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Her Entrance into the Ministry


In the twenty-third year of her age she first appears in the ministry; the humbling baptisms of spirit that prepared her for it, shown in letters to near and sympathizing friends



In the twenty-third year of her age, Sarah Grubb appeared in the ministry. For this awful service the great head of the church had prepared her with deep and humbling baptisms of spirit. She remained patient and faithful under that proving dispensation, and so she came to know divine support. She was graciously brought through it all, and enabled to stand acceptably for the cause of Truth and righteousness on earth.


The close trials and humiliations of her spirit around this time are witnessed, in some measure, by the following selections from her letters to near and sympathizing friends.


“I do not know but that a little love for my friends, and some feeling for their kindness, are the only virtues I possess — and therefore all I can draw any good from. To my dear friend, to whom my heart has always been open, I may confess this much: whatever once felt like life in me, or like a share in eternal substance, is now entirely put out. It was always small, and no doubt it was the food convenient for me. But now the law, the testimony, and the outpourings of what little secret devotion I had are all springs shut up and fountains sealed. You are experienced. You have been tried with many deep baptisms, with want and with abundance. But perhaps such a state as mine — insensible to everything good and valuable, and deserted by it — was never thought fit for you. Your resignation has brought you its rewards instead, the rewards of true obedience, which have built you up and framed you together like a Jerusalem whose foundations are sure. If you knew the very different case of my poor tossed mind, I believe it would stir some sympathy in you, and some fear that the tempter will overcome me altogether. For now, in this time of deep poverty, the world has taken up a great deal of room in me, and what men call its enjoyments are like clay, fettering the part of me appointed for immortality.”


“I often wonder when better times will come — when we can truly take up the words of the righteous to their ancient source: ‘Spring up, O well; sing ye unto it!’ But how can my humbling be deep enough, when I have to confess that this fountain seems to me neither ancient nor new?”


1778. “There is, I believe, a holy exchange and communion known among those whose language is alike and pure, whose feet stand on the immovable rock, and whose teacher and strength is the sovereign Lord. I do not doubt that this is one of their rewards. But its sanctity, its refined and exalted nature, seems to shut me out from any share in it. I may confess that the painful experience of my mind is often such desertion by infinite Goodness that I scarcely dare look towards his holy temple, or address him at all except in sighs that cannot be uttered.”


1778. “Let us travel — let us travel on together — in the path of humble obedience. It is a hard road, and those who walk it often get their share of the legacy, ‘In the world ye shall have trouble.’ Yet the peace that goes with it, the bread handed to us in secret, and the joy a stranger does not meddle with, are surely reward enough for this life. They are a pledge too of the life to come, that glorious store of immortal bliss. I feel a longing beyond words that we may together have a right to it and share in it. May we feel this sure mark upon us: that we love one another, with the love that will outlast the grave. But I wonder where these feelings came from, since I daily conclude I have nothing good in me at all. In the absence of Him whom I wish to be to me the chief among ten thousand, I beg for the path of obscurity. Alone in my house I cry out with the mournful prophet the secret of my heart: ‘Oh that I had in the wilderness a lodging place!’ But alas, that will not do. It is not the will of Him who desires, not to take us out of the world, but to keep us from the evil in it. It is the path of suffering we recoil at; it is the cross and the shame. And for want of true dedication of heart, many deep and hidden sorrows become ours.”


First month [January], 1779. “Our own health, or a friend’s, is sometimes restored to us from the very edge of that eternity we are all hurrying towards. It ought to stir deep gratitude in us, and lead us to still greater obedience and preparation for the final call. The seasons I passed through while watching over my departing friend, and the thoughts that supported my mind then, are — I think I may say — continually before me. How low and grovelling every worldly thing appeared! How insignificant even the most desirable connections of life, set beside that certain portion of happiness, that boundless sphere of joy reserved for the pure in heart! Even the strong ties of friendship and love gave way before these feelings. Indeed, thinking how those chains that bind us to life were being loosed while such great prospects lay open before me, I found myself asking, ‘What ailed thee, thou sea, that thou fleddest? Thou Jordan, that thou wast driven back? Ye mountains, that ye skipped like rams, and ye little hills, like lambs?’ But alas, it did not last long. The solemn and awful messenger had proclaimed liberty to a captive spirit, and carried it where mine could not follow. Then every natural emotion rose up in me, and taught me that my peace lay in continual warfare. And what can I say now? I am too apt to live on these things as on manna gathered yesterday, without seeking enough of the fresh descendings of heavenly food, and without patiently submitting to the creative power that would make us into little children. My disposition is quick to rise above the humbling power of the Spirit of Truth and to shape for itself a likeness — something like a marble statue, an image of solid good. That tendency often leads my mind into deep lamentation and mourning. I painfully fear that I shall never be given the royal sceptre held out to me, the mark of divine approval. I fear I shall get instead the sentence to depart, and be set on the left hand. Yet we survey these fleeting moments, or rather look past them to the endless ages that follow. Then we cannot help concluding that nothing short of madness would lead us to trade away our everlasting welfare, or even risk it, for the very best things this world has.”


Fourth month [April], 1779. “Alas, what a large measure of Truth, of inward excellence, of everything that makes true loveliness, has been taken from us! How is the beauty fallen! It is an affecting stroke to us her friends. But for that immortal spirit in her, it is a happy lot. She had long been willing, with a future glorious entrance into the celestial regions of light in view, to go down into the deeps and behold there the marvellous works of Him she served. She suffered much, and sorrow came in the night, at the close of a world in which she had many troubles. Yet joy, I do not doubt, has sprung up in the morning, at the opening of an endless day. How rightly we may rejoice on her account. She was counted worthy of so early an entrance into a place the aged, whose work is done, can only hope to reach — a thing the impatient mind, I believe, often longs for.


“A lamentation is proper enough for those who knew her worth, and who hoped one day to be joined with her in the covenant of life and in the wisdom that is from above. For my own part, when I learned your news, everything in me seemed struck with amazement, and was lost for a while in thinking on her great and awful change. But then I collected myself. I remembered that she was gone for ever, and that I was left to make my way through the intricacies of life without her friendly help and her fellow-feeling mind. A deep mourning came over me. From no other acquaintance, short or long, do I think I ever reaped so much solid benefit. And, short-sighted as I was, I had imagined it a pledge of some future fellowship in this life, and that through all its trials a providential help might be given us through each other. Now I find it was the whole measure allotted us. Like Jonah’s gourd it sprang up for me in a night, and has withered before the brightness of day — withered at a time when my weakness makes me lean too much on such helps. But this shock loosens that desire, and points me to the strong tower, the refuge of the righteous, where alone there is true safety. Oh, may we flee there, for the habitation is quiet and sure.


“I sympathize with you deeply in this trial, the loss of so near and valuable a friend. Your attachment was strong, I believe, and the parting hard. But how much more profitably we might spend the grief, if instead of useless sorrow we considered the church’s loss. One who filled a useful place has been taken, and her share of the work must now fall on other shoulders. I know she was secretly exercised not only for herself but for the prosperity of the great and noble cause. Suppose we consider that, and look at it long enough. Suppose we are willing to step into her path when required, and so make good the loss. How acceptable that tribute must be in the sight of Him who does not see as man sees. And if it springs from a heart devoted to the work rather than to the reward, how truly profitable to ourselves. The end of the righteous is desirable at whatever stage of life it comes. For my own part, if I could hope mine would be such an end, I own I cannot help wishing it might come early, or in middle life. Where the wish comes from I cannot pretend to say. Perhaps from some unjustifiable corner of self-love.”


Sixth month [June], 1779. “How welcome your account was of the latter days and the end of our beloved friend! My mind goes back to it often for hope, and for strength to persevere and obtain. But so much seems to be required to make good our claim to that peaceful home, which none but the righteous can enter. My mind has only a small portion of faith that it will ever reach its borders.


“Yet I am sometimes led to wonder whether our search for happiness is not too much driven by self-love. Is it consistent with the benevolence the gospel teaches that in all our concerns, and in the exercise of our greatest virtues, we should be forever asking after the reward? Does it not, my friend — for I really do not know — show a smallness of mind, and a want of confidence in Him who is ‘just and equal in all his ways’? There is no merit to the creature in anything we do. If we do not trust, where is our faith? If we do not persevere, where is our patience? And if in this life we take the fulness of the joy that is sown for the upright, where is the glorious store laid up for the world to come? Should our minds be clothed with the nobility of the Spirit we profess to believe in? Then we would resign all things, be humble and suffer all things, and do all things in pure love, with no selfish end in view?


“In your county as in ours there are a few who have not bowed the knee, nor sacrificed to the workmanship of men’s hands. But the general depravity so often blocks the current of life, and so staggers the feeble mind, that I believe you often find yourselves seeking water and finding none. Do not fear. He in whom is the fulness of strength is your refuge.”


Eighth month [August], 1779. “I firmly believe that if we are to know the work of true regeneration, all our attachments must be tried in a furnace the natural understanding cannot comprehend. The precious must be separated from the vile by the mysterious operation of the divine hand. Yet I also hope ours will be allowed to stand. I hope that if we live to outlast the youthful ardour that heightens our present union, we shall enjoy a better and purer fellowship than any we have known yet. Against that fellowship all the fiery darts of the enemy will never prevail. This, and things like it, are what I most covet in this vale of tears and change, next to the immediate influence of the divine presence. Here a cup is sometimes handed to us so repugnant to our nature that we cannot help pleading, let it, I pray thee, pass from me. But oh, may we be found worthy of the heavenly blessings given to the faithful, through obedience to that power. Its every working tends to crucify self and prepare the mind to take up the refined language of ‘not my will, but thine be done.’ The more a mind holds of the wisdom and nature that work against the true simplicity of a little child, the greater its exercise must be. And if it has long refused the clear showings of duty, no wonder a season of painful uncertainty follows.”


Ninth month [September], 1779. “Are you in health? Are you strong in Him who goes before you, and who has promised that His glory shall be the reward of those who deal prudently and do not go by flight? (Isaiah 52:12–13.) How safe the steps of such people appear, who have this glory for a light to their feet and the divinely kindled lamp to attend their path! No wonder a way often opens where the human understanding — which is dark, and does not comprehend the things of the spirit — can see none, and that every needful refreshment is set along it. I sometimes think it is a favour merely to have an eye opened into this path; that though we advance little in it, if at all, yet by seeing it and pressing forward we may obtain.


“I hope you are treading this sure ground, and that your memorials, brought up from the bottom of the purifying waters of Jordan, are not hidden — or if they are, that it is only for their refining. Perhaps they are like the sling stones David kept ready in his bag until the appointed time came to meet the defier of Israel. Perhaps they will prove as powerful against the enemies of the poor and afflicted people who may be spared in the day of general calamity. But however that may be, obedience is still the thing to attend to. The prophet’s advice is to be remembered: not to seek great things for ourselves, but to be content with every dispensation, whether of want or of plenty. When we have reached that state in any degree, how thankful we feel for even a small appearance of good. If the divine presence is seen no more than by the putting forth of His hand through the hole of the door, it still sustains and refreshes, and serves as food for many days.”


Tenth month [October], 1779. “Poor ——. I feel for her often, and have often thought of writing to her. But it has as often occurred to me that unless the great Shepherd of Israel helps her, who else can? His voice, his crook, and his protection are certainly offered her. It is surely weak to suppose the language of the creature can match the voice of this Charmer. Indeed it detracts, as I am inclined to think, from the omnipotence and wisdom of our holy Head. I sometimes think nothing proves the deep-rooted depravity of the human mind more clearly than this looking to the members for help, and begging it from that often poor, benumbed quarter. It proves it even when the mind is somewhat lit by the brightness and glory of the eternal excellency. All the while it might be said, ‘Ye have an unction from the Holy One, and ye know these things.’”


1779. “To tell you, my dear friend, what secret path I have been walking lately is something your good sense, and your experience in the mysteries of godliness, will keep you from asking. In the sacred union we see the necessity of the leaven being hidden, which binds us together and brings our nature into oneness, till the whole lump is sanctified. Under that sense I have lately been led through many new and severe conflicts. I have not dared to seek comfort anywhere but from that fountain which pours out an inexhaustible stream at the right time. Yet I am ready to conclude I have no right to approach it.”


1779. “I have lately thought the blessing that was asked for us was abundantly poured out, and that our walking was a little as though it went by the pillar and the cloud. But now the sun and moon, those heavenly bodies whose light falls on everyone, have withdrawn their light from our eyes. For my part I have several times concluded the work is done. If it is done sufficiently, I am glad. But when it feels like the description of meat and drink, then what is wanted is not only patience but resignation — an attainment that seems to me a degree harder than the other. Oh, may we walk in the way cast up for us; and now our Moses is withdrawn, may we be kept from making a likeness. I hope ‘a south land’ will yield you ‘springs of water.’ They take hard digging for here. But the fountain proves so deep when you come at it that we need not be afraid of the labour. I have nothing to boast of, though. The refreshing influence of these waters has, I do not doubt, been wisely withheld from me; and all I try to do, feebly enough, is to keep a channel open for their return.”


1779. “For some time now my mind has been unable to take any satisfaction either in the company of a friend or in a friend’s consolation. Having no desire to seek comfort anywhere but from the fountain of it, silence was not only what my judgment approved but what came easiest to me — if anything I felt could be called easy. Floods of distress have very nearly overwhelmed me. I do not know where to turn or where to look. I abhorred myself, and could not see the power that might purify me. ‘When I looked for good, then evil came; and for light, behold there was darkness.’”


1779. “I went to meeting yesterday morning with, I thought, some degree of devotedness, and for a while sat in darkness. Then, after a deep labour of mind, something began to gather about me — and with it came my deep-rooted dislike of the work. The two struggled together so hard that I endured a state of agony, and the meeting broke up. Going again in the afternoon, I concluded I had been given up, and hardly expected to feel anything more that day. But after sitting a while the matter returned, and I believe it would have ended the same way. Then a Friend stood up with the passage, ‘He that knew his Lord’s will and prepared not himself, neither did according to his will, shall be beaten with many stripes.’ That did indeed come home. It worked so with what was already kindled in me that I ventured on my knees and poured out a few petitions, in a manner I believe scarcely intelligible. It came after such a conflict as I have cause to remember all my life. Now I feel in such humiliation and fear as I never knew before, and my strength, natural and spiritual both, is so low that the floods are ready to come over me again.”


First month [January], 1780. “There is no joy to me like the joy of the righteous, and no unity like theirs. Next to the immediate influences of the divine Spirit, it is what I most desire. But obedience is the price of this great and valuable possession, and for want of it what numbers go without it! Yet He who is infinite in condescension, whose love cannot be uttered, stoops to reward every little service, and grants at times a sacred view of the mystery of his own church and his marvellous work in it. My friend is well instructed in these things, I do not doubt. I also believe this is a time of suffering like Jacob’s, when the sun consumed him by day and the frost by night. Yet He who knows what refining we need is able to limit the waters so that they do not overflow us. In his own time he will say of the furnace’s work, ‘It is enough.’ Till then I trust deep will ‘utter unto deep,’ and that with an increase of suffering we shall know an increase of holy fellowship.”


1780. “I often keep silence, and find myself subject enough for meditation — though not always meditation of a pleasant kind. I try to pass along as quietly as I can. It is seldom my lot to feel much sympathy or fellowship with my friends, and so I cannot expect to draw much from theirs. Yet for all that I do not mean to complain. I am fully convinced that I lived on this pleasant fruit, this felt union, long enough; and to know the want of it is, I do not doubt, sometimes as necessary as its free circulation. That may perhaps return in its season, and when it does it may prove like the dew of Hermon.”


1780. “I cannot help fearing that your notion of my having arrived at any settled peace comes more from your good wishes towards me. It comes from that universal love which, feeling how far divine regard extends, wants everyone to drink freely as at the river of life. It does not come from any true sense of the real state of my mind. My mind has not yet put off its sackcloth covering, nor received a garment of praise. And since that change cannot be worked except by the miraculous power of the divine arm, I wish to seek it only from that source of strength. If it is my lot to go softly all the days of my life in the bitterness of my soul, I wish to submit to it, and to endure the necessary turnings of the divine hand. But oh, that I had in the wilderness a lodging place, where no eye might see and no ear hear the imperfect state of a heart whose depth of distress omnipotence alone can fathom.”


Third month [March], 1780. “My dear friend’s letter was too welcome to lie long unanswered. It revived in her friend’s breast all the warmth of a union and fellow-feeling. That warmth, I trust, does not spring from the part of us appointed for destruction. It is rather the offspring of minds engaged, feebly enough, to travel on in great weakness and fear, sometimes with no language to express anything, either to the fountain of good or to one another, but ‘sighs unutterable.’ How infinite is the condescension of that precious Saviour who helps our infirmities and is touched with the feeling of them. He gives the mind a measure of holy confidence to look once more towards his holy habitation, after all its apparent exclusions from any share in divine good.


“And since it is through suffering that our natures are refined and sanctified, the suffering must not be of our own choosing. If it were, it would largely cease, and the necessary heat of the furnace of affliction, which purifies the mineral, would be quenched. So depraved are our ideas of things that I have thought — and in some measure felt — that even in our baptisms of spirit we would like to have a choice. Self is so active that it cannot be satisfied without some sphere to move in. Do not think, my beloved friend, that I consider this a peculiar failing of yours. It came to mind rather as a piece of painful experience of my own.


“I have often viewed your situation as almost too trying for flesh and blood, and never more than since your letter came this morning. But He who places the members of his church and appoints them their lots does not leave their support to come through such corrupt channels. He marks their steps, and, perhaps quite secretly, strengthens the feeble knees and leads them in a way they know not. My own mind is too often depressed, and sometimes tossed with tempests, to admit a consoling thought, much less to offer my friend the language of encouragement. Still, I cannot help saying that I firmly believe all your troubles will work together for good. The deeper they are, the greater will be the preparation for a glorious reward in the house of the one Father, with whom a book of remembrance is written.”


1780. “When your letter before this last one reached me, I fully intended to answer it very soon. But here, as in the most important and necessary pursuit the human mind can have, the spirit of procrastination prevailed. I generally find that is what happens when the first ability the mind has to do good is not acted on. It is a reflection I often have to make with pain, because the subject never fails to give me a felt sense of weakness. Our being here is uncertain, and the time in which we can gain durable riches is short and fleeting, though long enough for the work marked out for us. When we consider that properly, we can hardly quench the impulse to watchfulness. Nor can we see ourselves as anything but sojourners in a land of exile. There the pure spirit, the light which is the life of men, is oppressed and rejected, because to the natural eye it has neither form nor comeliness.


“To my dear friend I may confess that my own travel has long been through a waste howling wilderness. Surrounded though I am with countless blessings, my mind has mostly felt itself like a pelican. It has wished for an outward situation as obscure as its inward one. Then I might be hidden for ever from the eyes of men, of whom I often feel a fear that beggars description. But since that lot has not fallen to me, there seems nothing to do but simply attend to the impulse I have taken to be divine — while remaining entirely willing to be convinced that it is not.


“Your wish that faith might be equal to the trials of my day was particularly apt. I am often ready to sink in the depths of distress, when the weeds are indeed wrapped about my head and every support is either refused or withdrawn. If I could give you any idea of it, you would readily conclude I was short of faith, and of patience too. No language can set out that state of mind in which the wisdom from above and the wisdom from beneath are struggling for the victory. It is truly a fiery trial — but one which I fear will never burn all the reprobate silver out of me.


“I have stumbled onto a subject I had no thought of even hinting at when I began. But I have often been led to open my mind to you in confidence and freedom. I trust that what has united us before will strengthen the bond, and open a channel of conversation more hidden and pure than we have yet altogether known. It is a fellowship understood only when the mysteries of the true church are opened.


“Tell me, my beloved friend: are you passing through this wilderness, often ready to faint for want of water? If so, let me say this. Do not prolong your journey there out of fear of taking your possessions in the promised land, or fear of the inhabitants who must be subdued before it can be enjoyed. I trust no passing, fading joy can give your mind the peace it wants. So do not let your hands hang down. Put on strength in the name of Him who is able to help, in whom is the fulness of power, and be strong and work. I believe this is a day in which that command has gone out to those whose hands are not polluted and whose language is not the language of confusion. Deep are the baptisms of such people. How else could they be fitted to stand in the day of trial that is approaching with a gradual and steady step? They must be rooted and established on that Rock against which the gates of hell can never prevail? For the present they have to drink of the cup of adversity our holy pattern tasted first, and to be baptized with the baptism he was baptized with. Yet in the fresh reviving of his promises, from that Comforter he has sent, there is consolation still to be had.”


Fourth month [April], 1780. “I want to hear how you feel in your new home, and whether it proves a Goshen to you. Your mind has often seemed to me secretly clad in sackcloth, even while obeying the command to wash and anoint rather than appear to men to be fasting. Since this is a state we need, its continuing gives no cause for discontent — provided we have evidence that we have not stepped outside the holy enclosure. If we find the fence of divine appointment around us, it does not matter what we suffer.


“It is not for our rejoicings, nor for what feels comfortable to us, that we can expect a reward. It is rather for our trials and probations, if we bear them patiently. And even for these we have no reason to expect a full reward here; for if we did, what would be left in store for the fulness of joy in the life to come? Still, we are sometimes favoured on our wilderness journey with a little bread handed to us in secret, and with the opening of the brook by the way. The memory of having shared it together refreshes and strengthens us in some gloomy seasons.


“I have often reason to count your friendly regard among the blessings of my life. Sometimes, feeling a nearness I cannot describe, I think my affection for you is nothing less than a daughter’s. May I be kept worthy of this fellowship, and by an increase of purity find an increase of that union of spirit which lives beyond the grave. I think nothing has done more to build my confidence in you, and my fellow-feeling with you, than the belief that you would give me your reproof and plain dealing as readily as your encouragement. I beg you, never lose sight of that openness. I am surely one of the weakest and frailest of the whole flock and family, if I am worthy to be counted in it at all. Yet, if I know my own heart, it is not myself I have in view but the cause. And I wish for still more of the disposition that can make us say, ‘Let the righteous smite me, and it shall be a kindness; let him reprove me, and it shall be an excellent oil.’”
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