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Compounding the heartache of Dorothy and the Ripley women was the 

destruction of the Methodist memorial built by the Ripley patriarch before his death. 

William Ripley had faithfully and laboriously sponsored the building of the octagonal-

shaped Wesleyan Chapel, a seven-story structure aptly nicknamed “Ebenezer” (meaning, 

stone of help).191 Although the chapel itself did not collapse, it was rendered utterly 

unsafe for further use. The might of the elements had smashed the manmade structures 

with laughable ease.192  

 

Figure 2.3 “Dead End.” This view of Henrietta Street shows the abrupt end of the lane. 
The cobblestone street had continued another 200 yards or so before it was washed into 

the sea. Today, posted signs caution visitors of the possibility of falling rocks. 
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Although devastated at the family’s misfortune, Dorothy relied on the same faith 

that buoyed her following the deaths of her family members: “[The landslide] blasted all 

my hopes on earth, so that I had the enjoyment of God to comfort me, which, if I had not 

sought for in early life, I should have been miserably poor” (15). Dorothy took solace in 

the proverbial stance of Job that what the Lord gave, the Lord could take away.193 She 

“encouraged herself” with “an eternal foundation, which would bear the shock of nature,  

 

Figure 2.4 “The North Sea.” This view of the North Sea would have been visible from 
Wesley Chapel. The rooftops in the foreground are those which still line Henrietta Street. 
Whitby harbor is today protected by entrance piers. The arms of the piers (the left side 
pictured here) extend toward the sea in a northerly direction. Although the entrance 
remains exposed to strong winds from the northwest and the north-to-northeast, the 

retaining walls shelter the beach from winds and swells from other directions. 
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when the mountains shall melt as wax before the fire, and all earthly things shall pass 

away” (15). 

Dorothy also suffered chronic sickness, physical debilitations, and low energy 

levels which she attributed to her disobedience to God’s will. Shortly after the landslide, 

Dorothy “was seized with a consumption, and brought night to the point of death by too 

great fatigue, having sat up with my dear sister Mary every other night, for some weeks 

previous to her departure” (15-16). In her sister, Dorothy saw a worthy model, for she 

interpreted the young woman’s death as her capitulation to God’s design: “Her 

resignation to the divine will, was a bright example to me during her tedious affliction: 

for she submitted cheerfully to be cut down with the scythe of death; knowing her spirit 

would bloom perpetually with God, in a quiet habitation, where no disease shall ever 

enter” (16). The admiration she expressed for her sister, however, failed to manifest a like 

willingness in her, for her “disobedience” continued and “enfeebled nature was loath to 

leave the comforts she possessed and resisted the sacred influences of the Holy Ghost” 

(18). The result was a case of lockjaw, and Dorothy felt that God’s patience was running 

out.194 Dorothy’s narrative skirts the brutal effects of having one’s jaw locked: the food 

deprivation that necessarily comes with the inability to open one’s mouth, the loss of 

speech, the possibility of death. Instead, Dorothy emphasized that the disease was 

divinely inspired, the effects supernatural. The disease struck her specifically in order to 

make her “a fool in the eyes of all the world, that she might make me wise to win souls” 

(18).  

Like so many of the Quaker women recording their spiritual evolution, Dorothy 

endured a near-death experience that ushered in a desire for a more secure, enduring 
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spirituality. Her recovery from lockjaw came only at the relinquishment of her former 

ways, and she described her recovery in new, mystic terms: 

When tired nature, weary of resisting, saw herself thus conquered by 

sovereign power, she fell a victim to the sword of the spirit, and was slain, and 

all her borrowed jewels, and gems of highest value, perished with her in the 

field of battle. Happy for those who understand this mystery; yet happier far 

are they who willingly resign, and let the great master-builder lay the 

foundation of a new heaven and a new earth in them. I endured the day of the 

Lord, which burned as an oven, and the fire consumed the dross, the stubble, 

and the whole of the former heaven and earth. Then a glorious circle of pure 

light stood before me, and a voice commanded me to fall in adoration before 

it, testifying it was the “Eternal Spirit, which should lead and guide me into all 

truth.”195 No more was I to pray for the spirit on my bended knees, those long 

hours; but turn my eyes within, and worship in the temple of my soul the 

Living God, who should dwell in it for ever [sic]. Astonished at this new 

salvation, I knew not what to think! I durst not mention to any mortal the 

wonderful condescension of my God! who deigned to instruct me by his 

marvellous power, how to worship him aright. In silence, now I saw a Jehovah 

by his Spirit, lay a new foundation of righteousness, and joy, and peace, which 

was my new heaven, where the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, were to dwell in 

perfect unison for ever (18). 

Dorothy’s shift in narrative perspective in the above passage exposes a revealing self-

perception and a literary technique that, in connection with the dramatically exciting 



146 

narrative, makes the tale of her conversion easily accessible to the reader. In a linguistic 

fragmentation of the self, Dorothy used the morphemes “she” and “I” as mighty warriors 

in an epic battle for supremacy of the soul. The “she” functioned as a roughly etched 

enemy, the component of herself that cherished the “jewels” and “gems” of the secular 

world; the protagonist “I” of her tale, the new spiritual self, could survive only with the 

complete eradication of the adversarial third-person. With divine aid, the “I” emerged 

heroically triumphant, felling the antagonist with the sword of enduring, unshakable faith. 

Like the mythological Phoenix, her reimaged soul arose from the ashes and destruction of 

a fiery conflagration of spiritual turmoil. Hers was a freshly forged, devout identity, one 

with a full consciousness of its divinely inspired mission in life: to evangelize.  

More significantly, Dorothy’s spiritual rebirth echoes the secret to salvation 

revealed in the Gospel story of Jesus and Nicodemus. A “learned and intelligent 

believer,” Nicodemus was a member of the Sanhedrin, the ruling Jewish council, and a 

highly respected, influential, and wealthy member of the Jewish community. “A learned 

and intelligent believer,” Nicodemus was nevertheless “timid and not easily initiated into 

the mysteries of the new faith.”196 When Nicodemus sought out Jesus under cover of 

night, Christ enlightened him about the path to salvation: 

Jesus declared, “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God 

unless he is born again. “How can a man be born when he is old?” 

Nicodemus asked. “Surely he cannot enter a second time into his mother’s 

womb to be born!” Jesus answered, “I tell you the truth, no one can enter 

the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. Flesh gives 

birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. You should not be 
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surprised at my saying, ‘You must be born again.’ The wind blows 

wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes 

from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”197 

Jesus emphasized the inadequacy of mere intellectual belief and proclaimed that only a 

spiritual regeneration, or being “born again,” could mean salvation. The re-birth was not 

outward but inward, not of the body but of the soul. Jesus used the illustration of the wind 

to demonstrate that, just as no one knew the point of origin or destination of the wind and 

yet all who came under its influence felt its effects, so too was the Holy Spirit felt by the 

spiritually reborn. Similarly, Dorothy made use of metaphor to convey to her readers her 

own spiritual “rebirth” and its effects on her life, and she even used the phrase “born 

again” at the conclusion of her Extraordinary Conversion: “And am I born again to 

behold the glory of the Father dwelling in Jesus Christ his beloved Son?—Yea, verily  

. . .” (168). 

Additionally, Dorothy’s self-objectification not only defined her conflicted and 

then reborn spiritual energy, but also presented the awakening in a way more accessible 

to her readers. Imaging her interior revolution in an epic battle between the divided parts 

of herself would have resonated to Dorothy’s readership, many of whom would well 

remember the battle days in the War of Independence. Thus, in a visible and corporeal 

sense she represented the invisibility and elusiveness of spirituality. She lent sight and 

sound to the indistinct uncertainties, religious doubts, and sectarian eccentricity which 

instigated such consciousness and, in her symbolic reterritorialization, the falling away of 

all those spiritual fears. She better illustrated to her unconverted readership her own 

change of attitude from apathy to acceptance, from disbelief to faith, from self-
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antagonism to enthusiastic purpose, while at the same time offering them a pattern that 

they could utilize to envision their own spiritual rebirth.  

In this account of regeneration, Dorothy made use of the final stage of the 

conversion experience common to Quaker writings. She entered into a newfound, 

enduring covenant with God: “. . . The Spirit assured me I should dwell for ever in bliss 

unutterable . . . which filled me with rapturous joy, and surprising awe, so that I was lost 

in wonder, love and praise” (19). During the following sixteen months, Dorothy began 

preparations for a new spiritual quest. Assiduously studying the Gospels and Barclay’s 

Apology,198 Dorothy equipped herself for a relinquishment of her childhood creed and 

the full embrace of a fresh religious tradition. As Dorothy later recorded, “. . . He 

declared that my former heaven and earth must pass away, and all things then be made 

anew; that is, my past religious experience must be set aside . . .” (17). 

Thus, a new Quaker convert was born.  

Dorothy & The Quakers 

While the Society of Friends became an insurmountable hurdle in many respects, 

the Friends also fortified the penniless novice minister, shaping Dorothy into a religious 

force with far-reaching service. Quaker benevolence, funding, and friendship enabled 

Dorothy to evolve into what she truly sought to be: a holy woman of God. 

The manifestation of Dorothy’s spiritual conversion could be seen in her adoption 

of Quaker doctrine. Drawn to the divine directive to “turn my eyes within and worship in 

the temple of my soul,” Dorothy cast off the externally focused dogma of Methodism in 

exchange for inward-born inspiration of Quakerism (18). Theologically, Quakers of 
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eighteenth-century England subscribed to the principle of the “Inner Light,” which 

maintained that one must wait in quietness for communion with God; hence, Quakers 

valued the purity of silence over what historian Catherine A. Brekus described as the 

“carnality” of speaking.199 Meetings were based on silent worship, versus the scripted 

sermons of mainstream religions of the day, for it was “only in moments of silence that 

God’s still, small voice could be heard within.”200 Although verbal religious 

communication remained important to early Quakers, it had to be initiated by the Holy 

Spirit, a result of direct, divine-to-human intercourse. Historian Rufus M. Jones 

characterized this silent worship as a brand of Quietism, “an intense and glowing faith in 

the direct invasion of God into the sphere of human personality.”201 As Quaker Quietism 

gained momentum, meetings converted to extended periods of silence, vocal contribution 

evolving into human intrusion into the movement of the Holy Spirit. Some early travelers 

to America recorded sitting through numerous, consecutive meetings with complete 

absence of verbal communication. 202 “Hence all Quakers, whether male or female, 

hesitated to speak during meetings unless they were certain they genuinely had been 

called,” stated historian Richard Bauman, “and even then, they sometimes broke silence 

with only a few sentences or a single word.”203 

Like many other non-Quaker converts, a dramatic change in appearance, 

behavior, and attitude followed Dorothy’s conversion experience. Dorothy began to dress 

plainly in the style of the Quakers, eliminating any adornments, jewelry, or frills from her 

garb. Previous to her spiritual transformation, Dorothy would have donned the typical 

conservative, yet colorful clothing of the female working class in Yorkshire in the late 

eighteenth century. While younger women in 1800 strove to attain the slim-line look with 
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a higher classical waist,204 the working woman’s costume consisted of a more practice 

combination of a cap205 or kerchief topped by a round felt hat,206 an apron, oversleeves 

and petticoats, a bed-gown jacket in bright colors,207 skirt, and brown stockings. Worn by 

all country women, the apron typically was dyed to shades and patterns particular to an 

area: while Yorkshire aprons were either white or dark blue, Lancashire sported checked 

and Wales blue.208 By contrast, the Quakers emphasized simplicity and propriety in their 

choice of style, fabric, and color. For the Quakers, group loyalty had led to a demand for 

uniformity, and, although there seemed to be no standardized garment in the sense of a 

religious habit, Quaker dress did, indeed, become something of a uniform. The Quakers 

adhered to a general style of attire that emphasized minimalism.209 The outer Quaker 

dress, then, served as a sign of her inward spiritual revolution. 

In addition to the distinctive Quaker bonnet, Dorothy adopted the plain language 

of the Friends, including use of the characteristic “thee and thou” instead of “you” and 

the application of numbers in lieu of days of the week and calendar months. She spent 

full days reading Barclay’s Apology. She believed it her “duty to choose to live upon 

bread and water” only (20). She exorcised all joviality from her life, having been “gay 

before, profuse in compliments” (20). Dorothy evidently held fast to the belief that a 

somber appearance indicated piety. 

More than just a modification in habit, dress, and personality, Dorothy fostered a 

comprehensive makeover that altered her perception of familial and social constructs and 

responsibilities. Like the fictional “Christian” in John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, 

Dorothy’s newfound faith required her to turn her back on her community, relatives, and 

former belief system. This faith, and its concomitant evangelical mission, were radically 


