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Chapter 1: Childhood Religious Seeking


[1624–1635]


Orphaned at three and raised among formal Protestants, the young Mary Proude searches restlessly for authentic faith. Moving between households and religious influences, she discovers that memorized prayers and outward ceremonies cannot reach the hunger she feels within. By the age of eleven, she is already questioning the foundations of everything she has been taught.


The first scripture I remember noticing was, "Blessed are they that hunger and thirst after righteousness, for they shall be filled." I heard this taken for a text when I was about eight years old. I was under the care of people who were a kind of loose Protestants. They minded nothing more about religion than going to their worship-house on first days to hear a canonical priest preach in the morning and read common prayers in the afternoon. They used common prayers in the family and observed superstitious customs and times — days of feasting and fasting, Christmas (so called), Good Friday, Lent, etc.


About this time I was afraid in the night of things that ran through my mind by day: spirits, thieves, and the like. When alone in the fields and possessed with fears, I counted prayers my help and safety. So I would often say (as I had been taught) the Lord's Prayer, hoping to be delivered from the things I feared.


After some time I went to live with people who appeared to be more religious. They would not allow sports on first days, calling first day the sabbath. They went to hear two sermons a day from a priest who was not loose in his conduct. He used a form of prayer before his sermon and read the common prayer after it. I was now about ten or eleven years old.


A maid-servant who waited on me and the rest of the children was very zealous in their way. She used to read Smith's and Preston's sermons on first days between the sermon times. I diligently listened to her read. At length I no longer liked using the Lord's Prayer alone but got a prayer-book and read prayers mornings and evenings. That scripture about "howling on their beds" was much on my mind. By it I was checked from saying prayers in my bed.


About this time I began to be very serious about religion. One day, after we came from the place of public worship, the maid mentioned before read one of Preston's sermons. The text was: "Pray continually." In this sermon much was said about prayer. Among other things, he spoke of the excellency of prayer — that it distinguished a saint from a sinner. In many things the hypocrite could imitate the saint, but in this he could not.


This worked deeply on my mind. I found that I did not know what true prayer was. What I used for prayer, an ungodly person could use as well as I — which was to read one out of a book. This could not be the prayer he meant, which distinguished a saint from a wicked one. My mind was deeply exercised about this thing.


When she had finished reading and all had gone out of the chamber, I shut the door. In great distress I flung myself on the bed and cried out with a heavy heart: "Lord, what is prayer!"


This exercise continued so on my mind that at night, when I used to read a prayer out of a book, I could only weep and remain in trouble. At this time I had never heard of any people who prayed any other way than by reading prayers out of a book or composing them themselves.


I remember one morning it came into my mind that I would write a prayer of my own composing and use it in the morning as soon as I was out of bed. This I did, though I could then scarcely join my letters, having learned to write for so short a time. The prayer I wrote was something like this: "Lord, you commanded the Israelites to offer a morning sacrifice. So I offer up the sacrifice of prayer and desire to be preserved this day."


The use of this prayer for a little while gave me some ease. I soon left my prayer-books entirely and used to write prayers according to my various occasions. The second that I wrote was for the assurance of the pardon of my sins. I had heard one preach "that God of his free grace pardoned David's sins." I was much affected by it. As I came from the worship place, I thought it would be a happy thing to be assured that one's past sins were pardoned. I wrote a fairly long prayer on that subject and felt that, as pardon came through grace, I might receive it though very unworthy of it. In that prayer I used many earnest expressions.


A little time after this, several persons spoke to me about the greatness of my memory and praised me for it. I felt a fear of being puffed up and wrote a prayer of thanks for that gift. I desired to be enabled to use it for the Lord, and that it might be sanctified to me.


These three prayers I used with some ease of mind, but not for long. I began again to question whether I prayed rightly or not. I was much troubled about it, not knowing that anyone prayed spontaneously. But it sprang up in my mind that to use words descriptive of the state I was in was prayer. I attempted to do this but could not. Sometimes I kneeled down a long time and had not a word to say, which caused me great trouble. I had no one to reveal my distress to or to advise with. So I secretly bore a great burden for a long time.


One day, as I was sitting at work in the parlour, a man called a gentleman (who was against the superstitions of the times) came in. Looking sorrowful, he said "it was a sad day: that Prynne, Bastwick, and Burton were sentenced to have their ears cut and to be banished."


This news sank deep into my mind, and strong cries were raised in me for them and the rest of the innocent people in the nation. I was unable to sit at my work. I was strongly moved to go into a private room, which I did. Shutting the door, I kneeled down and poured out my soul to the Lord in a very fervent manner. I was wonderfully melted and eased, and felt peace and acceptance with the Lord — and that this was true prayer, which I had never before experienced.


Not long after this, an account was brought to the house that a neighbouring minister — who had been suspended by the bishops for not submitting to their canons — had returned to his flock again. He was to preach at the place where he did three years before, having been suspended that long. I expressed a desire to go there, but was reproved by those who had the care of my education. They said it was not fit to leave my parish church.


I could not be easy without going, so I went. When I arrived, he prayed fervently (he was one called a Puritan) and with great power. Then I felt that this was true prayer — what my mind pressed after but could not reach by my own will. I had only just tasted of it the time before mentioned.


Now I knew that this alone was prayer, and I mourned deeply because I kneeled down morning after morning and night after night with not a word to say. My distress was so great that I feared I should perish in the night because I had not prayed. I thought that by day my food would not nourish me because I could not pray.


I was thus exercised a great while and could not join in the common prayer read in the family every night. Neither could I kneel down when I came to the worship-house, as I had been taught to do. This scripture was much in my mind: "Be more ready to hear, than to offer the sacrifice of fools."


I could only read the Bible or some other book while the priest read the common prayer. At last I could neither kneel nor stand up to join with the priest in his prayer before the sermon. Neither did I care to hear him preach, my mind being after the Nonconformist — the Puritan already mentioned.


By constraint I went with the family in the morning, but could not be kept from the Puritan preacher in the afternoon. I went through much suffering on this account. I was forced to go on foot between two and three miles, and no one was permitted to go with me. Sometimes a servant, out of compassion, would run after me lest I should be frightened going alone. Though I was very young, I was so zealous that all the tried reasonings and threats could not keep me back. In a short time I refused to hear the priest of our parish at all, but went constantly, in all weather, to the other place.


In the family I used to hear the Scripture read. But if I happened to go in before they had finished their prayers, I would sit down though they were kneeling.


These things caused me much trouble in the family, and there was no one to take my part. Yet at length two of the maid-servants were inclined to mind what I said against their prayers and so refused to join them. At this the governors of the family were much disturbed. They made me the subject of their talk in company. They said I would pray with the spirit and rejected godly men's prayers — that I was proud and schismatic, and that I went to those places to meet young men.


At this time I suffered not only from those persons to whose care I was committed by my parents (who both died when I was not above three years old), but also from my companions and kindred. Yet, notwithstanding, in this zeal I grew much. I separated myself from my former vain company and refused playing at cards and such things. I zealously kept the sabbath, not daring to eat or be clothed in things that occasioned much trouble or took up much time on that day, which I believed ought to be devoted to hearing, reading, and praying.


I disregarded those matches proposed to me by vain persons, having desired of the Lord that, if I married at all, it might be to a man who feared him. I had a belief that though I then knew of no one of my outward rank who was such a man, yet the Lord would provide one for me.


Possessed of this belief, I did not regard their reproaches. They would say to me that no gentleman was of this way, and that I would marry some lowly person or other. But they were disappointed. The Lord touched the heart of him who was afterwards my husband, and my heart held fast to him for the Lord's sake.


He was of a good understanding and had cast off those dead superstitions. That they were dead was more clearly made manifest to him in that day than to any other person I knew of his rank and years. He was young compared to the knowledge he had attained in the things of God. He was about twenty years old. We pressed much after the knowledge of the Lord and walked in his fear. Though both very young, we were joined together in the Lord — refusing the use of a ring and such things then used, and not denied by any that we knew of.
*   *   *
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