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Soulby: Birth, Convincement, and a First Visit to Ireland


Early years to 1682



I was born in Soulby, in the parish of Dacre, in the county of Cumberland. My parents’ names were Edward and Ann Wilson. They brought me up in the profession of the Church of England and taught me the catechism, and I had been sprinkled, or baptized, in my infancy according to the manner of that church. While I was a youth I had great hungerings and thirstings in my heart after righteousness, and after the true knowledge of the living God and of his Son, Jesus Christ. During that time I went with great diligence to hear the priests, and when I was there I paid careful attention to what was spoken. Once I heard of a priest who was noted as a good man and preached two sermons in one day. After the forenoon sermon in our own parish, I went eight miles on foot to hear his afternoon sermon. The more I sought to hear, the more my inward hunger and thirst increased, so that I was sensible of great poverty of spirit. In the time of singing psalms a thought came into my heart that men must be made holy before they could rightly sing to the praise and glory of God. My mouth was stopped from singing with them, through a godly sorrow that was in my heart. I sent up secret cries and humble prayers to the living Lord God of heaven and earth for the knowledge of the way of salvation. But I was still in the wilderness of men’s doctrines, creeds, articles and outward forms, and I could not find true peace in my conscience, nor see any bright beams of salvation.


In this state I travelled on in great godly sorrow, with religious seekings in my heart. I was weary of the heavy load of sin, and also of the doctrines and worship of men’s making. My mind was much inclined to dispute about religion with all sorts of professors that I met, yet I still could not find peace of conscience. But many texts of holy Scripture were opened to my understanding, so that I began to see that whatever was not of faith was sin, even in points of worship and pretended service to the great God. I remembered the saying of our blessed Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ to the scribes and Pharisees long ago. He said to them, “Ye hypocrites, well did Esaias prophesy of you, saying, This people draweth nigh unto me with their mouth, and honoureth me with their lips; but their heart is far from me. But in vain they do worship me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men.”


So I was made sensible that too many of the doctrines of the church I was educated in were precepts of men’s making. I also saw what our blessed Lord and heavenly Saviour had said to the woman of Samaria at Jacob’s well. He told her, “The hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in Spirit and in Truth; for the Father seeketh such to worship him. God is a spirit, and they that worship him, must worship him in Spirit and in Truth.” I greatly longed to know this worship, in the renewings of the Holy Ghost and not in the oldness of the letter. But I could not find it, and no priest I talked with could tell me how or where to find it.


But after a long travail of spirit and great concern of soul, the Lord was graciously pleased to make me sensible that what was to be known of God was manifested in man. About that time I went into an evening meeting of the people called Quakers. I had strong desires in my mind to the Lord that, if what they preached was the true way of salvation, I might have some inward feeling and testimony of it, by the blessed Word in my own heart. After sitting some time in silence, a Friend began to speak. He directed and exhorted us to an inward waiting upon the Lord in faith, to receive power from him over every unclean thought. By that heavenly power, he said, we might glorify and praise the holy name of the Lord, through the ability of his own free gift.


I understood this to be his holy word of grace, which the true apostles of our dear Lord and blessed Saviour, Jesus Christ, preached, and to which they turned the minds of people. Then I felt my soul much in love with it. I struck my breast and said in my heart, “This is what I have so greatly wanted“—that is, power against every vain thought and idle word, for these were the things that troubled me. The Lord’s power arose in the meeting and fell mightily upon me, breaking and tendering my heart. It was a glorious time, like the mighty day of the Lord. Great fear and trembling seized me, so much that the table I leaned on was shaken. Being sensible in some measure of the glorious name and power of the Lord Jesus, I was full of inward cries to this effect: “O Lord! create in me a clean heart.” For I saw that the old one was not clean, and that I had been kissing the letter but not the Son, as the holy Scripture advises, where it says, “Kiss the Son, lest he be angry,” etc.


Now came a time of the Lord’s fierce anger because of sin. He showed me all things that I had ever done, and condemned the evil. So I was made willing to love his righteous judgments and dwell under them, for I was truly convinced that this was the way to come to the mercy seat. Then it was upon my mind that I must cease from all the doctrines of men, from will-worship, and from hearing the priests and repeating their sermons. I had delighted in these things and practised them as religious duties. But it was made plain to me that I should turn from them and mind the gift that was in me. I was to sit down among Friends in their silent meetings, and wait upon the Lord in retiredness of mind for his heavenly teachings and holy leadings.


As we performed this inward, divine and heavenly worship, the great power of God broke in wonderfully among us. Many young people were convinced of the inward work of God and turned to the Lord with all their hearts. The meeting in general became very tender and heavenly-minded, and Friends had great love for one another. The heart-melting power of the Lord was much felt and inwardly revealed, even when no words were spoken by either man or woman. In this state we travelled on in the silence of all flesh. At such times the Lord often renewed our strength in the inward man, so that we knew and experienced what the apostle exhorted the primitive Christians to: Christ dwelling in us by faith. The renewings of the Holy Ghost increased, and were shed on us abundantly in our meeting. Some were so filled that they were concerned to declare and preach the things of the kingdom of God, and what he had done for their souls. One of the first who came forth in prayer to the Lord was William Greenup. I was the next to come forth there in testimony, and I did so in very great fear and much trembling.


The word of the Lord, in and through me, was like a devouring fire, burning against all sin and iniquity. The Lord made us cry aloud to turn people from all vain worships to the living God, who is a holy Spirit. The precious life of Jesus broke in wonderfully among us, so that we felt drawings to visit other meetings in the country. In them the Lord’s heavenly power was plentifully enjoyed among us. Several were convinced of the Truth, turned to the Lord with all their hearts, and joined with Friends, particularly in our own meeting, which was enlarged by it. I was often very much affected to feel the love and power of God break through the whole meeting. We had many such heavenly meetings, and the word of the testimony in the Lord’s ministers increased among us. I then felt further drawings to other counties, and visited the meetings of Friends in Lancashire and Westmorland.


In the year 1682 it was laid upon me by the Lord to visit Friends in some parts of Ireland. I took shipping at Workington and landed at Dublin, where I was altogether a stranger. After I had stayed for a meeting among Friends, they asked which way I intended to go. I told them I wanted to see some Friends who lived between the west and the north. One Friend answered that he did not think any such place was inhabited by Friends, or words to that effect. If I wanted to see Friends, he said, I must go north or south. This brought great trouble upon my mind, and I became very low in spirit. I questioned in myself whether I had been mistaken in what I took to be the Lord’s powerful opening in my heart. I thought it had shown me both the place and the people, and that I had the mind of Christ in the holy vision of life. In secret the cries of my heart were great to the Lord, asking why I had been mistaken. But after some time a living hope sprang up in me that I was not mistaken, and that the Friends lay just as I had seen.


A Friend named Abraham Fuller spoke kindly to me. He said he lived near the middle of Ireland, and if I would go with him, we might get a meeting among Friends at Edenderry. I had much peace in going with him. We had a blessed meeting with Friends at Edenderry. The next day, as we travelled towards Lehinche, where he lived, he asked me if I understood the compass. I told him no, and that I had never seen any compass in all my life except the one in the ship that brought me to Dublin. He was then very cheerful, and said lovingly that he remembered what I had said in Dublin—that I would go between the west and the north. “And now,” he said, “I see it is true, for we are going exactly as you said then.” At this I was truly thankful to the Lord, who never fails to be gracious, and whose blessed word is infallible. For then I knew, like Samuel, that it was the word of the Lord that had called me into his work and service, and had shown me these things before I left home. We went cheerfully on our way until we reached Lehinche. From there we went to the Moat, where we had a blessed, heavenly meeting; then to Mountmellick, where we had a meeting; from there to James Hutchinson’s; and from there to the Province Meeting at Castledermot.


This Province Meeting was large, and several able Friends in the ministry were there. I was very low in my mind, and did not go up into the gallery, but sat down a little inside the door. Many people came in, so that the place where I sat was much thronged. It was a time when the rabble sort of people were very rude, and several of them were there that day. I was under great exercise of spirit, and the powerful word of the Lord filled my heart. So I stood up and preached the Gospel in the demonstration of the Spirit and power that was upon me. The rude rabble were astonished and became very quiet. The Lord’s heavenly power shone forth gloriously, and under a weighty sense of it the meeting held and concluded. This meeting brought me into acquaintance with Friends to whom I had been a stranger before. I understood afterwards that when I stood up they had been afraid my appearance would be hurtful. But it proved otherwise, to their great satisfaction.


After this meeting I went into the county of Wexford and visited Friends, and had several blessed, heavenly meetings with them in that county. They were a lowly, plain people. From there I came into the county of Wicklow. Some little time after, the motion of life in me for travelling ceased, and I dared not go any further. So I returned into the county of Wexford, and worked at harvest work at Lamb’s-town, where Robert Cuppage, a Friend in the ministry, lived. He had a concern to visit Friends in Munster, and would have taken me with him as a companion. But I told him I dared not go, because the Lord had taken away the motion of life from me, and I must wait upon the Lord to know his blessed will and good time. So I stayed at my work.
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