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Chapter 1. Childhood and the First Awakening


Alice Hayes opens her legacy where every true story of the soul begins — in childhood. She was born in 1657 at Rickmansworth in Hertfordshire, raised in the worship of the Church of England, and left motherless while very young. She remembers the tender mother who once knelt and begged God to spare her sick child. She remembers, too, the harsh stepmother who drove her from home, and the secret reproofs she began to feel for the small pleasures of her youth. Watch for the moment when “the Searcher of all hearts” first opens her understanding. Watch, too, for the sweet, wordless visitation that follows, when she is drawn into a deep silence she has no learning to explain.





	Hayes states her purpose: to leave behind an account of the Lord's dealings with her, for the encouragement of the young.

	Her birth at Rickmansworth in 1657, her mother's early death, and a mother-in-law's harshness that drove her to seek service elsewhere.

	The first secret reproofs of conscience for the pastimes of her youth — dancing, singing, and idle stories — and her grief at having so long overlooked them.

	The thought of eternity taking hold of her, and her first anguished prayers in secret places.

	An unlooked-for and tender visitation of the Lord, in which she is led into a deep silence beyond all her gathered words and Scripture sentences.







“Come and hear, all you that fear God, and I will declare what he has done for my soul.” (Psalm 66:16)




It has been in my heart for many years to leave behind me a brief account of the Lord's dealings with me, from my youth up to this day. I do it for the encouragement of the young to faithfulness, and to continual trust and confidence in the Lord, who never fails those that truly depend upon him, whether in temporal or in spiritual mercies.


I was born at Rickmansworth, in Hertfordshire, in the year 1657, of honest parents, who brought me up in the public worship of the Church of England. My mother died when I was very young; but while she lived she was a tender, affectionate parent to me, almost to excess. One instance of her love was very remarkable. Once, when I was very weak and thought to be near death, the trial was so hard for her that she fell down upon her knees and prayed the Lord to take her and spare me. And so he did, for what purpose was best known to himself.


I stayed at home with my father until about the age of sixteen, under the sharp rule of a stepmother, whose harshness made me weary of living with her. At last I left my father's house and went into service, that I might live more at peace than I had done. The Lord in mercy remembered me, and looked upon my affliction in that day, though I had not yet come to the knowledge of the Truth. He followed me in those days with his reproofs in my conscience for the sins of my youth — which were dancing, singing, telling idle stories, and other such pastimes that young people are too apt to run into. Since I was not reproved for these things by my parents or by the priest, I went on in them, grieving the Holy Spirit of God within me. I did not yet know what it was that reproved me in secret; though, through the Lord's great mercy and goodness, I was never given over to any worse evils in all my life.


Then the Searcher of all hearts came by his light to open my understanding. He set my sins in order before me, and showed me what it was that had reproved me for my misspent time. Then, oh then, was the day of Jacob's trouble witnessed in me (Jeremiah 30:7). It was dreadful to me to consider how I had overlooked the reproofs of the Almighty. Often I was ready to lament over myself in this way: Oh, that I had but had parents who could have told me that these things for which I was reproved were evil! Or that those reproofs I so often felt in secret were of the Spirit of the Lord! Surely I would never have done as I did. But neither my parents nor the priest taught me any such doctrine; both of them counted these things innocent and harmless diversions. As for the light, the grace, or the Spirit of God that reproved me, I had never so much as heard that there was any such thing so near me. Yet now I felt it and found it to be. Then I grieved to think that the Lord of glory should have knocked so long at the door of my dark heart, and waited for entrance. I had so long shut out the One who still followed me with his judgments, and in great mercy to my poor soul so often brought me into deep sorrow.


The thought of my latter end was laid weightily before me, together with the thoughts of eternity; and the words “forever and ever” took fast hold of me. Oh, the trouble and dismay I was in! I could not tell what course to take, nor to whom to unburden my distressed condition. Sometimes I went into company, hoping in that way to divert my sorrow, but it would not do. Then I would seek out some secret place, and there I would fall upon my knees and pour out my spirit before the Lord, begging for mercy and forgiveness at his hands.


Now I am about to tell how the wise hand of the Almighty guided me. After I left my father's house, I went looking for a place, and soon heard of one where I stayed for some time. I was well loved in the family, and I served them honestly and in love. It may not be amiss to say how I spent my time in that first service with respect to religion. I kept close and constant, as opportunity allowed, in going to the public worship. I very often went off alone into private places to pray, and I greatly delighted to read the Scriptures and to learn passages by heart. When my hands were busy at my work, my heart was meditating on good things; and I was very glad to be away from my father's house, because of the quietness I now enjoyed. I was often comforted in my heart in those days, though I did not know from where that comfort came.


As I continued in this well-doing, according to the best of my knowledge, the Lord was pleased to appear to me in an extraordinary way, and I had a sweet visitation. I was led into a deep silence before the Lord, there to wait, and I dared not utter a word — even though I had gathered up in my head a great store of good words and Scripture sentences. Now I came to see that these would not do. So that time was spent, and a good time it was to me. It was the Lord's doing, and he shall have the praise of it; blessed be his name forever!
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