The Story of

More Love to Thee

-
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(Qcroser 26, 1968 marks the.

one-hundred-fiftieth anniver-
sary of the birth of Elizabeth
Payson Prentiss, author of the
beuntiful prayer-hymn, More
Lote to Thee, O Christ. There
is no dramatic story connected
with the origin of this hymn; it
simply was the expression of the
deep, consuming passion of its
writer. What we do know is that
which the author’s husband,
Rev. Ceorge L. Prentiss, re-
counts in his book, The Life and
Letters of Elizabeth Prentiss:
“The hvmn, More Love to Thee,
O Chuist, belongs, probably as
far back as the year 1856. Like
most of her hymns it is simply
a praver put into the form of
verse. She wrote it so hastily
that the last stanza was: feft in-
complete, one line having been
added in pencil when it was
printed. She did not show it, not
ever to her husband, until many
vears after it was written; and
she wondered not a little that,
wher published, it met with so
much favor.”

Elizabeth was the fifth of cight
children born to Edward and

By Rosert D. Karis

Ann Payson, ministers of the
gospel in Portland, Maine. Sev-
eral generations earlier the first
Payson (also Edward) to come
to these shores had married
Mary Eliot, the sister of John
Eliot, the illustrious “Apostle to
the Indians.”

Family life for young Eliza-
beth was all that could be de-
sired. Father, who was regarded
all over New England as a
“saint,” was hever too busy to
take time with his children.
Tliey all loved him passionately-

Elizabeth Payson Prentiss

But, before Elizabeth reached
her ninth birthday, her father,
in his 45th vear, was taken from
this world. Yet his love and
saintliness left their mark on
family and congregation for
many years to come. It has been
recorded that hundreds of baby
boys all over New England were
named Edward Payson in mem-
ory of him,

At the age of twelve, Eliza-
beth made her first public con-
fession of Christ. Although she
was exceedingly frail in body,
she exercised her mind vigor-
ously. She loved classical litera-
ture and spiritual classics. - The
Memoirs of Henry Martyn and
Journal of David Brainerd were
an inspiration to her and she
read them more than once.
When only sixteen years of age
Elizabeth Prentiss had her first
literary  efforts accepted for
publication.

School teaching came natural-
ly to her. Wherever she taught,
her scholars loved her dearly.
In Richmond, Virginia, where
she taught in a private school
tor girls, her efforts were very



friittul so that she was able to
lexd a unumber of girls to the
Saviar.

Marriage brought the school-
enching career to an end, but
opened up a new and wonderful
career as the wife and helpmeet
ot Rev. George L. Prentiss. To-
gether they served the Lord in
New Bedford, Massachusetts, the
whaliug center of New England.
Hi< circle of friends increased,
and everywhere she found her
wuy into the hearts of thé peo-
ple. For more than five years
they ministered in New Bed-
ford, during which time two
childrea were born, the second,
Eddy, a frail and sickly child.

In the midst of great trials
and the extreme weakness of the
ycnng raother, the family moved,
fir<t to Newark, New Jersey, and
then to New York City. There
Mz, Prentiss served the congre-
gation of the Mercer Street
Presbyvteriun Church.  Many
members of this church were
krnown and honored the world
over. Ju this society, the pas-
tor's wife made many lasting
friendships

Shortly after the third of her
si= children was born, little Ed-
dv failed in health and died.
Then the new baby, which was
the picture of hcalth suddenly
became violently sick and also
vws taken. The bereaved moth-
er could not eat or sleep. All
the rest of her life she suffered
from insommia. Often- it seemed
tl:zt she would follow her chil-
dren. In the Lord alone she
fornd comfort, and daily she
found herself dravwn closer to
Hin.

At this time she took up her
pei once more and wrote a
ciild’s story entitled Suzy’s Six
Birthdays. Tt was the first of
manyv such books for children.
Aoct notable in her writings is

the record of her own experi-
ences in the life of self-denial.
Stepping Heavenward was  a
best scller in its day, selling over
200,009 copies.

Fenelon became her favorite
author, and she fed on his writ-
ings and assimilated into her
own life his great themes: pure
love to God and crucifixion of
self. Pilgrim’s Progress, Imitation
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The Hymn, More Love to Thee,
in Arabic

of Christ, and Saints Everlast-
ing Rest were also among her
constant companions.

Elizibeth Prentiss carried on
an extensive  correspondence
whicli was a blessing to many.
She encouraged all to love ]csus
more and to scd\ Him more. To

a fellowluborer she wrote, “The
study of Christ’s life on ecarth
reveals 1lim to us as incessantly
busy, vet taking special scasons
for prayer. It scems to me that
we should imitate Hin in this
respect.”

To 2 young lady inquiring
into the closer walk with God
she wrote: “You ask if I revel
in Pilgrim’s Progress. Yes, I do.
I think it an amazing book. It
seems tc me almost as much an
inspiration as the Bible itself.

. I have felt about hymns just
as you say you do, as if I loved
them more than the Bible. But
I have got over that; I prayed
myself out of it, not loving
hymns the less, but the Bible
more. 1 wonder if you sing; I

can't remember; if you do, 1 vnll
send you, sometune, a hymn to
sing for my sake, called More
Love to Thee, O Christ.”

A young relative received the
following encouragement from
Mrs. Prentiss, “To love Christ
more — this is the deepest need,
and constant cry of my soul. ...
Out i the woods, and on my
bed, and out driving, when I am
happy and busy, and when I am
sad and idle, the whisper keeps
going up for more love, more
love, more love!” '

Mrs. Preutiss regarded dcath
as an invitation to God’s house.
Despite her constant conscious-
ness of unworthiness, her confi-
dence in the Savior was so great
that she steadfastly affirmed
hei desire to be with the Lord.
On August 13, 1878 after a brief
and severe illness she left the
“vale of tears” and journeyed to
her “Tather’s house™ above. It
was fitting that as the body was
fowered into the earth, the
throng of friends and relatives
tearfully sang her hvmn which
was tm]\ th(‘ theme of her life:
dore Love to Thee, O Christ.



