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Early Years and Convincement


1717-1744



Mary Neale, formerly Peisley, was the daughter of Peter and Rachel Peisley. She was born in the year 1717 at Ballymore, in the county of Kildare, in Ireland. She was brought up in the Society of Friends. But a love of company, unrestrained by the cross of Christ, drew her away from the simplicity of Truth in her manners and behaviour. Looking back on her early life, she wrote of herself in this way:


“I count it an infinite mercy and a high favour that Almighty God did not cut the thread of my life during the many years I lived in disobedience to His holy will. His grace often touched me inwardly and convicted me of my errors. The veil was drawn back from my understanding far enough to let me see that I stood on the brink of ruin. Yet as often as that happened, I let the enemy and adversary of my soul darken my understanding again and deaden my spiritual feeling. The noise and pleasure and allurement of this world stifled the message of the still small voice, which would have directed me, saying, ‘This is the way, walk in it.’ Our meeting, too, was favoured with a living and powerful ministry, which I often slighted. So it was that I stoned His prophets with my hard and impenitent heart. By my unbelief and my uncircumcised spirit I persecuted the very people who were sent to proclaim the glad tidings of the gospel. They were sent to call those held captive by the chains of sin to come away into the glorious liberty of the Truth. Yet I have to remember one inexpressible mercy to my soul. At the height of all my vanity and stupidity I was not allowed to run into the gross enormities of the world. I was kept from those loud, hardening, black crimes which, had I committed them, might have so provoked my Creator that He would have said in His wrath, ‘You shall not enter into my rest.’


“A short time before my conversion I had a fall from my horse. I was apparently in danger of breaking my neck and having a sudden end put to my life. As soon as I got to my feet and recovered my senses, the Lord showed me clearly by His grace and good Spirit how I stood. I was in no fit condition to meet Him, the just and holy Judge of heaven and earth. He made me consider soberly what a dismal thing it would be to be hurried off the stage of mortality unprepared. That impression never left my mind until God, by His grace, had made me fitter for His kingdom. May the glory of it be given to His everlasting name.”


About this time two Friends engaged in the service of Truth appointed a meeting within the compass of the one she attended. Their reverent, awe-filled sitting before the Lord, waiting upon Him for His presence and help, struck her in a way she had never known. It raised in her mind a fervent inquiry after the revelation of the Father through His Son. She had often heard of the comforts of the Holy Spirit, of the instruction of the light that comes by Jesus Christ, and of the way of spiritual worship. But she was still a stranger to the true way of seeking and longing after it in her own experience. She afterwards described how deeply her mind was affected — both by the silent and humble waiting of those two Friends, and by the working of the universal spirit of grace shed abroad in her heart. She was roused at last to inquire for herself; and as she pressed towards wisdom’s gate, her seeking mind was satisfied.


Through this season of inward inquiry she was helped forward to diligence by the ministry of some of the Lord’s messengers. They spoke comfortably to her condition and encouraged her to persevere and do well. They also spoke prophetically. The Lord, they said, would raise up some in that meeting to bear His name among the gentiles, and to be messengers of peace and glad tidings to the people. But this depended on keeping to obedience and faithfulness to the heavenly openings.


She humbly resigned herself to the Divine will, content to let the heavenly Potter shape the vessel as He pleased, and so the work went forward prosperously. She appears to have been an example of great fervency and devotedness to whatever the Divine influence directed. She was watchful to hear the voice and obedient to fulfil the command, even when the command required her to give up what was as dear as a right hand or a right eye.


She left behind her, in writing, “A commemoration of the mercies and tender dealings of the Lord” towards her at this early period of her life. In it she said that He “saw fit to strip me of everything here below that was near and dear to me, and left me no inheritance on earth but His own Providence. Like Himself when He was in the prepared body, and like His immediate followers, He gave me no certain place to live. Yet He raised up friends for me where I least expected them. When I was deprived of the care and help of my natural father and mother, He became a Father to me, and made others willing to act for me as though I had been their own child. No sooner did one friend seem to fail me than others were raised up in some fresh quarter, wherever He would have my lot cast.


“So, like a child, I was given up to be disposed of according to His good pleasure. But my stubborn heart would often rebel against Him. I would presume to argue with Him and reason like this: ‘Why have I come into this situation? Why must I receive your blessings at second hand, and thank my fellow mortals for every temporal good I get?’ So ungratefully did I upbraid and murmur against my kind Benefactor. It drew down His displeasure, and caused Him to hide His face and leave me to the buffeting of the enemy. That enemy would have shown me no mercy, had the ever-merciful God not limited him and shortened his chain. So at times I counted myself the most miserable of all creatures, bereaved of every inward and outward comfort. The sorrow and anxiety of my soul were unspeakable — indeed, they cannot be conceived by anyone who has not felt the like.


“But the Lord was trying me. He was proving whether I would walk by faith and not by sight, and whether I would follow Him through bushes and brambles and along an untrodden path. He was proving whether I could embrace religion with all its rigours and discipline, but without its soul-supporting consolations. He was seeing whether I could love and follow Him for the favours I had already received, without any hope of more to come. He was seeing whether I could live on the memory of His beauty and excellency. For He had drawn what seemed a curtain between my soul and Himself, so that no ray of light pierced through to me in my darkness. Yet at times I was sensible that the Divine Arm was underneath me, invisible though it was, and that it kept me from sinking into the pit of despair. It was that same hand of power which was reached out to Peter when he began to sink in the storm, after he ventured to walk on the sea.


“During this time of probation I was offered a place in a worthy family in the neighbourhood where I lived. It seemed much to my advantage as far as outward things went. [Note: this was at the widow Ann Strangman’s, of Mountmellick.] This led me to seek counsel of the Lord and to ask His direction in the matter. After weighing it in my mind as carefully as I was able, I found freedom to try it for a time. I was received there with all possible kindness and respect, and I lacked nothing this world could give. But I lacked the consolation of my Beloved and the light of His countenance. Every other enjoyment was embittered to me and had lost the relish it would otherwise have had. This too I found to be a trial: to see whether I could rest in the creatures without the Creator. I could not do it, blessed be the name of my God. He had opened an eye in me that could look beyond this world. He gave me to see the emptiness of everything here below unless He filled it, and the danger in everything unless He sanctified it to us. This made me resolve that I would not enjoy these things without Him — a resolution that brought upon me a great conflict and warfare between flesh and spirit.


“Having left my former place of settlement, I had nowhere to go but my father’s cottage, which was very poor compared with what I had been used to. But I was resolved that, by the blessing of the Lord, I would not endanger my soul, whatever became of my body. The seeds of ambition and self-love, which I had thought were bruised nearly to death, now began to struggle and to exert themselves powerfully against the pure, lowly, humble Seed of life. All they needed in order to win was that my will should join with them. From this the ever-merciful God kept me. He raised strong cries in my soul to Him, that He would be pleased to give me victory over my great enemies — the flesh, the world, and the devil. And He was graciously pleased to hear and answer my petition, and to have regard to my tears and sighs. He brought up His own royal Seed into dominion in my soul. He so bruised the serpent’s head that every thought and wish and desire of my heart was brought into perfect subjection. Then I could say, in truth and righteousness and sincerity of soul: ‘Not my will, but yours be done, O God. Let me keep this quiet habitation, this peaceable and happy state, and strip me of whatever else you see fit. If I am secure of your love and favour, it is enough for me. Let worldly-minded people laugh at my folly for denying myself and the world; I can pray for them and pity their blindness.’


“So the Lord, in matchless love, cast into the ocean of annihilation those passions which, if they had been allowed to reign, would have made me unhappy here and miserable hereafter. Now my father’s humble cottage became so pleasing to me that I did not envy the greatest monarch on earth, nor would I have changed places with him if I could. How often the Lord would raise my heart in humble thankfulness to Him! He fully supplied the demands of nature, and as kindly denied me everything that would gratify a proud and aspiring mind.


“When I had a spare hour to meditate in the fields, I would watch the birds of the air and the beasts of the field. How contented they are, I thought, in their present state — creatures who are to have no happiness but what they receive here. It teaches me that whatever station or situation Providence has been pleased to fix me in, I ought to be fully satisfied. He knows best what is good for me, and all I need is a passage through to endless felicity. And I find in myself a larger mind, one that cannot rest satisfied, as the animals do, with the enjoyments of this low creation or the gratification of the senses. That helps to confirm me that there is a part in me made for Divine enjoyments. That part struggles to be released from this cage of clay, so that it may come to the full enjoyment of what I now have only glimpses and tastes of.


“I watch the innocent birds of the air fly from bush to bramble, wandering up and down, carefully seeking out every lost grain, every worm and small insect and wild fruit for the sustenance of nature. It convinces me that I ought to labour willingly with my own hands, and not be a burden to the creation. My limbs were formed for activity; and Adam himself, in his state of innocence, was set to dress the garden and to keep it.


“How freely I could now give up popularity and empty applause, which most of humankind thirst after so insatiably! But I am sensible there is no having general applause without envy and slander along with it. There is a set of people so wrapped up in pride and self-love that they cannot bear to hear anyone well spoken of but their own dear selves. Besides, applause is a dangerous breath of air which feeds the root of vainglory. It will never waft us to heaven; it will rather clip the wings of towering virtue. Considering all this, I cried from the bottom of my soul: ‘O my God, give me a thorough knowledge of you and of myself. Let me have a mind rightly cultivated, with all my passions in subjection, and my will and purposes wholly resigned to your holy will — a mind truly humbled, satisfied with few things, and filled with humble thankfulness. Let me enjoy in this way my happy and innocent solitude, and I shall neither envy nor desire the glory of this fading, perishing world.’


Mary Peisley.
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