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The Seeking Years


Drayton in the Clay, the shoemaker’s fields, and four years of walking away from every professor who could not speak to his condition; 1624-1646



It would seem improper to begin publishing other works before some notice had been taken of George Fox, the founder of the Society. His Journal has recently been stereotyped and an edition of it circulated, so the Editors did not think it necessary to reprint it at present. They have therefore prepared a short memoir of this eminent man. Their purpose is to bring his remarkable life and character into view, and to exhibit, briefly, the rise of the Society, its principles, and its discipline.


George Fox was born in the month called July — old style, now reckoned the fifth month — in the year 1624, at Drayton in the Clay, Leicestershire, England, which appears to be the same place now called Fenny Drayton. His parents were Christopher and Mary Fox. Though in humble circumstances, they were highly esteemed by their neighbours for piety and uprightness. His father was a weaver, and was called Righteous Christer because of the strictness and sobriety of his life. Both he and his wife tried to bring up their children in an exemplary manner, according to the religion of the Episcopal Church, to which they belonged. But neither their circumstances nor their situation in life allowed them to give their children much learning, and George enjoyed no literary advantages beyond a plain English education. From a child he was of a religious and observing turn of mind. Such were the gravity and innocency of his spirit that his relations wanted him educated for the ministry. His mother, noticing his serious temper and his piety and steadiness, was very watchful and tender over him, cherishing his religious impressions and strengthening him in good resolutions.


This sketch of the life of George Fox is compiled chiefly from his Journal. Of that Journal Sir James Macintosh says that it is “one of the most extraordinary and instructive narratives in the world — which no reader of competent judgment can peruse without revering the virtue of the writer.”


When very young, he refused to join in vain and childish sports, or to mix in the company of rude or irreligious people. When he saw anyone behaving lightly it grieved him, and made him say within himself, “If ever I come to be a man, surely I shall not do so, nor be so wanton.”


“While I was a child,” he says, “I was taught how to walk so as to be kept pure. The Lord taught me to be faithful in all things — to act faithfully two ways: inwardly to God, and outwardly to man, and to keep to yea and nay in all things. For the Lord showed me that, though the people of the world have mouths full of deceit and changeable words, I was to keep to yea and nay in all things. My words should be few and savoury, seasoned with grace. I might not eat and drink to make myself wanton, but for health, using the creatures in their service, as servants in their places, to the glory of Him that created them.”


Some of his relations objected to his being made a priest, so he was apprenticed to a shoemaker who also dealt in wool. George’s business lay chiefly in the fields, tending the flocks of sheep — an employment well suited to his retiring and contemplative disposition, and strikingly emblematic of his future service in the church.


While in his master’s employ, much property and money passed through his hands. Being governed by the preserving power of divine grace, he was scrupulously careful to wrong no one, and to deal justly and honestly with all. In his dealings he frequently used the word “verily”; and his firmness in keeping his word was so well known that it became a common saying among those who knew him, “If George says ‘verily,’ there is no altering him.”


The simplicity and plainness of his appearance and manner sometimes drew ridicule from rude people, which he took little notice of; but sober people generally loved him for his innocency and integrity. His tender mind was often grieved by the inconsistent conduct of the professors of religion. On one occasion, when he was about nineteen, he observed the light and unprofitable talk and conduct of some, and the eagerness with which others pursued the riches of this world — and both made a high profession of religion. His mind was deeply affected. Withdrawing from the company, he spent the greater part of the night alone in prayer, mourning over the wickedness that abounded in the world. In that state these words were intelligibly addressed to his mind: “Thou seest how young people go together into vanity, and old people into the earth. Thou must forsake all, old and young, and be as a stranger unto all.”


About the twentieth year of his age his exercises increased. He broke off all familiarity with his former acquaintance and travelled into Northampton and Buckinghamshire. From there he went by Newport-Pagnel and Barnet to London, seeking out the most religious professors, and hoping to find in their society some relief for his troubled spirit. For a time, however, his distress only increased. Satan took advantage of his sorrows and tempted him to despair of the mercy of God in Christ Jesus. Failing in that snare, he tried to draw him into committing some sin. But the Lord saw the integrity of his heart and knew his close trials, and it pleased Him to support his mind and at length to deliver him out of them all.


Hearing that his relations were uneasy at his absence from home, he returned and stayed with them for some time. They seem to have been largely strangers to the nature of his religious exercises. Wanting to remove his deep thoughtfulness about the everlasting welfare of his soul, and about the things belonging to the kingdom of heaven, some proposed that he should marry, and others that he should enter the army. Such proposals suited the state of his feelings very little, and only added to his sorrows. He sought out lonely places, and there poured out his cries to the Lord, from whom alone he expected true comfort.


During this season of conflict he applied to several ministers for counsel and help. None of them could help him, nor did they appear to understand his disconsolate condition. But though afflicted he was not forsaken. By the teachings of the Holy Spirit — which our blessed Saviour promised would lead his followers into all truth — his mind was instructed in many of the mysteries of Christian redemption. He gave striking evidence of this on one occasion. Nathaniel Stevens, the priest of his native town, asked him why Christ cried out on the cross, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” and why he said, “If it be possible let this cup pass from me, yet not my will but thine be done.” “I told him,” says George, “that at that time the sins of all mankind were upon him, and their iniquities and transgressions, with which he was wounded. These he was to bear and be an offering for, as he was man; but he died not, as he was God. So in that he died for all men, tasting death for every man, he was an offering for the sins of the whole world.” Thus early in his Christian experience this faithful servant of the Lord bore his testimony to a consoling and fundamental doctrine of the Gospel. Our dear Redeemer came into the world to save sinners, and laid down his precious life as a sacrifice and propitiation for the sins of mankind.


In the year 1645 he went to Mansetter in Warwickshire, then to Tamworth and Coventry. At each of these places he talked with those called ministers about the state of his mind. But their attempts to assuage his grief, and the advice they offered, showed them to be very deficient in solid religious experience, and left him without relief. One advised him to take tobacco and sing psalms. Another began to question him about Christ’s parentage. “I told him,” he says, “that Mary was his mother, and that he was supposed to be the son of Joseph, but was the Son of God.”


Speaking of his situation at this time, he remarks: “My troubles were so great that I could have wished I had been born blind, that I might never have seen wickedness or vanity. I could have wished to be deaf, that I might never have heard vain and wicked words, or the Lord’s name blasphemed.”


Most people spent the time called Christmas in feasting and merriment. His benevolent disposition led him instead to go from house to house, seeking out destitute and needy widows and other objects of charity, and relieving them. He had the means not only to keep himself from being a charge on anyone, but to supply the necessities of others. In 1646 he appears to have fixed his residence at Coventry, where he remained a considerable time.


It is interesting to trace the gradual unfolding of the Christian testimonies now held by the Society of Friends, as they were opened one by one to the mind of this eminent servant of the Lord. His attention had been directed early to the Spirit of Christ in his own heart as the great Teacher under the gospel dispensation. By obedience to its discoveries he not only grew in grace and obtained the victory over sin, but the Holy Scriptures were so clearly opened to his understanding that he became deeply instructed in the knowledge of divine things. The perceptible influences of the Holy Spirit in the mind of man were a fundamental doctrine with him. Those religious principles came down to us through the faithfulness and the sufferings of our worthy forefathers. We of the present day can sincerely embrace them, and maintain them in practice, only by believing that same doctrine and humbly submitting to its operations in the soul.


Of the opinions then generally prevalent among professors, one of the first that was clearly shown him to be an error was the calling of people believers and Christians merely because they made a profession of religion. He was taught that none were true Christians or believers except those really born of God and passed from death to life, and that all others, however high their pretensions to religion, were deceiving themselves. This struck at the root of a formal, ceremonious religion. It led instead to close self-examination, and to an earnest endeavour to experience the great work of regeneration begun and carried on in the heart, so that they might become true believers in Christ.


At another time, while walking in the fields on a first-day [Sunday] morning, the Lord gave him to see that being bred at college, or acquiring human learning, was not a sufficient qualification for gospel ministry. He wondered greatly at this, because the prevailing idea then was that men could be fitted by education for that sacred office. But he was now convinced that nothing short of an immediate call and qualification from Christ, the Head of the Church, was sufficient authority to preach in his name. Before anyone could properly declare the mysteries of life and salvation to others, they must first become practically acquainted with them, in some measure, in their own experience. As Christ called, commissioned and sent forth his apostles at the beginning of the Christian dispensation, so all those now who had a part in the ministry must be called and qualified by Him. These views were so clearly impressed on his mind that he was fully satisfied of their truth, and he greatly admired the Lord’s goodness in instructing him so. He perceived that they struck at the priests’ ministry, and he could no longer go to hear their preaching. Instead he took his bible and retired alone into private places, waiting there on the Lord in silence. His relations were troubled at his conduct and tried to persuade him to attend their place of worship. But he could not feel at liberty to do so — nor yet to join with any class of dissenters. He became a stranger to all, relying wholly on the Lord Jesus Christ.


As those openings went further, he was shown that “God, who created the world, did not dwell in temples made with hands.” It was therefore improper to call the houses built for the public worship of the Almighty “the temples of God” and “dreadful places,” or to call the land they stood on “holy ground” — terms then commonly applied to both by priests and people alike. He judged that such epithets kept the minds of the people too much outward. They prevented people from realizing the truth of the gospel declaration, that the hearts of sincere Christians are the temples of the Holy One. Both Stephen and the Apostle Paul declared that the Most High did not dwell in temples made with hands. He did not dwell even in the one he had commanded to be built at Jerusalem, once he had put an end to the legal dispensation. Under the new covenant of the Gospel he dwelt and walked in his obedient people instead. Thus divinely instructed, he could say with David, “Day unto day uttereth speech, and night unto night showeth knowledge.” “When I had openings,” he observes, “they answered one another, and answered the Scriptures; for I had great openings of the Scriptures.”


Yet at times he was still under great conflict of mind, and many temptations beset him. When it was day he wished for night, and when it was night he longed for the day to come. Early in 1647 he felt his mind drawn to go into Derbyshire, near the Peak, where he met with some friendly people. From there he went through parts of Leicestershire and Nottinghamshire, where he found a number of tender, seeking people, and held meetings with them. Elizabeth Hooton, one of these, appears to have been the first person who openly joined in religious profession with him, and also the first minister in the Society of Friends, himself excepted.


His exercise of mind was not so constant that he had no intervals of consolation. At times he was brought into a state of heavenly enjoyment, which he compares to being in Abraham’s bosom. “As I cannot,” he says, “declare the misery I was in — it was so great and heavy upon me — so neither can I set forth the mercies of God to me in my misery. Oh, the everlasting love of God to my soul when I was in great distress! When my torments and troubles were great, then was his love exceeding great. Thou, Lord, makest the fruitful field a barren wilderness, and a barren wilderness a fruitful field. Thou bringest down and settest up. Thou killest and makest alive. All honour and glory be to thee, O Lord of glory. The knowledge of thee in the Spirit is life.”


He did not find in his dealings with the various professors of religion the comfort and settlement he longed for, so he continued to live in retirement. When all hope of help from man was gone, and he had nothing outward to look to, he heard a voice, as in the secret of his soul, saying, “There is one, even Christ Jesus, that can speak to thy condition.” “When I heard it,” he says, “my heart did leap for joy. Then the Lord let me see why there was none upon the earth that could speak to my condition — namely, that I might give him all the glory. For all are concluded under sin, and shut up in unbelief, as I had been, that Jesus Christ might have the preeminence, who enlightens, and gives grace, faith and power. Thus when God doth work, who shall let it? This I knew experimentally. My desires after the Lord grew stronger, and my zeal in the pure knowledge of God and of Christ alone, without the help of any man, book or writing. For though I read the Scriptures that spake of Christ and of God, yet I knew Him not but by revelation — as He who hath the key did open, and as the Father of Life drew me to his Son by his Spirit. Then the Lord gently led me along, and let me see his love, which was endless and eternal, surpassing all the knowledge that men have in the natural state, or can get by history or books.”


After being so highly favoured, he was assailed again with the temptation to despair, as though he had sinned against the Holy Ghost. He was in great perplexity and trouble, yet still gave himself up to the Lord. “One day, when I had been walking solitarily abroad,” he says, “and was come home, I was taken up in the love of God, so that I could not but admire the greatness of his love. While I was in that condition, it was opened unto me by the Eternal Light and Power. I therein clearly saw that all was done, and to be done, in and by Christ. I saw how he conquers and destroys this tempter, the devil, and all his works, and is atop of him. And I saw that all these troubles were good for me, and temptations for the trial of my faith, which Christ had given me. The Lord opened me, that I saw through all these troubles and temptations. My living faith was raised, that I saw all was done by Christ the Life, and my belief was in Him.”
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