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Chapter 1: A Weakly Child, an Apprentice, and Twice a Wife (1755–1778)



Elizabeth Collins opens her memoir with a candid account of a childhood shaped by loss, frailty, and early labor. Born in 1755 in Burlington County, New Jersey, she loses her father at six, is sent out to work, and is twice married before she turns twenty-four. Through it all, a quiet spiritual life sustains her—one that readers will watch deepen across the chapters ahead.






	Elizabeth is born in 1755 to Joshua and Naomi Ballinger; her father dies when she is six.

	Bodily weakness forces her home, where her mother keeps her steadily attending meetings.

	At fifteen she begins an apprenticeship and wrestles with youthful temptations.

	She marries John Mason of Evesham at eighteen; he dies about four years later.

	Widowed with two small children, she pours out her grief in prayer and writing.

	In 1778 she marries Job Collins of Evesham and settles into a new neighborhood.







These brief memoirs of our late beloved friend appear to have been penned for the benefit of her connections, and without expecting that they would be made public. She did not possess the advantages of even a good common school education. Her language is simple, and the narrative does not furnish incidents of a very extraordinary character. Yet some of her friends, who had an intimate knowledge of her and thence highly esteemed her, believed the publication would be acceptable, as well as instructive, to the members of her own Society. Subjected to the exposure attendant on procuring a livelihood at an early period of life, the preservation she witnessed is a testimony to the kindness and protection of the Father of the fatherless.


To those who are deprived of many advantages which others possess in abundance, it furnishes an incitement to seek an acquaintance with Him who can amply compensate for all their privations. From this class, persons eminent for their wisdom and piety have frequently risen. In our own religious community, some of the most serviceable men and women, in the various stations of the Church, have had to contend with peculiar difficulties in childhood, arising from untoward circumstances.


By her own account, filial affection and submission to the requirements of her surviving parent were felt to be imperative duties. So was strict compliance with the testimonies of the Society in dress and address, along with the steady attendance of meetings for divine worship. Her growth in the work of religion was the fruit of resignation to the Spirit of Christ in her own heart, which often drew her into retirement. The qualification to preach his gospel—a gift for which work was committed to her—is referred to the ability he gives, in the renewed openings of the same Spirit. In addition to the cloud of witnesses that have gone before, her simple narrative exhibits some of the events in the life of another. Through the obedience of faith exercised under many bodily infirmities, she was frequently employed in active religious duty, and became an example in word, in conversation, in charity, in spirit, in faith, and in purity.


May the rising generation be incited by the dedication of the faithful servants of Christ to follow their footsteps in the path of daily self-denial. Walking in this path, conformably to the will of God inwardly revealed, they will be redeemed from the power of their corrupt propensities and inherit substantial peace. That peace surpasses all the fleeting gratifications of time and is a foretaste of those joys which are incorruptible and undefiled. It is this path the holy ancients ever trod to blessedness, in opposition to the sneers of the unbeliever, the scoffings of the hypocrite, and the laugh of a vain and deluded world.


It has been repeatedly revived in my mind to leave some hints of the gracious dealings of the Lord my Creator with me from my youth. I was born the 4th of the First month [January], 1755, of religious parents, Joshua and Naomi Ballinger. My father died when I was little more than six years of age, leaving my mother with six small children and not an abundance of this world’s treasures to bring us up with. It was my lot to live out from home, and I had some trying seasons to pass through, both in body and mind. But my gracious Helper was near in those my young days, though like Samuel, I knew not who He was. Lodging alone, I had a full opportunity to pour out my tears and to make my moans undiscovered but by Him who searches all hearts. Blessed be his name—his supporting arm was underneath.


Before I was twelve years old, my bodily weakness increased, so that I was obliged to go home to my mother. There I lived until more than fifteen, under the care of an affectionate parent who watched over me for good and kept me steadily to religious meetings. This was of use to me, and is the duty of all parents and those who have the care of youth.


In the Fourth month [April], 1770, I went an apprentice, where I was much exposed and met with many difficulties. But the invisible arm of divine love and mercy was near for my preservation. Blessed be the great name of Israel’s God, who alone preserved me from utter ruin! In the remembrance thereof, my soul can but bless, praise, and magnify his ever worthy name. Although I took some delight in company and light conversation, yet I had often to retire and pour out my tears before Him who sees in secret. He had in mercy visited my soul, and given me in measure to see the vanity of youthful pastimes that I had too much delighted in.


The time of my greatest indulgence in this way was before I arrived at the age of fifteen years. Through mercy I was so preserved that I do not remember ever to have expressed a bad word in my life, or scarcely ever told an untruth, or said “you” to a single person. When I did, I was sure to meet with the reprover. I was mostly attentive and obedient to my dear mother. But on one occasion, when going to attend a marriage, I was informed she should expect me to return in the evening and requested me not to remain out late, to which I replied I thought I should not. But being over-persuaded by my companions, I stayed until near midnight, spending the time in lightness and vanity, for which I was closely reproved even in the midst of folly. I verily thought I felt as if a fire was already kindled in my breast, so great was my condemnation at that time. I have often admired that children could act so contrary to the will of their tender parents. This I think was the greatest instance of disobedience to my mother that I was ever guilty of. After the expiration of my apprenticeship, I attended meetings as steadily as my situation would admit. I was obliged to go from house to house to work at my trade, and in the course of it I met with many trials, being much exposed to company.


About the eighteenth year of my age, I entered into the marriage covenant with John Mason, of Evesham, who was a truly affectionate husband to me. Few, I believe, ever lived together in greater harmony and love than we did. But He who I believe brought us together saw meet to separate us in a little more than four years. A short time before he expired, he said to me, “Well, my dear, I think we have nearly fulfilled our marriage covenant, and shall have nothing to answer for upon that account.” His manner was very affectionate. The remembrance of this has afforded comfort and satisfaction to my mind at times ever since. He also expressed that he saw nothing in his way and believed he should go to rest.


Being now left a poor disconsolate widow with two small children, I was ready to conclude that no one’s trials could exceed mine. But the Lord, in mercy, was near to support and bear up through all, that I did not sink below hope, though often brought very low both in body and mind. In which seasons I wrote the following:


My heart seems somewhat humbled within me, and my desire is that I may be preserved as in the hollow of the Lord’s mighty hand, who am a poor unworthy creature. But he is wonderful in goodness—he has spared, pitied, and showed mercy, that I am not cast off and quite lost. O that I may ever look to Him, who is as a strong tower to the faithful, against the mighty. O that I may ever walk worthy of the Lord’s notice, that he may become a father and a husband to me. O Lord, may I enjoy your presence, or else my time is lost and my life a snare to my soul!


O that my head were as waters and my eyes as a fountain of tears, that I might weep day and night until acquainted with my God. O that I may receive bread from your table, and that your grace may abound in me. May we all turn to the Lord as with one heart, and he will do wonderful things for us if we seek him aright. O that we were wise and fervently concerned to seek the accomplishment of this great and necessary work in us. Then we may be found in a state of preparation for that awful moment when the dust shall return to the earth as it was, and the spirit unto God who gave it. Then may we hope that when Christ, who is our life, shall appear, we also shall appear with him in glory.


I also felt great yearnings of heart towards my fellow creatures, and much tenderness and compassion for the brute creation, believing they were lent to us for our use and not for our abusing.


A short time after the death of my dear husband, I had a severe attack of disease, in which I had no prospect of recovering, nor any desire, but was quite resigned to the divine will. I desired that if He saw meet to raise me again, it might be for some good end. In the remembrance of which season I feel breathings of soul that I may be so attentive to the pointings of Truth, and so obedient to my dear Lord and Master, as to answer this great end. Gracious and holy Father, may it please you to strengthen my feeble endeavors, and more and more wean me from every thing that obstructs the growth of your pure Truth.


In the year 1778, I joined in marriage covenant with Job Collins, of Evesham. Now, settling in a new neighborhood, I kept close to meetings as I had done before, and sometimes spoke to business in meetings for discipline.
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