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  Chapter I

  
    George Whitehead opens his life story by tracing the hand of God upon him from his youth, when he was drawn out of what he calls the "fruitless professions" of his upbringing into the inward faith of the Quakers. Here he also explains why he set himself, in old age, to leave a written record of his long progress in the ministry.

  

  
    
      	Whitehead’s early convincement and the inward work that drew him to the Quaker faith

      	His stated purpose: to gather his papers and memorials into a faithful historical account

      	The beginning of his travelling ministry and his first labours in Norfolk and Suffolk

      	An early printed answer to a hostile proclamation issued after the Friends’ imprisonment at Norwich

    

  


  Remembering the Lord our gracious God, in his ways and merciful dealings with me from my youth, I consider how he found me among his lost and strayed sheep, on the barren mountains of fruitless professions. He drew me to an inward experience of his power and sanctifying work in my heart, and to know his teaching and spiritual ministry. By this he enabled me, by degrees, experimentally to minister to others, and obliged me to live accordingly. He also enabled me to suffer patiently, with resignation of liberty and life for Christ’s sake, when called to that. Being supported by his power, I was cheerfully carried through many great trials and deep sufferings for his name’s sake. I have had many eminent deliverances and preservations, even from my young years. Considering these things, I have been the more concerned for my friends and brethren, who for conscience-sake have deeply suffered by imprisonments and spoil of goods. In the tender bowels of Christ Jesus I have truly sympathized with the faithful in their sufferings and afflictions. In his love I have been many times moved and stirred up to plead their innocent cause before authority, as well as to solicit with great industry on their behalf. In this the hand of the Lord has been often with me, and his presence and counsel have strengthened and helped me, in answer to my prayers and supplications. His power by degrees prevailed to soften the hearts of many in the several governments towards us. Glory to the name of the Lord our God, who pleaded the cause of the innocent.

  For these reasons, a concern has long been upon my spirit, to leave some remarks and footsteps—by a historical account—of my progress, under the Lord’s help and conduct, in his work and service. In order to that, I purposed to collect from several papers, notes and memorials I had reserved, some of those exercises and transactions in which I have been both actively and passively concerned on Truth’s account. I meant to digest the same into such a plain method as briefly as I well could, and as I thought might be most intelligible, both in point of fact and doctrine. I wished to add such observations as might conduce to the good end intended, namely, the glory of God, the honour of his excellent name, and the advantage of the serious reader. I hoped the reader might the more consider his divine grace and goodness, which endure forever, to them that truly love and fear him.

  In my time, I have been greatly exercised in defence of the truth of the gospel, in which the Lord did early assist me, by his Spirit and power. On this account I have been concerned in many more controversies and disputes than are here related. Omitting many circumstances, I have endeavoured not to make too voluminous a narrative, but sincerely to relate the substance of the most material passages, which concern our Christian profession and principles, held from the beginning.

  Those of our principles which have been chiefly opposed by our adversaries, and which I have been most obliged to vindicate and dispute for, are these. They are the light and perfection; the gospel urim and thummim; the kingdom of Christ, against the kingdom of Satan and antichrist. Let God arise, and His enemies be scattered (Psalm 68:1).

  From early inclinations and desires which the Lord was graciously pleased to stir up in my heart towards his blessed truth, as it is in Christ Jesus, I was drawn to be inquisitive after the knowledge of it. I sought how to become truly penitent, and to witness a true amendment of life from such a vain conduct as in my childhood I had, with many others, been prone to. I was partly educated under a Presbyterian ministry, which the Lord showed me in several things came short of what they professed and pretended in their worships, preachings and prayings. So much so that, before I heard of the people called Quakers, I could not cordially join with them. Being at a loss in my spirit, for what I sometimes secretly desired and wanted, I was as one bewildered, and wandered further. I sought among other people, who had some higher and more refined notions concerning spiritual gifts, and the like. I was then about fourteen years of age.

  After a short time, I heard of some people called Quakers, who trembled at the word of God. Observing how they were reviled and reproached by loose and wicked persons occasioned my further inquiry. Thereupon the Lord gave me to believe they were his people. So I contended for them and their principles, so far as they were represented favourably to me. This was before I was at a meeting of theirs, or heard any of them minister.

  Though the Lord had raised good desires in me toward himself, that I might know true repentance unto life, yet those desires were often quenched. My mind was led away through an airy, light disposition, fondness for music, vain mirth, and other vanities, like other children and youth, when conversant with them. However, the Lord was graciously pleased secretly to follow me with judgment and reproof in my very young years, and renewed desires in me after the right way. But I needed to know a stay to my mind, while a hearer of the priests and other professors, not knowing or following that light of Christ in me, which convinced and reproved me for the sins of my youth.

  The light shined in darkness, as in a dark place, and was often clouded, before it shone out of darkness. The spirit of the Lord moved upon the waters, even when darkness was upon the face of the great deep, before his works of old were wrought. And in order to bring forth his works in the new creation, to make us new creatures in Christ Jesus, his spirit moves upon people’s hearts, even when unstable as waters. His light shines in them before they know God or Jesus Christ, in order to give them the knowledge of the glory and power of God, and of his dear Son Jesus Christ.

  I had some religious discourses with some young men soberly inclined, when we had newly heard of a few people called Quakers, in Sedbergh, in Yorkshire, and in Kendal Barony in Westmoreland. After my other seeking and wandering, I was desirous to go to a meeting of theirs. It was at one Captain Ward’s, at a place called Sunny Bank, near Grayrig chapel.

  At my first going to the said meeting, what was most observable to me was this. When I came into the meeting, and sat down seriously among them, after a little space of silence, a Friend, Thomas Arey, spoke a little while. He spoke of the spiritual deliverances, travels and progress of the Lord’s people in his way and work. He alluded to Israel’s deliverance out of Egypt, from under Pharaoh and his task masters. All this I thought I easily understood allegorically, or mysteriously, as spiritualized. But there appeared to me a great work of the power of the Lord in the meeting. It broke the hearts of many into great sorrow, weeping and contrition of spirit, which I believed was a godly sorrow for sin, in order to unfeigned repentance.

  I was the more confirmed in this, seeing a young maid go mourning out of the meeting, whom I seriously followed to observe her sorrowful condition. I beheld her sat down on the ground, with her face down toward the earth, as if she regarded nobody present. She mourned bitterly, and cried out, “Lord, make me clean; O Lord, make me clean”. This did far more tenderly and deeply affect my heart than what I had heard spoken. It affected me more than all the preaching that ever I had heard from man or men. It was a certain testimony to me, the spirit of the Lord evidencing to my spirit, that it was a real work of his power upon her heart. It also operated upon the hearts of others, causing trembling, sorrow and contrition. This was in order to bring them to true repentance and amendment of life, and so truly to experience the work of regeneration and sanctification, from sin and uncleanness. And accordingly it proved so to many; glory to our God forever.

  These things, upon serious observation, made deep impression upon my mind, and I was the more confirmed in the belief I had before, that the Lord was at work among that small despised people. I saw that he was about to gather and raise up a people unto himself, to worship him in the spirit and in the truth, for such he seeks to worship him acceptably. And this his worship is not in the dead and empty forms set up in the will of man.

  Under these considerations, I was induced soon to leave the parish priests, or ministers made by the will of man. They had no divine authority from God, nor commission from Christ, to teach others. They themselves also were no good examples to the flock, by their pride and covetousness, contrary to Christ’s command, and his ministers’ example. So much so that I knew I ought to turn away from them, as in a very short time I did. This was after the Lord by his light opened my eyes, to see the blindness of those guides whom I had followed by education and tradition.

  I met with opposition and hard speeches from some near relations and others who were hearers of those priests, for confessing and vindicating truth, according to that little measure of understanding I then had. For I was but weak and young in years, and beset with various temptations and discouragements. Yet the Lord my God helped and persuaded me to take up a resolution. I was not only wholly to leave the said priests, but also constantly to resort to the meetings of his despised people called Quakers, and to sit down among them. They were then but few in number in comparison of what they are since. Their meetings, which I frequented, were for some time in Sedbergh parish in Yorkshire, and sometimes in Grayrig and that way, near Kendal in Westmoreland, the county where I was born.

  Some time after I was fully convinced, and my mind turned to the light, and I was persuaded and resolved to persevere among Friends, before I heard our dear Friend George Fox. The first time I heard him minister was at an evening meeting at Sunny Bank, mentioned above, at Captain Henry Ward’s house. I was then very low, serious, and intent in my mind, willing to see and taste for myself, for my own inward satisfaction. I saw and felt that his testimony was weighty and deep, that it proceeded from life and experience, and did bespeak divine revelation. It tended to bring to an inward feeling and sense of the life and power of Christ, and the sanctifying operation of it in the heart. His speech was not with affected eloquence or oratory, or human wisdom, but in the simplicity of the gospel, to turn the mind to the light and life of Christ; and the Lord abundantly blessed his ministry to many.
*   *   *
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