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Chapter 1: Early Life and Convincement


Here Elizabeth Stirredge begins her own account, written for her children, of a soul troubled from its earliest years. Born in 1634 to godly Puritan parents in Gloucestershire, she describes a childhood haunted by the fear of death and the terror of God’s judgment, a hunger for assurance that no reading or company could satisfy. Watch for the way she narrates the enemy’s temptations toward fine clothes and vanity, and the inward smitings that recalled her, until at last the plain ministry of John Audland and John Camm in 1654 pierced her heart. This is the foundation of everything that follows: the deplorable state out of which the Lord found her.





	Stirredge states her purpose: to leave a testimony of God’s goodness for her children, that they may keep in the right way.

	She recounts her birth in 1634 at Thornbury to honest Puritan parents, and her father’s prophecy of Friends seven years before they came.

	She describes her tender years filled with inward fear, dread of thunder and lightning, and concern for her soul’s eternal state.

	She tells how the enemy drew her mind into pride and fine clothes, promising rest but giving none, while the Lord secretly kept her.

	She relates the coming of John Audland and John Camm in 1654, whose plain ministry pierced her, and her solitary crying to the Lord to be led the right way.






The Lord has been pleased to count me worthy to travel in Sion’s Way. I have found that way so strait and so narrow, and have seen so many that were called—and some that entered into it—go into by-paths and crooked ways again. Yet I have also found the blessed effect of keeping in the right Way. Therefore I have a great concern upon my spirit for my children, who are coming up after me. I desire that they may not be forgetful of keeping in the right Way, whenever the Lord shall be pleased to take me from them.


Therefore it is in my heart, as my Heavenly Father will be pleased to assist me, to leave a short testimony behind me for my children. It concerns the passages of my life, ever since I had a remembrance, and the goodness of the Lord to me all my life long, unto this very day. This is worthy to be had in remembrance for ever, above all that ever my eyes beheld. It is spoken in reverence to the worthy Name and power of the Lord, and he shall have the praise of his own work for ever.


In the first place, I was born in 1634 at Thornbury in Gloucestershire, of honest parents. My father’s name was William Tayler. My father and mother were people fearing God, and very zealous in their day. My father, being one of those called Puritans, prophesied of Friends many years before they came. He said there was a day coming wherein Truth would gloriously break forth, more glorious than ever since the Apostles’ day; but, said he, I shall not live to see it. He died in the faith of it seven years before they came. His honest and chaste life is often in my remembrance, and his fervent and zealous prayers among his family are not forgotten by me. My parents brought me up in a very strict manner, so that I can truly say I was much a stranger to the world and its ways.


In my tender years I was one of a sad heart, much concerned and surprised with inward fear about what would become of me when I should die. When my lot was to be near any that would talk rudely, or swear, or be overcome with strong drink, I dreaded to pass by them. And when I heard it thunder, oh, the dread and terror that would fall upon me! I would get to the most private place that I could, to mourn in secret, thinking the Lord would render vengeance upon the heads of the wicked. When I saw the flames of lightning, oh, thought I, where shall I go to hide myself from the wrath of the dreadful and terrible God? Thus was I possessed with my soul’s concern before I was ten years of age. I was so filled with fears and doubts that I could take no delight in anything of this world.


When I grew up to riper years, I went to hear those accounted the best men, that lived up to what was made known to them. I delighted to hear them, and to be in company with those that talked of good things, and discoursed of Scripture, and of God and Christ, and of heaven’s glory. Oh, how delightful was it to me! But still I was unsatisfied, because I found I was not a living witness of those states and conditions that the People of God were in, in former days; and how to attain to it, I did not know.


Then I mourned within myself and said in my heart: Oh, that I had been born in the days when the Lord spoke to Moses and to the children of Israel! With a high and wonderful power he brought forth his People out of Egypt, and through the Red Sea (Exodus 14:21–22). Then I might have known how to walk in the right way, and to do what the Lord would have required of me, and been in acquaintance and familiarity with my Maker. I might have known when I had pleased or displeased the Lord, whom my Soul loved but knew not how to come acquainted with. Oh, what would I have parted with for the enjoyment of the Lord, and assurance of salvation! Surely, if it were possible for me to have enjoyed all the world, I could freely have parted with it for peace, comfort, and satisfaction for my poor distressed soul, that mourned as without hope. Many a time, and many hours, have I been alone, reading and mourning, when no eye saw me, nor ear heard me; neither could I find comfort in reading, because it was a book sealed to me. Then I mourned and said: Oh, that I had been born in the days when our blessed Saviour Jesus Christ was upon the earth! How would I have followed him, and sat at his feet, as Mary did (Luke 10:39)! How freely could I have left my father’s house, and all my relations, for true peace and assurance of life eternal for my immortal soul.


Under this exercise I grew very sad, so much that my mother feared I was going into a consumption, and greatly feared my death. She would say to me: Canst thou take delight in nothing? I would have thee walk forth into the fields with the young people, for recreation, and delight thyself in something. To please her, I have sometimes, when we were out of our employment, gone forth with sober young people; but I found no comfort in that. Then I fell into a custom of reading the Scriptures, and being alone in private, reading and crying. This was because I did not know that heavenly power and spirit to have dominion in me, which was in them that gave forth the Scriptures. Nothing else but the substance would give me true satisfaction; therefore the Scriptures were but a book sealed to me.


Then I fell down upon my knees to pray to the Lord, with my heart full of sorrow, and the tears running down my face, and could not utter one word. This seemed very strange to me, and set me thinking that there was none like me. But it was the enemy’s work, to persuade me there was none like me; and because I could not pray in words, as others could, and likewise was under afflictions, therefore the Lord had no regard to me. But the enemy is a liar, as ever, for the Lord was near me in every exercise. He broke my heart and melted my spirit, or else it would not have been so with me. Oh, my Soul can now behold his goodness, for he was near me, although I was not aware of it! For I thought none was so miserable as I, the enemy endeavouring to cast me down and to make me despair. Truly it was the great mercy of the Lord in preserving me from it, for my affliction was great, and my distresses very many, the enemy following me with his temptations. This was for want of right information about where my strength was to be found, which was to have stood still, and waited upon the living God for strength to overcome my soul’s enemy.


Instead of doing so, the enemy disturbed me, and followed me with his subtle allurements. Sometimes he sought to draw my mind into the vanities of this world, and to delight in bedecking myself in fine clothes, that I might appear comely in the eyes of the world. For, said the enemy, as for this way of sadness and trouble that thou art under, it will redound to no advantage, benefit, nor comfort. Thou wilt not be in any esteem among thy neighbours; therefore take thy pleasure, and be at rest. A liar he is, and ever was from the beginning. And, my dear children, believe him not, if it be your lots to be under temptations, or exercise of any kind. Whatever way the Lord may be pleased to lead you in for the trial of your faith and patience, either now or at any time of your pilgrimage in this life, believe him not. I say, the enemy will befool as many as he can. Therefore look to the Lord, and keep him in your remembrance, and pray to him in the inward of your minds, although you cannot utter one word. Know it assuredly, that he is near to help his afflicted children at all times, as they stand in need of him.


Oh, that I had known this in the days of my ignorance, and in my young and tender years, when the Lord was near me and at work in my heart, and I knew it not! For want of an understanding, the enemy befooled me, and led me aside into the things named above. By hearkening to him, and to the young people who were my neighbours, who persuaded me that it would be of great benefit to me—for I was young, and knew not what I might come to—I was led astray. I was left of my tender father, and hardly any friend was left me. In my distress and afflictions, willing to have a little rest and comfort, I lent out an ear to the enemy of my Soul, and let my mind go forth after fine clothes. But when it was drawn out, it went without limit. When I bedecked myself as fine and as choice as I could, it would hardly give me content. When I had one new thing, then, when I saw another, or a third, I was as desirous of it as for the former. So I was ever unsatisfied. Oh, the lying enemy, who promised me rest and peace, but could not give it me! A liar he is, and ever was; my Soul hates him, and is at enmity with him. The Lord preserve me out of his snares, and my house also for ever.


Though he had drawn out my mind, the Lord did not leave me. For I had many times a concern upon my mind, what would become of me. And if at any time I was drawn out into any mirth or laughter, I felt something smite my heart, which brought great heaviness over my spirit. But I knew not what it was, and I little thought it was the Lord, who was ever good and gracious, kind, merciful, and slow to anger, and not willing that people should run into destruction, nor perish.
*   *   *
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