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A Father Lost, a Trade Laid Down, and the Plain Dress


1792–1793



About this time I met with a considerable trial: the death of my father, whom I dearly loved. I had long been persuaded, in some measure, of the vanity and inconsistency of wearing black clothes on such occasions, knowing it to be only a worldly custom. During my father’s illness I had often said to myself that I would not put it on for anyone except him. But there seemed so many reasons why I should conform on his account. It was not until a little before his death that it pleased the Lord to remove my scruples about it, and to strengthen me to bear the public testimony that his death necessarily called for. And indeed I met with much opposition because of it, but the Lord supported me through it all. From then on I constantly attended Friends’ meetings.


About this time I also felt a concern to write an address to some people who usually met on First-days [Sundays] at a private house to hear the minister. They came from different parts of the neighbouring country, and I had sometimes attended there with other professors of the town. I also wrote to the clerk and sent him “No Cross, No Crown,” and soon afterwards “Barclay’s Apology.” To another intimate friend, who was very zealous, I wrote and sent “Beavan’s Primitive Christianity Restored.” In what I wrote, both to individuals and to the society, I asked that it might be passed around for anyone to read. Yet I found little notice taken by anyone; they seemed rather to avoid me, I thought. One steady, experienced man remarked in a short conversation that he hoped I was not looking in myself for what was only to be found in Christ. A little while afterwards I felt a concern to write to him on the subject, and at the same time I sent him “No Cross, No Crown.”


While I was exercised towards the society I had left, I met with more trials from other quarters. My relations complained of my silence, and put unfavourable interpretations on it. Indeed, I had so much on my mind that I had little desire to talk much. In the way of business I was often with people of consequence in the neighbourhood, most of whom had always shown me much attention and favour. Now that they noticed such a change in me, though at first only in dress, they began to look at me rather strangely. The enemy of souls was not unmindful of my situation, and raised many difficulties in my way. There was the loss of their favour, and with it, of course, my business. There was the great offence I would give them by conforming in other things I had not yet done, such as the ceremony of the hat, the plain language, and their titles, which they valued so highly. These seemed such great discouragements that at times my mind was sorely distressed.


For some time I had felt uneasy about doing some parts of my business, such as nicking and cropping horses, etc.—punishing them for the sake of appearance, to please the fancies of men. When I began to mention my scruples, there was much opposition, since the result must of course be the loss of much business. I do not know whether I was too hasty in this matter, beginning in my own strength and not waiting for the proper time. For I found that when I was asked to do it, I gave way, and this brought trouble upon me. At last I was enabled to refuse several people. Among them was one for whom I did much business. When I objected and told him my reasons, he seemed very angry, and reproached me for changing my religion, etc. He asked me to recommend someone else to do it. But I told him I could not recommend another to do what I thought it not right to do myself.


This event caused some uneasiness. I was highly blamed, on the supposition that I would soon lose my business. But I answered in the words of our Lord: “Except a man forsake all that he hath, he cannot be my disciple.” I saw more and more how people could follow the ways, customs, and fashions of the world, and use means that were not always the most honest to get its riches. So true is our Lord’s saying, “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” Oh, how few really deny themselves and take up the cross!


About this time came the quarterly meeting of a society I had helped to establish, called “The Sick Man’s Visitor,” which relieved the wants of those in distress. It was conducted by the chief and most serious of the professors. A committee of them met every week to transact its business, and at the same time to hold a prayer meeting, as they called it, with singing, reading, etc. It was my turn to serve on the committee, so I took the opportunity to write to them. I gave my reasons why I could not join in the services performed at those times. I also wrote something more about the principles, etc., of Friends, along with whatever else was on my mind. I added that if any wanted more information on the subject, or had any objections to raise concerning Friends’ principles, I was willing to receive them.


Until now there had been no material change in my dress, except in what I wore on First-days; I was still wearing a modern hat. But now I found it was required of me to make a change there. As this was more conspicuous than any change I had yet made, I found it very trying, for nature was unwilling to bear the cross. But it pleased the Lord to strengthen me. It did indeed cause much staring, wonder, and ridicule, as I could see and hear, though little was said to me directly. But the Lord preserved me. I thought I found, if anything, a kindness of behaviour among the more important of my neighbours when I called on them in the course of my business. This was particularly true of Chief Justice Eyre, from whom I had expected more than a little discouragement. Instead, through the mercy of my God, I found our dealings very favourable.


I may observe concerning these things that I felt a little at a time being required of me. And as I was willing to give it up, the Lord was pleased to give me strength to be faithful to him. I am aware that these things about dress, etc., are despised in the eyes of man’s wisdom and thought to be of no consequence. Indeed, I am persuaded that in themselves they are of no consequence, and if done from a wrong motive they may do more harm than good. Yet when the Lord commands, it is right for his creatures to obey, and not to reason about whether it is of consequence or not. When I felt a desire to reason about it, the example of Naaman the Syrian was brought to my remembrance. When the prophet ordered him to wash seven times in the Jordan, his pride and wisdom were offended. He wanted some great thing done, something pompous that agreed with the ideas of his worldly mind. If his servants had not been wiser than their master, he might have remained in his disease. But the outcome proved that, however despicable the means appeared, it fully answered all he could wish.


So it is good for anyone who now and then feels the judgment of the Lord against anything, however trifling it may seem, not to consult with flesh and blood or reason about it. He should give it up in simplicity of mind. Then, I am persuaded, it will be found to be of more consequence than was supposed. For if we are not faithful in the little, how can we expect the greater to be committed to us? And indeed, in this matter I have been describing, I found no small advantage. Before, when my appearance was not very different from the world’s, my acquaintances would enter into familiar conversation with me. Too often this tended to divert my mind from the seriousness I wished to keep, and left unpleasant reflections afterwards. But when they saw what was, in their eyes, my uncouth appearance, it worked as a kind of check on lightness. It preserved me from the snare of unnecessary worldly conversation, so that I had the advantage of more retirement. In that retirement, I trust I can say, I have found my most profitable seasons. Not in vain does the apostle say, “If any man love the world, the love of the Father is not in him.” A follower of Christ will not be conformed to the world, nor uphold anything that is of it, either in himself or in others. This is not merely because it is witnessed against in the Scriptures. He is influenced by the same spirit that was in the disciples of old, and that spirit teaches him to testify against the same things they did in their day.


It was a great grief and concern to me to consider that, in a day of such great profession, my leaving the fashions of the world caused such amazement, even among professors. Many walked miles to hear what they supposed to be the gospel preached, and our steeple-house was generally crowded with people from the other parishes. Yet they all professed to deny the very fashions I had left. I say it grieved me. It helped to confirm my opinion that, however much they could talk about religion, very little of its power was known. Indeed, if I had not felt the want of the power of godliness, I would not have left them, for there were many ties that held me both to the priest and to the people. But it was that divine power I longed for, and nothing short of it could satisfy me. Surely nothing but that could have supported me in the various trials I soon had to face. But the battle was the Lord’s, and his was the victory over every appearance of my adversary. To him be all the glory.


For several months my mind was greatly exercised on various occasions. The enemy assaulted me continually with reproaches from without and fears within. My business seemed to decline. I was reproved for overacting my part, and told that some of the Society had said so. It was a great grief to me to see some Friends whom I held in high esteem not as faithful against worldly titles—such as Esq., Sir So-and-so, Mr., etc.—as I believed was required, and as ancient Friends had practised. It gave my enemies much occasion against me.
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