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Early Years and Convincement


From her birth to joining the Society of Friends, 1750-1773



Mary Dudley was the daughter of Joseph and Mary Stokes. She was born in the city of Bristol on the 8th of the Sixth month [June], 1750. Her constitution was delicate, and through infancy and childhood she suffered frequent and severe illnesses. Even so, she was sent to school early. She often mentioned one proof of her serious turn of mind: she loved reading the Holy Scriptures, and was so partial to the Prophecies of Isaiah that her governess kept asking whether she had not finished that book yet. She was quick, and learning came easily to her, so she made rapid progress. As she grew into her youth, the admiration of her relations and acquaintances fed the vanity that is native to every human mind. Yet even at that early age she was at times aware of the humbling visitation of divine love. Speaking later of her concern for young people, she often said how greatly she would have valued Christian counsel and sympathy in those years. Her convictions were countered on one side by invitations to worldly pleasure, and on the other by ridicule for wanting to seem better than her contemporaries — and those who ought to have acted very differently did not spare her either. These are her own words:


“I am drawn to record the gracious dealings of a merciful Father and Creator, who visited my mind early. I knew nothing of the nature of deep religious feeling, yet I was certainly impressed with it often in the morning of my day. But I had a remarkably lively disposition, and I did not yield to the solemn fear I felt at seasons — a fear that would have preserved me from the snares of death and led me into conformity with the divine will. My parents raised me in great strictness in the observances and ceremonies of the worship they professed, that of the Established Church, and I attended constantly from childhood. Alongside this I was allowed into most of the amusements of the world, to which my nature strongly inclined me. Yet in the middle of all that dissipation I often felt dissatisfied. Something so solemn visited my mind that I appeared very grave to others, and I was frequently laughed at for it.


“I was fond of reading and gave myself to it with much pleasure. That, together with a turn for poetry and the close friendship of several sensible and seriously minded people, occupied much of my time between seventeen and eighteen. Then came the death of my beloved grandmother, who had done much to feed the very vanity she had encouraged, and the loss shook it. A disappointment in an affectionate attachment ended what attraction visible things still had for me. My mind was left like a blank page waiting to be filled, and so prepared for the fuller reception of that precious visitation which was sweetly granted early in the twentieth year of my life. All that was within me bowed low and yielded to the superior power of heavenly love.


“Because my mind was already in the prepared state I have described, it would be unsafe to date this change from the time I began attending the Methodist meetings. I did certainly feel more of the divine there than at any earlier season, and particularly under the ministry of one of their preachers, who seemed commissioned with a message to my mind. I continued to hear him along with many others. I attended all the means of grace, as they are called, and was often sweetly affected and comforted. Yet even then something within me craved the purity of an inward, spiritual life. I believed that without holiness no one could see the Lord, and I believed such holiness was attainable. How my whole soul longed for that knowledge to be revealed, and how I struggled in the depth of silence to seek it rightly and know it for myself. I went into various places of worship among the Dissenters, and was for a time greatly taken with the Baptists, but I still found a want in me, a vacuum that the good I thirsted after had not filled.


“I joined the Methodist Society, not from conviction, but partly from persuasion, and partly because something in me yielded to a way I thought might settle me easily. I also continued to attend the established worship in which I had been raised. But I felt unsatisfied both in the ceremonies of the one and in the various meetings of the other — the classes, the bands, and the rest. Often, while everyone around me was attending to the preaching and the singing, my spirit was communing in solemn silence with the ‘Lord my strength,’ so that I hardly knew what was happening around me. I even felt disturbed and pulled away from that inward attraction when I had to go up to the place where the outward elements were prepared for the congregation. How I felt the heavenly mystery then, and how sweetly I partook of the bread of life. All forms and shadows fled away and lost their use and power for a mind that was feeding spiritually on the substance itself.


“During these feelings, and the loosening from all visible things that followed them, I often went into Friends’ meetings. There, especially in the silence, my spirit fed — as it also fed in deep and solemn retirement, when no eye saw me. Under that powerful attraction whole hours passed away, so that my body seemed to manage on very little rest or sleep. I felt like a child clinging to its parent’s breast. In that state a covenant was made which to this hour, I humbly trust, has not been forgotten.”


She withdrew completely from the amusements in which she had wasted so much precious time. This brought down on her the ridicule of her young companions, and even the censure of many far older and less thoughtful than she was. People kept predicting that she would return to worldly pleasures, and both flattery and entreaty were used to break down a seriousness of manner thought so unnecessary at nineteen. She also felt it her duty to leave off ornaments and to dress in a way consistent with her view of Christian simplicity. This was deeply mortifying to some of her nearest relations, and she suffered considerably for it. But the peace her mind was given more than outweighed these trials. Strength was mercifully measured out to match the occasion, and she was able to persevere in the path of obedience. She often said afterwards that her company soon became as unwelcome to her former gay associates as theirs was to her, while her friendship and example proved a solid benefit to some of her contemporaries who kept up the acquaintance, or sought it out. During this period she frequently set down her feelings in verse. The two pieces that follow are chosen because they describe her state of mind so instructively.


Did angels’ love or seraphs’ glowing fire

My bosom warm, or my glad breast inspire —

With what loud praises would I pierce the skies,

What tuneful incense from my lips should rise.



Yet though my powers with no such ardour glow,

The feeble strains of thankful love may flow;

My languid numbers shall a tribute bring,

And humble praise awake the silent string.



While nineteen years their varied seasons rolled,

How chained this captive heart in winter’s cold;

Unawed by threatenings and uncharmed by love,

It still refused the quickening draught to prove.



Vain the return of every annual day,

Its call still slighted or neglected lay;

In vain it told me that it gave me birth,

For still it found and left me slave to earth.



Immured in shades of interwoven night,

In Nature’s dismal chaos, void of light,

Thus lay enwrapt my powers, till mercy spoke,

And through the gloom a ray obedient broke.



Amazing grace! through this I still survive,

And boundless love has bid the rebel live; —

Bids me, for once, with joy behold the day

That brought to light this animated clay.



Since Mercy deigns to smile, — hail welcome morn!

Forever solemnized be thy return;

On thee let pure devotion ever rise,

And breathe to heaven unsullied sacrifice.



How shall I tune a trembling lay,

How touch the softened string?

Fain would I heavenly love display, —

The God of mercy sing.



I would, — but Oh! how faint each power,

How far too high the theme; —

Come, blessed Spirit, aid restore,

And raise the languid flame!



What wondrous grace! what boundless love!

What soft compassion this,

That calls my rebel heart to prove

A never-fading bliss!



Long have I sought the pleasing sound, —

But sought, alas! in vain —

Explored in Pleasure’s mazy ground,

In Nature’s desert plain.



What grace that I am not consumed,

Not hurled to endless night;

Mercy has all her power assumed,

And yields a cheering light.



‘Tis Mercy bids me seek the Lord;

‘Tis Mercy bids me fly;

‘Tis Mercy speaks the balmy word,

“Repent, thy God is nigh.”



‘Tis Mercy fills my trembling heart

With agonizing pain,

With keen distress and poignant smart, —

Nor heave these sighs in vain.



The tears that now in torrents flow,

This Mercy will repress;

Remove the load, a pardon show,

And speak a healing peace.



Then let me humbly wait the hour —

The hour of sweet release;

Incessant, saving grace implore,

Incessant, pant for peace.



At thy blest feet, my Lord and King,

Resigned let me lie,

Till the glad peals of triumph ring,

And Faith behold Thee nigh.



Then shall the stammerer’s tongue proclaim

The goodness of the Lord;

In grateful strains rehearse His fame,

In hymns His love record.



I’ll warble to each listening ear

The feeble song of praise;

My sweet employ while travelling here,

To lisp Redeeming Grace!



John Wesley thought highly of her, as did other distinguished people in the Methodist connexion, and she was frequently urged to become what is called a class leader. But she freely confessed to him, and to other members of the society, that her views did not perfectly agree with their tenets, and she consistently refrained from taking any active part among them. Her exercises of mind, as the divine will concerning her was gradually disclosed, are partly unfolded in some letters to a dear and intimate friend. The following extracts will, it is thought, be welcome to the reader.


May 10th, 1771


“I have nothing to tell you, my dear friend, but mercies — nothing but unbounded love should be my theme. The Lord is indeed gracious, and lately He has given me to feel it. What sweet calls, what gentle warnings He has indulged me with. This feeble structure of clay is failing — but, glory to my God, my soul feels the invigorating influence of His grace. In some recent moments of retirement it has been ready to burst its barrier, and I have longed earnestly to be with my Beloved. Nor can I think it will be long first. What a glorious prospect! Oh, my friend, if our next meeting should be around the throne! Even as I write, my heart feels desires I cannot put into words.


“Pray for me, that the work of grace may be completed in my soul. I believe it will. I feel that I want everything, and I am fully confident that Jesus will supply all that is lacking. To some this might look like the wild flight of enthusiasm. To my friend it will wear a different face, and I trust it will engage her on my behalf at the throne of grace. Of this much we are certain: there is no danger in anything that leads to God, and an impression of our nearness to death, whether real or imaginary, cannot but give solemnity to the mind.”


November 5th, 1771


“Do not you, and do not I, feel the need of exactly such an all-sufficient Redeemer as the compassionate Jesus? Blessed be His name, we cannot and would not do without Him as our Prophet, Priest, and King. Here our poverty is truly our greatest riches. We are content — indeed we rejoice — that our whole dependence is on Him, and our entire support drawn from Him in whom all fullness dwells; having nothing, and yet possessing all things. Christ is eyes to the blind, ears to the deaf, feet to the lame, and everything else the sinner wants. For my own part, I feel that I am all weakness and helplessness, with everything still to learn. But I find the Lord Jesus to be that rock to which I may always resort. I long to be joined more closely to Him who has so graciously stooped to me and mercifully delivered me. Oh, that my one desire, aim, and intention might be to live to His glory.


“To be in the will of Him who does all things well is blessed. May we bow continually to His easy rule. What happiness we should find if we only desired that He should choose for us. Surely infinite love joins with infinite wisdom, and wills our peace. May our language then always be this —


‘Melt down our will and let it flow

And take the mould divine.’



“Consider the Apostle and High Priest of our profession, Jesus Christ, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross. Oh, my friend, let us press toward the mark — that glorious mark of conformity to our divine Lord and Master. Does nature, that principle which cries ‘spare me,’ oppose and strongly resist the power that lays the axe to the root of the tree and forbids self-indulgence? Then let us obey the command ‘follow me’ in the strength that is given us. Will not every act of self-denial we are enabled to perform weaken the power of our enemies and encourage us to persevere in this glorious combat? It surely will, and it will also meet with a present reward from condescending grace.


“Come then, my beloved friend, gird up the loins of your mind, be sober, and watch unto prayer. The Bridegroom comes; go out to meet Him. Meet Him by turning to Him in your own heart, where He waits to speak in righteousness, mighty to save. Oh, for that attentive listening to His secret voice which was felt by the one who said, ‘Be still, O my soul! Speak, O my Love!’ I had almost said: Hail, celestial silence, sacred source of heavenly safety, sweetest spring of solid peace. I know of no other path that is truly safe. It is an impregnable fortress. ‘I will watch to see what he will say unto me,’ was the resolve of an ancient servant of the Most High. May my friend go and do likewise, and may the God of all grace enable His weakest worm to follow every solemn injunction and obey the promptings of His Spirit. Pray that I may always keep an attentive watch, in case I should be surprised in an hour I do not expect.”


On the Friends’ Manner of Worship


“I have often wished for a chance to write to you by this means, and until now wished in vain. I take it up with more than usual pleasure. But what can I say? Not that I am rich and increased with goods, but poor and needy. Where then is my spring of help? In Him who is the Alpha and Omega. If in matchless condescension He is pleased to communicate, then since His is the power, to Him also let the glory be ascribed forever.


“I suppose my friend expects me to explain what I have lately hinted about my approval of the Quakers’ mode of worship. On that point I have little to say, and yet I will speak with the most unreserved freedom to the friend I wish to know the innermost recesses of my heart. I need not tell you how utterly unlike my natural disposition the love of solitude is, whether inward or outward. I was prone to activity and fond of dissipation, and I followed that attraction until a more powerful and all-conquering one drew me away. Ever since I have known anything of the peace that is from above, retirement has been pleasant to me — though a principle of doing was still alive in me, and my connexion with the Methodists encouraged it, for they are, as you know, of the active kind.


“Having explained how opposed all this is to my own nature, I think I may conclude that the Spirit of God has now brought my self-working to a standstill. By emptying me as from vessel to vessel, He is showing me that I have everything to learn, and that the temple will be raised to His own glory only as I lie still in His forming hand. This leads me into the inward path, away from things I once thought essential. The ministry of the Friends has done much to confirm these feelings. The small still voice has whispered unutterable things to His unworthy dust in their assemblies, and has given tokens of His approval of my meeting with them. Adored be His condescending love!


“Hitherto, then, has the Lord brought me — and who has been His counsellor? Truly His own unerring wisdom. The future, like the past, is His. I am ignorance itself. I have no light except as He gives it, and He has graciously promised that His followers shall not walk in darkness but shall have the light of life; they shall be taught of God. Is this Divine Teacher my friend? May I be all attention to Him who has given me the very desire to be taught by Him.


“To this guidance, my much loved friend, I leave my cause. I feel it my privilege to wait upon God. I do not yet know that it is my duty to join myself to this part of the flock, though my mind unites strongly with them. My path must be more lit before I presume to take so important a step. I do not want a name — need I tell you that? It is the nature of that Christianity which is life and spirit that alone can give real peace to my soul, and to every soul. Permit me, then, my friend, to meet with and to love those who are the object of your fears — your friendly, tender fears — and do not think I shall ever make those fears real unless I am plainly directed to it. My ever dear friend will, I do not doubt, carry me on her heart before the throne of grace, where I trust our united language will forever be: ‘Father, thy will be done.’”


Many others among her religious acquaintance also voiced their uneasiness at her evident attraction to the Society of Friends, and John Wesley wrote to her in very strong terms of disapproval. The following letter to him closed her correspondence with this highly esteemed friend, who afterwards continued to treat her with affectionate regard and to speak of her with respect.


Letter to John Wesley, July 20th, 1772


“My very dear and worthy friend: for once I can say that receiving a letter from you has given me inexpressible pain. I am therefore compelled to write to you before we meet in person, because I fear my spirits would not let me speak the undisguised feelings of my heart as freely as I can write them.


“I believe my valuable friend and father is anxious out of tender affection for an unworthy worm, and he has only added one more convincing proof of how sincere that affection is. Whether I add weight to your fears or dispel them, the most unreserved declaration of my views will decide. You do kindly right to revive in my memory the many favours I have received from the literal hand of mercy since my connexion with our dear friends. I think I have some sense of the love of God toward me in this, and I count that memorable hour when I first heard the gospel trumpet among them the happiest of my life. Yes, my dearest sir, my heart burns as I recall the attraction of heavenly grace. The many, the innumerable mercies I have received since then I desire to acknowledge with thankfulness; and unless my spirit is separated from their gracious Author, they cannot be forgotten.


”’Beware of striking into new paths,’ says my revered friend. Much — very much — should I fear to explore any path of my own choosing, or to take a single step in so important a matter without the direction of Him who is emphatically called ‘Wonderful, Counsellor.’ To His praise be it spoken, He has given me the desire to be guided by Him. In obedience to this Holy Teacher I have, I humbly hope, attended the Quakers’ meeting at times lately — but not during our own hours of worship, except on Sunday evenings, when I say truly that the excessive heat of the room was more than I could bear. I am bound to testify that the Lord has clothed His word delivered there with divine power. The heart of my dear father will rejoice at that, since


‘Names, and sects, and parties fall,

And thou, O Christ, art all in all!’



“As for silent meetings, I take it that their authority may be known by the power that attends them. I have not been at such a meeting, yet in my own experience I find the unutterable prayer to be the most profitable, and I am led much into what one of our own hymns expresses so beautifully:


‘The speechless awe that dares not move,

And all the silent heaven of love.’



“I long to be more inwardly devoted to that God who alone is worshipped in spirit and in truth. I find that to keep up a spiritual intercourse there must be a deep, inward, silent attention to the secret intimations of divine love. For this my inmost soul aspires to Him who has promised to fulfil the desire of those who seek Him. And is this, my dear sir, ‘stepping out of the way’? Surely it cannot be, while I find a peace that passes all understanding. Can it lead me to think slightly of my old teachers? Oh, if my heart could be opened to my friend, he would see very different characters written there. Will it teach me to neglect my meetings? I count them great privileges, wherever our principle of action is not custom but a sincere desire for God’s glory.


“What more can I say to my honoured friend, after disclosing so much of the heart that holds him in most affectionate and respectful love? I can only add this request: that he would join me in that emphatic prayer to the God of all grace, ‘Thy will be done.’ Attending to it and obeying it will, I trust, divinely influence his very unworthy but gratefully affectionate


“M. Stokes.”


After this she gradually withdrew from the Methodist Society, and grew increasingly conscious that it was her religious duty to profess with Friends. She was strengthened to acknowledge this openly, in both speech and dress, about the middle of the year 1773. My dear mother’s own narrative describes that important event and the deep exercises that came before it.


“The active zeal of the people I loved and had joined now seemed to me irreconcilable with the self-abasement I was experiencing, and with my utter inability to move without holy help. I had nothing but poverty and weakness to tell of, and when I did speak from the force of example, my little strength was diminished rather than increased. Indeed, I found nothing except in quietness and inward attention; and when I was centred there I had all things, because I possessed the good itself. So my mind was drawn away from all creatures, without the help of any creature, to the Creator and source of light and life.


“To finish His own work in me, He saw fit to take away my health. This happened in 1773, about the time of my dear father’s death. I nursed him closely through a lingering illness, in the course of which he said to me, ‘O Polly! I would rather see you as you are than on a throne.’ I believe he died in peace. My own complaints were consumptive and threatened my life, but I felt no anxiety about how they might end. I was weaned from all creatures, and I felt beyond all doubt that if my life were prolonged, then even if there were no Quaker left on earth, I must be one in principle and practice.


“I was determined that if the work was of God, He should accomplish it Himself, so I read no book of their writing. I was quite unable to leave home, so I attended no place of worship and spoke with very few people. One was my beloved and most intimate friend, Rebecca Scudamore; and even to her my lips were sealed about the path being pointed out to me. For many weeks I hesitated and shrank from using the plain language, finding the cross in it too heavy to bear with resignation. Then she told me it was her settled belief that I ought to use it, and that my disobedience was causing her great suffering — or words to that effect. I then told her that I was convinced it was required of me, but that if giving up my natural life would be accepted instead, I was ready to make that sacrifice.


“My health grew worse, and every act of disobedience increased my bodily weakness. At last, feeling that everything was at stake, I yielded in the very anguish of my spirit and addressed my beloved and until then affectionate mother in the language of conviction. Her opposition made my sufferings extreme. But may my soul never forget the precious influence extended to me then. The very air I breathed was sweet, everything was tranquil and serene, and the evidence of heavenly approval was clearer than words can say. Set against that, this temporary suffering from mistaken zeal seemed light. Indeed it was all more than made up for by later kindness, when light shone about that dear parent’s dwelling.


“My health improved, and I soon got to meetings. Though I knew nothing of the way Friends had been led, nor of some of the particular testimonies they held, the day of vision unfolded them to me one after another. Obedience in one matter loosened the seal on the next opening, until I found that, as face answers face in a glass, so the experience of one enlightened mind answers to another. I remember here the strong impression I received about the want of rectitude and spirituality in the payment of tithes and priests’ demands. I felt great pain merely in handing a piece of money — my mother’s own money, and at her request — to some collectors for that purpose. So delicate and so swift is the pure witness against even touching the thing that defiles.”


Her relations left nothing untried to dissuade her from a profession that involved so much self-denial and seemed, in their view, to ruin every prospect of worldly advantage. Her mother regarded the change as the effect of temptation, and hoped that the parish minister might help; so she arranged an interview. It produced no change, and satisfied neither party. The clergyman censured her strongly for taking so important a step without first consulting him. She replied that since she had not felt at liberty to confer with flesh and blood, even by consulting her own inclinations, she had not dared to seek any human counsel, and was trying to act in simple obedience to the discoveries of divine light in her own soul. On leaving, he presented her with a book and charged her to read it. Looking at the title, “A Preservative from Quakerism,” she observed pleasantly, “It is too late; you should have brought me a restorative.”


In the midst of this opposition she was much encouraged by the sympathy and Christian advice of Elizabeth Johnson, a prominent and valuable member of the Methodist society. This friend had visited her often during her illness. Once, when she was thought to be near her end, Elizabeth Johnson sat a long time in silence by the bedside and then addressed her solemnly: “I do not believe that your Heavenly Father is about to take you out of the world, but I believe you are called to make a different profession. You are not led as the Methodists are; you are designed to become a Quaker.” Striking and encouraging as this was, it drew no admission of what was then passing in the invalid’s conflicted mind. She continued, however, to draw comfort from this valuable friend’s visits, and often spoke of the sweet and strengthening influence she was at times aware of when no words passed between them. She spoke, too, of the tender, motherly interest Elizabeth Johnson showed afterwards, when what she had foreseen came true and her young friend publicly professed religious views different from her own.


Notes


The reference to speaking “from the force of example” alludes to the practice of disclosing individual experience in the class meetings of the Methodist Society.


Rebecca Scudamore was a member of the Church of England, and highly esteemed as a woman of distinguished piety and deep spiritual experience. A short account of her life was printed at Bristol about thirty years before this memoir.
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