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Childhood, the Church of England, and the Quakers


Childhood and youth



And now, my dear friend, I will give you a short account of the Lord’s dealings with me in my young years, and of how he brought my soul through fire and water. I do not know for what purpose this has lived in my mind, unless it is for our spiritual communion. But when my soul is lowest and nearest to the Lord in the simplicity of truth, then my heart is opened and my mind filled with divine love concerning this matter. I ask you to read it inwardly, when you are retired. Do not judge it before you have gone through it; and then judge as freely as you please: —


I was baptized and brought up in the way of the Church of England. I went to school to one of its ministers, whom I loved and honoured greatly, and he showed great kindness and tenderness to me. In those days I looked on the ministers as angels who brought glad tidings to the children of men. When I was about fourteen years of age, I went to live at the house of a knight who kept a chaplain. I observed the chaplain’s conduct and saw that it was vain. I thought it ought not to be so, and I was troubled in my mind. For I had begun then to think about my latter end, and about eternity as well. I had no assurance of salvation, or of a state of happiness, if it should please the Lord to send the messenger of death to call me away. So the fear of the Lord laid hold on my mind, and I began to search the Scriptures. I found that they testified that “the wicked should be turned into hell, and all those that forget God.” And I saw that priests and people alike, far too generally, did “forget God” as soon as they got up off their knees, or came away from their devotion. I was much afraid of hell, and wanted assurance of a place in the kingdom of heaven. Then I began to think about the great promises that were made for me in my baptism, as they called it. By it, they said, I was made a member of Christ, a child of God, etc. In it I was to renounce the devil and all his works, the pomps and vanities of this wicked world, and all the sinful lusts of the flesh, and was to keep God’s holy will and commandments. I thought that this was indeed the way to obtain a place in the kingdom of heaven. But I had no power to do what I ought to do, or to forsake what I ought to forsake, for I was very proud, vain, and flighty. Yet while I was being exercised in this way inwardly, and searching the Scriptures outwardly, my understanding was opened more and more. I read and took notice that the ministers of Christ, whom he qualified and sent out to preach, were to do it freely. For Christ said, “Freely you have received, freely give.” I noticed too that those who run when the Lord never sent them “should not profit the people at all.” Many such things opened in my mind, and I used to ponder them in my heart. I pondered also the promises to the flock in the 34th chapter of Ezekiel, where the Lord promised to bind up what was broken and strengthen what was sick. These and similar passages of Scripture were a great comfort to me, for I was sick of my sins, and my heart was broken many times before the Lord. I thought, “Oh, if only I had lived in the days of Christ! I would surely have been one of those who followed him.” And I grieved because the Jews crucified him. So I loved Christ in his outward appearance. I could have said, as Peter said, “Far be it from you, Lord, to suffer.” Yet I did not know that he was so near me by his Holy Spirit. But I was convinced that the hireling shepherds, who teach for hire and divine for money,* were not the ministers of Christ. I was convinced of this by the testimony of the prophets, and of Christ himself, who said, “By their fruits you shall know them.” So I stopped going to hear them, and walked alone. For I had kept on going until a fear followed me into the house of worship. I thought it would be just if I were made an example for my inattention to the Spirit of Truth. When I was about fifteen years old, it pleased God to send the spirit of grace and supplication into my heart. By it I prayed fervently to the Lord, and there was a divine breathing in my soul. I found no life in my set forms of prayer, except the one that Christ taught his disciples, for which I have always had a reverent esteem. But when I was in a state to pray, I found that the Spirit made intercession in me and for me, according to the present want and need of my soul. I remember the words that used to run through my mind: “O Lord! preserve me in your fear and in your truth. O Lord! show me your way, and make known your mind and will to me.” I thought I was ready to obey it, and I greatly desired to know the people of God. For my soul cried, “O Lord! where do you feed your flock? Why should I be as one who is turned aside from the flocks of your companions?” O, the drawing cords of your divine love! O, you drew my soul with longings and breathings after the knowledge of the only true God, and of Jesus Christ! At that time there was no condemnation for the sins of ignorance, at which the Lord winked. But he called me to repent and to forsake my pride and vain company, which was a great cross to the will of the flesh. Yet I took up that cross for several months. While I did so, my soul had great peace and divine comfort. Many times the enjoyment of divine love meant more to me than my natural food, or any outward thing. I remember that when the family used to ask me why I did not come to meals, I would think that I had food to eat that they knew nothing of. And in those times of retirement I was shown sufferings that I would go through, and I saw beforehand several things that I have met with since. In those times I walked alone.


[Note in the Friends’ Library edition: Micah 3:11.]


I was convinced that the Quakers held the principles of Truth, and that their ministry was the true ministry. But at that time I lived far from any of them. It had only come about in this way: — When I was about twelve years old, I was at a meeting or two of theirs. The doctrine of one man who preached there proved to me, as the wise man puts it, like bread cast upon the waters, for it was found after many days. The sound of his voice seemed to be in my mind when I was alone, and some of his words came fresh into my memory. Both the voice and the words suited the exercise of my mind. At that time I also came across a little book of theirs. I found that the doctrine it contained agreed with the doctrine of the apostles, and so I was confirmed in my judgment that their profession agreed with the truth. But I did not join them. For by that time flesh and blood had begun to grow very uneasy under the yoke of retirement, and to groan for liberty. I was about sixteen years old. The subtle enemy lay near, and did not lack instruments. So by reasoning with flesh and blood I was persuaded that I was young, that I might take a little more pleasure, and that I could serve God when I was older. I let go of my exercise of watching and praying, gave up retirement, and let my love go out to visible things. Pride and vanity grew up again. The divine, sweet, meek, loving Spirit withdrew, and I could not find it again whenever I pleased, although I did seek it sometimes. For I would have been pleased to have the sweet comforts of his love, yet I did not like to bear the daily cross. I was convinced that the Quakers’ principles [required] that cross. I also believed that they enjoyed the sweetness of divine love in their meetings. So I sometimes went a great distance to a meeting to seek divine refreshment there. But it was to no purpose. For I was like a dry stick that has no sap or virtue, to which rain and sunshine, summer and winter, are all alike. — It was this way with me for about three years.
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