experience of a l l 

disciples, though i t is and must be a realized 

fact i n a l l . There are many that grew tip out 

of their infancy , or childhood, i n the grace of 

Christ , a n d remember no time when they 

began to love h i m . Even such, however, w i l l 

commonly remember a time, when their love 

to God a n d d i v i n e things became a fact SO 

fresh, so newly conscious, as to raise a doubt, 

whether i t was not then for the first time 

k i n d l e d . I n other cases there is no doubt of 

a b e g i n n i n g , — a real, conscious, definitely-

remembered beginning; a new turning to 

God, a fresh-born Christian love. The con­

version to Christ is marked as dist inct ly as 

that of the Ephesian church, when coming 

over to Christ, from their previous idolatry. 

The love is consciously first love, a new reve­

lat ion of God i n the soul; a restored con­

sciousness of God, a b i r th of joy and glorified 

song i n the horizon of the soul's l ife, l i k e 

that which burst into our sky when Jesus 

was born into the world. A l l things were 

n e w , — Christ was new, the word a new l ight, 

worship a new gift, the world a new realm of 

beauty s h i n i n g i n the brightness of its author; 



322 T H E C H R I S T I A N R E P O S I T O R Y . 

even flic man himsel f "was new to hrnTSelf. 

S in was gone, a n d fear a lso, was gone w i t h it. 

To love was his a l l , and he loved everything. 

The day dawned i n joy, and the thoughts of 

the night were songs i n his heart. Then how 

tender, how teachable; i n h i s conscience how 

true, i n his works how d u t i f u l ! It was the 

divine childhood, as i t were, of his faith, and 

the beauty of childhood was i n i t . This was 

his first love, and i f a l l do not remember any 

precise experience of the h i n d , they do, at 

least, remember what was so far resembled to 

to this as to leave no i m p o r t a n t d is t inct ion. 

I. W h a t now is the import, of such a state, 

what its re lat ion to the subsequent l i fe and 

character? 

It is not, I answer, what they assume, who 

conceive i t to be only a new thought taken up 

by the subject h i m s e l f , w h i c h he may as 

n a t u r a l l y drop the next moment, or may go 

on to cult ivate t i l l i t is perfected i n a charac­

ter. It is more, a character begun, a d i v i n e 

fact accomplished, i n w h i c h the subject is 

started on a new career of regenerated l iber ty 

i n good. I answer again , that i t is not any 

such th ing as they assume it to be, who take 

it as a completed gift, which only needs to be 

held fast. It is less, far, less than this. To 

God i t is one of his beginnings, which he w i l l 

c a r r y on to perfection; to the subject himsel f 

i t is the d a w n of h is paradise, a n experience 

that w i l l s tand behind h i m as an image of the 

glory to be revealed before, an ideal set up, i n 

his beatitude, of that state i n which his soul 

is to bo perfected a n d to find its rest. I n one 

view, indeed, i t is a k i n d of perfect state,— a 

state resembled to innocence. It is free, i t is 

f u l l of God, i t is for the time without care. 

New-born, as i t were, the s p i r i t of a babe is 

i n it . The consciousness of s i n is, for a time, 

almost, or quite suspended, — s i n is washed 

away, the heart is c lean. The eye is single, 

as a child's eye. The s p i r i t is tender, as a 

child's spirit , — so ingenuous, so pure i n its 

intentions, so simple i n its love, that i t even 

wears the grace of a heavenly chi ldhood. 

I n this flowering state of beauty the soul 

discovers, a n d even has i n i ts feel ing the 

sense of perfection, a n d is thus awakened 

from w i t h i n to the great ideal , i n w h i c h its 

bliss is to be consummated. The perfection 

conceived too and set up as the m a r k of at­

tachment, is something more than a form of 

grace to be hereafter real ized. I t is now 

real ized, as far as i t can be,—the very citizen­

ship of the soul is changed; i t has gone over 

into a hew w o r l d , a n d is entered there into 

new relat ions. B u t i t has not made acquaint­

ance there; i t scarcely knows how i t came in, 

or how to stay, a n d the whole problem of the 

l i fe-struggle is, to become established i n what 

has before been i n i t i a t e d . 

There is a c e r t a i n analogy between this 

state, p a r a d i s i a c a l l y beaut i fu l , pure, and 

clean, a n d that e x t e r n a l paradise i n which 

our h u m a n his tory began. W h a t could be 

more lovely a n d blessed, what i n a certain 

formal sense more perfect, than the upright, 

innocent, a l l -harmonious childhood of the first 

h u m a n p a i r ? B u t i t was beauty without 

strength, the ingenuous goodness of beings 

u n a c q u a i n t e d w i t h e v i l . A s ing le breath of 

temptation is enough to sweep i t a l l away. 

The o n l y w a y to establ ish i t is to lose i t and 

r e g a i n i t . P a r a d i s e lost a n d regained is not 

a conception o n l y of the poet, but i t is the 

g r a n d w o r l d problem of probat ion itself. No 

state of v i r tue is complete, however total the 

v ir tue , save as i t is won by a conflict with 

e v i l , a n d fortif ied b y the struggles of a reso­

lute and bitter experience. Somewhat i n the 

same way, i t is necessary that a Christian 

should fight out the conquest of his paradise, 

i n order to be r e a l l y established i n i t . There 

is no absolute necessity that he should lose it, 

nor a n y such qual i f ied necessity as there was 

that the first m a n should f a l l from his integ­

r i t y ; for he is, by the supposition, one who 

has learned a lready the bitterness of evil, by 

a l i fe thus far steeped i n the g a l l of it. He 

has been outside of h i s paradise, to look on it 

from thence, as A d a m h a d not. He has only 

not been ins ide l o n g enough to thoroughly 

understand the place. H e w i l l commonly 

never be establ ished i n it, therefore, t i l l he 

knows i t more e x p e r i m e n t a l l y , and gets 

wonted i n i t . A n d yet there are a few, as I 

v e r i l y believe, who never go outside again, 

from the moment of the ir first entering, but 

stay w i t h i n , u n f o l d i n g a l l their l i fe long, as 

flowers, i n their p a r a d i s e , — t r u s t f u l , ductile, 

faithful , a n d therefore u n f a l t e r i n g i n their 

steadfastness. 

S t i l l the p r o b a b i l i t y that any one w i l l con­

tinue i n the clearness a n d freshness of his 

first love to God, suffering no apparent loss, 

f a l l i n g into no d is turbance or state of self-

accusing doubt, is not great. A n d where the 
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love is rea l ly not lost, i t w i l l commonly need 

to be conquered aga in , over and over, and 

wrought into tire soul b y a protracted and 

resolute warfare. The germ that was planted 

as impulse must be nourished by disc ipl ine . 

What was i n i t i a t e d as feel ing must be ma­

tured by holy a p p l i c a t i o n , t i l l it becomes one 

of the soul's own habits . 

A mere g lance at the new-born state of love 

discovers how incomplete a n d unrel iable i t is. 

Regarded i n the mere form of feeling, i t is 

all beauty and l i fe . A halo of innocence rests 

upon it, a n d i t seems a fresh-made creature, 

reeking i n the dews of its first morning . B u t 

how strange a creature is i t to i t s e l f , — w a k i n g 

to the discovery of i ts existence, bewildered 

by the mystery of existence. An angel as i t 

were i n feeling, i t is yet a c h i l d i n self-under­

standing. The sacred a n d pure feel ing you 

may p l a i n l y see is e n v i r o n e d by a l l manner 

of defects, weaknesses, a n d half-conquered 

mischiefs, just r e a d y to r o l l back upon i t and 

stifle its l i fe . The r e a l l y subl ime feeling of 

rest and confidence into w h i c h i t has come, 

you w i l l see is backed, a l i t t l e w a y off, by 

causes of unrest, insufficiency, anxiousness, 

and fear. Questions numberless, scruples, 

fluctuating moods, b a d thoughts, unmanage­

able doubts, emotions spent that cannot be 

restored by the w i l l , novel ty passing by a n d 

the excitements of novel ty v a n i s h i n g w i t h it , 

—there is a whole a r m y of secret invaders 

close at hand, a n d y o u m a y figure them a l l as 

peering i n upon the soul, from their places of 

ambush, ready to make their assault. A n d 

what is worst of a l l , the confidence i t has i n 

the Spir i t of God, a n d w h i c h , evenly held, 

would bear i t t r i u m p h a n t l y through, is i tsel f 

impracticed, a n d is probably u n d e r l a i d by a 

suppressed fee l ing of panic , lest he should 

some time take his leave capr ic ious ly . It 

certainly w o u l d not be strange, i f the d i s c i ­

ple, beset by so m a n y defects a n d so l i t t l e 

ripe i n his experience, should seem for a whi le 

to lose ground, even w h i l e strenuously careful 

to maintain his fidelity. A n d then Chr is t 

wi l l have somewhat a g a i n s t h i m . He w i l l 

not judge h i m harshly , a n d charge h i m as a 

crime that has no mit igat ions; i t w i l l only be 

a fatal impeachment of his discipleship, when 

he finally surrenders the struggle, a n d re­

lapses into a prayerless a n d wor ld ly l i fe . 

The significance, then, of the first love as 

related to the subsequent l i fe, is twofold. I n 

the first place, it is the bir th of a new, super­

natural, and divine consciousness i n the soul, 

i n which i t is raised to another plane, and 

begins to live as from a new point. A n d 

secondly, it is so much of a reality, or fact 

realized, that i t initiates, i n the subject, ex­

perimentally, a conception of that rest, that 

fullness, and peace, and joyous purity, i n 

which it w i l l be the bliss and greatness of 

his eternity to be established. I n both re­

spects, i t is the beginning of the end; and 

yet, to carry the beginning over to the end, 

and give i t there its due fulfillment, requires 

a large and varied t r ia l of experience.. The 

office a n d operation of this t r i a l i t now re­

mains to exhibit as proposed. 

II . I n a consideration of the subsequent 

life, as related to the beginning, or first love. 

The rea l object of the subsequent life, as a 

struggle of experience, is to produce i n wis­

dom what is there begotten as a feeling, or a 

new love; and thus to make a fixed state of 

that w h i c h was init iated only as a love. It is 

to convert a heavenly impulse into a heavenly 

habit. I t is to raise the Christ ian childhood 

into a C h r i s t i a n manhood,—to make the first 

love a second or completed love; or, what is 

the same, to fu l f i l l the first love, and give i t a 

pervading fullness i n the soul; such that the 

whole man, as a th inking , self-knowing, act­

ing, choosing, tempted and temptible creature, 

s h a l l coalesce w i t h it, and be for ever rested, 

immovably grounded i n it . 

The paradise of first love is a germ, we may 

conceive, i n the soul's feeling of the paradise 

to be fulf i l led i t its wisdom. A n d when the 

heavenly i n feeling becomes the heavenly i n 

choice, thought, judgment, and habit, so that 

the whole nature consents and rests i n i t as a 

k n o w n state, then is it fulfilled or completed. 

Then i n the ideal awakened by the first love 

become a factor attainment. See now, briefly, 

i n what manner the experimental life works 

this fulfillment. 

A t first the disciple knows, we shal l see, 

very l i t t le of himself, and s t i l l less how to 

carry, himself so as to meet the new state of 

divine consciousness into which he is born. 

You may look upon h i m as l i teral ly a new, 

supernatural m a n ; and just as a chi ld has to 

learn the use of his own body, i n handl ing, 

tasting, heaving, c l imbing, fal l ing, r u n n i n g , 

so the, new man learns, i n the struggles of 

practical life, his own new nature,—how to 
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work his thoughts, ru le his passions, feed h is 

wants, settle his choices, and clear h is affec­

tions. 'Thus , at last, his w h o l e - n a t u r e be­

comes l imber and quick to his love; so that 

the l ife he had i n feeling, he c a n operate, 

express, fortify, and feed. A t first, n o t h i n g 

co-operates i n settled harmony w i t h his new 

l i fe ; but, i f he is fa i thful , he w i l l l e a r n how 

to make everything i n h i m w o r k w i t h it , and 

assist the e d i f y i n g of his soul i n love. 

A great point w i t h h i m is the l e a r n i n g how 

to m a i n t a i n his new s u p e r n a t u r a l re lat ion of 

sonship and v i t a l access to God. Conscious 

of any loss, or apparent, separation, he is 

l i k e l y , at first, to throw h i m s e l f out of God's 

peace only the more completely, by the panic 

he indulges, and the v io lent throes he makes 

to re-establish himself . The feel ing i n which 

he is raised to a p a r t i c i p a t i o n of God cannot 

instruct, h i m how to m a i n t a i n that ; particip­­ion, or to keep a n open state of access. How 

to work his w i l l , h is inward—suggestions and 

outward duties; how to shape his l i fe and 

order his prayers, so as to set himself a lways 

before God, a n d command a ready approach, 

he knows, as yet, only by the guidance of his 

feel ing. B u t the struggle of experience 

br ings h i m into a g r o w i n g acquaintance both 

w i t h God and himsel f as related to God, re­

moving i n this manner his awkwardness, so 

that he i s able to reject a l l false methods and 

a l l r a w experiments, and address himself to 

God s k i l l f u l l y , as a f r i e n d w i l l address a 

f r iend. He knows exactly how he must stand 

before God, to be one w i t h h i m and abide i n 

h i m . He comes into the secret of God easily, 

and, as i t were, n a t u r a l l y , a n d receives the 

manifestation of God as one who l ives i n the 

adoption of a son. 

I n the same way, or by the same course of 

experience, he conceives more and more per­

fectly what i s the true idea of character. A t 

first, character is to h i m a mere feel ing or 

i m p u l s e , a frame. Next, perhaps, i t becomes 

a life of work and self-denial . N e x t a p r i n c i ­

ple, nothing but a matter of p r i n c i p l e . Next 

he conceives that i t is something outwardly 

beautiful, a beautiful l i fe. A f t e r a whi le , he 

discovers that he has been t r y i n g to mold 

what is s p i r i t u a l by his mere n a t u r a l taste, 

and forgotten the first love, as the a n i m a t i n g 

life and d i v i n e p r i n c i p l e of beauty. A n d so 

he draws himself on, by degrees, through a l l 

the var iant phases of loss and sel f -cr i t ic ism, 

to a more f u l l a n d rounded conception of 

character, returning at last to that which lay 

i n h is first love. So that character is. at last, 

conceived as a l i fe whose action, choice, 

thought, a n d expression are a l l animated and 

shaped by the s p i r i t of holiness and divine 

beauty w h i c h was first breathed into his 

feel ing. N o t h i n g is so difficult to settle as 

the conception of a perfect character; noth­

ing , at the same time, so necessary. A n d 

every f a i t h f u l C h r i s t i a n w i l l be conscious of 

a constant ly progressive change, i n his con­

ception of what he is to be. 

A very great p o i n t to be gained, by the 

struggle of experience, is to learn when one 

has a r i g h t to the state of confidence and rest. 

A t first the d i s c i p l e measures h imse l f wholly 

by h is fee l ing . I f f e e l i n g changes, as i t w i l l 

a n d must at times, then he condemns himself, 

and, c o n d e m n i n g h i m s e l f perhaps without 

reason, he breaks h is confidence toward God 

a n d stifles his peace. Then he is ready to 

die to get back h is confidence, but not know­

i n g how he lost it , he k n o w s not where to find 

i t . H e h a d been at his business, a n d as that 

occupied h i s at tent ion, i t took off also some­

what of h is f e e l i n g : c h a r g i n g this to the 

account of s i n , a n d not to a n y want of ex­

perience i n t u r n i n g the m i n d so as to keep or 

recover i ts emotions, he put h i s conscience 

against h i m where i t ought to have been his 

helper, a n d f e l l in to the greater difficulty 

because he " fe l l in to m e n t a l confusion. Or 

perhaps he had p l a y e d w i t h h is chi ldren, or 

he had t a l k e d i n society about things not 

rel igious, i n order to accommodate the circle 

he was i n : this touched the delicate feeling 

of h is s o u l ; and, as fee l ing does not reason 

nor judge, the w o u n d was taken for admitted 

s i n . On one occasion he d i d not give heed to 

some ins igni f i cant , or r e a l l y absurd scruple. 

On another he decl ined some duty which really 

was no duty, a n d was better not to be done. 

I n short, he was c o n t i n u a l l y condemning and 

tormenting himself , a n d gratui tously forbid­

d i n g h imsel f a l l confidence toward God. But 

finally, after b a t t e r i n g down his own confi­

dence and st i f l ing his love i n this manner by 

self-discouragement for m a n y years, he is 

corrected by God's s p i r i t a n d led into a dis­

covery of h imse l f a n d the w o r l d that is more 

just, ceases to condemn h i m s e l f i n that which 

he a l lowcth, so as a l l o w h imsel f i n anything 

which he condemneth; a n d now behold what 
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a morning i t is for h i s love! H i s perturbed, 

anxious state is gone. God's smile is always 

upon h i m . H i s peace flows down upon h i m 

as a river, f rom the throne. H i s first love 

returns, henceforth to abide and never depart. 

Everywhere i t goes w i t h h i m , into a l l the 

callings of i n d u s t r y a n d business, into social 

pleasures a n d recreations, b a t h i n g his soul as 

a divine element. 

By a s i m i l a r process he learns how to modu­

late and operate h i s w i l l . O n one side h is 

soul was i n the d i v i n e love. O n the other he 

had his w i l l . B u t how to w o r k his w i l l , so as 

perfectly to su i t h i s love, he at first d i d not 

know. He a c c o r d i n g l y took his love into the 

care of his w i l l ; for assuredly he must do a l l 

that is possible to keep i t a l ive . He thus 

deranged " a l l r i g h t order a n d health w i t h i n 

by his violent superintendence, battered down 

the joy he w i s h e d to keep, and could not 

understand what he should do more; for, as 

yet, a l l he h a d done seemed to be k i l l i n g his 

love. He h a d not l earned that love flows 

down o n l y f rom God, who is i ts object, a n d 

cannot be manufactured w i t h i n ourselves. 

But he discovers finally that i t was first k i n ­

dled by los ing , for the time, h is w i l l . U n d e r ­

standing now that he is to lose his w i l l i n 

God's w i l l , a n d abandon h i m s e l f w h o l l y to 

God, to rest i n h i m a n d receive of his fullness, 

—f inding too that w i l l is only a form of self-

seeking,—he makes a total loss of w i l l , self, 

and a l l his suff iciency; whereupon the first 

love floods h is n a t u r e again, a n d bathes h i m 

like a sea w i t h o u t a shore. A n d yet i t w i l l 

not be strange i f he finds, w i t h i n a year, that 

as he once overacted his w i l l i n self-conduct, 

so now he is u n d e r a c t i n g i t i n q u i e t i s m ; that 

his love grows t h i n for w a n t of energy, and, 

returning to h i s w i l l a g a i n , he takes i t up i n 

God; dares to have plans a n d ends and to be 

a person; wrestles w i t h God a n d prevai ls 

with h i m ; a n d so becomes, at last, a prince, 

acknowledged a n d crowned before h i m . 

His t h i n k i n g power undergoes a s i m i l a r 

discipline. A t first, he doubted much, doubted 

whether he had a r i g h t to doubt, a n d whether 

he d id doubt, a n d yet more how to get r i d of 

his doubts. The c lat ter of his old, disordered, 

t h i n k i n g nature began, erelong, to d r o w n his 

love by the perpetual noise i t made; old asso­

ciations led, i n t r a i n s of e v i l suggestion, which, 

l ike armies of w r a t h , overran and desolated 

his soul. H e at tacked every one of them i n 

turn, and that kept him t h i n k i n g of the base 

things he wanted to forget. He discovers, at 

length, that a l l he can do is to fill his capacity 

with something better,—his mind w i t h truth, 

his heart with God and faith, his hands w i t h 

duty, and a l l with the holy enthusiasm of 

C h r i s t i a n hope; and then, since there is no 

room left for idle fancies and v a i n i m a g i n a ­

tions to enter, he is free, the torments of e v i l 

suggestion are shut away. The courses a n d 

his thoughts, l ike couriers sent up through 

the empyrean, w i l l return br inging visions of 

God and divine beauty to waken the pure 

first love and kindle its joyful flames. 

A t first he had a very perplexing war w i t h 

his motives. He feared that his motive was 

selfish, and then he feared that his fear was 

selfish. He dug at himself so intently, to 

detect his selfishness, as to create the selfish­

ness he feared. The complications of his 

heart were infinite, and he became confused 

i n his attempt to untwist them. He blamed 

his love to God because he loved him for his 

goodness, and then tried to love him more 

without any thought of his goodness. He was 

so curious, i n fact, to know his motives, that 

he k n e w nothing of them, and finally stifled 

his love i n the effort to understand it, and act 

the c r i t i c over i t . A t length, after months or 

years i t may be of desolation, he discovers, as 

he had never done before, that he was a c h i l d 

i n his first love, and had a child's s implici ty . 

A n d now he has learned simplicity by his 

t r i a l ! F a l l i n g now into that first s implic i ty , 

there to abide, because he knows it, the first 

love blooms again, — blooms as a flower, let us 

hope, that is never to wither. H i s motive is 

pure, because it is simple; and his eye, being 

single toward God, his whole body is f u l l of 

l ight . 

Thus far i t is supposed, i n a l l the i l l u s ­

trations given, that the new love k i n d l e d by 

the S p i r i t has to maintain itself i n company 

w i t h great personal defects i n the subject. 

These defects are a constant tendency i n h i m 

to defections that correspond. Whenever he 

yields to them, he suffers a loss which is, i n 

that case, a gui l ty or blamable loss. But he 

w i l l sometimes be reduced or let down, s imply 

because, or p r i n c i p a l l y because, he has too 

litt le s k i l l or insight to avoid i t . A n d this 

reduction w i l l sometimes go so far as to be a 

k i n d of subsidence out of the supernatural 

into the natural state. He is confused and 


