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Part I · The Inward Call

It began as an experience before it became a movement. Long before there were meetings or a name, there were men and women who found, in silence, a Light they had not put there — and could not argue away. The letters in this first part record that discovery at the moment it happened: the persecuting magistrate whose whole religion collapses at once; the seeker worn out by years of searching who is finally met; the young preacher writing home from the road in the first astonished weeks of the work. Here is convincement in its own words, still warm.


"I Have Now Lost All My Religion" — A Magistrate Convinced

Anthony Pearson → A Friend (grouped in Barclay's collection with Pearson's letters to George Fox) · 9th of the Third Month [May] 1653, from Ramshaw, near West Auckland.

Source: Letters, etc. of Early Friends, ed. John Barclay (1841), No. III.

Anthony Pearson was a justice of the peace at Appleby who had examined Friends as prisoners — and was then convinced after visiting Judge Fell's household at Swarthmoor. This is his raw convincement cry, written to a Friend soon after: all his old religion collapsed, and he is left "a poor shattered vessel." (In Barclay's printing it is interleaved with a later 1654 report of the London mission, which is set aside here.)




Brethren, I never understood; what purity and perfection meant, I never tasted. All my religion was but the hearing of the ear — the believing and talking of a God and Christ in heaven, or in a place at a distance, I knew not where. Oh, how gracious was the Lord to me in carrying me to Judge Fell's, to see the wonders of his power and wisdom. A family walking in the fear of the Lord, conversing daily with him, crucified to the world, and living only to God! I was so confounded that all my knowledge and wisdom became folly; my mouth was stopped, my conscience convinced, and the secrets of my heart were made manifest, and that Lord was discovered to be near, whom I ignorantly worshipped. I could have talked of Christ in the saints, the hope of glory (Colossians 1:27), but it was a riddle to me.

And truly, dear Friend, I must tell you: I have now lost all my religion, and am in such distress that I have no hope nor foundation left. My justification and assurance have forsaken me, and I am like a poor shattered vessel, tossed to and fro without a pilot or rudder — as blind, dead, and helpless as you can imagine. I never felt corruption so strong, nor temptation so prevailing, as now; I have a proud, hard, flinty heart, that cannot be made sensible of my misery. When I deeply consider how much precious time I have wasted, and how unprofitably I have lived, my spirit feels a sudden fear; but then I keep flying to my old refuge, and there my thoughts are diverted. What it means to wait upon God, I cannot grasp. And the confusions in my own spirit, together with the continual temptations from without, are so great that I cannot perceive the still, small voice (1 Kings 19:12) of the Lord.

What you told me of George Fox, I found true. When you see him, or James Nayler (they both know my condition better than I do myself), move them — if neither of them can be drawn this way — to help me with their counsel by letter. They are full of pity and compassion; and though I was their enemy, they are my friends. So is Francis Howgill, from whom I received a letter full of tenderness and wholesome advice. Oh, how welcome the face of any of them would be to me! Truly I think I could scorn the world, to have fellowship with them. But I find my heart full of deceit, and I greatly fear being beguiled (as I have been). And seduced into a form without power — into a profession before I possess the Truth — which would multiply my misery, and deprive me of both God and the world.

Dear Friend, there is a carrier who comes from Kendal to within a mile of my house every fortnight. And he will call at Peter Huggin's to bring any letter left there for me; it will much refresh me to receive any lines from you — but be faithful. You may perceive, by my Ashdod language, what country I am from — even of the low world that lives in darkness. I am afraid the orders we made at Appleby may cause some to suffer who speak from the mouth of the Lord; I heartily wish they were suppressed or recalled. At Judge Fell's I have seen, and from that precious soul his wife I have been told, in some measure what those things mean which before I counted the overflowings of giddy brains. Dear heart, pity and pray for me; and let all the obligations of former friendship be discharged in well-wishes for the soul of the old family friend, that he may partake with you of your heavenly possessions.

— A. Pearson. Ramshaw, near West Auckland.




"Stones Flew as Fast as Bullets in a Battle"

Richard Farnsworth → Two Friends · 1653.

Source: Letters, etc. of Early Friends, ed. John Barclay (1841), No. LXXXV.

One of the earliest northern Friends reports on a preaching journey through the West Riding of Yorkshire in 1653. At Wakefield the crowd turns violent — "the stones flew as fast as bullets in a battle" — yet convincements come in the very tumult. It is a vivid, rare first-person picture of the movement's first missionary weeks.




Dear Brethren,

My dear love to you both, and to the rest of our dear Friends that way. I am in good health — praises be to the Lord for his everlasting mercies to me.

I have gone through much since I was with you, but I have found the Lord exceedingly generous to me. I was at Stanley on the First-day [Sunday]; the power of the Lord was much manifested, and very many were worked upon. One of Marshall's hearers was reached that day, and one of the Baptists, and Captain Siddall's wife, with many others. The next day we went about sixteen miles to Wakefield, and the people followed us in great numbers. In the market place I was drawn out to speak, and the people listened well, until a schoolmaster came and stirred them up. Then, as we stood in the crowd, Captain Siddall's wife came; and she was worked upon in the tumult, and cried out, "This is the power of the Lord!" She had been very proud, but now she is humbled. Doctor Hodgson was shaken a little, and is very loving to us; we went into his house, and the people crowded in, as many as could thrust their way in. I was much drawn out to speak to them, and they marveled at the work of the Lord. There was such confusion among the people that I was moved to stand upon the table, and I spoke with much power among them. They were all silent, and listened attentively for a long time, and afterward said nothing against me. But at night, when we came out of the town, the devil raged among them — his kingdom being so struck at — so that they stoned us; the stones flew as fast as bullets in a battle. But the Lord carried every one of us above it, so that not one received any harm, and all were made to rejoice. Had the Lord's power not been so manifested, none could have escaped with their lives; had the Lord not been on our side (Psalm 124:2-3) when the enemies rose up against us, we would have been swallowed up alive. But all were made mightily to rejoice — praise and honour be to the Lord for ever!

In the morning we went to York. Friends at York are very well, all except Jane Holmes, who is somewhat weak in body. Friends are shut up close in prison, and none of us were allowed to come to them. There is one Sikes at Knottingley, and two or three more in prison over tithes; this Sikes is a great man, of three or four hundred pounds a year by report, and he has proclaimed against tithes. He is very loving to our Friends; he had us up into his chamber, and I was brought to speak much to him, and he received it very lovingly.

From there we went to Manton, and there are many dear hearts there. Balby Friends were with me; we stayed two nights and a day, and very many Friends came from other places, and the power of the Lord was much with us. We came on to Selby, stayed there till three in the morning, and came on the First-day morning to Stanley. Where there was a great meeting — very many from Leeds, and some from Wakefield who had not been with us before. So I see the Lord glorifying himself every way to his own praise; but the world is all on fire. I am much threatened with my life, but I do not fear what man can do. I hear there are warrants out against me for blasphemy. Ah, dear hearts, be valiant! The Lord rides on triumphantly — ever praised be his name!

All Friends hereabouts are well, and asked to be remembered to you, with the rest of our Friends. Thomas Killam and Mary Aldam, and others, greet you in the Lord; and the God of love and power be with you.




"We Were Free-Born Men" — The Landing at Bristol

Francis Howgill and Edward Burrough → Margaret Fell · 1st of the Ninth Month [November] 1654, from Bristol.

Source: Letters, etc. of Early Friends, ed. John Barclay (1841), No. LXXXV (mis-headed in Barclay; correctly the Howgill–Burrough Bristol letter).

Two of the "Valiant Sixty" report to Margaret Fell on their arrival in Bristol — meetings of many hundreds, two thousand at the Fort, and a bold examination before the mayor and magistrates. Refusing to bow or remove their hats, they answer that they hold their call immediately from God and stand as "free-born men." It is a founding moment of the movement's southward spread.




Dearly beloved Sister, and Mother to many, who shall bless you in the name of the Lord!

On the First-day [Sunday] after we came to this city, we held a meeting in the castle of many hundreds. And afterward we went out — to get away from the multitude — to a captain's house about a mile from the city. But crowds followed us all along the city to that place, so that the house was filled, and it continued late. And every day of the week, either outside the city or in it, we had meetings. On the last First-day we met at one Captain Bishop's house in the city — a large house with large rooms, but all were too small. So in the afternoon we went to a place called the Fort. There were about two thousand people there, and many great men and women, and all were silent; but we could hardly reach them with words, the multitude was so great. Yet all was still, and we could not get away from them, so that we were forced to go into a captain's house, into a private chamber, to hide ourselves. All this sounded through the city, and the priests and magistrates were in an uproar, for they were seeking something against us.

On the Second day of the week we came into the city and went to a merchant's house. Immediately the Mayor, the Aldermen, the Justices of the Peace, and the priests assembled together in their judgment hall; and the magistrates sent a sergeant to ask us to come before the council. We went freely, and many captains and great men of the city went too. We went into an inner room, and many great men who were friends to us went in; but they were not permitted to stay. Then we opened our mouths and said we had come there according to their desire. They asked whether we knew who spoke to us; we answered that we believed we were before the magistrates or rulers of the city. And they were angry that we neither bowed nor took off our hats; but we were bold, and told them we did it not in contempt of authority, but for conscience' sake. They asked our names and country, and we told them; and we said we had been in London about a quarter of a year. They asked how we came to the city, and we told them the command and motion of the Lord — that we came to bear witness to his name, and to declare the gospel committed to us. We were asked whether our call was mediate or immediate; we answered, immediate; we denied all mediate calls, for they were carnal. They said, if we had the same immediate call, then declare it. Then I declared what I had been, and what I was. We told them where we had homes, and that at the command of God we had left them; and we spoke about a quarter of an hour, and they gave us audience.

*   *   *
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