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Chapter I — Birth, Early Life, and the First Offering in the Ministry



  	Her reasons for writing some memoirs of herself.

  	Her birth and parentage.

  	The state of her mind in very early life.

  	Her resolution not to open her mouth in the ministry.

  	Her marriage.

  	The deep inward conflicts she endured for not resigning herself to Divine disposal, until she was made willing to obey.

  	Her first offering in the ministry.

  	Her remarks on this important office.





It has long lain with weight upon my mind to leave a few remarks about the Lord's dealings with me — about the time when he was pleased to lay his hand in judgment upon me for my backslidings. I hope it may be of service to some poor, tossed, afflicted, tempted, bewildered mind. I do believe it would have helped me in my own painful hours to have seen the footsteps of others who had gone that way. But I was not steady enough to read, nor quiet enough in mind to take instruction. For a time I was neither. I was feeble and sorely broken, and I moaned to myself because my heart could find no rest.


I was born at Newtown, near Carlisle, of sober, religious parents. My father died when I was young, so it was my mother's religious care in our upbringing that I knew best. She was left with four of us to raise, and her zeal and care for her children never slackened. I have a good account to give of her devout anxiety and concern for us. For that reason she hired a schoolmaster to live in the house and teach her children, so that we would not be corrupted or pick up the improper customs of the people around us. As a result we were kept, more than most children our age, from mixing with those of other persuasions.


It pleased the Lord by his good Spirit to work in my heart in my early years. It brought a godly sorrow over me, and a fear that I might be taken away in the middle of my childish follies. When the bell used to toll for people of other persuasions — oh, the awe and inward fear of those moments! I would say in my heart: these are now called off the stage of this world, and fixed as they must be for ever. Sometimes my anxiety went so far that I wanted to know the age of the dead person, and whether they had been about my own age. If they had, it sharpened my fears, and at that time they were piercing. If they had been older, I tried to quiet my fears by telling myself I was young and might escape being taken so soon. For I was afraid to die, and that terrible "for ever and ever" cast a sadness over me.


I loved to read the Scriptures, especially the New Testament. When I read the passage that describes how much our blessed Lord suffered from the high professors of religion, who treated him spitefully and crucified him, it distressed me deeply. I believed I would not have done such a thing, and my heart melted and grew tender under the sense of it.


About this time it pleased the Lord to send Mary Kirby, a minister from Norfolk, into our part of the country. She was travelling alone and asked me to go with her. My mother gave me up, and it proved a time of real gain. When I came home I felt my heart largely cleansed and emptied of its old inhabitants. My stubborn will was in good measure subdued, and because I now loved to be quiet and withdrawn, I was drawn away from my old companions.


Then I came into a state of deep poverty of spirit, which made me cry out to the Almighty: "Lord! what would you have me to do?" At that time I did not know of anything in my conduct that displeased him. But his word in me was this: I must not only stop doing evil, I must learn to do well. So I learned by experience what it means that, when the unclean spirit has gone out, we walk through dry places seeking rest and finding none. Oh, that this time of drought and emptiness could simply be waited out with patience! But when all the old inhabitants have been cast out, the creaturely part of us reaches for something to make up what it has lost. How hard it is to live without life in the creatures, or in outward things! The senses go on hunting for something to heal this deadly wound and put something back into an emptied mind, for it is hard to die to self like this. That is why so many attach themselves again to people worse than themselves, and their last state becomes worse than the first.


I feel such heavenly serenity as I gather these few remarks together, remarks that have lain among my papers for years. I have no doubt it is right for me to leave them to those who come after. I have a living hope in my heart that reading these faithful sayings will, under Providence, reach and subdue the uncircumcised Philistine nature. The illnesses in my family when I was younger kept me much at home, and now my own weakness and infirmities are many and great. Even so, my love is true to the great and good cause. I would be willing to go the world over to build up the body, and to further the reformation of mankind and the redemption of their souls, through Jesus Christ.


This deep sense of want and emptiness stayed with me. I was sitting in our women's meeting for discipline at Carlisle when it became clear to me that if I went on this way, inward with God, I would soon have to speak to others. This hint that I was being drawn to do well was so far from humbling me that I did not even ask to be excused, or beg my Divine Master to have patience with me. I simply said, flatly, "I never will do so." I turned aside like a broken bow. I believe I went further from the Divine life then than I ever had before, and it would have been just of Infinite Wisdom to cut me off in my disobedience. I was guilty of many wrong things, and heavy judgment came on me for them. I was living with an aunt at Carlisle at the time and was much exposed. She kept a shop, and I was out from under my mother's strict eye.


I was now about seventeen or eighteen. Through every dispensation I had a great love for good Friends, and they often showed love to me. They recognized the valuable part in me and overlooked what deserved rebuke — trusting, I do not doubt, that the Lord would carry on his own work. Their openness towards me did not make me think less of them or take them for poor judges of character. It worked on the better part of me. Indeed, I could have washed the saints' feet. Ministering Friends lodged at my mother's house, and sometimes I received the blessing there, and it is fresh with me to this day.


Between the ages of twenty-one and twenty-two I married John Pearson, a sober, religious young man. About a year after the wedding, my false rest was broken. The marriage itself was right, and made, I trust, in best wisdom. Joined to an excellent husband, I swam as in an ocean of pleasure. But what I met with was not peace on earth. It was a heart-piercing sword. My undone condition was with me day and night whenever I was awake — and I slept very little. Sleep left my eyes and slumber my eyelids, so that when night came I longed for morning. I had been kept from gross evils. And yet the Lord's hand lay so heavy in judgment against the sinful, impure part of me that there was work enough for his heart-piercing sword. That sword divides between the precious and the vile, between what serves him and what does not.


As I saw it then, my case was now beyond hope. I hardly ate and hardly slept, and my health visibly declined. I was a strange sight, and people wondered what had happened to me. The enemy followed me closely with the most grievous assaults. He would charge me with the very things my soul loathed and insist they were my own. I did not have the strength to answer him with "Get behind me, Satan." I did not have the experience, either, to tell the difference between what came from the enemy and his cruel insinuations, and what came simply from the weakness of my nature. Everything in me looked disordered — a confused heap. I believed no one had ever been in such a state before. I had never read of any Friend who, as I thought, had passed through such a range of trying dispensations. And it lasted — shall I say it? — for two sabbaths of years. They were fourteen years in which I feared I would never reach the far side.


I ate my bread weeping and mixed my drink with my tears. I might as well have been among fiery serpents, or in the jaws of a devouring adversary who exulted over me. He hinted that the next temptation would sweep me away, and darted one thing after another into my mind, quick as thought and dark as the darkest night. Oh, that my troubles were written with an iron pen and set in lead in the rock for ever! They are far beyond my power to describe. If mercy had not been shown to me in that trying season, I would truly have fallen. The dispensation was so severe that I did not know how to go on living under it. I wished the Almighty would use his power to snatch me away from mortal life, even by an accidental death, for I still believed that if he took me it would be in mercy. I was so desperate for holiness and virtue that I often begged him never to let me sin against him, so that I would not be ranked eternally with the unclean and abominable spirits that my very soul loathed.


I now loathed myself as in dust and ashes, because the enemy had been allowed to assault me like this. Yet through all of it my mind stayed clear and my reason sound.


About this time I was drawn far inward in prayer, as my tempted, bewildered state certainly required. For a while I believe I prayed without ceasing. The Lord knew what I needed to fit me for his work and service. Now, to refine me further, he let the enemy come nearer still. Though I might have said with one of old, "Why does he yet find fault, for who has resisted his will?" This was one of the closest trials I ever met with. One evening the enemy accused me of evil, and I turned in prayer to the Judge of all the earth. I appealed to him that he knew I was not wicked. I begged him to rebuke the devourer for my sake and set me free to serve him. And quick as lightning it was darted into me: "There is no God!" Oh, how I mourned then! I believed no one with the least trace of good in them had ever been tried in that way. I thought I was now sinning against the Holy Ghost and was the most wretched creature on earth, and the enemy pressed hard with his bitter whisper: "What are you praying to? There is no God."
*   *   *
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