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Chapter 1: Her Parents and Early Visitations


Here Catherine Phillips opens her life at the beginning. She gives a loving portrait of the parents who shaped her. Her father was a minister among Friends before a paralytic illness disabled him. Her mother was a woman of extraordinary steadiness who carried the family through loss and freely dedicated her youngest daughter to the Lord’s service, “as Hannah did Samuel.” Watch how tenderly she remembers reading aloud at her afflicted father’s side, and how honestly she confesses the pull of plays, romances, and worldly learning that nearly drew her away. This chapter is the seedbed of all that follows. It closes with her first trembling words spoken in ministry at Dudley in 1748, and a poem she wrote at nineteen.





	She explains why she wrote these memoirs: to record God’s dealings with her and leave memorials for her relations.

	A testimony to her father, Henry Payton of Dudley, a minister disabled in later life, and to her mother, a woman of remarkable fortitude.

	Her early love of Friends who lodged in her father’s house, and the profitable impressions made by reading martyrs’ sufferings aloud.

	Her youthful wandering into plays, romances, and worldly learning, and the danger she saw in it.

	A year at boarding school in London under Rachel Trafford, cut short by a renewed visitation of divine love.

	The deep inward baptism through which she passed, and her long, fearful preparation for the ministry.

	Her first appearance in ministry at the little meeting in Dudley, the tenth of the second month, 1748.

	A poem written in her nineteenth year, on heavenly wisdom.






The dealings of the Almighty with me from my youth have been remarkable, and are worthy to be kept in thankful remembrance. I have therefore set down in writing some notable circumstances of my life. My aim is to awaken future thanksgiving and watchfulness in myself. Considering how wonderfully the divine arm has been shown for my help, I wish also to encourage myself to a steady trust in it and to perseverance in submission. And I wish to leave to my surviving relations some record of the trials and dangers I have passed through, and of the merciful support and preservation granted me from the Lord in them.


But first it seems proper to leave a testimony to my parents, who not only professed the Truth but possessed it. My father, Henry Payton, of Dudley in Worcestershire, was the son of John and Catharine Payton, respectable members of the Society of Friends. He was called into the work of the ministry about the eighteenth year of his age. When young he traveled much in the service of Truth in various parts of this nation, in Ireland and Scotland, and also in the American colonies. From the testimonies of Friends I have good reason to believe that his service was truly acceptable and edifying to the churches. His ministry was lively and clear, and his care not to exceed the openings of Truth was plainly evident. His manner was grave, his conduct clean and steady, and his charity, in proportion to his means, generous. He was an affectionate husband, a tender father, and a kind master, useful among his neighbors, and beloved and respected by them.


Many years before his death he was disabled, not only for public service in the ministry but for the private duties of providing for his family. He was afflicted with a paralytic disorder under which his faculties gradually failed. I was much his companion in his long weakness, reading to him and attending on him. I can give this testimony concerning him, that he kept the savor of the divine life to the last. He often showed a religious concern for his children, and particularly for me, his youngest child, whom he tenderly loved. He would often say, “The Lord bless you, my children,” when his speech faltered so that he could say little more. In the seventy-fifth year of his age he was released from his affliction, and I do not doubt that he has entered into everlasting bliss.


My mother was the daughter of Henry and Elizabeth Fowler, of Evesham in Worcestershire. She was a religious woman, endowed with a strong and steady understanding and many singular virtues, which fitted her for the part she had to play in life. That part was peculiarly trying. Through my father’s incapacity for business, the care of a fairly large and young family fell upon her, together with a considerable business not of the kind most suited to a woman. My father had been engaged in a partnership in one branch of business that ended in great loss of property, and when he was disabled his affairs were in a very unsettled state. All this, with other trying circumstances, my mother passed through with admirable steadiness, fortitude, and patience. Through a long series of necessary worldly cares she was favored to keep the best life. The Lord greatly blessed her efforts for her children in temporal things, and I do not doubt he heard her prayers that the dew of heaven might rest upon them. She would say that she did not desire great riches for her children, but only that they might dwell in the fear of God.


Her steady and strong wifely affection was shown in my father’s long illness by tender attention. After his death it was shown by her frequent mention of him in terms that proved their union was founded in a love that death cannot dissolve. She said that when she married him she was not at all frightened at the thought of his leaving her to travel in his ministry. Rather, she entered into the solemn covenant with a resolution to do her utmost to set him at liberty in it. And when it pleased divine Wisdom to take from her a husband whom she might offer up to his service, she desired that at least one of her children might be called to the ministry. This was fulfilled in me, whom she tenderly loved. But I believe she dedicated me to the Lord as freely as Hannah did Samuel (1 Samuel 1:27-28). She was always ready to put me forward in his work, yet weightily concerned that I might not run ahead of my true guide. And although, after I was called to the ministry, I was much absent from her, she never complained of it, but often encouraged and urged me to faithfulness. Among the many mercies granted me by bountiful Providence, I may justly count the having such a parent as not the least.


She was an affectionate mother to all her children, yet very quick to see their faults and ready to reprove them. She did not indulge them in childhood, but brought them up to industry. In short, she was an example of fortitude, cheerfulness, gravity, industry, thrift, self-denial, and resignation to the divine will. She was generous to her friends, her house and heart always open to receive the Lord’s messengers; for which, she would say, she thought a blessing was dropped upon her family. She was charitable to the poor, choosing rather to save from other expenses so that she might have something to give. She died in the ninety-first year of her age, and kept a considerable soundness of judgment until near the close of a useful, though careful, life.


Descended in this way, it may be supposed that I was likely to receive religious instruction from my infancy. Indeed I cannot fix the first dawn of divine light upon my soul. With humble thankfulness I may say that early in the morning of life I knew the Lord to be a God near at hand, convincing me of evil and raising longings after the saving knowledge of his love and power. Friends who traveled in the ministry usually lodged at my father’s house. I loved their company when very young, and I recall with gratitude the tender notice they took of me. Here I may remark that our young people might profit much if they prized the company and conversation of those whose feet appear beautiful upon the mountains (Isaiah 52:7) of salvation, and who have had large experience of the love of God. But how often do some avoid their company, scarcely giving them a chance to show their tender affection! They are probably afraid of reproof for indulging in liberties contrary to the pure liberty of Truth, which they think hard, though it is given in a love that seeks the true happiness of their souls.


I could read well when very young, and spending much time with my afflicted father, I read to him. The experiences and sufferings of faithful martyrs, and of our worthy Friends, made profitable impressions on my mind. So did the accounts of the glorious departure of those who left this life in full assurance of everlasting bliss. My spirit was often tendered by them, and my love of virtue and piety strengthened. I may truly say that such holy persons, though they are dead, yet speak (Hebrews 11:4). May their voice be heard by the youth of this and coming generations, and stir them to shun the paths of vanity and to follow the footsteps of Christ’s companions. So will the song of his redeemed be theirs.


But in spite of these promising beginnings, as I grew up I gave way to various temptations and was drawn from the simplicity of Truth, the evil tendencies in my nature gaining the upper hand. Yet even in my childhood I experienced many conflicts, and my convictions against evil were strong. At times my heart was sorrowful and my pillow watered with tears, although my face and manner were mostly cheerful. Once, having yielded to temptation, my sense of guilt was such that I concluded I had sinned against the Holy Ghost, and that, according to Christ’s testimony, I should never be forgiven (Matthew 12:31-32). This so affected my tender mind with sorrow and unspeakable distress that it could not be entirely hidden from the family, although I was able, even in childhood, to keep my inward exercises much to myself. I think I must have been about eight or nine years old when it was so with me. In childhood I was several times visited with fevers that brought me very low, and I was led to consider how I was prepared for the awful change I was threatened with. A weighty sense rested on my spirit that my soul was not pure enough to be admitted into Christ’s holy kingdom. Sometimes I would covenant with the Lord to be more careful and watchful in the future; but the airy natural disposition again gained the upper hand, so that fresh occasion for repentance would arise.


My natural disposition was very changeable, and my mind quick. As my faculties opened, I delighted much in books of a very different nature and tendency from those which had engaged me in childhood. I had a near relation who, although divinely favored in his youth, had slighted his soul’s mercies and pursued lying vanities. He kept house in the town, and through him my sisters and I had chances to get plays and romances, which I read eagerly. I also spent so much time at his house that I was drawn into amusements very inconsistent with the simplicity of Truth and with my former religious impressions. My state was indeed dangerous, and but for the intervention of divine Providence I might have been left to pursue courses that must have ended miserably. I also read history, was fond of poetry, and had a taste for philosophy. So I was in a fair way to embellish my understanding, as the common phrase is, and become accomplished to shine in conversation. This might have fed the vain, proud nature, made me pleasing to those in it, and conspicuous in the world.

*   *   *
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