Joseph Scriven was born in 1819 of prosperous parents in Dublin, Ireland. He was a graduate of Trinity College, Dublin. At the age of twenty-five he decided to leave his native country and migrate to Canada. His reasons for leaving his family and country seem to be two-fold: the religious influence of the Plymouth Brethren upon his life estranging him from his family and the accidental drowning of his fiancée the night before their scheduled wedding. 

After migrating, he taught and tutored to make his living. Again, he became engaged, to Eliza Roche. Once again tragedy struck. Shortly before the couple were to marry, the girl became ill and died. One can hardly estimate Joseph's shock and depression. He joined the local Plymouth Brethren and assisted their elderly members. The Plymouth Brethren was a conservative reformation movement out of Ireland, known mostly for their emphasis on reading the Bible literally, a refusal to adhere to a denomination, and their influential members like John Nelson Darby, often called the founder of Dispensationalism. 
From that time Scriven developed a totally different pattern of life. He took the Sermon on the Mount literally. It is said that he gave freely of his limited possessions, even sharing the clothing from his own body, if necessary, and never once refused to help anyone who needed it. Ira Sankey (prolific singer-songwriter for the evangelist Dwight Moody) tells in his writings of the man who, seeing Scriven in the streets of Port Hope, Ontario, with his sawbuck and saw, asked, “Who is that man? I want him to work for me.” The answer was, “You cannot get that man; he saws wood only for poor widows and sick people who cannot pay.” Because of this manner of life, Scriven was respected but was considered to be eccentric by those who knew him.
“What a Friend We Have in Jesus” was never intended by Scriven for publication. Upon learning of his mother’s serious illness and unable to be with her in far-off Dublin, he wrote a letter of comfort enclosing the words of this text. Some time later when he himself was ill, a friend who came to call on him chanced to see the poem scribbled on scratch paper near the bed. The friend read it with keen interest and asked Scriven if he had written the words. Scriven, with typical modesty, replied, “The Lord and I did it between us.” In 1869 a small collection of his poems was published. It was simply entitled Hymns and Other Verses. 
To this day, no one knows for sure if Joseph Scriven's death was accident or suicide. He was in serious depression at the time, plagued by repeated illness and serious financial insecurity. A friend reported, "We left him about midnight. I withdrew to an adjoining room, not to sleep, but to watch and wait. You may imagine my surprise and dismay when on visiting the room I found it empty. All search failed to find a trace of the missing man, until a little after noon the body was discovered in the water nearby, lifeless and cold in death."
After the death of Joseph Scriven, citizens of Port Hope, Ontario erected a monument on the Port Hope-Peterborough Highway, which runs from Lake Ontario, with the text of the hymn and these words inscribed: “Four miles north, in Pengally’s Cemetery, lies the philanthropist and author of this great masterpiece, written at Port Hope, 1857.” 

Copied largely from 101 Hymn Stories by Kenneth Osbeck and from Christianity Today Article “How Did Joseph M Scriven come to Drown” by Dan Graves. 


