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Harbour Grace, Friday night, 4 November 1774. Friday night is the regular
meeting night for the dozen or so Methodist women of Harbour Grace,1 the
most populous town in Newfoundland, and the commercial, legal and
religious centre for the 6,000 winter inhabitants of Conception Bay. But
tonight there will not be a regular meeting. Instead, a special meeting has
been called, and the women have been joined by the men and friends from
outlying villages.2 They have a special purpose in mind, for the revivalist
Laurence Coughlan, their “prophet sent of God,” whom they have missed
intensely since his return to England the autumn before, has written to
request that they furnish him with accounts of “the work of God upon your
souls.”3 

Thirty-year-old Mary Stretton,4 leader of the women’s group, had
already written her conversion narrative, and may have broken the ice by
reading it to the assembled group.5 But no one is reticent. These narratives
have been told and retold, both before the full congregation and within the
weekly class meetings.6 One by one ten people rise to give their testimony
to God’s grace, while Mary’s husband John, an Irish shop-keeper who is
soon to become superintendent of the first Methodist Society in New-
foundland,7 acts as scribe.8

Laurence Coughlan included these conversion narratives and other
letters from his Newfoundland converts in his book, An Account of the
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Work of God in Newfoundland, North America, which was published in
London in 1766. Thus was preserved in print one of the few surviving
congregational collections of conversion narratives, a genre which
normally belongs to the oral tradition. Also encapsulated within the letters
are a form of religious expression peculiar to this group, which I have
labelled “after-walk account.”9

This paper will locate these forms of religious expression in their
historical context, outline briefly the understanding of soteriology
expressed by them, and indicate the role each played in the normative self-
definition of the early Newfoundland Methodist community.

Historical Background

Laurence Coughlan was converted to Methodism by itinerants who
visited his native village of Drummersnave in Ireland in 1753.10 Two years
later he became one of John Wesley’s lay preachers,11 in which capacity
he served for the next eight years, preaching in such disparate circuits as
Colchester, Newcastle, Whitehaven and London, as well as Ireland.12

Following a breach with Wesley,13 Coughlan became preacher of an
Independent Chapel in Bermundsey, Surrey.14 In 1766, armed with a letter
from a Newfoundland merchant and a London banker with connections to
the Newfoundland trade,15 Coughlan approached William Legge, the
second Earl of Dartmouth, with whom he had become acquainted during
his London ministry. The Earl of Dartmouth was then chairman of the
Board of Trade of England and, as such, was responsible for regulating the
Newfoundland fishery. Through his influence, Coughlan, on three
successive days in April of 1766, was ordained deacon, licensed to the
Newfoundland ministry under the Bishop of London and consecrated to
the priesthood of the Church of England.16 Then, accompanied by his wife
Anne and daughter Betsey, he set sail within days for Harbour Grace
where the inhabitants had already erected a church and had been searching
for a minister.17 The failure of the fishery in the Fall of that year led
Coughlan’s parishioners to seek and obtain financial support from the
Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG).18 This
placed Laurence Coughlan in the anomalous position of being at once both
Methodist preacher and incumbent of an Anglican parish.

Coughlan’s first three years of ministry in Conception Bay were
successful in terms of church attendance, church membership and church
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expansion.19 However, Coughlan was dissatisfied. He needed experiential
proof that he was a “true evangelical minister” sent by God.20 This proof
came in the winter of 1768-69 when he succeeded in initiating a religious
revival which spread from the main population centres of Harbour Grace
and neighbouring Carbonear to outlying fishing villages around Concep-
tion Bay.21

Opposition to the style and content of his preaching by the Anglican
mercantocracy of Harbour Grace resulted in personal animosity between
Coughlan and the merchants, a dozen of whom sent a petition to the
governor requesting his removal.22 Coughlan’s later refusal to baptise
infants whose parents or prospective god-parents had been signatories to
this petition led to his being recalled by the SPG in 1773.23 He left behind
him a community torn by religious conflict, as Coughlan’s supporters en-
deavoured to confirm their support of his “born again” theology and re-
vivalist preaching by circulating counter-petitions, and engaging in issues
of proprietary rights and church polity.24 Thus the Coughlan era in Con-
ception Bay resulted in a de facto separation between Anglicans and
Methodists a full two decades before the division occurred in England. 

The Conversion Narrative

The early Methodist community in Conception Bay was formed of
individuals who could claim conversion experiences through which they
received a personal assurance of faith, experiences which distinguished
them from the more conventional Anglican members of the parish. The
majority of these conversion experiences were of the emotionally stim-
ulated type identified by Elmer Clark as most likely to occur during
religious revivals. Essentially gradual in that no immediate change of
attitude is effected, the subject regards some specific moment as the
beginning of religious consciousness.25

For the early Newfoundland Methodists, this specific moment was
directly related to the revival of 1768-69. Their conversion narratives
typically begin with the expression, “When I first heard you preach.”
Coughlan’s converts failed to recognize as religious any life events that
occurred before his arrival. Also completely missing from their accounts
is imagery taken from every-day occupations – from fishing, child-bearing,
sailing voyages or wilderness experiences. Neither do the narratives reflect
any gender differences. The shared revival experience over-shadows all
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else. All express their conversion by highlighting emotional impressions,
employing religious clichés and utilizing an allusive Biblical language.

While each narrative in the collection is unique, they follow a set
form as each convert passes through the expected stages of awakening and
conviction, through justification, to holiness. Awakening was used by
Coughlan to refer to an intellectual understanding of one’s status as sinner,
and the first stirrings of conscience that accompanied this realization. His
followers believed that consciousness of corruption could only be accomp-
lished through divine agency, as God, assisted by the power of the Word
as preached by Coughlan, opened the eyes of sinners, enabling them to
perceive their own wickedness. Once the conscience was awakened, con-
viction followed. This could happen almost immediately upon awakening,
and some narratives barely distinguish between these two stages. For
example,

I constantly attended the Means of Grace: but felt not the Power of
Religion, till the Lord himself was pleased at Last, to open my Eyes;
then the Word came with power to my Heart, and I saw and felt my
lost undone condition by Nature, and by Practice; I laboured under
these Convictions about twelve months, groaning earnestly to be
delivered.26

Others, such as Mary Stretton, clearly distinguished between awakening,
when “the Word began to take root,” and conviction, when “the Lord sent
his Word with Power, as a two-edged Sword”:

As I constantly attended the Means, the Word began to take Root . .
. I was, in a Measure, convinced of Sin; yet I did not see, and feel, my
lost and undone State by Nature, till the Spring following; when the
Lord sent his Word with Power, as a two-edged Sword, to my Soul:
I saw myself wretched, and poor, and blind, and naked; having no
Hope, and without God in the World: I saw, and felt, I deserved
Eternal Damnation; and was constrained to cry out, Lord, save, or I
perish.27

During conviction, guilt was enhanced by fear, as repeated sermons
on the wrath of God were heard. Torn between maintaining their present
sense of self and responding to their fear of the God at whose hands they
deserved nothing but eternal damnation, they entered a phase of extreme
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psychological disequilibrium marked by guilt, tears, depression and
emotional distress. Believing they could not be justified until this period
of suffering had been experienced, Coughlan’s followers wallowed in their
misery for periods that could last from several days to several years.

I was struck with Surprise to see my fallen Condition; and Anguish
filled my Heart, when I saw the Load of Guilt which bowed down my
Soul; I cannot express the Pain and Anguish I felt for three Days
successively, I could find no enjoyment in any Thing, and, I thought,
my Pain and Distress of Soul was as great as if I had felt a Portion of
Eternal Torments.28 

I saw myself as a lost, sinful Worm, utterly unworthy of Mercy; and
many a Tear I shed, and many an aching Heart I had before the God
of my Salvation set me at Liberty; about twelve months I groaned
under the Lashes of a guilty Conscience and the Terrors of the Law.29

The Truth found a way to my Heart, and I saw and felt my lost
Condition by Nature; and my whole Life appeared a Blot; I saw that
I had never done one good Action all my long Life; and my Grief was
great and sore, that ever I offended a good, an infinitely good God; I
laboured under this Distress of Soul for near two Years; during which
Time, I sought the Lord earnestly with Tears, Day and Night . . .30

Descriptions of conviction predominate in the narratives. In an
attempt to wrest meaning from the experience of guilt, the sufferers saw it
as God-directed, and this attributed a positive value to the suffering. It was
anxiously anticipated, and most converts could point to the precise moment
when their conviction began and ended. Since they believed God is not
found in ordinary experience, the convicted sinners had to experience a
deeper and more profound suffering than they had ever known before. This
was heroic suffering, glorified because it was in imitatione Christi.
Through it the passion of Christ was self-appropriated. Just as the passion
is followed by the resurrection and the ascension, the convicted sinners
expected that their suffering would be followed by justification and
holiness. No one remained forever undelivered, for God is merciful;
salvation was not for the elect but for all who were awakened and
convicted of sin.

From their suffering arose the existential question, “What must I do
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to be saved?” Rejecting works as a path to salvation, they could do nothing
but rely on the grace of God. But meanwhile, there were means of grace
that could be used – prayer, Scripture reading, attendance at class
meetings, listening to sermons, taking part in the Lord’s Supper. Friends
prayed for them, as did Coughlan and his wife. Delivery inevitably took
place while they were participating in one of these means of grace. This
moment of deliverance, termed justification, was understood as the mo-
ment when the righteousness of Christ was imputed to sinners, who be-
came “restored to the favour of God.”

From a world view in which they yearned to become recipients of
the grace of God, Coughlan’s converts interpreted their decision to sur-
render as a movement of God, an act of his free grace. They described the
moment of justification in the following ways:

It pleased the Lord to shine upon my Soul.31

The Lord heard my Prayer, and set my Soul at Liberty.32

The Lord broke in upon my Soul with these Words: “Fear not, only
believe.”33

This text came with Power to my Heart, “I will put my spirit within
you.” I was enabled to lay hold on the Lord Jesus, and praise the God
of my Salvation.34

The redeemed sinner was expected to list evidence illustrating the
change of status. Typically five items of evidence were considered suf-
ficient. For Coughlan’s converts, whose whole understanding of the con-
version process had an emotional emphasis, these evidences of grace were
primarily affective. J.J. received a dispersion of all his fears, he was given
the power to believe, his Heart was lifted up, he was enabled to cleave
closer and closer to God and he received the patience to endure affliction.35

C.A. received relief from the heavy load that bowed her down, happiness
which made her feel her night had been turned into day and her hell into
heaven, strength to fight the good fight, Jesus was now precious to her soul
and in every affliction her spirits were lifted.36 J.S. was confounded by the
sudden change in his soul, he found himself full of love, his pains and
anguish were removed, he was willing to die and be received into the
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blessed arms of Jesus, and he felt that his sins were pardoned.37 
Among Coughlan’s converts the pardoning of sins did not enjoy as

prominent a role as the change of mood. Also, while there is evidence that
moral change took place after conversion,38 the narrators themselves did
not testify to it. This was a very real departure from the teachings of John
Wesley, for whom the conversion experience was ethical and spiritual
rather than emotional.39

Following the “flow of joy” which marked the euphoria of justifica-
tion there frequently came a mood of intense despair. Coughlan taught his
followers to interpret this as an attack of the devil who seeks to be avenged
for what he has lost.

I rejoiced thus in the Lord, about a Week; and then the Enemy came
in as a Flood, and persuaded me, that I was deceived, that all was a
Delusion, and that I had not received Pardon, or Consolation, as yet.
Six Weeks, the Enemy thus blinded my Eyes, oppressed my Spirits,
and overwhelmed me in Distress: Oh! what Anguish of Spirit was I in,
until the Lord Jesus again delivered me.40

 
I had some Doubts of my Acceptance; the Enemy would have
persuaded me, that all was a Delusion; and my Lord hid his lovely
Face from me: Oh! what did I suffer in the Absence of my Lord; no
Tongue can express the Anguish of Soul I endured, while he con-
cealed himself from me: However, he did not leave me long comfort-
less; he came to my Deliverance, dispersed these Clouds, and all my
Doubts vanished.41

For several of the converts this phase abruptly ended with a second
great dispensation of grace in which they received full assurance.42

However, most did not include this period of doubt and reassurance in
their conversion narratives. Their experience ended with a statement of
praise to God for what he had done. In their understanding, the story of the
doubts that arose after justification were not part of the conversion
experience per se. They belonged instead to the after-walk account.

The After-walk Account

The telling of a conversion narrative marks a decision to project
oneself as a convert, and, as such, anticipates a reality not yet existent since
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the consolidation of the new self-understanding into patterns of every-day
living is yet to come. Growth is intermittent as old habits compete with the
new self-concept. For those converts who were stimulated by the emotions
of the revival to proclaim themselves justified, complete conversion or the
attainment of “holiness” was dependant upon attendance in the class
meetings. Through these weekly meetings the integration of the new ideals
into the personality was completed. The after-walk accounts give evidence
of this process of personality change. The converts referred to them as “the
Dealings of God with my soul,”43 as “relating to you what Jesus has done,
and is yet doing, for my soul,”44 or as “when I review my After-Walk.”45

Ten examples of the after-walk account are embedded within the let-
ters contained in Coughlan’s book. Two are undated; the others have dif-
ferent dates ranging from 19 October to 4 November 1774. In addition, the
form without its opening and closing formulae is found in a letter written
by John Stretton two years later.46 Eleven individuals from various com-
munities writing letters on different dates would not have used the same
form in their letters unless the genre were very familiar to them. The wri-
tings, therefore, depict what must have been a regular way of expressing
oneself during the weekly class meetings of the early Newfoundland
Methodists.47

The typical after-walk account is very short, taking only a minute or
two to narrate. It begins with a statement of praise to God and ends with
a prayer request. The body of the account contains a listing of the spiritual
weaknesses of the convert, although the tone is overwhelmingly hopeful.
Every weakness either has already been amended by the grace of God, or
is an occasion for prayer. In this way, the after-walk account serves as a
personal gauge of holiness. When all weaknesses have succumbed to
grace, holiness will have been attained. 

Prayer was an essential part of the after-walk account. Not only does
each narration end with a prayer request, but some also add the narrator’s
own prayer for the group, or for Coughlan. This indicates that in a class
meeting the sharing of each after-walk account would normally be fol-
lowed by prayer.

I will now examine in more detail a typical after-walk account, that
of Clement Noel.48 He begins, as do all the others, with a statement of
praise: “Glory be to our blessed and dear Redeemer, who is always more
ready to hear, than poor sinners are to pray.” 

The body of Clement Noel’s after-walk account contains a listing of



S. Dawn Barrett 21

three failings. In the first of these he is troubled with fears that he will be
“overcome by the hands of Saul,” a reference to 1 Samuel 27:1. In the peri-
cope which contains the expression, David has crept into the cave where
his enemy Saul is sleeping and has stolen his spear. Recognizing that
David has had the opportunity to kill him, and refrained from doing so,
Saul blesses him. But David still believes that one day he will perish at the
hands of Saul. What Clement Noel is expressing in the allusive shorthand
typical of the religious language used by Coughlan’s converts is the feeling
that, although outwardly he has been blessed through God’s grace, in-
wardly he still fears that he may perish at God’s hands in the Day of
Judgement. Then he amends his fear, declaring, “when I look to the Lord
I know his grace is sufficient for me, and I am able to rejoice.”

Next follows a second failing, the deceitfulness of his own heart,
which Clement Noel describes as his worst enemy. This is a recognition
that even though his faculties have been influenced by the grace of God,
they are yet imperfect. He is justified but not yet made holy. He discovers
that in the realization itself there is a blessing.

Then he testifies to the third of his weaknesses: “the nearer I live to
God, the more temptations I find.” Clement Noel is slowly learning to inte-
grate new habits into his personality. Many of his old habits are considered
sinful by Methodist standards and he is making a conscious effort to elimi-
nate them. Still he is tempted to fall into old ways. He echoes a thought
expressed in Romans 7:14-25: “. . . when I want to do right, evil lies close
at hand.” In this pericope, Paul speaks of the value of the Law in helping
him realize that nothing good dwells within his own flesh, recognizes his
inability to overcome this sinfulness and looks to Jesus Christ to deliver
him.49 Clement Noel, too, looks to Jesus rather than his own will-power to
find a way to withstand the temptations.

In the closing formula of his after-walk account Clement Noel
petitions, “pray for me, that I may not be cast away.” This practice of
ending an after-walk account with a prayer request indicates that during a
class meeting the narration of each account was followed by a period of
prayer for the narrator.

The remainder of Clement Noel’s letter contains personal words to
Coughlan indicating how much he is missed, a request to Coughlan to pray
for him and one more expression of his present state (“it is a rough and
thorny road that we are walking in”) which indicates how much they are
missing Coughlan. “But”, he states with conviction, “I know that the Lord
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will deliver us out of all our troubles here below.” The form of the after-
walk has become so much a part of his religious expression that he
naturally falls into the pattern of expecting that every dilemma has a
hopeful solution in the form of supernatural assistance.

The Role of the Conversion Narrative and After-walk Account

Since the willingness to confess one’s faith declares its presence, the
telling of a conversion narrative during a meeting established the neo-
phyte’s change of status from sinner to redeemed. The telling also had a
cathartic effect for the narrator. This was shared by the converted listeners
who relived their own experiences during the narration. Then, by compari-
son with the group experience, the experience of the individual was veri-
fied. The anxiety and insecurity of the conviction phase was overcome by
the acceptance of the convert’s new status by the group. This re-affirmed
a new sense of self, and led to the emergence of a new social persona. It
also satisfied needs for acceptance and inclusion, basic needs for uprooted
individuals living in the fluid and rapidly-changing society of mid-
eighteenth century Conception Bay.

The practice of weekly sharing of after-walk accounts forced the
converts to be perpetually cognizant of their spiritual condition, to pay
daily attention to their impressions of the work of God upon their souls and
to be vigilant in recognizing their own weaknesses. The form taught them
to look ever to Jesus for strength to overcome their moral and spiritual
weaknesses, and held out the expectation that, through the grace of God,
imparted holiness as well as imputed holiness could be attained.

Used in a weekly meeting, this genre was very effective in drawing
the group together into a close fellowship. As one person expressed his or
her failings, the others would empathize. They were conscious of similar
faults in themselves. This unified the group in a fellowship of shared ex-
perience. Yet the form itself taught that every weakness is an occasion for
hope. It drew the converts, who through their ability to relate a narrative
of conversion have attained the status of holiness, towards the expression
of this holiness in their lives. 

Through following the giving of each account by prayer for the
convert, the individual was immersed in group fellowship. Through mutual
exhortation, the faith of each individual was strengthened. Through the
disapproval of worldly diversions, contact with outsiders was kept to a
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1. “I still continue to meet the women, according to your desire . . . We meet, as
usual, on Fridays at Mrs. Martins” (M.S. to Laurence Coughlan, Harbour
Grace, 31 October 1774, in Laurence Coughlan, An Account of the Work of
God in Newfoundland, North America [London: W. Gilbert, 1776], 74-75).

2. A dozen people can be positively identified as having been present on this
occasion. There may have been more, but it is unlikely that the number
exceeded thirty, which was the number of members active in the Methodist
society formed within that year. “We have joined ourselves into a society, and
have drawn up rules as like Mr. Wesley’s as we could, consistent with local
cirsumstances; our number about thirty, who I believe are sincere in heart”
(John Stretton to Eliza Bennis, Harbour Grace, 14 November 1775, in Eliza
Bennis, Christian Correspondence: being a collection of letters written by the
late Rev. John Wesley, and several Methodist preachers, in connection with
him, to the late Mrs. Eliza Bennis, with her answers, chiefly explaining and
enforcing the doctrine of sanctification; now first published from the

minimum and the group became a bulwark against the scorn of the un-
converted. The members became so close to each other that they were
welcomed into each other’s most intimate moments, even the moment of
death, when they would gather around the bed to sing hymns and pray.50

 
Conclusion

During his seven years in Newfoundland, Laurence Coughlan was
simultaneously an Anglican parish clergyman and the pastor of a gathered
church within his own parish. Within a year of his departure, the two
groups had differentiated into Anglican and Methodist. Methodists were
distinguished from the majority by their definition of religion as an
individual and subjective response to God’s grace reflected in a personal
spiritual transformation which was expressed as a conversion narrative.
The weekly class meetings with their sharing of after-walk accounts were
the means by which these individuals were bonded into a close fellowship.
Their loyalty to their ostracized religious leader, whose ardent preaching
had stimulated their conversion, formed the basis on which religious dif-
ferentiation was completed. The roots laid down during the Coughlan
years created for Newfoundland Methodism a distinctive soteriology and
a religious ethos that remains unique.
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Appendix I: Clement Noel’s After-walk

Fresh-Water, October 27, 1774.

My Dear and Honoured Father,

I, Your poor weak Child, now acquaint you with my Life, which, blessed
be God, is pretty well at this present Time; for this Day, I have been very
happy, as I was in the Woods. Glory be to our blessed and dear Redeemer,
who is always more ready to hear, than poor Sinners are ready to pray. My
dear Reverend Sir, I am, at Times, troubled with Fears and Doubts, that I
shall be overcome by the Hands of Saul; but when I look unto the Lord, I
know, that his Grace is sufficient for me, and I am enabled to rejoice. My
dear Father, the greatest Enemy I have is my deceitful Heart; but, O my
dear Sir, what a Blessing it is that we know it! One Thing I know, that the
nearer I live to God, the more Temptations I find; but, for ever blessed be
his holy Name, he finds a Way for me to withstand them; but, O dear Sir,
pray for me, that I may not be cast away: I remember the Charge which
you gave me, to meet you at the Right-hand of the Majesty on high, which
Words many Times prove a great Blessing to my poor Soul, to believe, that
we shall meet in the Spirit, as there is no Likelihood of our meeting in the
Flesh. Oh! my dear Sir, I often perceive the Want of your Company; but,
I hope, you will grant me my Desire, which is, that you will pray for me,
that I may hold out to the End; for it is a rough and thorny Road that we
are walking in; but, I know, that the Lord will deliver us out of all our
Troubles here below. 

I am,
   Your poor unworthy Child,

              C— N—. 


