CRITICAL ISSUES in

AMERICAN RELIGIOUS

HISTORY A Reader

SHEF CROSNELY ROE VRIS HERD ESDUINT 8O N

ROBERT R. MATHISEN £




Robert Mathisen’s well-selected and intelligently
edited collection of documents has now been updated
to include recent events and expanded to include
more coverage of America’s ever-proliferating
religions. A good collection when it first came out, it
has become even better in this edition.

—Mark A. Noll, Wheaton College

Critical Issues in American Religious History continues
to be the best single-volume introductory reader of
its kind.

—Bryan LeBeau, University of Missouri-Kansas City

ROBERT R. MATHISEN is Professor of History and
Political Science, Corban College, Oregon.

ISBN 978-1-932792-39-3

S ||

baylorpress.com vV E R




Critical Issues in American

Religious History






Critical Issues in American

Religious History

Second Revised Edition

RoBERT R. MATHISEN

P

Baylor University Press
Waco, Texas




Second Revised Edition ©2006 by Baylor University Press
Waco, Texas 76798

All Rights Reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in
a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior
permission in writing of Baylor University Press.

This is a revised and corrected edition of Critical Issues in American Religious

History first published by Baylor University Press in 2001.

Book Design by Helen Lasseter
Cover Design by Stephanie Blumenthal

CIP INFO (reproduce as sent by the Library of Congress)

Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper



CONTENTS

Preface

Foreword

Chapter 1: Interpreting Religion in America

Essavs

§1  The Recovery of American Religious History
Henry F. May

§2  Telling Stories
Peter W, Williams

§3  History Texts and Why Is There So Little Religion
in the Textbooks?
Warren A. Nord

Chapter 2: Religion in Early America
How inclusive would religion be in early America?

DocuMENTS
§4 A French View of Native Americans (1611)
§5  English America’s First Mass (1634)
§6  Anti-Catholicism (1641)
§7  Pennsylvania and the Quakers (1669)
§8  The Trial of Margaret Brewster (1677)
§9  Slave Conversion on the Carolina Frontier (1709)

Essays

§10 Black Women and Religion in the Colonial Period
Lillian Ashcraft Webb

§11 Exposing the Idolatry of the Romish Church: Anti-Popery
and Colonial New England
Francis D. Cogliano

§12  Saints and Sisters: Congregational and Quaker Women

in the Early Colonial Period
Mary Maples Dunn

Xvii

16

26

40
42
44
44
46
51

53

61

72



vi

Contents

Chapter 3: The Era of the Great Awakening
What was the meaning of the Great Awakening?

§13
§14
§15
§16
§17
§18

$19
$20

§21

§22

$23

DocuMENTS

An Essay for Reviving Religion (1733)

From the Journal of the Rev. Ebenezer Parkman (1742)
Thoughts on the Revival of Religion (1742)
Seasonable Thoughts on the State of Religion (1743)
“What a Vile Creature I Am” (1744)

The Testimony of Harvard College

against George Whitefield (1744)

The Millennium (1758)

The Impact of the Great Awakening (1769)

Essays

The Great Awakening: Revelation and Reason

Cedric Cowing

The Great Awakening as Subversion and Conspiracy

David S. Lovejoy

Women and Revivalism: The Puritan and Wesleyan Traditions
Martha T. Blauwvelt and Rosemary Skinner Keller

Chapter 4: Religious America in the American Revolution
How religious was the American Revolution?

§24
§25
§26
§27
§28
$29

§30

§31

§32

DocumENTS

Discourse Concerning Unlimited Submission (1750)
Southern Anglican Loyalist (1770)

A Calm Address to Our American Colonies (1775)
Election Sermon (1776)

The Church’s Flight into the Wilderness (1776)
Isaac Backus’s Call for a Bill of Rights (1779, 1783)

Essays

The Role of Religion in the Revolution

William G. McLoughlin

Visions of a Republican Millennium: An Ideology
of Civil Religion in the New Nation

Nathan O. Hatch

The American Revolution and the Religious History
of the United States

Mark Noll

87
88
96
98
99

103

104
105

107

112

123

136
138
140
142
144
145

148

154

163



Contents vii

Chapter 5: American Religion in the Middle Period
What would be the role of religion in the early republic?

DocuMENTS
§33 The Rise of African American Churches (1792, 1816) 177
§34 Forming the American Bible Society (1816) 179
§35 Lyman Beecher and Disestablishment (1818) 181
§36 The Church Must Take Right Ground (1835) 182
§37 Millerites and Millennialism (1836) 185
§38 Measures to Promote Revivals (1835) 186
§39 The Anxious Bench (1844) 189
§40 Human Aliment and the Wines of Scripture (1855) 192

Essays
§41 The Promise of the Millennium

Steven Mintz 194
§42 Charles G. Finney

Robert R. Mathisen 206
§43 Adventism and the American Experience

Jonathan M. Butler 214

Chapter 6: American Religion in the Antebellum Frontier West
How did the frontier West shape American religion?

DocuMENTS
§44  Frontier Revivalism (1808) 227
§45 Methodist Circuit Preacher (1834) 229
§46 Narrative of the Massacre of the Wife and Children of

Thomas Baldwin (1836) 230
§47  First White Women over the Rockies (1837) 232
§48 The Need for Western Colleges (1843) 234
§49 The Mormon Exodus Announced (October 8, 1845) 237
§50 Justification by Scripture (1846) 238
§51 Robert Baird on the Principle of Voluntarism (1856) 239

Essays
§52  The Heritage of the Popular Denominations

1" Scott Miyakawa 241
§53 Religion and Spirituality

Ferenc M. Szasz and Margarer Connell Szasz 249

§54 Temples in the Forest
Robert E Berkhofer, Jr. 260



viii

Contents

Chapter 7: Slavery and American Religion
How did slavery coexist with religion in antebellum America?

§55

§56
§57
§58
§59
§60
§61
§62

§63

§64

§65

DocumENTS

A View of the Exertions Lately Made for the Purpose
of Colonizing the Free People of Colour (1817)

A Catholic Defense of Slavery (1840)

Slavery and Methodist Schism (1843)

Slave Religion (1849)

Letters on Slavery (1852)

What to the Slave is the Fourth of July? (1852)
Slavery and Southern Presbyterian Secession (1861)
Slave Songs and Spirituals (1867)

Essays

Religious Life in the Slave Community

Albert J. Raboteau

Antislavery and the Evangelical Movement

Bertram Wyatt-Brown

Slavery and Theology: The Emergence of Black Christian

Consciousness in Nineteenth-Century America
Timothy L. Smith

Chapter 8: Religion and America’s Civil War
How did religion impact the Civil War?

§66
§67
§68
§69
§70

§71
§72

§73

DocumMENTS

Abraham Lincoln’s Letter to Joshua F. Speed (1855)
An Address to Christians throughout the World (1863)
President Davis Seeks God’s Aid and Mercy (1864)
Abraham Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address (1865)
Address at the Raising of the Union Flag over

Fort Sumter (1865)

Horace Bushnell’s Reflections on the Civil War (1865)
A Confederate Chaplain Recounts His Experience of
the Revivals, 1863—1864 (January 1867)

Essays

Religion, the Origins of Southern Nationalism,
and the Coming of the Civil War
Mitchell Snay

275
276
279
281
282
285
289
294

297

303

313

333
334
335
336

338
341

342

345



Contents

§74 Yankee Protestants and the Civil War: From Confusion
to Crusade
James H. Moorhead
§75  Christian Soldiers: The Meaning of Revivalism
in the Confederate Army
Drew Gilpin Faust

Chapter 9: The Encounter between Religion and Science
How did religion in America respond to the “new” voice of science?

DocuMENTS
§76  What is Darwinism? (1874)
§77  Evolution (1884)
§78 Evolution and Religion (1886)
§79 Cardinal Gibbons on Religion and Science (1889)
§80 The Religion of Evolution (1891)
§81 A Catholic Reconciles Evolution and Church Dogma (1896)
§82  The Final Effort of Theology (1896)

Essays
§83 The Ape in the Tree of Knowledge
Paul A. Carter
§84 The Intellectual Crisis of Belief
James Turner
§85 Between Americanism and Modernism: John Zahm
and Theistic Evolution

R. Scort Appleby

Chapter 10: Religion in Industrializing America
How did the factory and the city influence American religion?

DocuMENTS

§86  Frances Willard and the Women’s Christian Temperance
Union (1883)

§87  Cardinal Gibbons Defends the Knights of Labor (1887)

§88 The Social Gospel as a Unitive Force (1890)

§89  Pope Leo XIII's “Rerum Novarum” (1891)

§90 In His Steps (1896)

§91 The Race Problem in a Christian State (1906)

§92  Christianity and the Social Crisis (1907)

350

362

376
381
384
387
390
394
398

404

414

423

443
444
446
449
452
455
459



X Contents

Essays

§93 American Protestantism at a Crossroads
Susan Curtis

§94 Catholic Revivalism: Conversion and Reform
Jay R Dolan

§95 “The Future Golden Day of the Race”: Millennialis
and Black Americans in the Nadir, 1877-1901
Timothy E. Fulop

Chapter 11: Religion and American Empire-Building

462

472

485

How did religion influence the emergence of America as a world power?

DocumENTS

§96 Reaching Alaska’s Natives (1878)

§97 A Missionary Declares China’s Salvation (1883)

§98 Our Country (1885)

§99 A Catholic and Protestant Debate over
the Philippines (1899, 1903)

§100 Boxer Opposition to Christian Missionaries and
Converts (1900)

§101 The March of the Flag (1903)

Essays
§102 The Christian Conquest of the World, 1890-1920
Robert T Handy
§103 God’s Mission and America’s
William R. Hutchison
§104 Women Missionaries and Cultural Conquest
Jane Hunter

Chapter 12: Fundamentalism vs. Modernism
What were the factors that divided Protestantism a century ago?

DocuMENTS
§105 The Bible and Modern Criticism (1910-1915)
§106 Fundamentalism is Very Much Alive (1921)
§107 Shall the Fundamentalists Win? (1922)
§108 Christianity and Liberalism (1923)
§109 Fundamentalism and Modernism: Two Religions (1924)

501
502
505

510

512
512

516

526

536

550
553
555
557
560



Contents

Essays

§110 Tremors of Controversy
George M. Marsden

§111 Introduction to Controversy in the Twenties: Fundamentalism,
Modernism, and Fvolution
Willard B. Gatewood, Jr.

§112 The Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy, 1918-1930
Ferenc M. Szasz

Chapter 13: American Religious Ferment during
the Depression Era

How did American religion respond to the secular challenges of the
depression period?

DocUMENTS
§113 The Promotion of True Religious Unity (1928)
§114 Humanist Manifesto I (1933)
§115 I Am a Rabbi’s Wife (1934)
§116 Niebuhr on the Social Struggle in America (1934)
§117 Coughlin Attacks Roosevelt as Red (1936)
§118 Must We Go to War? (1937)

Essays

§119 No Revival: In This Depression It is Different
Martin E. Marty

§120 Transitions in Judaism: The Jewish American Woman
through the 1930s
Norma Fain Pratt

§121 A Thriving Popular Movement
Joel A. Carpenter

Chapter 14: American Religion from World War II to Vietnam

xi

562

569

580

594
596
599
601
604
605

608

614

623

How would American religion deal with the pressures of the post-World

War II period?

DocuMENTS
§122 The Uneasy Conscience of Modern Fundamentalism (1947)
§123 Church and State in Tension: School District of
Abington Township, Pennsylvania v. Schempp (1963)
§124 The Problem of State Religion (1951)
§125 Shall Women be Ordained? (1955)

639

640
649
652



xii

§126

Contents

A Roman Catholic for President? (1960)

§127 Excerpt from “The Council Opens” (1963)

§128

§129 Winning Ordination for Women in Mainstream Protestant

§130 The Rise of the ‘New Evangelicalism’: Shock and Adjustment

Essays

Frontiers of American Catholicism
Martin E. Marty

Churches
Barbara Brown Zikmund

Mark Silk

Chapter 15: Religion and the Civil Rights Movement

How did religion in America contribute to the rise of the civil rights

§131

§132
9133
§134
§135
§136
§137

§138

§139

§140

Chapter 16: Religion and the Search for American Stability

movement?

DocumMENTS

The Ministry and Integration: “The Greatest Threat

to Segregation” (1959)

The Mind of the Ku Klux Klan (1964)

Keep Your Eyes on the Prize (1964)

The Black Muslims as a Protest Movement (1964)

White Protestantism and the Negro (1965)

Martin Luther King Explains Nonviolent Resistance (1967)
The Black Messiah (1968)

Essays

The Origins of Activism, 1950-1963”

James E Findlay, Jr.

The Civil Rights Movement and the Soul of America
Adam Fairclough

High Priest of the Anti-Civil Rights Movement:

The Calling of Sam Bowers

Charles Marsh

653
656

659

666

675

693
696
697
699
701
703
705

710

718

731

How did American religion restructure at the close of the millennium?

§141

DocuMENTS

The Native American Church, Peyote, and
People v. Woody (1964)

742



§142
§143
§144
§145
§146
§147

§148

§149

§150

§151

Contents

Zen Buddhism in America (1976)

Homosexuality and the Church (1978)

The Black Churches: A New Agenda (1979)

A Mormon Response to the Equal Rights Amendment (1979)
Hispanics and the Catholic Church (1980)

Feminism and Traditional Judaism (1981)

Essays

The Traumatic Years: American Religion and Culture
in the ’60s and "70s

Sydney E. Ahlstrom

Toward Religious Realignment

Robert Wuthnow

Confused and Helpless

Thomas C. Reeves

Claiming Muslim Space in America’s Pluralism
Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad

Appendix: Additional Resources on American

Religious History

xiii
743
746
748
753
755
757

760

773

781

785

797






PREFACE

Students need to read documents, but reading documents in a vacuum breeds
confusion. Students need to read the authoritative interpretations of estab-
lished scholars, but reading only such interpretations sucks the humanity, the
unpredictability, and much of the fun out of doing history. So the obvious
solution for introducing students to the warp as well as the woof of history is
to present a carefully chosen combination of documents and interpretation.
Yet coming up with such a combination is a lot easier said than done.

For this book, which examines “critical issues in American religious his-
tory,” the job is done very well. The first trick for this kind of book is making
sure that the “critical issues” chosen are truly important and that they can be
illuminated by a combination of historians’ essays and documents from the
appropriate periods. On this score endless debate is possible. Why not con-
sider slavery in the colonial period instead of the nineteenth century? Why
do religion and science in confrontation after the Civil War but neglect the
remarkably harmonious uses of religion and science for many of the decades
before the Civil War? Why feature fundamentalism versus modernism, which
exercised only a part of America’s Protestants, but not Protestantism versus
Roman Catholicism, an antagonism that goes way back and that exercised
almost every generation of Americans until the very recent past (if, indeed,
it does still not exercise great numbers of American believers)? Why say this
book is about “America” but include nothing on Canada and Mexico?

An answer to these questions, some of which are probably more pressing
than others, might go like this: In the first instance, an introductory textbook
has to be under 20,000 pages long, and if an editor stuck in something sub-
stantial about every important question concerning religious history in only
the United States, that is about how long the book would be. In the second

XV



xvi Preface

instance, however, the issues that are spotlighted here have in fact been the
focus of much attention, they have engaged public debate by ordinary people
as well as academic debate by scholars, and they have all been better studied
in recent years by fresh discoveries of interesting documents. This would be
a good answer. Professor Mathisen’s judgments about what have been the
big issues in American religion can be relied upon. Some of his choices, like
the antebellum West and America as empire-builder, are especially useful for
expanding the traditional, but also parochial, renditions. Mathisen does not
have a God-like ability to judge significance, but if readers pay serious atten-
tion to the subjects he has selected as critical issues, they will learn a very great
deal about a lot of interesting history.

But what about the specific selections for the individual critical issues?
Again, someone who has worked in the field for awhile could maybe come
up with a completely different table of contents. Yet here as well, Professor
Mathisen’s stack up very well against alternatives. Take the chapter on the
Civil War. In just a few pages, we hear a sober word on slavery from Abraham
Lincoln more than five years before the shooting started, two pious letters
from the Confederates, the unrivaled public theory of Lincoln’s Second
Inaugural Address from 1865, the Rev. Henry Ward Beecher’s much less
weighty address a month later, and then a first-hand account of revivals in
the Confederate army. These documents are followed by substantial studies
from three of the leading historians of religion in that terrible war--and the
proportion among those three articles is correct too, for there has been almost
twice as much good scholarship on religion in the South as on religion in the
North. The result is a unit that, while it, of course, does not say everything
that can be said about the topic, nonetheless communicates important things
about the complex, tangible, lived reality of what actually happened.

The choices for the other critical issues are just as defensible. Together
they make-up a very useful introduction to the subject. There is also enough
here to give so-called experts in the field a lot to ponder as well.

Mark A. NoLL
Professor of History
Wheaton College



FOREWORD

“[History shows] the Necessity of a Publick Religion, from its usefulness to
the Publick; the Advantageof a Religious Character among private Persons,
the Mischiefs of Superstition, & c. and the excellency of the CHRISTIAN
RELIGION above all others antient or modern.”

—Benjamin Franklin

Writing in 1749 in a plan for educating the young people of Pennsylvania,
Benjamin Franklin was certain of the practical utility of religion. Some time
later he observed that most persons “have need of the motives of religion to
restrain them from vice, to support their virtue, and retain them in the prac-
tice of it till it becomes habitual.”

More than two centuries later historian Henry F. May drew the atten-
tion of his readers to the place of religion in Americas past. “The recovery
of American religious history,” he claimed, “has restored a knowledge of the
mode, even the language, in which most Americans, during most of American
history, did their thinking about human nature and destiny.”

The link between the words of the eighteenth century statesman and the
twentieth century historian is at the heart of this volume. For on many occa-
sions Americans as a religious people have experienced tension and indecision
as they have wrestled with a variety of critical issues that crossed their paths.
How to implement their religious creeds and ideals in an ever-changing soci-
ety is recorded, as May noted, in the language of the people as they have
sought to articulate their identity and destiny.

The issues discussed in this work are deemed critical because they illus-
trate four interrelated dimensions of religious tension in America’s religious
experience. (See the illustration on the next page.) The first is American

xvil
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American Religion in Tension

Secular =3  Sacred
Beliefs €—————» Bchaviors
Inclusive 3  Exclusive
Conflict =~ <=3  Consensus

civilization’s ongoing grappling with the relationship between the secular and
the sacred. The people of America continue to experience the discomfort of
what noted historian George Marsden refers to as the “paradoxically curious
mix of the religious and the secular.” From the colonial period to the present,
partisans on both sides have drawn their lines in the sand, only to discover
that the shifting winds of modernization have eroded the lines, creating the
marking of new ones.

A second shade of meaning suggested by the title is the contradictory man-
ner in which Americans have applied their religious beliefs to their behavior.
Numerous critical issues have arisen in America’s past which illustrate Jewish
scholar Will Herberg’s contention that Americans make a distinction between
professed religion and “operative religion’—that religion by which Americans
actually live. Franklin was correct in noting that religion has restrained
Americans from vice, but at times it has also been in support of vice, as with
slavery, which nearly consumed the nation over a century ago.

The increasing pluralism of the American culture produces the title’s
third implied dimension. How inclusive (and, therefore, exclusive) would
the great American tent of religion be? As modern church historian Sydney
Ahlstrom has noted, “The most fundamental divisions in America’s religious
life are a direct inheritance from the Old World.” How would America deal
with its inheritance? The critical issue of inclusiveness for American religion
has included questions such as, Shall women be ordained? Shall a Roman
Catholic be elected president? For these and other questions, American reli-
gionists have long experienced the uncertainty of their religious pluralism.

The issue of conflict and consensus continues to illustrate the fourth and
final nuance signified by the title of this work. What historian of modern
Christianity Martin Marty refers to as the centrifugal and centripetal forces
within American religion have been present on the national scene for cen-
turies. They have intensified, however, in the past century, as he eloquently
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describes in the second volume of his modern American religion series (75e
Noise of Conflict, 1919—1941) in which religious strife is the keynote, and in
the third volume (Under God, Indivisible, 1941-1960) in which consensus
predominates. The ongoing tension over the issue of exclusiveness and inclu-
siveness has quite naturally resulted in periods of conflict and consensus.

The issues identified as critical in this volume serve as windows through
which to view America on its religious pilgrimage. Some issues examined
here were specific to particular periods and places, while others touch cultural
nerves that extend through much of the nation’s past. Each of the voices heard
in the documents and essays articulates some facet of religion in America—
the institution in this nation which Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville consid-
ered to be the most important of all.






Chapter 1

INTERPRETING RELIGION IN AMERICA

“For the study and understanding of American culture, the recovery of
American religious history may well be the most important achievement of
the last thirty years.” Writing these words in 1964, the eminent historian
Henry F. May recognized that “even for those students of American cul-
ture who do not find religious thought and practice intrinsically interesting,
knowledge of religious history has become a necessity.” May asserted that “the
recovery of American religious history has restored a knowledge of the mode,
even the language, in which most Americans, during most of American his-
tory, did their thinking about human nature and destiny.”

About ten years after May wrote these words, Sydney E. Ahlstrom stated
that “the moral and spiritual development of the American people is one of
the most intensely relevant subjects on the face of the earth.” In arguing this,
he noted that as the major current in American religious history, Christianity
consists of many substreams which contribute to “the radical diversity of
American religious movements.” Furthermore, he posited that any interpre-
tation of religion in America must be broadened to include secular convic-
tions and movements, some of which endangered the very survival of the
churches. Clearly, Ahlstrom’s history of the American people is a history of a
people facing numerous critical issues.

With the more recent rise of postmodern thought, however, several ques-
tions concerning present attention to religion in America need to be asked. Is
knowledge of religious history as necessary now as it was for May in 19642 If it
is, how can it be made a relevant part of Americans’ thought and behavior? If
it is not, what has replaced it in the national culture? How do the tensions in
American religion both reflect and produce tension in the broader American
culture? Historians of American religious history continue to wrestle with
questions such as these.



2 Critical Issues in American Religious History

ESSAYS

In the first essay, Henry E May, professor emeritus of history at the University
of California, Berkeley, explains why the recovery of American religious history
during the middle third of the twentieth century took place, and then sug-
gests the meaning of the recovery for the next generation. Peter W. Williams
of Miami University (OH) argues in the second essay that American religious
history is both one story and many stories—one story of how all religions
connect to the larger social and intellectual threads of American life, and
the many overlapping and intersecting stories of numerous distinct, religious
individuals and groups. In the third essay, Warren A. Nord of the University
of North Carolina reports on his study of the place given to religion in high
school textbooks and reflects on what this says about how religion is inter-
preted in America.

§1 The Recovery of American Religious History
Henry E May’

Source: Henry F. May, “The Recovery of American Religious History,”
American Historical Review 70 (1964): 79-92. Reprinted with permission.

For the study and understanding of American culture, the recovery of
American religious history may well be the most important achievement
of the last thirty years. A vast and crucial area of American experience has
been rescued from neglect and misunderstanding. Puritanism, Edwardsian
Calvinism, revivalism, liberalism, modernism, and the social gospel have all
been brought down out of the attic and put back in the historical front par-
lor. Out of monographic research on these and other topics, it begins to be
possible to build a convincing synthesis, a synthesis independent of political
history, though never unrelated to it.!

"Mr. May, Margaret Byrne Professor of American History, University of California, Berkeley,
read an earlier version of this article at a meeting of the American Studies Association, Pacific
Coast Branch, at Fresno, California, in 1959. He wrote Protestant Churches and Industrial
America (New York, 1949).

! Such a synthesis is not yet published. Most of the important contributions to the recov-
ery have as yet been monographic or critical. Students have, however, been provided with a
superb bibliography, a first-rate atlas, and one of the most illuminating of source collections:
Nelson R. Burt, Critical Bibliography of Religion in America, 2 vols. (Princeton, NJ, 1957);
Edwin S. Gaustad, Historical Atlas of Religion in America (New York, 1962); H. Shelton Smith
et al., American Christianity: An Historical Interpretation with Representative Documents, 2 vols.
(New York, 1960). The Burr bibliography makes it unnecessary, as it would in any case be
impossible, to mention all the significant works in any category discussed in this article.
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Even for those students of American culture who do not find religious
thought and practice intrinsically interesting, knowledge of religious history
has become a necessity. This is most obviously the case for those interested
American intellectual history. In the first place, the recovery of American
religious history has restored a knowledge of the mode, even the language, in
which most Americans, during most of American history, did their thinking
about human nature and destiny. In the second place, the recovery has neces-
sitated, though it has not yet really affected, a reorganization. Obviously the
categories of V. L. Parrington, once so satisfactory, will no longer work. One
cannot, for instance, oppose “French” liberalism to Calvinist conservatism
as the poles between which to classify both political and religious thought
in the early national period. What is one to do with orthodox clergy who
supported the American and for long defended the French Revolution, with
Whig conservatives who were Unitarians, or with doctrinally conservative
Presbyterians who took the side of Jackson in politics? There are too many
exceptions: they destroy instead of proving the rules. Nor can one talk any
longer, without important qualifications, about an “American faith” in which
optimism about man is inescapably linked to democracy. To insist on such a
link, one has to rule out of the American democratic tradition not only such
“belletristic” aberrants as Henry James, Hawthorne, Poe, and Melville, not
only such political exceptions as Calhoun or Henry Adams, but also John
Adams and Madison, which is difficult, and both Lincoln and Mark Twain,
which is downright impossible.? To summarize the central American tradi-
tion has become a far more difficult task than it once was, and a far more
interesting one.

Restoring a language and shaking up a set of categories are not the only
changes wrought in intellectual history by the recovery of religious history. By
analogy the work of religious historians illuminates two major perennial prob-
lems of the American intellectual historian. The first of these is the relation
of American to European thought. Obviously American church history can-
not be studied without reference to the Reformation, and thus to European
thought since (or perhaps before) the patristic period. Yet, as Tocqueville,
Schaff, and Bryce saw and as lesser European commentators have often not
understood, American religion cannot be forced into European categories.
Like many other kinds of American experience, religious experience serves
both as link and barrier between the continents.

2 Henry Nash Smith, Mark Twain, The Development of a Writer (Cambridge, Mass., 1962),
seems to have the last word on the much-argued question of Clemens’ pessimism. A recent
contribution to the large and growing literature on Lincoln’s complex religious views is William
J. Wolf, The Almost Chosen People (New York, 1959). Though the mature views of the two men

are in many ways opposite, I think it legitimate to call both post-Calvinist.
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The other problem of intellectual history illuminated by the example of
religious history is the even more difficult one of the relation between ideas
and institutions. For this the history of American Protestantism, with its long
effort to institutionalize successive religious impulses, offers also some highly
interesting suggestions.?

That part of literary history which lies closest to intellectual history has
been transformed with it, or even before it.* At an opposite pole in American
studies, the analysis of American class structure has been enriched. Sociologists
must study church history and even theology. Simple lines between denomi-
nations will no longer do; to locate someone in American society it is neces-
sary to say what 4ind of a Baptist or Presbyterian he is, and where, in religious
and other terms, he comes from.> Historians of our two greatest political
crises have revived a religious interpretation of each.® Theorists of American
foreign policy-including some theorists not far removed from the scene of
action—frequently invoke kinds of thought that were originally theological.”

Of the several meanings intended by the title of this article most histori-
ans will, I think, readily admit the fact of an increased emphasis on religious
history. Many have also observed—whether or not they have approved—the
emergence of a more sympathetic assessment of American religious experience.
Here consensus stops; historians disagree about the causes of these related

3 See below, pages 85-86.

4 See below, pages 84-85, and also the section, “Religion and Literature,” in Burr, Critical
Bibliography, 2: 847-953.

> A good short list of works on “Church and Class” by sociologists and historians will be
found bid., 606-10. An example of effective use, by a historian, of religious categories for
social analysis is Lee Benson, The Concept of Jacksonian Democracy: New York as a Test Case
(Princeton, N.J., 1961), esp. 186-207.

¢ A religious interpretation of the Revolution is reasserted by Carl Bridenbaugh, Mitre and
Sceptre: Transatlantic Faiths, Ideas, Personalities, and Politics, 1689-1775 (New York, 1962).
A religious, or partly religious explanation of the Civil War seems to me to rest on two asser-
tions: that serious and intractable moral conflicts were important in causing the war and that
in nineteenth-century America such conflicts were peculiarly difficult to avoid or compromise
because of the dominance of evangelical Protestantism in both sections. The importance of the
moral conflict is implied by much though not all recent writing on slavery and anti-slavery, and
directly argued in the well-known articles of 1946 and 1949 by Bernard DeVoto And A.M.
Schlesinger, Jr. (Bernard DeVoto, “The Easy Chair,” Harpers 192 [1946]: 123-26, 234-37;
AM. Schlesinger, Jr., The Causes of the Civil War: A Note on Historical Sentimentalism,”
Partisan Review 16 [1949]: 969-81.) The distinct importance of religion in sharpening the
conflict is forcefully argued, with respect to the South, by Chatles G. Sellers, Jr., “The Travail
of Slavery,” in The Southerner as American, ed. id. (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1960), 40-71.

7 McGeorge Bundy calls Reinhold Niebuhr “probably the most influential single mind in
the development of American attitudes with combine moral purpose with a sense of political
reality,” though he is not uncritical of Niebuhr. (McGeorge Bundy, “Foreign Policy: From
Innocence to Engagement,” in Paths of American Thought, ed. Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., and
Morton White [Boston, 1963], 293-308.
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changes. Part of the disagreement is inevitably ideological; part arises from
the complexity of the subject. In American historiography, as in American
religion, categories shift and change. Yet categories are necessary, and a look
back at major names and dates suggests a few.

The recovery of American religious history really began in the 1930s. In the
twenties, nineteenth-century “scientific” history was being challenged by the
brilliant agnostic relativism of Becker, the fervent progressivism of Parrington,
and the somewhat selective determinism of Beard.® “Puritanism,” and the
larger religious tradition loosely associated with it, was under heavy attack
inside and outside historical circles. Harold Stearns explained in 1922 that
there was no article on religion in his Civilization in the United States because
he could find no one interested in the topic.” This was a Menckenesque exag-
geration, but it was true that American religion, aside from the dramatic
forays of the fundamentalists, did not look very interesting. The dominant
liberal Protestantism was reaching the end of a long, ignominious, and unsuc-
cessful effort to accommodate its teaching at any cost to the ultrasecular cul-
ture of the day.'”

Seminary historians played their parts in this effort at accommodation,
trying hard to follow the lead of the dominant university historians. Most
of them, attempting to be neutral and “scientific,” produced factual mono-
graphs limited by denominational lines. The two best-known general histories
of American religion written during the period, those by H. K. Rowe (1924)
and W. W. Sweet (1930), followed the lead of standard secular interpretation.
Rowe emphasized the growth of liberalism and religious freedom, Sweet, the
frontier. Both works were respectable; neither was highly original.!!

In the thirties, when the recovery began, a student who wanted a treatment
of American religious history with some feeling for theology had to go back

8 In an interesting article tracing schools of American intellectual history, Robert Alan
Skotheim suggests that the school of historians dominant in the twenties and afterward tended
to regard some ideas as determined by the socioeconomic environment, and others as possess-
ing autonomous causal importance. Religious ideas, to which men of this school were generally
unsympathetic, were usually in the first of these categories, while scientific ideas and propos-
als for social reform tended to be placed in the second. On the other hand, says Skotheim,
come later writers including Perry Miller seemed to make religious thought autonomous and
causative, and to treat opposing secular currents as environmental in origin. (Robert Alan
Skotheim, “The Writing of American Histories of Ideas: Two Traditions in the XXth Century,”
Journal of the History of Ideas 25 [1964]: 257-78.)

9 Civilization in the United States, ed. Harold Stearns (New York, 1922), v—vi.

19 For excellent accounts of American religion in this period, see Robert T. Handy, “The
American Religious Depression, 1925-1935,” Church History 29 (1960): 3—16, and Winthrop
L. Hudson, The Great Tradition of the American Churches (New York, 1953), 195-225.

" The foregoing paragraph and some other parts of this article owe much to the illumi-
nating essay “Church History” by George Huntston Williams in Protestant Thought in the
Twentieth Century, ed. Arnold S. Nash (New York, 1941), 147-78.
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beyond the twenties to such books as E. H. Foster’s Genetic History of New
England Theology (Chicago, 1907) or Leonard Bacon’s History of American
Christianity (New York, 1897). If he wanted to investigate religious experi-
ence, he invariably started with William James’s unique and curious classic of
1902. Only for the topic of religion and social class—a topic that interested
him greatly—did he have a first-rate recent work, H. Richard Niebuhr’s Socia/
Sources of Denominationalism (New York, 1929), which applied to American
religion the insights of Max Weber and Ernst Troeltsch.

In this atmosphere, the recovery of American religious history was begun
by the only people in a position to undertake it, the immensely energetic
secular scholars of the day. To men schooled in objective examination of, as
nearly as possible, 4// the data, religion was too big to be ignored in the flip-
pant manner of a Harold Stearns. Herbert Schneider, who occupied a chair
of religion at Columbia University, treated the American religious past with
much learning.!? At the end of the period Ralph Henry Gabriel in 7he Course
of American Democratic Thought (New York, 1940) gave religion a much more
active constituent role in intellectual history than had Parrington, though he
too discussed religious ideas without much theological analysis."

The best-informed and most influential student of American social his-
tory was A. M. Schlesinger, who says with great candor in his recent autobi-
ography that the central questions of religious thought have never held much
interest for him.!¥ Accepting nonetheless readily the importance of religion
for most Americans in the past, Schlesinger directed toward this field the
efforts of many students, all of whom did their best to penetrate its obscure
shadows with the clear light of objective research. In an influential essay of
1932,"5 Schlesinger himself applied to religious history the insight that was
shortly to inform his Rise of the City. In the neglected period of the late nine-
teenth century, he said, American religion had undergone a series of highly
important reactions: to Darwinism, higher criticism, comparative religion,
and, most important of all, to the challenge of the city.

Commenting much later on this essay and its influence, one of the cur-
rent group of able seminary historians finds its insight useful and important

12 Herbert Schneider, The Puritan Mind (New York, 1930). In his later History of American
Philosophy (New York, 1946) Schneider himself generously criticized this early work in the
light of Perry Miller’s later research. (See pages 28, 29.)

13 Skotheim points out that Gabriel treated American religion with great respect even in
essays published in the mid-twenties. Gabriel’s interpretation of American intellectual history
seems to me to belong neither to the dominant secular and environmentalist movement, nor
to the later countermovement to which Skotheim assigns it, but to have some characteristics of
both (“Writing of American Histories of Ideas” 275-77).

4 A. M. Schlesinger, I Retrospect: The History of a Historian (New York, 1963), 193.

151d., “A Critical Period in American Religion, 1875-1900,” Proceedings of the Massachusetts
Historical Society 64 (1930-32): 523-47.
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even from his own very different point of view.!® Nevertheless, says this later
critic, Schlesinger’s description of the church transforming itself in response
to the urban challenge, like Sweet’s description of the church reacting to the
frontier, makes the role of the church too passive and neglects inner changes
not entirely determined by these external pressures. Whatever the merits of
this criticism and the now widespread view it implies, the rescue of religious
history was largely begun, as it had to be, from a secular point of view not
unlike that of Schlesinger.

Though secular and academic historians dominated this stage of the
recovery until after World War II, two quite different tendencies of the thir-
ties foreshadowed a challenge to this domination. The first was the expansion
and reorientation of the study of American literature. Still full of the revolts
and rejections of the twenties, but discontented with the simple categories of
the past and only partly satisfied with the Marxist stereotypes of the present,
many of the best young students were fascinated by the complexities, doubts,
and inner struggles of writers like Melville, Hawthorne, and James. Nothing,
they found, could be farther from the truth than the facile dictum of Howells,
still faithfully echoed in very recent years, that American literature dealt char-
acteristically with the surface, “smiling aspects of life.” Sometimes venturing
beyond American literature into one of the new programs in American stud-
ies, students coming from literature departments encountered (more often
than history graduate students of this period) the infinitely complex world
of recent historical thought, from Mannheim to Whitehead or Collingwood.
Admiring complexity and uncompromising intellectual struggle, some of
them discovered a new field: theology. To literary intellectuals of the thir-
ties, theology was approachable partly because it seemed to have so little to
do with religion, especially the religion of the First Methodist Church in the
generic home town.

In the study of religious thought in American literature or culture, students
of this kind found gifted mentors. One was F. O. Matthiessen, immensely
attractive as a scholar and leader to this generation, and far more passionately
interested than most of his students in the relation between social radicalism
and religious commitment.!” Even more important for the systematic study
of American religious thought was Perry Miller. In 1928, consciously defying
the advice of his own teachers and the Menckenian prejudices of the times,
Miller had begun his gigantic excavation of Puritanism.'® In many ways a

16 Robert T. Handy, “The Protestant Quest for a Christian America, 1830-1930,” Church
History 22 (1953): 10.

17 See EO. Matthiessen 1902-1950: A Collective Portrait, ed. Paul M. Sweezy and Leo
Huberman (New York, 1950).

18 See Miller’s introduction to the paperback edition of his Orthodox in Massachusetts
(Boston, 1959), xvii. Other scholars, some of them preceding Miller, played some part in the
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product of the alienated and tormented twenties, an atheist and something
of a radical, Miller yet went to work to rescue Puritan and Calvinist thought
with a relish for all its paradoxes and tensions, and with a zeal, sometimes
with a polemic intensity, comparable almost to that of Edwards himself.
Surely the result of his labor, deepening the history of the American mind in
a chronological sense as well as others, must be one of the most enduring as
well as one of the strangest monuments of the radical thirties.

The other development that began in the 1930s to suggest the rise of
a new kind of religious history was the turn toward neo-orthodoxy within
Protestantism itself. Like Edwards and many other American religious figures,
Reinhold Niebuhr, the central American figure in this diverse movement, drew
heavily on contemporary European thought. But, again like Edwards and
many other prophets, he started by reacting to the smug society he encountered
around him. It was not Auschwitz or Hiroshima, but Detroit in the twenties
that started Niebuhr on the road away from accommodation and optimism
and toward a belief in a world under judgment.'” Thus there is something in
common between Niebuhr’s rejections and those of contemporary literary crit-
ics, though very little that is common in their respective affirmations.

Two very different works in American religious history reflected a neoortho-
dox emphasis in this period of beginnings. The first was Joseph Haroutunian’s
study of American Calvinist theology, Piezy vs. Moralism (New York, 1932).
Only a book written, like this one, from a neo-orthodox point of view could
at this moment have restored meaning to the long-neglected family fights of
New England divines, distinguishing in their thought between the new and
the merely orthodox. The other historical work that reflected the new theo-
logical tendency was H. Richard Niebuhr’s 7he Kingdom of God in America,
eventually to become one of the most influential books in the whole field. In
his introduction, Niebuhr criticized his own much-admired Social Sources of
Denominationalism. A sociological approach like that of the earlier book, he
now said, “helped to explain why the religious stream flowed in these par-
ticular channels” but failed to “account for the force of the stream itself.”
American Christianity should be treated not as a series of institutions but as a
prophetic movement, never completely embodied in any institutional forms,
liable to decay but capable of perennial self-renewal. This deeply Protestant
view of church history was to influence many of the ablest religious historians

reassessment both of the Puritans and of Edwards, but I believe few would deny him the major
role in this enterprise.

19 See Reinhold Niebuhr, Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic (New York, 1930);
June Bingham, Courage to Change, An Introduction to the Life and Thought of Reinhold Niebuhr
(New York, 1961), 129-39.

20 H. Richard Niebuhr, 7he Kingdom of God in America (New York, 1937), vii.



Interpreting Religion in America 9

of the next period. Shorn to some of its religious meaning, Niebuhr’s sug-
gestion was usable by historians of other kinds of ideas and institutions.?!
Might not his idea of a cycle of reform, organization, decline, and renewal
illuminate the fate of many kinds of ideas in a fluid and energetic society?
One might suggest progressive education, temperance, conservation—almost
any American movement, perhaps including political democracy itself—as
test cases.

In the period since the Second World War, the period of fruition that
succeeded this one of preparation, all the influences already active continued
to operate. Social historians, among them students of both Schlesingers, of
Oscar Handlin, of Richard Hofstadter, and others, continued to deal with the
history of American religion from a largely secular point of view. A flood of
monographs continued to analyze American literature in more and more spe-
cifically religious terms. The influence of neo-orthodoxy, spreading like other
major movements in American thought from a small center ever more widely,
affected historical writing on all sorts of subjects. The clear and acknowledged
influence of Reinhold Niebuhr on Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., C. Vann Woodward,
and George E Kennan suggests the dimensions of this periphery.?

Three new influences must be added to the list. The first is the develop-
ment of a new kind of intellectual history, or, more accurately, the revival of an
old one. The new intellectual history places more emphasis on the analysis of
ideas and less on description of their social antecedents.”* Needed and overdue,
this tendency may sometimes have gone too far, detaching one part of human
experience from another in a somewhat mechanical manner, and talking too
simply about the influence of one book and another. In any case, much of the

21'This is suggested by John Higham, “American Intellectual History: A Critical Appraisal,”
American Quarterly 13.2 (1961): 232.

22 See Schlesinger, “Causes of the Civil War”; C. Vann Woodward, “The Irony of Southern
History,” Journal of Southern History 19 (1953): 3—19; George E. Kennan, Russia and the West
under Lenin and Stalin (Boston, 1961), passim. The more direct influence of neo-orthodoxy
on the writing of European history, especially religious history, is excellently analyzed by E.
Harris Harbison, “The ‘Meaning of History” and the Writing of History,” Church History 21
(1952): 197-207.

% Two articles by John Higham reflect the development discussed here. In “Intellectual
History and Its Neighbors,” Journal of the History of Ideas 15 (1954): 339—47, he distinguishes
between “internal” and “external” intellectual history in a neutral manner. In “American
Intellectual History: A Critical Appraisal,” he seems to come down on the side of more internal
analysis and specifically relates this tendency to the recent rise of American religious history.
The same tendency is discussed in detail by Skotheim, who finds that by 1950 both the older
and the newer historians were turning away from environmentalism and toward a somewhat
more autonomous treatment of ideas. Skotheim attributes this change in large part to the
failure of relativism to prove adequate in the political crisis of the 1940s. This analysis seems to
me sound except that the change referred to was under way in some quarters before that crisis.
(Skotheim, “Writing of American Histories of Ideas” 277-78.)
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new intellectual history has avoided the opposite error of treating ideas, reli-
gious ideas included, as simple responses to clearly identifiable stimuli.

The second postwar development that affected religious history came
from an opposite quarter and was perhaps complementary. Sociologists and
social historians, among them David Riesman and Oscar Handlin, developed
a new kind of analysis and criticism of American society, emphasizing the
search for identity among the pressures of a plural, yet sometimes conformist
society. To some students of American religion, this suggested a new interpre-
tation of the past and present role of religious groups.?*

The third new influence, pervasive and complex, was the religious revival
of the 1950s. The nature and even the existence of this revival have been
endlessly debated. Was there any connection between such phenomena as
swelling church statistics, highly successful traditional revivalism, best-selling
and sugary “peace-of-mind” manuals, semiofficial association of God with
American foreign policy, and gingerly, reluctant inquiry into the religious
turn of “intellectuals” carried out by the editors of the Partisan Review? Could
any of these have any connection with the devastating disjunctions of Karl
Barth or the tragic view of history propounded by Reinhold Niebuhr? Was
this really a revival of religion, or only a search for identity on the part of third
generation immigrants or other-directed exurbanites?

At least three aspects of this complex phenomenon must be taken into
consideration for our present purposes. First was the new realization of
American religion’s numerical growth, both short-term and long-term.
According to widely cited reports, more than 60 percent of the population
were now church members, as opposed to 5 percent in 1776 and 35 percent
in 1900. How far to accept either the accuracy or the implications of these
figures was a complex question. Yet it was clear that one could no longer talk
about American religion as something that used to be important. At least
according to the most concrete indexes—numbers, buildings, and money—
it was a spectacular success. One exaggerated but suggestive interpretation
said that rapid growth had from the beginning determined the whole nature
of American Protestantism. The American churches were not branches of
European Christendom, but new churches, with the good and bad character-
istics of new churches everywhere.?

24 See, for instance, Will Herberg’s acute and influential Protestant-Catholic-Jew (Garden
City, NY, 1955).

25 Franklin H. Lictell, From State Church to Pluralism (New York, 1962). For the percent-
age figures, see Yearbook of the American Churches, 1963 ed. (New York, 1963), 276, and 1933
ed. (New York, 1933), 99. As the editors of these compilations point out, criteria of member-
ship vary drastically from church to church and period to period. Probably the statistics of
the recent growth are more acceptable than the older ones. S. M. Lipset argues plausibly that
American religion has experienced a “continuous boom” from the beginning rather than a

specially sharp recent increase (7%e First New Nation [New York, 1963], 144-47).
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A second element of the revival was the continuing vitalization of theol-
ogy. One historian had this to say:

One must go back to the sixteenth century to find an era of equal theological
fertility and creativeness. In America it is at least a century and a half since
theologians held a position of such importance in our national thought. Now
that John Dewey is dead there is in the United States scarcely a single philoso-
pher of public eminence who is confronting the traditional “problems of man”
as comprehensively as are at least a half-dozen theologians.?®

Often the theological renaissance and the popular growth seemed opposed
rather than complementary; no one criticized so harshly the easy, amorphous
popular “faith in faith” as those who had for some time been demanding faith
in something more specific and difficult. Yet some highly sophisticated histo-
rians of religion concluded that this revival, with its depths and shallows, its
center and periphery, was not altogether different from revivals in the past.?’

A third fact about this revival, which did seem to differentiate it somewhat
from its predecessors, was the complexity of its effect on American intellectu-
als. As with some of the earlier revivals, a great many intellectuals remained
hostile to this one in all its aspects. Others, including poets, novelists, and a
few historians, stood fundamentally within it. A large number, however, and
the most important group for our present purposes, belonged in neither of
these opposing camps. As Sydney Ahlstrom put it, “curiosity about religion”
penetrated intellectual circles far beyond the ranks of the committed. This
“curiosity” might “lead a person merely to taste some popular book, to take
up the study of some religious poet, or to dedicate himself to a lifetime voca-
tion of religious research.””® In the middle of the twentieth century, that is,
not everyone could find himself at home either among believers or militant
secularists.

The consequences of these diverse changes were themselves diverse. The
first was a new understanding of the nature of the mainstream of American
religious history. In the thirties, many students of American religion had
understandably admired Puritanism and Edwardsian Calvinism: and disliked
revivalism. Now it seemed clear that (as Miller’s own work had indicated) both
Covenant Theology and Consistent Calvinism had been brilliant, heroic, but

26 Sydney Ahlstrom, “The Levels of Religious Revival,” Confluence 4 (1955): 41.

27 A generally hostile assessment of the popular revival can be found in Martin Marty, The
New Shape of American Religion (New York, 1959), and a still harsher one is A. Roy Eckhardt,
The Surge of Piety in America (New York, 1958). A more balanced treatment, in my opinion, is
Ahlstrom’s “Levels of Religious Revival.” The revival of the fifties is related to earlier revivals in
Timothy L. Smith, “Historic Waves of Religious Interest in America.” Annals of the American
Academy of Political and Social Science 332 (1960): 9-19.

28 Sydney Ahlstrom, “Theology and the Present-Day Revival,” ibid., 27.
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unsuccessful attempts to channel the turbulent flood of American religious
energy. The mainstream, for better or worse, had been revivalistic, emotional,
even somewhat pragmatic. Faced with the task of evangelizing an unchurched
continent, of combating not only infidelity but barbarism, first on the fron-
tier and then in the cities, the American churches had indeed compromised
theological differences. So far had this process gone that they had almost lost
their distinctive task and message. But when adaptation had gone too far, self-
criticism had restored some balance, in the early eighteenth century, in the
late nineteenth century, again in the mid-twentieth century.

Obviously this reorientation owed much to the past insights of Sweet,
Schlesinger, and Richard Niebuhr. It owed much also to the new investi-
gation of revivalism by such lay historians as W. G. McLoughlin, Jr., and
Bernard Weisberger.”” Still more important, however, were the insights of
Timothy Smith, himself a minister, and the seminary historians Sidney Mead
and Winthrop S. Hudson. All these saw the past tasks of American religion as
men who had a more than academic concern with its present pastoral duties.
And all looked at revivals from the midst of a period of revival.

Smith found much of the vitality of American nineteenth-century reli-
gion in the perfectionist tradition. It was the belief in the possibility of per-
fect holiness, he argued, that furnished the energy for many reform crusades.
Somewhat more complex in their loyalties, Mead and Hudson emphasized
both the failures and successes of the revivalist tradition, failures and successes
inseparable from those of American culture.?

The second consequence of the new religious surge owed more to the
theological renaissance than to the popular increase. This was the demand
on the part of a number of the seminary historians for a new kind of church
history, emancipated from the long subservience to “positivist lay historians.”
With varying degrees of fervor, a number of manifestoes including more than
one presidential address to the American Society of Church History called for
a separate “church history.” This must be the history of the church eternal,
invisible, and universal; it must indeed be a narration of the continuing work

of the Holy Spirit on earth.?!

PWilliam G. McLoughlin, Jr., Modern Revivalism: Charles Grandison Finney to Billy Graham
(New York, 1950); Bernard A. Weisberger, They Gathered at the River (Boston, 1958).

30 Timothy Smith, Revivalism and Social Reform, (New York, 1957); Winthrop L. Hudson,
The Great Tradition of the American Churches (New York, 1953); Sidney Mead, The Lively
Experiment (New York, 1963). Most of the essays in the last book had been published in the
fifties, though some of their direction had been suggested earlier in Mead’s Nathaniel William
Iaylor (Chicago, 1942).

31 Most of these essays are cited in Winthrop S. Hudson, “Shifting Trends in Church
History,” Journal of Bible and Religion 28 (1960): 235-38. For another list, see the section on
“Religious Historiography” in Burr, Critical Bibliography 1:22-27.
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To the more extreme of these statements, lay historians and even some of
the more moderate “church” historians themselves could raise several objec-
tions. In the first place, it seemed strange for Protestants to be quite so confi-
dent about the exact operation of the Holy Spirit or its limits. Was not church
history, by some of the definitions now suggested, history itself? If so, could
one be quite certain to whom it was given to understand it?** Second, on quite
a different level, the demand for a separation from positivist lay historians”
seemed sometimes to ignore the fact that historians so described had done
much of the research on which any interpretation of the American religious
past, from any point of view, had to depend.* Third, this same demand for
sharp separation seemed to ignore the nature of the current revival. Despite
the great either-or’s of some of its theologians, its effect had been to blur, not
to sharpen the line between believers and nonbelievers, among historians as
elsewhere. To draw a line between believing “church historians” and “positiv-
ist lay historians” had become impossible. Examples of both could be found,
but one could also point to historians who combined impeccable secular aca-
demic credentials with seminary training, ministerial experience, or explicit
religious affiliation. Many others had been touched to one degree or another
by the revival of “interest in religion,” and some who had not could hardly
be called “positivists.” The nature of the current religious situation had made
religious classification of historians impossible. No one could say with preci-
sion where, in religious terms, the best new writing was coming from.

It is a little easier to say where the best work in religious history was
not coming from. The groups that recently seem to have contributed least
are opposites: atheists and Roman Catholics. No one in the recent period
has examined American religion with the scholarly love-hatred of H. L.
Mencken at his best. An explanation is suggested by Martin Marty’s sketch
of the history of the American infidel.?* By the early twentieth century the

32 Something like this question is raised from the point of view of a church historian in
the excellent article by William A. Clebsch, “A New Historiography of American Religion,”
Historical Magazine of the Protestant Episcopal Church 32 (1963): 225-57. Arthur S. Link
argues eloquently that from the point of view of “Biblical faith,” there is no such thing as
Christian history as distinguished from other history (“The Historian’s Vocation,” Theology
Today 19 [1963]: 75-89).

3 In the exuberance of the moment even Sidney Mead, sometimes criticized for his mod-
eration by other “church” historians, said that it was no longer necessary to pay homage to “the
rather presumptuous occupants of university chairs of secular history,” or to orient church his-
tory according to “the unpredictable and transient interpretive vagaries” or these men. In 1963,
however, he called for a much wider interpretation of the meaning of church history than these
earlier statements suggested and condemned the tendency to widen the breach between reli-
gious and secular historians. (“Prof. [sic] Sweet’s ‘Religion and Culture in America,” [review
article], Church History 22 [1953]: 33—49, and “Church History Explained,” Church History
32 [1963]: 3-31.)

3 Martin Marty, The Infidel: Freethought and American Religion (Cleveland, 1961).
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commitments of American Protestantism had become so amorphous that
there was nothing left to hate. Perhaps one of the tests of the depth of neoor-
thodoxy is the question whether it will produce a neoatheism.

Since the 1955 bombshell of Monsignor John Tracy Ellis, Catholic intel-
lectuals have been discussing the failure of American Catholicism to par-
ticipate proportionally in American intellectual life in general. Some of them
have also suggested that American Catholic history in particular has been
slighted, and especially the history of the recent period of rapid Catholic
increase.”> Undoubtedly the social explanations suggested by Ellis, arising
from the immigrant past of the American church, contain part of the answer.
But some other suggestions have more relevance for our present purpose. One
Catholic writer blames Catholic “formalism,” “the tendency to see the world
as ‘finished’ and all things in it as obvious in their essence and meaning,” and
also Catholic “Authoritarianism,” of which one result is “the illusion of a neat
universe in which nothing eludes the conceptions of a searching mind.”
Still another suggests that the failure arises partly from the great difficulty,
for American Catholics, especially since the crisis ending with Leo XIII’s let-
ter on Americanism, of carrying on a searching dialogue with non-Catholic
American culture.”’

These descriptions of Catholic difficulties seem relevant to some of the
conclusions of this article. A point of view that has proved extremely fruitful
both for Protestant and for nonreligious American historians (and for many
who lie, as we have seen, between these two categories) is that suggested by
Richard Niebuhr. From this point of view, religious impulses are never fully
embodied in religious institutions, and the unity to be found in American
church history must be found in a cycle of renewal and decline. Obviously,
it would be impossible for a Catholic historian of Catholicism to take exactly
this point of view. It may be that in this period of new openings, an analogous
point of view may be found from which American Catholics can look freshly
at their own church, and at American religious history in general.

A partly relevant parallel is offered by American Jewish history. Though
historians of American Judaism, like their Catholic colleagues, have bewailed
the slowness of development in their field, the problem seems almost oppo-

% John Tracy Ellis, “The American Catholic and the Intellectual Life,” reprinted in
The Catholic Church U.S.A., ed. Louis ]J. Putz (Chicago, 1956), 315-57; Henry ]. Browne,
“American Catholic History: A Progress Report, Research and Study,” Church History 26
(1957): 373.

3¢ Thomas E O’Dea, American Catholic Dilemma: An Inquiry into the Intellectual Life
(New York, 1958), 156, 158.

3 Walter J. Ong, “The Intellectual Frontier,” in Catholic Church, ed. Putz, 394-415.
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site.?® Much of the American Jewish history that has appeared in answer to
such complaints deals successfully—not without internal friction and dis-
pute—with exactly the problem so difficult for Catholics: the adjustment of
an old and international religion to a Protestant or post-Protestant national
culture. Where historians of American Judaism have been less successful,
according to some critics, is in dealing with belief and doctrine. This may
well arise from the comparatively nondoctrinal character of Judaism itself.
Again, perhaps some variant of the approach that has proved fruitful for
Protestantism may further illuminate the history of Judaism in America. If
s0, it will demand both an understanding of the religious stream and a knowl-
edge of its secular channels.

The recovery of American religious history has been the work of thor-
oughly secular academic historians and also of believers, so far usually believ-
ers in some kind of Protestantism. The recent revival of religion has restored
something of a balance between these two groups, and thereby it has greatly
benefited American religious history. It has done this by restoring depth and
variety rather than dogmatism. In America at least, most good history, whether
of religion or anything else, has been written by people who are respectful of
data, imaginative in dealing with many kinds of experience, and open to new
insights—even incomplete and shifting insights. History written by those
who confidently describe a single grand design, whether providential, evolu-
tionary, or economic, sometimes impresses, but seems not to endure. Many,
though not all, of the best recent historians of American religion do indeed
believe that there is purpose in history. Of those who do believe this, few if
any suppose that they understand this purpose in any detail. In dealing with
the religious past, it is not ordinarily those “interested in religion” who sound
dogmatic and defensive today, but rather the more rigid of the behaviorists,
Freudians, and economic determinists.

Religious history, in any of the possible meanings of this term, is by no
means sweeping all before it, any more than is religion itself. Rather, the revival
of both has brought American history back into the great dialogue between
secular and religious thought. It is to this dialogue, after all, American culture
itself owes much of its vigor and complexity.

38 Oscar Handlin, “New Paths in American Jewish History,” Commentary 7 (1949): 388—
93; Moses Rischin, An Inventory of American Jewish History (Cambridge, Mass., 1954).
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§2 Telling Stories

PeTER W. WILLIAMS

Source: Peter W. Williams, America’s Religions: From Their Origins to the
Twenty-first Century. Copyright © 1990, 1998, 2002 by Peter W. Williams.
Used with permission of the University of Illinois Press.

Not all that long ago, American religious history was something of a fam-
ily affair. The “master narrative,” or overarching framework, for the enter-
prise could be described in a book title by Baptist church historian Winthrop
Hudson: The Great Tradition of the American Churches. Hudson and others
were firmly rooted in a Protestant tradition based on the premise that the
churches of the Reformation, divided as they might be into distinct denomi-
nations, provided the norm for the American religious experience. Despite
their differences on sometimes arcane issues of belief, practice, and gover-
nance, Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians were, after all, cousins, united
in having shaped a great nation based on principles, such as democracy and
the work ethic, that were firmly Protestant in origin. Both necessity and ide-
alism had combined to tolerate, if not always welcome, other religious com-
munities, but Jews, Catholics, and others were expected to conform to these
broad, non-denominational Protestant norms, and in many ways actually did
so. Others, such as African Americans, were overwhelmingly Protestant in
adherence, but not a great deal was expected of their highly emotive inter-
pretations of the Baptist, Methodist, and pentecostal traditions. Still others,
such as Episcopalians and Lutherans, were also within the Protestant fold,
but were marginalized respectively by elite social status and elaborate liturgy
on the one hand or by ethnic and geographical isolation on the other. To
paraphrase a famed fictional English parson, our (semifictional) religious his-
torian might have said “By religion I mean the Protestant religion, and by
the Protestant religion I mean white, middle-class, English-speaking, evan-
gelical Protestants, especially those of Calvinist lineage—Congregationalists,
Presbyterians, American Baptists, Methodists, Disciples of Christ, and low-
church Episcopalians.”

During the intervening decades between the 1950s, when this mindset
predominated, and the turn of the twenty-first century, many things have
happened to affect dramatically the way in which the story or stories of reli-
gion in the United States are told. The election of John F. Kennedy and the
ecumenical council known as Vatican II dramatically lowered the walls of
mutual suspicion that had previously kept Catholics apart from the main-
stream of cultural and political life. Growing revulsion against the Holocaust
helped discredit genteel and not-so-genteel anti-Semitism. The civil rights
movement of the 1950s and 1960s not only overturned deeply entrenched
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patterns of legal segregation in the South but also forced white Americans to
reexamine their premises about race. The feminist and gay rights movements
of succeeding years both created a new discourse about sexuality and gender
roles, and also helped precipitate a countermovement in the form of the New
Religious Right, which can be interpreted as a vehicle through which previ-
ously marginalized conservative Protestants found their way into the political
and social mainstream.

As more and more outsiders were thus brought into this “mainstream,”
the notion of an American religious and cultural mainstream itself began
to grown precarious. First, any number of communities founded on “iden-
tity”—whether based on religion, ethnicity, gender, or sexual orientation—
began to stake a claim for legitimacy and empowerment, sometimes to the
exclusion of other such claimants. Second, a renewed surge of immigration
from widely scattered parts of the world continued to bring to the United
States large numbers of adherents of religious traditions, such as Islam and
Hinduism, which had previously been represented in religious narratives as
footnotes or afterthoughts. Third, a growing skepticism about or indiffer-
ence to institutions of all sorts—governmental, religious, educational, profes-
sional—together with the traditions to which they appealed for authority,
had a profound impact on the role which instirutional religion was to play in
American life. Americans are still arguably the most religious people on earth,
as measured both by institutional affiliation and personal self-description,
but the configuration of their religious behavior has shifted considerably in
the interval.

Sydney Ahlstrom, one of the greatest religious historians of the previous
era, characterized history as “telling a plausible story,” and set out to do so
on an epic scale in his 1973 classic, A Religious History of the American People.
Ahlstrom took as his theme what he called “the Great Puritan Epoch,” which
spanned over three centuries from the English settlement of the Adantic
colonies to the election of a Roman Catholic president in 1960. Although
Ahlstrom emphasized the impact of Protestant culture on the development
of American institutions and values, he concluded with the realization that
this epoch had now reached an end, symbolized by the election of a non-
Protestant to the nation’s highest office but involving a great deal more as
well. Even so, Ahlstrom thought that the religious development of the United
States could be contained within a unified narrative framework, albeit a
lengthy and complex one.

Although some students of American religion since Ahlstrom’s time have
continued to fill in the gaps that remained within his vast framework, others
began to suggest that perhaps the telling of such a unified, centralized story
was neither possible nor desirable. Catherine Albanese, for example, in her
America: Religion and Religions of 1981, no longer “privileged” Protestantism
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as deserving of more space than any of a number of other traditions, from
Jewish to Native American. Robert Orsi, while not rejecting historical nar-
rative, supplemented it with oral interviews in his Madonna of 115th Street
(1985) and Thank You, Saint Jude (1996), to try to delineate the thoughts
and feelings of the actual participants in American Catholic devotional life,
rather than relying entirely on institutional annals and “official” theological
accounts. Other recent scholarship, such as that collected in Thomas Tweed’s
1997 Retelling U.S. Religious History, has focused on the religious experience
of women, of religious and ethnic minorities, of geographical and cultural
regions outside the East Coast, and on the everyday character of “popular,”
“vernacular,” “lived,” or “material” religion. Some of these emphases—such
as, say, African American religion—are susceptible to narrative treatment,
while others are less so.

Is it still possible to present a narrative account of the religious life of the
people of the United States as a unified whole? Or shall we, in postmod-
ern fashion, regard each locus of individual or group religious experience as
an equally valid and useful entrée into understanding something about the
American religious scene, while making no claims to seeing a whole which
most likely does not even exist? What I am setting out to do in the follow-
ing pages is something different from either, although it partakes of both
approaches in passing. While recognizing that each religious community has
its own unique character and story, we can also acknowledge the commonali-
ties that they share—in part because religious communities tend to be subject
to the same sociological patterns of development, and in part because of their
interaction with the same dominant American social and cultural system in
which they find themselves located and with whose rules and givens they
somehow have to come to terms.

First, it is necessary to distinguish between what we might, in a rough
and ready sort of way, call personal and public religion. Personal religion is the
experience of the individual, which is at some level always unique, though at
the same time it is always mediated through some sort of public structures.
Autobiography or personal narrative, whether composed spontaneously or
elicited by an interviewer, is the most direct source of this kind of religious
material, and is by nature pluralistic. As such, it is hard to reduce to a broader
narrative, although it might supply valuable illustrations of more general ten-
dencies. Narratives such as The Autobiography of Malcolm X and Dorothy
Day’s The Long Loneliness might thus provide a useful counterpoint to this
work in classroom use.

... For our purposes, public religion may be defined as the religious expres-
sion and organization of a group of people who have constituted themselves,
formally or informally, as a religious community. The life of each religious com-
munity, whether in early, more spontaneous stages or in later, more consciously
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organized form, creates normative patterns and expectations to which individ-
ual members are expected to conform. Although groupings such as “civil reli-
gion” and “the New Age” strain the definitions of community, they nevertheless
have communal dimensions which can be treated as public phenomena.

My premise is that each major wave of conquest, colonization, and
settlement—including those of indigenous peoples prior to the time of
Columbus—brought with it religious institutions, beliefs, and practices as
part of the larger cultural “baggage” that every society generates and carries
along as it migrates. When such a cultural configuration becomes sufficiently
established, it may usefully be called a tradition. Religious traditions, then,
provide groups of people with a complete way of encountering the ultimate
questions of human existence through myths, rituals, belief systems, organiza-
tions, and special personnel without having to start again from the beginning.
Those who follow them, through choice or necessity, participate in a religious
culture, a pattern of belief, action, and even feeling that governs their existence
not only on special occasions but in everyday life as well. The more exclusive
and self-contained a society, the more total will be the control which this cul-
ture exercises over its members. This book therefore begins with delineations
of some of the most important religious traditions that were brought to North
America especially during the colonial period, including the Jewish, Eastern
Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and various Reformation (Protestant) strains.
In addition, those traditions—more diverse and diffuse since not recorded in
writing—of Native Americans and Africans are sketched as well. Later arriv-
als, such as Islam and the religions of Asia and of Spanish-speaking peoples,
as well as those traditions, such as Mormonism and Pentecostalism, that are
indigenous to the United States itself, are introduced as the book unfolds.

Another major aspect of public religion is religious institutions—the social
structures through which religious culture is transmitted and implemented.
The generic sociological term for such a structure is church, which may indi-
cate a material place for worship, a local congregation, a regional or national
institution, or the totality of the membership, past, present, and even future,
in a religious community. Religious institutions are carried on through per-
sonnel, in this country often consisting of trained and compensated profes-
sionals, known as clergy, who carry out and on the work of religion: conduct
of public worship, individual counseling, education, and even such seem-
ingly “secular” activities as fund-raising and office administration. Much of
the literature, whether historical or sociological, about religion is focused on
these institutions, their activities, and their personnel, since they are prone
to leave written records that are easily accessible to scholars. These records
include their intellectual activity—r#heology—which consists of the ongoing
attempt of religious leaders to relate the deposit of original revelation—for
example, the Bible—on which their traditions are founded to the realities
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of contemporary thought and experience. These formal, public structures of
religion provide the frameworks in which individuals shape their own per-
sonal religious lives.

The forms of organization that have come to characterize American
religious life have differed in some important ways from their predecessors
and counterparts in other societies. Central to the American religious con-
figuration has been the phenomenon of denominationalism. In medieval and
Reformation-era Europe, religious groups had either the status of an estab-
lished church—recognized and supported by the government to the exclusion
of all others—or a dissenting secz, composed of a small number of zealous
believers who pursued their independent course outside the law and fre-
quently at the risk of their lives. The pluralism of New World society, later
given the force of law by the First Amendment, introduced a new kind of
religious organization—the denomination—which was both self-supporting
and free from external interference. The term originally arose as a descrip-
tor for the many Protestant groups—Baptist, Congregational, Methodist,
Presbyterian—that resembled one another in fundamental beliefs but dif-
fered on matters of worship and organization. Eventually, however, other tra-
ditions, such as Catholics, Jews, and even Buddhists, began to take on many
of the characteristics of these Protestant groups as they adapted to the ground
rules of the American scene. Furthermore, many aspects of popular religious
practice, such as revivalism, “civil religion,” and what in recent years has been
called “spirituality,” have coexisted with the more formally structured denom-
inations as crosscurrents of religious influence.

The other “public” aspect of religion in the United States that warrants
close examination consists of the many ways in which it interacts with the
broader society and culture. One important facet of this interaction is what
is often referred to as the realm of “church and state,” that is, the formal con-
ditions and restrictions which the civil government imposes upon religious
organization and practice. During the colonial era these conditions varied
widely, ranging from nearly universal tolerance in Pennsylvania and Rhode
Island to the establishment of one church at the expense of all others in
Massachusetts and Virginia. The adoption of the First Amendment as part of
the Bill of Rights in 1791, however, permanently altered this state of affairs,
first at the federal and later at the state level. It is now the universal practice in
this country to prohibit government at any level from actively promoting or
penalizing any kind of religious belief, as well as any practice which does not
conflict with other civil goods. The implications and limits of this policy of
benevolent neutrality are continually being tested by courts and legislatures,
but the fundamental premise that religious tolerance is good and that both
establishment and persecution are not is so deeply embedded in the national
consciousness as to render serious challenge unthinkable.
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The First Amendment and its history of interpretation lie at the core of
the public life of America’s religions outside the bounds of their own insti-
tutions. They are also among the most important things that are distinctly
American about American religion. The United States was the first nation to
make widespread religious tolerance a fundamental premise of public policy,
and it remains unusual, if not unique, in this coexistence of widespread and
fervent religious activity within a legal matrix of rigorous non-establishment.
However, there are a variety of ways in which the development of religion in
America has been affected by other aspects of distinctively American social
and cultural circumstances. These ways also constitute an important part of
the public story of religion in America. Just as the laws of the nation apply
uniformly to all religions, so do all necessarily partake in the broader social,
cultural, and intellectual currents of American life, and become part of a
larger, common story. Among these constitutively American circumstances
are: immigration, British culture, slavery and race, democracy, capitalism, nation-
alism, pluralism, and Americanization.

Immigration has been a continuing fact of life not only for the United
States and its colonial antecedents but for the entire human history of the
North American continent. Anthropologists are in general agreement that
the ancestors of today’s American Indians originally came across a land bridge
that linked Alaska and Siberia. (Recent evidence also suggests possible non-
Asian origins for some aboriginal peoples as well.) Although most nations
have experienced both immigration and emigration to some extent, the
United States is unusual in the number of immigrants that have come to its
shores over the centuries; the variety of sources of that immigration, which
include virtually the entire world; the ongoing process of immigration, which
has taken place during most of its colonial and postindependence history,
with only occasional interludes of severe legal limitation; and the mixture of
voluntary and involuntary immigrants, the latter represented primarily by the
African slave trade. The United States, in short, is a “nation of immigrants”
(or their descendants) on a vast scale. The consequence for religion, naturally,
has been the importation of the traditions of every populated continent to
these shores as the stuff out of which America’s religious communities have
evolved. The net result has been an ever-changing, de facto pluralism of reli-
gions and cultures that make up the American mosaic.

Even though the United States has taken on the characteristics of a micro-
cosm, attracting and absorbing immigrants from all over the world, not all
peoples and their cultures have found themselves on an equal footing upon
arrival on these shores. From virtually their earliest contact with Europeans,
the native peoples of the continent found themselves marginalized and
eventually either decimated through disease and warfare or else relegated to
remote reservations. The imperial powers of France and Spain, bringing with
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them Catholic religion and clergy, had little success in establishing permanent
outposts in what is now the United States. From early in the seventeenth
century, it was rather the British who established colonial outposts through
which English language, laws, values, and religion would, by the time of
independence, become dominant through law and/or custom. Britain, to
be sure, was not at all homogeneous, and had earlier become itself a mini-
empire, consisting of the dominant Anglo-Saxon English and the various
native Celtic peoples—Scots, Irish, Welsh, and Cornish—whom they had
at one time or another subdued and incorporated into the United Kingdom.
The earliest British immigrants, therefore, already embodied in themselves
some cultural and considerable religious pluralism, since the North Atlantic
colonies proved a convenient refuge for religious dissenters in danger or dis-
comfort in the old country.

Whatever their differences, however, most early British settlers shared
some cultural commonalities: the English language, English legal traditions,
and some variety of Protestant Christianity. Although the colonies eventually
split from the “mother country,” Britain and the United States continued to
share this common cultural seedbed while each developed in parallel ways
democratic polities, capitalist economies, imperialistic foreign policies, and
both evangelical and liberal versions of religion. Pluralistic as American life
has become, it is impossible to deny the deepest of lineages from the culture
of Great Britain.

If the British was the most privileged of cultures, that of African Americans
remained at the opposite end of the spectrum at least until recently in many
ways. Virtually all of the immigration to the colonies and the subsequent
United States out of Africa prior to the Civil War was involuntary. Africans
were enslaved by one another, sold to Europeans, transported at great peril
across the Atlantic, and dispersed among the British and other European col-
onies in the New World until (officially, at least) the American government
outlawed the slave trade in 1807. Even after Emancipation, most African
Americans, though no longer enslaved, were compelled to live under highly
restrictive and discriminatory conditions, whether by law in the South or by
custom elsewhere.

The result has been a schizoid strain in American culture, since the pres-
ence of dark-skinned people in considerable numbers has provoked reac-
tions qualitatively incomparable with the milder ambivalence that European
Americans have felt toward other “races.” (Anthropologists today have largely
abandoned the idea of race as a viable biocultural category, despite the fact
that groups of people do share some common genetic patterns, but they do
continue to regard it as a powerful social construct.) Despite the repeal of
racially based laws since the 1960s, African Americans continue to live with
a legacy of slavery and institutionalized discrimination. On the other hand,
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they have generated some of the most powerful indigenous forms of American
cultural expression, especially in the realm of music, and for decades have
played a dominant role in the emergence of a national popular culture. This
cultural impact has been highly significant in the realm of religion as well,
ranging from the prophetic rhetoric of the civil rights movement to the cross-
fertilization of black and white styles of evangelical worship. What was once
a rigid color line continues as an ambivalent process of symbiosis, a yin-yang
exchange in which each culture is simultaneously attracted and repulsed by
the other in a tense but ultimately creative manner to produce a new and
distinctive synthesis.

The existence of slavery as a legal institution was for decades one of the
principal challenges to the ideology of democracy, one of the most revered
terms in the American political vocabulary and a major intellectual export
commodity from the United States to the rest of the world as well. The link-
age between democracy and Protestant Christianity has been the subject of
considerable historical speculation, and will probably never be settled entirely.
However, it seems clear enough in broad outline that the two have had a
close and reciprocal interconnection during the course of American history.
Both the congregational governance of the Puritan churches of colonial New
England and the more aristocratic vestries of Virginia’s Anglican churches
demonstrated the reality of the power of the /ity in the conduct of religious
affairs, and even the ultimately hierarchical Roman Catholic church began its
career in the New Republic with a bishop elected by his priests. The balance
of power between clergy, laity, and hierarchy has varied within each tradi-
tion over time, but the general direction has been that of the empowerment
of those whose profession is not religion. Similarly, the ideology of popular
enfranchisement in the secular political realm has generally been embraced
and promoted by most of America’s religious communities, albeit with con-
siderable variation as to how much power, especially in the realm of moral
conduct, should be the affair of civil government.

The relationship of capitalism and Protestantism has also been debated
avidly since the time of Max Weber’s classic sociohistorical treatise, 7he
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, of 1904-1905. Whatever the
cause-and-effect relationship between the two may have been during the
colonial era, it is undeniable that all American institutions have had to relate
to the emergence of a national (now international) capitalist economy since
at least the time of the Civil War. As R. Laurence Moore has argued, many
religious groups, especially the various Protestant denominations who found
themselves in a highly competitive market situation in the nineteenth cen-
tury after the legal abolition of any religious establishment, resorted to the
promotional techniques of the emergent economic order in their quest for
a maximal “market share.” And, while many religious groups have benefited
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greatly over the years from the support of members grown prosperous in the
industrial order, most major religious communities have also mounted pow-
erful critiques of the social abuses that have issued from that order, from the
Protestant “Social Gospel” to Catholic “liberation theology.” More recently,
some evangelical Protestant groups have openly embraced capitalism as God-
given in their broader apotheosis of “traditional American values,” as have
Catholic neo-conservative writers such as Michael Novak.

Those same groups that today view capitalism as a divinely mandated
form of the economic order are in historical continuity with a tendency to
view the broader American nation as under supernatural protection and guid-
ance. The notion of the United States as an exceptionally favored society and
people has roots in the English Reformation, and took definitive shape in the
New England Puritan idea of a new Israel in covenant with God. This notion
of national destiny, often couched in millenarian terms, has taken many
twists and turns over the nation’s history, especially in times of war or other
national crisis. The debacle of Vietnam, however, brought this notion, now
expressed in the form of “civil religion,” into considerable question. Although
religious nationalism is still endorsed by the Religious Right, the pluralism
and secularism of American society by the year 2000 had weakened its appeal,
especially outside the South, which remained a stronghold of traditional reli-
gion and politics.

Another theme that pervades the American religious landscape, both past
and present, is that of pluralism and diversity. The territory that composes the
United States today has always housed a pluralistic population, even in the
centuries prior to the coming of any Europeans. The arrival of the latter was
from the first pluralistic as well, with Spanish and French Catholics competing
with British Protestants for territorial hegemony. The British themselves were
by no means religiously unified, and the thirteen colonies reflected the rival
religious ideologies of Anglicans, Baptists, Catholics, Puritans, and Quakers.
Independence and the First Amendment institutionalized pluralism as a fun-
damental principle of the Republic; while the latter did not guarantee a warm
spirit of tolerance, it did at least make overt persecution of religious dissent
very difficult. As William Hutchison has pointed out, there is an important
difference between legally enforced tolerance and a positive welcoming of dif-
ference as a sign of cultural health and vitality. The acceptance of a pluralistic
population has generally been more pragmatic than intentional, and active
opposition to “others” is still very much a theme of American life at the turn
of the millennium in the realm of public policy issues such as immigration
restriction and prayer in the public schools.

A final theme that must be addressed before proceeding to the broader
story is that of Americanization. Americanization is an elusive term: it is a
process that has been ongoing in the United States since the beginnings of
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its colonial antecedents, and its meaning has changed over the decades and
centuries. In the beginning, Americanization involved a coming to terms with
the physical circumstances of existence in a new, sparsely populated continent
by voluntary newcomers from Europe and involuntary migrants from Africa.
The interaction of these various groups eventually began to result in a new
consciousness—political, social, and even religious—of what it meant to live
not simply as exiles or emissaries from an old world but rather as residents of
a new one. Before long, it involved the adaptation of subsequent newcomers
to institutions and habits of mind that had by now become established as
distinctively American patterns of living. It also began to acquire ideologi-
cal dimensions, as those already established in power exerted pressure on the
newly arrived to conform to their patterns, and as the government passed
successive laws regulating the flow of immigration. By the later twentieth cen-
tury, a reaction had occurred in which many groups based on particularistic
identities argued that American society should be founded on a perpetuation
of difference rather than a pressure to conform to a single norm.

The arguments continue, but it is undeniable that these issues and forces
involved in the Americanization process have made a profound impact on
America’s religious traditions and communities. It should be noted, though,
that the reaction of new religious groups to the pressures of Americanization
have by no means been uniform or invariably positive. As R. Laurence Moore
has pointed out, many groups have Americanized, seemingly paradoxically,
by taking a self-conscious stand as outsiders within the broader American
scene. In a number of cases, as with Catholics and Protestant evangelicals,
they have presented themselves as upholders of true American values in a
society that is in the process of abandoning such values. In other cases, such as
the slave community, marginalized groups may have superficially conformed
to dominant patterns while covertly creating a very different religious culture
of their own. Very few groups, however, can avoid coming to terms with the
pressures of the broader society; even the Old Order Amish now use tele-
phones on occasion.

In telling the story of American religion, then, one must tell both one
story and many stories. The latter are as numerous as there are religious
groups, perhaps even as there are religious individuals. These stories overlap
and intersect, but are never identical, and no one can be accurately singled
out as the paradigmatic story. Catholics now have more impact on the public
realm than do Congregationalists, and one can only speculate on what role
Muslims might play a half-century from now. The story to which all must
be referred, though, is a more unified if extremely complex story, that of
the evolution of a distinctly American social, political, legal, and economic
order, which has provided both the explicit ground rules as well as the subtler
cultural cues which it has been extremely difficult for any group living and
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growing in the United States to screen out. The story of religion in the United
States is that of the interaction of individual religious groups with the broader
social order. . . .

§3 History Texts

and

Why Is There So Little Religion in the Textbooks?

WARREN A. NORD

Source: Warren A. Nord, Religion and American Education: Rethinking
a National Dilemma. Copyright © 1995 by the University of North
Carolina Press. Used with permission of the publisher.

It has been claimed that (conscientious) students are likely to have read more
than thirty thousand pages of textbook prose by the time they have finished
high school; perhaps 75 percent of school classwork and 90 percent of home-
work focus on textbooks. Needless to say, we are not likely to remember many
of the dates and battles, the facts and formulas, the ideas and theories, that
fill those pages. This does not mean we have not been deeply influenced by
textbooks, however. Frances Fitzgerald suggests that what “sticks to the mem-
ory” is “not any particular series of facts but an atmosphere, an impression,
a tone. And this impression may be all the more influential just because one
cannot remember the facts and arguments that created it.” What we believe
about the world is typically not the result of carefully constructed arguments
based on hard evidence and careful reasoning but impressions gained more
or less unconsciously from a meshing of schooling and life experiences, and
our understanding of some aspects of life—of history, for example—is likely to
be gained almost entirely from a few courses in school, from a few textbooks.
The responsibility of textbook authors and publishers, Fitzgerald suggests, is
“awesome, for, as is not true of trade publishers, the audiences for their prod-
ucts are huge, impressionable, and captive.”

As we saw [earlier] religion had all but disappeared from textbooks by the
end of the nineteenth century. To locate it in contemporary textbooks we
must consult texts that chart old traditions and, for the most part, distant
lands. I will demonstrate this in graphic detail by way of a review of high
school textbooks in a variety of subjects. (I will have a little to say about col-
lege and elementary school texts as well.) And why is religion absent from the
texts? A part of the reason is, no doubt, that religion is controversial; textbook
publishers, eager to maximize profits, exile it to safe and distant places. But
I trust that it will come as no surprise at this point in the book that there is
a more fundamental reason: textbook authors and publishers are sufficiently
secular that religion is no longer considered relevant enough, or sufficiently
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likely to be true, to have anything other than a historical role to play in the
stories textbooks tell.

In 1989 and 1992 I reviewed forty-two high school textbooks in American
and world history, economics, home economics, biology, physics, and physi-
cal science, which are approved for use in North Carolina schools. (North
Carolina uses the standard textbooks of the major publishers, so there is no
reason to believe that they are in any way peculiar.) My primary questions
were, What do students learn about religion in those social studies and sci-
ence courses where a case might be made for the relevance of religion? To
what extent is religion treated uniformly in textbooks? Is there a cumulative
effect of the way religion is treated?

Only the history texts dealt with religion in any significant way, and they
mentioned it a good deal. Nonetheless, over the past decade a half-dozen
studies by individuals and organizations have concluded that the texts are
highly inadequate in conveying an understanding of the place of religion
in history. The historian Timothy Smith has written that the thirteen high
school American history texts he reviewed fell “far below the standard of
American historical scholarship by ignoring or distorting the place of religion
in American history. Where they do mention religious forces, the facts to
which they allude are so incomplete or so warped that they deny students
access to what the great majority of historical scholars think is true. People for
the American Way, a liberal, separationist organization established, in large
part, to counter the influence of the Religious Right, was led to an unan-
ticipated conclusion in its study of American history textbooks: “These texts
simply do not treat religion as a significant element in American life—it is not
portrayed as an integrated part of the American value system or as something
that is important to individual Americans. . . . When religion is mentioned,
it is just that—mentioned. In particular, most books give the impression that
America suddenly turned into a secular state after the Civil War. That the
texts are inadequate is a matter of consensus. The extent and nature of their
shortcomings are more controversial.

In his study of world history texts Paul Gagnon points out that the moral
principles of Judaism and Christianity “lie at the heart of most subsequent
world ideologies, even those determinedly anti-religious. . . .Yet the basic ideas
of Judaism and Christianity are all but ignored in some of these texts and only
feebly suggested in the rest.” In the four North Carolina world histories, all
of Jewish and Christian history up to the Middle Ages is handled, on average,
in six pages, while sixty pages are typically given to Greece and Rome. The
texts give twice as much space to ancient Egypt as they do to ancient Israel,
and three of the four give more space to Sumeria. None of the world histories
provide students the Ten Commandments or mention the central claim of
Christianity—that Jesus was God incarnate. (Jesus typically receives about
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four paragraphs, or less than half the space one text gives Eleanor of Aquitaine
and another gives Joseph Stalin.) The texts typically provide a relatively liberal
view of early Judaism and Christianity, emphasizing monotheism, justice,
and love; they downplay or completely ignore sin, salvation, damnation, the
millennium, cosmology, and faith.

The treatments of Islam and non-Western religions are marginally better
in one respect. The texts give them about the same amount of space—two
or three pages—given Judaism and Christianity, but as the total number of
pages on Islamic, Indian, and Chinese civilizations is considerably less than
that devoted to Western civilization, a somewhat higher proportion of them
deal with religion; hence religion may seem to be a more important part of
those civilizations.

The closer we get to the modern West, the more religion disappears, and
the few references for the years after 1800 are there for their political or social
significance. So, for example, the texts briefly discuss Islamic fundamentalism
and the Iranian revolution, the confrontation of Hindus and Muslims in the
partition of India, the creation of Israel and the wars that followed, a religious
conflict in Ireland. Anti-Semitism, the Dreyfuss Affair, and the Holocaust
receive several paragraphs in each of the books.

What is most obviously missing is any account of the intellectual, theolog-
ical, or denominational development of religion after the Reformation. None
of the texts say anything about higher criticism, the development of liberal
theology, or (non-Islamic) fundamentalist responses to religious liberalism
and modernity. None of them mention any post-1800 theologian or religious
thinker. (A pope is mentioned here and there for political reasons.) The secu-
larization of the modern world, one of the great themes of modern history,
is ignored—though each of the books says something about the conflict of
religion with Darwinism (albeit it a single sentence in two of the four books).
None discuss the spiritual crisis of the modern world so much in evidence in
the arts, as well as in religion (though one text does devote two paragraphs to
religion as part of the modern “search for stability”).

The American history texts contain just enough about Native American
religions—a sentence here, a paragraph there—to mystify students com-
pletely. There will typically be several paragraphs on Spanish missions. Each
of the five texts contains a section of from three to seven pages on the Puritans
and pilgrims, but this is a little misleading, for only a few paragraphs in those
sections deal with anything explicitly religious, and even then it is almost
always “church-state” relations that are discussed. Roger Williams, Anne
Hutchinson, the Quakers, and the development of religious toleration in the
eighteenth century are discussed briefly. Three of the five texts provide short
accounts of the Great Awakening, and two mention Deism.
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Four of the texts have sections, ranging from three paragraphs to six
pages, on religion in the early nineteenth century, usually covering the
Transcendentalists, the Mormons, and the revivals of the Second Great
Awakening, but after the Civil War religion becomes largely invisible. None
of the texts mentions the split between Protestant liberalism and fundamen-
talism at the beginning of the twentieth century. Only one text mentions the
Social Gospel; none mentions the watershed Scopes Trial. Two of the texts
relate Martin Luther King’s views on nonviolence and human rights to his
religious convictions, but the role of black churches in the civil rights move-
ment is not discussed. Only two of the texts mention the rise of the Religious
Right in the 1970s. No other religious topic receives more than a sentence.

One text gives more space to farming in the colonies than it does to reli-
gion; another gives more pages to cowboys and cattle drives at the end of the
nineteenth century than to all of post-1800 religion. The American histories
devote, on average, about 1 percent of their space to matters having anything
to do with religion after 1800. In his study of the American history texts, Paul
Vitz correctly concluded that none of them “acknowledges, much less empha-
sizes, the great religious energy and creativity of the United States.”

More important than the particular religious topics discussed or not dis-
cussed, and the relative amount of space they receive, is the worldview within
which the historian works. Obviously, historians must be selective. In spite
of their length (the world histories average 785 pages, the American histories
850 pages) much must be left out. What is included and what is excluded?
Political and social history receive far and away the most emphasis, while the
texts make scant mention of intellectual and cultural history of literature,
science, art, education, philosophy, or religion. The world histories contain
relatively more about culture generally, and religion in particular, than do
the American histories, but this is largely because they treat cultures that are
more distant historically and geographically; as they approach the modern
West, cultural history tends to disappear there too. When religion is men-
tioned in any of the texts, it is almost always for its relevance to political and
social events and movements. This assumption—that the history we want our
children to learn is political and social, rather than cultural, intellectual, or
religious—is rich with significance.

But the problem cuts deeper. Whatever stories the historian chooses to
tell are open to various interpretations; they are understood differently from
within different worldviews. Consider the following passage from one of the
world history texts:

Because the Egyptians feared the Hebrews, they made them slaves. The
Hebrew leader Moses led the Hebrews from Egypt to Palestine. Under the
rule of their early kings—Saul, David, and Solomon—the Hebrew nation
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prospered. . . .King Solomon died about 900 B.C. Then Palestine split into
two kingdoms. The Kingdom of Israel was formed in the north. The Kingdom
of Judah was formed in the south. The Kingdom of Israel lasted for 250 years.
Then it was destroyed by the Assyrians. The kingdom of Judah lasted for 400
years. However, during much of its history it was part of other empires.

Authors of textbooks often attempt to tiptoe gingerly around events with
religious significance, leaving questions about causes and meaning aside. Still,
the author of the above passage does not quite succeed: was it Moses who led
the Israelites out of bondage or God? According to Scripture, “when Pharaoh
let the people go, God did not guide them by the road towards the Philistines.
... God made them go round by way of the wilderness towards the Red Sea.
... And all the time the Lord went before them, by day a pillar of cloud to
guide them on their journey, by night a pillar of fire.” What are the facts? For
many religious conservatives it is a fact that God led the Israelites out of Egypt,
and even on the liberal account, there is likely to be a religious meaning to
the scriptural passage that is missing from the textbook account. Moreover,
according to Scripture it was God who made Israel a great nation, and it was
God who raised up the Assyrians and Babylonians to punish Israel for its
sins. Now in these last cases the textbook author has not overtly contradicted
the scriptural account; he has not said God didn't raise up the Assyrians and
Babylonians. Still, he has left out what is most important to the scriptural
version: the role of God in shaping history. The meaning of the scriptural
story is completely lost in the textbook; it becomes, in effect, a different story.
History is not, after all, a simple chronicle of events: it provides explanations
of events that have a certain significance and meaning.

Clearly the author is not treating religion as people within that religious
tradition treat it. The author has chosen to tell the story from a secular rather
than a religious frame of reference; he is telling us that what is important,
indeed what is true, is a sequence of secular, political events with no obvi-
ous significance, and he makes no effort to explore the inner, religious of the
scriptural account.

A few paragraphs later in the same text a student would read this statement:
“The holy writings of the Hebrews included the Ten Commandments and
the Old Testament.” Wrong. The holy writings of Christians include the Old
Testament, but there is no Old Testament for ancient Hebrews (or modem
Jews) because they have no New Testament. This is not just a minor matter
of names, for to understand the Hebrew Scriptures as the Old Testament is to
interpret it as referring prophetically to the coming of Christ.

Thus the textbook author has, within several paragraphs, managed to
retell the story of the ancient Hebrews first from within the worldview of
a modern, secular historian, and second, using the language of Christianity



Interpreting Religion in America 31

rather than Judaism. Whose story is it? From within what worldview should
it be written?

Or, to bring the story a little closer to our times, we have seen that nine-
teenth-century schoolbooks often put Abraham Lincoln’s life into the per-
spective of God’s purposes in history. In fact, most Americans, and most of
the central actors in the Civil War (certainly Lincoln and Jefferson Davis, for
example) understood that war as part of the working out of God’s purposes, yet
none of the American histories I reviewed mentioned—much less adopted—
that interpretation of events or reflected on the spiritual significance of the
Civil War for the meaning of America. In its chapter on the years 1860-65
the most popular text included sections on Native Americans, women, the
National Banking Act of 1863, agricultural expansion, and the growth of rail-
roads, as well as the Civil War, but ventured not a single comment about the
religious beliefs of anyone or the religious significance of the war.

Everyone agrees that the texts slight religion, but the deeper questions
are about causality and meaning. Textbook authors inevitably operate from
within a worldview, a set of philosophical commitments which define for
them what is important, what can and cannot count as a fact, what justifies
claims about the meaning of events. Modern historians employ a secular,
often scientific, methodology that allows no room for miracles, divine provi-
dence, or religious accounts of the meaning of historical change. It may very
well be that modern, secular ways of understanding history are more reason-
able than religious ways of understanding it. That is not the issue. My point
is simply that religious and modern secular ways of understanding history
are fundamentally different, and religious understandings of history are not
found in the textbooks.

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam all understand history in terms of God’s
purposes. Whether or not one interprets such talk literally (as conservatives
do) or mythically (as liberals do), there is an irreducible religious meaning
to history that cannot be captured in fully secular language. Yet none of the
books provide any sense of what that meaning might be. Indeed, none of the
texts I reviewed were self-consciously reflective about the meaning of history
at all. Paul Gagnon writes that none of the world history texts he reviewed
“defines what history is, how it is written, what its strengths and weaknesses
may be, how it relates to the student’s life and other studies, or what connec-
tion it could have with preparing thoughtful and informed citizens.” Only
three of the nine North Carolina texts say anything about the nature or value
of history, and two of these discussions are but a single page. They include no
mention of religious interpretations of history.

It is often argued that religion is kept out of public school textbooks
because it is too controversial, and there is undoubtedly something to this.
As Frances Fitzgerald explains it, the textbook industry is not large; public
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schools spend less than 1 percent of their budgets on textbooks. Hence pub-
lishers can’t afford to have more than one or two of their texts on the market
at the same time. Consequently, she claims, “all of them try to compete for
the center of the market, designing their books not to please anyone in par-
ticular but to be acceptable to as many people as possible. The word “con-
troversial” is as deeply feared by textbook publishers as it is coveted by trade
book publishers.

So it has always been. In an effort to appeal to as wide an audience as pos-
sible, an 1844 advertisement for McGuffey’s Eclectic Fourth Reader announced:
“No sectarian matter has been admitted into this work.” The publisher
explained: “It has been submitted to the inspection of highly intelligent cler-
gymen and teachers of the various Protestant and Catholic denominations,
and nothing has been inserted, except with their united approbation.”

Tony Podesta, a past president of People for the American Way, has writ-
ten that the “real explanation of the inadequate coverage of religion in US his-
tory texts is . . . [that] textbook publishers are still afraid of offending anyone,
from moral majoritarians to civil libertarians.” Jeffrey Pasley has suggested that
“textbook publishers aren’t ideologues, but merely salesmen eager to please.”
Herbert Adams, president and CEO of Laidlaw Brothers, has said that “peo-
ple are afraid that if they allude to religion, they’ll get into a controversy over
separation of church and state. The assumption is if you put religion in a
book, it won’t sell.” The result, Joan Delfattore argues, is that “the textbook
development process in America has less to do with educating a nation than
with selling a product.” Thou shalt not offend that ye may profit.

In 1990 California considered adopting a new series of social studies books
published by Houghton Mifflin which included a great deal more about reli-
gion than other texts—enough more so that everyone could find something
objectionable. At the adoption hearings, Christian fundamentalists testified
that various passages demeaned them. Atheists felt their views had not been
represented. Jews argued that Judaism was treated primarily as an antecedent
to Christianity. “This is not a threat,” one Muslim spokesmen said, “but if
our demands are not met, we will withdraw our children from school and
mount lawsuits.” At one point, police had to be called into the hearings to
restore order. Gilbert Sewall commented in the Social Studies Review: “It is
not hard to guess the chilling message these California carnivals are sending
to other publishers.”

Nonetheless, the books were adopted and are now used in most California
school systems; indeed, the Houghton Mifflin series was the only series
adopted by the state. As much of a liability as controversy is, it need not
rule a book out—at least if the people who make the decisions have the
wherewithal to resist some public unhappiness. Indeed, it is clear that most
textbooks contain a good deal of controversial material—it is just not con-
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troversial to the relevant textbook commissions or educational bureaucracies.
Evolution has returned to most biology books although it is still controver-
sial, and feminism and multiculturalism seem to have won the day in readers
and social studies texts. That is, a (relatively) liberal educational establish-
ment has been able to ensure that controversy will not keep their issues and
themes out of texts.

Stephen Bates has shown how this works in fascinating detail. In the mid-
1980s fundamentalist parents sought to have their children excused from
using the Holt reading series required in the Hawkins County, Tennessee,
public schools. As 2,261 pages of internal Holt files subpoenaed for the result-
ing court case showed, the Holt readers had come under considerable criti-
cism from both the Left and the Right. What is striking is the extent to which
the Holt editors bent over backward to respond to the concerns of the Left
and their almost total resistance to the concerns of the Right. For example,
they devised elaborate schemes for counting characters in stories and faces in
pictures to ensure that women and minorities were adequately represented
(at least 50 percent must be women), and they sometimes changed the sex
of characters in stories to make their quotas; they required that women and
blacks not be described or pictured in stereotypical roles; sexist language (for
example, “manmade,” “workmanlike,” “statesman”) was eliminated from the
texts. In a 1981 speech Holt editor Barbara Theobald denounced conservative
pressure groups as “censors’ of the kind one finds in “totalitarian societies.”
But at the “other end of the spectrum,” she went on to say, “we have other
groups ... who seek to improve our educational institutions and textbooks
in a positive manner.” As Bates reports it, for Theobald “critics who wanted
schoolbooks to feature more women were ‘positive pressure groups,” whereas
those who wanted fewer women were ‘censors.”

The most impressive evidence that controversy is not a sufficient explana-
tion for the absence of religion is to be found on college campuses. Given aca-
demic freedom and insulation of faculty from public pressures, controversy
can add to the value of book. But college biology, economics, and psychol-
ogy texts and courses are not likely to be any more sensitive to religion than
high school texts. Although there is no doubt more room in college for the
idiosyncratic professor and text, texts in these subjects are as secular as are the
high school texts. Controversy is not the heart of the matter.

There is another explanation for secular textbooks: they are written by
secular intellectuals and published by secular publishers, both of whom are
committed to spreading secular ways of understanding the world. This expla-
nation comes in two forms. The more wild-eyed of the televangelists speak
darkly of a conspiracy of secular humanists. This is nonsense. Paul Vitz, no
liberal, says in his study of textbooks that ‘there is no evidence of any kind
of conscious conspiracy operating to censor textbooks.” But, Vitz goes on to
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say, there is “a very widespread secular and liberal mindset” that “pervades the
leadership in the world of education (and textbook publishing) and a secular
and liberal bias is its inevitable consequence.” There is something to this.

Ever since the seventeenth century scholars in virtually all fields have come
more and more to reject religious ways of understanding the world for those
provided by modern science and social science. In the scholarly world—the
world of most textbook authors and publishers—religion is marked off from
respectable pursuits by an intellectual wall of separation, and most scholars
never set foot on holy ground. Indeed, secular ways of thinking are so deeply
embedded in the academic disciplines that religious alternatives simply can-
not be taken seriously. The argument is not that scholars are atheists (though,
no doubt, intellectuals are among the least religious of modern folk); it is that
the conventional wisdom of their disciplines leaves no philosophical room for
religious claims and arguments. At best, most modern scholarship relegates
religion to the private world of faith—and often assigns it to the realm of
superstition. That is, religion is left out of the texts precisely because it is not
controversial; it is so uncontroversial that it need not be considered.

Of course, it is not just the intellectuals among us who are secularized. As
I argued in chapter 1, we all live our lives in a public world which is largely
secular. In fact, we have become so secular that most of us completely fail to
miss religion in the textbooks.

Over the last three hundred years, business, law, politics, psychology,
medicine, and education have all been secularized. We allow students to earn
high school diplomas and undergraduate, graduate, and professional degrees
without taking a single course in religion or discussing religion in whatever
courses are required. We assume that everything worth knowing about every
field of study can be learned without learning anything about religion.

Militant secularists (or atheists) are rare creatures among textbook authors
as well as within the general public, and secularization proceeds nicely with-
out them. Capitalism and consumerism, pluralism, nationalism, individual-
ism, science, and technology divert our attention from the life of the spirit,
undercut traditional religion, refocus our interests, provide us with new ways
of thinking about the world, and, in the process, secularize us. Religion occu-
pies but a small part of our time, and it influences few of our decisions.
Exorcisms are rare, and the church no longer regulates the economy. This
being the case, psychologists and economists can write textbooks about our
(essentially) secular world without having to say very much about religion.
Religion simply has not played nearly so much of a role in our public life in
the last two or three hundred years as it once did.

There are, then, three different reasons why the textbooks have become
secular. First, religion 7s increasingly irrelevant in our public, secular world.
Second, intellectuals do not take religion seriously; it doesn't fit into the cate-
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gories of their respective disciplines. Yet, third, religion possesses considerable
vitality within our culture. Many people believe it is neither irrelevant nor a
superstition. Hence religion continues to be the source of much controversy
and of considerable danger to publishers.

Conclusions

There have been incremental improvements in the latest editions of at least
a few social studies and history textbooks—due, in part at least, to the text-
book studies of the late 1980s—and the new national standards for teaching
American and world history give significantly more attention to religion than
do the textbooks, though they continue to slight theology and do not even
raise the question of using religious categories for interpreting history. (See
my discussion of the standards in the Postscript.) As far as I can tell, however,
texts in disciplines other than history and social studies have shown no greater
sensitivity to religion.

What continues to be missing in all the texts, however, is any sensitivity to
contemporary religious ways of interpreting the subject at hand. If religion is
mentioned more (here and there), the governing philosophical assumptions
that shape the kinds of explanations offered in the texts remain entirely secu-
lar. It is tremendously important to keep in mind that textbooks don't just
teach subjects, they initiate students into intellectual disciplines; they don’t
just teach facts, they teach ways of thinking about the world.

There is something like a coherent worldview, a loosely structured set of
philosophical commitments, which underlie and give shape to the texts—at
least those texts I reviewed. No doubt not every author buys into it com-
pletely, and it is not typically taught self-consciously as a worldview by the
authors—in part, at least, because it is so much a part of the intellectual air
we breathe daily. The philosophical commitments that define this worldview
are the same commitments that support and make sense of the dominant
cultural and intellectual institutions of modernity: the knowledge we acquire
in the present is more valuable than the wisdom of the past; our task is to
free ourselves from the dead hand of tradition and superstition; we are no
longer born into communities bound together in webs of (natural) social
obligations; we are individuals first and foremost; human relationships are
essentially contractual; the idea of the public good is problematic and is dis-
solved into the relative satisfaction of individuals and interest groups; reason
is “deconstructed” into its scientific or narrowly utilitarian components, and
though it may be competent to tell us about the facts, it is no longer compe-
tent to render judgment concerning moral matters; values are matters of per-
sonal choice or social convention; pluralism is assumed and defended—and
then often confused with relativism; nature was long ago desacralized, and
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there is no purpose to be discovered in its processes; science and social sci-
ence provide us with our only true knowledge of the world. By implication,
religion is irrelevant to understanding the world.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. Identify several secular and religious influences discussed by Henry May
which prompted the recovery of American religious history during the
middle of the twentieth century.

2. Why does Peter Williams argue that American religious history is no
longer a “family affair” that can be told only by means of a “master
narrative”?

3. How does Warren Nord account for the lack of religion in public school
textbooks?

4. Explain how each of the three writers reflects on the interaction and ten-
sion between the secular and the sacred.

5. Describe how the three essays interpret the place of religion in American
culture.
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Chapter 2

ReLIGION IN EARLY AMERICA

Issue: How inclusive would religion be in early America?

™R

Variety and dissent characterized the American religious scene almost from
the beginning of European transplantation to the New World. Soon after his
arrival in Virginia, John Rolfe declared that “Almighty God . . . hath opened
the gate and led me by the hand that I might plainly see and discern the safe
paths wherein to tread.” Only a few years later in 1619 the Virginia legislature
initiated the process that would make the Church of England the publicly
supported and officially established church in Virginia.

Over the next several decades, hundreds of miles to the north, the New
England Way took shape, first in the colony of Massachusetts, then in
Connecticut, and later in New Hampshire. Unlike with Virginia’s Anglicanism,
in New England, London did not superintend the enterprise or approve the
clergy or doctrine. Hence, a religious diversity was planted in America by the
middle of the seventeenth century.

Variety in early America’s religious experience resulted largely from
the numerous doors opened to the religiously oppressed of Europe. From
Germany’s Palatinate, refugees relocated along the Hudson River Valley in
New York. Savannah, Georgia, was settled by Lutherans fleeing persecution
in Salzburg, Austria. Then, too, like a magnet, vacant spaces of early America
attracted many who yielded to the tendency to become their own religious
masters, as with the Quakers in Pennsylvania who implemented William
Penn’s “Holy Experiment.”

The religious diversity of early America did not produce a religious toler-
ance spread evenly among the settlers. To the contrary, examples of religious
diversity resulting from the lack of religious tolerance were not rare in the
first century and a half of the American odyssey. The frequent grinding of
the gears in the religious machines of early America attest to the struggles
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of the people over the question of how inclusive religion among the settlers
would, and should, be. And complicating the dynamic of religious diversity
in early America was the ever-present racial diversity. How did the early set-
tlers’ beliefs in freedom and equality translate into religious behavior? What
evidence is there that the knitting together of religious diversity and racial
diversity intensified the cultural conflict of early America? How did women
influence the role of religion in early America?

DOCUMENTS

Though some of the first English settlements in America were the result of
Protestant dissenters, soon thereafter Catholics also made their way across the
Atlantic. The first document is Father Pierre Baird’s initial response to his con-
tact with Native Americans in the New World. In the second selection, Father
Andrew White, who ministered to the Jesuit mission in Maryland, recounts
the celebrating of the mass in 1634, the first such occasion in America. Fearful
of papal plots and imperialism, only seven years later the colony of Virginia
made clear its anti-Catholic sentiment in a statement barring Catholics from
political office and also from any proselytizing activities. The third document
spells out these limitations on Catholics in Virginia. In the fourth document,
Quaker leader William Penn challenges his followers in 1669 to imitate the
example of the first century Bereans who displayed great courage in the face
of strong opposition. That Quakers in the New World endured their own
opposition is described in the fifth document, which records the 1677 trial of
Quaker leader Margaret Brewster, charged with violating Massachusetts’ law
requiring an oath of fidelity. The Reverend Francis Le Jau of the Society for
the Propagation of the Gospel tells in the final selection of slave conversions
on the Carolina frontier.

§4 A French View of Native Americans (1611)

P1erRE BaIRD

Source: D. B. Quinn, ed., New American World (New York: Arno Press
and Hector Bye, 1979), 4:392-94.

And now you have had, my Reverend Father, an account of our voyage, of
what happened in it, and before it, and since our arrival at this settlement. It
now remains to tell you that the conversion of this country, to the Gospel,
and of these people to civilization, is not a small undertaking nor free from
great difficulties; for, in the first place, if we consider the country, it is only a
forest, without other conveniences of life than those which will be brought
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from France, and what in time may be obtained from the soil after it has been
cultivated. The nation is savage, wandering and full of bad habits; the people
few and isolated. They are, I say, savage, haunting the woods, ignorant, law-
less and rude: they are wanderers, with nothing to attach them to a place,
neither homes nor relationship, neither possessions nor love of country; as a
people they have bad habits, are extremely lazy, gluttonous, profane, treach-
erous, cruel in their revenge, and given up to all kinds of lewdness, men and
women alike, the men having several wives and abandoning them to oth-
ers, and the women only serving them as slaves, whom they strike and beat
unmercifully, and who dare not complain; and after being half killed, if it so
please the murderer, they must laugh and caress him.

With all these vices, they are exceedingly vainglorious: they think they are
better, more valiant and more ingenious than the French; and, what is dif-
ficult to believe, richer than we are. They consider themselves, I say, braver
than we are, boasting that they have killed Basques and Malouins, and that
they do a great deal of harm to the ships, and that no one has ever resented
it, insinuating that it was from a lack of courage. They consider themselves
better than the French; “For,” they say, “you are always fighting and quarrel-
ing among yourselves; we live peaceably. You are envious and are all the time
slandering each other; you are thieves and deceivers: you are covetous, and
are neither generous nor kind; as for us, if we have a morsel of bread we share
it with our neighbor.”

They are saying these and like things continually, seeing the above-men-
tioned imperfections in some of us, and flattering themselves that some of
their own people do not have them so conspicuously, not realizing that they
all have much greater vices, and that the better part of our people do not have
even these defects, they conclude generally that they are superior to all chris-
tians. It is self-love that blinds them, and the evil one who leads them on, no
more nor less than in our France, we see those who have deviated from the
faith holding themselves higher and boasting of being better than the catho-
lics, because in some of them they see many faults; considering neither the
virtues of the other catholics, nor their own still greater imperfections; wish-
ing to have, like Cyclops, only a single eye, and to fix that one upon the vices
of a few catholics, never upon the virtues of the others, nor upon themselves,
unless it be for the purpose of self-deception.

Also they [the savages] consider themselves more ingenious, inasmuch as
they see us admire some of their productions as the work of people so rude
and ignorant; lacking intelligence, they bestow very little admiration upon
what we show them, although much more worthy of being admired. Hence
they regard themselves as much richer than we are, although they are poor
and wretched in the extreme. . . .
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All these things, added to the difficulty of acquiring the language, the time
that must be consumed, the expenses that must be incurred, the great distress,
toil and poverty that must be endured, fully proclaim the greatness of this
enterprise and the difficulties which beset it. Yet many things encourage me
to continue in it. . . .

In conclusion, we hope in time to make them susceptible of receiving the
doctrines of the faith and of the christian and catholic religion, and later, to
penetrate farther into the regions beyond, which they say are more populous
and better cultivated. We base this hope upon Divine goodness and mercy,
upon the zeal and fervent charity of all good people who earnestly desire the
kingdom of God, particularly upon the holy prayers of Your Reverence and
of our Reverend Fathers and very dear Brothers, to whom we most affection-
ately commend ourselves.

From Port Royal, New France, this tenth day of June, one thousand six
hundred and eleven.

[Signed:] PIERRE BAIRD

§5 English America’s First Mass (1634)

Fr. ANDREW WHITE

Source: Relatio Itineris in Marylandiam, Oy, Narrative of a Voyage to
Maryland (Baltimore: Maryland Historical Society, 1844), 30-33.

At length, sailing from this place, we reached the cape, which they call Point
Comfort, in Virginia, on the 27th of February, full of apprehension, lest the
English inhabitants, who were much displeased at our settling, should be
plotting something against us. Nevertheless the letters we carried from the
King, and from the high treasurer of England, served to allay their anger,
and to procure those things which would afterwards be useful to us. For the
Governor of Virginia hoped, that by this kindness toward us, he would more
easily recover from the Royal treasury a large sum of money which was due
him. They only told us that a rumor prevailed, that six ships were coming to
reduce everything under the power of the Spaniards, and that for this reason,
all the natives were in arms; this we afterwards found to be true. Yet I fear the
rumor had its origin with the English.

After being kindly treated for eight or nine days, we set sail on the third of
March, and entering the Chesapeak Bay, we turned our course to the north
to reach the Potomeack River. The Chesopeacke Bay, ten leagues (30 Italian
miles) wide, flows gently between its shores: it is four, five and six fathoms
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deep, and abounds in fish when the season is favorable; you will scarcely find
a more beautiful body of water. Yet it yields the palm to the Potomeack River,
which we named after St. Gregory.

Having now arrived at the wished-for country, we allotted names accord-
ing to circumstances. And indeed the Promontory, which is toward the south,
we consecrated with the name of St. Gregory (now Smith Point,) naming the
northern one (now Point Lookout) St. Michaels, in honor of all the angels.
Never have I beheld a larger or more beautiful river. The Thames seems a
mere rivulet in comparison with it; it is not disfigured with any swamps, but
has firm land on each side. Fine groves of trees appear, not choked with briers
or bushes and undergrowth, but growing at intervals as if planted by the hand
of man, so that you can drive a four-horse carriage, wherever you choose,
through the midst of the trees.

Just at the mouth of the river, we observed the natives in arms. That night,
fires blazed through the whole country, and since they had never seen such a
large ship, messengers were sent in all directions, who reported that a Canoe,
like an island had come with as many men as there were trees in the woods.
We went on, however, to Herons’ Islands, so called from the immense num-
bers of these birds. The first island we came to, [we called] St. Clement’s
Island, and as it has a sloping shore, there is no way of getting to it except
by wading. Here the women, who had left the ship, to do the washing, upset
the boat and came near being drowned, losing also a large part of my linen
clothes, no small loss in these parts.

This island abounds in cedar and sassafras trees, and flowers and herbs, for
making all kinds of salads, and it also produces a wild nut tree, which bears
a very hard walnut with a thick shell and a small but very delicious kernel.
Since, however, the island contains only four hundred acres, we saw that it
would not afford room enough for the new settlement. Yet we looked for a
suitable place to build only a Fort (perhaps on the island itself) to keep off
strangers, and to protect the trade of the river and our boundaries; for this
was the narrowest crossing-place on the river.

On the day of the Annunciation of the Most Holy Virgin Mary in the
year 1634, we celebrated the mass for the first time, on this island. This had
never been done before in this part of the world. After we had completed the
sacrifice, we took upon our shoulders a great cross, which we had hewn out
of a tree, and advancing in order to the appointed place, with the assistance of
the Governor and his associates and the other Catholics, we erected a trophy
to Christ the Saviour, humbly reciting, on our bended knees, the Litanies of
the Sacred Cross, with great emotion.
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§6 Anti-Catholicism (1641)

Source: Francis X. Curran, S.]., ed., Catholics in Colonial Law (Chicago:
Loyola University Press 1963), 22.

It is enacted by the authority aforesaid, that according to a Statute made
in the third year of the reign of our sovereign Lord King James, of blessed
memory, no popist [sic] recusant shall at any time hereafter exercise the place
or places of secretary, counsellor, register, commissioner, surveyor or sheriff,
or any other public place, but be utterly disabled for the same;

And further, be it enacted by the authority aforesaid, that none shall be
admitted into any of the aforesaid offices or places before he or they have
taken the oaths of supremacy and allegiance. And if any person or persons
whatsoever shall by any sinister or secret means contrive to himself any of the
aforesaid places, or any other public office whatsoever, and refuse to take the
aforesaid oaths, he or they so convicted before any assembly shall be dismissed
of his said office, and for his offense herein, forfeit a thousand pounds weight
of tobacco, to be disposed of by the next grand assembly after conviction.

And it is enacted by the authority aforesaid that the statutes in force against
popish recusants be duly executed in the government; and that it shall not be
lawful, under the penalty aforesaid, for any popish priest that shall hereafter
arrive here to remain above five days, after warning given for his departure by
the governor or commander of that place where he or they shall be, if wind
and weather hinder not his departure; this act to be in force after ten days
from the publication here at James City.

§7 Pennsylvania and the Quakers (1669)

WiLLiaM PENN

Source: The Select Works of William Penn, 4th ed. (London: William
Phillips, 1825), 1:225-26.

TO THE NOBLE BEREANS OF THIS AGE

When our dear Lord Jesus Christ, the blessed author of the Christian religion,
first sent forth his disciples, to proclaim the happy approach of the heavenly
kingdom, among several other things that he gave them in charge, it pleased
him to make this one of their instructions; “Into whatsoever city or town ye
shall enter, enquire who in it is worthy;” foreseeing the ill use unworthy per-
sons would make of that message, and with what unweariness the implacable
pharisee, and subtle scribe, would endeavour to pervert the right way of the
Lord, and thereby prejudice the simple against the reception of that excellent
testimony.
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This being the case of the people called Quakers, who above every tribe of
men are most maliciously represented, bitterly envied, and furiously oppugned
by many of the scribes and pharisees of our time, for as impious wretches as
those of that time reputed our blessed Saviour and his constant followers to
be; it becometh us, in a condition so desperate, to provide ourselves with
some worthy readers, men that dare trust their reason above reports, and be
impartial in an age as biassed as this we live in; whose determinations shall
not wait upon the sentence of ignorance nor interest, but a sincere and punc-
tual examination of the matter.

And since there are none recorded in sacred writ, on whom the Holy Ghost
conferred so honourable a character, but the Bereans of that age (for that they
both searched after truth impartially, and when they found it, embraced it
readily, for which they were entitled noble); therefore it is that to you, the
offspring of that worthy stock, and noble Bereans of our age, I, in behalf of
the so much calumniated abettors of the cause of truth, chose to dedicate this
defence of our holy profession from the injurious practices of a sort of men,
who, not unlike to the Jews of Thessalonica, that, envying the prosperity of
the gospel among your ancestors, made it their business to stir up the multi-
tude against the zealous promoters of it. And no matter what it be, provided
they can but obtain their end of fixing an odium upon the Quakers: they do
not only boldly condemn what they esteem worst in us (how deservedly we
will not now say) but insinuate what is best to be criminal.

The sobriety of our lives, they call a cheat for custom; and our incessant
preachings and holy living, a decoy to advance our party: if we say noth-
ing to them when they interrogate us, it is sullenness or inability; if we say
something to them, it is impertinency, or equivocation. We must not believe
as we do believe, but as they would have us believe, which they are sure to
make obnoxious enough, that they may the more securely inveigh against us.
Nor must our writings mean what we say we mean by them, but what they
will have them to mean, lest they should want proofs for their charges. It was
our very case that put David upon that complaint, “Every day they wrest my
words: all their thoughts are against me for evil.” But to David’s God we com-
mit our slandered cause, and to you the Bereans of our age.

Degenerate not from the example of your progenitors; if you do, you are
no longer true Bereans, and to such we inscribe this work: if you do not, we
may assure ourselves of the justice of a fair enquiry and an equal judgment.

The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ augment your desire after
truth, give you clearer discerning of the truth, and enable you both more
readily to receive, and with greater resolution to maintain the truth. I am

A christian Quaker, and your christian friend,

WILLIAM PENN.
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§8 The Trial of Margaret Brewster (1677)

Source: Records of the Governor and Company of the Massachusetts Bay in
New England, 1674-1686. Edited by Nathaniel B. Shurtleff (Boston: W.
White, 1853-1854), 60, 154-55.

Clerk. Margaret Brewster.

M.B. Here.

Clerk. Are you the Woman?

M.B. Yes, I am the Woman.

Governour. Read her Mittimus.

The Mittimus was read.

Governour, to the People. What have you to lay to her Charge?

Constable. If this be the Woman, I don’t know; for she was then in the Shape
of a Devil: I thought her Hair had been a Perriwig, but it was her own
Hair. The Constable said more, but so faintly and low as not to be under-
stood.

Gov. You hear your Accusation.

M.B. 1do not hear it.

Gov. Are you the Woman that came into Mr. Thatcher’s Meetinghouse with
your Hair fruzled, and dressed in the Shape of a Devil?

M.B.Tam the Woman that came into Priest Thatcher’s House of Worship with
my Hair about my Shoulders, Ashes upon my Head, my Face coloured
black, and Sackcloth upon my upper Garments.

Gov. You own yourself to be the Woman.

M.B. Yea, I do.

Gov. What made you come so?

M.B. 1 came in Obedience to the Lord.

Gov. The Lord! The Lord never sent you, for you came like a Devil, and in the
Shape of a Devil incarnate.

M.B. Noble Governour! Thy Name is spread in other Parts of the World for
a moderate Man, now I desire thee and thy Assistants to hear me with
Patience, that I may give an Account of my so coming among you.

Gov. Too moderate for such as you: But go on.

M.B. The Lord God of Heaven and Earth, the Maker and Creator of all
Mankind, laid this Service upon me more than three Years ago to visit this
bloody Town of Boston.

Here some spake to the Governour to stop her from speaking any more; but
the Governour said,
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Let her go on.

M.B. And when the appointed Time drew near, the Lord pleased to visit me
with Sickness, before I could clearly give up this Service, and as I may say,
I was raised as one from the Dead, and came from my sick Bed to visit
the bloody Town of Boston, and to bear a living Testimony for the God
of my Life, and go as a Sign among you; and as I gave up to this Service,
my Sickness went away. It is said the Prophet Jonah was three Days in the
Whale’s Belly, but I could compare my condition to nothing, but as if I
had been in the Belly of Hell for many Weeks, and I think I may be so
say for some Months, until I gave up to this Service; and now if you be
suffered to take away my Life, I am very well contented.

Gov. You shall escape with your Life.

Simon Broadstreet. You are a Blasphemer.

M.B. 1 have not blasphemed.

S. Broadstreet. 1 cannot believe what you say to be true.

M.D. Canst thou not believe? Well, I am sorry thou canst not believe.
Gov. Are you a married Woman?

M.B.1am.

Gov. Did your Husband give Consent to your Coming?

M.B. Yea, he did.

Gov. Have you any Thing to shew under his Hand?

M.B. He gave his Consent before many Witnesses in Barbadoes, and said,
He did believe this Service was of God, and he durst not withstand it,
but was willing to give me up to this Service, as many in Barbadoes can
witness; and now, if you be suffered to take away my Life, I can now lay
down my Head in Peace, for I have thus far done what the Lord required
at my Hands, and am clear of the Blood of all People in this Place, so far
as | know; and the Desire of my Soul is, that it may be with this Town as
it was with Nineveh of old, for when the Lord sent his Prophet Jonah to
cry against Nineveh, it is said, They put on Sackcloth, and covered their
Heads with Ashes, and repented and the Lord withdrew his judgments for
forty Years: And my Soul cries to the Lord that this People may repent,
that the Lord may spare them yet forty Years: For it was in true Obedience
to the Lord, and in Love to your Souls, that I was made to come as a Sign
amongst you, for I feel that in my Heart at this Moment, that I could even
give up my Life to be sacrificed for the Good of your Souls. I have nothing
but Love in my Heart to the worst of my Enemies here in this Town.

Gov. Hold, hold Woman, you run too fast. Silence in the Court.

M.B. Governour! I desire thee to hear me a little, for I have something to say
in Behalf of my Friends in this Place: I desire thee and thine Assistants
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to put an End to these cruel Laws that you have made to prosecute my
Friends for meeting together to worship the True and Living God. Oh
Governour! I cannot but press thee again and again, to put an End to
these cruel Laws that you have made to fetch my Friends from their peace-
able Meetings, and keep them three Days in the House of Correction, and
then whip them for worshipping the True and Living God: Governour!
Let me intreat thee to put an End to these Laws, for the Desire of my
Soul is, that you may act for God, and then would you prosper, but if
you act against the Lord and his blessed Truth, you will assuredly come to
nothing, the Mouth of the Lord hath spoken it; for if you will draw your
Swords against the Lord and his People, the Lord will assuredly draw his
Sword against you; for there never was any Weapon formed against God
and his blessed Truth that ever prospered: It’s my Testimony for the Lord
God of my Life.

Gov. Hold Woman. Call Lydia Wright.
Clerk. Call Lydia Wright of Long-Island
L. Wright. Here.

Gov. Are you one of the Women that came in with this Woman into Mr.
Thatcher’s Meeting-house to disturb him at his Worship?

L.W. I was; but I disturbed none, for I came in peaceably, and spake not a
Word to Man, Woman, or Child.

Gov. What came you for then?

L. W, Have you not made a Law that we should come to your Meeting? For
we were peaceably met together at our own Meeting-house, and some of
your Constables came in, and haled some of our Friends out, and said,
This is not a Place for you to worship God in. Then we asked him, Where
we should worship God? Then they, said, We must come to your publick
Worship. And upon the First-day following I had something upon my
Heart to come to your publick Worship, when we came in peaceably, and
spake not a Word, yet we were haled to Prison, and there have been kept
near a Month.

S. Broadstreet. Did you come there to hear the Word?

L.W. If the Word of God was there, I was ready to hear it.
Gov. Did your Parents give Consent you should come thither?
L. W, Yes, my Mother did.

Gov. Shew it.

L. W, If you will stay till I can send Home, I will engage to get from under my
Mother’s Hand, that she gave her Consent.

Juggins, a Magistrate, said, You are led by the Spirit of the Devil, to ramble up
and down the Country, like Whores and Rogues a Caterwawling,.
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L. W Such Words do not become those who call themselves Christians, for
they that sit to judge for God in Matters of Conscience, ought to be
sober and serious, for Sobriety becomes the People of God, for these are a
weighty and ponderous People.

Gov. Do you own this Woman?

L.W. 1 own her, and have Unity with her, and I do believe so have all the
faithful Servants of the Lord, for I know the Power and Presence of the
Lord was with us.

Juggins. You are mistaken: You do not know the Power of God; you are led by
the Spirit and Light within you, which is of the Devil: There is but one
God, and you do not worship the God which we worship.

L. W1 believe thou speaketh Truth, for if you worshipped that God which we
worship, you would not persecute his People, for we worship the God Of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and the same God that Daniel worshipped.

So they cried, Take her away.
Then Mary Miles was called.
Clerk. Mary Miles of Black-point.
M.M. 1 am here.

Gov. Do you live at Black-point?

M.M. Nay: My former Living was there, but my outward Living is now at
Salem, when I am at Home.

Gov. Are you a married Woman?

M.M. Nay, I am not married.

Gov. Did you come into Mr. Thatcher’s Meeting-house with this Woman
that black Face?

M.M. Yea, I did.

Gov. What was the Cause?

M.M. My Freedom was in the Lord, and in Obedience to his Will, and the
Unity of his Spirit, I came.

Gov. So, so, then you had Unity with her, it seems, but you had not
Communion with her, for you had not a black Face.

M.M. 1 had good Unity with her, and do believe, and witness, and bear my
Testimony for the Lord, that it was his Work and Service that she went
in; therefore I had Unity and Fellowship with her, and the Lord in his due
Time will reveal and manifest his own Work.

Gov. Hold your Tongue, you prating Housewife; you are led by the Spirit
of the Devil to run about the Country a wandering, like Whores and
Rogues.
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M.M. They that are led by the Spirit of God deny the Works of the Devil:
The Earth is the Lord’s and the Fulness thereof; and he can command his
Servants to go wheresoever he pleaseth to send them; and none can hinder
his Power, for it is unlimited.

Cryer. Take them away, and carry them to Prison.

M.M. Yea, I am made willing to go to Prison, and to Death, if it were required
of me to seal the Testimony of Jesus with my blood, as some of my Friends
and Brethren have done, whose Blood you have shed, which cries to the
Lord for Vengeance, and the Cry will not cease till Vengeance come upon
you.

Then Barbara Bowers was called.

Margaret Brewster answered, Barbara Bowers was not concerned with us in
this Service.

Gov. Let us hear what she says.
B. Bowers. 1 was in the Meeting-house, but did not go in with them.

Then they were all carried to Prison again, and about an Hour after brought
again into the Court, when the Governour being present, the Clerk read
the Sentence as follows, viz.

Margaret Brewster, You are to have your Clothes stript off to the Middle,
and to be tide to a Cat’s Tail at the South Meeting-house, and to be drawn
through the Town, and to receive twenty Stripes upon your naked Body.

M.B. The Will of the Lord be done: I am contented.

The Clerk proceeded, saying, Lydia Wright and Mary Miles, You are to be
tied to the Cart’s Tail also. Barbara Bowers, You are to be tied also.

M. Brewster. 1 told the Court before, that Barbara was not concerned with
us in the Service, and therefore I desire you may remit her Sentence; for I
knew not of her Coming with us, neither did I see her with us, til we came
into the Common-Goal: Therefore I desire she may not suffer.

Gov. Take her away.

Goaler. I am loath to pull you.

M.B. 1 will go without pulling, and go as chearfully as Daniel went to the
Lion’s Den, for the God of Daniel is with me; and the God of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob, goes along with me: The same God that was with the
three Children in the fiery Furnace goes with me now; and I am glad that
I am worthy to be a Sufferer in this bloody Town, and to be numbered
amongst my dearly and well-beloved Brethren and Sisters, that sealed their
Testimonies with their Blood.

So they were carried to Prison again, this being the Seventh-day of the Week;
and on the Fifth-day following, the Sentence was executed.
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§9 Slave Conversion on the Carolina Frontier (1709)

Rev. Francis LE Jau

Source: The Carolina Chronicle of Dr. Francis Le Jau, 1706—1717. Edited
by Frank W. Klingberg (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1956),
60-61.

[October 20, 1709] As for the Spiritual State of my Parish this is the Account
I can give of it for the present.

The extent of it is 20 Miles in length, and from 7 to 14 in breadth. Number
of families 80, of the Church of England. Dissenting families 7, if so many, I
find but 4 very strict. Baptised this half year past a Marryed Woman and 17
Children. Actual Communicants in all about 50: Constant Communicants
every two Months near 30, among whom are two Negroes.

Since I came I baptised in all 2 Adults & 47 Children. Our Congregation
is generally of about 100 Persons, sometimes more, several that were inclin-
able to some of the dissenting partys shew themselves pritty constant among
us, and I do what possible to edify them and give them satisfaction in their
doubts. On Sunday next I design God willing to baptise two very sensible and
honest Negro Men whom I have kept upon tryal these two Years. Several oth-
ers have spoken to me also; I do nothing too hastily in that respect. I instruct
them and must have the consent of their Masters with a good Testimony and
proof of their honest life and sober Conversation: Some Masters in my parish
are very well satisfyed with my Proceedings in that respect: others do not seem
to be so; yet they have given over opposing my design openly; it is to be hoped
the good Example of the one will have an influence over the others. I must do
the Justice to my Parishioners that tho’” many Young Gentlemen are Masters
of Great Estates, they and almost all the heads of all our Neighbouring fami-
lies are an Example of Sobriety, honest & Zeal for the Service of the Church
to all the province.

To remove all pretence from the Adult Slaves I shall baptise of their being
free upon that Account, I have thought fit to require first their consent to
this following declaration You declare in the Presence of God and before this
Congregation that you do not ask for the holy baptism out of any design to
ffree yourself from the Duty and Obedience you owe to your Master while
you live, but meerly for the good of Your Soul and to partake of the Graces
and Blessings promised to the Members of the Church of Jesus Christ. One
of the most Scandalous and common Crimes of our Slaves is their perpetual
Changing of Wives and husbands, which occasions great disorders: I also tell
them whom I baptise, The Christian Religion dos not allow plurality of Wives,
nor any changing of them: You promise truly to keep to the Wife you now have
till Death dos part you. I[t] has been Customary among them to have their
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ffeasts, dances, and merry Meetings upon the Lord’s day, that practice is pretty
well over in this Parish, but not absolutely: I tell them that present themselves
to be admitted to Baptism, they must promise they’l spend no more the Lord’s
day in idleness, and if they do I'l cut them off from the Comunion.

These I most humbly Submit to the judgment of my Superiors whose
Commands and instructions I will follow while I live: I see with an incredible
joy the fervor of several of those poor Slaves. Our free Indians our Neighbours
come to see me, I admire the sense they have of Justice, and their patience;
they have no Ambition; as for their sense of God, their Notions are obscure
indeed, but when we take pains to Converse with them, in a jargon they
are able to understand: We perceive their Souls are fit Materials which may
be easily polish’t, they agree with me about the duty of praying, & doing
the good & eschewing the evil. The late Colonel Moore and our present
Governor have in a great measure put a Stop to their perpetual murdering
one another which some of them cannot to this day cannot conceive to be
evil. Some of them to whom the Devil has formerly appeared, as they coldly
declared to myself, say that evil Spirit never incites them to any thing more
than hatred, revenge, and Murder of those that offend them.

I am told still that if anything opposes the publishing of the Gospel among
the Indians it shall be the manner how our Indian Trade is carryed on, chiefly
the fomenting of War among them for our people to get Slaves. I am so told
in general but know no particulars; but it is too true interest has a great power
here and dos occasion injustices too visibly to my great sorrow, and thro’ mis-
fortune I see no remedy but to be patient and pray and labour as much as I
am able in the place I am sent to. . . .

ESSAYS

The three essays below address the critical issue of religious freedom and
opportunity in early America. Black women’s interactions with religious
forces in colonial America are surveyed by Lillian Ashcraft Webb of Clark
Atlanta University (Georgia) in the first essay. In the second essay, Francis D.
Cogliano, Senior Lecturer in American History at LaSainte Union College
in Great Britain, traces the rise of anti-Catholicism in sixteenth-century
England and its subsequent impact on seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
New England. Mary Maples Dunn of Radcliffe College describes in the final
essay the gender differentiation that developed with respect to religion among
carly colonial Puritan Congregationalism and Quakerism. Taken together,
these three statements illustrate the challenges of matching religious behavior
with religious belief.
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§10 Black Women and Religion in the Colonial Period

LirLian AsHCRAFT WEBB

Source: Excerpts from Women and Religion in America, vol. 2, The Colonial
and Revolutionary Periods by Rosemary Radford Ruether. Copyright ©
1983 by Rosemary R. Ruether and Rosemary S. Keller. Reprinted with
permission of HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.

Black women, brought as slaves to North America in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, responded to conditions of servitude from perspectives of
their West African cultural heritage. It is important, therefore, to understand
this African background when assessing black women’s interactions with reli-
gious forces in colonial America, particularly in English Protestant territories.

African Background

In most West African tribes, women were persons in their own right, with
responsibilities and privileges not always based on their husbands’ and fathers’
patriarchal powers. Women controlled marketplaces, and their economic
monopoly provided them with leverage for autonomous activity and with
opportunities for leadership experiences.

In religious ceremonies, for example, women frequently were priests and
leaders of cults. They sometimes maintained secret societies of their own.
Whatever was the extent of West African women’s participation in society
beyond the marketplace and the immediate residential compound, it was
based on realities of their economic initiative and contribution. These helped
refine and solidify communal sharing and group identification.

Traditional religious systems permeated all facets of life in Africa, blur-
ring distinctions between sacred and secular. Religious laws regulated sexual
relationships, marriage rituals and responsibilities, and ceremonies of passage
through puberty. They prescribed women’s activities during pregnancy and
shortly after childbirth, regulated dietary habits, and provided for lifetime
continuance of sexual and other physical and psychological nurture. Religious
beliefs and practices primarily were localized tribally and were inherited from
ancestors, but several tribes often shared similar elements and patterns of
beliefs, practices, and rituals.

European Reactions

European Christians had inherited strict monogamous views on sexuality.
Believing themselves to have a monopoly on virtue and right-living, they
curiously devoured licentious travel narratives about life in Africa. People in
Africa, unlike their European contemporaries, practiced pragmatic approaches
to human sexuality such as arranging for the fulfillment of sexual needs “in
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absentia” when spouses were deceased or otherwise away. Some tribes adhered
to a system of levirate—a widow’s being inherited by her brother-in-law. This
insured that: (1) widows would have “continuity” in “mating with the deceased
husband,” and (2) the children of the deceased would have the presence of a
father figure and an assured share in the deceased father’s inheritance. Several
societies with disproportionately high female populations assured virtually all
women benefits of marriage through polygamy. (Polyandry was of negligible
dimensions by the sixteenth century in Africa.) Such institutional practices as
these offended Western Christian sensibilities, and explorers fueled European
ethnocentrism by circulating narratives that described Africans as savages.
Religious fervor that had only smoldered in sixteenth-century Europe caught
ablaze in the seventeenth century, and the African narratives had an especially
disquieting effect upon English settlers in the American wildernesses.

The age was driven by the twin spirits of adventure and control . . . [with]
voyages of discovery overseas . . . [and] inward voyages of [self-]discovery. . . .
[Within] this charged atmosphere of self-discovery . . . Englishmen . . . used
peoples overseas as social mirrors . . . and . . . they were especially inclined to
discover attributes in . . . [those] they called savages which they found first but
could not speak of in themselves.

Although Winthrop Jordan made this statement to describe English religious
zealots, it remains valid when applied to other seventeenth-century Euro-
Americans.

The most probable frontal attack upon populations introduced into a
male-oriented and -dominated society is that of denigrating the image of
the “conquered” people’s males. From that assault there follows aspersions
upon the women. Europeans looked at blacks through stereotypes and not as
human beings with individual strengths and weaknesses in character.

Prior to the importation of African women, settlers already had begun dif-
ferentiating among character types when assigning work to European female
servants. Because of their own Christian piety, their acceptance of rumors
that Africans were savage, and their need for cheap labor, colonists arbitrarily
presumed that every black woman was “nasty” and “beastly.” Consequently,
the colonial mind was set early in the seventeenth century to be insensitive to
individual black character or sex when assigning work.

Seventeenth-Century Black Experiences

African women’s initial experiences with the “churched” in North America
was one of exclusion from church membership. The Anglican-dominated
legislature in Virginia, for example, enacted a law that distinguished between
servants. European servants were designated “Christian,” and African laborers
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were referred to as “Negro servants” (implying that they were non-Christian).
Colonists underscored the distinction by neglecting to bring “Negro ser-
vants” into the Christian church, sometimes legislating against black church
attendance and discouraging black conversions. Settlers took these steps in an
effort to protect their property (their black servants) since they were uncer-
tain that Christianized servants could be held in bondage.

Ever since the Diet of Worms (1521), “the notion half-lurking . . . was
that baptism and consequent conversion to Christianity affected the free-
dom of a slave.” This posed a problem, but on the surface it seemed eas-
ily resolved. If masters did not teach Africans to be Christians, they could
“justly” enslave them for the purpose of Christianizing them at some future,
undesignated time. That way pious masters were less disturbed in their con-
sciences, believing they had complied with the letter of the Diet and with
the spirit of English Common Law by bringing Africans into geographical
proximity to Christianity. One clergyman’s extrapolation was representative
of that generation’s thinking; according to him, “perpetual bondage among
Christians made useful servants of savages.”

Whenever colonists introduced Christianity to Africans, black women
quickly played a prominent role. Many already had Spanish Christian names
when imported (Angela, for example). This indicated, according to one social
scientist, that a number of Africans previously had been baptized. More
recently, though, Murray Heller (editor of a study of black names) concluded
to the contrary: “It appears . . . that whether or not baptism was involved,
whites tended to supply their black slaves, to a great extent, with biblical
and Christian names.” The second, recorded Spanish-christened woman
imported to North America from Africa was Isabella. Her “brush” with
Christianity is among the earliest written accounts mentioning an African
woman. She arrived on the first shipment of African “servants” to dock at
a North American port. (Anthony—also spelled variously—whom she later
married, was also on that vessel, which sailed into Jamestown in 1619.)

A brief entry (1624-1625) in parish church records mentions: “Anthony,
negro, Isabebell, a negro, and William, her child, baptized.” Whether or not
this was a family baptism into Christianity is, unclear. Probably William only
was ceremonially baptized as the first child born to African parents in North
America. St. George Tucker noted in his dissertation on slavery that whether
baptized or not, Negroes were uniformly reported as infidels.

Before African women were imported to America, adultery and rape were
legally punishable by death and fornication by whipping. The legislation
charged local church parishes with publishing and enforcing that code. It
is doubtful that the law ever was applied to curb the raping of black women
by white men. Whipping was a common form of punishment during the
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colonial period, but local church parishes seemed less reluctant to whip black
women than white men for sexual offenses. A point of reference is the 1640
Sweet case in which the white man (Sweet) was found guilty of getting a black
woman servant pregnant. She was whipped, and he was sentenced to pub-
lic penance. The close association between church officials and unfair penal
enforcements is not likely to have gone unobserved by black women, even
those most recently arrived from Africa.

Massachusetts, though close on the heels of Virginia in practicing and
instituting slavery, was the first recorded English colony to accept an adult
of African ancestry into full fellowship among Christians. John Winthrop
recorded in his memoirs that a black woman, after having proven her “true
godliness” over many years, was baptized and communed into the Puritan
congregation in 1641. Black conversion to Christianity in North American
colonies was token and generally without positive impact upon white atti-
tudes towards Africans.

By 1660, Massachusetts, Virginia, and other English colonies already
established at that time had taken steps to make slavery a legal, self-perpetu-
ating institution. Intending to settle the question of whether or not converted
slaves should be freed, Virginia passed legislation in 1662 which stated that
children would inherit their mothers’ social statuses—not their religious con-
ditions. Still not certain that Christians could be enslaved, for there was no
English positive law to that effect, Virginia enacted legislation which prohib-
ited a slave’s status from being altered because he or she was baptized.

The Church of England kept its distance while these disincentives to
Christian conversion were imposed on African slaves. Their avaricious own-
ers jealously guarded slave property against the potentially enlightening
influences of Christian teachings. Eventually, an evangelizing unit was orga-
nized—the Council for Foreign Plantations—for the purpose of convert-
ing Africans and Indians. After 1660, the restored crown tried to centralize
English authority. In 1661, 1680, and 1682, the crown urged royal colonies
to support the council as it introduced ministers who would specialize in the
work of converting Negroes and Indians to Christianity.

Not even Quakers, however, expressed full awareness of the evils of slav-
ery, although the system was crystallizing into an ominous institution by the
mid-seventeenth century. Though Fox and other Quakers showed concern
over the plight of slaves, they accepted slavery as a fait accompli and encour-
aged those of their faith to give slaves religious instruction and to take slaves
to meetings. In 1672, Virginia and other colonies enacted stalemating legisla-
tion that forbade Negro attendance at Quaker meetings.

Black women more frequently were identified as converts than black men.
Before the turn of the eighteenth century, “free” black women were motivated
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to join churches. Ginney Bess was one of the first identified by name to take
her child for baptism. Her action, in 1683, probably indicates that she had
been baptized at a time previous to presenting her child for this sacrament.
Reasons for joining churches were numerous. DuBois (and, more recently,
Alex Haley) conjectured that African women usually made the initial break-
through to “accept” Christianity, hoping their conversion would benefit them
and their families. Masters of slaves commented that the birth of children
(those born in America) motivated black women to embrace Christianity.

Sometimes women as well as men sought asylum from harsh masters in
Catholic Florida under the guise of being anxious for baptism and religious
instruction. Spanish Florida was a refuge for the alert and enterprising from
nearby colonies.

“Witchcraft mania” spread throughout the Christian world during the
seventeenth century. Congregationalists, believing “powers of the devil could
be executed by human witches,” seemed particularly prone to this witch-
craft mania, and it assumed noticeable proportions beginning in 1647 in
Connecticut and climaxing in 1692 at Salem. A black woman servant named
Marja was one of its first victims. Marja was accused of conspiring with two
men to burn down a building in Roxbury, Massachusetts. She alone was exe-
cuted by burning at the stake because she did “not . . . have ‘the feare of God
before her eyes’” [and her actions were] ‘instigated by the divil.”” Her punish-
ment was unusually harsh and of the genre mostly reserved for those thought
to be devil-possessed. The severity of the punishment was an apparent indi-
cation that paranoia had set into the colony, that social instability prevailed
there, and that a mind-set fixed on impending “spiritual” doom abounded.

In Salem, the epidemic was related to the failure of Puritans to put forth
a concerted effort to Christianize African people. It was compounded by a
decline in old-fashioned piety and by conflicting social interests. A major
character in the Salem hysteria was a half-Indian, half-African slave woman
named Tituba, whom the town’s pastor had imported from Barbados. As she
worked to complete household chores, Tituba unraveled tales about witches,
demons, and ghosts, holding the pastor’s daughter and other teenage girls
in rapt attention. Soon the impressionable girls began to experiment with
fortune-telling. Feeling guilty about their activities, the girls began to believe
themselves to be punished for being “tools of the devil.” They imagined them-
selves the victims of witchcraft and pointed accusing fingers at townsfolk,
setting off a panic. The hysteria ended with trials, during which twenty resi-
dents were executed. One hundred fifty others, including Tituba and another
Negro servant, Mary Black, were jailed. Both were later released, and Tituba
was sold to pay for her jail expenses. Her quick confession “exorcised” the evil
spirits from her body and saved her life. “Clemency” for Tituba suggests that
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the real source of the furor was elsewhere. It lends credence to recent interpre-
tations which indicate that no small amount of the confusion was touched off
by conflicting class interests and religious tensions in the Puritan town.

Eighteenth-Century Black Experiences

In the wake of the Salem trials, a group of slaves in Massachusetts requested
(in 1693) that Cotton Mather organize them into a body for weekly religious
instruction and worship. Only in 1701 did leadership within the Church of
England form a united drive to evangelize and teach among slaves. This mis-
sionary band was called the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel (SPG).
The SPG operated out of London and was financially independent of local
church parishes. As a result, the SPG bypassed usual problems that individual
pastors often had encountered and took its preachments more successfully
into slave communities. The SPG appointed some 30 missionaries and cat-
echists to preach and teach a gospel with emphasis on morality and ritual.
Although the SPG owned slaves in its early years and took the position that
emancipation was not a mandatory result of conversion, settlers were suspi-
cious that the intentions of the society were to initiate the first step toward
freedom for black slaves.

The SPG was not intentionally sexist in its conversion program. But it did
make special appeal to males and provided an all-male leadership role model.
Moreover, missionaries and catechists sometimes directed lessons in reading
and writing to particularly apt male youths, grooming them to become teach-
ers (tutors) among other black slaves. Many women and girls, nevertheless,
were numbered among SPG missionaries’ acclaimed converts.

Missionaries soon became aware of African cultural retentions among
slaves. Discussion of this problem took place in missionary reports to the
SPG headquarters in London about, for example, polygamous tendencies,
male separations from women who either could not or had not given birth as
a result of their mating, and the women’s frequent changing of “husbands.”
These reports revealed the cultural parochialism typical among Anglican
clergy. Their consternation, however, inspired legislation to “regularize” mar-
riage procedures and to control immorality among slaves. The clergy com-
plained that white settlers were poor exemplars of moral virtue.

White women in New York City tried to alleviate social repression against
women of African ancestry. Much of this repression was caused by the col-
onist’s belief that African women could not become productive responsible
for their behavior outside of slavery. These white women reflected the influ-
ence of Enlightenment thought, which stressed possibilities for improving
the social environment—both people and institutions.



Religion in Early America 59

In 1712, the white women opened a school to “train” black women, they
would be socially responsible and assimilable. Alleged “Negro plots” to burn
down the city and massacre white colonists fueled fear and renewed urgency
to restrict their social mobility. These apparently brought about the demise of
the 1712 school movement, but several other schools for Negro women were
opened in 1740 and later in the century.

The Great Awakenings, which highlighted American sectarianism and
fragmented Anglican SPG activity around mid-century, also gave Africans/
Afro-Americans an opportunity for virtually unrestricted participation in
Christianity in North America for the first time. During the religious ferment
and widespread conversion experiences, white antislavery sentiment and black
assertiveness intensified. In 1743, for example, a black woman and her hus-
band sued a white man for trespassing upon her character. They made clear
their understanding that a Christian woman’s (including a black woman’s)
moral reputation should not be impugned without legal challenge. The suit
also indicated the extent to which Christian puritanism had seeped into the
black community, causing the ostracism of reputedly immoral black folk.

Popular Great Awakening evangelists, such as George Whitefield, com-
mented on the enthusiasm with which Negroes, particularly women, received
the gospel and its messengers. John Wesley, himself an antislavery advocate,
noted in his Diary that the first Negroes that he baptized into Methodism were
two women slaves. Yet sentiment against slave conversions still abounded, and
circuit riders had to urge owners to send slaves to religious instruction and to
worship. Quakers and other anti-slavery groups increased their proclamations
and other active challenges to the institution of slavery.

The best-known black Christian writer in the prerevolution decade
was Phillis Wheatley. Her writings suggest that she had been accepted into
membership in Boston’s Old South Meeting House before 1769 when her
pastor, Reverend Sewall, died. By the time she was eighteen (1772), Miss
Wheatley showed herself to be a fully converted, zealous Congregationalist.
Her writings, when analyzed from the perspective of one’s conversion, indicate
that Phillis rejoiced in the psychological succor of her Christian faith and had
little awareness of her African background. In this respect, hers was not a
singular reaction, even among slaves. Missionaries of the period said of slave
converts, “They will ever bless God for their knowing good things which
they knew not before [their enslavement].” Phillis’s letters—rather than her
poems, which have been overly politicized by biographers—demonstrate her
responsiveness to Christian conversion.

In other ways, black women who came of age under the tutelage of
American colonial evangelistic and missionary zeal, claimed rights to cre-
ative religious action. Katherine Ferguson, organizer of the first Sabbath
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school for children in New York City, is one example. In her early years,
Katy’s mistress was a Christian woman who permitted the young slave girl
to attend church services. This early involvement probably accounted in part
for Miss Ferguson’s later religious devotion and charitable efforts as much
as her having been purchased by a sympathetic friend when she was sixteen.
Although she herself never learned to read or write, she helped to make such
learning available to children from the poorhouse without regard to race
or color. Having been separated from her own mother at the age of eight,
she expressed an affinity for reaching out to children from destitute back-
grounds, to neglected youths and unwed mothers. Her “work contributed
to the development of free secular education for the poor. For this reason,
her name is noted among those considered pioneer educators in America. .
.. In tribute to Katy and in recognition of her early contributions, a home
for unwed mothers—the Katy Ferguson Home—in New York was named in
her honor.” Wives and women converts of pioneering black preachers and
church pastors were among the more obscure missionaries and charitable
workers at the turn of the century.

Ironically, the century closed with discordant tones from the ranks of
Quakerism. Several black women applied for membership into that faith.
They were subjected to prolonged monthly, quarterly, and annual meetings
where their applications were scrutinized, tabled, and kept in committee for
months before the women eventually were admitted. It is possible that they
never would have been admitted, except that they were mulattos.

Sarah Johnson, who died in 1845 after a life that spanned more than a
century, is an example of the black Christian of this period. The poignancy
of black women’s religious experiences in North American colonies is sum-
marized in the black pastor’s eulogizing at her funeral. In a manner charac-
teristic of Christian clergy, her African Methodist Episcopal pastor referred
continuously to what was commendable that he had observed in her outward
behavior. . . .

§11 Exposing the Idolatry of the Romish Church:
Anti-Popery and Colonial New England

Francis D. CogLiaNO
Source: Francis D. Cogliano, No King, No Popery: Anti-Catholicism in
Revolutionary New England (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1996), 5—

18. Copyright © 1996 by Francis D. Cogliano. Reprinted with permis-
sion of Greenwood Publishing Group, Inc. All rights reserved.
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By the mid-eighteenth century it was impossible for Englishmen in Britain
or America to divorce anti-popery from their notion of what it was to be
English. The anti-Catholic tradition that the colonists brought with them to
the New World can be traced at least as far back as 1563 when the Protestant
martyrologist John Foxe published the first English edition of his Actes and
Monuments. Commonly called The Book of Martyrs, Foxe’s book chronicled
in brutal, graphic detail the suffering and torture allegedly inflicted upon
Protestants by Catholics. Although the architect of Catholic oppression was
ultimately the pope, Foxe paid careful attention to the actions of his supposed
minions, the kings of France and Spain. Foxe also paid particular attention
to the fate of Protestants persecuted during the reign of Mary Tudor. It is to
Foxe that Queen Mary owes her reputation as “Bloody Mary.” Foxe did more
than simply chronicle Catholic atrocities. He also laid the groundwork for the
marriage of Protestantism to the concept of what it was to be English. Queen
Mary was nefarious not only for her persecutions, but because she had wed
the Catholic king of Spain, thereby endangering the Protestant succession in
England. The Book of Martyrs demonstrated that tyranny came from abroad:
Versailles, Madrid, and ultimately the Vatican, from which the pope attempted
to control the world. Conversely, freedom resided wherever true Englishmen
and women lived. By definition a true Englishman was a Protestant.

Foxe depicted England as a uniquely Protestant nation and the English
people as the chosen people of God. From the Actes and Monuments read-
ers learned that true Englishmen were Protestants and that Catholics were
bloodthirsty zealots who served foreign despots and would stop at nothing to
extirpate Protestantism. 7he Book of Martyrs is one of the earliest expressions
of a cultural formula that became a commonplace in the Anglo-American
world during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: to be English was
to be Protestant, to be Protestant was to be free, therefore Englishmen were
by nature free men. The association between Protestantism and the vaunted
“liberties of Englishmen” was a close one for Englishmen in England and in
the colonies.

The influence of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs should not be underestimated. It
went through many editions and held a prominent place in English Protestant
churches well into the nineteenth century. In many Anglican churches the
Book of Martyrs had a place next to the Bible on the altar. Readings from the
Actes and Monuments were also made part of the liturgy in some parishes.
By the seventeenth- century the message of the Book of Martyrs had filtered
throughout English society. In England, Protestantism became wed to the
notion of being a good Englishman. Catholicism, or popery, was antithetical
to the survival of England and had to be countered.
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Foxe’s book was popular because it resonated so strongly among the people
of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England. The Englishman or woman
born in 1550 could easily recall the Marian persecutions, the rising of the
Catholic northern earls against Queen Elizabeth in 1570, the attempt by the
Spanish to conquer England in 1588, as well as the 1605 Gunpowder Plot
of Guy Fawkes and a small band of Catholic conspirators who attempted
to assassinate King James I and destroy Parliament. The struggle between
Spain and England in the early modern period gave rise to a potent variant of
English anti-popery which was oriented against the Iberian power. According
to this “Black Legend,” the Spanish were the most powerful and ruthless of
papists. They were especially bent upon conquering England and subjecting
the English to their infamous Inquisition. The image of captured English sail-
ors enslaved on Spanish galleys was particularly powerful and common in the
sixteenth century. The frequent conflicts between Spain and England made
the fear and hatred of Spain and things Spanish a common element of English
nationalism. Each of these incidents reinforced the theme of Foxe’s Book of
Martyrs: Catholics were forever scheming to return England to Rome, and
they would stop at nothing to achieve their goal, including regicide.

Ironically, the only British regicides of the seventeenth century were
Protestants who killed a king they suspected of harboring popish sympathies.
Only when the English fear of things Catholic and the belief that popery and
tyranny were synonymous are taken into account, can the political upheav-
als of seventeenth-century England be properly understood. For example,
Charles I was widely suspect, in part, because his wife was a French Catholic
and because his archbishop had introduced “popish” innovations into the
Anglican church. Questions about Charles’ alleged Catholicism helped make
his overthrow and execution justifiable in the minds of many Protestants.
After the Stuart Restoration, the fear of resurgent Catholicism became more
pronounced. Protestants even suspected that the great London fire of 1666
was the work of Catholic saboteurs. In 1679 a wave of anti-Catholic paranoia
swept the country in the wake of the so called “Popish Plot” of Catholics
to take over the country. Charles II, like his father, was widely suspected of
being a crypto-Catholic. His brother and successor, James II, was a practic-
ing Catholic. The prospect of a Catholic succession after the birth of his
son in 1685 was the primary cause of the Glorious Revolution. Forevermore
the Stuarts were linked in the popular mind with popery and tyranny. They
reinforced their place as a treacherous Catholic dynasty during the two eigh-
teenth-century attempts by the Stuart Pretenders to seize the throne and over-
turn the Catholic succession.

Anti-Catholicism permeated English culture by the end of the seven-
teenth century. It found expression not only in Foxe’s Actes and Monuments
but in the streets of England as well. David Cressy has demonstrated that a
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“Protestant calendar” existed in Elizabethan and Stuart England that gave the
people ample opportunity to commemorate important days in the English
Protestant year. For example, the English regularly celebrated Guy Fawkes
Day (Gunpowder Treason Day) with the ringing of bells and the burning of
bonfires. Each year Englishmen honored the anniversary of Queen Elizabeth’s
accession (November 17) in a similar manner. By the end of the seventeenth-
century, public demonstrations in England frequently included the burning
of the pope and the devil in efhgy.

Popular anti-popery remained a feature of English life during the eigh-
teenth century. In 1715 and 1745 angry Protestant crowds attacked Catholics
during the attempts of the Stuart Pretenders to seize the throne. Crowds
burned the pope in effigy on Gunpowder Treason Day as well as in more
spontaneous demonstrations such as the street fights between Whigs and
Tories in 1715. Popular celebrations with an anti-papal theme occurred
whenever Britain defeated one of her Catholic foes. Crowds gathered to
salute Vice-Admiral Edward Vernon and to celebrate his triumph over the
Spanish at Porto Bello in 1739. Similar celebrations greeted the news of the
fall of Louisbourg in 1745 and the capture of Quebec in 1759. The potency
and persistence of popular anti-Catholicism became apparent in 1780 when
thousands of Londoners participated in the Gordon Riots which were sparked
by a parliamentary act to repeal anti-Catholic legislation.

English settlers brought the English anti-papal tradition to New England
during the seventeenth century. Foxe’s Book of Martyrs was a commonly
owned book in seventeenth-century Massachusetts. The town of Concord
owned a copy which it made available to interested townsmen. Adaptations
of Foxe’s stories appeared in children’s books. New Englanders embraced the
Protestant calendar of early modern England. During the seventeenth cen-
tury, New Englanders occasionally celebrated Guy Fawkes Day. The people
of colonial New England also embraced the political and patriotic aspects
of anti-popery. For them the opposition to Catholicism and their loyalty as
Englishmen and women were one and the same.

During the eighteenth century, New England anti-popery, while similar
to its English cousin, developed along its own lines according to local circum-
stances. While popery threatened the liberties of New Englanders, they feared
the Catholic Indians of Canada and their French sponsors more than Spanish
galleys. Until the end of the Seven Years' War, anti-popery remained a potent
force in New England life. The New England variant of anti-popery would
play an important role in the coming of the American Revolution.

/)

In 1750 Judge Paul Dudley of the Massachusetts Supreme Court of Judicature,
a prominent colonist, died at age seventy five. Dudley willed to his alma
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mater, Harvard College (Dudley received his A.B. from Harvard in 1690 and
his A.M. in 1693), £133.6.8 to endow a series of four lectures to be given
annually at the college. According to Dudley’s will, the third lecture should be
devoted toward “exposing the Idolatry of the Romish church, their tyranny,
usurpations and other crying wickedness, in their high places; and finally that
the church of Rome is that mystical Babylon, that man of sin, that Apostate
church spoken of in the New Testament.” Dudley’s will reflected three of the
most important criticisms of the Catholic Church among eighteenth-century
New Englanders: the beliefs that the Catholic Church was idolatrous, tyran-
nical, and represented the Antichrist of the Book of Revelation.

One of the most consistent criticisms of the Catholic Church among
eighteenth-century New Englanders was its idolatry. Pierre Berault, a former
Jesuit who had become a Protestant and wrote an exposé of his former faith,
declared: “That it is flat Idolatry to worship God in any Image is expressed
and manifested by the Children of Israel when they made the Golden Calf
to be a representation of God.” Berault concluded, “The Idolatry of Rome
is as gross and wicked as theirs was.” The author of an anonymous cate-
chism published in 1746 explained in no terms the view that New England
Protestants took toward Catholic idolatry: “it is not lawful to make Images
of God; nor to direct our Worship to an Image or to give religious Worship
to any Creature.” To do so would be an expression of superstition, not faith.
The author continued, “It were innumerable to account the many vain
Fopperies in their Devotions, which they place Religion in; As the tooth of
St. Christopher, the Hair of St. Peter’s Beard.” The Catholic attachment to
religious relics was unacceptable idolatry and superstition in the eyes of New
England’s Protestants.

The idolatrous nature of Catholicism was more than the alleged hair and
teeth of long-dead saints. In Protestant eyes, idolatry lay at the very heart of
the Catholic liturgy. The outspoken pastor of Boston’s West Church, Jonathan
Mayhew, devoted the 1765 Dudleian Lecture to the subject on May 8, 1765.
In a sermon titled Popish Idolatry, Mayhew attacked the doctrine of transub-
stantiation and the eucharist as the chief forms of idolatry in the Catholic
Church: “The host is often carried in procession with great solemnity: and
those who are but casually present when it passes are obliged to kneel down
in an act of worship to God; unless perhaps, they will run the risque of the
inquisition, or of being knocked on the head by the devout rabble that attend
it.” Mayhew went on to allege that the very absurdity of transubstantiation
was proof that it was an idolatrous belief. In so doing, Mayhew attacked
the very heart of the Catholic liturgy, and the most important tenets of the
Catholic faith.

New Englanders believed that the Catholic clergy promoted idolatry in
order to keep the laity in a state of scriptural and spiritual ignorance. A for-
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mer priest explained popish bigotry as the product of “blind faith in what
the preachers and Priests tell them; and next to this, that it is not allowed to
them to read scriptures, nor books of controversy about religion.” In the 1777
Dudleian Lecture, Edward Wigglesworth criticized the Catholic Church
for “setting up oral traditions as of equal authority with sacred Scriptures,
[which] has opened the door for the admission of doctrines and precepts into
that church, subversive to those delivered by Christ and his Apostles.” To
eighteenth-century New Englanders, ignorance of the scripture was a certain
invitation to eternal damnation in the eyes of God. Scriptural illiteracy led to
anti-Christian idolatry, which in turn made it impossible for individuals to
enjoy God’s saving grace. In their attitudes toward scripture, Catholics were
the antithesis of New Englanders. . . .

New Englanders believed that the Catholic clergy promoted idolatry in
order to keep the laity ignorant of the spiritual truths of scripture. In this
manner Catholics were denied salvation and were easily controlled by priests.
Anti-Catholic writers devoted extensive space to decrying the power and
influence of the Catholic clergy. Antonio Gavin, a former Jesuit, described the
Catholic clergy as “wolves in sheep’s clothing, that devour [the laity], and put
them in the way of damnation.” Three attributes dominate the descriptions
of the clergy in eighteenth-century literature: carnality, greed, and cruelty.

Perhaps the most popular literary portrayal of Catholic priests in colonial
New England was that of the priest as lecher. It was a common belief that
all Catholic priests took advantage of their positions to gratify their sexual
desires. New Englanders believed that the origins of popish carnality lay in
church doctrine. They held that priestly celibacy was unnatural and impos-
sible. According to A Protestant’s Resolution: “The Popish doctrine forbid-
ding [priests] to marry, is a devilish and wicked Doctrine. . . it leads to much
Leudness and Villainy, as Fornication, Adultery, Incest, Sodomy, Murder &
c.” New Englanders had an apparently insatiable appetite for tales of popish
carnality. While such accounts probably more accurately reflect the prurient
interests of colonial New Englanders than the indiscretions of the eighteenth-
century Catholic clergy, the belief that the clergy consisted of adulterous,
immoral lechers whose first priority was to gratify their own depraved desires
was widespread in colonial New England. . . .

Clerical extortion undermined the desire of the laity to work hard and
earn money at all. Colonial New Englanders routinely characterized Catholic
countries as havens not only of tyranny but its byproducts, sloth and cor-
ruption. Reverend Samuel Cooper, of the prestigious Brattle Church in
Boston, declared with reference to Catholic Italy, “we cannot wonder to see
the Idleness prevail in those Countries where Tyranny riots upon the Fruits of
honest diligence.” When the clergy robbed the benighted laity of their money,

they also took their economic initiative and industriousness. To colonial New
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Englanders, who prided themselves on their hard work, Catholic indolence
was as odious as Catholic idolatry.

The Catholic clergy was more than greedy and lascivious in New England
eyes; they were also inhumanely cruel, especially to Protestants. According
to Antonio Gavin, “The Roman Catholics with the Pope say ... that no man
can be saved out of their communion, and so they reckon enemies of their
faith all those that are of a different opinion. And we may be sure that the
Protestants . . . are their irreconcilable enemies.” Priests taught Catholics that
they were not required nor expected to show mercy to heretics. The subtitle
to a pamphlet entitled Popish Cruelty Displayed is testimony to the connec-
tion between the clergy and persecution in the minds of New Englanders:

Being a full and true Account of the Bloody and Hellish Massacre in Ireland,
Perpetrated by the Instigation of the Jesuits, Priests, and Fryars, who were
the chief Promoters of those Horrible Murthers, unheard of Cruelties, barba-
rous Villainies and inhuman Practices, executed by the Irish Papists upon the
English Protestants in the Year 1641.

According to this pamphlet the Catholic clergy instigated the alleged mas-
sacres of 1641 by providing eucharist to the Irish “upon the condition they
should neither spare, Man, Woman, nor Child of the Protestants. . . . They
openly professed, that they held it as lawful to kill a Protestant as to kill a
Dog.” Colonial New Englanders had little problem believing that Catholic
priests were the authors of such massacres when they looked to the north and
saw the results of Jesuit influence among the Native Americans of Canada
who occasionally raided the New England frontier.

The ultimate engine of popish cruelty was the infamous Court of
Inquisition employed to root out heresy in Catholic countries. According
to Samuel Cooper, “the inhumanity of her court of inquisition is not to be
equaled among the most barbarous nations, nor by any court erected by the
gravest tyrant.” The Inquisition was especially galling to New Englanders
because it existed to forbid free expression, especially in matters of religion. In
1750 Jonathan Mayhew declared, “God be thanked, one may in any part of
the British Dominions, speak freely . . . without being in danger either of the
bastille or the inquisition.” According to former Inquisitor Antonio Gavin,
“the Inquisitors have a despotic power to command every living soul; and no
excuse is to be given, nor contradiction to made to their orders, nay the peo-
ple have not liberty to speak nor complain.” The methods of the Inquisition
were enough to make the blood of the staunchest Protestants curdle. Gavin
described an oven with a large pan in it, a wheel “covered on both sides with
thick boards . . . all the circumference of the wheel set with sharp rasors,” and
a pit full of serpents and toads. According to Gavin:
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The dry pan and gradual fire are for the use of Hereticks, and those that
oppose the Holy Father’s will and pleasure, for they are put all naked and alive
into the pan, and the cover of it being locked up, the executioner begins to
put in the oven a small fire, and by degrees he augmenteth it till the body is
burnt into ashes. The second is designed for those that speak against the Pope
and the Holy Fathers, and they are put within the wheel, and the door being
locked, the executioner turns the wheel till the person is dead. And the third
is for those who contemn the images, and refuse to give the due respect and
veneration to ecclesiastical persons, for they are thrown into the pit, & there
they become food of the serpents and toads.

For a people well versed in Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, such behavior from Catholic
clergymen, while frightening, was certainly not surprising.

New Englanders so feared and hated the Catholic clergy that they took legal
action to insure that they would not have to suffer the presence of Catholic
clerics in their midst. With the exception of James II's brief reign, Catholics
were denied religious freedom in all the New England colonies. Massachusetts
adopted the strongest measures to prevent the presence of Catholicism within
its borders. In 1647 the Great and General Court, “taking into consider-
ation the great wars, combustions and divisions which are this day in Europe,
and at the same are observed to be raised chiefly by the secret underminings
and solicitations of those of the Jesuitical order,” adopted a law banishing all
Catholic clergymen from Massachusetts. Any priests found in Massachusetts
who had once been banished, were to be executed. Massachusetts lawmakers
reenacted the law on June 17, 1700, against “divers Jesuits, priests, and popish
missionaries” not for instigating trouble in Europe but “who by their subtile
insinuations industriously labor to debauch, seduce and withdraw the Indians
from their due obedience to his majesty.” The 1700 law reflects the specific
New England context for the fear of Catholicism as the eighteenth century
began. Rather than focus on the threat popery posed to the Protestant succes-
sion in Britain, New Englanders were more concerned about the activities of
the popish missionaries who threatened them from Canada. The anti-priest
law of 1700 remained in force until the American Revolution.

New Englanders primarily feared the Catholic clergy as the agents of pop-
ish oppression. Exposing “the tyranny, usurpations and other crying wicked-
ness in their high places,” was the second heading in Judge Dudley’s bequest
against popery. In New England eyes, the Catholic clergy were part of a vast
hierarchy that oppressed lay people, stifled free discourse, and hampered free
trade. At the head of this hierarchy was the pope, an omnipotent, blood-
thirsty bigot who would stop at nothing to extirpate Protestantism.

For eighteenth-century New Englanders, well versed as they were in
English history, popery and tyranny were synonymous. Jonathan Mayhew
declared: “we ought in reason and prudence to detest the church of Rome, in



68 Critical Issues in American Religious History

the same degree that we prize freedom. Her laws, more arbitrary than those
of Draco, are, in effect, like his, all written in blood. Popery and liberty are
incompatible; at irreconcilable enmity with each other.” Tyranny was the cor-
ollary of popery. Conversely, liberty was the corollary of Protestantism. Just
as there could be no reconciliation between Protestantism and tyranny, there
could be no compromise between popery and liberty.

New Englanders believed that Catholics were part of a vast international
conspiracy to seek world domination. They believed that Catholics owed
their loyalty first and foremost to that conspiracy and its head, the pope.
They held that the pope used his religious influence to maintain his tyranni-
cal grip. Because they owed their allegiance to the pope, Catholics could not
be trusted with any civil power in Protestant countries. Englishmen cited this
belief as a justification for their anti-Catholic laws. New Englanders readily
concurred. In 1772 the frecholders of Boston voted that Catholics should
be excluded from voting because “those they call hereticks may be destroyed
without mercy; beside their recognizing the Pope in so absolute a manner,
in subversion of the Government leading directly to the worst anarchy and
confusion, civil discord, war, and bloodshed.” A subject could not have two
masters, and, since the pope required blind and absolute obedience, Catholics
could not be trusted with civil power.

The papal threat concerned more than religion. The freedom of humanity
was at stake in the battle between Catholicism and Protestantism. Jonathan
Mayhew explained:

Our controversy with her [the Catholic Church] is not merely a religious one
... but a defense of our laws, liberties and civil rights as men, in opposition
to the proud claims and encroachments of ecclesiastical persons, who under
the pretext of religion, and saving men’s souls, would engross all power and
property to themselves and reduce us to the most abject slavery.

Such a view fostered a manichean outlook toward Catholicism and Catholics
among New Englanders. They believed there could be no compromise
between popish tyranny and Protestant liberty.

17

At no time was anti-papal feeling higher than during the last great conflict
between the French and the English in North America, the French and Indian
War (1754-1763). New Englanders participated in the conflict in extraordi-
nary numbers. For them the conflict was an anti-papal crusade. As Sylvanus
Conant, the pastor at Middleborough, Massachusetts, told the militia of the
town on April 6, 1759, “our Enemies in the present bloody Controversy are
no less Enemies to God, to Religion, Liberty, and the pure Worship of the
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Gospel than to us.” Samuel Bird assured a group of soldiers, “you are to fight
for King George, the best of Kings, against proud Lewis; . . . you are to draw
the Sword in the Cause of King JESUS, the King of Kings, in the Defence of
his Subjects: against the Emissaries and Incendiaries of Hell and Rome.” Such
conclusions were a natural consequence of an anti-papal perspective which
recognized no room for compromise between popery and Protestantism.

The anxiety of New Englanders was very great in the early years of the
conflict when the French enjoyed repeated successes on the battlefield. The
prospect of French victory terrified New Englanders. Jonathan Mayhew
described the dreadful consequences of French victory in the Massachusetts
election sermon he delivered on May 29, 1754. The annual election sermon
was probably the single most important sermon delivered throughout the
year, for the minister had the collective ear of the political and clerical leaders
of the colony. Mayhew made the most of his opportunity.

According to Mayhew, if the French defeated the English, tyranny would
triumph over liberty and evil over good. The minister described a chilling
vision of New England after a French victory.

Do I behold them spreading desolation thro’ the land! Do I see the slaves
of Louis with their Indian allies dispossessing the freeborn subjects of King
George of the inheritance received from their forefathers? . . . Do I see this
godly patrimony ravished from them by those who never knew what property
was, except by seizing that of others for an insatiable Lord!

Mayhew struck a nerve in all New Englanders with such a vision. The
prospect of Catholic slaves and Indians ravishing the property of free-born
English Protestants was the worst nightmare of colonial New Englanders.
The minister skillfully described a conquered New England where the French
had conquered not only the people but their history. How, after all, could
New Englanders stand by and see their patrimony stolen from them by pop-
ish slaves? To do so would be to lose all that the settlers of New England had
achieved.

True Christianity was at stake in the conflict. Mayhew described the reli-
gious life of post-conquest New England:

Do I see Christianity banished for popery! The Bible for the mass-book! The
oracles of truth, for fabulous legends! Do I see the sacred edifices erected here
to the honour of the true God and his Son . . . laid in ruins themselves! Instead
of a train of Christ’s faithful, laborious ministers, do I behold an herd of lazy
monks, and Jesuits, and exorcists and inquisitors!

If the French were not defeated, Mayhew warned, “liberty, property, religion,
happiness” would be “changed, or rather transubstantiated into slavery, pov-
erty, superstition, wretchedness.” Mayhew’s election sermon is a masterpiece
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of anti-papal propaganda. The minister cleverly and effectively drew a con-
trast between a Protestant and a Catholic New England to demonstrate to his
fellow Yankees what was at stake in the conflict with France. Mayhew’s ser-
mon is the most famous of hundreds of similar sermons delivered throughout
New England in the early years of the war.

New England anxiety turned to cautious optimism in 1758, when, for
the second time in thirteen years, an Anglo-American expedition captured
Louisbourg. Revitalized by the ministry of William Pitt, the English cap-
tured Quebec in September 1759. In 1760 they captured Montreal. When
the Treaty of Paris was signed in 1763, the British had won the war and driven
the French from North America. Nathaniel Appleton explained the victory
in true New England fashion, “as Canada was the only Province of Roman
Catholicks in these Northern Parts of America, so God has now made him-
self known by [the] awful Judgements which he has executed upon Them.”
Though it might enjoy some early success, popery could not triumph because
God would not permit it.

The conquest of Canada became one of the highlights in the triumphal
story of Protestantism in New England. In a style reminiscent of Mayhew, Eli
Forbes described his post-war vision of Canada as a Protestant utopia.

Canada is subdued-how pleasing the sound . . . Methinks I see Towns enlarged,
Settlements increased and this howling wilderness become a fruitful Field,
which the Lord hath blessed; and to complete the scene, I see Churches rise
out of the Superstitions of Roman Bigotry and flourish in Every Christian
Grace, and divine Ornament, where has been the seat of Satan and Indian
Idolatry.

Freed from the shackles of popery, Canada would flourish under Protestantism
just as New England had. Where popery hindered industry, Protestantism
encouraged it. Protestant enlightenment would supplant popish ignorance.
Above all, exclaimed Nathaniel Appleton, “Romish corrupt Principles [would]
be extirpated so as never to have Root again in this new World!” In the twelve
years between the Peace of Paris and the fighting in Lexington, concern over
Catholicism in Canada would be a major preoccupation in New England.

A%

The various elements of colonial New England anti-popery combined to form
what I have called the anti-papal persuasion. This was a coherent intellectual
system with an internal logic which helped define colonial New England cul-
ture. The system was greater than the sum of its parts. As an intellectual
system, anti-popery was cyclical: Protestants were free because they had the
intellectual freedom to read scripture; in turn, their intellectual freedom per-
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mitted their religious and political freedom; religious and political freedom
produced economic initiative and drive which produced economic prosper-
ity—the emblem of a free society; prosperity allowed the freedom and edu-
cation to study scripture. Popery promoted a contrary cycle: Catholics were
denied access to scripture, therefore they were ignorant; ignorance, in turn,
made them easy dupes for tyrants, secular and religious, thus the church hier-
archy was able to steal the wealth of its laity; therefore Catholics were mired
in poverty and ignorance which cost them their freedom and their souls.

The image of Catholicism that prevailed in colonial New England was
a nightmarish inversion of all that New Englanders held dear. Catholics
embodied all the vices and weaknesses that New Englanders abhorred and
were determined to avoid. They were licentious, ignorant, lazy, and illiter-
ate. They had no self-control. They did not control their property. They did
not exercise their own judgment in matters of politics or religion. Rather,
Catholics were controlled by a domineering, scheming, grasping hierarchy
headed by the pope who was in league with Satan. The papal world was a
caricature of all that colonial New Englanders detested and feared.

In defining their foes, anti-popery also helped New Englanders define
themselves. In decrying the characteristics of Catholicism, New Englanders
defined themselves as sober, industrious, literate, and, above all, free. The
comparison with Catholicism is significant for it gave New Englanders an
important yardstick by which they could measure their own society. They
were able to reach the conclusion that they were “God’s New English Israel”
when they compared their society to the decadent corruption and oppression
they saw in France, Spain, and Italy.

Anti-popery provided the people of eighteenth-century New England
with a sense of control and order in an uncertain and dangerous world. Since
the majority of colonial New Englanders were nominally Calvinists of vari-
ous stripes, most would not presume to claim control over the destiny of
their souls. However, by comparison with Catholics, they exercised remark-
able autonomy over their lives and property in this world. In politics they
enjoyed local control of their governments, unlike Catholics who were ruled
by tyrants at the beck and call of the pope in Rome. In religious matters,
their ministers were answerable to their congregations in stark contrast to the
Roman hierarchy. New Englanders did not pay tithes to support an indolent,
lascivious, unprincipled, clergy. There were no priests in New England to
ravish its virtuous Protestant maidens or to rob its freemen of their hard-
earned patrimony.

Anti-papal values bound colonial New Englanders together despite their
pronounced economic, political, religious, and intellectual divisions. The
anti-papal persuasion muted social divisions by appealing to common cultural
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values. The pervasiveness of the anti-papal persuasion and the vital social role
it played in eighteenth-century New England are most apparent in Boston’s
commemoration of Guy Fawkes Day.

§12 Saints and Sisters: Congregational and Quaker Women in
the Early Colonial Period

MARY MarLEs DuNnN

Source: Mary Maples Dunn, “Saints and Sisters: Congregational and
Quaker Women in the Early Colonial Period,” American Quarterly 30.5
(1978): 582-601. Copyright © The American Studies Association.
Reprinted by permission of The Johns Hopkins University Press.

It is frequently observed in Christian societies that the women go to church.
The implication is that the church, or even religion, is in some way more
necessary to women than to men, although women are submissive to the men
who dominate the priesthoods. But how and why this gender differentiation
develops in respect to religion is imperfectly understood; we are not certain
that it is inherent in Christianity itself; we do not know why it becomes part
of a social-religious order, what functions it might have in that society, nor
what conditions produce the dichotomy. American experience in the seven-
teenth and early eighteenth centuries offers the historian two Protestant cases
to investigate and contrast, the Puritan Congregationalists and the Quakers.
Puritans and Quakers pursued different routes to settlement in America, with
different results for women.

The religious intensity and excitement in England prior to and during
the Civil War gave rise to both Puritanism and Quakerism, and provided
a background in which a rethinking of Christian doctrine was taking place
and church governance and church-state relationships were being questioned.
This fluid situation was particularly important to women. The Protestant
dismissal of the cult of Mary and of the nunneries opened up questions about
the position of women, both in society and in the structure of the church, and
destroyed the most powerful female religious symbol and role model. The
result was a period of intense religious activity in which Puritan and Quaker
women in America took part. Indeed, removal to America may have been
particularly invigorating to the Protestant women who took part in these reli-
gious migrations, because of the sense shared by both men and women that
they were free from traditional restraints. But in Puritan Congregationalism,
despite the vigor and enthusiasm of the first-generation women, women were
disciplined to accept male authority, socialized to submission, and accus-
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tomed to filling the churches. Amongst Quakers we discover religious experi-
ence and church governance more equally shared by women and men.

There were at least three factors that determined these different outcomes
for women in the “City on a Hill” and the “Holy Experiment.” First, it was
necessary to the development of a predominantly female piety that there be
some objectives of the society that required female piety, and at least to some
extent excused it in men. Second, scripture had to be interpreted in a way
that asserted female inferiority. Therefore, the interests of those who had the
power to formulate doctrine and interpret the word of God were determi-
nants of the female role. The third factor is related to the second. Those who
had the power to exert discipline over women had power to socialize them in
the church.

The Puritan development precedes the Quaker one. The first generation
of Puritan immigrants to America were not yet sectarians; they were groping
their way toward a form of church governance which would be free from the
evils of episcopacy. The godly, both inside and outside the ministry, were
making their way toward a doctrinal position that would explain their sense
of communion with God. The lines between lay and clerical authority were
blurred. Puritans certainly brought in their baggage a sense of the inferiority
of women; but belief in female equality before the Lord also made it uncer-
tain what role women would play in a new religious order.

The fundamental statement of female inferiority was, of course, found in
Genesis. Eve, the first to listen to Satan and the seducer of Adam, brought
to women a heavy share of original sin; and to Adam, to man, the message
that he should have known better than to listen to woman. Woman in this
case was also a vehicle for Satan, not able to see through his wiles, wanting
in intellect, needing protection. Genesis 3:16 imposed the correction and
punishment: “Unto the woman he said, I will greatly increase thy sorrows,
& thy conceptions. In sorrow shalt thou bring forth children, and thy desire
shall be subject to thine husband, and he shall rule over thee.” The Calvinist
sense of original sin was powerful, and it was unlikely that Puritans could ever
reject the notion that God required submission of women.

The traditional Christian rules which might govern the place and conduct
of a woman in the church, and the authorities she should seck in matters of
doctrine, were asserted for Puritans by St. Paul. Paul was widely accepted as
authority by those who wished to recapitulate in their own time the primitive
Christian church, and he was therefore important to New World Puritans.
Paul seemed to make his position clear in his letters to the Corinthians and,
later, to Timothy and Titus. In 1 Corinthians 14:34-35 he said, “Let your
women keep silence in the Churches: for it is not permitted unto them to
speak: but they ought to be subject, as also the Law saith. And if they will



74 Critical Issues in American Religious History

learn any thing, let them ask their husbands at home: for it is a shame for a
woman to speak in the Church.” It was not possible to construe this injunc-
tion narrowly as to time and place, that is, only to Corinth, since the Apostle
was equally specific in the later letter to Timothy (1 Tim 2:11-12), “Let the
women learn in silence with all subjection. I permit not a woman to teach,
neither to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence.”

Paul apparently derived these rules from the customs with which he was
familiar; he may have asserted them at first only for Corinth, and later reaf-
firmed them in the realization that the end of human time was not, after all,
at hand. This could account for the fact that in other ways Paul had a more
liberating message for women. In Titus 2:3—4, older women were given a
teaching function: “teachers of honest things, they may instruct the young
women to be sober minded, that they love their husbands, that they love their
children.” Paul also insisted that women were to share equally in the benefits
of the new order. He wrote to the Galatians (3:28), “There is neither Jew nor
Grecian: there is neither bond nor free: there is neither male nor female: for
you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Furthermore, even in the first letter to the
Corinthians there is some confusion, since he said in 1 Corinthians 11:3-5,
“But I will that you know, that Christ is the head of every man: & the man is
the woman’s head: and God is Christ’s head. Every man praying or prophecy-
ing having any thing on his head, dishonoreth his head. But every woman
that prayeth or prophecieth barecheaded, dishonoreth her head: for it is even
one very thing, as though she were shaven.” The implication of inferiority
is clear; but so is the possibility of speaking in the church, and the ancient
Biblical tradition of women prophets receives recognition.

The people of New England could, if they wanted, find in Paul a situation
parallel to their own: a radical spiritual message of equality in tension with
social custom. It was not certain how the tension between these two views of
women would be resolved in New England, and in this situation (which may
have obtained at all times and on all frontiers in the Christian religion) many
women engaged themselves in both experiments in church governance and in
the discussion of doctrine. A few of them made their marks.

Women shared fully in the excitement that creation of a new religious
settlement produced, and they responded to the challenge with intelligence,
vigor, and enthusiasm. The covenanted or gathered church was a source of
a feeling of equality. Women also tried to control doctrines in many areas,
including those relating specifically to women. Unfortunately, heresy trials
constitute much of the evidence that women tried to assert themselves. This
is unfortunate because those charged with heresy were considered extremists
whom the Puritans rejected and because these women were more apt to per-
ish than to publish. Their trial records are our only evidence of their doctrinal
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positions, and those records were written by male opponents. Nevertheless,
they are ample testimony that women were neither silent nor submissive.

Anne Hutchinson is the most famous of these women, because the
doctrine that she, John Cotton, and their followers tried to bring to gen-
eral acceptance in Boston would have changed profoundly the thrust of the
Massachusetts experiment. Hutchinson and the Antinomians rejected the
doctrine of sanctification or the “Covenant of Works” (the idea that outward
behavior or a righteous life was a sign of justification or redemption of one’s
soul by Christ). Their own doctrine, or “Covenant of Grace,” insisted that
redemption came only through the gift of grace. Hutchinson’s own knowl-
edge of this was her sense of direct communion with the Holy Spirit. In
the Antinomian view, the Covenant of Works had a deadening effect on the
spiritual life of the community because it encouraged too much scrutiny of
behavior and led to formalism or legalism in establishing rules of behavior
which, consistently observed, would prepare for or offer evidence of election
by God to sainthood. The Antinomians acquired a following that threat-
ened a breakdown in Massachusetts’ ideological unity, an overturning of the
authority of law and therefore of social discipline, and a real revolution in the
norms for Christian (Puritan) behavior. It was possible for a woman to share
in the leadership of such a movement because the Covenant of Grace could
free her from restraints emanating from a rigid application of the rules of a
Covenant of Works.

The story of Hutchinson’s trial and defeat is too well known to need retell-
ing here. However, it is worth pointing out again that she was a tough woman,
intelligent and learned, determined to remake the church. She had remarkable
vigor and a charisma that might have changed the course of Massachusetts
history had she been a man. It was clear that her judges, particularly John
Winthrop, thought she headed a “potent party” and was a formidable enemy.
They were determined to get rid of her. She was a good match for them in all
theological discussions, and over and over again in the trial they were forced
to revert to the issue of women speaking and teaching. Hutchinson insisted
that she worked within the Pauline rules; her judges were sure she did not.

At the heart of their disagreement was the fact that Hutchinson applied
Paul in a positive way to her situation, while her judges were determined to
stick to the reading most restricting for women. For example, she maintained
that in the large meetings held in her house to discuss sermons, she could
speak because this was private, that is, not in the church; that she could, as
an older woman, teach younger women; that she could, when asked, teach
and counsel men in private. But she also declared a right to public utterance
in exercising a gift of prophesy, for which she found Biblical precedent. Her
judges decided that the age of prophesy was over. Finally, “. . .to justify this
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her disordered course, she said she walked by the rule of the Apostle, Gal.
which she called the rule of the new creature. . . .” [italics added], that is,
Galatians 3:28 “there is neither male nor female: for you are all one in Christ
Jesus.” Hutchinson insisted, then, in applying the broadest possible definition
of Christian responsibility to women’s roles in religion. Because she argued in
the context of a situation which seemed to her judges to be threatening to the
Puritan establishment, they were not able to consider the problem dispassion-
ately, and the judgment against her was the most important decision Puritans
made about women’s place in the formulation of doctrines. . . .

However, some evidence of aggressive females and a church seemingly
more open to the formulation of less limiting policies for women is found in
the notebook or diary of John Fiske (1637-1675), a clergyman of Wenham.
In this church, in which the pastor always referred to his congregation as “the
brethren and sisters,” and usually fully identified women (that is, he used
both the father’s and husband’s names and the woman’s Christian name),
there was brisk debate in the 1640s over female membership. It was argued
first that women themselves had publicly to relate their religious experiences
and their sense of election, if the church were to judge their fitness for mem-
bership. Therefore the act of qualification seemed to require women to speak
in church. The diary noted that in some churches men, elders or ministers,
were reading the women’s statements, on the grounds that women should
keep silent; and Wenham produced scriptural examples of female prophets
to justify female public speaking of this kind. The case was similar to the one
made by Anne Hutchinson.

Secondly, Wenham church decided that women were not automatically
transferred from one church to another when their husbands moved, and
it badgered the Salem church to get individual dismissions for women. The
issue appears to have been pushed by one Joan White, who also took an
active role in church governance; she spoke in church meetings and made
motions which the congregation acted upon. In her relation, she said that
she “was brought up in a poore Ignorant place,” and although she came to
New England because she believed good people came there, she was “for a
long space of time living far in ye woods, from the means; and reading on
Rom. 10, Faith commeth by hearing; put her affections onward ye desire of
ye means.” In short, she wanted to get out of the woods and into a church,
and was enjoying every minute of it. Wenham, too, had to face the difficulty
of an “unnatural birth.” In 1646 John Fiske examined a stillborn child who
might have been judged a monster, but Fiske proved a careful observer. In the
presence of female witnesses, he performed a partial autopsy, decided that the
child was basically normal, and cleared the mother.

Wenham church gives us a number of aggressive women, behaving inde-
pendently, taking an active role in church governance, and being taken seri-
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ously. Then in late 1655, Fiske and a number of his followers moved from
Wenham to Chelmsford, where they started a new church. In establishing
local practices, they concluded in early 1656, “this day agrrd [sic] by ye church
yt ye officer should repeate & declare ye Relation of ye wo: to ye church.”
In the following decade fewer and fewer women appear in Fiske’s pages, and
in Chelmsford as in almost all churches, women were referred to as “wife
of”; first names generally went unrecorded. Women lost not only voice, but
also identity. Furthermore, the experience in Chelmsford was not unique. By
1660, in all of the church records examined for this study, silence had been
enjoined on women in the matter of the relation. Silence also prevented them
from having a voice in cases of discipline. Judgment was in the hands of
men, and more and more the minister instructed the brethren in their voting.
Women seem to have been disciplined in numbers out of proportion to their
share of congregational populations, and their offenses were increasingly con-
nected with social behavior, not with heresy. What had happened?

Certainly women continued to respond positively to the church, far more
so than the men. Scattered admissions data for 28 Congregational churches
(18 from Massachusetts and 10 from Connecticut) show a steady growth
in the proportion of female admissions. In the 1630s and 1640s male and
female admissions were fairly equal, but a shift began in the 1650s, and after
1660 female admissions exceed male. . . .

Before 1660 women probably joined the church in numbers somewhat
out of proportion to their part of the total population. However, by 1640
women may have accounted for as much as 40 percent of the population and
by 1660, at least in Massachusetts, the sex ratio would have narrowed still
further. In any case, the more important point to be developed is women’s
preponderance in the church population, even after their attempts to share in
governance were defeated and male membership shrank.

The best explanation for this phenomenon may come from the anthro-
pologists, who have suggested that all societies tend to esteem male roles more
than female ones; and that there is a universal tendency to make what the
man does a matter of public importance, what the woman does a domestic
matter, carrying less status. New England allows us to add another dimension
to these statements: when a society as a whole suffers from a serious conflict
in its goals, it can use gender role differences to resolve that conflict. It can
do this by assigning one set of goals to men, and another to women. This
guarantees that those goals which are feminine will become domestic issues
and command less social importance. The men can ignore them and apply
themselves to male goals.

The Puritans had not been long in New England before the ministry began
to murmur about some decline in piety. When it became clear that they would
not be called home to England in triumph, men turned to building a permanent
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civil society. Historians have long tried both to explain the Puritans’ loss of a
sense of mission and to discover how they handled their guilt. But it is possible
that what was seen as a “declension” was only a loss of male piety, that Puritans
adopted more stringent gender role differences, and turned their church into
a feminine institution. In this church, passive females, ruled over by ministers,
would personify Christian virtue. One stage in defusing goal conflict, then,
was female dominance in number in the church; it is well known that such
organizations lose value when they lose male members.

A number of issues are important in understanding the religious terms of
the decline in male admissions. Some ministers understood (where historians
have failed) that there were still many people joining the church; the problem
was that there were fewer men. But they did not seem to comprehend that
policies which they and the elders espoused would have the effect of discour-
aging male admissions. This was because their thrust in church governance
was to reduce the role played by lay men, just as the role of women had been
reduced.

Ministers had responded to the Antinomian crisis by resisting all claims
to lay prophetic power, since it had produced extreme criticism of minis-
ters during the crisis, and in general threatened the ministers’ status in the
church. This was much contested in the 1630s and "40s, but accepted by the
1660s, with the inevitable result that the lay contribution to the making of
the church in New England was reduced. The issues of tests for membership
and authority of the ministers over the congregations were also resolved in
ways that led to expectations of male passivity.

Ministers wanted control over the vote and voice of the congregations.
The Synod of 1637 opposed the practice of asking questions after sermons
and lectures, an opposition certainly created by the Antinomians. The
Cambridge Platform further decreased the laymen’s right to speak (it required
permission from the elders) or to participate in discipline cases; and in the
1640s the ministers took on a kind of veto power in church deliberations.
Many ministers also wanted to relax the requirement, adopted in the 1630s,
that full membership depend in part on a satisfactory account of conversion.
They believed that an increase in membership would follow such relaxation,
and the Half-Way Covenant of 1660 was a step in that direction. Later we
find the suggestion that men who wanted full membership be allowed the
women’s “privilege”; that is, that they be excused from speaking, and allow
the ministers to report their relations for them. The causes and means by
which such positions were reached were complex, but the effect was to enjoin
silence on the men, to lose the egalitarianism inherent in a company of saints,
and to create a ministerial elite. No doubt this was easier to achieve when the
majority of the devout were women. . . .
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Women after 1660 could find great reinforcement in religion for the
female image most of them had always accepted, and which coincided with
their traditional place in the family. To be a good woman was to be a good
Christian. But to be a good man was to be a good citizen, active, competitive,
self-confident. The women were given, and accepted, the task of preservation
of as many values of the Christian community as could be discovered in the
family. Only for women did religion and social goals maintain a close cor-
relation. Puritan women, then, subscribed to a Christian role developed out
of male needs to pursue social goals no longer validated by religion, out of
ministerial determination to control doctrine and governance. They accepted
it because of the defeat and discipline of female dissenters, because of the
correlation between female socialization into family roles and their place in
the church. Perhaps a new role was created, too: as members of the church,
women became the keepers of the covenant and protectors of the idea of mis-
sion. Put historically, women accepted the burdens of the past, and men the
burdens of the future. Put politically, gender differentiation could in this way
be seen as a stage in the separation of church and state.

Quaker women were not so bound by either scripture or society as Puritan
women. When Pennsylvania was founded in 1682, and Quakers found them-
selves in control of an important settlement, the sect had already come through
its experimental stage and had resolved most major questions of doctrine and of
church governance as they applied to women. Quakers were persecuted before
1682, but not directly because of the role women played in the group. Policies
in respect to women never threatened the society as a whole, and women had
the support of the leaders of the Quaker movement. Both George Fox and
Margaret Fell championed female equality and ministries and the inclusion
of women in the governance of the Society. William Penn was committed to
a policy of religious toleration, and religious unity was never a goal, even in
Pennsylvania, as it had been in Massachusetts at the time of the Antinomian
crisis. Moreover, Quakers early began to accept their identity as a “peculiar”
people who marked themselves as social deviants by such characteristics as
their speech, “hat honor” principle, and refusal to take oaths.

Quakers, in common with other radical sects of seventeenth-century
England, but unlike New England Puritans after the Antinomian crisis,
believed in spiritual rebirth, direct inspiration by the Divine Light, and lay
ministries. All three of these doctrinal positions were important to women.
Friends insisted on the possibility of being reborn in the spirit, and on an
informing, indwelling Divine Light. Sex bias had no place in this conversion
experience; there was nothing inherent in the female to prevent her spiritual
rebirth, to hinder the work of the Divine Light. As Fox put it, in an interest-
ing variation of Paul’s message to the Galatians, “Ye are all one man in Christ

Jesus [italics added].”
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Puritans, more ambivalent, believed in spiritual equality, too, but they did
not make room for women in the ministry or church governance and did not
allow revision of scriptural prescriptions for female behavior. But through
emphasis on the Divine Light, viewed as a continuing revelation, Friends
could ignore ancient limitations on women by claiming that the new Light
could, at a minimum, serve as a guide to understanding earlier revelations.
This was crucial to defining the female role. For example, the curse laid on
women in Genesis, which was seen by Puritans as the fundament of inferior-
ity and submission, was reinterpreted by Fox, who considered the spiritual
regeneration of the converted as a triumph over this curse. His opinion was
that, before the Fall, men and women were equal; after their rebirth, this
equality returns: “For man and woman were helpsmeet, in the image of God
and in Righteousness and holiness, in the dominion before they fell; but,
after the Fall, in the transgression, the man was to rule over his wife. But in
the restoration by Christ into the image of God and His righteousness and
holiness again, in that they are helpsmeet, man and woman, as they were
before the Fall.” We have statements by women, too, emphasizing the curse
and woman’s role in redemption. Women could address each other as “you
that are of the true Seed of the promise of God in the beginning, that was to
bruise the Serpent’s head.” The emphasis here is not on guilt or original sin
but on regeneration and triumph.

Nor did Fox or the female Friends of the formative generation accept
the restrictions that St. Paul laid on the women of Corinth and Puritans
laid on the women of New England. The Quakers dismissed these rules as
not pertaining to the regenerate, or to those in whom Christ dwells. As Fox
put it, “and may not the spirit of Christ speak in the Female as well as in the
Male? is he then to be limited?” Fell was certain that Paul spoke to Corinth
alone, or to certain women only. On the issue of learning from their hus-
bands, she pointed out that not all women marry; and in fact it was accept-
able to Quakers that some women stay single. George Keith used as a text
the woman from Samaria (John 4:28-30) who proclaimed Christ without
a university education. Quakers produced other Biblical evidence, too, to
prove that women often played active and prophet roles: Miriam, Hannah,
Mary Magdalen, Susannah, Mary, and Martha were only a few of their cloud
of witnesses. This was an important doctrinal position for women, but also
for all Quakers, who simply took their protest against an ordained ministry
as authorities on revelation to its logical conclusion. In fact, having exposed
and solved for themselves contradictions in Christian messages to women,
Friends proceeded to go their own way. Fox’s first disciple was probably a
woman, and if Fox was the father of Quakerism, Fell was its mother.

The first and most notable way in which Quaker women acted upon their
dispensation and through the spirit within was to engage in the lay ministry;
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through this ministry, they could influence doctrine. A woman first pursued
an internal commitment to a public ministry. She had to be convinced of the
presence of Christ within and that He spoke through her. She might be uncer-
tain and need support and encouragement from other Friends. When her
work as a public exponent of the truth was established she might then believe
herself called to carry that truth abroad. In the early years of the Society,
these missions were designed to proselytize; later, as the Friends became more
withdrawn, they were intended to help keep strong the faith. Of the first 59
publishers of the truth who came to America from 1656 to 1663, nearly half
(26) were women; of these, only four were traveling in ministry with their
husbands. Many of these women exhibited enormous courage and bravery
in the face of the frequently hostile environment and establishments. Mary
Dyer may have been unusual in courting death in Massachusetts, but she was
not unusual in her determination to spread the Quakers’ message. The later
ministry, in which women were equally active, could also take them far afield,
although they traveled to established meetings to maintain a high level of reli-
gious experience. All of these women had the support of their own meetings
and were heard with respect at others.

The other area in which Quaker women engaged most actively was the
women’s meetings, and here we find them playing a part in church gover-
nance, the discipline of women, and the control of membership. Some his-
torians have assumed that women’s meetings were established to give women
enough authority to keep them happy but not enough to make them pow-
erful. The records of women’s meetings do convey a sense of lesser bodies,
with relatively little money, not given the quasi-judicial function which men’s
meetings had in dealing with controversy. However, Fox was concerned about
the role of women, and his message to them was unconventional; and the Fell
women, Margaret and her daughter Sarah, had a great deal to do with the
formation of early women’s meetings and saw them as an instrument for the
expansion of woman’s role.

This is not to say that all Friends agreed; a minority of males attacked the
establishment of women’s meetings, and believed in male superiority. The
Wilkinson-Story schism was in part the result of some men’s objections to the
founding of women’s meetings, and there was opposition to the principle of
equality throughout the colonial period. However, men’s meetings sometimes
helped to assert the authority of the women’s meetings. The Narragansett,
Rhode Island, Men’s Meeting was once asked to sign certificates of dismissal
for women who were moving from one meeting to another, dismissals which
had already been signed by the women’s meeting. They replied that this would
“degrade” the women’s meeting, and stated their belief that “both male &
female are all one in Christ Jesus.”
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The Quaker meeting structure was complicated. As it developed in
Pennsylvania, there was a local weekly meeting for worship and local prepara-
tive meetings, or business meetings which got ready for the monthly meeting.
The monthly meetings were also business meetings, made up of representa-
tives (sometimes called overseers) from several weekly meetings which formed
a small geographic cluster within a county. Quarterly meetings were county
based; and the Philadelphia yearly meeting was colony-wide, although it met
in Burlington in alternate years until 1760. All of the meetings for busi-
ness had separate meetings for men and women, except the Select Meeting
(or meeting for ministers and elders) which also had yearly, quarterly, and
monthly components. This was set up by the yearly meeting in 1714, but not
until 1740 was there a requirement that women be included as elders as well
as ministers. Thus women were included in every part of the Friends” meeting
structure and hierarchy.

The first women’s monthly meetings were formed in 1681, on the advice
of a yearly meeting held in Burlington, which decided that, as Friends were
becoming more numerous, it was necessary to establish a woman’s monthly
meeting “for the better management of the discipline and other affairs of
the church more proper to be inspected by their sex.” It is possible to watch
through the records of monthly meetings the slow growth of organization
and organizational skills at these “grass roots” levels. At first the women sim-
ply recorded the fact that they met, but soon they began to see what business
they should undertake. They disciplined women who behaved questionably,
or who were not attending meeting, and began to collect money to distrib-
ute to the poor. They appointed representatives to the quarterly and yearly
meetings and decided who might go out on public ministries. Not all of
these women’s meetings were assertive; some seemed to defer to the men. The
Bucks Quarterly Women’s Meeting, for example, was uneasy about contribut-
ing to the yearly meeting without seeking consent from the men. Other meet-
ings took pleasure in vigorous decision making, and in meetings with stable
memberships, such as Chester, one finds older women, like Grace Lloyd, year
after year accepting responsibility for female behavior and participation in
quarterly and yearly meetings. They must have been influential in socializing
young women to an active role. . . .

We can conclude that Quaker women played a more forceful role in the
Society of Friends than Puritan women did in the Congregational church.
Quaker doctrine provided for a reinterpretation of scriptural prescriptions
of female inferiority and submission; Puritans reaffirmed both Genesis and
St. Paul. Quaker women, through the Divine Light and their lay ministry,
maintained an important position for themselves in the formulation of doc-
trine; Puritan women were defeated in their attempts to influence doctrine.
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Quaker women had their own place in church governance, disciplined them-
selves, and shared control of membership; Puritan women were disciplined
to silence, and socialized to accept moral responsibility for the continuation
of a Christian community.

The Quakers may have developed an active and workable role for women,
but they did not have a major influence on the American Protestant view
of women. Never in the mainstream of American religious life, Friends did
not retain their dominance in politics or culture even in Pennsylvania, and
in the course of the eighteenth century they became more and more intro-
spective, exclusive, and “peculiar.” In the face of rigorous discipline num-
bers decreased, but the religious commitment of those who remained was
enhanced. Quaker women, pious and active, may eventually have had some
influence on American women as moral custodians; but women of other sects
did not learn from the Friends what they needed to know to change their
position in the church.

The Puritans, on the other hand, were the mainstream of American reli-
gious life, and the congregational way, which marked the politics and cul-
ture of New England in such distinctive ways, had a far-reaching influence.
Friends may have demonstrated the best that the religious revolution of the
seventeenth century could do for women; but it was the Puritan mode of
female piety and submission to ministerial authority that was to dominate
both pew and pulpit in America.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. According to Lillian Ashcraft Webb, how were black women treated dif-
ferently by several religious groups in the colonial period?

2. To what factors does Francis Cogliano attribute anti-popery in colonial
New England?

3. What accounts for the contrasting experiences of Congregational and
Quaker women in the early colonial period according to Mary Maples
Dunn?

4. How is the tension between inclusion and exclusion illustrated by the
religious experiences of Americans in the early period?

5. Does this chapter on religion in early America reflect conflict or consen-
sus?

6. Is there any evidence of a gap between people’s religious beliefs and their
behaviors in America’s colonial experience?
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Chapter 3

THE ErRA OF THE GREAT AWAKENING

Issue: What was the meaning of the Great Awakening?

MR

Few events in American history have produced so many conflicting percep-
tions and seemingly irreconcilable interpretations as the series of religious
revivals in the late 1730s and early 1740s known as the Great Awakening. To
revivalists like Jonathan Edwards, the Awakening was “an extraordinary and
mighty Work of God’s Special Grace.” Its fruits included the transformation
of society and the saving of individual souls. “When once the Spirit of God
began to be so wonderfully poured out in a general way through the Town
[Northampton],” he wrote, “People had soon done with their old Quarrels,
Backbitings, and Intermeddling with other men’s Matters.”

Among Edwardss antagonists, however, the Awakening was some-
thing quite different—a confusion that produced “enthusiastic Heat” and
“Commotion in the Passions.” Not only did it fail to reform hearts and minds,
but, wrote Charles Chauncy, a Boston cleric, “Tis not evident to me that
Persons . . . have a better Understanding of Religion, a better Government
of their Passions, a more Christian love to their Neighbour, or that they are
more decent and regular in their Devotions toward God.”

For all the verbal sparring between Edwards, Chauncy, and many clergy
and laypersons of their time, more recently the larger question has been
raised as to the historical reality of the phenomenon now labeled “the Great
Awakening.” In 1982, Jon Butler caught the attention of colonial historians
with his suggestion that the Awakening was an “interpretive fiction,” con-
ceived by the minister-scholar Joseph Tracy, who first used the term “Great
Awakening” in his 1841 publication by that title. Tracy produced his work,
Butler contends, to support America’s nineteenth-century revivals, particu-
larly the “Second Awakening” then in process.
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In his Inventing the ‘Great Awakening’ (1999), Frank Lambert pursues the
argument that the Great Awakening is an historical invention, started by the
revivalists and anti-revivalists, and continued by later evangelicals for their
own designs. Whether the Awakening is to be understood as a series of scat-
tered religious revivals, occurring primarily in New England and New Jersey,
or, as presented by historians of the past several decades, “the first unifying
event of the colonial experience, the origins of the American evangelical tra-
dition, and a major source of revolutionary antiauthoritarian and republican
rhetoric,” will continue to be debated. Is it important to determine if there
really was “a Great Awakening”? Why is this debate critical to understanding
the place of religion in colonial America and even later? How and why did the
Great Awakening produce both conflict and consensus?

DOCUMENTS

Numerous voices during the mid-eighteenth century discussed the nature
and meaning of the Great Awakening. In the first selection, preacher Samuel
Wigglesworth laments in 1733 that the glory of New England’s past has van-
ished as the tolerance for evil has increased; therefore he extends an urgent call
for the reviving of religion. In the second document, the Reverend Ebenezer
Parkman, a supporter of the Awakening, provides an insiders look at the
Awakening in Massachusetts. He includes mention of Jonathan Edwards, his
wife Sarah Pierpont Edwards, Charles Chauncy, a staunch opponent of the
Awakening, and James Davenport, one of the more emotional extremists of
the Awakening. Among the foremost antagonists who expressed their opin-
ions about the influence and significance of the Awakening were Jonathan
Edwards and Charles Chauncy. In the early 1740s they exchanged written
volleys from which the excerpts in documents three and four were taken. The
fifth document is taken from the Reverend Thomas Prince’s funeral sermon
for his daughter, Deborah, who died in 1744. His revival accounts and this
funeral sermon advertised the Awakening’s successes and contributed to its
“invention.” That same year the Old Lights of Harvard College responded to
New Light George Whitefield’s denunciation of Harvard for its lapsed spiri-
tual condition. The sixth selection is from their retort. In the seventh docu-
ment, evangelical Joseph Bellamy encourages pious Americans who began to
ask in the 1750s if the millennium promised by Edwards would ever arrive,
and calls upon them to hasten the much-anticipated establishment of God’s
kingdom on earth. In the final document, John Marrant, a free black who
worked as a carpenter and musician in Charleston, reports on his conversion

by Whitefield.
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§13 An Essay for Reviving Religion (1733)

SAMUEL WIGGLESWORTH

Source: Samuel Wigglesworth, An Essay for Reviving Religion. A Sermon
Delivered, May 30th. MDCCXXXIIIL. Being the Anniversary for the Election
(Boston, 1733), 22-26, 30-31.

It is a Truth, that we have a goodly exterior Form of Religion; Our Doctrine,
Worship and Sacraments are Orthodox, Scriptural and Divine. There is an
external Honour paid to the Sabbath; and a professed Veneration for Christ’s
Ambassadors for the sake of their Lord. We set up and maintain the Publick
Worship of God, and the Voice of the Multitude saying, Ler us go into the
House of the Lord, is yet heard in our Land.

Moreover Practical Religion is not quite extirpated among us, and
there are, it is to be hoped, a considerable number of serious and vigorous
Christians in our Churches, whose Piezy is acknowledged and respected by
their Neighbours, whilst Living; and their Memories preserved for it when
deceased. Whilst on the other hand, the profane and wicked Person is generally
abhord; and the more deformed Vices seek the retreats of Darkness to hide
their detestable heads.

And yet with what sorrow must we speak, that these things are but the
Remains of what we Once might show; the shadow of past and vanish'd
Glory! . ..

If the Fear of the Lord be to Hate Evil, as Prov. 8.13. Then it is to be feared
that our Religion runs low, and but little of this Fear is in us: Inasmuch as we
find our selves stained with so many most odious Vices, especially Uncleanness,
Drunkenness, Theft, Covetousness, Violence, Malice, Strife, and others: Which
tho’, as ‘twas said before, they be look'd upon with dishonour, yet multitudes
are found who are not ashamed to commit them; and where such Iniguities
abound, may we not infer that the Love of many waxeth cold?

Again, How Weak is the Testimony that is born by our Good Men against
those Transgressions! Ought not holy Ones when they Behold the Transgressor,
to be grieved! Will they not hate the things which God hates, and express
a suitable indignation at the presumption of the Wicked, and the affronts
which they put upon the Majesty of Heaven? Reproving, and bringing them
to Punishment? If therefore our Professors of Religion think Open Prophaneness
unworthy of their Wrath: If our Ministers of Religion are sparing to bear their
publick Testimony against it; and when also the Ministers of Justice are too
Complaisant to the Sons of Wickedness, to Execute the wholesome Laws of
the Province upon them; unto how low an ebb is our Goodness come! . . .

We bless God that we see our Land from time to time cleansed from Innocent
Blood by the Blood of the Murderer, & other abominable Wickednesses
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receiving their due Recompense: But it would compleatour Joy if many other
Crimes which we think also deserving to be punishd by the Judges were more
severely animadverted upon; That so All Iniquity may stop its mouth. And
would our Courts of Judicature please to frown upon those Litigious Persons,
who make uneasy Work for them, and disturb the repose of their Neighbours;
they would do a Work acceptable to God & Man; and Religion would escape
the wounds which it daily receives from strife & envy. . . .

§14 From the Journal of the Rev. Ebenezer Parkman (1742)

EXTRACTS FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNAL OF THE REvV. EBENEZER PARKMAN, OF

WESTBOROUGH, MASSACHUSETTS

Source: Joseph Tracy, The Grear Awakening: A History of the Revival of
Religion in the Time of Edwards and Whirefield (Boston, 1842), 204-9.

January 7, 1742. Cold day; but I rode over to the private meeting at

26.
28.

29.

31.

deacon Forbush’s, and preached on John 3:36; after which I had
a brief exercise of prayer and exhortation to the society of young
women. It is agreeable to see how readily and gladly many receive
the word.

Catechetical exercise to young women.

There being at Leicester very considerable awakenings among some
of the people, they set apart this day for fasting and prayer, for
obtaining a plentiful effusion of the Holy Spirit upon them; and
they having sent for me to assist on that occasion, I went up. Mr.
Edwards, of Northampton, was there, and preached a very awak-
ening sermon on Rom. 9:22—"Vessels of wrath.” I preached in the
afternoon on Zech. 12:10. In the evening, Mr. Hall preached on
Isa. 54:13 N.B. Some stirrings.

Mr. Edwards preached on John 12:23, a peculiarly moving and
useful sermon. May God bless it to me, to draw my heart effec-
tually to Jesus Christ, by his love, by his bitter and ignominious
sufferings on the cross for me! I prevailed on Mr. Edwards, before
we went out of the pulpit, to come by divine leave next week to
Westborough.

I cannot help remarking what a wonderful time was now appear-
ing; for there are great movings upon the hearts of the people of
the country, in one part thereof and another. O! that I and mine
might be stirred up earnestly and seasonably to put in for a share!
The Lord grant us this mercy, and let us not be left behind!
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February 1. It was a rainy day, but I rode to Grafton and Sutton. Mr.

10.

Edwards was come from Leicester. Mr. Edwards preached to a
large assembly on Ps. 18:25. At evening, in a very rainy, stormy
time, I preached to a considerable assembly on Ps. 68:8. Religion
has of late been very much revived in Sutton, and there is a general
concern about their souls.

A rainy morning. Mr. Edwards put on resolution and came with
me to Westborough. Mr. Edwards preached to a great congregation
on John 12:32, and at eve at my house on Gen. 19:17. N.B. Mr.
James Fay was greatly wrought on by the sermon on John 12:32.
So were Samuel Allen and Ezekiel Dodge, who manifested it to me;
and doubtless multitudes besides were so. Deo Opt. Max. Gloria.
Mr. James Fay, who thinks he sees things in a new light, and that
he is now converted, was here to see me and discourse with me.
Mr. James Fay came for me to go and see Isaiah Pratt, who lay in a
strange condition at his house, not having spoke nor been sensible
since nine o’clock last night. I went to him, and seeing him lie so
insensible, and his pulse exceeding slow, 1 advised them to send
for Dr. Gott, to bleed him; but sitting by him and rousing him,
by degrees he came to. Many were present, and were astonished.
When he regained his senses, he said he had not been asleep, had
seen hell, and seen Christ; and said Christ told him his name was
in the book of life, &c. When he had taken some slender food,
he yet further revived, and spake more freely. We gave thanks and
prayed, and I gave some exhortation. N.B. One of the deacons of
the church was there, who took me aside to lament to me his dull-
ness and backwardness in the things of the kingdom of God. These
things are now (blessed be God) more frequent, which heretofore
were very rare. May God increase them, and furnish me abun-
dantly for his work, in every part of it!

By agreement with Mr. Cushing, this day was kept in a religious
manner at my house, as a time of humiliation and supplication,
but as privately as we could. And I sent a letter last week to the
neighboring ministers to join with us, in that we might unitedly
implore divine direction in such an extraordinary day as this is,
and that we might obtain the outpouring of God’s Spirit upon us
and our respective charges; but none came but Mr. Cushing,

11. Mrs. Pratt with her son were here according to my appointment,

to acquaint me further with what he had seen, or apprehended he
saw, in the time of his trance or reverie the other night. He having
informed me of his seeing (as he thought) the devil, who met him



90

12.

Critical Issues in American Religious History

as he seemed to be in the way towards heaven, and told him that
there was no room for him there; of his seeing hell, and hearing
the most dreadful noise of roaring and crying; his seeing heaven,
so wondrously happy a place as nobody could tell but those that
were there; and Christ, who looked more pleasant than ever he
had seen any man, and who had a great book before him, and in
turning over the leaves of it, told him that his name was there, and
showed it him; and that he had seen a great many more things,
which were such great things that he could not speak of them;—I
told him that these things were not to be depended upon, but that
the apostle Peter has cautioned us, saying, that we have a more
sure word of prophecy, to which we should do well to take heed,
&ec. I endeavored further to instruct, direct, and comfort him, and
lay the charges of God upon him. PM. I preached at Mr. James
Fay’s, on Luke 19:9, to a great multitude, and it pleased God to
give it some success. As soon as the exercise was over, Deacon Fay
broke forth with a loud voice, with tears of joy, and blessed God
that he saw this day, &c.; desiring that I would in due time have
an exercise at his house; and bore a message from his brother, old
Mr. Samuel Fay, that I would have one at his also—which it was
a cheerful thing to hear, considering his temper and conduct for
some years past. The rest of the people seemed so inclined to reli-
gious matters, that they did not freely go away. Many tarried to
discourse of the affairs of their souls, and hear of the experiences
of one another.

At eve, Mr. Stephen Fay was here in great distress concerning his
spiritual state, fearing that all he had done in religion was only to
still conscience. I directed him to read what was most awakening
still, and most searching; and particularly Mr. Alliene’s Alarm and
Mead’s Almost Christian.

March 9. N.B. Mr. Pattershall informs me of Mr. Croswell’s irregular

11.

15.

20.

zeal at Charlestown.

Fast in this place, on account of the extraordinary dispensations of
God’s grace in the land; that we might on the one hand implore
the gift of the Holy Spirit, and divine direction, that we be not car-
ried away by the many snares, temptations, and delusions to which
we are greatly exposed.

Very cold day. Yet I rode to Mr. Charles Rice’s, and preached to the
society of young women on Ps. 119:59.

Rainy. Mr. Buel and three young men with him here. I found him
willing to submit to any examinations concerning his doctrines,
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or opinions, or life; whereupon I made several inquiries, to which
he made ready answers, and told me he had made up with Mr.
Noyes at New Haven above a month after commencement, and
was examined and licensed by the ministers of that association to
preach. I urged him to preach; but he said he was under such obli-
gations to preach at Concord, that he must proceed thither.

On 2 Cor. 6:2.—I hope there was some good success of the word
today, through the blessing of God. O may it prove an accepted
time and a day of salvation to us all!

Catechised boys A.M. at the meetinghouse. PM. Girls at my own
house.

PM. Catechetical exercise with the young women. I preached on
John 13:17. At Ensign Maynard’s at evening, to remove his stum-
bling at my slippers.

N.B. Mr. James Fay and Mr. Francis Whipple here. PM. A great
deal of discourse about the assurance of every new convert.

N.B. The world full of Mr. Buel’s preaching at Concord. In the
judgment of some, great success; in the judgment of others, great
confusion.

I proceeded to Cambridge.—Visited Mr. Appleton. N.B. Various
accounts from Ipswich, of the state of religion there. The people
are greatly enlivened and awakened there. At evening I was at
Charlestown. Mr. Buel preached on Gen. 6:3. N.B. Mr. Croswell
lies sick at Charlestown, after zealous preaching there for some
time.

April 1. Mr. Hooper at the public lecture, on 1 John 4:13. N.B. Great

10.
13.
14.

15.

disgust given by Mr. Barnard’s sermon last Thursday, and now
continued among some by Mr. Hooper; as appeared to me at eve-
ning at Mr. Cooper’s.

Mr. Beriah Rice here to join the church. Neighbor Thurston here
at evening. N.B. His experience of extraordinary grace, the months
past. His discourse very savory and very free.

Mr. Williams here PM. to join the church.

[He went with his daughter to Cambridge.]

Rainy; but yet Molly and I rode to Boston, and were at the ordi-
nation of the Rev. Mr. Andrew Eliot, at the New North Church.
Dr. Sewall prayed, Mr. Eliot preached 1 Cor. 4:2, Mr. Webb the
charge, Mr. Appleton the right hand. N.B. A vast assembly, and a
glorious time of God’s grace.

[He returned home with Sarah Sparhawk, of whom more here-
after.]
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Catechetical exercise No. 5, at the meetinghouse. Above thirty
young women, I suppose, were present. N.B. Mary Bradish with
me afterwards, being in some spiritual difficulties.

Mr. Samuel Williams here about his spiritual state, and desirous to
join the church. I took pains in examining him, and hope God is
doing a good work in him.

I had sent to Mr. Stone and to Mr. Cushing, fruitlessly, to assist
me. I sent a verbal message to Mr. Burr, and, though it was a rainy
day, he came and preached my lecture; a good, useful sermon on
Rom. 10: part of the 14th and 15th verses, and the 17th, against
exhorters among the people, &c., with a moving application.
Administered the Lord’s Supper. Repeated on 2 Cor. 11:27, 29.
PM. on Eph. 5:14. I was in much fear and trembling, but cast
myself on God. I chose to repeat in the forenoon, that I might
deliver the latter part of that discourse, and likewise that I might
deliver my sermon in the afternoon more entirely by itself, it not
admitting to be divided, but it being the quantity of two sermons.
I was much above an hour. Some number of Southborough people
at meeting, and some of Hopkinton.

[Went to Rutland, to attend a council and fast.]

Mr. Grow here in spiritual distress, and Mr. Jesse Brigham’s wife.

May 1. Stephen Fay here upon soul accounts.

2.

11.

13.

14.

On Eph. 5:14. Mrs. Bathsheba Pratt here, being greatly distressed
for the hardness of her heart, notwithstanding that she had been a
member in full communion above twenty years.

Mr. Paterson, an Irishman from Stoddardtown, here. N.B. He had
been one of those that had fallen into a strange fit by the pres-
sure of his distress at hearing the word preached. PM. I preached
at Capt. Fay’s, on Eph. 5:14, sermon II.—N.B. I repeated that
sermon, because of divers people being at a great loss about the
doctrine held forth therein.

Mary Bradish with me on account of her spiritual troubles. Cousin
Winchester also.

Mr. Bliss here, on his journey to Grafton and Sutton. I rode Mr.
Benjamin How’s horse to Shrewsbury, and preached to the society
of lads there, on 2 Cor. 6:2.

I rode Mr. Burns’s horse to Marlborough, and preached the lecture
on Eph. 5:14.

Mr. [or Mrs.] Williams here again—Sarah Bellows—Daniel Stone
and his wife—all of them candidates for the communion.
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Phineas Forbush with me upon his soul distresses. N.B. News from
Grafton, that Mr. Philemon Robbins preached there yesterday, and
twenty or more persons fell down with distress and anguish.
Exercise to young women on Ps. 73:24.—Mrs. Edwards from
Northampton, and Searl, a Freshman of New Haven College,
here, and lodged here.

Sweet converse with Mrs. Edwards, a very eminent Christian. At
half after eleven I left home and rode to Sutton Falls. Preached
there on Eph. 5:14. After meeting, an elderly woman, one Mrs.
White, whose husband is a Baptist, so overcome that she was led
into Mr. Hall’s. She seemed to be in great distress, but she had
much joy and love.

My wife rode with me to Stephen Fay’s, where I preached on Mat.
3:10. The assembly somewhat considerable, being there was a
town meeting at the same time to choose a representative. Ensign
Maynard chosen, but refused. Town then concluded not to send. I
had a great cold.

—At eve, called at Ensign Maynard’s, to visit Mrs. Wheeler of
Concord (heretofore Rebecca Lee), who was under a grievous mel-
ancholy and mingled despair and distraction.

[25. Rode to Boston.]

26.

27.

28.

—Mr. Appleton preached excellently to the Court, from Ps. 72:1,
2. PM. When I went to Dr. Sewall’s, there was but a thin appear-
ance of ministers; upon which I heard Mr. John Caldwell, at the
French meetinghouse. The drift was against false prophets, and not
without bitterness, mixed with his wit and sense. I sat very uneasy,
and went out as soon as it was done. Went up to Mr. Chauncy’s,
the convention being adjourned. Some number of ministers there,
congratulating him upon his being made Doctor of Divinity by
the University of Edinburgh. Our conversation was upon assur-
ance; the ground of it, the manner of obtaining it, and the special
operation of the Holy Spirit therein. A very useful conversation;
Mr. Barnard and others having talked very judiciously and piously
upon it. Sought Mrs. Edwards fruitlessly.

Mr. Loring preached to the ministers from 2 Cor. 2:16, last clause.
The contribution, I understand, amounted to £230.—PM. 1
went to Dr. Chauncy’s, where was a very considerable number
of ministers in conversation upon the present state of things with
respect to religion.

[Returned home.]
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Mrs. Edwards, and young Searl with her, in her journey to
Northampton.

On Song, 2:16. N.B. Mrs. Edwards’ conversation very won-
derful—her sense of divine things.

I rode with Mrs. Edwards to Shrewsbury, but could not proceed
to Worcester, as I had purposed.

June 8. Mr. Wheeler at evening, opposing my late doctrine from Eph.

15.

16.

20.
22.

24.

28.

29.

5:14—that the natural man can do nothing but what is sinful.
Much interrupted in the morning with Mr. Joseph Wheeler, who
takes exceptions against the doctrines I deliver one Sabbath after
another. I rode to Mr. Loring’s of Sudbury, where the association
met. There were Mr. J. Prentice, Mr. Cushing, Mr. N. Stone, and
Mr. Buckminster. Mr. Buckminster offered himself to be exam-
ined. He was so, and he delivered a sermon on Luke 10:41, 42.
At eve, I asked advice respecting the doctrine I had lately deliv-
ered from Eph. 5:14, and Rom. 8:8, and on that question— “Are
there not some promises made to humble, fervent strivers, that
they shall obtain the grace of God?”—N.B. Council at Concord,
called by Ezekiel Miles and others, dissatisfied with Mr. Bliss.
Very useful and profitable conversations upon several heads of
divinity, especially referring to the great article of conversion.
Comparing several of Mr. Stoddard’s writings. I also read a large
paper of the experiences of a young woman, a member of the
church in Westborough, which I had from her own Mss.

I preached at Shrewsbury, A.M. and PM. on Eph. 5:14.

My sixth exposition of the catechism, to thirty-eight young
women. N.B. Elizabeth Chamberlain and Mr. Joseph Green,
upon soul affairs.

I rode over to the north of Shrewsbury, and preached to a young
society there on 1 Thess. 1:10.

I rode over to Hopkinton, at the request of Isaac How, who lay in
a low languishment. His state of mind I feared to be very dread-
ful, because of his insensibility of the amazing wrath of God,
and being so comfortable in the apprehensions of death, notwith-
standing his impenitence. Many had expected me to preach; but
I received no hint of his desiring any thing of that; besides, that
there was no intimations from Rev. Mr. Barrett especially, of any
thing of it.

Mrs. Snell was with me about her owning the covenant; as was also
Mr. Jonathan Brigham and his wife.
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30. [Received a request from the Rev. Mr. Barrett and Isaac How, to
preach to How tomorrow.]

July 1.1 rode over to Hopkinton, and Isaac How being yet alive and
an assembly gathered, at the house of Mr. Josiah Rice, I preached
there on 1 Tim. 1:15; followed with a moving and awakening
address to the poor dying man, who seemed to take it in some suit-
able manner, to outward appearance; but I fear he has not really an
apprehension of his astonishing danger, but is in a false peace. The
assembly were very attentive, and some number affected.

6. Rode to Charlestown; made a visit to Mr. Davenport, who kept at
Major Jenner’s.

8. I rode to Boston. Mr. Hooper’s public lecture on 1 John, 5:3. PM.
I was at Dr. Chauncy’s, where was Mr. Barnard of Marble-head
and his lady. Afterwards came Mr. Hooper, and Mr. Malcolm,
Episcopal minister of Marblehead. The conversation turned upon
Mr. Davenport, who is the subject everywhere. But few among
the wise and worthy, but judge he is touched in his brain. Mr.
Malcolm and I walked down to the North End, and up Snow Hill,
to hear him. There had been a thunderstorm, and there were little
showers in time of exercise. The sermon was from Rev. 22:17; a
very fervent exhortation, and to unconverted ministers in special.
Said he was then in the experience of the Divine Spirit’s influences.
Said he was then ready to drop down dead for the salvation of
but one soul, &c. After sermon, a considerable number of minis-
ters went to Mr. Webb’s, who gave us an account of the disorders
in that neighborhood last night, by people’s being so late at Mr.
Procter’s (where Mr. Davenport lodges, and which is right over
against Mr. Webb’s); and he also informed us of his discourse with
Mr. Davenport this morning, concerning his conduct and actions
(in running out into the street among the crowd, and crying out
to them in an indecent voice, gesture &c.), but to no purpose,
he supposing himself to be under the immediate impressions and
directions of the Divine Spirit. In a word, Mr. Webb concludes
him to be crazed.
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§15 Thoughts on the Revival of Religion (1742)

JonaTHAN EDWARDS

Source: Sereno E. Dwight, ed., The Works of President Edwards with a
Memoir of His Life (1830).

God has made as it were two worlds here below, two great habitable conti-
nents, far separated one from the other: The latter is as it were now but newly
created; it has been, till of late, wholly the possession of Satan, the church of
God having never been in it, as it has been in the other continent, from the
beginning of the world. This new world is probably now discovered, that the
new and most glorious state of God’s church on earth might commence there;
that God might in it begin a new world in a spiritual respect, when he created
the new heavens and new earth.

God has already put that honour upon the other continent, that Christ
was born there literally, and there made the “purchase of redemption.” So, as
Providence observes a kind of equal distribution of things, it is not unlikely
that the great spiritual birth of Christ, and the most glorious “application of
redemption,” is to begin in this. . ..

The other continent hath slain Christ, and has from age to age shed the
blood of saints and martyrs of Jesus, and has often been as it were, deluged
with the church’s blood.— God has, therefore, probably reserved the honor
of building the glorious temple to the daughter that has not shed so much
blood, when those times of the peace, prosperity and glory of the church,
typified by the reign of Solomon, shall commence. . . .

The old continent has been the source and original of mankind in several
respects. The first parents of mankind dwelt there; and there dwelt Noah
and his sons; there the second Adam was born, and crucified, and raised
again: And it is probable that, in some measure to balance these things, the
most glorious renovation of the world shall originate from the new continent,
and the church of God in that respect be from hence. And so it is probable
that will come to pass in spirituals, which has taken place in temporals, with
respect to America: that whereas, till of late, the world was supplied with its
silver, and gold, and earthly treasures from the old continent, now it is sup-
plied chiefly from the new; so the course of things in spiritual respects will
be in like manner turned.—And it is worthy to be noted, that America was
discovered about the time of the reformation, or but little before: Which ref-
ormation was the first thing that God did towards the glorious renovation of
the world, after it had sunk into the depths of darkness and ruin, under the
great anti-christian apostasy. So that, as soon as this new world stands forth in
view, God presently goes about doing some great thing in order to make way
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for the introduction of the church’s latter-day glory—which is to have its first
seat in, and is to take its rise from that new world.

It is agreeable to God’s manner, when he accomplishes any glorious work
in the world, in order to introduce a new and more excellent state of his
church, to begin where no foundation had been already laid, that the power
of God might be the more conspicuous; that the work might appear to be
entirely God’s, and be more manifestly a creation out of nothing. . . . When
God is about to turn the earth into a paradise, he does not begin his work
where there is some good growth already, but in the wilderness, where nothing
grows, and nothing is to be seen but dry sand and barren rocks; that the light
may shine out of darkness, the world be replenished from emptiness, and the
earth watered by springs from a droughty desert: agreeable to many prophe-
cies of scripture. . . . Now as when God is about to do some great work for his
church, his manner is to begin at the lower end; so, when he is about to renew
the whole habitable earth, it is probable that he will begin in this utmost,
meanest, youngest and weakest part of it, where the church of God has been
planted last of all: and so the first shall be last, and the last first: and that will
be fulfilled in an eminent manner in Isa. xxiv.19. “From the uttermost part of
the earth have we heard songs, even glory to the righteous. . . .”

... And if we may suppose that this glorious work of God shall begin in
any part of America, I think, if we consider the circumstances of the settle-
ment of New-England, it must needs appear the most likely, of all American
colonies, to be the place whence this work shall principally take its rise. And,
if these things be so, it gives more abundant reason to hope that what is now
seen in America, and especially in New-England, may prove the dawn of
that glorious day; and the very uncommon and wonderful circumstances and
events of this work, seem to me strongly to argue that God intends it as the
beginning or forerunner of something vastly great.

I have thus long insisted on this point, because, if these things are so, it
greatly manifests how much it behoves us to encourage and promote this
work, and how dangerous it will be to forbear so doing. It is very dangerous
for God’s professing people to lie still, and not to come to the help of the
Lord, whenever he remarkably pours out his Spirit, to carry on the work of
redemption in the application of it; but above all, when he comes forth to
introduce that happy day of God’s power and salvation, so often spoken. . . .
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§16 Seasonable Thoughts on the State of Religion (1743)

CuHARLES CHAUNCY

Source: Charles Chauncy, Seasonable Thoughts on the State of Religion in
New England (Boston, 1743).

This true, we read of the coming on of a glorious State of Things in the LAST
DAYS: Nor will the Vision fail —We may rely upon it, the Prophesies, foretell-
ing the Glory of the REDEEMER'’S Kingdom will have their Accomplishment
to the making this Earth of Paradise, in Compare with what it now is. But for
the particular Time when this will be, it is not for us to know it, the Father hav-
ing put it in his own Power: And whoever pretend to such Knowledge, they are
wise above what is written; and tho” they may think they know much, they
really know nothing as to this Matter.

It may be suggested, that “the Work of GOD’S SPIRIT that is so extraor-
dinary and wonderful, is the dawning, or at least, a Prelude of that glorious
Work of god, so often foretold in Scripture, which, in the Progress and Issue
of it, shall renew the whole world.” But what are such Suggestions, but the
Fruit of Imagination? Or at best, uncertain Conjecture? And can any good
End be answered in endeavoring, upon Evidence absolutely precarious, to
instill into the minds of people a Notion of the millennium State, as what
is now going to be introduced; yea, and of AMERICA, as that Part of the
World, which is pointed out in the Revelations of GOD for the Place, where
this glorious Scene of Things, “will, probably, first begin?” How often, at
other Times, and in other Places, has the Conceit been propagated among
People, as if the Prophecies touching the Kingdom of CHRIST; in the lazzer
Days, were NOW to receive their Accomplishment? And what has been the
Effect, but their running wild? So it was in GERMANY, in the Beginning
of the Reformation. The extraordinary and wonderful Things in that Day,
were lookd upon by the Men then thought to be most under the SPIRIT’S
immediate Direction, as “the Dawning of that glorious Work of GOD, which
should renew the whole World”; and the Imagination of the Multitude being
fired with this Notion, they were soon persuaded, that the Saints were now to
reign on Earth, and the Dominion to be given into their Hands: And it was
under the Influence of this vain Conceit (in which they were strengthened by
Visions, Raptures, and Revelations) that they took up Arms against the lawful
Authority, and were destroyd, at one Time and another, to the Number of an
HUNDRED THOUSAND. . ..

And ‘ts well know, that this same Pretence of the near Approach of
the MILLENNIUM, the promised Kingdom of the MESSIAH, was the
Foundation-Error of the French Prophets, and those in their Way, no longer ago
than the Beginning of this Century: And so infatuated were they at last, as to
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publish it to the World, that the glorious Times they spake of, would be mani-
fest over the whole Earth, within the Term of three years. And what Set of Men
have ever yet appeard in the Christian World, whose Imaginations have been
thorowly warmed, but they have, at length, wrought themselves up to a fi//
Assurance, that NOW was the Time for the Accomplishment of the Scriptures,
and the Creation of the new Heavens, and the new Earth? No one thing have
they more unitedly concurred in, to their own shameful Disappointment,
and the doing unspeakable Damage to the Interest of Religion.— A sufficient
Warning, one would think, to keep Men modest; and restrain them from
Endeavors to lead People into a Belief of that, of which they have no sufficient
Evidence; and in which, they may be deceived by their vain /maginations, as
Hundreds and Thousands have been before them.

There are unquestionably many Prophesies concerning CHRIST, and the
Glory of his Kingdom, still to be fulfilled; and it may be of good Service to
labor to beget in People in Faith in these Things; or, if they have Faith, to
quicken and strengthen it: But is can answer no good End to lead People
into the Belief of any particular Time, as the Time appointed of GOD for the
Accomplishment of these Purposes of his Mercy; because this is one of those
Matters, his Wisdom had thought fit to keep conceal'd from the Knowledge
of Man. Our own Faith therefore upon this Head can be founded only on
Conjecture; and as ‘tis only the like blind Faith we can convey to others, we
should be cautious, lest their Conduct should be agreeable to their Faith.
When they have imbibd from us the Thought, as if the glorious Things, spo-
ken of in Scripture, were to come forward in their Day, they will be apt (as has
often been the Case) to be impatient, and from their Officiousness in tendering
their Help where it is not needed, to disserve the Interest of the Redeemer.

§ 17 “What a Vile Creature I Am” (1744)

Rev. THOMAS PRINCE

Source: [Thomas Prince], Christian History (Boston, 1744, 1745), 20,
21-29, 31.

And this brings me to the known Occasion of this Discourse, the Death of my
Dear and eldest Daughter. . . .

It was on Dec. 23, 1723, when He Gave her to me. . . . As she grew up,
he was pleasd to restrain her from youthful Vanities, to make her serious,
and move her to study the BIBLE and the best of Authors both of History
and Divinity: Among the latter of which, Dr. Wazzs and Mrs. Row’s Writing
were very agreeable and familiar to Her. The SPIRIT OF GOD was ALSO
pleasd to work on her heart by, Dr. Sewalls Ministry, for whom she had a
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high Esteem, and by other Means of Grace: Especially when she came to be
about Fourteen Years of Age,” convincing and humbling her (as in a Paper
of hers she represents it) of all her Sins both Original and Actual, of their
Greatness and Heinousness, and of her Need of a SAVIOUR: enabling her, as
she hoped, to repent of her Sins and forsake them; to look on CHRIST as a
compleat Redeemer; to renounce her own Righteousness, and depend on his
only; and making her willing to accept Him as offer'd in the Gospel, as her
Prophet, Priest and King, to instruct, intercede for and rule over Her.’

Upon this she was desirous of Renewing her covenant in Publick, and com-
ing up to all his Ordinances: But Apprehensions of her own Unworthiness and
Fears of Eating and Drinking Judgment to herself, discouragd and prevented
her; till July 18, 1739, when she narrowly escaped being drowned. . . .

Being affected with this great Danger and Deliverance, she seemd to be fur-
ther awakened and stirred up to her Duty of Devoting Herself to her DIVINE
PRESERVER, of walking in all his Commandments, and living to his Glory.
And in consequence of this, at her own Motion, she was on Lordsday the 5%
of the following Month, Propounded; and the19th Publickly Gave Herself to
GOD in Covenant, and came into full Communion with us.

When Mr. Whitefield came and preached in the Fall of the Year ensuing;
she, with Multitudes of Others, was excited to a livelier View of Eternity, to
a greater Care of her immortal Soul, to a stricter Search into Herself, and
a more earnest Labour after vital Piety and the Power of Godliness, and to
make them more the Business of her Life. And now such Experimental and
Searching Writers as Mr. Shepherd of Cambridge, Mr. William Guthry of
Scotland, Mr. Flavel and Mead of England, Mr. Stoddard of North-Hampton
and Mr. Mather of Windsor in New-England, &c, were more diligently read
and highly valued.

She now suspected all her former Experiences; that her Heart remaind
unrenewed, and that she had not rightly received CHRIST: until Dec. 13,
1740: When on a Day of Private Prayer and Fasting, those Divine Passages
were set home with surprizing and overcoming Power on her distressed soul
in Mat. viii, Mark i, and Luke v. And there came a Leper to Him, full of
Leprosy, who seeing JESUS, fell on his face and besought Him, saying, ‘Lord
if Thou WILT, Thou CANST make me clean:’ And JESUS moved with
Compassion, put forth his Hand, and touched Him, and saith unto Him,”
I WILL!—Be Thou clean!” And as soon as He had spoken, immediately, the
Leprosy departed from Him, and He was cleansed. With those Passages of
Grace, there came into her such a sweet and raised View both of the Power,
Willingness and Will of this DEAR REDEEMER, to cleanse her from the
Leprosy of Sin and save Her; as to satisfy her of it, and draw her to him in
such a Manner as she never felt before. And she told her younger Sister, that
if ever she rightly embraced the SAVIOUR and was converted; she thought
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it was at that happy Season. Tho’ this I never knew ‘till since her Funeral; it
being one of her Infirmities to be too reserved.

Mr. Tennents Searching Preaching raised in Her, as in many Others, a
great and constant Jealousy of being Deceived: And upon every spiritual
Declension, a cloud of Darkness overwhelm'd her and inclind her to judge
she was. His insisting also that without sanctifying Grace, our BLESSED
SAVIOUR gives none a Right to Partake at his Table, occasioned her much
Perplexity. For from thence she argued; that unless she 4zew she had sanctify-
ing Grace, she coud not know she had a Righr. And to Partake without know-
ing she had a Right, would be not to Partake in Faith, but in Presumption,
and this she had no Right to do. And hence, when Doubts of her State of
Grace arose, she dare not Participate; but only attended with Desire, and I
believe with deep Regret and Self-abasement. So though her Jealousies and
Fears were troublesome; I am apt to think they were useful; not only to make
her Look more into and see herself, and make her more broken, humble, and
careful, but also excite her Prayers and Labours after livelier Degrees of Grace
and the clearer Evidence of it. . . .

But I now come to her Sickness.

On Tuesday, May 29 she was seized on a sudden with a slow Fever; And
upon going up to her Chamber dropd a Word, as if she should never come
down alive.

From the Beginning she was much more apprehensive of Danger than any
else: And though concerned about her Soul; yet complained of her Stupidity,
Hardness of Heart, blindness of Mind, Impenitence and Unbelief; censuring
and condemning herself of all Good, denying she had any sanctifying Grace,
but judging she had been deceiving Herself with the counterfeit Resemblance
ofit. . . . And though I reasoned with her about her former Experience, yet all
in vain. ‘O Dear Father, (said she) you have better Apprehension of me than
you should have: You don’t know what a vile Creature I am: I have dread-
fully apostatized from CHRIST, have grown exceeding negligent of religious
Duties, and was returning to the World again.” I told her, we did not perceive
it; that I could not see those Decays she spoke of, to be inconsistent with a
regenerate State, though they were Matter of deep Abasement, and she should
have a Care she denied not the gracious Work of GOD within Her. . . .

I told Her CHRIST as a compassionate Saviour had revealed Hell to us on
Purpose, that we might be afraid of it, and by the Fear be mov'd to fly to him
to save us from it; and this must therefore be a dutiful Compliance with his
gracious Purpose; that this Kindness in discovering Hell, with his Concern
and willingness to save us from it, is a Part of his Amiableness, for which we
ought to love and embrace him; though we should indeed be excited also
with the higher Motives of his Personal Excellancies: . . .
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I also argued from her Love to the house and Word of GOD, and to
his People and Ministers; from her peculiar Love to Those whom she
apprehended to be most eminent for vital Piety; especially those ministers
who most laid open the Hypocrisy of the Hearts of Men, who made the
Hypocrites and Formalists the most uneasy, and were most zealous for the
power of Godliness: . . .

I then changd the Tenor of my discoursing from Day to Day. And suppos-
ing she were not converted, represented her Case as indeed very dreadful, but not
as desperate: And at several Times, as she was through grievous Illness able to
bear, endeavoured to set before her the infinite Fountain of Mercy and Grace
in GOD; how this Fountain is open, free, and eternally overflowing; how
He thereby glorifies every Person in the Godhead, both FATHER, SON and
SPIRIT, and how he would be so far from loosing any Glory, that he would
glorify more of his Perfections in Forgiving and Saving her, than in Rejecting
and Damning her. I endeavourd also to set before her the wondrous Piety,
Condescension, Offices, Humiliation, Sufferings, Sacrifice, Righteousness,
Merits, Exaltation, Glory, Power, Grace, Calls and Promises of CHRIST: how
touched with a fellow-Feeling of her Infirmities and Miseries; how tenderly
compassionate; how open his Arms; how earnestly inviting and intreating;
how ready to receive her; bestow his Righteousness on her, intercede for and
reconcile her to the HOLY GOD: . . .

[But on her deathbed, she finally spoke a “new Language.”] O I love
the LORD JESUS with all my Heart! I see such an Amiableness, such an
AMIABLENESS in Him; I prize Him above a thousand Words! And the Delights
and Pleasures of the World are nothing to HIM! 1 askid her, If she could now
Resign Herself to his arms? She replied—O Yes! I Believe in Him! I rejoice in
Him! And I rejoice in all the Agonies I have borne! And tell the young People of
ir: Tell such a one, and such a one, and such a one, and all the Society, for
the strengthening of their Faith and their Encouragement to go on! Tell such
a one, Not to mind the Vanities of the World, but seek to make her Hope
stronger Tell such a one, To live nearer to God, and live nearer to Him: Tell
such a one, Not to be so careful about worldly Matters, but to be more care-
ful after CHRIST and Grace. And having deliverd the like pithy pertinent
and pathetick Messages for 5 others. I then askd her—"Well, my dear Child!
What have you to say to me?” O Sir, said she, that you may be more fervent in
your Ministry, and in exhorting and expostulating with Sinners!
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§ 18 The Testimony of Harvard College against George
Whitefield (1744)

Source: The Testimony of the President, Professors, Tutors and Hebrew
Instructor of Harvard College in Cambridge Against the Reverend Myr. George
Whitefield, and his Conduct (Boston, 1744), 3-5.

In regard to the Danger which we apprehend the People and Churches of this
Land are in, on the Account of the Rev. Mr. George Whitefield, we have tho't
ourselves oblig'd to bear our Testimony, in this public Manner, against him
and his Way of Preaching, as tending very much to the Detriment of Religion
and the entire Destruction of the Order of these Churches of Christ, which
our Fathers have taken such Care and Pains to settle, as by the Platform,
according to which the Discipline of the Churches of New England is reg-
ulated: And we do therefore hereby declare, That we look upon his going
about, in an Itinerant Way, especially as he hath so much of an enthusiastic
Turn, utterly inconsistent with the Peace and Order, if not the very Being of
these Churches of Christ.

And now, inasmuch as by a certain Faculty he hath of raising the Passions, he
hath been the Means of rousing many from their Stupidity, and setting them on
thinking, whereby some may have been made really better, on which Account
the People, many of them, are strongly attach'd to him (tho’ it is most evident,
that he hath not any superior Talent at instructing the Mind, or shewing the
Force and Energy of those Arguments for a religious Life, which are directed to
in the everlasting Gospel). Therefore, that the people who are thus attachd to
him, may not take up an unreasonable Prejudice against this our testimony, we
think it very proper to give some Reasons for it, which we shall offer, respecting
the Man himself, and then his Way and Manner of Preaching,.

First, as to the Man himself, whom we look upon as an Enthusiast, a cen-
sorious, uncharitable Person, and a Deluder of the People; which Things, if
we can make out, all reasonable Men will doubtless excuse us, tho” some such,
thro’ a fascinating Curiosity, may still continue their Attachment to him.

First then, we charge him, with Enthusiasm. Now that we may speak clearly
upon this Head, we mean by an Enthusiast, one that acts, either according to
Dreams, or some sudden Impulses and Impressions upon his Mind, which he
fondly imagines to be from the Spirit of God, perswading and inclining him
thereby to such and such Actions, tho’ he hath no Proof that such Perswasions
or Impressions are from the holy Spirit: For the perceiving a strong Impression
upon our Minds, or a violent Inclination to do any Action, is a very different
Thing from perceiving such Impressions to be from the Spirit of God moving
upon the Heart: For our strong Faith and Belief, that such a Motion on the
Mind comes from God, can never be any Proof of it; and if such Impulses and
Impressions be not agreeable to our Reason, or to the Revelation of the Mind
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of God to us, in his Word, nothing can be more dangerous than conducting
ourselves according to them; for otherwise, if we judge not of them by these
Rules, they may as well be the Suggestions of the evil Spirit: And in what
Condition must that People be, who stand ready to be led by a Man that con-
ducts himself according to his Dreams, or some ridiculous and unaccountable
Impulses and Impressions on his Mind? . . .

§19 The Millennium (1758)

JoserH BELLAMY

Source: Joseph Bellamy, Works, 1, excerpted from 495-516.

... Surely it is infinitely unbecoming the followers of Him who is King of
kings and Lord of lords, to turn aside to earthly pursuits, or to sink down in
unmanly discouragements, or to give way to sloth and effeminacy, when there
is so much to be done, and the glorious day is coming on. How should those
who handle the pen of the writer, exert themselves to explain and vindicate
divine truths, and paint the Christian religion in all its native glories! How
should the pulpit be animated, from sabbath to sabbath, with sermons full
of knowledge and light, full of spirit and life, full of zeal for God, and love
to men, and tender pity to infatuated sinners! Christ loves to have his min-
isters faithful, whether the wicked will hear or not. And let pious parents be
unwearied in their prayers for, and instructions of their children, and never
faint under any discouragements; as knowing, that Christ is exalted to give
repentance and remission of sins, and can do it for whom he will. Bring
your children and friends, with all their spiritual diseases, and lay them at
his feet; as once they did their sick, when this kind Saviour dwelt on earth.
Let pious persons of every age, and in every capacity, awake from sleep, and
arise from the dead, and live and act worthy their glorious character and high
expectations; and in their several stations exert themselves to the utmost to
promote the Redeemer’s glorious cause. Let this age do their share, as David,
although the temple was not to be built in his day, yet exerted himself to lay
up materials for that magnificent edifice, on which his heart was intently
set; as knowing, that in his son’s day it would be set up in all its glory. So let
us rise up, and with the greatest alacrity contribute our utmost towards this
building, this living temple, this temple all made of lively stones, of stones
alive, in which God is to dwell, and which will infinitely exceed in glory the
temple of Solomon, that was built of dead timber and lifeless stones. And let
this be our daily prayer, and answer to which we may be assured of, whatever
other requests are denied us, our Father which art in heaven, &c. for thine is
the kingdom, the power, and the glory, for ever. AMEN.
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§20 The Impact of the Great Awakening (1769)

JoHN MARRANT

Source: John Marrant, A Narrative of the Lord’s Wonderful Dealings with
John Marrant, A Black Man (Now Going to Preach the Gospel in Nova
Scotia) Born in New-York, in North-America (London, 1785).

One evening I was sent for in a very particular manner to go and play [the
French-horn] to some Gentlemen, which I agreed to do, and was on my
way to fulfil my promise; and passing by a large meeting house I saw many
lights in it, and crowds of people going in. I enquired what it meant, and
was answered by my companion that a crazy man was hallooing there; this
raised my curiosity to go in, that I might hear what he was hallooing about.
He persuaded me not to go in, but in vain. He then said, “If you will do one
thing I will go in with you.” I asked him what that was? He replied, “Blow the
French-horn among them.” I liked the proposal well enough, but expressed
my fears of being beaten for disturbing them; but upon his promising to
stand by me and defend me, I agreed. So we went, and with much difficulty
got within the doors.

I was pushing the people to make room, to get the horn off my shoulder
to blow it, just as Mr. Whitefield was naming his text, and looking round, as
I thought, directly upon me, and pointing with his finger, he uttered these
words, “PREPARE TO MEET THY GOD O ISRAEL.” The Lord accom-
panied the word with such power, that I was struck to the ground, and lay
both speechless and senseless near half an hour. When I was come a little too,
I found two men attending me, and a woman throwing water in my face, and
holding a smelling-bottle to my nose; and when something more recovered,
every word I heard from the minister was like a parcel of swords thrust in to
me, and what added to my distress, I thought I saw the devil on every side of
me. | was constrained in the bitterness of my spirit to halloo out in the midst
of the congregation, which disturbing them, they took me away; but finding
I could neither walk nor stand, they carried me as far as the vestry, and there
I remained till the service was over.

When the people were dismissed Mr. Whitefield came into the vestry, and
being told of my condition he came immediately, and the first word he said
to me was, “JESUS CHRIST HAS GOT THEE AT LAST.” He asked where
I lived, intending to come and see me the next day; but recollecting he was
to leave the town the next morning, he said he could not come himself, but
would send another minister; he desired them to get me home, and then tak-
ing his leave of me, I saw him no more. When I reached my sister’s house,
being carried by two men, she was very uneasy to see me in so distressed a
condition. She got me to bed, and sent for a doctor, who came immediately,
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and after looking at me, he went home, and sent me a bottle of mixture, and
desired her to give me a spoonful every two hours; but I could not take any
thing the doctor sent, nor indeed keep in bed; this distressed my sister very
much, and she cried out, “The lad will surely die.” She sent for two other doc-
tors, but no medicine they prescribed could I take. No, no; it may be asked, a
wounded spirit who can cure? as well as who can bear? In this distress of soul I
continued for three days without any food, only a little water now and then.

On the fourth day, the minister Mr. Whitefield had desired to visit me
came to see me, and being directed upstairs, when he entered the room, I
thought he made my distress much worse. He wanted to take hold of my
hand, but I durst not give it to him. He insisted upon taking hold of it, and
then I got away from him on the other side of the bed; but being very weak
I fell down, and before I could recover he came to me and took me by the
hand, and lifted me up, and after a few words desired to go to prayer. So he
fell upon his knees, and pulled me down also; after he had spent some time in
prayer he rose up, and asked me how I did now; I answered, much worse; he
then said, “Come, we will have the old thing over again,” and so we kneeled
down a second time, and after he had prayed earnestly we got up, and he said
again, “How do you do now”; I replied worse and worse, and asked him if he
intended to kill me? “No, no, said he, you are worth a thousand dead men, let
us try the old thing over again,” and so falling upon our knees, he continued
in prayer a considerable time, and near the close of his prayer, the Lord was
pleased to set my soul at perfect liberty, and being filled with joy I began to
praise the Lord immediately; my sorrows were turned into peace, and joy, and
love. The minister said, “How is it now?” I answered, all is well, all happy.
He then took his leave of me; but called every day for several days afterwards,
and the last time he said, “Hold fast that thou hast already obtained, ‘till Jesus
Christ come.” I now read the Scriptures very much.

ESSAYS

The three essays reprinted below address the range of social, political, and
religious conflict and unrest that accompanied the Great Awakening. The
first, by Cedric Cowing of the University of Hawaii, Manoa, describes the
conflicting emphases between emotion and reason in the lives of theologians,
evangelists, and pewsitters. Consequences of the Revival are given special
attention. Some of the tensions between belief and behavior of Awakening
leaders are given close examination by David S. Lovejoy of the University of
Wisconsin in the second essay. In the final essay, Martha T. Blauvelt of The
College of Saint Benedict in Saint Joseph, Minnesota, and Rosemary Skinner
Keller of Union Theological Seminary show that the widespread exclusion
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of women from the mainstream of American society did not preclude their
inclusion in Awakening activities, though a fuller expansion of women’s evan-
gelical role was delayed until the nineteenth century.

§21 The Great Awakening: Revelation and Reason

Cepric CowING

Source: Cedric B. Cowing, The Grear Awakening and the American
Revolution: Colonial Thought in the 18th Century (Chicago: Rand
McNally, 1971), 67-69, 70-74. Copyright © 1971 by Rand McNally
and Company. Reprinted with permission of the author.

Effects of the Revival

The very characteristics of the Great Awakening that the Old Lights found
distasteful had a profound and as yet unmeasured effect on American intellec-
tual and political life. In most places, the Calvinistic emphasis on Terrors of
the Law was important in attracting male converts. It appealed to the “middle
aged” men who had a rising concern for life after death and had not heard
before—during the barren period of the early 18th century—the full exposi-
tion of Calvinistic federal theology. The conundrums of Calvinism were also
a challenge to young men dealing with an abstract system for the first time.
While fear for their souls dominated both groups, there were those analytical
and skeptical enough to be more angry than afraid. These particular “children
of wrath” were angry that God could be so unjust, so unreasonable and inhu-
man as to impute Adam’s sin to all mankind and predestine the vast majority
to hell. This anger heightened the suggestibility of many stable men who were
not neurotic, exceptionally intelligent, or easily scared.

Gilbert Tennent was the epitome of the New Light in his ability to arouse
fear and anger and bring on sudden convictions. Like Jonathan Edwards—
who could be as effective on occasion—Tennent relied heavily on direct
address and made no agreeable gestures to diffuse the impression of his words.
The relentless manner of such preachers in presenting astringent doctrines
affected not only those of choleric and melancholic temperament, who were
more easily stirred, but often reached the sanguine and phlegmatic men as
well. And when the latter were “re-born,” they were not likely to fall away.

The initial power of evangelical Calvinism came from stressing God’s sov-
ereignty and the Terrors of the Law, without exploring certain implications.
Presented in the right way, the authoritarian idea of God’s sovereignty could
appear equalitarian. All men were worms dependent on God’s mercy, inca-
pable of understanding life’s higher meaning. Even the Saints might be fooling
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themselves, and further introspection might reveal hypocrisy. The proud and
the complacent as well as the overtly sinful were in danger. No one was secure.
God’s sovereignty could be a reminder to the nouveaux riches, the upwardly
mobile who were forgetting Him, and this aspect could gain approval from
pious and less self-confident common folk. At the same time, it could com-
fort members of old families of the Elect who felt their status threatened by
impious climbers.

Beginning a sermon with the Terrors was a prerequisite for evangelical
pastors. Aroused by fear and anger, listeners were made ready for the “good
news.” Of course the clergy alternated it with other themes and adjusted the
severity to the audience. Jonathan Edwards was unusually terrifying when he
preached “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” at Enfield in 1741 because
he knew the congregation there had become loose and indolent. A delicate
proportion was involved; the Terrors had to last long enough to stir the most
secure, but not so long as to bring mass insanity or suicide. Ministers who
moved too soon from this theme to God’s mercy failed to reach many souls.
Edwards seldom made this mistake. Of all God’s doctrines he believed sover-
eignty the most blessed. He wrote: “But the most awful truths of God’s word
ought not to be withheld from public congregations, because it may happen
that some melancholic persons in Christendom exceedingly abuse the awful
things contained in the scripture, to their own wounding.”

Preaching that was merely an emotional assault on the brain was not
enough; the preacher also had to provide an escape from the induced stress.
Hellfire was presented solely as the result of rejecting the offer of eternal sal-
vation won by faith. Emotionally disrupted by this threat, then rescued from
everlasting torment by a total change of heart, the convert was now in a state
to be helped by emphasizing the complementary gospel of love. The pun-
ishment for backsliding from a state of grace was always in mind; but once
conversion had taken place, love rather than further fear could be used to
consolidate the gain. John Wesley described the right method as beginning
with the preaching of the law “in the strongest, the closest, the most searching
manner possible. After more and more persons are convinced of sin, we may
mix more and more of the gospel, in order to beget faith, to raise into the
spiritual life those whom the law has slain.”. . .

There would seem to be a definite relationship between males, Terrors of
the Law, and sudden experiences. A psychologist in his study of college and
seminary students in the 1920s, distinguished 143 instances of sudden con-
viction; he labelled them “Definite Crisis” cases. Of these, three-fourths were
men, although in his general sample, only a third were male. He also demon-
strated a strong link between type of theology and Definite Crisis experiences.
Those who had heard “stern theology,” namely preaching of the Terrors of
the Law, were more than five times as likely to have a Definite Crisis as those
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who had heard only “moderate theology.” This suggests that the New Light
emphasis on the Terrors was apt to “convict” more men than women and to
do it more suddenly.

Is a Definite Cirisis to be preferred to the gradual or temporary emotional
stimulus experiences because it leads to a more profound and permanent
change? Does it have greater political and social consequences than the oth-
ers? Modern scholars disagree but evangelists have always said yes. Jehovah’s
Witnesses, among the most involved in this field today, have learned to
expect—Ilike other direct salesmen—an early decision to “close with Jesus” or
no decision at all. Eighteenth century awakeners explicitly favored the crises
although professing sympathy for those who suffered prolonged anxiety and
indecision. Jonathan Edwards believed that the immediacy of spoken words
and not the memory of them were most likely to prick the heart and that
great terrors led to sudden light and joy. Samuel Buell thought that the more
powerful the conviction, the sooner the relief. After a lifetime of evangelism,
John Wesley affirmed that sudden effects seemed to be the most enduring.
Early in this century, America’s most distinguished psychologist of religion
reached the same conclusion. In his Varieties of Religious Experience, William
James wrote, “As a matter of fact, all the more striking instances of conver-
sion, . . . have been permanent.”

The emphasis on “the Word,” spoken and written, provided some check
on mysticism and promoted literacy and rationality. Edwards liked converts
who had “seen” passages from scripture and felt joy afterward. Whitefield said
he clung to the scriptures because beyond them were only illusions.

Modern religious educators, offended by the aggressive and vulgar tactics
of many Fundamentalist revivalists, have deplored Definite Crisis cases. They
have associated such phenomena with religious illiteracy, backwoods igno-
rance, and susceptibility to hysteria. These educators admit that crises are apt
to occur among the unchurched after puberty and urge the early Christian
training of children as insurance against such emotional excesses. Their disap-
proval is rationalistic and aesthetic, but it also rests on the belief that crisis
conversions in our own time are superficial and impermanent.

The British psychiatrist, William Sargant, provides strong endorsement
of Definite Crisis experiences, however. He emphasizes the therapeutic value
of total collapse and argues that the potential for reformation is greatest
among those who have been completely overcome. When the cerebral appa-
ratus short-circuits to save itself from unbearable stress and the victim slumps
into a comatose state, a tabula rasa condition follows. It may be three or
four months before the patient’s pre-collapse habits and thoughts are fully
restored. If; in the interim, the patient is systematically reconditioned, he
may well be transformed for life; he may be “born again.” On this ground
Sargant admires Jonathan Edwards” techniques and praises as psychologically
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sound the elaborate follow-up system of John Wesley and the Methodists,
particularly their stress on “classes” and self-criticism to maintain morale and
discipline among the converts and weed out hypocrites in the crucial retrain-
ing period.

There were many physical and mental collapses in the Great Awakening.
Charles Chauncy referred frequently and deprecatingly to the “swooning” and
the “struck.” Jonathan Parsons of Lyme saw several stout men fall “as if a can-
non ball had been discharged.” David Hall of Sutton, a sympathizer, believed
that the New Lights were encouraging too much crying and falling down.

It should be remembered at this point that the New Lights were not seek-
ing sudden conversions alone, but sudden convictions followed at appropri-
ate intervals by definite, datable conversion experiences. The interval between
conviction and conversion could vary considerably, depending upon the tem-
perament of the individual. Two weeks was too short; two years was too long;
two months was an optimum. It would be a misrepresentation of the New
Lights not to emphasize this, because the period of anxiety was important.
The minister could use the signs, stages and behavior of this interim to corrob-
orate the testimony offered by the convert later; and the pastors were cautious,
in the 18th century, resisting pressure to telescope these days of concern and
trial. In the revivals of the 19th century, when conversion followed conviction
closely, the cases of abiding change seem to have been fewer.

The impact of the Great Awakening on learning was profound although
it is still not fully understood; only some of the immediate aspects will be
indicated here. When the joy and relief of sudden conversion subsided, most
converts felt a strong sense of obligation, at first to God and then to the com-
munity at large. They were receptive and educable; young male converts were
eager to become ministers and begin proselytizing. Respectable New Light
clergy offered their pastoral studies as “schools of the prophets” to train these
neophytes. The young men hungered for instruction, not only by hearing
the Word in extra lectures, but also by reading good books. In addition to
the scriptures, they sought out the solid works of Puritanism: Ames, Baxter,
Flavel, Hooker, Shepard, Cotton, Willard, Mather, and Stoddard. The major-
ity of the authors were colonial divines of the 17th century; studying their
works was more effective than the jeremiad had ever been in reinforcing ideas
of special destiny and separation from Europe, and in fostering incipient
nationalism.

In Britain, many of the converts of Whitefield and Wesley were motivated
to learn to read and write, but in the northern colonies where people were
already literate—except for the Indians and Negroes—the energies and disci-
pline released by the New Light were the inspiration needed to master abstract
religious material. In comprehending theological as well as devotional printed
matter, the emotions aided the development of cognitive skills. The novices
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in focusing on the stages of conversion were studying a process analogous to
the still mysterious secular sequence of gathering data, altering hypotheses,
and somehow relying upon intuition to synthesize the conclusions. This type
of thinking would have a more general utdlity later. The Great Awakening
induced a grass roots intellectualism that ultimately spread in every direction,
from belief in God’s sovereignty all the way to agnosticism.

There is ample testimony that community morals improved markedly
after large-scale conversion. Reformations were common and religious talk
was everywhere. The saved even displayed affection for people they had for-
merly hated. There is no way to measure how long such effects lasted, but
the revivalists, of course, believed that their ministers, like Jonathan Edwards,
were so careful in admitting newcomers to communion that few backslid.
New Lights describe the awakened as animated by a new principle, pursuing
their daily life with a new confidence, satisfaction, and purpose.

At the same time, the Church of England received refugees from the emo-
tionalism of the revival. Rectors boasted of the high quality of families joining
their flocks and the general Anglican immunity to the New Light.

The Awakening accentuated divisions and produced schisms in the
Reformed churches. In New England the opposers were dubbed Old Lights.
In the Middle Colonies, both the Dutch Reformed and the Presbyterians split
into Old Sides and New Sides. The factions created earlier by Frelinghuysen
and the Tennents were thus confirmed and revealed openly. In the ensuing
competition for churches and believers, the evangelical New Siders proved to
have a big advantage in youth and numbers.

Separation was one inevitable result of the revival. In cases where a con-
servative minister failed to respond to his awakened parishioners, they some-
times seceded, gathering the true believers into a new congregation. The
separatists justified themselves by asserting the Cambridge Platform and try-
ing to operate independently and democratically. In Connecticut, because of
the religious establishment created by the Saybrook Platform, they ran into
legal trouble. The separated churches could not get tax revenues and had to
support themselves at the same time their members were still compelled to
contribute taxes to the established churches. The Connecticut laws bad the
effect of reinforcing a natural tendency of many separatists to organize as
Baptists in order to take advantage of the legal toleration afforded that sect
in the colony. Separatism was marked in sparsely settled eastern Connecticut
and in Plymouth Colony.

The Great Awakening may have added as many as fifty thousand church
members and 150 new churches to New England; and the composition of the
flocks was altered significantly. In the quiet era before the revival the churches
had catered to women and to men of affairs. The Awakening brought into the
churches a variety of new men—rural, youthful, middle-aged, phlegmatic,
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unchurched, Indian, Negro—and some of Pilgrim stock. In churches fol-
lowing the halfway plan, many became communicants and some “owned the
covenant.” This influx of males guided by the New Light resulted in increased
power of the church in the community since in virtually all the congrega-
tions, only men could vote.

The majority of the clerical elite found the New Light satisfying and inci-
dentally useful in regaining some of the clerical power that bad ebbed away.
Many of ministerial lineage, although quakerish in their own piety, identified
with the New Light party, and encouraged or sympathized with the strong
responses of the unchurched and the backsliders. This respected group aided
the Awakening, believing that it was, by and large, in the tradition of mid-
17th century Puritanism and the founding fathers. It accepted as allies the
many converts who became New Light pastors. The newcomers were activists
ready to work among the unchurched and on the frontier. They were differ-
ent from the elite in at least two ways: they were not the sons of clergymen
and they had graduated from college in their twenties, not in their teens.
Yet these evangelical parvenus complemented the older, genteel ministers.
Together, the two elements in the New Light ministry consolidated the newly
pious among the Calvinistic population in the northern colonies.

The Great Awakening, after its initial phase, divided the colonies along
rather sharp lines. To assert, however, that the upper classes of the towns were
anti-revival, and the yeomen of the countryside were eager for the “good
news’ is an oversimplification. It is perhaps more accurate to agree with
Jonathan Edwards that the inclination toward the New Light was a matter of
“sensibility,” a quality unevenly distributed in the community. The old stock
of clerical lineage and the yeomen evidently had more of it than the rational-
istic men in-between who had come to town to make their fortunes.

§22 The Great Awakening as Subversion and Conspiracy

Davip S. Lovejoy

Source: David S. Lovejoy, Religious Enthusiasm in the New World
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985), 195-201, 206-7, 20810,
213-14. Copyright © 1985 by the President and Fellows of Harvard
College. Reprinted with permission of Harvard University Press.

A widespread reason for opposition to the Great Awakening was the belief
that it posed a threat to social and political stability, besides undermining
orthodox religion. According to opponents, the enthusiasm of religious radi-
cals was subversive of established institutions, and one had only to look at the
course of history since the Reformation for evidence of the troubles it had
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caused in the past. To these opponents the Revival was openly vulnerable to
such criticism, for its revivalists were a clear and present danger to society at
large, as well as to the well being of Church and State.

Books, tracts, sermons, letters, and newspapers condemned the “New Way”
and spoke of the ignorant, the rabble, the “admiring Vulgar,” and Negroes,
all of whom revival ministers and exhorters aroused and made restless and
kept from their callings. Virginia Anglicans accused Samuel Davies of “hold-
ing forth on working days,” contrary to the “religion of labour,” and caus-
ing Virginians to neglect their duties in providing for their families. Davies
certainly did not increase his popularity in either Williamsburg or London
when he replied that his people spent less than half as many working days
listening to him hold forth on the “Word of Life” as Anglicans were “obliged
to keep holy according to their calendar.” Davies’s quip made little impres-
sion; not long afterwards the Virginia governor and council intervened in
support of orthodoxy and by proclamation prohibited “all Itinerant Preachers
whether New Light men, Moravians or Methodists” from preaching or hold-
ing meetings. Connecticut’s government claimed that James Davenport’s wild
behavior had a “natural tendency to disturb and destroy the peace and order”
of the colony. In response to these disturbing tendencies in this “Land of
steady habit,” the legislature, like Virginia’s, put a stop to traveling preachers
through severe laws to protect the good people of the colony and shelter the
established Church.

That the “peace and order” of the American colonies generally were dis-
rupted by the Awakening there can be no doubt. Itinerant preachers and
lay exhorters provoked “Ministers against Ministers,” church against church;
they upset ecclesiastical harmony, tending to schism, confusion, and disorder.
A telescoping of the conversion process and a mindless play upon the emo-
tions of its victims distorted theology and misrepresented God’s relationship
to man. But the “wandering Spirit” of enthusiasm also set husbands against
wives, children against parents, servants against masters; it made a shambles
of that reverence traditionally due the “Aged and Honourable,” precisely
what had been said in both England and the colonies about George Fox and
his Quakers. When George Whitefield preached from colony to colony, day
laborers threw down their tools and mechanics shut up their shops to fol-
low him, shirking their responsibilities and abandoning their families. The
same was true of Gilbert Tennent. If only he could be persuaded to release
the “Strollers” who tagged along after him and let them get back to their
looms and lasts, their packs and grubbing hoes, the world might return to
peace and quiet and an orderly face of affairs. Enthusiasm, charged Charles
Chauncy of Boston in a tone reminiscent of the seventeenth century, always
filled the church with confusion and the state with disorder. The boys at
Harvard, despite all the holy talk, said another critic, received nothing but
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enthusiasm from Whitefield and Tennent, along with large doses of pride and
a “Contempt of their Betters.”

Enthusiasm harbored radical behavior which also challenged custom and
convention, obedience and morality. The heart when brimful of Christ’s Spirit
often found itself perfect and sinless and free from control and discipline. To
some in whom the Spirit dwelt this meant sexual license, and the Awakening
had its share, recalling the immorality of the Anabaptists and Ranters and
other antinomian perfectionists. Enthusiasm, wherever it appeared, suppos-
edly betrayed strong tendencies to promiscuity and communal marriage;
it tended to destroy property, Chauncy claimed, and not least “to make all
things common, wives as well as goods.”

Jonathan Edwards several times warned of what he called a “counterfeit of
love” to which the “wildest enthusiasts” were vulnerable. Love and affection
within an isolated group often became indistinguishable from mere attrac-
tion between the sexes, which easily degenerated into the gross and criminal.
The early Gnostics suffered this kind of decline, as did the Family of Love,
and no doubt, Edwards suggested, it was this decay of affection which led
to the community of women we hear so much about among several of the
sects. The practice of “mutual embraces” and “holy kisses” could only turn
“Christian love into unclean and brutish lust.” Right there in Northampton,
Massachusetts, at the height of the Awakening, Edwards saw the risk of
unchaperoned young people in mixed company meeting for religious ser-
vices. Although at the moment the youngsters’ minds were taken up with a
“sense of divine things,” this would wear off sooner or later and offer plenty
of opportunities to “consort together in couples for other than religious pur-
poses.” Who knows, soon some might attend such meetings merely for the
sake of “company-keeping.”

This all seems pretty chaste; it appears that Edwards was unnecessarily
alarmed. But the history of enthusiasm, at least, warned him about “future
dangers” set up by the Devil. Revival enthusiasm grew in some places to
perfectionism and antinomianism, as it had countless times before. There
were several instances of putting away wives and taking up with more fitting
soul mates, a reordering thought permissible, given the dispensations which
accompanied sinlessness—in the style of French Prophets and the Dutartres’
holy household in South Carolina. Pregnancy aggravated one such couple’s
live-in arrangement in Cumberland, Rhode Island, although the father of the
young lady (already married) earlier had explained that he saw no harm in
his daughter’s home away from home since she and her spiritual companion
always “lay with a Bible between them.” A similar occurrence shocked the
people of Canterbury, Connecticut, when it ended in the tragic poisoning of
a cast-off wife and two children. An accompanying difficulty in both these
cases and one other, according to Isaac Backus, was that the orthodox clergy
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blamed the scandals on Separatists like Backus, who, they preached, were
notorious for schism and faction and the destruction of communities. Out-
bursts of enthusiasm were associated historically with subversion of conven-
tion and morality, let alone Church and State, and the Great Awakening of
the 1740s was no exception.

Religion and Slavery

A universal complaint against enthusiasts was that they undermined society.
But just as the Great Awakening had its indigenous causes, so too a pecu-
liarly American brand of subversion emerged from it which tended to disturb
established colonial customs such as the enslavement of blacks and prejudicial
treatment of Indians.

Since slavery’s beginnings in seventeenth-century Virginia, there had been
a question in many colonists’ minds about converting Africans to Christianity.
Supposedly it was a godly duty to do so, just as it was to spread the gospel
among the Indians. But there was some hesitation, even refusal, among slave
owners, who never could be sure how black salvation would affect outright
ownership, and many suspected the worst in reaction and revenge. Conversion
might be interpreted as a step in the direction of equality with whites, which
was an absurdity and incongruous with the whole institution of slavery. King
Charles II had encouraged the English Church and the gospel in the New
World as a demonstration of his regard for American souls, black as well as
white. But he blasted as gross “impiety” the slave owners’ habit of prohibiting
baptism “out of a mistaken opinion” that it made slaves “ipso facto free.”

Quakers were among the first to take notice of the religious needs of black
slaves. Teaching the enthusiastic principles of Quakerism to anyone was bad
enough, but teaching them to slaves was doubly subversive. Several extrem-
ist women spread their heretical beliefs among blacks in Virginia as early
as 1661. Because of opposition to their meetings, Quakers in York County
began holding them in out-of-the-way places to which they invited neighbor-
ing blacks. That the governor and the county authority were convinced that
something more than religion was at stake in these clandestine assemblies is
clear from the oaths of supremacy and allegiance demanded from likely dis-
turbers of the peace. Mary Chisman, wife of a prominent planter and already
a Quaker, attended these meetings with her slaves, for which the government
stepped in and charged her husband to prevent her, their slaves, and other
members of the family from such suspect activities.

The ubiquitous William Edmundson found blacks at Barbados receptive
to, even eager for, nurture of the inward light—so much so, in fact, that whites
became apprehensive. A suspicious Anglican priest confronted Edmundson,
and, besides damning Quakers as usual for blasphemy and heresy, he accused
Edmundson and them also of making blacks Christians, a condition which
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could only teach them to rebel and cut the throats of whites. As the govern-
ment was about to seize Edmundson for fomenting rebellion, he first, in
good Quaker fashion, called upon the governor, who echoed the accusations.
He told him that the only way to keep blacks from cutting white throats was
to make them loving Christians; if they did rebel, it would be owing to the
whites’ denying them a “Knowledge of God and Christ Jesus,” besides keep-
ing them hungry.

Quakers would not become outright abolitionists for three or more genera-
tions, but they were well prepared to share their light with blacks, and blamed
whites for preventing it. In the 1670s Alice Curwen sounded very much as
George Whitefield would in the 1740s when she taught what Christianity
would do for the souls of blacks, besides making them better slaves and less
likely to cut anyone’s throat. But when Curwen and her missionary friends
actually preached Quaker truths to enslaved Negroes in Barbados, white soci-
ety smelled racial equality and bloody rebellion.

In South Carolina, where blacks outnumbered whites by the early eigh-
teenth century, masters were adamant almost to a man against including them
in the gospel promise. They claimed slaves grew worse for being Christians
despite laws which plainly disassociated baptism from freedom. Assembling
blacks for worship was foolhardy they believed; it would give slaves a sense of
their strength and tempt them to rebel despite bloody consequences, particu-
larly on isolated plantations. Anyway, religious instruction took precious time
away from work and would cut deeply into profits, besides drawing slaves
away from their own gardens from which many fed and clothed themselves,
freeing planters from the expense of both. These were strong reasons for not
encouraging religion, although the SPG missionaries reported that planters
would never admit the selfishness of the arguments. Slave owners insisted
instead that Negroes were a wicked and stubborn race and therefore could
never become true Christians. Several years later Samuel Davies, who spent
a good deal of time with Virginia slaves as a Presbyterian minister, sensed a
real need on the part of some of them for religious instruction and worship
to relieve their habitual uneasiness. The chief trouble was the masters’ neglect
of them, as if their condition necessarily deprived them of immortal souls.
Still other slaves, he found, looked to religion and particularly baptism as
a step toward equality, an urge Davies learned to discourage. Apprehension
remained among whites, however, lest religious education and eventual bap-
tism become dangerously disruptive; converted blacks, who looked forward
to a heavenly kingdom, might take steps to inherit an earthly one as well.

George Whitefield was no crusader against slavery. In fact, he was so
far from attacking slavery as an institution that in 1741 he agreed to testify
before Parliament in support of it in Georgia and later lamented that the
trustees had deprived the colony of slave labor these many years. What a
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flourishing place it might have been, he commented, and think of the white
lives their efforts would have saved! As late as 1751, when slaves became legal
in Georgia, he regretted not possessing them at Bethesda, his orphanage—for
their own good, of course—where he might make them comfortable and
breed into their posterity the blessings of the Lord.

The moral issue of slavery aside, Whitefield did preach a God who was
no respecter of color; therefore, his sincere desire to include blacks in his
promotion of God’s grace made many South Carolinians uneasy and got him
off to a bad start in their colony. No emancipator, Whitefield pushed for
better treatment of Negroes, chiefly proper care of their souls. Early in his
colonial career he charged planters throughout the South with abusing their
slaves and keeping them ignorant of Christianity. This he did in a series of
published letters, and it did him no good either with the powers that be in
South Carolina or the Anglican Commissary, Alexander Garden, who was
already suspicious of Awakeners purely on religious grounds. Garden pub-
licly accused Whitefield of “enthusiasm and pride,” and lumped him with
all the fanatics he could think of; including the Ranters, the Quakers, and
the notorious French Prophets, as a bad lot. He claimed Whitefield’s let-
ters incited insurrection among blacks, and for these reasons by themselves,
let alone enthusiasm, Whitefield was suspect. To compound the uneasiness,
Whitefield talked of establishing a Negro school in the colony, and he would
have, too, he reported, had, he found the time and proper schoolmasters.
When word spread later that he intended to convert “Whitefield’s Folly,” his
orphan house at Bethesda, Georgia, into a college, his esteem in the South
suffered badly. Because climate and isolation dictated severely against it, such
a proposal suggested that there were devious designs, “some Venial Views,” a
“particular Scheme” up his sleeve, and southern planters wanted none of it.

What Whitefield had no time for, Hugh Bryan, a devoted follower, tried
hard to accomplish. The story of Bryan bears out the truth of a revealing con-
temporary charge against Whitefield: that he “unhinged many good sort of peo-
ple.” Bryan was a well-to-do Carolina planter, officeholder, and Presbyterian.
With Whitefield’s advice and the help of his wife and brother he resolved
to establish a school for blacks on his own plantation. But several events
occurred which cast some doubt on Bryan’s usefulness to Whitefield’s crusade.
As a result of his conversion and a measure of his zeal, he boldly attacked the
Anglican priests in South Carolina, claiming their churches woefully neglected
Christian duty to the colonists there. Full of “Decrees and Cannons,” wrote
Bryan, the orthodox clergy persecuted Christ’s faithful ministers—meaning
revival preachers—for not conforming, while “they themselves break their
cannons every Day.” Whitefield beamed approval and helped to see Bryan’s
charges in pamphlet form through Peter Timothy’s press at Charlestown in
January 1741. This was too much for Commissary Garden, whose shoddy
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treatment of Whitefield was obvious in Bryan’s transparent indictment. The
Commissary slapped a libel suit on all three—author, printer, and reverend
agent—which detained Whitefield in South Carolina for some time, where
he played the martyr and indulged himself in a “scene of suffering,” delighted
to call it “persecution.” Whitefield posted bond, but the affair soon blew over
when an appeal to England eventually stopped the proceedings.

Meanwhile, Bryan’s wife died, with a testimony to Whitefield on her lips.
Whether her death unstrung Bryan or whether too much of Whitefield’s
enthusiasm rubbed off on him would be difficult to determine. Under guid-
ance of the Spirit, Bryan soon began prophesying the fiery destruction of
Charlestown by blacks and their violent escape from slavery to freedom.
Rumors spread quickly that he was holding encampments in Saint Helena’s
parish surrounded by “all sorts of people,” most of them blacks in large num-
bers, gathered under the pretext of worship. What is surprising is how calmly
the government seemed to take these wild claims, particularly since they
followed by less than three years the notorious Stono Rebellion in South
Carolina, which was put down only after the killing of forty blacks and half
as many whites. Still, lest the black majority get wind of Bryan’s “enthusiastic
Prophecies,” the government issued a warrant for his arrest. By this time he
had recanted, calling the whole thing a delusion of the Devil rather than the
bidding of the Holy Spirit, and begged forgiveness. But before his abrupt
change of mind, he had lived for a time barefoot in the wilderness where
the Spirit bade him attempt several miracles, including a smiting of the river
waters that they might divide and let him pass. Undaunted after a thorough
soaking, he foretold his own immediate death, and when that fizzled, too, he
was persuaded to go home and retire from the prophesying business, shame-
fully confessing his delusion.

Great Awakening revivalists were not protoabolitionists. But like
Whitefield they prayed and preached for the conversion of black slaves, who,
if they could not win freedom, might win salvation. Most Carolinians, how-
ever, were convinced that slavery and religion, most of all enthusiasm, did not
mix. Although they blamed Whitefield for Bryan’s ominous fanaticism, like
their government they came eventually to take the crisis in stride, and before
long got a good laugh out of the outrageous episode.

Not so funny was the case of Anne Le Bresseur, a “Widow Gentlewoman
of considerable Fortune” and a “prime Disciple of Mr. Whitefield’s.” Mme.
Le Bresseur had difficulty settling down in a Charlestown communion once
Whitefield began preaching there, and not many weeks after Hugh Bryan
confessed his delusion, she shot herself with a brace of pistols. Just before her
death a couple of hours later, she made clear her absolute assurance of salva-
tion and her longing to enter the “blessed mansions which she knew were
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prepared for her.” Whitefield, indeed, “unhinged many good sort of people,”
besides a good many others. . . .

Moravians and Indians

War with Spain had heightened suspicions about the interrelatedness of the
Great Awakening, slave revolt, and Catholic intrigue. During the war with
France, which began in 1744, George Whitefield’s revivalists, although still
suspect, were joined by Count Ludwig Zinzendorf’s Moravians, who dog-
gedly strove to share their piety and enthusiasm with American Indians. We
left a handful of United Brethren at the Forks of the Delaware, where they
had purchased Nazareth from George Whitefield in 1740. As their num-
bers increased under the aegis of Count Zinzendorf, they went on to settle
nearby Bethlehem and the surrounding countryside. Unlike the Labadists
before them, who pretty much forgot an original intention to Christianize
the Indians, the Moravians immediately seized the opportunity, and their
missions, along with their music, have become historically two of their most
memorable legacies. Bringing God to the Indians was not an easy task, as
John Wesley had learned to his surprise in Georgia. Moravian missionar-
ies, unlike the earlier Rosicrucians outside Philadelphia, were not an edu-
cated cadre but ordinary people—farmers, mechanics, and artisans—whose
religious zeal, which had brought them to the colonies in the first place,
was reflected in their devoted missionary work. They taught Christianity in
German, sometimes through interpreters, and their only text was the Bible.
Very few learned the Indian languages. . . .

American colonists were divided in their opinions about Moravians. In
fact, they were not unanimous in the way they viewed the increasing German
population. As early as 1727 the Pennsylvania Council discussed the influx of
Germans and resolved to require of them an oath of allegiance in the future.
Complaints centered around their burgeoning numbers, their ignorance of
the English language and laws, and their settling in communities distinct
from Pennsylvania’s other colonists. All of these posed questions of security
in a colonial society and set a lot of people thinking. The imminence of war
intensified such feelings, as did factional politics, and Benjamin Franklin
used the Germans for purposes of propaganda in both instances to their dis-
advantage. Still, their numbers increased, and by the time of the American
Revolution there may have been as many as 150,000 colonists of German
origin in British America.

Granted the Moravians were a tiny part of these; but not only were they
Germans, or adopted Germans; they were pietists and enthusiasts. There was
plenty of dissatisfaction with them on religious grounds alone. The Maryland
Scot Dr. Alexander Hamilton, whose grand tour took him through several
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colonies in 1744, came across a number of Moravians in both New Jersey
and the Hudson River Valley and dubbed them a “wild, fanatick sect.” He
resented their living in common, “men and women mixed,” in great barns or
houses where they sleep, eat, drink, and “preach and howl.” It was all started
by that “German enthusiast,” Count Zinzendorf, and he and they, like all
enthusiasts, thought their “religion of the Lamb” to be the only true religion.
But maybe they were right, Hamilton concluded, insofar as some, no doubt,
were “wolves in sheep’s clothing.”

George Whitefield disengaged himself from the Moravians in 1740 over
their loose doctrine of election and the presumption of perfection, after a
short honeymoon celebrated in London, Georgia, and at the Forks of the
Delaware. Gilbert Tennent of Pennsylvania and New Jersey had counted
largely on Moravians for the success of his revivals, but when the zeal of the
Awakening slackened, he backed off, took a sober look at the damage enthusi-
asm and fanaticism had done to evangelical Protestantism, and turned on the
Moravians as scapegoats, damning them as confused and deluded and danger-
ous. Whitefield believed Tennent was unnecessarily severe in his condemna-
tion of the Brethren and suggested that maybe some of Tennents own “wild
fire” was mixed with the sacred zeal which came only from God. Both revival-
ists agreed, however, that Moravian beliefs were mistaken, although Whitefield
described himself as more temperate in his criticism than Tennent; in fact, in a
fit of messianism, he compared himself to Jesus, who “sees all the quarrels . . .
of His children, and yet bears with, and loves them still>—even Moravians.

As if to deflect attention from his own extravagances, which he regretted,
Gilbert Tennent in 1743 lit into the Moravians with a fury, sounding very
much like Charles Chauncy against New Lights in New England. He
resented their endeavors to conceal real opinions and distrusted their preten-
sions to simplicity. He questioned the ancient history of the sect and sug-
gested strongly that its “whole system” was of recent origin, framed in 1725 at
Count Zinzendorf’s home in Saxony. He scoffed at their beliefs in the assur-
ance of salvation and “sinless perfection.” Their authoritarianism in church
and society, their regulation of marriage, their unhealthy grip on children,
and surveillance of converts all impinged, he said, on religious and civil lib-
erty. They were worse than the Labadists in their “Mixture of many Errors.”
To await the voice of the Lord, like Quakers, only encouraged enthusiasm,
and Zinzendorf’s insistence that the elders and ministers of the church spoke
only what “Christ works in them” smacked of “Immediate Inspiration.” Not
to be subject to the law, as the Count described his ministers, was rank anti-
nomianism. And on top of this, they scorned learning and slighted human
reason. Their beliefs and carryings on, Tennent concluded, were “Nonsense,
Contradictions, and mysterious Gibberish.”
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Charles Chauncy in Boston had little sympathy for either Gilbert Tennent
or the Moravians. At the peak of the Awakening, Chauncy claimed Tennent
had welcomed their swelling numbers and succeeded in confusing them as
well as other victims of the Revival. Now that he had changed his mind, said
Chauncy, becoming apprehensive “lest the Churches should be undone with a
Spirit of Enthusiasm,” he cut himself off from the Moravians and then blamed
them for all the trouble. By 1743 both Whitefield and Tennent, two of the
Awakening’s leading figures, had turned their backs on the United Brethren,
and the issue ironically was enthusiasm. Evangelical piety could get out of
hand, they now confessed; when it did, it easily spilled over into enthusiasm,
as it had with the Moravians, and as such it was subversive of true religion.
These German pietists, then, were suspicious characters, and true believers
ought to be wary of their “Unreasonableness, anti-evangelical, and licentious
Religion.” There were probably many people besides Charles Chauncy who
were convinced that the pot was calling the kettle black.

Suspect in religion by both Old and New Lights, Moravians became
objects of even greater suspicion when war broke out with France in 1744.
New Yorkers found all matter of reasons for driving their missionaries out
of the colony. The government dragged several to Manhattan for question-
ing. By what right did they preach to the Indians without the governor’s
leave? Who called them to the ministry? Why did they refuse to take oaths
of allegiance? Some of their answers hardly satisfied a colony government
whose geography seemed to invite French invasion from the north and whose
people believed it was imminent. It was the “Saviours pleasure he should be
a Minister,” claimed one, while another confessed guilelessly that he had no
idea whether the Indians wanted teachers, but he did know “that all the Earth
was to be Subject to the Lord,” and so he did his part. Still another claimed
his commission to preach came from the Moravians at Bethlehem, and all of
them, of course, refused oaths as contrary to the principles of their church.
Public resentment against foreign-speaking busybodies, who consorted with
the Indians in out-of-the-way places, led to claims against their land and tales
of complicity with the French, even Jesuit relations. . . .

... By 1751, after unsuccessfully trying to borrow or rent an empty church
from some of the Lutherans, they [Moravians] felt sufficiently at home to
build their own and solicited the “Fatherly Care and Protection” of the gover-
nor. Parliament played a role in changing attitudes; after scrutiny of its policy
toward Moravians, it encouraged more of them to settle in the colonies and
eased their lot by exempting them from taking oaths and bearing arms—the
result of plenty of “/ntrigue and snaky crookedness,” according to reports in
Philadelphia. The idea that they were sympathetic to France and the war-
ring Indians faded during the early skirmishes of the Seven Years’ War, when
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hostile Indians fell upon one of their Pennsylvania missions at Gnidenhut
and killed most of the whites there. Benjamin Franklin changed his mind,
too, particularly after a visit to Bethlehem in 1755, where he found them
well armed and where they entertained him splendidly with a capital sermon,
“good musick, the organ being accompanied with violins, hautboys, flutes,
clarinets, etc” and straightforward answers to his prying questions about reli-
gious practices, living arrangements, and marriage customs. They were all
“very kind to me,” he later recorded in the Autobiography. Although he was
well aware that their use of firearms, if only for defensive purposes, was really
a compromise of religious principles, he approved of it and later congratu-
lated them for their helpful contributions during the war with France. Times
had changed. The Awakening had spent its momentum, and its enthusiasm
dampened. Moravians were behaving more like ordinary colonists, arming
and being warred upon, and winning the praise of Benjamin Franklin. No
subversion there.

But New Yorkers had looked very differently upon revivalists and
Moravians in the 1740s. With Whitefield loose, behaving like Jesus, attract-
ing thousands of crazy-acting converts, encouraging Negroes north and south,
threatening to educate and convert them, and doing all these things on the
eve of a Negro revolt which tore the city apart during a war with Catholic
Spain, no wonder the government of New York became suspicious. And then
this same government believed it was subject to similar subversion when the
Moravians, already friendly with Whitefield and sharing his enthusiasm, took
over his Negro academy, settled it and the neighborhood with several hun-
dred fanatical foreigners like themselves, and then sent out their most zealous
devotees to build missions where they taught Jesus and antinomianism and
Christian unity to the Indians. In so doing they ignored established authori-
ties, local churches, colonial boundaries, acts of naturalizaton, racial barriers,
and colony laws, to say nothing of orthodox Protestantism. And all this just
as Britain went to war with France and fought part of it in the New World
very close to home.

Bad enough was these enthusiasts’ foolishness about grace and conversion,
about the immanent Spirit of Christ. But enthusiasm was explosive when it
threatened to stir up black slaves to rebellion and made half-baked Christians
out of Indians during a French war, besides instilling in both all manner of
notions contrary to the settled order of things and their proper places within
a white society. Enthusiasm was not just subversive; it courted revolution, and
it ought to be suppressed wherever it emerged.
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§23 Women and Revivalism: The Puritan and Wesleyan
Traditions

MaRrTHA T. BLAUVELT AND ROSEMARY SKINNER KELLER

Source: Excerpts from Women and Religion in America, volume 2, The
Colonial and Revolutionary Periods, edited by Rosemary Radford Ruether
and Rosemary Skinner Keller. Copyright © 1983 by Rosemary R. Ruether
and Rosemary S. Keller. Reprinted by permission of HarperCollins
Publishers.

The story of the Great Awakening and the origins of evangelicalism in early
America has traditionally focused on two men, Jonathan Edwards and George
Whitefield. Edwards revitalized Puritanism by restoring private experience
to the center of religious faith, and Whitefield as an Anglican follower of
John Wesley, introduced American Colonists to the Wesleyan strain of piety.
Together, they made evangelicalism—the theological emphasis on conver-
sion as essential to salvation—the dominant characteristic of eighteenth-cen-
tury religion.

Yet however important Edwards and Whitefield were to religion, as men
they are not entirely appropriate representatives of early American evangeli-
calism. Colonial revivalism was significant not only in bringing a great theolo-
gian and “field preacher” to prominence, but in expanding women’s religious
activities. That expansion was more dramatic in the Wesleyan tradition than
in the Puritan, but in both cases evangelicalism was women’s chief vehicle in
enlarging their religious sphere.

[The following] explores how Puritan women, such as Sarah Goodhue,
Deborah Prince, and Sarah Osborn—at first privately and tentatively, then
publicly and more confidently—worked to spread the evangelical tenets of
their faith. It shows women in the more activist Wesleyan tradition, such as
Barbara Heck and Selina, Countess of Huntingdon, organizing Methodist
societies, establishing chapels and seminaries for training Methodist preach-
ers, directing missions, and performing many of the functions of evangelical
ministers. The experience of the spirit within enabled these women to pursue
such activities despite the protests of male clerics who could not envision
the radical implications of evangelicalism. In this sense colonial revivalism
witnessed an awakening of women’s power as well as of religion and prepared
the way for women’s much wider participation in evangelicalism in the nine-
teenth century.

Puritan Evangelicalism

Puritanism began as a “revival” in the sense that the movement sought to revi-
talize and purify English Protestantism. Yet, as Rosemary Keller has shown,



124 Critical Issues in American Religious History

the Anne Hutchinson affair and the related experience of women in other
New England towns quickly curtailed Puritanism’s radical implications for
women. The Hutchinson affair had implications for men as well: it intensi-
fied clerical resentment against all challenges to authority. Puritan emphasis
on the “new birth” was not to mean the overthrow of external authority by
anyone, male or female. Although layman maintained their power in secular
matters, by the 1650s they found themselves silenced within many churches:
ministers prevented from asking questions after sermons and lectures, partici-
pating in disciplinary cases, or relating their own spiritual experiences before
the church. The Hutchinson affair thus limited laymen’s power as well as
women’s. Throughout colonial history, male and female lay authority would
rise and fall together, as male laity attempted to retrieve power from ministers
and women tried to share it with laymen. For both sexes, that rise and fall
coincided with periods of revival and declension.

As lay ecclesiastical authority declined, fewer and fewer men joined New
England churches, and by the late seventeenth century females dominated
church membership rolls. In any case, their life experience made women
more likely than men to experience conversion. As historian, Gerald Moran
has shown, Puritan theology required the sinner to admit total helplessness,
to give up all dependence on self. Upon marriage, New England women
underwent just such an experience: submission to their husbands and the
prospect of death in childbirth reminded them of their lowliness and weak-
ness. Men, in contrast, gained authority through marriage and found it cor-
respondingly difficult to experience the humiliation necessary to conversion.
As a result, the vast majority of seventeenth-century Puritan converts were
married women, such as Mrs. Elizabeth White.

During the late seventeenth century, Puritanism’s evangelical tradition
began to find expression in distinct religious revivals. The political diffi-
culties and Indian threats of the 1670s and 1680s encouraged many New
Englanders to turn to God. In these revivals, men increased their representa-
tion in Puritan churches, but women did not lose their numerical advantage.
What part women played in these revivals is obscure: little is known about
their origins and effects. But these revivals mark the beginning of a new period
in Puritan evangelicalism: thereafter, certain New England towns experienced
periodic revivals as each generation came of age. These local revivals provided
a forum for female religious activity and would, in time, merge with the First
Awakening.

The one minimal evangelical role open to women in the late seventeenth
century was preaching within the private circle. Anticipating death in child-
birth, Sarah Whipple Goodhue wrote a Valedictory in 1681 that illustrates
the limited religious roles women then had. Goodhue spoke as an evangelist
confident of her own election and authority; she urged her “Children, neigh-
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bours and friends” to “get a part and portion in the Lord Jesus Christ.” It is
clear . . . that female religious meetings did not totally disappear after Anne
Hutchinson’s banishment. What activities such “private Societ[ies]” engaged
in is unclear, but given the sensitivity of ministers to male infringement on
their authority, such meetings must have confined themselves to fairly innoc-
uous matters. That they met at all, however, suggests that women had devel-
oped a means to activism and sisterhood.

During most of the seventeenth century, women received little pub-
lic acknowledgment of their piety. Significantly, neither Sarah Goodhue’s
Valedictory nor Elizabeth White’s conversion account were published until
the eighteenth century. Beginning in the 1690s, however, such ministers as
Cotton Mather began to praise female piety in funeral sermons and elegies.
By 1730, 40 percent of New England’s extant funeral sermons were about
women. These sermons typically praised women who converted early, prayed
and fasted, went to church faithfully, read the Scriptures, submitted to God’s
will, and managed their households well.

Puritan ministers accorded women this public attention for several rea-
sons. First, they felt compelled to recognize a change in reality: that there
were a great many pious women in New England—indeed, that more women
than men were pious. As Mather observed, “Tho’ both Sexes, be thro the
Marvellous Providence of our God Born into the World, in pretty AEqual
Numbers, yet, in the Female, there seem to be the Larger Numbers, of them
that are Born Again, and brought into the Kingdom of God.” In trying to
explain this, Mather developed a new understanding of the fall and of wom-
en’s nature. He interpreted Eve’s seduction, which men had conventionally
viewed as evidence of women’s evil and weakness, as a blessing in disguise.
The childbirth women experienced as Eve’s punishment inclined them to
religion: “the Dubious Hazards of their Lives in their Appointed Sorrows,
drive them the more frequently, & the more fervently to commit themselves
into the Hands of their Only Saviour.” Mather used Eve to exalt woman
rather than to debase her, and in so doing he vastly upgraded the image of
both Eve and woman.

But ministers may well have meant to do more than acknowledge a statis-
tical change in church membership. During the last half of the seventeenth
century, church membership declined in proportion to New England’s popu-
lation. At the same time, those few church members were being drawn from
the less socially significant part of the population, the female half. In eulo-
gizing women, ministers tried in effect to enhance the worth of that por-
tion of their constituency that showed continued growth. At the same time,
ministers hoped to reach the coming generation, especially New England’s
sons, through women. In short, ministers praised women in order to retrieve
clerical authority.
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Although turn-of-the-century ministers granted women unprecedented
public recognition, they did not accord them qualities superior to those of
men, as they would do in the nineteenth century. The premise of eighteenth-
century sermons was that male and female natures were equally depraved;
women were more religious than men because their experiences were different,
not their natures. Women, such sermons insisted, were as good as men, not
better. But the fact that ministers had to argue spiritual equality, and the care
with which they cited example upon example of female virtue, suggests that
many New Englanders needed convincing. The frequent reprinting of English
misogynist literature throughout the eighteenth century suggests that clergy-
men had to deal with a still popular image of woman as the seductive Eve.
Such tracts as Edward Ward’s Female Policy Detected: or the Arts of a Designing
Woman countered sermons on “The Good Works of a Vertuous Woman”
and left colonists with an ambivalent attitude toward women that persisted
throughout the colonial period. The most important change between 1700
and the Revolution lay not in ideology, but in activity. And the movement
that unleashed that activity was the First Awakening. . . .

The most important expression of that activism was the rise of lay power.
Laity not only attacked unregenerate ministers, but took over their clerical
functions as well. Convinced that piety rather than learning qualified min-
isters, laymen began to preach. This resurgence of male lay activism and the
Awakening’s fervor emboldened women too, permitting them to criticize min-
isters openly. It also allowed them to perform some clerical functions—always
excepting preaching. While Sarah Goodhue had offered religious advice only
to her “Children, neighbours and friends,” the Awakening’s female converts
advised total strangers. And a few, such as Sarah Osborn of Newport, pub-
licly displayed doctrinal knowledge in evangelical tracts; her Nazure, Certainty
and Evidence of true Christianity (1755) evinced an erudition equal to many
ministers. Women had begun to speak for themselves and no longer relied on
male ministers for posthumous praise. Women also founded prayer societies,
which gave their activities an organized basis. Although the Awakening did
not put ministers, laymen, and women on the same level, it at least expanded
the functions of laymen and women and helped close the gap between laity
and clergy.

In judging the unregenerate and in taking on clerical roles, women gained
public religious functions. Before, their religious roles had been largely pri-
vate: they gave spiritual advice within the home and experienced conversion
“in the closet.” But during the Awakening, conversion became a dramatic,
public event. Women experienced “violent fits” and their cries might be heard
far beyond the confines of their homes. As the revival rendered religiosity
public and emotional, it drew women into the public sphere.
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Women acted independently as well as publicly during the Awakening.
Many believed that the Spirit within directed them to attack sinners, sepa-
rate from established churches, and advise others on religion. A few women
transferred this spiritual independence to everyday life. For example, when
Hannah Harkum’s anti-evangelical parents turned her out, she became a pro-
fessional seamstress and developed the business acumen that made her an
equal partner in her later marriage.

These changes in women’s religious functions were important, but they
should not be exaggerated. Though women may have left the private religious
realm somewhat, they by no means attained the prominence of even minor
male evangelists. Thomas Prince’s Christian History, which publicized virtu-
ally every revival in the Awakening, scarcely mentions women. And while
Whitefield periodically noted women’s activities in his popular Journals, most
of his entries concerned his own evangelical gifts. No woman during the
Awakening achieved the fame of Anne Hutchinson in the seventeenth cen-
tury. And women who acted publicly or independently often had to defend
themselves. Sarah Osborn of Newport was a devout, middle-aged, married
schoolteacher. When she allowed her Nazure, Certainty and Evidence of true
Christianity to be published, however, she felt obliged to include an apolo-
getic note on the title page: “Tho this Letter was Wrote in great privacy from
one Friend to another, yet on representing that by allowing it to be Printed, it
would probably reach 70 many others in the like afflicted case, and by the Grace
of God be very helpful to them, the Writer was at length prevailed on to suffer
it—provided her Name and Place of abode remained concealed.” Similarly,
when in 1766 and 1767 Osborn found hundreds pressing into her home for
weekly religious meetings, she felt compelled to defend her behavior in an
eight-page letter to a male critic.

Wesleyan Evangelicalism

John Wesley was introduced to the ministry of evangelical women through
his mother, Susannah, and particularly through an experience of hers similar
to that of Sarah Osborn. Wesley’s father, Samuel, a clergyman in the Church
of England, was away from home for an extended meeting of the governing
body of the church in 1712. Susannah wrote Samuel in defense of the prayer
meetings that she held in their home on Sunday evenings, meetings that drew
as many as two hundred people, so that many had to be turned away “for
want of room to stand.”

Refuting charges that she was diverting people from the Sunday morning
service, Susannah explained her own spiritual awakening: “At last it came
into my mind, Though I am not a man, nor a minister, yet if my heart were
sincerely devoted to God, and I was inspired with a true zeal for His glory, I
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might do something more than I do. I thought I might pray more for them,
and might speak to those with whom I converse with more warmth of affec-
tion.” Susannah claimed that the power of the Holy Spirit had been given
directly to her and that she was actively responding with her personal com-
mitment to service.

John Wesley was so moved by his mother’s account of her role as an
evangelist that he included her letter in his journal on the day of her death.
Introducing the letter, which Susannah had written to Samuel when John was
only nine years old, he stated that “even she [as well as her father and grand-
father, her husband, and her three sons] had been, in her measure and degree,
a preacher of righteousness.”

Susannah’s experience raised an issue that would remain central for gen-
erations to come as women in the evangelical tradition continued to expand
their ministries: how far could a proper woman extend her evangelical work
into the public sphere? Susannah did not consider preaching sermons which
she would write herself, but she questioned whether “because of my sex it
is proper for me to present the prayers of the people of God.” Clearly, the
people had been responding eagerly to the active presence of God they expe-
rienced through her: “Last Sunday I would fain have dismissed them before
prayers; but they begged so earnestly to stay, I durst not deny them.”

While both Puritans and Wesleyans shared “generic marks of Evan-
gelicalism,” theological distinctions within the two traditions made Wes-
leyans, from the earliest days of the movement, more open than Puritans to
the public ministries of women. These “generic marks” have been defined by
Donald Mathews as belief

that the Christian life is essentially a personal relationship with God in Christ,
established through the direct action of the Holy Spirit, an action which elicits
in the believer a profoundly emotional conversion experience. This existential
crisis, the New Birth, as Evangelicals called it, ushers the convert into a life of
holiness characterized by religious devotion, moral discipline, and missionary
zeal.

The focal point of one’s life, then, was conversion. New birth was preceded
by a complete breakdown of personal pride and self-possession and resulted
in a new life of disciplined holiness centered in devotion and service to God
in Christ.

Both the Calvinistic and Arminian heritages of the evangelical movement
stressed the primacy of God’s grace as the context within which persons make
decisions. However, Puritans, in the Calvinistic tradition, continued to empha-
size that the individual’s role in the work of salvation was one of personal pas-
sivity and that humans could do nothing to affect God’s determination of
who was chosen. Methodists, on the other hand, stressed freedom of the will
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from their Arminian roots and rejected the Calvinistic God who left the sin-
ner without assurance of salvation all his life while demanding strict obedience
to an impossible ethic. Methodist doctrine allowed for the real possibility of
backsliding and offered an endless number of chances to receive God’s grace.
Wesley’s followers endeavored to present God’s sovereign grace and human
free will not as a paradox, but as complementary parts of the conversion expe-
rience. In actual practice, the emphasis was resolved in favor of commonsense
belief in the ability to repent and to commit one’s self to Christ.

While such theological differences were real, the key distinction, accord-
ing to Mathews, was the Puritan emphasis on the necessity of proper doctri-
nal identification and self-definition, in contrast to the Methodist belief that
the fruits of the committed life were more important than prolonged efforts
of self-definition. Methodists were concerned to be “out and about,” reform-
ing the nation and saving the world. The key ideological distinction was
that the Puritans placed theological definition at the center while Methodists
avoided it.

A logical implication for evangelical women in both the Puritan and the
Wesleyan traditions was that the Holy Spirit was given indiscriminately to men
and women alike and that the chosen ones could not be identified by human
eyes. Evangelical Puritan women, however, spent more time and energy in
discerning the fine points and justifications of their new life in Christ. The
more activist emphasis in Methodism resulted in an affirmation of their wit-
nesses, both private and public, based on the criterion that God was “owning
their ministry,” that God was using women as agents of salvation.

John Wesley affirmed the spiritual independence of women from the time
of his earliest experiences in ministry. He spent only two years in America,
on an unproductive evangelical mission to Georgia (1736—1738) during the
same period in which Edwards’s work in Northampton was causing the first
stirrings of the Great Awakening in New England. In Georgia, Wesley became
involved in a personal and pastoral relationship with Sophy Hopkey, which
he bungled. Even so, significant dimensions of his attitude toward women
were already emerging in these early days of his ministry. According to Alan
Hayes, Wesley affirmed Hopkey’s spiritual independence from her husband,
counseling her that she must make her own decisions regarding observance
of fasts and attendance at dawn services and discussion groups. Hopkey told
Wesley that her husband did not approve of his directing her spiritual life and
that she should only obey her husband. Wesley responded with this principle:
“In things of an indifferent nature you cannot be too obedient to your hus-
band, but if his will should be contrary to the will of God, you are to obey
God rather than man.”

His affirmation of the public ministry of women developed after Wesley
returned to England where he worked closely with women in the Methodist
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movement throughout the latter half of the eighteenth century. His advocacy
of women’s public witness expanded as he observed their effectiveness in win-
ning souls to Christ. As Earl Kent Brown’s study shows, “Mr. Wesley’s atti-
tude began to liberalize under the impact of the evangelical success of several
women friends. He was a pragmatist when it came to institutions through
which the gospel was spread. What impressed him was that God was blessing
the women’s work with a harvest of souls. . . . God was ‘owning’ their minis-
try.” While he never formally appointed a woman to the itinerating ministry,
several women actually “traveled the connection,” journeying hundreds and
thousands of miles throughout England to bear witness and to preach to
groups of all sizes. . . .

As was true of evangelical women in the Puritan tradition, most Wesleyan
women still performed their spiritual functions within their own homes. The
belief that piety was rooted in woman’s nature, which was fostered by the Great
Awakening, flowered in late eighteenth-century Wesleyanism. The religious
influence of female followers on their husbands and children gave women in
the colonies their first evangelical roles and became the most immediate influ-
ence on early nineteenth-century Wesleyan women as well. . . .

Conclusion

When compared to the activities of nineteenth-century evangelical women,
the efforts of women in the First Awakening and in the early Wesleyan
movement in America seem minor. Both Puritan and Wesleyan women ran
prayer meetings, but most eighteenth-century women dared to pray only
before members of their own sex. Sarah Osborn and Prudence Gough, who
held “mixed” meetings in their own homes, were rare exceptions. Even then
Osborn and Gough prayed only before boys and black men and were careful
not to assume a position of superiority over any white men who attended.
“Mixed” prayer meetings would not become common for another hundred
years. And unlike the nineteenth-century prayer societies, these eighteenth-
century meetings rarely stimulated local revivals; colonial revivals seem to
have occurred only in response to male preaching. Eighteenth-century evan-
gelicalism produced no equivalents of Maggie Van Cott, Phoebe Palmer, and
Amanda Berry Smith, who would become renowned evangelists and lead
revivals throughout the world in the next century through the sanction of
Methodism and the Holiness movement.

Eighteenth-century female evangelism was so limited largely because of
ideological restraints. Women lacked a “Cult of True Womanhood” to give
them confidence in female moral superiority and to unite them in a holy
sisterhood. Further, they were not yet able to appropriate the implications of



The Era of the Great Awakening 131

the Declaration of Independence—that they, too, had been endowed by their
Creator with certain unalienable rights through the birthright of equality.

Few people, regardless of sex, accepted women’s right to religious author-
ity. By the time of the First Awakening, the image of woman as Eve had
faded, but was still strong enough to undermine female religious authority.
The general social and political confusion that accompanied the Awakening
made the prospect of a sexual reordering seem more frightening. And even
the more positive views of women were no less limiting to female evangelical-
ism. Jonathan Edwards suggested the constraints of the more “enlightened”
eighteenth-century view of women. Like Cotton Mather, Edwards did not
attribute evil, seductive, Eve-like qualities to women, but he clearly expected
women to continue Eve’s subordination. Edwards allowed reason to men and
affections to women, whom God had made “weaker, more soft and tender,
more fearful, and more affectionate, as a fit object of [men’s] generous pro-
tection and defense.” This was a feminine ideal that notably lacked the vigor
of Mather’s “Amazons of Zion.” When Edwards criticized women who were
“rugged, daring and presumptuous,” he denied them the characteristics that
New Light Protestants demanded in their clergy. His definition of women, in
effect, removed them from evangelical leadership and rendered them incon-
sequential. The most far-reaching of his views regarding women was that men
were reasonable and women affectionate as were a result of distinct differences
in their natures determined by God. This argument became the primary jus-
tification for the separation of men’s and women’s functions into public and
private spheres during the nineteenth century.

The Great Awakening caused few immediate changes in women’s lives, but
it set in motion trends that would expand women’s evangelical role in the next
century. Despite the furor over the Awakening’s excesses, its success in increas-
ing church membership irrevocably committed Calvinist denominations to
evangelicalism. The revival became so important to church growth that, by the
nineteenth century, many ministers were willing to allow women a major role
in revival creation; the desire for revivals would overcome social conventions.
The Awakening also affected women’s place in American ideology by exalting
“Heart.” “Heart religion”—that religion grounded in the affections—was the
eighteenth-century synonym for evangelicalism. In the 1600s, “Heart” had
been associated with women in a largely negative way: men’s rationality made
them strong, while women’s emotionalism made them at best weak and at
worst seductively evil. However, the Awakening gave “Heart” both a positive
connotation and a central place in American culture, laying the foundation
for women’s evangelical triumph in the nineteenth century.

A study of nineteenth-century evangelicalism indicates that the Wesleyan
movement proved the most liberating religious tradition for women in all
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areas of religious expression—preaching, missionary and missionary society
organizations, deaconess societies, and social reform. Yet one must not mini-
mize the struggles with established authorities that accompanied women’s
entrance into these fields.

Anne Hutchinson had made the same claim to spiritual authority—that
the Holy Spirit was given to her directly and personally—which the circle of
“Women in Mr. Wesley’s Methodism” made in eighteenth-century England.
Their legacy was carried through Selina Hastings, who moved into a “career”
in social reform in mid-life, and Barbara Heck who broke up a game of cards,
threw the cards into the fire, and summoned her cousin with these words:
“Philip, you must preach to us, or we shall all go to hell, and God will require
our blood at your hands.” Nineteenth-century evangelical women were distin-
guished because they held word and action in essential unity. Anne Hutchinson,
Selina Hastings, and Barbara Heck were their spiritual foremothers.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. How do the documents present a variety of opinions about the conse-
quences of the Great Awakening?

2. How does Cedric Cowing describe the tension between revelation (sacred)
and reason (secular) during the Great Awakening?

3. According to David Lovejoy, the Great Awakening acted as a subversive,
conspiratorial force. What evidence does he provide in support of this
argument?

4. Martha Blauvelt and Rosemary Skinner Keller contend that the Great
Awakening worked to make evangelicalism more inclusive for women.
On what do they base this contention?

5. Which of the four tensions in American religion was (were) present dur-
ing the Great Awakening?
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Chapter 4

RELIGIOUS AMERICA IN THE AMERICAN
RevoLuTION

Issue: How Religious was the American Revolution?

™R

Little did John Winthrop know that his reference to Puritan New England as
“a city upon a hill” would set into motion forces that would eventually con-
tribute to the birth of a new nation. “The Lord will be our God, and delight
to dwell among us as His own people [as He did among Israel],” he opined,
“and will command a blessing upon us in all our ways, so that we shall see
much more of His wisdom, power, goodness, and truth, than formerly we
have been acquainted with.”

This identifying of the American colonies with Israel continued unbroken
for the next century and a half. According to Charles Chauncy of Boston on
the eve of the American Revolution, as the founding fathers of New England
had been rescued by God from tyrannical England many years after God had
saved his people from Egypt and delivered them to their Promised Land, so
now New England had been relieved from the oppressive Stamp Act, even as
the Jews had been protected from the destruction of Ahaseurus. To reassure
his audience of this in 1770, he contended that “perhaps, there are no people,
now dwelling on the face of the earth, who may, with greater pertinency,
adopt the language of king David, and say, ‘our fathers trusted in thee; they
trusted, and thou didst deliver them.”

The blending of the secular and the sacred, however, often produced con-
flict, not consensus, among religious people in America, even within families.
In 1775, Charles Wesley, who along with his brother John, was in the midst
of promoting Methodism on both sides of the Atlantic, wrote, “I am on nei-
ther side [of the conflict], and yet on both; on the side of New England and
of Old. Private Christians are excused, exempted, privileged to take no part
in civil troubles.” Only a few months later, John asserted in a letter to Lord
North, “Here all my prejudices are against the Americans; for I am an High
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Churchman, the son of an High Churchman, bred up from my childhood
in the highest notions of passive obedience and non-resistance.” Contrary
to John’s sentiment, the Rev. Francis Asbury, the only English Methodist
preacher not to leave the colonies during the Revolution, lamented the fact
that Wesley “dipped into the politics of America.”

Strong religious influence existed on both sides of this critical issue
from the conception through infancy of the new nation. Among the ques-
tions which persist to the present are, who were the rebels in the American
Revolution, the colonists or the English? How “religious” was the Revolution?
Did Americans success in the war prove God was on their side?

DOCUMENTS

The interplay between religion and politics during the era of the American
Revolution was woven into the books and sermons of scores of preachers
during the last half of the eighteenth century. A quarter century before the
war for independence broke out, theological liberal Jonathan Mayhew argued
it was unreasonable for any people to grant unlimited submission to a civil
authority. The first document records his thoughts. In the second and third
selections, the partisan British position is presented by two clerics during
the decade before the outbreak of the war. The Rev. Jonathan Boucher, a
native of England and loyal Anglican, viewed the independence movement
as an “immense mischief,” while John Wesley attempted to calm his friends
in America and called upon them to “fear God and honor the King.” In his
1776 Election Sermon, delivered on the eve of the signing of the Declaration
of Independence, Samuel West enjoined his listeners to respect lawful mag-
istrates but resist merciless tyrants. His appeal is presented in the fourth doc-
ument. In the fifth selection, Congregational pastor and dedicated patriot
Samuel Sherwood describes in 1776 his millennial expectations for America
resulting from its revolutionary struggle against Babylon (England). The place
of religion in the public square was discussed by both secularist and religion-
ist during the Revolutionary era. Pietist preacher Isaac Backus provides two
statements in the final selection concerning the intersecting of church and
state prior to the First Amendment of the national Constitution.

§24 Discourse Concerning Unlimited Submission (1750)

JonaTHAN MAYHEW

Source: Jonathan Mayhew, The Discourse Concerning Unlimited Submission
(Boston, 1750).
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If we calmly consider the nature of the thing itself, nothing can well be imag-
ined more directly contrary to common sense than to suppose that millions
of people should be subjected to the arbitrary, precarious pleasure of one
single man (who has naturally no superiority over them in point of author-
ity), so that their estates and everything that is valuable in life, and even their
lives also, shall be absolutely at his disposal, if he happens to be wanton and
capricious enough to demand them. What unprejudiced man can think that
God made all to be thus subservient to the lawless pleasure and frenzy of one,
so that it shall always be a sin to resist him! Nothing but the most plain and
express revelation from heaven could make a sober impartial man believe such
a monstrous, unaccountable doctrine, and indeed, the thing itself appears so
shocking—so out of all proportion—that it may be questioned whether all
the miracles that ever were wrought, could make it credible, that this doctrine
really came from God. At present, there is not the least syllable in scripture
which gives any countenance to it. The hereditary, indefeasible, divine right
of kings, and the doctrine of non-resistance which is built upon the supposi-
tion of such a right, are altogether as fabulous and chimerical as transubstan-
tiation or any of the most absurd reveries of ancient or modern visionaries.
These notions are fetched neither from divine revelation nor human reason;
and if they are derived from neither of those sources, it is not much matter
from whence they come, or whither they go. Only it is a pity that such doc-
trines should be propagated in society, to raise factions and rebellions, as we
see they have, in fact, been both in the last and in the present reign.

But then, if unlimited submission and passive obedience to the higher
powers, in all possible cases, be not a duty, it will be asked, “How far are we
obliged to submit? If we may innocently disobey and resist in some cases,
why not in all? Where shall we stop? What is the measure of our duty? This
doctrine tends to the total dissolution of civil government; and to introduce
such scenes of wild anarchy and confusion as are more fatal to society than
the worst of tyranny.”

After this manner, some men object; and, indeed, this is the most plau-
sible thing that can be said in favor of such an absolute submission as they
plead for. But the worst (or rather the best) of it is that there is very little
strength or solidity in it. For similar difficulties may be raised with respect to
almost every duty of natural and revealed religion. To instance only in two,
both of which are near akin, and indeed exactly parallel, to the case before
us: it is unquestionably the duty of children to submit to their parents, and
of servants to their masters. But no one asserts that it is their duty to obey
and submit to them in all supposable cases; or universally a sin to resist them.
Now does this tend to subvert the just authority of parents and masters? Or
to introduce confusion and anarchy into private families? No. How then does
the same principle tend to unhinge the government of that larger family, the
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body politic? We know, in general, that children and servants are obliged to
obey their parents and masters respectively. We know also, with equal cer-
tainty, that they are not obliged to submit to them in all things, without
exception, but may, in some cases reasonably, and therefore innocently, resist
them. These principles are acknowledged upon all hands, whatever difficulty
there may be in fixing the exact limits of submission. Now there is at least as
much difficulty in stating the measure of duty in these two cases as in the case
of rulers and subjects. So that this is really no objection, at least no reason-
able one, against resistance to the higher powers. Or, if it is one, it will hold
equally against resistance in the other cases mentioned. . . .

A people, really oppressed to a great degree by their sovereign, cannot
well be insensible when they are so oppressed. And such a people (if I may
allude to an ancient fable) have, like the hesperian fruit, a dragon for their
protector and guardian. Nor would they have any reason to mourn if some
Hercules should appear to dispatch him. For a nation thus abused to arise
unanimously, and to resist their prince, even to the dethroning him, is not
criminal, but a reasonable way of vindicating their liberties and just rights;
it is making use of the means, and the only means, which God has put into
their power, for mutual and self-defense. And it would be highly criminal in
them not to make use of this means. It would be stupid tameness and unac-
countable folly for whole nations to suffer one unreasonable, ambitious and
cruel man to wanton and riot in their misery. And in such a case it would, of
the two, be more rational to suppose that they that did not resist, than that
they who did, would receive to themselves damnation.

§25 Southern Anglican Loyalist (1770)

JonaTHAN BOUCHER

Source: Jonathan Boucher, Reminiscences of An American Loyalist, 1738—
1789. .. (Boston, 1925), 130-36.

GENTLEMEN,

It is some proof of the sad state of the times that we, the writers of this
Address, though of some note in our country, and well known to you, find
it necessary to communicate our sentiments to you through the medium of
a newspaper. Yet conscious that we are not less interested than yourselves in
the issue of this unhappy dispute, and conscious also that we have an equal
right to debate and determine how it shall be conducted, we claim your
attention. And be not so unwise to yourselves and unjust to us as to vote
our remarks to be undeserving your notice, merely because owing to the
high hand with which a certain party have carried all their points, we convey
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them to you through a proscribed newspaper, and without the signature of
our real names.

Sent originally as ye were to mediate between us and our parent State,
even the few who appointed you could and did commission you only to
examine into and ascertain our alleged grievances, and to point out the best
means of obtaining redress. The single question before you, as a Congress,
was, whether the Parliament of Great Britain can constitutionally lay internal
taxes on her colonies; and if they cannot, whether the 3d. per Ib. duty on tea
be a tax or not. You have been pleased very summarily to Resolve that they
cannot. But we wish to remind you that Resolves are not arguments; and we
cannot but think it assuming somewhat too much of the air and consequence
of legal and constitutional Assemblies, thus superciliously to obtrude Resolves
upon us, without condescending to give us any of the reasons which we are
to suppose influenced you to make them. And yet from all we see of these
Resolves (of which we claim a right to judge, and to be governed by or not as
we think we see reason) we are free to tell you we think them unwise, and also
that in their operation they will be ruinous.

This is not said at random. They have already drawn down upon us, or
soon will, all the horrors of a Civil War, the evils of which alone infinitely
surpass all our other political grievances, even if those were as great as our
patriots describe them. And unless you can now, in this your second meeting,
have the good sense, the virtue and the fortitude to make Resolves against
your former Resolves; or the people in general have the uncommon merit to
avow and defend, cost them what it may, their real sentiments as well as their
real interests, all that remains for us to do is to protest against your counsels,
and to withdraw ourselves if we can out of the reach of their effects.

That the people of America should be severed from Great Britain, even
your fellow-Congressionalists from the North will not be hardy enough yet
to avow; but that this will certainly follow from the measures you have been
induced by them to adopt, is obvious to every man who is permitted yet to
think for himself. But consider, we pray you, for a moment in what a case we
are likely to be should such an event be permitted for our sins to take place.
Wholly unable to defend ourselves, see ye not that after some few years of
civil broils all the fair settlements in the middle and southern colonies will be
seized on by our more enterprising and restless fellow-colonists of the North?
At first and for a while perhaps they may be contented to be the Dutch of
America, i.e. to be our carriers and fishmongers; for which no doubt, as their
sensible historian has observed, they seem to be destined by their situation,
soil, and climate: but had so sagacious an observer foreseen that a time might
possibly come when all North America should be independent, he would, it
is probable, have added to his other remark, that those his Northern breth-
ren would then become also the Goths and Vandals of America. This is not
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a chimerical conjecture: the history of mankind proves that it is founded in
truth and the nature of things. And should the reflection chance to make any
such impression on you, as we humbly think it ought, we entreat you only to
remember that you are—from the Southern Provinces. . . .

We charge you then, as ye will answer it to your own consciences, and
to Him who is the discerner of Consciences, to be on your guard how ye
countenance any measures which may eventually lead, first to a separation
from Great Britain, and afterwards to the subjugating these Southern colo-
nies to those of the North. Common prudence recommends this caution, no
less than common gratitude. Why should we tell you in what a forlorn and
helpless plight we are, even amidst all this parade of military preparations,
and how utterly unfit to meet in war one of the most powerful nations now
upon earth? However convenient it may be to our self-dubbed patriots to
conceal the nakedness of our land, it cannot be unknown either to you or us.
Exceedingly different from the Northern colonies, we have within ourselves
an enemy fully equal to all our strength. From this enemy that no insur-
rection has yet been raised, we should be thankful to the mild, quiet, and
submissive spirits of the numerous body of people alluded to; thankful to
the energy still left to our laws; thankful in no small degree to a good and a
gracious King, who, were he, like ourselves, to take Cromwell’s unhallowed
politics for his pattern, might soon find very different employment for our
cockaded gentry than that of insulting and ill-treating, as they are now per-
mitted daily to do, unoffending and peaceful citizens; and above all thank-
ful to a good Providence for hitherto preserving us from this most dreadful
calamity. We have too an injured, a vindictive and a barbarian enemy on our
frontiers who, on the slightest encouragement, would soon glut their savage
passion for revenge by desolating our outlying settlements. How easy will it
be for Great Britain, should we so far provoke her, or in her own self-defense,
by means of the navigation of the Mississippi to supply them with arms,
ammunition, and officers: and how without arms or ammunition for a single
campaign, without discipline, officers, or pay, should we be prepared to repel
their incursions? . . .

§26 A Calm Address to Our American Colonies (1775)

Joun WESLEY

Source: John Wesley, A Calm Address to Our American Colonies (London,
1775).

The grand question which is now debated (and with warmth enough on both
sides) is this, Has the English Parliament power to tax the American colonies?
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In order to determine this, let us consider the nature of our Colonies. An
English Colony is a number of persons to whom the King grants a charter,
permitting them to settle in some far country as a corporation, enjoying such
powers as the charter grants, to be administered in such a manner as the
charter prescribes. As a corporation they make laws for themselves: but as a
corporation subsisting by a grant from higher authority, to the control of that
authority, they still continue subject.

Considering this, nothing can be more plain, than that the supreme power
in England has a legal right of laying any tax upon them for any end beneficial
to the whole empire.

But you object, “It is the privilege of a Freeman and Englishman to be
taxed only by his own consent. And this consent is given for every man by his
representative in parliament. But we have no representation in parliament.
Therefore we ought not to be taxed thereby.”

I answer, This argument proves too much. If the parliament cannot tax
you, because you have no representation therein, for the same reason it can
make no laws to bind you. If a freeman cannot be taxed without his own con-
sent, neither can he be punished without it: for whatever holds with regard
to taxation, holds with regard to all other laws. Therefore he who denies the
English Parliament the power of taxation, denies it the right of making any
laws at all. But this power over the Colonies you have never disputed: you
have always admitted statutes, for the punishment of offenses, and for the
preventing or redressing of inconveniences. And the reception of any law
draws after it by a chain which cannot be broken, the necessity of admitting
taxation.

But I object to the very foundation of your plea. That “every freeman is
governed by laws to which he has consented,” as confidently as it has been
asserted, it is absolutely false. In wide-extended dominions, a very small part
of the people are concerned in making laws. This, as all public business, must
be done by delegation, the delegates are chosen by a select number. And those
that are not electors, who are for the greater part, stand by, idle and helpless
spectators.

The case of electors is little better. When they are near equally divided,
almost half of them must be governed, not only without, but even against
their own consent.

And how has any man consented to those laws, which were made before
he was born? Our consent to these, may and to the laws now made even in
England, is purely passive. And in every place, as all men are born the subjects
of some state or other, so they are born, passively, as it were consenting to the
laws of that state. Any other than this kind of consent, the condition of civil
life does not allow. . . .
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Brethren, open your eyes! Come to yourselves! Be no longer the dupes of
designing men. I do not mean any of your countrymen in America; I doubt
whether any of these are in the secret. The designing men, the Ahithophels
are in England; those who have laid their scheme so deep, and covered it so
well, that thousands who are ripening it, suspect nothing at all the matter.
These well-meaning men, sincerely believing that they are serving their coun-
try, exclaim against grievances, which either never existed, or are aggravated
above measure, and thereby inflame the people more and more, to the wish of
those who are behind the scene. But be not you duped any longer: do not ruin
yourselves for them that owe you no good will, that now employ you only for
their own purposes, and in the end will give you no thanks. They love neither
England nor America, but play one against the other, in subserviency to their
grand design, of overturning the English government. Be warned in time.
Stand and consider before it is too late; before you have entailed confusion
and misery on your latest posterity. Have pity upon your mother country!
Have pity upon your own! Have pity upon yourselves, upon your children,
and upon all that are near and dear to you! Let us not bite and devour one of
another, lest we be consumed one of another! O let us follow after peace! Let
us put away our sins; the real ground of all our calamities! Which never will
or can be thoroughly removed, till we fear God and honour the King.

§27 Election Sermon (1776)

SaMUEL WEST

Source: Samuel West, A Sermon Preached Before the Honorable Council
(Boston, 1776).

[In I Peter 2:13, 14, we hear] “Submit yourselves to every ordinance of
man,”—or as the words ought to be rendered from the Greek, submit your-
selves to every human creation; or human constitution,—“for the Lord’s sake,
whether it be to the king, or unto governors,—for the punishment of evil-
doers, and for the praise of them that do well.” Here we see that the apostle
asserts that magistrates are of human creation that is, that magistrates have
no power or authority but what they derive from the people; that this power
they are to exert for the punishment of evil-doers, and for the praise of them
that do well.

The only reason assigned by the apostle why magistrates should be obeyed
... is because they punish the wicked and encourage the good; it follows, that
when they punish the virtuous we have a right to refuse yielding any submis-
sion to them; whenever they act contrary to the design of their institution,
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they forfeit their authority to govern the people, and the reason for submit-

ting to them immediately ceases. . . . Hence we see that the apostle, instead of
being a friend to tyranny . . ., turns out to be a strong advocate for the just
rights of mankind.

David, the man after God’s own heart, makes piety a necessary qualifica-
tion in a ruler: “He that ruleth over men must be just, ruling in the fear of
God.”

To despise government, and to speak evil of dignitaries is represented in
Scripture as one of the worst of characters; and it is an injunction of Moses,
“Thou shalt not speak evil of the ruler . . .” Great mischief may ensue upon
reviling the character of good rulers; for the unthinking herd of mankind are
very apt to give ear to scandal, and when it falls upon men in power, it brings
their authority into contempt, lessens their influence, and disheartens them
from doing service.

But though I would recommend to all Christians to treat rulers with
proper honor and respect, none can reasonably suppose that I mean that rul-
ers ought to be flattered in their vices, or honored and caressed while they are
seeking to undermine and ruin the state; for this would be wickedly betraying
our just rights, and we should be guilty of our own destruction.

It is with a particular view to the present unhappy controversy . . . that
I chose to discourse upon the nature and design of government . . . so that
we stand firm in our opposition to tyranny, while at the same time we pay
all proper obedience to our lawful magistrates; while we are contending for
liberty, may we avoid running into licentiousness . . . I acknowledge that I
have undertaken a difficult task; but, it appears to me, the present state of
affairs loudly calls for such a discourse. Need I upon this occasion descend
to particulars? Can any one be ignorant what the things are of which we
complain? . . . And, after all this wanton exertion of arbitrary power, is there
any man who is not fired with a noble indignation against such merciless
tyrants. . . .

To conclude: While we are fighting for liberty, and striving against tyr-
anny, let us remember to fight the good fight of faith, and earnestly seek to
be delivered from that bondage of corruption which we are brought in to by
sin, and that we may be made partakers of the glorious liberty of the sons and
children of God: which may the Father of Mercies grant us all, through Jesus
Christ. “AMEN.”
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§28 The Church’s Flight into the Wilderness (1776)

SAMUEL SHERWOOD

Source: Samuel Sherwood, The Churchs Flight into the Wilderness (New
York: S. Loudon, 1776), 45—46, 48-50.

We may, in a peculiar manner, notice the kind dealings of God in his provi-
dence towards this branch of his church, that he has planted as a choice vine,
in this once howling wilderness. He brought her as on eagles wings from the
seat of oppression and persecution “to her own place,” has, of his unmerited
grace, bestowed liberties and privileges upon her, beyond what are enjoyed in
any other part of the world. He has nourished and protected her from being
carried away to destruction, when great floods of his wrath and vengeance have
been poured forth after her. God has, in this American quarter of the globe,
provided for the woman and her seed, a fixed and lasting settlement and habi-
tation, and bestowed it upon her, to be her own property forever. . . .

As there still remains among us, a godly remnant that have not apostatized
from God, not departed from the faith of the gospel; and as these prophecies
on which we have been treating will, many of them, most probably have their
fulfillment in this land; there are yet solid grounds of hope and encourage-
ment for us, in this dark and gloomy day. Tho’ we may, in God’s righteous
providence, be sorely rebuked and chastised for our woeful apostasies, declen-
sions and backslidings, yet we have, I think, good reason to believe, from the
prophesies, so far as we are able to understand them, and from the general
plan of God’s providence, so far as opened to view . . . that we shall not be
wholly given up to desolation and ruin. It is not likely nor probable, that God
will revoke the grant he made of this land to his church. His gifts as well as
calling are without repentance. It does not appear probable that a persecut-
ing, oppressive and tyrannical power will ever be permitted to rear up its head
and horns in it, notwithstanding its present violent assaults and struggles.
Liberty has been planted here; and the more it is attached, the more it grows
and flourishes. The time is coming and hastening on, when Babylon the great
shall fall to rise no more; when all wicked tyrants and oppressors shall be
destroyed forever. These violent attacks upon the woman in the wilderness,
may possibly be some of the last efforts and dying struggles of the man of sin.
These commotions and convulsions in the British empire may be leading to
the fulfillment of such prophecies as relate to his downfall and overthrow, and
to the future glory and prosperity of Christ’s church. It will soon be said and
acknowledged, that the kingdoms of this world are become the kingdoms of
our Lord, and of his Christ. The vials of God’s wrath begin to be poured out
on his enemies and adversaries; and there is falling on them a noisome and
grievous sore. And to such as have shed the blood of saints and prophets, to
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them, blood will be given to drink; for they are worthy. And they will gnaw
their tongues of falsehood and deceit, for pain; and have the cup of the wine
of the fierceness of her wrath; and be rewarded double. The Lamb shall over-
come them, for he is Lord of Lords, and King of Kings; and they that are
with him are called, and chosen, and faithful. May the Lord shorten the days
of tribulation, and appear in his glory, to build up Zion; that his knowledge
might cover the earth, as the waters do the seas; that wars and tumults may
cease thro’ the world, and the wolf and the lamb lie down together, and noth-
ing hurt or destroy throughout his holy mountain.

§29 Isaac Backus’s Call for a Bill of Rights (1779, 1783)

Isaac Backus

Source: Isaac Backus, A Declaration of the Rights, of the Inhabitants of
the State of Massachusetts-Bay, in New-England (Boston, 1779); A Door
Opened for Christian Liberty (Boston, 1783).

A Declaration of the Rights, of the Inhabitants of the State of Massachusetts-
Bay, in New England

1 All men are born equally free and independant, and have certain natu-
ral, inherent and unalienable rights, among which are the enjoying and
defending life and liberty, acquiring, possessing, and protecting property,
and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety.

2 As God is the only worthy object of all religious worship, and noth-
ing can be true religion but a voluntary obedience unto his revealed will,
of which each rational soul has an equal right to judge for itself, every
person has an unalienable right to act in all religious affairs according to
the full persuasion of his own mind, where others are not injured thereby.
And civil rulers are so far from having any right to empower any person or
persons, to judge for others in such affairs, and to enforce their judgments
with the sword, that their power ought to be exerted to protect all persons
and societies, within their jurisdiction from being injured or interrupted
in the free enjoyment of this right, under any pretense whatsoever. . . .

A Door Opened to Christian Liberty

The fathers of this town [Boston] and government mistook the work of
civil rulers so much as to imagine that they were to inflict corporal punish-
ments upon men as sinners against God, and not only for crimes against
the community. They therefore banished several persons upon pain of death
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for adultery before they did any for heresy, and some were hanged here for
adultery near twenty years before they hanged the Quakers. But the apostle
has plainly taught the churches to put away wicked persons out of their
communion and says upon it, Them that are without God judgeth, 1 Cor. v,
13. And in the parable of the tares of the field our Lord has commanded his
servants to let the children of his kingdom and the children of the wicked
one grow together in the world till the end of it. Which divine laws have
ever been violated by all those who have confounded the government of
the church and state together. On the one hand they have been deficient
about if they have not wholly neglected Gospel discipline in the church,
while they have ever invaded their neighbors’ rights in the state, under reli-
gious pretences. And for twelve or thirteen centuries all colleges and places
for superior learning were under the government of men who assumed the
power to lay religious bands upon children before they could choose for
themselves and to enforce the same by the sword of the magistrate all their
days. But I congratulate my countrymen upon the arrival of more agreeable
times, and upon the prospect of a much greater reformation before us. For
the following reasons convince me that God has now set before us an open
door for equal Christian liberty which no man can shut.

1. Not only America but all the kingdoms and states of Europe who
have acknowledged the authority of our Congress have set their seal to this
truth that the highest civil rulers derive their power from the consent of
the people and cannot stand without their support. And common people
know that nothing is more contrary to the rules of honesty than for some to
attempt to convey to others things which they have not right to themselves,
and no one has any right to judge for others in religious affairs.

2.All former taxes to support worship were imposed in each govern-
ment by a particular sect who held all others in subordination thereto,
which partiality is now expressly excluded from among us.

3. No man can take a seat in our legislature till he solemnly declares,
“I believe the Christian religion and have a firm persuasion of its truth.”
And as surely as it is true Christ is the only HEAD of his Church and she
is COMPLETE in him, and is required to do all her acts IN HIS NAME;
and all worship of a contrary nature is will worship and is only to satisfy
the flesh, Col. ii, 10, 19—23; iii, 17. And all ministers who were sup-
ported by tax and compulsion among us before the late war received that
power in the name of the King of Great Britain, and not King Jesus, and
they are the only officers in this land that have retained the power over the
people which they have received in that name. Whatever gifts and graces
any of them have received from Jesus Christ let them faithfully improve the
same according to his direction, but, as they would appear loyal to him or
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friends to their country let them renounce the holding of any earthly head
to the church.

4. If this be not done, none can tell who they will have for their head.
For the name Protestant is no longer to be a test of our legislators, and to
persuade the people to yield thereto the compilers of the constitution said
to them, “your delegates did not conceive themselves to be vested with
power to set up one denomination of Christians above another, for religion
must at all times be a matter between God and individuals.” This is a great
truth, and it proves that no man can become a member of a truly religious
society without his own consent and also that no corporation that is not
a religious society can have a right to govern in religious matters. Christ
said, who made me a judge, or a divider over you? And Paul said, what have I
to do to judge them also that are without? Luke xii, 14; 1 Cor. v, 12. Thus our
Divine Lord and the great apostle of the Gentiles explicitly renounced any
judicial power over the world by virtue of their religion. And to imagine
that money can give any power in religious matters is the doctrine of Simon
the sorcerer, and by such sorceries the whore of Babylon hath deceived all
nations, Acts viii, 18, 19; Rev. xviii, 23. It was from thence that the Pope, on
May 4, 1493, the year after America was first discovered, presumed to give
away the lands of the heathen therein. And the same power was claimed
by the crown of England in granting several charters of this country. From
whence some of the states were lately contending in Congress with others,
about the western lands on this continent.

5. All the power that the constitution gives our legislature in this respect Is
to make “suitable provision” for Christian teachers. And according to their dec-
laration, divine revelation must determine what is suitable, and that determines
that they shall live of the Gospel, 1 Cor. ix, 14. Those who under the law col-
lected support for religious teachers &y force brought complete destruction upon
themselves therefor, 1 Sam. ii, 16, 25; Micah iii, 5-12. Christianity is a vol-
untary obedience to God’s revealed will, and everything of a contrary nature
is antichristianism. And all teachers who do not watch for souls as those who
must give an account to God, and all people who do not receive and support
his faithful ministers as they have opportunity and ability are daily exposed to
punishments infinitely worse than men can inflict, Luke x, 3-12; Gal. vi, 6-9;
Heb. xiii, 7, 17, 18.

6. Reason and revelation agree in determining that the end of civil gov-
ernment is the good of the governed by defending them against all such as
would work 7/l to their neighbors and in limiting the power of rulers there. And
those who invade the religious rights of others are se/fcondemned, which of all
things is the most opposite to happiness, the great end of government, Rom.
xiii, 3-10; xiv, 10-23.
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7. If men will refuse to be happy themselves, yet their power to enslave
others is now greatly weakened. And a faithful improvement of our privileges will
weaken it more and more till there shall be no more use for swords because
there shall be none to hurt or destroy in all God's holy mountain, Isai, xi, 9; Micah iv,
1-4. And who would not be in earnest for that glorious day?

ISAAC BACKUS
Boston, May 10, 1783

ESSAYS

The mix of the sacred and secular during the revolutionary era is discussed in
the three essays below. In the first, late professor William G. McLoughlin of
Brown University argues that religion’s role in the American Revolution was
to create religious liberty for Protestantism that then provided the cultural
cohesion necessary for the erecting and early developing of the new nation.
Nathan O. Hatch, president of Wake Forest University, describes in the sec-
ond essay how the interplay between republican principles and traditional
religion produced a way of thinking he calls “civil millennialism.” In the final
essay, Mark Noll of Wheaton College (Illinois) provides an analysis of the
decisive role the American Revolution has played in the religious life of the
United States.

§30 The Role of Religion in the Revolution

WirLiam G. McLouGHLIN

Source: Essays on the American Revolution edited by Stephen G. Kurtz and
James H. Hutson. Copyright © 1973 by the University of North Carolina
Press. Used by permission of the University of North Carolina Press.

The role of religion in the American Revolution cannot be understood apart from
its role before and affer the Revolution. If we define religion as the philosophical
outlook, the set of fundamental assumptions, ideals, beliefs, and values about
man’s relationship to his neighbors, his environment, and his future, that provides
the cultural cohesion for a community, then the Revolution was both a culmination
and a beginning of the process that produced American cultural cohesion. In this
sense the Revolution was a religious as well as a political movement.

The salient religious development of the Revolution has variously been
referred to as disestablishment, the rise of religious liberty, the adoption of
voluntaryism, or the separation of church and state (not all the same thing,
but all closely related). From a moderately long-range view, this was an irre-
versible development in America from the time of the Great Awakening and
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reached one of its logical conclusions a century later with the final abolition
of the system of compulsory religious taxes in Massachusetts. An even lon-
ger-range view would push the development back to Roger Williams, the
Scrooby Separatists, or the Anabaptists of the Reformation and forward to
today’s problems over federal aid to parochial schools. In the more common
and short-range view disestablishment began with George Mason’s article on
religious liberty in the Virginia Declaration of Rights in 1776 and was “sub-
stantially” complete, as J. Franklin Jameson said, by 1800, with the passage
of the First Amendment and the abolition of religious tests for officeholding
in most state constitutions.

I have chosen in this essay to take the moderately long-range view,
concentrating upon the efforts to work out the principles and practical defi-
nitions of voluntaryism in the original states from 1776 to the middle of the
nineteenth century. But this obliges me to begin with at least a cursory glance
at the development of religious and political liberty in the period from 1740
to 1776.

As 1 see it, the Great Awakening, sometimes seen as a religious reaction
to Arminianism and sometimes as the upthrust of the Enlightenment in the
colonies, was really the beginning of America’s identity as a nation—the start-
ing point of the Revolution. The forces set in motion during the Awakening
broke the undisputed power of religious establishments from Georgia to the
District of Maine, but more than that, the Awakening constituted a watershed
in the self-image and conceptualization of what it meant to be an American.
The old assumptions about social order and authority that underlay colonial
political economy and produced cultural cohesion dissolved. The corporate
and hierarchical ideal of society began to yield to an individualistic and egali-
tarian one. While the medieval concept of a Christian commonwealth lin-
gered, its social foundations crumbled.

A description of the complex forces that led to the breakdown of the old
order and hastened the modernization of American institutions (of which the
Revolution was the modus operandi) cannot be attempted here. Nor have I
space to trace the subtle theological shifts that sustained this social reforma-
tion. But, in essence, between 1735 and 1790 the American colonists rede-
fined their social principles into a cohesive structure sufficiently radical to
necessitate a political break with the Old World and sufficiently conservative
to sustain a new nation.

The historian of religion would stress three interrelated intellectual strands
that gave the pattern to the new national consciousness: the new emphasis
in evangelical Calvinism (the prevalent religious commitment of the people),
stressing the individual’s direct, personal, experiential relationship to God;
the general acceptance of the deistic theory of inalienable natural rights and
contractual self-government; and the resurgence of the radical whig ideology
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with its fear of hierarchical tyranny (the united despotism of church and
state) epitomized in John Adams’s Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal Law.

Before the Awakening most individuals gladly yielded their judgment and
conscience to the superior claims and knowledge of their “betters,” the ruling
elite in church and state, who derived their authority from God and as his
vicegerents administered the ordinances of government for the good of the
people. After the Awakening this order of things became reversed: the state
and church were considered by increasing numbers of Americans to be the
creatures of the people and subject to their authority. Prior to the Awakening
the king, his bishops, judges, and governors interpreted the will of God, and
deference was their due. Afterwards the people considered themselves better
able than any elite to interpret God’s will and expected their elected officials
to act as heir vice-regent under God. The channel of authority no longer
flowed from God to the rulers to the people but from God to the people to
their elected representatives. State and church were henceforth to serve the
needs of the people as defined by the people—or rather, by the people’s inter-
pretation of God’s will. Intermediaries were dispensed with; every individual
was assumed to be in direct relationship to God and responsible only to him,
and therefore their collective will was God’s will. Or so, in its extreme and
logical form, this theory evolved by the time of Thomas Paine’s Common
Sense and came into practice by the age of Jackson. . . .

The religious and political establishments did not fall under these first rad-
ical onslaughts of pietistic individualism. But their authority eroded steadily
before the rising tide of alienation. The Congregational establishments in
New England, always under a measure of popular control, responded to the
challenge by altering their posture—yielding power to the New Lights within
the structure and granting greater religious liberty to those without. But the
Anglican establishments turned more strongly than ever to authoritarian con-
trol, and that meant reliance upon the power of kings and bishops across the
sea and insistence upon the need for bishops in America. Once the Revolution
started, Anglican authority and power immediately ceased.

The Revolution—an essentially irrational impulse despite the eloquent
rationalizations provided for it—combined this popular spirit of pietistic self-
righteousness with a new commitment to inalienable natural rights (fostered
by the Enlightenment). Both fed upon the heady fruits of a long-brewing
commonwealth radicalism to produce an ecstatic enthusiasm for national
self-assertion. Ostensible rationalists fervently upheld the innate, God-given
rights of Englishmen and mankind against a despotic George III; evangelical
pietists zealously insisted that Christ died, not for the divine right of kings
or hierarchies, but for the Christian liberty of his saints. Both relied ulti-
mately upon their own heartfelt judgments, for which God, but no one else,
could hold them responsible. And when, in the final “appeal to heaven” after
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1775, God judged for the patriots and pietists, it seemed proof positive that
whatever divine right once existed within the British Empire had been cor-
rupted beyond redemption. The power of crown and mitre had passed to the
people, and the future site of the millennium had once again moved west-
ward toward its final, and probably imminent, fulfillment. The Peace of Paris
brought from the pietists cries of “Come quickly, Lord Jesus” and from the
rationalists the belief that the United States of America were “God’s last best
hope” for mankind. . . .

Once the Rubicon was crossed and the break with Britain made, a new
set of circumstances brought political and religious forces into conjunction.
Rhetoric had to be put into practice in the construction of bills of rights and
state constitutions. Undertaken in the midst of the struggle for independence,
these formulations of the social contract required mutual give-and-take if
harmony were to be maintained and the needs of all religious persuasions
fairly met. The opportunity—the need—to do away with the old established
churches necessitated cooperation in the creation of new religious structures
in each state.

Having put the ideals of religious liberty into bills of rights, constitu-
tions, and statutes, Americans had then to work them out in practice. Here
the pragmatic temper of a frontier people, combined with the multiplicity of
sects and a decentralized system of government, enabled a host of different
ways of working out the frictions of religious pluralism. . . .

Ultimately the Revolution brought the dissenting sects out of their apo-
litical pietistic shells and within the pale of political power. Ceasing to be out-
groups, they entered the mainstream of the nation as participating partners.
The favored status of one Protestant denomination gave way to the equal sta-
tus of all Protestants. In addition, as colonial boundaries broke down and the
nation united, denominations formed interstate or national bodies and some-
times joined formally with other denominations in evangelistic or benevo-
lent activities. Parochialism gave way to wider national horizons. Becoming
respected and respectable, dissenters found men of rank and position willing
now to join their churches. In the southern states Baptists, Methodists, and
Presbyterians rapidly became the dominant denominations not only in num-
bers but in power and wealth.

These are only the most obvious and general ways in which the Revolution,
by breaking the cake of custom and opening new opportunities, interacted
with the ideals, the hopes, and the allegiances of all religious groups, uniting
individual, sectarian, and local interests to those of the nation at large. . . .
Under the urgent need to create one out of many, even Roman Catholics
and Jews, the most extreme outsiders, found themselves included in the new
nation. Many even talked as though Buddhists and Mohammedans would
have been equally welcome.
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Yet the harmony was deceptive. Beneath the abstract rhetoric and univer-
sal ideals of the Revolution—sufficiently powerful to break the vital bonds to
the mother country—there yet remained assumptions, beliefs, and values that
were far from universal or absolute. Americans did not cease at once to think
like Englishmen, and their cultural heritage and homogeneity produced a
very relativistic and ethnocentric definition of religious liberty. The Protestant
establishment of the nineteenth century, so obvious to Tocqueville and
Lord Bryce, may seem a betrayal of the Revolution if one thinks of Thomas
Jefferson as its spokesman or if one reads the religious clauses of the bills
of rights and the First Amendment with the deistic gloss that the Supreme
Court has applied to them in the twentieth century. But, as I hope to indicate
below, Americans were clearly committed to the establishment of a Protestant
Christian nation. Religious liberty was to be granted to all, but the spiritual
cement that was to hold the nation together had to be Protestant. . . .

The ambiguity of the Revolutionary generation toward religious duties
(which were to be enforced) and religious liberty (which was to be untram-
meled) has so often been noted that it hardly bears summary: laws requiring
respect for the Sabbath and even church attendance were passed but seldom
enforced; clergymen were admitted to state office despite prohibitions against
it; Jefferson, Madison, and John Leland opposed the payment of federal
and state chaplains although many Baptists and other evangelicals proudly
accepted such posts; the Northwest Ordinance and Southwest Ordinance
utilized federal funds for religious purposes despite the First Amendment;
“In God We Trust” was placed on the coins but not in the Constitution; tax
exemption was granted to all church property and often to ministers; national
days of fasting, thanksgiving, and prayer were regularly proclaimed by some
presidents and governors but objected to strenuously by others; and laws
against gambling, dueling, theater-going, and intemperance were debated
with varying degrees of religious intensity in various parts of the country for
the next century. . . . Heated arguments took place in the age of Jackson over
the right of the state to deliver the mail on Sunday. Courts prosecuted citizens
for blaspheming against the Christian religion until 1836, and most jurists
throughout the nineteenth century believed that Christianity was part of the
common law, Jefferson notwithstanding,. . . .

The heart of these indecisions, inconsistencies, and contradictions lay in
precisely what kinds of “friendly aids” the political fathers might give to the
cause of Christianity. And, logically enough, the first great debate about the
proper relationship of church and state in the new nation concerned a gen-
eral assessment for the support of religion. The essence of this debate was
encapsulated in the contrast between Jefferson’s assertion in the preamble
to his act for religious liberty “that even the forcing [a citizen] to support
this or that teacher of his own religious persuasion is depriving him of the
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comfortable liberty of giving his contribution to the particular pastor whose
morals he would make his pattern,” and George Washington’s negative reply
to Madison’s “Remonstrance”: “I must confess that I am not amongst the
number of those, who are so much alarmed at the thoughts of making people
pay toward the support of that which they profess. . ..”

According to the general-assessment concept every citizen would be
required to pay a tax in proportion to his wealth for the support of reli-
gion (specifically for some form of Protestantism), but each taxpayer could
specify to which particular church or minister he wished his religious assess-
ment allocated (presumably to the church or minister he attended upon).
Nothingarians, atheists, Roman Catholics, Jews, and other non-Protestants
were equally responsible for paying such taxes, but sometimes in order to
preserve their rights of conscience various alternatives were suggested for the
allocation of their monies. In Virginia one general-assessment plan stated that
the non-Protestant might allocate his money to the support of the poor, while
another said his taxes would be allocated to public education; the Maryland
plan exempted any Jew or Mohammedan who made a declaration of his belief
before two justices; in Massachusetts those who did not attend any church
had their taxes allocated to the oldest church in their parish (invariably the
Congregational church—a fact that led many to assert that the Massachusetts
general-assessment plan favored the old establishment). . . .

In view of the defeat of all efforts at general-assessment plans in the south-
ern states, it has frequently been inferred that New England was backward
and out of touch with the prevailing current for religious liberty and equality.
But seen in the broader context the old Puritan states were going through
precisely the same debate and on precisely the same terms. The reasons why
the balance tipped in favor of the general-assessment system in New England
can be attributed more to historical tradition and practice than to any signifi-
cant difference of public opinion regarding the importance of compulsory tax
support for religion. . . .

Other factors may also account for New England’s willingness to try the
general-assessment plan. First of all, there were far fewer dissenters in New
England, probably less than a fifth in 1780; hence they did not have the
votes or the influence to defeat it. Second, the New England Congregational
system was a solid and thriving one that, despite the separations during the
Great Awakening, remained in firm control of almost every parish. Third,
the Congregational clergy, having been staunch supporters of the Revolution,
attained increased respect and allegiance during that crisis. And finally, the
rulers of Connecticut and Massachusetts may have been somewhat more
fearful of social disruption than those of Virginia, where the upper class felt
sufficiently secure to accept the dissolution of an ecclesiastical system that
had never been very effective anyway. . . .
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The avowed commitment of Americans to religious equality gradually pro-
duced a kind of tolerated status for Roman Catholics and Jews within the
prevailing establishment (similar to that of Presbyterians in colonial Virginia
or Anglicans in colonial Massachusetts), Americans were unable to stretch
their concept of religious liberty to include such extremes as Mormonism,
the American Indian religions, Mohammedanism, or the various Oriental
religions. The last two were prevented even from entering the country by
one means or another (sometimes called “gentlemen’s agreements”) on the
grounds that they were so outlandish as to be “unassimilable.” The Mormons
and Indians were forced to conform, the former by a combination of mob,
martial, and judicial law, the latter by being treated as incompetent wards of
the state whose education was turned over to the various denominations.

If religion in America, institutionalized as incorporated voluntaryism and
the Protestant ethic, became so culture-bound as to constitute by the mid-
nineteenth century a new form of official establishment, this does not mean
that religion became one of the less important aspects of American life. If
the American Revolution was a revival, the new nation became a church. Far
from being an opiate, religion was an incredible stimulus to the American
people. Religious free enterprise inspired a vast variety of organizations
and activities to which thousands of men and women dedicated their
lives, often at great sacrifice: the foreign mission movement to bring
Christian civilization to the heathen; home missionary societies to bring
religion to the unchurched frontiers; Bible and tract societies to supple-
ment or stimulate individual and family devotions; education societies
to subsidize the training of ministers; professional evangelistic societies
to promote mass revivals; temperance and reform societies to bring the
leaven of Christian faith to the poor, the criminal, the hopeless.

... For all the evidence seems to me to indicate that the role of religion
in the Revolution was to create religious liberty for Protestantism in order to
provide the cultural cohesion needed for the new nation.

§31 Visions of a Republican Millennium:An Ideology of Civil
Religion in the New Nation

Naruan O. Harcu
Source: The Sacred Cause of Liberty: Republican Thought and the Millennium

in Revolutionary New England by Nathan O. Hatch. Copyright © 1977
by Yale University Press. Reprinted with permission.

And may we not view it, at least, as probable, that the expansion of republican
forms of government will accompany that spreading of the gospel, in its power
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and purity, which the scripture prophecies represent as constituting the glory
of the latter days?
—TJohn Mellen, 1797

The Second Great Awakening, like its namesake a generation removed, was
driven by the compelling hope of clergymen that their labors would be instru-
mental in establishing the kingdom of God on earth. Unlike the sudden ebb
of revivalism in the 1740s, however, this later wave of religious fervor sus-
tained its momentum throughout the first half of the nineteenth century and
swelled the tide of millennial anticipation throughout Protestant America.
With reference to the many prophetic signs heralding the kingdom, Lyman
Beecher captured the spirit characteristic of his age:

Soon will the responsive song be heard from every nation, and kindred, and
tongue and people, as the voice of a great multitude, and as the voice of many
waters, and as the voice of mighty thunderings, saying, Alleluia, for the Lord
God Omnipotent reigneth.

Contemporary historians have been fascinated with this theme as a way
of understanding the pervasive identification of the destiny of the American
republic with the course of redemptive history. Not only had the brightness
of the new morning made clear the imminence of the kingdom; it had also
suggested that America was to be “both the locus and instrument of the great
consummation.” This millennial persuasion, buoyant with the civil and reli-
gious ideals of the young republic, functioned as a primary idiom of that
distinct form of evangelical civic piety that historians have called a “religion
of the Republic” or an American civil religion. Whatever the exact contours
of this tendency to attribute to the nation “purposive functions, universal and
catholic in scope, “historians have generally agreed that Protestantism in the
Age of Jackson aligned national purpose so closely with religious conviction
that gradually, in the words of John E. Smylie, “the nation emerged as the
primary agent of God’s meaningful activity in history.”

It has been an intriguing but complicated task to explain how the kingdom
of God and the virtuous republic became for Americans one and the same
empire. While students have concurred that visions of a Christian America
inspired and motivated American reformers, benevolent volunteers, and for-
eign missionaries, they have explained the genesis of civil religion in a vari-
ety of ways, three of which deserve attention. Some scholars have linked the
nineteenth-century ideal of a Christian America to the unsettling pluralism
of competing denominations. Others have found a plausible explanation in
American fears that waves of social instability and religious confusion would
engulf the young nation as they had the French republic. A third perspective
has taken note of the ease with which American churches accommodated their
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message to an age of romantic nationalism. Either alone or in combination,
these explanations have provided the most satisfying answers recently given to
the question of how the idea of the millennial kingdom became so profoundly
Americanized by the second quarter-century of national experience.

The most widely accepted of these attempts to unearth the foundations of
civil religion has found them resting upon the bedrock of American denomina-
tionalism. According to Sidney Mead, the establishment of religious freedom
in America did not undermine the ancient assumption that the well-being of
society depended upon commonly shared religious beliefs. The resulting ten-
sion forced America’s Protestant communions to relax their exclusive claims
to truth and pressured them to admit that some “brooding higher unity” lay
at the core of all their teachings. In such a context, where multiple religious
institutions cancelled out each other’s exclusive claims, Americans began to
grope for a communal identity to which they could assign an ultimate and
inclusive function. That institution was, or became, the nation. The emer-
gence of denominationalism thus transformed traditional understandings of
the church; the concept of a chosen nation replaced that of an ecclesiastical
community of the redeemed. The nation developed “the soul of a church”
because no American denomination could any longer make such a claim.

If the mosaic composition of American Protestantism has offered some
scholars an explanation of how the republic was seen as a redemptive instru-
ment, others have suggested that the vision of a Christian America expressed
the anxieties of troubled ministers “asserting the unity of culture in pressing
danger of fragmentation.” In his highly influential article, “From the Cove-
nant to the Revival,” Perry Miller argued that although the new religious
nationalism of the Second Great Awakening developed in some measure as a
reaction to disestablishment, its more important source was the intense desire
to preserve the Union from the centrifugal forces of skeptical rationalism and
social anarchy. Confronted with disruptive internal confusion as well as the
ideology of the French Revolution, a “volcano” which “threatened to sweep
the United States into its fiery stream,” ministers sought an alternate program
for Christian solidarity. They found it in the revival and proclaimed its mes-
sage in the form of a new romantic patriotism.

While these first two explanations of the origins of civil religion describe
it as an attempt to reclaim certain cherished values of the past in the face of
an unnerving present, the third locates its source in the surprising degree to
which Protestantism was swept along by the reigning climate of opinion. The
kingdom of God and the nation became virtually equated, according to this
interpretation, because of the readiness of Protestants to adapt their message
to the spirit of the age. In contrast to earlier days, when clergymen did not
retreat from challenging social assumptions that were alien to their purposes,
churchmen after 1800 fell into step with the prevailing attitudes of roman-
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tic optimism and national idealism. In outlining “the American Democratic
Faith” over three decades ago, Ralph Henry Gabriel emphasized that most
Protestants gave a hearty assent to the national credo despite its buoyant secu-
lar optimism. Other more recent students of this period have likewise seen
civil religion as primarily an accommodation of religion to the prevailing
republican enthusiasm and the cult of progress.” In an age of followers, they
have argued, Americans produced no prophets to decry their pilgrimage en
masse to the altar of romantic nationalism.

Although these three explanations of American civil religion on the surface
show little similarity, their different melodies seem to be only improvisations
of several themes common to them all. In the first place, they have viewed
the substitution of nation for church as an unwanted or unnoticed result of
expediency. Far from being the product of consistent reasoning, this substitu-
tion seemed to rationalize some other more pressing end-such as the creation
of national solidarity—or to locate the point where churchmen adrift upon a
democratic sea happened to strike land. Secondly, scholars have assumed that
the “religion of the Republic” which emerged during the opening decades of
the nineteenth century was a substantial departure from previous configura-
tions of political religion. The same elements which resulted in the Second
Great Awakening and the subsequent “Benevolent Empire” served as a cata-
lyst which fused liberty and Christianity, the republic and the kingdom, in
the minds of men like Lyman Beecher and Francis Wayland. Enforcing the
idea that this civic piety was a phenomenon unique to the age of democratic
evangelicalism is a third assumption that in the Federalist era New England
orthodoxy and republicanism were mutually exclusive and antagonistic forms
of thought. Many scholars have assumed that while clergymen of the 1790s
dreamed of society’s theocratic destiny, their hopes were the very antithe-
sis of the republican ideas held by French Jacobins abroad and Democratic
Republicans at home. In contrast to the evident wedding of biblical and
republican themes which historians discern in Jacksonian America, they have
pictured New England Christianity in the 1790s as locked in mortal combat
with republican thought.

The focus of these assumptions, sharpened by a scholarly convention that
separates the “Middle Period” from the era of the Revolution, has allowed dis-
cussion of the “religion of the Republic” to proceed with little reference to the
interaction of Christian and republican themes during the last quarter of the
eighteenth century. Among other things, the Second Great Awakening has
become a starting point to understand the religious patriotism of nineteenth-
century America. By contrast, this study gropes forward toward the Great
Revival and finds in its New England phase, at least, a fitcting culmination of
an intellectual tradition shaped during the founding of the republic. Yankee
ministers who watched the dawn of the new century did not stumble unawares
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upon the road of civil religion; they actively sought a way of assigning to the
American republic a major role in the scheme of providential history because
signposts had for two generations indicated to thoughtful clergymen that the
highway leading to the kingdom followed definite political as well as religious
principles. Their sense of American destiny followed an older tendency to
join theological and republican concerns.

During the last half of the eighteenth century, the Great War for the
Empire, the first two revolutions of modern times, the founding of a new
republic, and the estrangement of Federalist New England from Jeffersonian
America prompted and gave character to new directions in religious thought.
Overriding civic concerns led New England ministers to recast the major
strains of their traditional eschatology. By bringing to the heart of redemptive
history the republican values of civil and religious liberty, ministers articu-
lated a civic theology that gave a profoundly new religious significance to the
function of man as citizen, to the principles governing the civil order, and to
the role of nations in bringing on the millennium. While the acid bath of war
corroded in great measure the bonds between church and state elsewhere in
America, in New England it seemed to etch in bold relief a view of history
which identified the aspirations of the church with the rise of republican
liberty. This shift was occasioned by the tumult of war and political upheaval
but its real historical import stems from the persisting strength of the new
ideological alignment long after the winning of independence. Sustaining
political values as religious priorities became habitual among ministers of the
early republic; they anticipated a republican millennium.

New England ministers responded to the founding of the American repub-
lic with their own brand of dialectic theology. They were the first to admit
that the church had taken a serious beating at the hands of the war’s impiety
and the victory’s “infidelity.” Gloomy New England prophets perceived a seri-
ous religious depression in America, whether or not one in fact occurred. Yet
in remarkable contrast to the anxious tones of their jeremiads, ministers had
never been more confident of the kingdom’s advance. Millennial expectancy
during the last two decades of the century rose to unparalleled heights, while
the perceived state of the church experienced the opposite effect. This para-
dox easily could be understood if the clergy’s hopes sprang from a conviction
that the darkest part of the night immediately preceded the dawn. But such is
hardly the case. At the exact moment, rather, that piety seemed at an all-time
low, the clergy proclaimed that the advancing kingdom had delivered the
deadly shock to the last section of the Babylonish Image. . . . The stone braves
all opposition and advances and strikes with redoubled strength the feet of
the mighty image: It trembles, it reels to and fro, and threatens to fall.

With this and other graphic depictions of the disarray and retreat of anti-
christian forces, clergymen voiced their confidence that the divine armies
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were at the point of storming the very gates of hell. The question of how
churchmen could rejoice in the unprecedented success of the kingdom while
their own churches lay devastated by the enemy suggests a reordering of their
allegiance from ecclesia to polis. It can be fully answered only by clarifying
their republican eschatology.

While the political shock waves of the 1790s raised New England anxiet-
ies to unparalleled heights, Congregational ministers never complained that
the shattering of order had dulled their ability to explain the inner logic of
the political world. By the end of the century their explanations of American
and European history had become clearly focused upon certain well-defined
interpretations of prophetic Scripture. The most common of these came
from Daniel chapter two, which describes Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of a great
and terrible image that crumbled “like the chaff of the summer threshing
floors” before the force of a stone hurled against its feet of iron and clay. After
destroying the image, this stone, described by the prophet as “cut out of the
mountain without hands,” developed into a great mountain that filled the
whole earth. Numerous interpreters found in this text a fascinating correla-
tion between the stone and the American Revolution; between the feet of
iron and clay and the nations of Europe; and between the growing moun-
tain and the American republic. The meanings attributed to these and other
apocalyptic images, moreover, reveal the interlocking providential and repub-
lican ideologies so characteristic of New England ministers in the age of the
American and French Revolutions.

New England churchmen were emphatic in celebrating the American
Revolution as the central event in this republican eschatology. In reflecting
on the first twenty years of his country’s political experiment, John Cushing
of Ashburnham, Massachusetts, suggested in 1796 that “the revolution in
America, in a political view, will prove to be the stone cut out of the moun-
tain without hands, which will fill the whole earth.” In similar fashion the
erratic David Austin took for granted that:

the political stone which is now giving the deadly shock to the last section of
the Babylonish Image . . . . was it not the weighty stone which we all helped to
lift, during the introduction and progress of that political revolution through
which we have just now passed?

Clergymen were equally forthright to explain their reason for viewing the
Revolution as a critical “sign of the times.” The American victory became
theologically significant to these men because it animated the new nation
with the principle of liberty, both civil and religious. The Revolution assumed
this lofty role, Joseph Eckley said in 1792, because of the general discus-
sion it “introduced on the subject of national politicks,” raising hopes that
the day would soon come “when mankind universally shall be free.” Elias
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Lee, a Connecticut Baptist, likewise equated the stone of Daniel with the
war against Britain because it had raised “the standard of liberty and repub-
licanism” against the pride and power of monarchy. In this scheme, the struc-
ture of freedom that arose from the ashes of war clearly became “the base of
the approaching building of God.”

By thus aligning a scheme of providential history with republican thought,
this widely shared perspective on the Revolution made the realization of
liberal political goals essential to the approach of the kingdom. The prospect
of sharing the political ideals of the Revolution with all mankind became, in
this climate of opinion, not only the clergy’s fondest hope but also a necessary
prerequisite for spreading the Christian message. David Austin stated explic-
itly this recurring inference:

It seems no unnatural conclusion from ancient prophecy, . . . that in order to
usher in . . . the latter-day-glory, TWO GREAT REVOLUTIONS are to take
place; the first outward and political; the second inward and spiritual.

The gospel was only compatible with political forms that stood on the sacred
ground of liberty.

Charting providential history by the milestones of civil and religious liberty
was hardly a novelty for clergymen of the Federalist period. The notion of civil
millennialism first became prominent during the Anglo-French wars which
took place between 1745 and 1760, and received its most popular defense in
John Adams’s essay A Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal Law. During the
Revolutionary crisis such ideas became a conventional pattern of understand-
ing in New England, as evidenced by Samuel Sherwood’s comments in 1776:

Liberty has been planted here; and the more it is attacked, the more it grows and
fourishes. The time is coming and hastening on, when Babylon the great shall
fall to rise no more; when all tyrants and oppressors shall be destroyed forever.

America’s recovery of its civil and religious rights in the victory over Britain
intensified the conviction. By the end of the century a republican eschatol-
ogy seemed in retrospect to have fired the American Revolution. It remained
firmly enshrined in popular thought and offered a model for the coming age:

No sooner had the fwenty years of our political operation built for us this
political temple; than wisdom fell from God in respect to the millennial tem-
ple; . . . and whilst European nations behold on these western shores of the
Atlantic, the temple of freedom, over which our confederation spreads its
wings, they shall see how delightful a picture of the approaching millennial
confederation it presents.

Operating within the same moral framework, Yankee clergymen identified
the nations of Europe as primary expressions of antichristian darkness. Jeremy
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Belknap, like many of his colleagues, demanded that America remain outside
the orbit of European influence. “I detest the thought,” he declared, “that any
rotten toe of Nebuchadnezzar’s image . . . should ever exercise dominion over
this country.” In his mind the nations of Europe had demonstrated beyond
question their character as the feet of iron and clay that would crumble before
the stone. Antichrist had chosen these nations, led by Britain and France,
to become, in the words of Nathan Strong, “the last stage of anti-Christian
apostacy.” Having grown up in an eschatological tradition that identified the
forces of evil with the politics of tyranny, these interpreters in the 1790s quite
naturally assumed that “in the language of prophecy, tyrannical governments,
both civil and ecclesiastical, are represented by fierce and destroying beasts .
..” Just as the kingdom advanced by the rise of civil and religious liberty, so
the legions of Satan retreated with the demise of the “machinery of papal, and
anti-republican despotism.”

Federalist clergymen were persuaded that Satan had shifted his primary
base of operations from a false church to the governments of certain des-
potic nations. With remarkable consistency they reiterated the eschatology
which Samuel Sherwood and Samuel West had proclaimed at the outbreak
of the American Revolution. “Until of late,” wrote David Austin in 1799,
Protestant divines had all “united in applying” the image of Antichrist to “the
papal power.” This had obviously been an error, he continued, because the
feet of Nebuchadnezzar’s image were “formed of iron and of clay; of kingly
and of priestly power combined.” Against both, he cried, “the stone is now
striking.” In a similar vein, David Osgood analyzed the weakness of the Pope
in the eighteenth century and came to the following conclusions:

The marks of the beast and of the dragon, so visible and manifest upon it
in ancient times, were nearly obliterated. The mother of harlots had either
become a reformed prostitute, or having passed the days of vigour and pas-
sion, was a mere withered form in the last stage of decrepitude, retaining only
the shadow and skeleton of former times.

The power of Satan, instead, had shifted to:

The several systems of tyranny and oppression, of cruelty and persecution,
which have preceded the present era [and] are designated in this book by
THE DRAGON, THE BEAST, THE FALSE PROPHET, BABYLON THE
GREAT, THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS, and the like.

In the perspective of such preachers, Antichrist had taken up politics as the
most devious scheme to thwart Providence and had mounted his attack pri-
marily along national rather than ecclesiastical lines. The Devil, said Elias
Lee is “always busy about civil affairs; and like all other corrupt politicians
endeavoring to turn everything to his own advantage.”
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This view of a political Antichrist—the first novel eschatological interpre-
tation of evil since the Reformation—developed remarkable strength because
it could appropriate for its own purposes the earlier tradition. No less an
antichristian symbol than before, the papacy now appeared in alliance with
the more awesome legions of civil despotism. “The league or combination,
formed between civil and religious monarchies,” continued Elias Lee, “is a
matter of fact, which none can deny. These are a proper match for each other.”
They have sometimes quarreled, he admitted, but “like a company of rakes in
a tavern; who after a few contradictions and hard blows, drink a bowl, shake
hands, and become good friends.” History taught the convincing lesson that
despotic governments always maintained a religion of the same character.

Yet the turmoil of French politics after the Revolution—what Freeman
Parker called a “great apocalyptic earthquake”—convinced clergymen of the
same lesson taught by the American Revolution: that tyrannical political power
was easily the master of her ecclesiastical counterpart. On the first Sunday of
the nineteenth century, Nathan Strong of Hartford assessed the signs of the
times in a manner that was becoming commonplace in New England:

The general train of events in the political world, hath been drying up the mys-
tical Euphrates, or diminishing the power and influence of the Antichristian
Babylon. Rome has become an insignificant name, and scarcely is a thunder
left in her vatican. . . .

Yankees were struck by the “surprising rise of the French empire upon the
ruins of papal Europe” and found it a direct fulfillment of the prophecy of
Revelation 17: “The Beast [Napoleonic France] shall hate the Whore [the
Roman Church] and shall make her desolate and naked, and shall eat her
flesh and burn her with fire.” A despotic nation clearly had subdued the eccle-
siastical embodiment of evil and reconfirmed for those petrified by French
infidelity that the cosmic struggle between good and evil had shifted to
national governments and the political principles they embodied. The only
proper match for a nation that combined tyrannies in state and church was
a nation that defended itself by a union of “civil and religious republicanism,
or in other words, civil and religious liberty.”

The American republic came for very good reason to seem the primary
agent of redemptive history. While a church might espouse Christian free-
dom, only a nation could preserve the civil liberty which was its prerequi-
site. The force of this logic seemed even greater when ministers considered
the means necessary to initiate the kingdom. The conviction became com-
mon that republican liberty was essential not only to the free presentation
of the gospel but also to its ready understanding by those who heard it. Gad
Hitchcock suggested that while men enjoying liberty could be motivated by
religion, those deprived of it “become stupid, and debased in spirit, indolent
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and groveling, indifferent to all valuable improvement, and hardly capable of
any.” Even if tyrannical governments began to grant that religious freedom
which they had always opposed, servile minds might well continue to shut
out the light of truth.

The logical outcome of giving such high priority to civil freedom was to
identify the expansion of American republicanism with the growth of Daniel’s
mountain. John Mellen of Barnstable made the point explicit:

And may we not view it, at least, as probable, that the expansion of republican
forms of government will accompany that spreading of the gospel, in its power
and purity, which the scripture prophecies represent as constituting the glory
of the latter days?

Following the logic of their own eschatology, clergymen placed the American
nation at the center of redemptive history. They knew that only a republic
could “wake up and encourage the dormant flame of liberty in all quarters
of the earth . . . and thereby open and prepare . . . minds for the more easy
reception of the truth and grace of the gospel. . . .”

§32 The American Revolution and the Religious History
of the United States

Mark NoLL

Source: From Christians in the American Revolution by Mark Noll, pp.
163-175. Copyright © 1977 by Christian University Press. Reprinted

with permission of the author.

As the course of American history in the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries owes its direction to more than the events occurring during the War
for Independence, so American religious history owes its shape to influences
other than Christian activities during this period alone. Successive waves of
immigrants have brought religious patterns from European and Asian home-
lands that have had a far-reaching effect on the general nature of religious
life in the United States. The wide open spaces of the continent’s heartland
and the loosely organized cultural institutions which characterized large sec-
tions of the country into the twentieth century also exerted a telling influence
on the development of religion in America. And the growth of technology
and urbanization since the last century has presented churchmen with novel
problems for which solutions from the past are not adequate. Recognizing
the importance of these and other factors does not, however, detract from
the decisive role which late eighteenth-century American history played in
the development of religious life in the United States. Nor does it lessen the
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impact which the Revolutionary mixture of politics and religion has had on
the public history of the country. While the ideas and actions of Christians
at the time of the American Revolution did not lock succeeding generations
into the patterns of the Revolutionary generation, they did exert a profound
influence on the subsequent religious life of the independent United States.

In the first and most important place, Christians in America continued to
assume that God had singled out the American nation for special privileges
and responsibilities. Even before the Revolution, the assumption that God
favored the English nation and its American colonies was widespread, but
this conviction was reforged with new intensity in the violent crucible of
events that saw the United States break its ties with the mother country. The
growing belief that Europe had entered a period of decadence led to a cor-
responding conviction that God’s children were concentrated particularly in
America. When the events of the Revolution seemed to bear out this assump-
tion, when it became clear, in Moses Mather’s words, “that it is God that
fighteth for us,” belief in America’s special place in God’s esteem took even
firmer hold on the masses of Christian Americans. Against all odds, God
had prospered the valiant efforts of his colonial children as they struggled to
throw off the immoral tyranny of their despotic masters.

The elaborate system of covenantal thought which had undergirded ear-
lier expressions concerning God’s care for the colonies was largely abandoned
during the second half of the eighteenth century, but the essential dogma of
the covenantal system — that the colonies stood in a special relationship to
God— survived as an article of faith throughout the denominational spec-
trum. By 1800 the assertion that God dealt with the United States in a unique
way was a commonplace. In New England, for example, the opponents and
the adherents of the theological system developed by Jonathan Edwards
both accepted this conviction. An anti-Edwardsean, Joseph Lathrop of West
Springfield, Massachusetts, spoke in 1795 of “the blessings . . . with which
a gracious providence has distinguished our happy lot.” Another opponent
of Edwards” thought, Moses Hemmenway of Wells, Maine, used the public
observance of George Washington’s death as an occasion to remind his listen-
ers that God was still dealing with America by means of special chastisements
and rewards. On the other side of the theological fence, the Edwardsean
Cyprian Strong of Chatham, Connecticut, could proclaim in 1799 that “we
enjoy privileges and blessings, which are not realized by any other nation
on earth.” And in 1801 the incumbent at Edwards’ old preaching station
in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, Stephen West, could pray “that Zion [i.e.,
America] may soon hear the voice, Arise, shine, for thy light is Come.”

This conviction that God dealt singularly with America continued to hold
sway into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The final disestablishment
of Congregationalism during the first third of the nineteenth century and
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the irrevocable spread of denominationalism throughout America during the
same period meant that the way in which God’s special relationship with
America was understood lacked the sharp focus it had had in Puritan New
England. Nevertheless, the practice of America’s “civil religion” continued
to flourish, as was manifest particularly in that great outburst of Christian
evangelism and social involvement marking the entire first half of the nine-
teenth century. To all who would listen in the great metropolises and in tiny
prairie outposts, revivalists such as Charles G. Finney proclaimed the need for
Christian conversion. Christian social reformers such as Lyman Beecher orga-
nized countless service agencies to encourage Christian practice in the country.
Abolition, temperance, benevolence to orphans, sailors, and prostitutes, and
societies to support missions, Sunday schools, and Christian literature were
merely a fraction of the enterprises spawned in this era. Beneath the torrents
of activity lay the conviction that had gained new consciousness during the
Revolution—America’s duty was to respond to the singular blessings which
God had bestowed upon the nation. Although external circumstances were
altered significantly during the nineteenth century and although the particu-
lar correlations of theological and socio-political attitudes characterizing the
Revolutionary age broke down in that same period, patterns of response from
that earlier day continued to define the ways in which Christians viewed the
relationship of religion and society.

As in the Revolution, a crusading zeal continued to mark those believers
who sought the social changes which they felt Christian principles demanded.
The Christian Patriotism of John Devotion shared with the abolitionism of
Samuel Hopkins an urgent fervency which tended to equate the attainment
of a particular goal in society with the triumph of Christian righteousness.
Christian reformers in later American history continued to approach social
problems in this same way. The reforms for which Christians have strug-
gled have been diverse—abolition, prohibition, the destruction of godless
foreign foes, an end to American involvement in foreign wars—but the pre-
supposition underlying the various campaigns has been the same: when this
reform is accomplished, America will have fulfilled its destiny as a uniquely
Christian nation. The sources of this crusading zeal in the history of American
Christianity are many, but not the least of them was the example of militant
Christian advocacy during the American War for Independence.

Millennial overtones have also persisted in the course of Americas history,
due at least in part to the thorough millennialism that marked such a large
part of the religious reaction to the Revolution. The way in which America’s
ideals of freedom and justice have been championed in public discourse has
encouraged the idea that perfect freedom and perfect justice might be obtain-
able through the concentrated efforts of those upon whom God has already
bestowed a foretaste of these blessings. During the Revolution, Christians felt
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that a successful completion of the war might be the prelude to the visible
appearance of the Kingdom of God on earth. In later American history the
millennial vision lost its sharp theological definition, but nevertheless lived on.
Whether paternalistically in concern for our little brown brothers (President
William McKinley), idealistically in the struggle to make the world safe for
democracy (Woodrow Wilson), or with utopian fervor in the pledge to fight
any foe in the defense of freedom (John E. Kennedy), Americans have taken
seriously the founding fathers™ assertion that the United States represented a
novus ordo seclorum (a new order for the ages). Even as the objects of reforming
zeal have changed throughout American history, so has the precise makeup
of America’s millennial vision. Without an understanding of the intense mil-
lennialism of the Revolutionary period, however, later American ideals for its
own character and its role in the world can never be fully understood.

In sum, the Revolutionary period provided an opportunity for a modified
Puritan synthesis to retain its viability in America. No longer adhering to the
express tenets of Puritanism, American Christians after the Revolution never-
theless worked to maintain personal religion and a comprehensive Christian
community. At least partially as a result of the war, American society in gen-
eral replaced the church as the locus of communal Christian values. Because
it was so obvious during the Revolution that God was concerned with the
entirety of the American experience instead of merely ecclesiastical expres-
sions, the transition from Puritan Christianity to American Christianity was
made smoothly. Since God had so manifestly blessed the national enterprise
during the war, the deduction could be made that God took a special interest
in the nation as such. Americans who have had only nominal contact with
Christian churches, or perhaps none at all, have been only slightly less eager
to adopt the assumptions concerning a unique salvific role for the United
States in the history of the world. An accounting of the religious and political
relationship at the time of the American Revolution helps to explain how the
concept of a Christian America came to be shared so widely both by sincere
believers and the nominally religious in the United States.

The discussion [here] has been mainly concerned with the effects which the
admixture of religious and political ideology during the Revolution wrought
upon public life in the United States. The Revolution was no less important in
shaping the internal life of American churches. During the war, religion lent
its weighty support to political and social values emanating from nonreligious
sources. This same pattern continued after the end of the conflict. Where
colonial Christians in 1700 derived much of their world view from strictly
theological sources, American Christians in 1800 absorbed much of their
basic outlook on life from the surrounding culture. The shift that we have
noted in intellectual leadership from ministers to statesmen entailed a definite
alteration in the relationship of Christianity and culture in America. In 1700
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religion had been an “exporter” of ideas and behavior patterns to American
society; by 1800 it was an “importer.” The ideas by which men lived, which
dictated the allotment of their time and energy, which shaped the way they
approached conflicts in society, and from which they developed their systems
of values, came increasingly from nonreligious sources as the eighteenth cen-
tury wore on. While Christians in early colonial America were by no means
immune to influences from secular sources, these influences were outnum-
bered and outweighed by the products of religious thought and experience.
By contrast, although believers during the early history of the United States
maintained active religious lives, the major practical influences shaping their
perspective on life were no longer the products of religious thought. It is not
that religious activity diminished in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-
century America, but rather that the nature of that religious activity came
more and more to be influenced by ideas from outside the church. Jonathan
Edwards, the last American religious thinker whose ideas have had a forma-
tive effect upon American culture, died in 1758. The most important influ-
ences upon the American mind after Edwards came from men like Jefferson,
Hamilton, and Madison who were concerned with public affairs and whose
debt to religious thought was minimal.

The practical upshot of this development was that the thought and activ-
ity of the American churches tended to follow the thought and activity of the
American nation. The ideals which had been fought for in the Revolution or
which lay embedded in the arguments for independence—the ideals enshrined
in the great national documents produced from 1776 to 1789—came also to
be the ideals of the churches. The convictions that men had rights by nature,
that the pursuit of personal happiness was one of these unalienable rights,
that all men were essentially equal, that personal freedom was necessary for
social well-being, and that a collective “people” had it within their power
to establish justice or secure the blessings of liberty to themselves and their
posterity became the dogmas not merely of the new nation but also of its
churches. The fact that these national ideals resembled many of the ideals of
earlier American Christianity eased the process by which the churches assimi-
lated the American political creed.

One of the most obvious indications that American Christians were fol-
lowing the thinking arising out of the Revolution was the acceptance of vol-
untaristic denominations as the standard for ecclesiastical organization. To
be sure, other important factors besides the Whig ideology of the Revolution
went into the formation of the American denominational system. The new
United States government lacked the means or the will to control the religious
lives of its people, and the presence of so many different religious groups in the
new country made some system of mutual toleration and respect a necessity.
But Whig ideology also played a part in sanctioning a state of affairs which
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natural conditions had brought about. From the Revolution, Americans took
strong ideas about the sanctity of natural rights and the dangers of govern-
mental interference in personal affairs. What could be more natural than the
right to construct a relationship with God on one’s own terms? In keeping
with the implications of this concept of freedom, American Christians came
gradually to contend that no denomination could be inherently favored by
law and that no law could interfere in the peaceable internal functions of the
churches. This type of thinking strikes the twentieth-century American as
commonplace, but in the eighteenth century, where the legal establishment
of religion was the rule throughout the western world, American practice was
truly innovative.

There were, moreover, influences from Whig ideology in the construction
of the American denominational system. Political Whigs took it for granted
that the people were capable of constructing their own political and social
institutions. The idea of the social contract which influenced so much of
eighteenth-century political theory presupposed this capacity as one of its
unquestioned axioms. Although they were departing radically from earlier
ecclesiastical patterns, American Christians under the influence of Whig
thought also acted as if the creation, organization, and maintenance of
church groups were human rights as intrinsic as the formation and direction
of political institutions. In the Old World the church had been considered
something given by God and regulated by his properly consecrated ministers.
Except for a small dissenting fringe, European Christians into the nineteenth
century did not entertain the idea that they were capable of creating churches
and charting their courses. In America a different cast of mind prevailed; it
was assumed that Christians had not only the right but also the duty to create
ecclesiastical institutions as their own consciences demanded. This assump-
tion produced both healthy and unhealthy effects: while it released the energy
of countless creative individuals for the widest possible variety of Christian
expressions, it also tended to make the churches unduly subject to the whims
of their creators. The stability and continuity, if also stagnation, which had
attended the Old World idea of #be church gave way to the energetic competi-
tiveness, if also eccentricity, of the churches in the New World. The peculiar
shape of denominational life in America owed much to the ideology of free-
dom championed so successfully in the Revolutionary period.

The ideas of the Revolution touched American theology no less than
ecclesiology. The crass identification of Patriotism and Christianity was later
extrapolated into the facile identification of America as a Christian country
and United States citizens as Christians by cultural birthright. This identifica-
tion, however, has not affected theological life in America as much as a subtler
and more pervasive phenomenon—the basic shift away from a Calvinistic
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orientation in theology. Where the identification of all American citizens as
Christian believers falls apart upon even superficial analysis, the movement
away from Calvinism presents a more complicated picture. The influence of
libertarian thought on American theology has been noted by historians of
the United States, but the extent of its impact, as well as the exact role of the
Revolution in exerting that influence, deserves closer attention.

A convenient way of describing the general shift in American theology
over the last half of the eighteenth and the first half of the nineteenth cen-
turies is to examine the fate of the standard “five points” of Calvinism when
confronted with the principles of the American Revolution. The first of the
Calvinistic points, “total depravity,” did not stand up well to the belief that
individuals were inherently capable of shaping their own destinies. The ear-
lier Puritans taught that human sinfulness prevented the unconverted person
from performing any truly good deeds, including the act of turning from sin
to God. Christians in the youthful United States continued to talk about the
evil effects of sin, but they did not think that human evil deprived men of the
power to determine their own religious or political destinies.

The concept of “unconditional election” also seemed to deny that men
were fully capable of determining the course of their own lives. In the domi-
nant colonial churches, the Calvinist teaching of election had maintained
that it was God alone who, by an act of his sovereign will, called certain
individuals to salvation. But if the establishment of a relationship with God
was God’s doing and not an individual’s, it made a mockery of the conviction
that each man had the inalienable right to secure happiness as a result of his
own efforts.

The anti-democratic tendency of the doctrine of election emerged even
more clearly in the idea of a “limited atonement.” The Calvinist believed that
the efficacy of Christ’s death and resurrection was restricted to those whom
God elected to salvation. But since Americans believed that all men were
created equal in political matters, it was difficult to believe that God would
arbitrarily limit the effects of the work of Christ to only a few. The egalitarian
strain emerging from the Revolution could make no sense of such a wanton
infringement upon natural rights.

Further, the concept of “irresistible grace” seemed inimical to the Whig con-
viction that uncontrollable power was evil. To say, as the Edwardsean Calvinists
did, that people became Christians apart from the self-determined choice of
their own wills seemed dangerously close to asserting that God exercised the
kind of irresponsible power against which the colonies had rebelled.

The last of the Calvinistic principles, the “perseverance of the saints,” was
usually retained by American Christians, but for a new reason. A believer
was sustained in the faith not as a result of God’s power but because of the
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continuing effect of his own choice for God. The believer possessed the sure
hope of eternal life as a due right in consequence of his own decision to
become a Christian.

Individual believers and various denominations participated in this move-
ment away from Calvinism in different degrees. Indeed, the Calvinistic ori-
entation persisted for a considerable time among some of the groups, such as
the Presbyterians, who most ardently supported Whig thought. On the other
hand, the denominations which grew most rapidly in the post-Revolutionary
period, Baptists and Methodists, expressed their theology to a greater or
lesser degree in the new forms. The influence of Whig ideology was certainly
not the only impetus hastening the decline of Calvinism in America, but it
played one of the most important roles in the process. The attention which
the Revolution had called to the concept of freedom altered the definition of
this idea that had prevailed in the largely Calvinistic colonies. Freedom in the
Revolutionary generation came to mean primarily freedom from something—
from tyranny, oppression, and the arbitrary exercise of power. Freedom in the
earlier Calvinistic sense of the word had implied freedom for something—for
fulfillment and hope, found only in being overmastered by God. The change
was subtle, and it was obscured due to the fact that the single word “freedom”
was used to express two related, but also contrasting, ideas. The crisis atmo-
sphere of the Revolutionary period further obscured the two senses of “free-
dom” and greatly facilitated the process in the American churches by which
the Whig idea of liberty came to replace the Calvinistic concept.

Just as it has been important to keep in mind the different Christian
responses to the Revolution, so it is necessary to remember that these general-
izations concerning the impact of the Revolution on later American religious
history did not apply equally to all groups of Christians. In particular, minor-
ity groups outside of the English Puritan tradition were insulated from some
of the ecclesiastical and theological changes brought about by Revolutionary
thought. Groups such as the Lutherans or the Mennonites who retained the
language and ecclesiastical practices of the Old World naturally tended to
participate less actively in the trends and innovations characteristic of the
American religious landscape. Even in the domain of religious minorities,
however, the Revolutionary period witnessed patterns that have marked later
American history.

The majority religious and cultural viewpoint—in the Revolutionary
period, the mixture of libertarianism and Christianity—exerted weighty pres-
sure on minority viewpoints to conform. While the Continental Congress
and individual colonial legislatures did make provision for certain deviations
from majority policy, the pacifists and Loyalists were still pressured culturally
to conform to the Patriotic Whig position. Throughout American history a
similar pressure, occasionally official but more often unofficial, has, contin-
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ued to encourage the assimilation of minority religious perspectives into the
prevailing majority pattern. Only in recent years have historians made clear
how intense were these pressures on Lutherans, Quakers, Dunkers, and other
smaller religious groups to adopt the perspectives and practices of mainstream
religious bodies. Partially as a result of this external pressure and partly as a
product of the desires of those within the minority groups, denominations
such as the Quakers and Moravians gradually relinquished some of the doc-
trinal and practical distinctions which set them apart from the Protestant
bodies of Puritan heritage. The Revolutionary period was by no means the
only epoch which saw this process at work, but it was one of particularly
intense pressure to conform to the common American mold.

From the perspective of the minority groups themselves, it has taken
supreme effort and many sacrifices to preserve distinctive traits that did not
conform to the prevailing American patterns. Rather than compromise their
loyalties to Great Britain, many Anglicans and a smattering of individuals
from other denominations migrated to Canada or returned to England.
Religious groups in later American history have also been forced into flight,
either geographic or psychic, in order to preserve minority religious perspec-
tives. For Mormons in mid-nineteenth-century America, escape to the barren
West provided a means to preserve religious distinctives. For fundamentalists
in the early twentieth century, withdrawal from the intellectual, scientific,
and artistic mainstreams of American culture provided a psychic means to
maintain deeply held beliefs. Little substantial similarity exists between paci-
fist Mennonites of rural Pennsylvania in the eighteenth century and either
nineteenth-century Mormons or twentieth-century fundamentalists, but the
formal similarity is striking: in each case withdrawal preserved the essentials
of a religiosity unacceptable to the majority socio-religious point of view in
the country. The behavior of religious minorities during the Revolution has
served more as a model of escape for, rather than a direct influence upon,
other hardpressed religious groups in the course of American history.

No history of the United States can claim our attention if it does not dis-
cuss the profound impact of the Revolutionary period on the future course of
events in America. The ideas and actions which gave birth to a new nation or
which emerged during that birth process constructed the foundation upon
which subsequent American history has been built. Later men and women
of ideas and actions have added distinctive personal touches to the edifice of
American history, new ideas and patterns of behavior have altered its appear-
ance significantly, and yet the foundation retains its fundamental importance.

In like manner, the religious history of the United States will never be ade-
quately understood apart from a knowledge of Christian thought and behav-
ior at the time of the Revolution. During this period believers were called
upon to examine the elements of their religious heritages, and they responded
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by recasting many of them into new forms. For many believers the Revolution
united religious beliefs and political principles into unified convictions about
the proper nature of life as Christians and as American citizens. For a lesser
number the Revolution called forth demanding sacrifices when personal con-
victions went against the grain of the Christian-Whig majority. The peculiarly
American blending of religious, social, political, and cultural perspectives did
not begin from scratch during the Revolution, but the period did encour-
age an interweaving of these various aspects of life. Throughout America’s
later history the relative strength of religious ideas vis-a-vis other forces in
American culture has varied greatly, but the bond linking religion to all the
other interests of life in society has never been broken.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. Describe the interplay between religion and politics presented in the
documents.

2. How does William McLoughlin place religion in a central role in the
American Revolution by connecting Protestantism to the mission of the
new nation?

3. According to Nathan Hatch, how did the kingdom of God (sacred) and
the virtuous republic (secular) become for Americans one and the same
empire?

4. Discuss Mark Noll’s analysis of the influence the American Republic had
on the religious life of the independent United States.

5. How did the blending of the secular and the sacred in the American

Revolution produce both conflict and consensus?

Additional Readings

Albanese, Catherine. Sons of the Fathers: The Civil Religion of the American
Revolution. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1977.

Baldwin, Alice M. The New England Clergy and the American Revolution. New
York: Frederick Ungar, 1958.

Bloch, Ruth H. “Religion and Ideological Change.” In Religion and American
Politics: From the Colonial Period to the 1980s, edited by Mark A. Noll,
44-61. New York: Oxford University Press, 1990.

Bonomi, Patricia U. “Religious Dissent and the Case for American Exception-
alism.” In Religion in a Revolutionary Age, edited by Ronald Hoffman



Religious America in the American Revolution 173

and Peter J. Albert, 31-51. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press,
1994.

Cowing, Cedric B. The Great Awakening and the American Revolution: Colonial
Thought in the 18" Century. Chicago: Rand McNally, 1971.

Greene, Jack P, and William G. McLoughlin. Preachers and Politics: Two Essays
on the Origins of the American Revolution. Boston: American Antiquarian

Society, 1977.
Griffin, Keith. Revolution and Religion: The American Revolutionary War and
the Reformed Clergy. St. Paul, Minn.: Paragon House, 1994.

Hatch, Nathan O. The Sacred Cause of Liberty: Republican Thought and the
Millennium in Revolutionary New England. New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1977.

Kerber, Linda K. Women of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary
America. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980.

McLoughlin, William G. “The American Revolution as a Religious Revival:
‘The Millennium in One Country.” New England Quarterly 40 (1967):
99-110.

May, Henry E. Ideas, Faiths, and Feelings: Essays on American Intellectual and
Religious History. New York: Oxford University Press, 1982.

Noll, Mark A. Christians in the American Revolution. Grand Rapids: Christian
University Press, 1977.

Phillips, Kevin. The Cousins’ Wars: Religion, Politics, and the Triumph of Anglo-
America. New York: Basic Books, 1999.

Tuveson, Ernest Lee. Redeemer Nation: The Idea of Americas Millennial Role.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968.

Valeri, Mark. “The New Divinity and the American Revolution.” William
and Mary Quarterly 46 (1989): 741-69.






Chapter 5

AMERICAN RELIGION IN THE MIDDLE PERIOD

Issue: What would be the role of religion in the early
republic?

™R

“I shall submit to your consideration . . . that our nation has been raised by
Providence to exert an efficient instrumentality in this work of moral renova-
tion,” spoke moral reformer and revivalist Lyman Beecher. “The origin and
history of our nation are indicative of some great design to be accomplished
by it,” he continued in his December 22, 1827, sermon. “Who can doubt
that the spark which our forefathers struck will yet enlighten this entire con-
tinent? But when the light of such a hemisphere shall go up to heaven, it will
throw its beams beyond the waves.” He contended that ultimately “it will
awaken desire, and hope, and effort, and produce revolutions and overturn-
ings, until the world is free.”

This vision Americans like Beecher held for their nation in the early repub-
lic of the middle period found expression in the writings of both religion-
ists and secularists. About a year into the War of 1812, author and preacher
Arthur Stansbury declared, “Our hope is not in our armies, it is not in our
generals, it is not in our counsellors, it is not in our constitution: it is in this,
that the Lord is long-suffering, and slow to wrath, and repenteth him of evil.”
Several months earlier a public debate was held in Baltimore on the topic
“Can a Christian go to war and be justified by the Bible and his conscience?”
Many Americans answered in the affirmative, and thereby began a new chap-
ter in American civil religion.

Historian Nathan O. Hatch argues that the democratizing forces of the
half century after the American Revolution “left as indelible an imprint upon
the structures of American Christianity as it did upon those of political life.”
Clergy from different classes conflicted with each other to serve as spokes-
men for the church. Yet, when new “outsider” groups, such as the Mormons,
emerged from this conflict and tested the range of religious inclusiveness,
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they found it wanting. It was an age of religious populism not without con-
flict and boundaries.

Notwithstanding the religious chaos and crosscurrents of the early repub-
lic, Lyman Beecher’s persuasion that America possessed “some great design
to be accomplished” is matched by words written more recently. Historian
Timothy Smith notes, “Men in all walks of life believed that the sovereign
Holy Spirit was endowing the nation with resources sufficient to convert and
civilize the globe, to purge human society of all its evils, and to usher in
Christ’s reign on earth.” What were the roles of religion in the early republic,
and did these roles operate in concert? What accounts for occasional discord?
What were the critical issues for religion in the middle period? How did
the sacred and secular manifest tension in the first half century of the new
republic?

DOCUMENTS

The documents below present a variety of roles for religion in the early repub-
lic. Churches were the most important institutions formed by free blacks in
their fight against social, cultural and economic prejudice. In the first docu-
ment, black clergyman Richard Allen describes his involvement in the orga-
nizing of the Bethel African Methodist Church in the 1790s and the African
Methodist Episcopal denomination in 1816. In the second selection, the
founders of American Bible Society believed their organization was essential
in the dissemination of truth and the advancement of nationalism as peo-
ple moved westward. Among the Congregational clergy who embraced the
disestablishment of the Congregational church in Connecticut in 1818 was
Lyman Beecher, who in the third document explains his endorsement of the
voluntary principle. Revivalist Charles G. Finney, in the fourth document,
appeals to preachers and pewsitters to participate in national reform efforts
to rid America of a variety of political and social evils. In the fifth selection,
millennialist William Miller presents mathematical calculations in support of
his prophecy of Christ’s Second Coming to take place in 1843. He assumes a
biblically literate readership prepared to accept biblical authority, a readership
that was large in the 1830s and 1840s. The conflict between Jonathan Edwards
and Charles Chauncy during the Great Awakening over the place of reason
and emotion in revivalistic religion was echoed in the Second Awakening
by revivalist Charles G. Finney and theologian John Williamson Nevin in
their conflicting opinions regarding the use of the “anxious seat” (or “anxious
bench”). Their discussions over the significance of feeling (emotion) and faith
(doctrine), found in documents six and seven, reflect the larger problem of
convert recruitment in the West and on the fronder. In the final selection,
Presbyterian minister and health reformer Sylvester Graham explains why



American Religion in the Middle Period 177

defective diet was the source of America’s antebellum problems. He believed
adherence to his “Graham System” of vegetarianism and use of his graham
bread would speed the arrival of the millennium in America.

§33 The Rise of African American Churches (1792, 1816)

RicHARD ALLEN

Source: Richard Allen, The Life Experiences and Gospel Labors of the Rt.
Rev. Richard Allen (Philadelphia, 1833).

A number of us usually attended St. George’s church in Fourth street; and
when the colored people began to get numerous in attending the church, they
moved us from the seats we usually sat on, and placed us around the wall, and
on Sabbath morning, we went to the church and the sexton stood at the door,
and told us to go in the gallery. He told us to go, and we would see where to
sit. We expected to take the seats over the ones we formerly occupied below,
not knowing any better. We took those seats. Meeting had begun, and they
were nearly done singing, and just as we got to the seats, the elder said, “Let
us pray.” We had not been long upon our knees before I heard considerable
scuffling and low talking. I raised my head up and saw one of the trustees, H_
M__, having hold of the Rev. Absalom Jones, pulling him up off his knees,
and saying, “You must get up—you must not kneel here.” Mr. Jones replied,
“Wait until prayer is over.” Mr. H_ M_ said “No, you must get up now, or I
will call for aid and force you away.” Mr. Jones said, “Wait until prayer is over,
and I will get up and trouble you no more.” With that he beckoned to one of
the other trustees, Mr. LS to come to his assistance. He came, and went to
William White to pull him up. By this time prayer was over, and we all went
out of the church in a body, and they were no more plagued with us in the
church. ... We then hired a store-room, and held worship by ourselves. Here
we were pursued with threats of being disowned, and read publicly out of
meeting if we did continue worship in the place we had hired; but we believed
the Lord would be our friend. We got subscription papers out to raise money
to build the house of the Lord. . . .

I bought an old frame that had been formerly occupied as a blacksmith
shop, . . . and hauled it on the lot in Sixth near Lombard street, that had for-
merly been taken for the Church of England. I employed carpenters to repair
the old frame, and fit it for a place of worship. In July 1794, Bishop Asbury
being in town I solicited him to open the church for us which he accepted.
... The house was called Bethel, agreeable to the prayer that was made . . .
that it might be a bethel to the gathering in of thousands of souls. My dear
Lord was with us, so that there were many hearty “amens” echoed through the
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house. This house of worship has been favored with the awakening of many
souls, and I trust they are in the Kingdom, both white and colored.

Our warfare and troubles now began afresh. Mr. C__ proposed that we
should make over the church to the Conference. This we objected to, he
asserted that we could not be Methodists unless we did, we told him he might
deny us their name, but they could not deny us a seat in Heaven. Finding
that he could not prevail with us so to do, he observed that we had better be
incorporated, then we would get any legacies that were left for us, if not, we
could not. We agreed to be incorporated. He offered to draw the incorpora-
tion himself, that it would save us the trouble of paying for to get it drawn.
We cheerfully submitted to his proposed plan. He drew the incorporation,
but incorporated our church under the Conference; our property was then all
consigned to the Conference for the present bishops, elders, ministers, etc.,
that belonged to the white Conference, and our property was gone. Being
ignorant of incorporations we cheerfully agreed thereto. We labored about
ten years under this incorporation, until James Smith was appointed to take
the charge in Philadelphia; he soon waked us up by demanding the keys and
books of the church, and forbid us holding any meetings except by orders
from him; these propositions we told him we could not agree to. He observed
he was elder, appointed to the charge, and unless we submitted to him, he
would read us all out of meeting. We told him the house was ours, we had
bought it, and paid for it. He said he would let us know it was not ours, it
belonged to the Conference; we took counsel on it; counsel informed us we
had been taken in; according to the incorporation it belonged to the white
connection. We asked him if it couldn’t be altered; he told us if two-thirds of
the society agreed to have it altered, it could be altered. . . . I called the society
together and laid it before them. My dear Lord was with us. It was unani-
mously agreed to, by both male and female. We had another incorporation
drawn that took the church from the Conference. . . .

About this time, our colored friends in Baltimore were treated in a simi-
lar manner by the white preachers and trustees, and many of them driven
away who were disposed to seek a place of worship. . . . Many of the colored
people in other places were in a situation nearly like those of Philadelphia
and Baltimore, which induced us, in April 1816, to call a general meet-
ing, by way of Conference. Delegates from Baltimore and other places . .
. met those of Philadelphia, and taking into consideration their grievances,

.. it was resolved: “That the people of Philadelphia, Baltimore, etc., etc.,
should become one body, under the name of the African Methodist Episcopal
Church.” We deemed it expedient to have a form of discipline, whereby we
may guide our people in the fear of God, in the unity of the Spirit, and in the
bonds of peace, and preserve us from that spiritual despotism which we have
so recently experienced.
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§34 Forming the American Bible Society (1816)
Source: Panoplist and Missionary Magazine 12 (1816), 271-73.

Every person of observation has remarked that the times are pregnant with
great events. The political world has undergone changes stupendous, unex-
pected, and calculated to inspire thoughtful men with the most boding
anticipations.

That there are in reserve, occurrences of deep, of lasting, and of general
interest, appears to be the common sentiment. Such a sentiment has not been
excited without a cause, and does not exist without an object. The cause is
to be sought in that Providence, which adapts, with wonderful exactitude,
means to ends; and the object is too plain to be mistaken by those who carry
a sense of religion into their speculations upon the present and the future
condition of our afflicted race.

An excitement, as extraordinary as it is powerful, has roused the nations to
the importance of spreading the knowledge of the one living and true God,
as revealed in his Son, the Mediator between God and men, Christ Jesus.
This excitement is the more worthy of notice, as it has followed a period of
philosophy falsely so called, and has gone in the track of those very schemes
which, under the imposing names of reason and liberality, were attempting
to seduce mankind from all which can bless the life that is, or shed a cheering
radiance on the life that is to come.

We hail the reaction, as auspicious to whatever is exquisite in human
enjoyment, or precious to human hope. We would fly to the aid of all that is
holy, against all that is profane; of the purest interest of the community, the
family, and the individual, against the conspiracy of darkness, disaster and
death—rto help on the mighty work of Christian charity—to claim our place
in the age of Bibles.

We have, indeed, the secondary praise, but still the praise, of treading
in the footsteps of those who have set an example without a parallel—an
example of the most unbounded benevolence and beneficence: and it cannot
be to us a source of any pain, that it has been set by those who are of one
blood with most of ourselves; and has been embodied in a form so noble and
so Catholic, as “The British and Foreign Bible Society.”

The impulse which that institution, ten thousand times more glorious
than all that exploits of the sword, has given to the conscience of Europe,
and to the slumbering hope of millions in the region and shadow of death,
demonstrates to Christians of every country what they cannor do by insulated
zeal; and what they can do by co-operation.

In the United States we want nothing but concert to perform achievements
astonishing to ourselves, dismaying to the adversaries of truth and piety; and
most encouraging to every evangelical effort, on the surface of the globe.
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No spectacle can be so illustrious in itself, so touching to man, or so grate-
ful to God, as a nation pouring forth its devotion, its talent, and its treasures,
for that kingdom of the Savior which is righteousness and peace.

If there be a single measure which can overrule objection, subdue opposi-
tion, and command exertion, this is the measure. That all our voices, all our
affections, all our hands, should be joined in the grand design of promot-
ing “peace on earth and good will toward men”—that they should resist the
advance of misery—should carry the light of instruction into the dominions
of ignorance; and the balm of joy to the soul of anguish; and all this by diffus-
ing the oracles of God—addresses to the understanding an argument which
cannot be encountered; and to the heart an appeal which its holiest emotions
rise up to second.

Under such impressions, and with such views, fathers, brethren, fellow-
citizens, the American Bible Society has been formed. Local feelings, party
prejudices, sectarian jealousies, are excluded by its very nature. Its members
are leagued in that, and in that alone, which calls up every hallowed, and
puts down every unhallowed, principle—the dissemination of the Scriptures
in the received versions where they exist, and in the most faithful where they
may be required. In such a work, whatever is dignified, kind, venerable, true,
has ample scope: while sectarian littleness and rivalries can find no avenue of
admission.

The only question is, whether an object of such undisputed magnitude
can be best obtained by a national Society, or by independent associations in
friendly understanding and correspondence.

Without entering into the details of this inquiry, we may be permitted to
state, in a few words, our reasons of preference to a national Society supported
by local Societies and by individuals throughout our country. Concentrated
action is powerful action. The same powers, when applied by a common
direction, will produce results impossible to their divided and partial exer-
cise. A national object unites national feeling and concurrence. Unity of a
great system combines energy of effect with economy of means. Accumulated
intelligence interests and animates the public mind. And the Catholic efforts
of a country, thus harmonized, give her a place in the moral convention of
the world; and enable her to act directly upon the universal plans of happiness
which are now pervading the nations.

It is true, that the prodigious territory of the United States—the increase
of their population, which is gaining every day upon their moral cultiva-
tion—and the dreadful consequences which will ensue from a people’s
outgrowing the knowledge of eternal life; and reverting to a species of hea-
thenism, which shall have all the address and profligacy of civilized society,
without any religious control, present a sphere of action, which may for a
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long time employ and engross the cares of this Society, and of all the local
Bible Societies of the land.

In the distinct anticipation of such an urgency, one of the main objects
of the American Bible Society, is, not merely to provide a sufficiency of well
printed and accurate editions of the Scriptures; but also to furnish great dis-
tricts of the American continent with well executed Stereotype plates, for
their cheap and extensive diffusion throughout regions which are now scant-
ily supplied, at a discouraging expense; and which, nevertheless, open a wide
and prepared field for the reception of revealed truth.

Yet, let it not be supposed, that geographical or political limits are to be
the limits of the American Bible Sociery. That designation is meant to indicate,
not the restrictions of their labor, but the source of its emanation. They will
embrace, with thankfulness and pleasure, every opportunity of raying out, by
means of the Bible, according to their ability, the light of life and immorality,
to such parts of the world, as are destitute of the blessing, and are within their
reach. In this high vocation, their ambition is to be fellow-workers with them
who are fellow-workers with God. . . .

§35 Lyman Beecher and Disestablishment (1818)

LymaN BEECHER

Source: Lyman Beecher, Papers, Autobiography, Radcliffe College
Archives, Schlesinger Library, Harvard University.

The efforts we made to execute the laws and secure a reformation of morals
reached the men of piety, and waked up the energies of the whole state, so
far as the members of our churches, and the intelligent and moral portion of
our congregations were concerned. These, however, proved to be a minority
of the suffrage of the state. Originally all were obliged to support the standing
order. Every body paid without kicking. . ..

When, however, other denominations began to rise, and complained of
their consciences, the laws were modified. There never was a more noble
regard to the rights of conscience than was shown in Connecticut. Never was
there a body of men that held the whole power that yielded to the rights of
conscience more honorably.

The habit of legislation from the beginning had been to favor the Con-
gregational order and provide for it. Congregationalism was the established reli-
gion. All others were dissenters, and complained of favoritism. The ambitious
minority early began to make use of the minor sects on the ground of invidious
distinctions, thus making them restive. So the democracy, as it rose, included
nearly all the minor sects, besides the Sabbath-breakers, rum-selling tippling
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folk, infidels, and ruff-scuff generally, and made a dead set at us of the stand-
ing order.

It was a long time, however, before they could accomplish any thing, so
small were the sects and so united the Federal phalanx. After defeat upon
defeat, and while other state delegations in Congress divided, ours, for twenty
years a unit, Pierrepont Edwards, a leader of the Democrats, exclaimed,
“As well attempt to revolutionize the kingdom of heaven as the State of
Connecticut!”

But throwing Treadwell over in 1811 broke the charm and divided the
party; persons of third- rate ability, on our side, who wanted to be somebody,
deserted; all the infidels in the state had long been leading on that side; the
minor sects had swollen, and complained of having to get a certificate to
pay their tax where they liked; our efforts to enforce reformation of morals
by law made us unpopular; they attacked the clergy unceasingly, and myself
in particular, in season and out of season, with all sorts of misrepresenta-
tion, ridicule, and abuse; and finally, the Episcopalians, who had always been
stanch Federalists, were disappointed of an appropriation for the Bishop’s
Fund, which they asked for, and went over to the Democrats.

That overset us. They slung us out like a stone from a sling,. . . .

It was a time of great depression and suffering. It was the worst attack I
ever met in my life. . . . I worked as hard as mortal man could, and at the
same time preached for revivals with all my might, and with success, till at
last, what with domestic afflictions and all, my health and spirits began to fail.
It was as dark a day as ever I saw. The odium thrown upon the ministry was
inconceivable. The injury done to the cause of Christ, as we then supposed,
was irreparable. For several days I suffered what no tongue can tell for zhe
best thing that ever happened ro the State of Connecticut. It cut the churches
loose from dependence on state support. It threw them wholly on their own
resources and on God.

They say ministers have lost their influence; the fact is, they have gained.
By voluntary efforts, societies, missions, and revivals, they exert a deeper
influence than ever they could by queues, and shoe-buckles, and cocked hats,

and gold-headed canes.

§36 The Church Must Take Right Ground (1835)

CHARLES G. FINNEY

Source: Chartles G. Finney, Lectures on Revivals of Religion (New York:
Leavitt, Lord & Co., 1835).

I proceed to mention things which ought to be done to continue this great and
glorious revival of religion, which has been in progress for the last ten years.
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There should be great and deep repentings on the part of ministers. WE, my
brethren, must humble ourselves before God. It will not do for us to suppose
that it is enough to call on the people to repent. We must repent, we must take
the lead in repentance, and then call on the churches to follow. . . .

The church must take right ground in regard to politics. Do not suppose,
now, that I am going to preach a political sermon, or that I wish to have you
join and get up a Christian party in politics. No, you must not believe that.
But the time has come that Christians must vote for honest men, and take
consistent ground in politics, or the Lord will curse them. They must be hon-
est men themselves, and instead of voting for a man because he belongs to
their party, bank or anti-bank, Jackson or anti-Jackson, they must find out
whether he is honest and upright, and fit to be trusted. They must let the
world see that the church will uphold no man in office who is known to be a
knave, or an adulterer, or a Sabbath-breaker, or a gambler. Such is the spread
of intelligence and the facility of communication in our country, that every
man can know for whom he gives his vote. And if he will give his vote only
for honest men, the country will be obliged to have upright rulers. All parties
will be compelled to put up honest men as candidates. Christians have been
exceedingly guilty in this matter. But the time has come when they must act
differently, or God will curse the nation, and withdrew his Spirit. As on the
subjects of slavery and temperance, so on this subject, the church must act
right, or the country will be ruined. God cannot sustain this free and blessed
country, which we love and pray for, unless the church will take right ground.
Politics are a part of religion in such a country as this, and Christians must do
their duty to the country as a part of their duty to God. It seems sometimes as
if the foundations of the nation were becoming rotten: and Christians seem
to act as if they thought God did not see what they do on politics. But I tell
you, he does see it; and he will bless or curse this nation, according to the
course they take. . . .

I believe the time has come, and although I am no prophet, I believe it
will be found to have come, that the revival in the United States, will con-
tinue and prevail no further and faster than the church takes right ground
upon this subject. The churches are God’s witnesses. The fact is, that slavery
is, preeminently, zhe sin of the church. It is the very fact that ministers and
professors of religion of different denominations hold slaves, which sanctifies
the whole abomination in the eyes of ungodly men. Who does not know that
on the subject of temperance, every drunkard in the land will skulk behind
some rum-selling deacon, or wine-drinking minister? It si the most com-
mon objection and refuge of the intemperate, and of moderate drinkers, that
it is practiced by professors of religion. It is #his that creates the imperious
necessity for excluding traffickers in ardent spirit, and rum-drinkers, from the
communion. Let the churches of all denominations speak out on the subject
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of temperance, let them close their doors against all who have anything to do
with the death-dealing abomination, and the cause of temperance is trium-
phant. A few years would annihilate the traffic. Just so with slavery. . . .

The church must take right ground on the subject of temperance, and
moral reform, and all the subjects of practical morality which come up from
discussion from time to time.

There are those in the churches who are standing aloof from the subject of
moral reform, and who are as much afraid to have anything said in the pulpit
against lewdness, as if a thousand devils had got up into the pulpit. On this
subject, the church need not expect to be permitted to take neutral ground.
In the providence of God, it is up for discussion. The evils have been exhib-
ited; the call has been made for reform. And what is to reform mankind but
the truth? And who shall present the truth if not the church and the ministry?
Away with the idea, that Christians can remain neutral, and yet enjoy the
approbation and blessing of God.

In all such cases, the minister who holds his peace is counted among those
on the other side. Everybody knows that it is so in a revival. It is not necessary
for a person to rail out against the work. If he only keep still and take neutral
ground, the enemies of the revival will all consider him as on their side. So
on the subject of temperance. It is not needful that a person should rail at
the cold-water society, in order to be on the best terms with drunkards and
moderate drinkers. Only let him plead for the moderate use of wine, only
let him continue to drink it as a luxury, and all the drunkards account him
on their side. If he refuse to give his influence to the temperance cause, he is
claimed, of course, by the other side, as a friend. On all these subjects, when
they come up, the churches and ministers must take the right ground, and
take it openly and stand to it, and carry it through, if they expect to enjoy the
blessing of God in revivals. They must cast out from their communions such
members, as, in contempt of the light that is shed upon them, continue to
drink or traffic in ardent spirits.

There must be more done for all the great objects of Christian benevolence.
There must be much greater effort for the cause of missions, and education,
and the Bible, and all the other branches of religious enterprise, or the church
will displease God. Look at it. Think of the mercies we have received, of the
wealth, numbers, and prosperity of the church. Have we rendered unto God
according to the benefits we have received, so as to show that the church is
bountiful, and willing to give their money, and to work for God? No. Far
from it. Have we multiplied our means and enlarged our plans, in propor-
tion as the church has increased? Is God satisfied with what has been done,
or has he reason to be? Such a revival as has been enjoyed by the churches of
America for the last ten years! We ought to have done ten times as much as
we have for missions, Bibles, education, tracts, free churches, and in all the
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ways designed to promote religion and save souls. If the churches do not wake
upon this subject, and lay themselves out on a larger scale, they may expect
that the revival in the United States will cease.

§37 Millerites and Millennialism (1836)

WiLLiam MILLER

Source: William Miller, Evidence from Scripture and History of the Second
Coming of Christ about the Year 1843 (Boston: Moses A. Dow, 1841), 51,
53-54.

The time or length of the vision—the 2,300 days. What must we understand
by days? In the prophecy of Daniel it is invariably to be reckoned years; for
God hath so ordered the prophets to reckon days. Numb. xiv.34, “After the
number of days in which ye searched the land, even forty days, each day for
a year, shall you bear your iniquities, even forty years.” Ezek. iv. 5, 6, “For I
have laid upon thee the years of their iniquity, according to the number of
the days, three hundred and ninety days; so shalt thou bear the iniquity of
the house of Israel. And when thou hast accomplished them, lie again on thy
right side, and thou shalt bear the iniquity of the house of Judah forty days;
I have appointed thee each day for a year.” In these passages we prove the
command of God. We will also show that it was so called in the days of Jacob,
when he served for Rachel, Gen. xxix. 27: “Fulfil her week (seven days) and
we will give thee this also, for the service which thou shalt serve with me yet
other seven years.”

Nothing now remains to make it certain that our vision is to be so under-
stood, but to prove that Daniel has followed this rule. This we will do, if your
patience will hold out, and God permit. . . .

We shall again turn your attention to the Bible. Look at Ezra vii, 11-13:
“Now this is the copy of the letter that the king, Artaxerxes, gave unto Ezra,
the priest, the scribe, a scribe of the law of God: perfect peace, and at such a
time. I make a decree that all they of the people of Israel, and of his priests
and Levites in my realm, which are minded of their own free will to go up to
Jerusalem, go with thee.” This is the decree given when the walls of Jerusalem
were built in troublous times. See, also, Neh. iv. 17-23. Ezra and Nehemiah
being contemporary, see Neh. viii. 1. The decree to Ezra was given in the sev-
enth year of Artaxerxes’ reign, Ezra vii. 7, and that to Nehemiah in the twen-
tieth year, Neh. ii, 1. Let any one examine the chronology, as given by Rollin
or Josephus, from the seventh year of Artaxerxes to the twenty-second year of
Tiberius Caesar, which was the year our Lord was crucified, and he will find
it was four hundred and ninety years. The Bible chronology says that Ezra



186 Critical Issues in American Religious History

started to go up to Jerusalem on the 12 day of the first month, (see Ezra viii.
31,) 457 years before the birth of Christ; he being 33 when he died, added to
457, will make 490 years. Three of the evangelists tell us he was betrayed two
days before the feast of the passover, and of course was the same day crucified.
The passover was always kept on the 14 day of the first month forever, and
Christ being crucified two days before, would make it on the 12% day, 490
years from the time Ezra left the river Ahava to go unto Jerusalem.

If this calculation is correct,—and I think no one can doubt it—then the
seventy weeks was fulfilled to a day when our Savior suffered on the cross. Is
not the seventy weeks fairly proved to have been fulfilled by years? And does
not this prove that our vision and the 2300 days ought to be so reckoned? Yes,
if these seventy weeks are a part of #he vision. Does not the angel say plainly,
I have come to show thee; therefore understand that matter, and consider the
vision? Yes. Well, what can a man ask for more than plain positive testimony,
and a cloud of circumstances agreeing with it?

But one thing still remains to be proved. When did the 2300 years begin?
Did it begin with Nebuchadnezzar’s dream? No. For if it had, it must have
been fulfilled in the year A.D. 1697. Well, then, did it begin when the angel
Gabriel came to instruct Daniel into the 70 weeks? No, for if then, it would
have been finished in the year A.D. 1762. Let us begin it where the angel
told us, from the going forth of the decree to build the walls of Jerusalem
in troublous times, 457 years before Christ; take 457 from 2300, and it will
leave A.D. 1843; or take 70 weeks of years, being 490 years, from 2300 years,
and it will leave 1810 after Christ’s death. Add his life, (because we begin to
reckon our time at his birth,) which is 33 years, and we come to the same

A.D. 1843.

§38 Measures to Promote Revivals (1835)

CHARLES G. FINNEY

Source: Charles G. Finney, Lectures on Revivals of Religion (New York:
Leavitt, Lord & Co., 1835).

In the present generation, many things have been introduced which have
proved useful, but have been opposed on the ground #hat they were innova-
tions. And as many are still unsettled in regard to them, I have thought it best
to make some remarks concerning them. There are three things in particular,
which have chiefly attracted remark, and therefore I shall speak of them. They
are Anxious Meetings, Protracted Meetings, and the Anxious Seat. These are all
opposed, and are called new measures.
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The Anxious Seat

By this I mean the appointment of some particular seat in the place of meet-
ing, where the anxious may come and be addressed particularly, and be made
subjects of prayer, and sometimes conversed with individually. Of late this
measure has met with more opposition than any of the others. What is the
great objection? I cannot see it. The design of the anxious seat is undoubtedly
philosophical, and according to the laws of mind. It has two bearings:

1. When a person is seriously troubled in mind, every body knows that
there is a powerful tendency to try to keep it private that he is so, and it is
a great thing to get the individual willing to have the fact known to others.
And as soon as you can get him willing to make known his feelings, you have
accomplished a great deal. When a person is borne down with a sense of his
condition, if you can get him willing to have it known, if you can get him
to break away from the chains of pride, you have gained an important point
towards his conversion. This is agreeable to the philosophy of the human
mind. How many thousands are there who will bless God to eternity, that
when pressed by the truth they were ever brought to take this step, by which
they threw off the idea that it was a dreadful thing to have any body know
that they were serious about their souls.

2. Another bearing of the anxious seat, is to detect deception and delu-
sion, and thus prevent false hopes. It has been opposed on this ground, that it
was calculated to create delusion and false hopes. But this objection is unrea-
sonable. The truth is the other way. Suppose I were preaching on the subject
of Temperance, and that I should first show the evils of intemperance, and
bring up the drunkard and his family, and show the various evils produced,
till every heart is beating with emotion. Then I portray the great danger of
moderate drinking, and show how it leads to intoxication and ruin, and there
is no safety but in TOTAL ABSTINENCE, till a hundred hearts are ready to
say, “I will never drink another drop of ardent spirit in the world; if I do, I
shall expect to find a drunkard’s grave.” Now I stop short, and let the pledge
be circulated, and every one that is fully resolved, is ready to sign it. But how
many will begin to draw back and hesitate, when you begin to call on them
to sign a pledge of total abstinence. One says to himself, “Shall I sign it, or
not? I thought my mind was made up, but this signing a pledge never to drink
again, I do not know about that.” Thus you see that when a person is called
upon to give a pledge, if he is found not to be decided, he makes it manifest
that he was not sincere. That is, he never came to that resolution on the sub-
ject, which could be relied on to control his future life. Just so with the awak-
ened sinner. Preach to him, and at the moment he thinks he is willing to do
anything, he thinks he is determined to serve the Lord, but bring him to the
test, call on him to do one thing, to take one step, that shall identify him with
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the people of God, or cross his pride—his pride comes up, and he refuses;
his delusion is brought out, and he finds himself a lost sinner still; whereas,
if you had not done it, he might have gone away flattering himself that he
was a Christian. If you say to him, “There is the anxious seat, come out and
avow your determination to be on the Lord’s side,” and if he is not willing to
do so small a thing as that, then he is not willing to do any thing, and there
he is, brought out before his own conscience. It uncovers the delusion of the
human heart, and prevents a great many spurious conversions, by showing
those who might otherwise imagine themselves willing to do any thing for
Christ, that in fact they are willing to do nothing.

The church has always felt it necessary to have something of the kind to
answer this very purpose. In the days of the apostles baprism answered this
purpose. The gospel was preached to the people, and then all those who
were willing to be on the side of Christ were called on to be baptized. It
held the precise place that the anxious seat does now, as a public manifesta-
tion of their determination to be Christians. And in modern times, those
who have been violently opposed to the anxious seat, have been obliged to
adopt some substitute, or they could not get along in promoting a revival.
Some have adopted the expedient of inviting the people who were anxious
for their souls, to stay for conversation after the rest of the congregation had
retired. But what is the difference? This is as much setting up a test as the
other. Others, who would be much ashamed to employ the anxious seat,
have asked those who have any feeling on the subject, to sit still in their seats
when the rest retire. Others have called the anxious to retire into the lecture
room. The object of all these is the same, and the principle is the same, to
bring people out from the refuge of false shame. One man I heard of, who
was very far gone in his opposition to new measures, in one of his meetings
requested all those who were willing to submit to God, or desired to be made
subjects of prayer, to signify it by leaning forward and putting their heads
down upon the pew before them. Who does not see that this was a mere
evasion of the anxious seat, and that it was designed to answer the purpose
in its place, and he adopted this because he felt that something of the kind
was important?

Now what objection is there against taking a particular seat, or rising
up, or going into the lecture-room? They all mean the same thing, when
properly conducted. And they are not novelties in principle at all. The thing
has always been done in substance. In Joshua’s day, he called on the people
to decide what they would do, and they spoke right out, in the meeting,
“We will serve the Lord; the Lord our God will we serve, and his voice will
we obey.”
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§39 The Anxious Bench (1844)

JouN WiLLiamsoN NEVIN

Source: John Williamson Nevin, 7he Anxious Bench (Chambersburg,
Penn.: German Reformed Church, 1844), 15-17, 79-84.

It is true indeed, that throughout a large portion of the country the Anxious
Bench, after having enjoyed a brief reputation, has fallen into discredit. It
has been tried, and found wanting; and it might have been trusted that this
experiment would be sufficient to drive it completely out of use. But unfor-
tunately this has not been the case. Over a wide section of the land, we find it
still holding its ground, without any regard to the disgrace with which it has
been overtaken in the North and East. Peculiar circumstances have conspired
to promote its credit, on this field.

It is within the range particularly of the German Churches, that a new
life may be said to have been communicated latterly to the system of New
Measures. No field is more interesting at this time, than that which is com-
prehended within these limits. A vast moral change is going forward upon
it, involving consequences that no man can properly calculate. From vari-
ous causes, a new feeling is at work everywhere on the subject of religion.
As usual, the old struggles to maintain itself in opposition to the new, and
a strong tendency to become extreme is created on both sides. The general
mind unhappily has not been furnished thus far with proper protection and
guidance, in the way of full religious teaching; and the result is that in these
interesting circumstances it has become exposed more or less, at almost every
point, to those wild fanatical influences, which in this country are sure to
come in like a desolating flood wherever they can find room. Upstart sects
have set themselves to take possession if possible of the entire field in this
way, on the principle that the old organizations are corrupt and deserve to
be destroyed. Their reliance of course in this work of reformation, is placed
largely on New Measures! Thus a whole Babel of extravagance has been let
loose upon the community, far and wide, in the name of religion, one sect
vieing with another in the measure of its irregularities. In these circum-
stances, it has not been easy for the friends of earnest piety always in the
regular churches, to abide by the ancient landmarks of truth and order. The
temptation has been strong to fall in, at least to some extent, with the tide of
fanaticism, as the only way of making war successfully on the dead formality
that stared them in the face in one direction, and the only way of counteract-
ing the proselyting zeal of these noisy sects in the other. An inquiry into the
merits of the Anxious Bench, and the system to which it belongs, is not only
seasonable and fit in the circumstances of time, but loudly called for on every
side. It is no small question, that is involved in the case. The bearing of it
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upon the interests of religion in the German Churches, is of fundamental and
vital importance. A crisis has evidently been reached in the history of these
Churches; and one of the most serious points involved in it, is precisely this
question of New Measures. Let this system prevail and rule with permanent
sway, and the result of the religious movement which is now in progress, will
be something widely different from what it would have been under other
auspices. The old regular organizations, if they continue to exist at all, will
not be the same Churches. Their entire complexion and history, in time to
come, will be shaped by the course of things with regard to this point. In this
view, the march of New Measures at the present time, may well challenge our
anxious and solemn regard. It is an interest of no common magnitude, por-
tentous in its aspect, and pregnant with consequences of vast account. The
system is moving forward in full strength, and putting forth its pretensions
in the boldest style on all sides. Surely we have a right, and may well feel it a
duty, in such a case, to institute an examination into its merits.

Nor is it any reason for silence in the case, that we may have suffered
as yet comparatively little in our own denomination, from the use of New
Measures. We may congratulate ourselves that we have been thus favored,
and that the impression seems to be steadily growing that they ought not
to be encouraged in our communion. Still, linked together as the German
Churches are throughout the land, we have reason to be jealous here of influ-
ences, that must in the nature of the case act upon us from without. In such
circumstances there is occasion, and at the same time room, for consider-
ation. It might answer little purpose to interpose remonstrance or inquiry, if
the rage for New Measures were fairly let loose, as a sweeping wind, within
our borders. It were idle to bespeak attention from the rolling whirlwind. But
with the whirlwind in full view, we may be exhorted reasonably to consider
and stand back from its destructive path. We are not yet committed to the
cause of New Measures, in any respect. We are still free to reject or embrace
them, as the interests of the Church, on calm reflection, may be found to
require. In such circumstances precisely, may it be counted in all respects
proper to subject the system to a serious examination.

It has been sometimes intimated, that it is not safe to oppose and con-
demn the use of New Measures, because of their connections and purpose.
Their relation to the cause of revivals, is supposed to invest them with a sort
of sacred character, which the friends of religion should at least respect, even
if they may not be able in all cases, to approve. The system has taken hold
of the “horns of the altar,” and it seems to some like sacrilege to fall upon it
there, or to force it away from the purposes of justice to any other place. It
is a serious thing, we are told, to find fault with any movement, that claims
to be animated by the Spirit of God. By so doing, we render it questionable
whether we have ourselves any proper sympathy with revivals, and furnish
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occasion to the world also to blaspheme and oppose everything of the kind.
But this is tyrannical enough, to take for granted the main point in dispute,
and then employ it as a consideration to repress inquiry or to silence objec-
tion. If New Measures can be shown to proceed from the Holy Ghost, or to
be identified in any view with the cause of revivals, they may well demand
our reverence and respect. If they can be shown even to be of adiaphorous
character with regard to religion, harmless at least if not positively helpful to
the Spirit’s work, they may then put in a reasonable plea to be tolerated in
silence, if not absolutely approved. But neither the one nor the other of these
positions can be successfully maintained. It is a mere trick unworthy of the
gospel for any one to confound with the sacred idea of a revival, things that
do not belong to it in truth at all, for the purpose of compelling a judgment
in their favor. The very design of the inquiry now proposed, is to show that
the Anxious Bench, and the system to which it belongs, have no claim to
be considered either salutary or safe, in the service of religion. It is believed,
that instead of promoting the cause of true vital godliness, they are adopted
to hinder its progress. The whole system is considered to be full of peril, for
the most precious interests of the Church. And why then should there be any
reserve, in treating the subject with such freedom as it may seem to require?
We may well feel indeed that the subject is solemn. All that relates to the
interests of revivals, and the welfare of souls, is solemn; and it becomes us to
approach it in a serious way. But this is no reason, why we should close our
eyes against the truth, or refuse to call things by their proper names. This
would be to trifle with sacred things truly. . . .

Notoriously, no conversions are more precarious and insecure than those
of the Anxious Bench. They take place under such circumstances precisely,
as should make them the object of earnest jealousy and distrust. The most
ample evidence of their vanity, is presented on every side. And yet the patrons
of the system are generally ready to endorse them, as though they carried the
broad seal of heaven on their face. Of conversions in any other form, they can
be sufficiently jealous. They think it well for the Church to use great caution,
in the case of those who have been led quietly, under the ordinary means of
grace to indulge the Christian hope. They shrink perhaps from the use of
the Catechism altogether, lest they might seem to aim at a religion of merely
human manufacture. But let the power of the Anxious Bench appear, and
strange to tell, their caution is at once given to the winds. 75s they proclaim
to be the finger of God. Here the work of religion is presumed at once to
authenticate itself. With very little instruction, and almost no examination,
all who can persuade themselves that they are converted, are at once hailed as
brethren and sisters in Christ Jesus, and with as little delay as possible gath-
ered into the full communion of the Church. And this is held to be building

on the true foundation gold, silver and precious stones, while such as try to
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make Christians in a different way are regarded as working mainly, almost
as a matter of course, with wood, hay, and stubble. Wonderful infatuation!
Stupendous inconsistency.

§40 Human Aliment and the Wines of Scripture (1855)

SYLVESTER GRAHAM

Source: Sylvester Graham, ed., The Philosophy of Sacred History Considered
in Relation to Human Aliment and the Wines of Scripture (1855).

Having clearly and fully ascertained the true nature and character of God; the
real nature and constitutional character, condition and relations of man; the
primary purpose of God, in the creation and earthly existence of man; the
great, paramount purpose of God, concerning man, in the economy of grace;
and, in a general manner, the causes which render man, as a moral agent,
incapable of being so acted on by the moral and spiritual power of God, as
to be kept from sin with conscious freedom of choice and action, and which
there by hinder the accomplishment of the great purposes of Divine benevo-
lence, and prevent man’s being brought into the spiritual kingdom of God, I
now proceed to inquire more particularly,—

First, what effects the use of flesh as food, and of wine or alcoholic liquor
of any kind, as a drink, have on the condition, character and actions of man,
as a subject of the moral and spiritual government of God, with reference to
the fulfillment of the great purposes of Divine benevolence, and,

Second, what are the bearings or teachings of the Bible, as a whole, in
relation to these points: or, in other words, how far the Sacred Scriptures may,
by accurate interpretation, be shown to be in harmony with the true revela-
tions of God, in the volume of Nature.

It is evident that the first of these particular subjects of investigation, is
mainly a question of natural Science, and as such, must be solved by the
revelations of God in the volume of Nature. For, we have seen that, every
law and principle, and property of Nature, is an institution of the Divine
will,— that Nature is, in truth, the first great Volume of Divine Revelation,
in which the deeply written will of God lies ever ready to be disclosed to the
human mind by the true developments of science, and by accurate experience,
—that the Revealed Word is but a Supplement to this first great Volume, and,
in strictness, as a pure revelation, contains, principally, Divine instructions
concerning moral and spiritual things, which Nature speaks not of, or but
faintly implies, or dimly indicates; and that the truth of Nature and the true
meaning of the Revealed Word, must be in harmony; and, consequently, it is
impossible that the true meaning of the Revealed Word can, as a permanent
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law, be contrary to the laws of Nature. The truth of natural science, therefore,
is the truth of God, and always comes with Divine authority to man:—and
the Bible, as the revealed word of God, must, when accurately interpreted,
be perfectly consistent with what is true in chemistry, and mineralogy, and
botany, and zoology, and astronomy, and every other natural science. Yet the
Bible was not given to teach us the natural sciences; and no correct philoso-
pher thinks of going to the Bible to study these sciences. To ascertain what
is true in these, he goes to the Volume of Nature as the primary and irrevers-
ible code of the omniscient and omnipotent Creator and Ruler of all things:
And, in regard to his Bible, he is satisfied if he finds nothing in it, which
is apparently incompatible with the demonstrations of natural science; and
pleased if he finds it confirmed by scientific truth: knowing that the truth of
Nature must stand, whether the apparent meaning of any particular portion
of the Sacred Scriptures, agrees with it or not. He, therefore, who truly loves
and reverences the Bible as the revealed word of God, will not be forward to
introduce it into controversies of a scientific nature, and oppose his interpre-
tations of it to the demonstrations of science, in such a manner as to make it
appear that the Bible and the truths of natural science, are at variance: for he
knows that this must only serve to invalidate his Bible, and not the truth of
science. But, the true philosopher, who cordially and understandingly loves
and reverences his Bible, will, as a scientific man, in all his investigations,
and researches, pursue the truth for the truth’s sake; and when he has fully
ascertained the truth of science, if he finds any apparent want of agreement
between this and his Bible, he will, with the spirit of truth still ruling his soul,
honestly set about such an examination of the matter, as will enable him to
show that the disagreement is only apparent, and that when accurately under-
stood, the Bible perfectly harmonizes with scientific truth; or at least, that,
the true meaning of the Revealed Word is not incompatible with the truth of
natural science. . . .

But we shall lose much of the force of our argument if we do not continu-
ally keep in view the incontrovertible truth, that the health and happiness of
the body of man is as truly a final cause of the gospel economy as the salvation
of the soul; and that such is the compound nature and complicated structure
of man, that the highest and best interests of the soul cannot be secured
while the true interests of the body are violated or neglected: and therefore,
the effects of intoxicating substances and of flesh-meat on the human body,
in causing or aggravating the disorders and diseases which it suffers, and in
producing is premature death, are fully to be taken into the account in the
gospel view of the subject. And that we may the more accurately appreci-
ate the extent of these evils, we should bear in mind that the same prophets
who, speaking as they were moved by the Holy Spirit, foretold the coming
of Christ and the introduction and effects of the gospel dispensation, clearly
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specified, among other legitimate results of the genuine operations of that
dispensation, that the evil and rancorous passions of mankind should be sub-
dued, and men should become peaceful and gentle, and kind and benevolent,
and philanthropic and holy; and that all disease should be removed from
among them, and human life should be greatly prolonged. These things, it
is true, are generally supposed to refer more particularly to the Millennium.
But what is the Millennium, other than that state of things, on earth in which
the gospel principles are fully understood and obeyed in the spirit>—for this
would be the reign of Christ. And so perfectly is the gospel adapted to all
the laws and conditions and relations of human nature, that it only needs
to be thus universally understood and obeyed, to produce, as a natural and
necessary consequence, all the blessings promised in the Millennium. And
be assured, that until the gospel shall be regarded and obeyed as a scheme of
divine benevolence, adapted to and embracing the whole nature of man, and
aiming as really at the welfare of his body as of his soul, and as truly fitted and
designed to secure his happiness in time as in eternity, the Millennium of our
prayers and expectations will never be realized on earth.

ESSAYS

The three essays reprinted here examine ways in which religion functioned in
the early republic. The first, by Steven Mintz of the University of Houston,
explains why many Americans in the early republic believed the United States
was destined to take the initiative in promulgating Christian influence around
the world and opposing all sorts of tyranny and injustice. In the second essay,
Robert R. Mathisen of Corban College (OR) describes the role Charles G.
Finney played in the critical issue of appropriate “measures” or “means” used
by evangelists of the early republic’s Second Awakening. Jonathan M. Butler
of Yale University places the Millerite Adventist outsiders within the context
of the broader American religious and cultural experience in the final essay.

§41 The Promise of the Millennium

STEVEN MINTZ

Source: Steven Mintz, Moralists and Modernizers: Americas Pre-Civil
War Reformers. pp. 16-24, 32-34, 35-38. © 1995 [Copyright Holder].
Reprinted with permission of The Johns Hopkins University Press.

Inscribed on the Great Seal of the United States are the Latin words Novus
ordo seclorum—"a new order for the ages.” The notion that the American
Revolution inaugurated a new epoch in human history, a new era of virtue,
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justice, equality, and possibility, was widely shared by late-eighteenth-century
and early-nineteenth-century Americans. The Revolution, declared Joseph
Priestley, a chemist, an early Unitarian, and an immigrant from England,
was nothing less than the harbinger of the millennium—the establishment
of God’s kingdom on earth. But this fervent optimism and sense of new
possibilities was not confined to the religious. Many secular Americans also
believed that the United States was the New Israel, destined to lead the world
to universal peace and prosperity.

To be sure, millennial hopes were often mixed with fear and foreboding.
Many early-nineteenth-century Americans felt a profound sense of peril—
from irreligion, godlessness, greed, and anarchy. Nevertheless, the sense that
a new age of human history had dawned helped unleash what Ralph Waldo
Emerson called the “demon of reform,” which flourished with such vigor in
pre-Civil War America.

During the last years of the eighteenth century and the first years of
the nineteenth, Americans of diverse backgrounds shared a conviction that
the United States would lead the world toward Christ’s millennial king-
dom, a thousand years of “peace, purity, and felicity,” as Timothy Dwight,
later president of Yale College, declared in 1776. Inspired by the example
of the revolutionaries who won American independence, by the philosophy
of the Enlightenment, by the scientific and technological triumphs of the
early Industrial Revolution, and, above all, by two critical trends in religious
thought—religious liberalism and evangelical revivalism—many Americans
believed that their country would take the lead in spreading Christian influ-
ence around the globe and combating all forms of tyranny and injustice.

Before the 1770s, millennial thought was often associated with passiv-
ity, apathy, and pessimism, as believers patiently awaited the destruction of
a corrupt and evil world before the onset of a new era “when time shall be
no more.” But the success of the American Revolution, the rapid growth in
church membership, and the quickening pace of technological and scientific
progress stimulated a more hopeful and optimistic view: that the millennium
would follow not a violent apocalypse or catastrophic conflagration, but suc-
cessful efforts to defeat godlessness, irreligion, materialism, and selfishness
and to establish a virtuous, just order on earth.

Unlike many present-day millennialists, who are deeply conservative in
their economic and social views, profoundly skeptical of reform, and con-
vinced that the millennium will arrive only after a bleak period of wars and
natural disasters, their early-nineteenth-century counterparts tended to
be much more hopeful. Their millennial vision contributed to a spirit of
optimism, a sensitivity to human suffering, and a boundless faith in human-
ity’s capacity to improve social institutions. The moral fervor, the expectancy,
and the intense devotion to mission rooted in millennialist ideas inspired
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early-nineteenth-century efforts at reform and allowed different kinds of
reformers to work together.

America’s Revolutionary Heritage

One source of inspiration for reformers was the example of the patriots of
the American Revolution who had risked their lives and honor to overcome
tyranny and injustice. Pre-Civil War reformers pictured their efforts to abol-
ish slavery or to improve the nation’s educational system as attempts to realize
the republican ideals enshrined in the Declaration of Independence. Propo-
nents of women’s rights, world peace, temperance, and abolition all drafted
Declarations of Sentiments modeled on the wording of the Declaration of
Independence. Workingmen’s parties in New York and Philadelphia in the
1820s, abolitionists in 1830, and proponents of women’s rights in 1848 each
issued “Declarations of Sentiments” listing “a history of repeated injuries and
usurpations’ that justified their reforms. Convinced that the sacred prin-
ciples of the Revolution had been corrupted, reformers sought to revive the
Spirit of 1776 by exposing a host of abuses that contradicted the nation’s
revolutionary principles.

Early-nineteenth-century reformers saw their own crusades as the fulfill-
ment of the political struggles begun during the Revolution. For America’s
pre-Civil War reformers, the nation’s revolutionary heritage remained a stan-
dard for measuring present imperfections against a higher ideal.

The theory of natural rights embodied in the Declaration—the idea that
“all men are created equal,” that they were endowed with certain natural,
essential, and inalienable rights—served as a powerful stimulus for reform.
The principles of liberty and equality set forth in the Declaration led aboli-
tionist William Lloyd Garrison to challenge the justice of the institution of
slavery and encouraged suffragist Elizabeth Cady Stanton to press for equal
rights for women.

It is not an accident that many of the nation’s leading reformers were
members of a specific generation—they were born between 1810 and 1820.
Belonging to the new nation’s second generation, and lacking any personal
experience of the hardships and triumphs of the revolutionary era, these
reformers felt an acute “belatedness”—that they had missed the sense of
heroic mission and social solidarity experienced by the revolutionary gen-
eration. Also, at a time when many respectable careers for the young were
becoming overcrowded, reform provided an outlet for intense personal ener-
gies and aspirations. For these women and men, reform offered a substitute
cause—an opportunity to preserve a virtuous republic in the face of profound
challenges: foreign immigration, intemperance, and rapid urban growth. And
finally, many reformers were members of a transitional generation that had
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revolted against Calvinist religious orthodoxy, yet retained a deep sense of
moral severity and dedication.

Nor was it accidental that the cause of reform had a particular attraction
for residents of New England. Many New Englanders opposed America’s sec-
ond war of independence, the War of 1812, and, after the celebrated Ameri-
can victory in the Battle of New Orleans, found themselves stigmatized as
traitors. For those New Englanders who had seen their political power col-
lapse with the demise of the Federalist Party and who were dismayed by the
growing separation of church and state, reform seemed a providential means
of restoring order and morality to American society. Following the War of
1812, New England adopted a new stance toward the rest of the nation: many
embarked on a missionary crusade to make their region’s values the nation’s.

Philosophy of the Enlightenment

Apart from the nation’s revolutionary heritage, the roots of reform could
also be found in Enlightenment philosophy. During the eighteenth century,
French philosophes, Scottish moral philosophers, and such American think-
ers as Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson developed a set of principles
which had enormous importance for reform. One principle was that human
beings were not innately sinful, but were basically good. Given a favorable
environment, people’s moral character would improve. A second principle was
that poverty, disease, crime, and ignorance were not inevitable, but could be
overcome by reform. By reshaping the environment, reformers could elimi-
nate the causes of human misery. A central message of the Enlightenment was
that the human condition was not inevitable; human action could alter it.

Perhaps the Enlightenment’s most important contribution to reform was
the view that all humanity was born equal in mental and moral capacities,
and that environment and circumstance accounted for human differences. As
a result, human beings were all entitled to equal respect, regardless of differ-
ences in their talents, wealth, and achievements.

The triumphs of eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century science and
technology contributed to a widespread faith in the capacity of human beings
to improve society through the use of reason. The steam engine, gas-fueled
lamps, potbellied stoves, and interchangeable parts were dramatic examples
of humanity’s expanding ability to make life better.

Another major intellectual source of the reform impulse was a philosophy
imported from Scotland. Common sense realism, based on the psychological
writings of philosophers Thomas Reid, Adam Smith, and Dugald Stewart,
dominated academic curricula from about 1820 to 1870 and was quickly
incorporated into the teachings of the nation’s Protestant churches. This
philosophy declared that the external world was much as it appeared and that
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to act properly each person need only follow the moral laws inscribed in one’s
conscience. Common sense philosophy seemed to offer a providential solu-
tion to bitter theological disputes. All theological issues, and even the Bible
itself, were accessible to common sense, logic, and reason. Far from being a
complicated and mysterious work, which only scholars and theologians could
understand, the Bible was a text easily comprehended by almost everyone.

For liberals and conservatives alike, common sense philosophy offered
a simple solution to the dislocations and upheavals of the age. Implanted
within all people was a conscience—a small, steady voice that stood ready
to guide them in the ways of virtue. But the conscience had to be properly
nurtured and cultivated, since it constantly had to resist immorality and vice.
Families, churches, schools, and moral reform societies would have to play a
central role in shaping conscience.

Reform’s Religious Roots

Of all the factors that stimulated the growth of reform, the main one was
religion. Today, religion—especially the “fundamentalist” kinds of religion
that dominated pre-Civil War America—is often conceived of as a conserva-
tive force. Social scientists often associate progress with secularization, that
is, with the spread of education, technology, and scientific knowledge. And
secularization, or the triumph of a scientific worldview, implies a falling away
from religious belief. But in nineteenth-century America, as the United States
rapidly “modernized,” so church membership also increased. Religious com-
mitment was of central importance in inspiring a wide range of reformers.

Almost all the leading reformers were devoutly religious men and women
who wanted to deepen the nation’s commitment to Christian principles.
Proponents of temperance, abolition, and other reforms were convinced that
drunkenness or slavery or other social evils were an affront not only to the
country’s republican values but to Christian morality.

During the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, religion was truly
the seedbed of social protest and reform. It was no accident that America’s
first organized efforts to promote social change had religious roots. Among
the Quakers in Pennsylvania the American reform impulse was born.

One of several radical religious sects that arose during the English civil wars
in the mid-seventeenth century, the Quakers sought to live free from sin and
from all enslaving creeds and institutions. They condemned war and refused
to bear arms, take oaths, or bow or take off their hats to social superiors.
Rejecting an educated, ordained ministry, such sacraments as baptism and the
Lord’s Supper, as well as a formal theology, the Quakers were “spiritualists”
who believed that the Holy Spirit was present in every human heart, and that
this “inward Christ” should guide each person’s beliefs and actions.
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Beginning in the 1670s, many Quakers migrated to the New World, par-
ticularly to Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, and the West Indies. Compared to
other colonial religious sects, the Quakers were extraordinarily egalitarian.
Embracing the idea that the Holy Spirit can speak through both women
and men, Quaker women assumed prominent ministerial roles. The Friends
rejected the notion that infants are born sinful and with an impaired capacity
for reason, and so did not resort to corporal punishment of young children
and permitted their offspring to participate in religious meetings from an
early age. By the mid-eighteenth century, many Quakers had grown pros-
perous in trade and manufacturing, but the sect’s increasing wealth produced
a deep ambivalence. Prosperity and luxury were very much at odds with the
traditional emphasis on plainness in speech, dress, and behavior.

During the Seven Years’ War (1756—63), Quakers, particularly those liv-
ing in Pennsylvania, divided over the question of whether or not to support
the war effort. Many Quakers who opposed the war were subject to persecu-
tion for refusing to fight or to pay taxes. In response, Quaker pacifists sought
to purify their sect and raise its moral standards. They reasserted the duty of
the individual Quaker to confront social evil and relieve human suffering.
As a result, a growing number of Quakers began to take active steps against
poverty, the drinking of hard liquor, unjust Indian policies, and, above all,
slavery. Between 1755 and 1776, the Society of Friends became the first orga-
nization in history to prohibit slaveholding, and Quakers founded the first
societies to protest the institution.

In the future, Quakers would join reform movements in far higher num-
bers than their percentage in the nation’s population would suggest. For
example, perhaps three-quarters of all the members of antislavery societies
formed before 1830 were members of the Society of Friends, and, according
to one estimate, 40 percent of all female abolitionists and 19 percent of all
pre-1830 feminists were Quaker women. In their desire to combat oppression
and human suffering, their emphasis upon personal piety and individual com-
mitment, and their staunch desire to lead the world toward the kingdom of
God, the Quakers provided a moral example for later American reformers.

Religious Liberalism

Two significantly different trends in Protestant thought stimulated the rise
of reform activity: religious liberalism and evangelical revivalism. Religious
liberalism was an emerging humanitarian form of religion that rejected the
harsh Calvinist doctrines of original sin and predestination. Its preachers
stressed the basic goodness of human nature and each individual’s capacity to
follow the example of Christ by cultivating proper moral attitudes and behav-
ior. Reason, intellectual freedom, and moral duty were the watchwords of the

liberal Christian faith.
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Religious liberals tended to reject literal interpretations of the Bible and
instead emphasized the importance of reason in interpreting Scripture. They
also rejected the orthodox boundaries of the Trinity and, denying the divin-
ity of Jesus Christ, instead viewed him as a moral model whom all humanity
should strive to emulate. Regarding God not as an angry and unpredict-
able Father but as an enlightened parent, liberals emphasized the possibility
of salvation for all women and men. Arising partly in reaction against the
fervent revivalism of the Great Awakening in the 1730s and 1740s, liberal
Christianity sought to substitute reason for revelation. As Charles Chauncy,
an early liberal minister put it in an essay entitled “Seasonal Thought on the
State of Religion” (1734), “An enlightened Mind, and not raised Affections,
ought always to be the guide of those who call themselves Men.” But it was
not until the early nineteenth century that religious liberalism would adopt
clearly defined institutional forms: Unitarianism and Universalism.

William Ellery Channing (1780-1842) was America’s leading exponent
of religious liberalism. Born in Newport, Rhode Island, and educated at
Harvard, Channing served as minister of Federal Street Church in Boston
for the last forty years of his life. In 1815, Channing played a major role in
a bitter theological conflict that divided New England Congregationalists.
During the “Unitarian Conflict,” theological conservatives, who emphasized
predestination, human depravity, and the infallibility of the Bible, fiercely
clashed with liberals whose tenets were free will, the universal brotherhood of
humanity, and human reason.

In Baltimore in 1819, Channing delivered a sermon entitled “Unitarian
Christianity,” which proclaimed the principles of his faith and became the
intellectual foundation for American Unitarianism. Emphasizing the impor-
tance of human reason in interpreting the Bible, Channing denied that there
was a scriptural basis for the orthodox Calvinist beliefs in predestination and
original sin. Instead, Channing stressed humanity’s basic goodness and its
capacity to affect personal salvation and described Christ as a model of moral
perfection. In an essay entitled “The Perfect Life” (1831), Channing declared
that the sole purpose of Christianity was “the perfection of human nature,
the elevation of men into nobler beings.” Channing’s ideas stimulated many
reformers to work toward improving the conditions of the physically handi-
capped, the criminal, the poor, and the enslaved.

Reluctant to found a new religious denomination, for fear that it would
soon impose its own version of orthodoxy, he formed a conference of lib-
eral Congregational ministers in 1820, which was reorganized in 1825 as the
American Unitarian Association. Adopting as its slogan “Deeds not creeds,”
the association stressed individual freedom of belief, a united world under
a single God, the mortal nature of Jesus Christ, and the moral and ethi-
cal responsibilities of people toward their neighbors. Critics accused the new
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denomination of downplaying the foundations of religious faith—sin, divine
passion, supernatural mystery, and the ecstasy of salvation. And wits mock-
ingly declared that Unitarians, most of whom belonged to the commercial
elite in eastern Massachusetts, were dedicated to “the Fatherhood of God,
the Brotherhood of Man, and the Neighborhood of Boston.” Yet few reli-
gious denominations exerted a stronger influence upon American intellec-
tual life (through such figures as William Cullen Bryant, Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow, James Russell Lowell, and Francis Parkman) or contributed as
many prominent antebellum reformers, including Dorothea Dix, a crusader
on behalf of the mentally ill; Samuel Gridley Howe, a staunch advocate for
the blind; educational reformer Horace Mann; and Joseph Tuckerman, one
of the nation’s first advocates for the urban poor.

If Unitarianism drew its support largely from genteel, urban Boston, Uni-
versalism was its “lower-class” counterpart, with members in rural, economi-
cally marginal areas of New England, though it also gained influence in the
Philadelphia area. Like the Unitarians, the Universalists rejected the central
tenets of Calvinist orthodoxy, holding instead that God was a benevolent
deity who would save all humankind. (P. T. Barnum claimed that Universal-
ism was the only religion that “really believes in success.”) Sharing the Uni-
tarians’ optimistic view of human destiny and the innate goodness of human
nature, the Universalists also downplayed theology and stressed conscience
and benevolence. Like the Unitarians, the Universalists believed that Chris-
tians’ fundamental duty was to demonstrate their piety through humanitar-
ian and reformist endeavors.

The Second Great Awakening: the Revolt against Enlightened Religion

Another source of the reform impulse can be found in the enthusiastic revivals
that swept the nation in the early nineteenth century. These revivals sought to
awaken Americans to their need for religious rebirth and redemption. Highly
emotional meetings were held by preachers in all sections of the country. So
widespread were they in the early nineteenth century that they acquired a
name, the “Second Great Awakening.”

The Second Great Awakening had its symbolic beginning in a small fron-
tier community in central Kentucky. This was one of the most remarkable
events in American religious history. Between August 6 through August 12,
1801, thousands of people—perhaps as many as 25,000—gathered at Cane
Ridge to fast and pray and take communion. This was the largest attendance
at a religious revival in America up until this time, and it was a truly fantastic
number. There were only 250,000 people in all of Kentucky, and Lexington,
the state’s largest city, only had 1,795 residents.

Cane Ridge became an instant legend. Never before had religious piety
and fervor been so openly expressed or conversions so numerous. Early in
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1801, only about 10 percent of all Kentuckians were formal members of a
church; ministers complained about the pervasiveness of deism, rationalism,
and religious indifference. Then, in the course of six months, in a series of
religious revivals, at least 100,000 frontier Kentuckians, hungry for intense
religious experience and eager for a sense of community, joined together in
search of religious salvation.

There was not just one minister at Cane Ridge; there were more than a
dozen. They came from many denominations: Presbyterian, Baptist, Method-
ist. There was at least one black minister. The people who attended the camp
meeting came from all social classes and social groups; they included Ken-
tucky’s governor, prominent landowners, and college-educated ministers;
many were young; and perhaps two-thirds were female.

Tales of the “physical exercises” that people experienced at Cane Ridge
spread far and wide: weeping, shrieking, groaning, shouting, dancing, trem-
bling, jerking, swooning. A minister named James Campbell left a vivid first-
person description of the scene: “Sinners [were] dropping down on every
hand, shrieking, groaning, crying for mercy, convoluted; professors praying,
agonizing, fainting, falling down in distress.”

The outpouring of religious feeling at Cane Ridge soon erupted across
the entire country. In 1801 and 1802 revivals broke out in the Carolinas,
Georgia, eastern Tennessee, Virginia, western Pennsylvania, and Ohio. Other
revivals took place in New England, New Jersey, and New York. Within two
years, dozens of ministers, missionaries, and itinerant preachers began orga-
nizing camp meetings. . . .

Religious Ferment

In 1783, Yale College’s president, Ezra Stiles, predicted that three reli-
gious denominations—the Congregationalists, the Episcopalians, and the
Presbyterians—would dominate the religious life of the new nation. His pre-
diction proved to be entirely wrong. Stiles never imagined that a number of
older denominations would quickly expand—notably, the Baptists, Catholics,
and Methodists—and that a host of new denominations and movements
would soon arise and radically reshape the religious landscape—adventists,
perfectionists, primitivists, Christians, Disciples of Christ, Mormons, and
separate African American churches.

During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the Congrega-
tionalist and Episcopal churches grew relatively slowly. The number of Con-
gregationalist churches rose from 750 in 1780 to 2,200 in 1860; the number
of Episcopal congregations from 400 to 2,100. At the same time, other denomi-
nations—particularly the more pietistic and evangelical sects—expanded at a
staggering pace. Baptists grew from approximately 400 congregations in 1780
to 12,150 in 1860; Lutherans from 225 to 2,100; Presbyterians from 500 to
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6,400; Methodists from 50 in 1783 to 20,000 in 1860; Roman Catholics
from 50 in 1780 to 2,500 in 1860. The African Methodist Episcopal church
grew from 5 congregations in 1816 to more than 100 by 1850.

During the decades before the Civil War, America was a veritable “spiri-
tual hothouse,” a place of extraordinary religious ferment and enthusiasm.
Many new religions and sects arose—among them, the Disciples of Christ,
the Mormons, and the Shakers. An influx of foreign immigrants helped create
ethnic and linguistic fissures in older churches, such as the Lutheran church
and the Roman Catholic church. Older denominations splintered and frag-
mented, producing diverse forms of Presbyterianism (Old School, New
School, Reformed, Associated) and many kinds of Baptist churches (General,
Free Will, Regular, Separate). Lay members challenged established author-
ity and demanded changes in ritual. In many churches, women suddenly
assumed previously unheard-of roles.

It was a period of truly unprecedented innovation and experimentation in
the realm of religion. At a time when religion was losing ground in Europe,
America witnessed a remarkable outpouring of religious belief. According
to one estimate, three-quarters of the American population in 1860 had a
connection with a church. By 1860, the nation’s churches reported having 26
million seats for the country’s 31 million people.

Behind this explosion of religious enthusiasm and popular evangelical-
ism lay a broad cultural shift: a weakening of older structures of religious
authority and a revolt against Calvinist notions of human depravity and a
predestined elect. People sought new forms of religious fellowship, at camp
meetings, urban prayer meetings, and Methodist “love feasts.” In the increas-
ingly fluid environment of early-nineteenth-century America, sects competed
fiercely for members. Charismatic preachers, scorning pessimistic Calvinist
views of human nature and recognizing people’s ability to speed their own
salvation, expressed exuberant confidence in their ability to save souls and
promote revivals.

Three currents of popular religious thought exhibited particular vigor and
intensity in antebellum America. The first, known as primitivism or restora-
tionism, was a movement to recreate the practices of early New Testament
Christianity and strip away ecclesiastical perversions and creeds. The second,
millennialism or adventism, was a set of ideas connected with the second
coming of Christ and the arrival of an era of earthly peace and the triumph
of righteousness mentioned in the New Testament Book of Revelation. The
third was the doctrine of holiness—a belief that moral and spiritual perfec-
tion and sinlessness were prerequisites for salvation. These intellectual cur-
rents contributed to the establishment of a number of new religious sects and
denominations and greatly stimulated enthusiasm for personal piety, educa-
tion, and social reform. . . .
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Millennialism

Visions of the millennium—the return of Christ to earth and the arrival of a
thousand years of universal peace and happiness—exerted enormous influence
upon pre-Civil War America. Rooted in the books of Daniel and Revelation
in the Bible, the millennial impulse took many different forms. Adventists
believed that the literal second coming of Christ and the end of the world
were at hand. Radical adventists often employed apocalyptic imagery—they
expected the imminent destruction of the temporal world, and they predicted
that the unrighteous would be purged in a holocaust that would engulf the
earth and that the righteous would be resurrected. “Premillennialists” argued
that Christ’s second coming would precede his thousand-year reign on
earth, which would culminate in the ultimate battle between good and evil
at Armageddon. More common in antebellum America was an optimistic
theological tradition known as “postmillennialism.” This was the belief that
Christ will return to earth only after the millennium—after clergy, missionar-
ies, and reformers had defeated the forces of irreligion, evil, and vice and set
the stage for the triumph of virtue and righteousness.

Antebellum America’s millennial consciousness drew upon a variety of
sources. In part, one basis was the long-standing view that Americans were, in
Herman Melville’s words, “the peculiar, chosen people, the Israel of our time,”
and that the millennium was destined to take place in America. The pace of
scientific and technological innovation, the triumphs of the revivalists, and the
strength of the nation’s republican institutions further contributed to millen-
nial fervor. The invention of the telegraph touched off a dramatic statement
of millennialist hopes in The Ladies’ Repository, a Methodist monthly, in 1850:
“This noble invention is to be the means of extending civilization, republican-
ism, and Christianity over the earth. . . . Then will wrong and injustice be
forever banished. Every yoke shall be broken, and the oppressed go free. Wars
will cease from the earth. . . . Then shall come to pass the millennium.”

Antebellum America spawned many religious sects and communitarian
ventures that drew inspiration from their reading of the Book of Revelation.
At utopian communities in Oneida, New York, and Zoar, Ohio, and in
Shaker communities, men and women sought to live as if the millennium
had already arrived. The desire to root out sin and set the stage for the millen-
nium inspired countless missionaries to win the world for Christ. Millennialist
visions also stimulated reform movements that attacked drinking, slavery, and
other social evils. Millennialist imagery arose with particular intensity dur-
ing the Civil War, when many Northerners believed that the conflict would
cleanse the nation of sin and prepare the way for an age of righteousness. The
North, in the words of Julia Ward Howe’s “Battle Hymn of the Republic,”
had glimpsed “the glory of the coming of the Lord” and was fighting to purge
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the land of sin. Much as “Christ had died to make men holy,” Northern sol-
diers were fighting to set men free.

Perhaps the most dramatic example of radical adventism in antebellum
America involved a religious leader named William Miller (1782-1849), a
farmer from Low Hampton, New York, who interpreted the Bible to pinpoint
the return of Christ “around 1843.” A native of Massachusetts, a veteran of
the War of 1812, and a dabbler in deism, Miller underwent a dramatic con-
version experience, after which he was baptized a Baptist and developed a
method for computing the precise time of Christ’s return. Joshua V. Himes,
a Boston minister and a communications genius, popularized Miller’s views
in some five million pieces of literature. Tens of thousands of Americans pre-
pared themselves for the imminent arrival of the millennium.

Miller initially predicted that the millennium would commence in March
1843. When his original prediction failed to come true, he first offered March
1844 as the date of Christ’s return, and then October 22, 1844. It used to
be said that many Millerites abandoned their jobs and property and gathered
on hilltops to await the second coming. In fact, Miller’s followers gathered at
churches and prayed as the end of the world approached.

Although many were disillusioned after the failure of Miller’s predic-
tions, a number of the faithful remained convinced that the second coming
was imminent. Some disappointed Millerites would follow the teachings of
Ellen G. White, herself a Miller convert, which later formed the theologi-
cal basis for Seventh-Day Adventism. Retaining the belief in the imminence
of Christ’s second coming, White advocated vegetarianism, forbade alcohol
and tobacco, and criticized reliance on drugs and medicine. Other adventists
would turn to the teaching of Charles Taze Russell, who believed that the
millennium had already commenced but that its final consummation still
lay in the future. Russell’s successor, Joseph E Rutherford, would draw upon
Russell’s teachings when he formed Jehovah’s Witnesses in 1931.

Holiness Movements

The quest for holiness exerted a powerful attraction in pre-Civil War America.
Many Protestants, mainly Methodist in background, were deeply troubled by
the worldliness of established churches and struggled relentlessly to achieve
John Wesley’s ideal of perfect sanctification—a truly sinless Christian life, a
life of purity and piety. Many others, particularly those converted in the reviv-
als held by Charles Finney, sought feverishly to attain Finney’s ideal of spiri-
tual and moral perfection. To many individuals active in the pre-Civil War
holiness movements, personal piety could be truly expressed only through
acts of disinterested benevolence.
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The central figure in the antebellum holiness movement was Phoebe
Palmer, the daughter of English Methodist immigrants. In camp meetings,
holiness revivals, home gatherings, and interdenominational prayer meetings,
she converted thousands of Americans and Canadians with the message that
salvation could be achieved through total submission to God’s will. It was not
necessary to wait for an emotional conversion experience; nor was it neces-
sary to “struggle with the powers of darkness,” she proclaimed in 7he Way of
Holiness (1851). Salvation was immediately open to all who would consecrate
themselves to God.

Women played a particularly active role in the holiness movement. Leaders
were members of the laity, men and women who had an equal right to preach.
It was assumed that both men and women could receive an infusion of the
Holy Spirit and could testify in public to the experience of holiness. Above
all, women were especially likely to engage in acts of practical benevolence,
which demonstrated their obedience to God’s law. Phoebe Palmer herself was
a pioneer in urban philanthropy, establishing a mission in Five Points, New
York City’s most notorious slum, and dispensing assistance to inmates in New
York’s Tombs prison. . . .

§ 42 Charles G. Finney

RoBERT R. MATHISEN

Source: American Portraits: History through Biography, vol. 1, by Donald
W. Whisenhunt. Pp. 211-14, 215-19. Copyright © 1993 by Kendall/
Hunt Publishing Company. Reprinted with permission of the author.

The first half of the nineteenth century—the “middle period” of American his-
tory—has been and continues to be viewed by historians in a variety of ways.
For some it is considered merely the postlude to the American Revolution
and the prelude to the Civil War. For others it is seen as the Age of Jefferson
and Jackson. Some writers have woven their story around the central theme of
the growth of the democratic spirit, with the spread of political suffrage and
the rise of the common man. Others argue that the key development of the
period was the economic revolution which divided the American populace
into distinct classes with conflicting social and political concerns.

However one wishes to define the American nation of 1800 to 1850,
the student of American history cannot escape noticing that it was a time of
social and intellectual challenges. Crosscurrents and antagonisms mounted
between rich and poor, slave and free, saint and sinner. Each sought its own
identity in the fluid nature of early nineteenth century society. Central to the
contest between saint and sinner was the religious revival commonly known
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as the Second Great Awakening, which one historian describes as an organiz-
ing process that provided meaning and direction to people struggling with
the social pressures of a nation moving into new economic, political, and geo-
graphic areas. At the heart of that process was the frontier evangelist known
by many as the “father of the Second Great Awakening,” Charles Grandison
Finney. The place of Finney and the Second Awakening in the flow of social
and intellectual challenges during the first half of the nineteenth century is a
fascinating story.

In the years after the First Great Awakening of the 1740s, religious interest
declined as the attention of the colonies was drawn in other directions. The
French and Indian War (1754-1763) had a negative effect on all Americans,
especially on their ideas of religion and morality. The Revolutionary War
period brought a noticeable decline in church membership. Deism, intro-
duced to the American colonies during the French and Indian War, became
more popular among the educated elite along the East Coast. It taught
that God revealed himself in nature and through reason, not through the
Christian Scriptures or church tradition, as many Americans believed. More
were inclined to take notice of these Americanized Enlightenment teach-
ings when heroes of the Revolution such as Thomas Paine, Ethan Allen, and
Thomas Jefferson embraced them and wrote their own endorsements in sev-
eral books.

Along the rapidly expanding frontier of Ohio, Tennessee, Kentucky,
Virginia, and the Carolinas following the Revolution, life was difficult and
churches made little impact at first. The rush to the Ohio and Allegheny River
valleys exceeded one million by 1803, at which time the frontier was extended
even further with the addition of the Louisiana Purchase. The West was sig-
nificantly different from the East, which still had its churches despite the rise
of immorality and the threat of deism. There, where lawlessness seemed to be
an apt description, there were no churches, and Christian ideas had not yet
been introduced. The few circuit riders and missionaries who had been dis-
patched to the area found the task greater than their energies. The “new light”
of the First Great Awakening which shone upon America through the preach-
ing of Jonathan Edwards and George Whitefield was now barely a glimmer.

The new nation was poised for change as it entered the new century.
Socially, a new egalitarianism was on the rise. It was in sharp contrast with the
old hierarchical order of society inherited from Europe. Denominationally,
new sects were appearing everywhere, as the old established churches were
in retreat. Perhaps most significant was the philosophical conflict that arose
between the First Great Awakening Calvinists, who stressed man’s sinfulness
and dependence on an all-knowing God, and new Enlightenment rational-
ists, such as the deists, who emphasized man’s inborn goodness and depen-
dence on one’s own free will. The former placed mankind within the designs
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of a seemingly arbitrary God who chose some to be saved and others to be
damned, while the latter saw man capable of choosing his own fate. Which
one seemed to fit better the experiences of the American people who had
taken destiny into their own hands in 1776 and roundly defeated the greatest
empire in the world?

The answer to this question came in the form of the Second Great
Awakening which spanned most of the first half of the nineteenth century.
The American Revolution produced a continuing thirst for freedom, and
the frontier of that period was the place to experience it. The religion of the
frontier was to be a religion of voluntarism and charitable (“benevolent”)
participation. The breaking of ties between church and state produced by the
Revolution created a new awakening of the people, who were now encour-
aged to use their own resources in meeting the challenges of an irreligious
frontier. Through the birth of many agencies and organizations, through the
establishing of numerous academies and schools, and through the arrival of
a religious experience known as revivalism, the religious forces of the early
nineteenth century constructed a potent counter-movement against religious
indifference and hostility; and its thrust would leave its mark on the entire
social and intellectual framework of the nation. . . .

Revivals were not new in the United States in 1800. They had marked
the social upheavals of the First Great Awakening. Edwards and Whitefield
were among the most powerful and influential revivalists of their day. There
was a significant difference, however, between the revivals of the two awaken-
ings that must be noted here. The theology of revivals in both Europe and in
colonial New England held that awakenings would take place only at times
of God’s choosing. The logical conclusion derived from the Calvinist doctrine
of election, the belief that God chose whom he would to receive His salvation
from sin and condemnation, led most during the First Awakening simply to
wait for God to let them know if they were among the elect. The individual
had little or nothing to do with acquiring salvation. Revivals were the work
of God, not man.

Between the two awakenings the theology of revivals went through an
evolutionary change, so that by 1800 Rev. Timothy Dwight, president of Yale
College, and grandson of Jonathan Edwards, was among those who in the
early stages of the Second Awakening was “preaching down revival.” In the
language of revivalism, some now believed, as others had hinted earlier, that
certain “measures” or “means” could be used by preachers and devout laity to
bring the sinner to repentance and thereby produce revivals. More and more
people came to believe they were free to choose salvation or reject it, a stance
consistent with the twin emphases of voluntarism and participation, which
characterized American society at the start of the nineteenth century.
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While the use of “means” or “measures” was supported by Dwight and
other preachers of the Second Awakening, such as Nathaniel Taylor and
Lyman Beecher in his later years, it was the controversy created by Charles
Finney’s use of “new measures,” specific evangelistic techniques that he found
successful in enticing people to repentance, that placed him at the center of
the Second Awakening. When he wrote in his Lectures on Revivals of Religion
(1835) that “a revival is not a miracle, nor dependent on a miracle, in any
sense. It is a purely philosophical result of the right use of the constituted
means,” the evolutionary process of the changing theology of revivalism was
complete. Finney capped off what others before him had started. For this
reason and other important influences he had on the revivalism of the first
half of the nineteenth century, he gained the title of “father of the second
awakening.” . . .

The revivalist fame of Charles Finney rose from local to national in the
years from 1825 to 1827 when he conducted even larger meetings in the
New York towns of Western, Rome, Utica, Auburn, and Troy. As a result
of his revival in Western in September 1825, eastern newspapers began to
reprint stories from upstate New York papers about the revivals and the
fledgling evangelist. As his fame increased, so did the controversies which
surrounded him. The same newspapers which reported his revival activity
printed caricatures of him as a “zealous fanatic.” Other interested parties
published tracts both attacking and defending his work. Unitarians, who
rejected some of the traditional Christian teachings, were especially criti-
cal of Finney. They denounced his hell-fire preaching because it “frightened
the feeble-minded” and caused them to “lose their sober sense and self com-
mand.” His friends of the Oneida Presbytery came to his support, denounc-
ing in turn those “enemies of the cross of Christ” who opposed the revivals.

While the early successes of Finney’s revivalism in New York were no
doubt due in part to his manners and methods, another element that worked
in his favor were the socioeconomic conditions of that region of the state.
With rapid industrial development, sparked by the completion of the Erie
Canal in 1825, plus the arrival of scores of mills, small factories, packing
houses, and distilleries, multitudes of migrants looking for their “promised
land” settled in the areas near the canal. All this resulted in uncertainties
created by change—change in land prices and ownership, population growth,
class distinctions, and the end of isolation from the larger world.

As in all times of social upheaval, people then searched for certainties
to carry them through. For many, one certainty was religion; in this case it
was the enthusiastic variety provided by the Second Awakening preaching
of Charles Finney. The area of New York west of the Hudson River Valley
had already been labeled the “burnt-over district,” due to the numerous



210 Critical Issues in American Religious History

scorchings it endured from several religious excitements even before Finney
arrived. During the second quarter of the nineteenth century, for reasons
still discussed among historians, this region of New York produced one agi-
tation after another in both religion and politics. The birth of Mormonism,
along with the rise of perfectionism, spiritualism, and millennialism, headed
the list of religious enthusiasms, while the politics of the nation were affected
by the anti-Masonic, Liberty, and Free Soil movements. This, then, was the
social and cultural context in which Finney spoke the Word of the Lord dur-
ing the Second Awakening.

If the greatness of a person is measured in part by the impact made in
the lives of others, Finney deserves the designation of one historian who
called him one of the most compelling persons in American religious history.
Certainly he influenced those religious leaders who surrounded him, and in
the process he changed the ways of revivalism. Unlike older evangelists who
went it alone, Finney gathered a group of supporters who assisted him in the
promotion of his work. On the local level it started with the formation of
the Oneida Evangelical Association in 1826. This group even included his
carlier theological antagonist, George Gale, who had remained Finney’s close
friend, and had by now come in line with the revivalist’s theological views.
Over the next few years the circle broadened to include others and eventu-
ally was dubbed the “holy band.” This assembly of followers, many of whom
were important Presbyterian and Congregationalist leaders in New York, ral-
lied around Finney, defended him against his growing number of critics, and
nudged their denominations toward the new kind of evangelism he employed.
Some of them became famous in their own right, such as Theodore Weld
who, after his conversion under the ministry of Finney, became one of the
most important abolitionists in antebellum America.

Finney’s revivals from 1827 to 1832 were the high point of his evangelistic
career. He emerged as the recognized leader of the Second Great Awakening,
having inherited the mantle of Timothy Dwight. The revivals during that
period took him to the largest urban centers of the East, such as New York
City, Philadelphia, Boston, and Rochester. For this he has been hailed as “the
great innovator” of revivalism, for in moving the focus of protracted religious
meetings from the rural areas of America to its growing urban centers, he was
able to mobilize an entire community through the efforts of local volunteer
workers. Prayer meetings were held at hours that farmers would have consid-
ered “unseasonable.” The traditional practice of holding services at regularly
scheduled times, such as Sunday and midweek, was replaced by special ser-
vices each night for more hours than usual. The camp meeting, which was
the soul of earlier Second Awakening days, evolved into the urban protracted
meeting under his influence.
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The amount of criticism leveled against him after the mid-1820s failed
to slow down. Much of the new attack on him was due to the introduction
of “new measures,” based on his psychological theories of how the laws of
the mind could be used to bring individuals and crowds to repentance. The
measures included praying for people by name, permitting women to testify
and pray publicly, and using an “anxious seat” where persons under convic-
tion of sin would come of their own free will to make known their request
for God’s forgiveness. With a proper dose of excitement, a revivalist could use
certain means to gain a response, Finney said, that a politician would use to
draw attention to his candidacy or cause. Good preaching won souls and bad
preaching did not. Good preaching had to be practical to reach the under-
standing of “the common people” and to elicit their response. The parallels
drawn by some between Finney’s modified Calvinist theology which empha-
sized the freedom of the individual to choose, and Andrew Jackson’s “free will
politics” of the common man, are understandable. The appeals made by both
gained the responses sought.

Though the Second Great Awakening continued to at least the middle
of the 1830s, Finney was forced to reduce his travels when he contracted
cholera in 1832. Later he helped promote revivals in England in 1849-1850,
and 1859-1860. In 1835 he began another phase of his life when he left
the pastorate of the Chatham Street Chapel in New York City to accept an
appointment as professor of theology at Oberlin College in Ohio. During his
years as a revivalist he had preached a “socially relevant theology,” one that
would bring not only salvation to the individual, but bring the individual in
contact with his neighbor and the evils of his society. His theology included
the doctrine of Christian perfection, which did not call for the individual
to live sinlessly perfect, but to live in total obedience to the law of a loving
God. Borrowing the idea of “universal benevolence” from Jonathan Edwards,
Finney held the vision of America as a nation ruled by the moral government
of God—by its “laws of benevolence” that obligated every Christian to love
both God and neighbor, and to rid society of its evils.

It is not surprising, then, to find that while Finney was teaching theology
at Oberlin during the critical antebellum years, he was also practicing theol-
ogy in much of America. A benevolent empire was to be erected in the nation,
he reasoned, and Christians like himself were to be the builders. Historians
over the past several decades have discovered that revivalistic religion and
the quest for Christian perfection were at the very heart of the social reform
movement which swept across the nation for about three decades before the
Civil War. Rather than scorn earthly affairs, evangelists such as Finney played
a key role in the widespread attack on a variety of obstacles hindering perfec-
tion. In doing so they prepared the way for the post-Civil war movement
known as the social gospel.
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Perhaps no hindrance loomed larger in the mind of the perfectionist in
the 1830s than slavery. If the mounting national concern over this obstacle
to freedom sounded, in the words of Thomas Jefferson, as a “fire bell in the
night” in the early 1820s, a decade later its sound was more like an alarm.
When a group of Finney’s friends, including Theodore Weld and the Tappan
brothers, made plans in the winter of 1832-1833 to organize an American
antislavery society, they invited him to join them. Through what he identified
as God’s gradual revelation of moral truth to him, after some delay he took
part in the organizing of the New York Anti-Slavery Society in December
1833. Soon thereafter he prohibited slaveholders and those involved in the
slave traffic from communion in his New York church. His ongoing activ-
ity in the slavery controversy was one of moderation. During his years at
Oberlin, which became a hotbed for abolitionist activity, Finney supported
the movement but was careful not to be numbered among the “wild-eyed
zealots” who often criticized him for what they considered cowardice on his
part. He attempted to hold what he believed to be a sensible, Biblical stance
on the issue, and feared that any excessive, frenzied commotion by abolition-
ists—even Christian abolitionists—might hinder the results of revivalism,
that itself would inevitably spread abolitionism peacefully. While revivalism
and abolitionism were interrelated, he contended, the saving of souls must
come first.

Any ambivalence present in Finney’s attitude toward the proposed solu-
tions to slavery did not carry over into his position on intemperate use of
alcohol. Americans in the 1820s and 1830s drank immense amounts of
spirits, mainly due to the availability of cheap corn and rye whisky distilled
in the new frontier states of Tennessee and Kentucky. The founding of the
American Temperance Union in 1826 marked the beginning of a national
crusade against drunkenness. Some churches identified with the movement
and made total abstinence a prerequisite for membership. During Finney’s
revival campaign in Rochester, New York, in 1830, he first made temper-
ance a significant part of conversion. He feared that any resistance to the
temperance movement would put a stop to revivals in the churches. Rather,
churches should expel members who continued to drink or sell “ardent spir-
its.” Moderation may have been Finney’s answer to the slavery problem, but
total abstinence was the only choice in solving the spirits problem.

A final obstacle to the building of the American benevolent empire to be
considered here was the appalling plight of women in the nation, particularly
in the city. This problem, which gained Finney’s attention during his New
York City pastorate, prompted him to deliver numerous sermons calling for
the emancipation of women—a call consistent with the larger moral reform
movement. With his encouragement, in 1834 the New York Female Moral
Reform Society was organized in his church. Its goals included the distribu-
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tion of goods to the poor, the search for jobs for the unemployed, the eradica-
tion of prostitution, and the provision of rights and equality for women.

The role of the Finneyites in the support of antebellum feminism did not
stop there. A recent study by a woman historian argues that Finney’s revivals
were one of the primary reasons for the enfranchisement of women within
the Christian community, raising them there to a level of equality. Finney’s
emphasis on the free moral agency of all human beings, male and female,
provided the basis for his ideas of equality. Salvation was available to all, and
all could (and should) participate equally in the activities of the church. He
expected women to testify in the services, and he even encouraged women
to preach, which his second wife did on a number of occasions. Some of his
followers went on to call for, and gain, the ordination of women in some
religious circles.

This support for full participation of women by Finney flowed into many
areas of society. Women participated significantly in the antislavery move-
ment. They founded moral reform societies and traveled through the Eastern
states to recruit help for their causes. Many of the leaders in the antebellum
women’s rights movement had earlier been involved in the benevolent activi-
ties of the Finneyite reform societies.

Invariably historians speak of Charles Finney as both a revivalist and
reformer in the same breath. While his years before Oberlin were devoted
to revivalism, his time on the faculty of the school from 1835 to 1851 was
given both to teaching and reform activity. That year he accepted the presi-
dency of the yet young college with the stipulation that he would give general
oversight to its mission and would be free to travel as he wished. Lydia, his
wife for twenty-three years, had died in 1847. She had been a strong support
for him and had provided a new role model for evangelical women. A year
after Lydia’s death, Finney married Mrs. Elizabeth Ford Atkinson, a widow of
Rochester, New York, who had opened the Atkinson Female Seminary there
a few years after his famed revival in that city. During their fifteen years of
marriage, which ended in 1863 upon Elizabeth’s death, she was a great help to
him on his preaching campaigns which took him back to Boston, Rochester,
and other sites of his revivals during the pre-Oberlin years. A year after
Elizabeth’s death, Finney, then seventy-two years old, married for the third
time, to Rebecca Rayl, who was the assistant principal of the ladies’ depart-
ment at Oberlin. His final years before his death in 1875 were given largely to
his campaigns against Freemasonry and to the writing of his memoirs.

For the impact he made in meeting the social and intellectual challenges
of America during the first half of the nineteenth century, Finney was an
immensely important person by any standard of measure. His revivals sparked
the rising antislavery movement, taking it through the dark vale of abolition-
ism where even he feared to tread. As a religious revisionist, he advanced
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the thrust of modified Calvinism with its emphasis on the freedom of the
individual to choose, thereby placing theology onto the pathway of a democ-
ratizing nation. And as a religious inventor, he fashioned the methods of high-
pressure revivalism with his controversial “new measures.” Neither American
religion, nor the social and intellectual context within which it functioned,
would ever be quite the same because of Charles G. Finney.

§43 Adventism and the American Experience

JonatHAN M. BUTLER

Source: Jonathan M. Butler, “Adventism and the American Experience,”
in The Rise of Adventism, edited by Edwin S. Gaustad, pp. 173-83.
Copyright © 1975 by Edwin S. Gaustad. Reprinted by permission of
HarperCollins Publishers.

Much recent scholarship reinforces H. Richard Niebuhr’s thesis in 7he
Kingdom of God in America that the American dream has been actually a mil-
lennial vision. America’s self-assertion as God’s chosen people, a new Israel,
providentially sustained to lead the world to universal peace and prosper-
ity has been rooted in millennialism, and more precisely, postmillennialism.
Politicians along with clergymen have shared in this religious if nonsectarian
vision of the American Republic that early shaped the national optimism and
sense of manifest destiny.

Scholars pay less attention to the relation of premillennialism to the
American dream. This leaves an unfortunate lacuna, as premillennialism has
been the focus of much of evangelicalism since the Civil War. Premillennialists
have tended to be pessimistic, withdrawn, and apolitical in relation to gov-
ernment, and yet since 1865 they typically have staked an investment in the
American destiny. Indeed, a historical riddle left largely unresolved is that
premillennialists, while pining for that other world, support the “principali-
ties and powers” of this world with flag-waving enthusiasm.

The watershed in America between postmillennial and premillennial
evangelicalism was an era that produced both Millerism and the Civil War.
Around the mid-nineteenth century, America entered a tunnel of doubt and
disillusionment, questioning its grand, apocalyptic self-image. Two obstacles
seemed to bar an American millennium, one foreign and one domestic. The
heavy influx of northern European immigration, with a Catholic major-
ity, appeared to subvert the civil and religious institutions of the country.
Even more basically, North-South sectionalism and a deepening self-con-
sciousness about slavery loomed as a threat to the Republic. Nativism and
anti-Catholicism as well as anti-slavery became liberal crusades to protect
American Protestantism and republicanism.
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During the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln brooded over the troubled nation
as a theologian of the American experience. The President used the Second
Inaugural to cast America, as did his forebears, in the eschatological role of “the
last, best hope of earth.” He added that Americans “may nobly save or meanly
lose” this hope, indicating just how fragile and insecure the Republic seemed
to him. Sidney Mead admonishes that we must take Lincoln at his word here,
as at Gettysburg, where he asked “whether that nation or any nation so con-
ceived and so dedicated can long endure.” The marching drums of American
postmillennialism struck some cadences of pessimism, of national premillen-
nialism, as Americans inquired whether the dream would fail.

In this time of irony and despair, Seventh-day Adventists emerged with
their own synthesis of the American dream. They drew upon America’s mil-
lennial self-understanding and assumed much of it rather than rejecting it
out of hand. Seventh-day Adventists provide a good example of the rela-
tion of premillennialists to the Republic as they are an indigenous American
denomination and were born and struggled through infancy in this crucial,
transitional period of millennial history.

Seventh-day Adventists passed through several phases in relating to the
Republic. First, in the Millerite Adventism of the early 1840s (prior to their
Sabbath-keeping Adventism), they espoused an apolitical apocalyptic that
shunned any relation to government, doomed as it was to an imminent end.
Second, in the post-Millerite Sabbath-keeping Adventism from the mid-1840s
to the mid-1870s, they moved from the withdrawn, apolitical position of the
Millerites to a political apocalyptic which expressed their doomful denuncia-
tion of the Republic in the language of contemporary politics. Third, in the
Seventh-day Adventism of the 1880s and after, they embraced a political pro-
phetic which brought them into the political process, if only marginally, and
engaged them as prophets to sustain the Republic, at least for a time, rather
than merely to forcast its ruin as apocalyptists.

Qualifications will be made as is necessary in any typological scheme.
However, the central point remains that premillennialists may deal in a vari-
ety of ways with the social and political order. A single Adventist movement
passed through three distinct relationships to the American Republic. This
awareness may encourage more subtle models than are found generally in
interpretations of premillennialism.

Millerite apocalypticism took the classical premillennial form of apo-
litical withdrawal. Millerites expatriated themselves from the evangelical
benevolent empire, for they could share neither its optimism for the gradual
amelioration of societal evils nor its faith in the durability of politics institu-
tions. They foretold an imminent cataclysm that would dash the hopes of a
Jacksonian millennium.
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Millerites clearly had been part of the Yankee empire and gave up their
citizenship only gradually and maybe reluctantly. Revisionist history has dis-
pelled the notion of them as an oddball fringe in sharp discontinuity with their
period. At one point perhaps as many as fifty thousand of these Adventists
scattered over New England and western New York as an integral part of
the millennial ethos of the late 1830s and early 1840s, anticipating with the
majority of Anglo-American Protestants that something would happen escha-
tologically around 1843, and seeing themselves, rightly, as an extension of or
at least an epilogue to the Second Great Awakening. Whitney Cross writes:

The Millerites cannot be dismissed as ignorant farmers, libertarian frontiers-
men, impoverished victims of economic change, or hypnotized followers of
a maniac, thrown into prominence merely by freak coincidence, when the
whole of American Protestantism came so very close to the same beliefs. Their
doctrine was the logical absolute of fundamentalist orthodoxy, as perfection-
ism was the extreme of revivalism.

Timothy Smith concurs that Miller “gained adherents by advocating a sensa-
tional variant of the views they [other Protestants] all preached.”

Millerites, at the outset anyway, sought to form a voluntary association
within the evangelical united front that coalesced an interdenominational
membership, without compromising the varied faiths, in order to pursue
the single, utilitarian purpose of preaching the Second Advent. The Millerite
leaders typically had held membership in several humanitarian associations
when they first heard or read the prophetic lectures of Miller. Joseph Bates
had helped organize a local temperance society as early as 1827, and an anti-
slavery society in the mid-1830s. Henry Jones, too, was both a temperance
and an anti-slavery man. Charles Fitch wrote the pamphlet Slave-holding
Weighed in the Balance of Truth and Its Comparative Guilt (1837) about the
time he was introduced to Millerism. George Storrs, in the early 1840s, was a
frequent companion of Orange Scott, the founder of the Wesleyan Methodist
Church. Joshua V. Himes, the promoter who lifted Miller to fame, had built
the Chardon Street Chapel of Boston and had sponsored a number of reform
causes.

As Millerites, they usually forfeited membership in the reform associations.
They came to realize how fundamentally the Millerite association precluded the
wide-ranging humanitarianism of other evangelicals. To be sure, they retained
the Yankee values, so that their premillennialism involved a message of judg-
ment upon intemperance and slavery, Sabbath abuse and capital punishment.
But Joseph Bates’s reminiscence some years later proved representative:

Some of my good friends that were engaged in the temperance and abolition
cause, came to know why I could not attend their stated meetings as formerly,
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and argued that my belief in the coming of the Saviour should make me more
ardent in endeavoring to suppress these growing evils. My reply was, that in
embracing the doctrine of the second coming of the Saviour, I found enough
to engage my whole time in getting ready for such an event, and aiding oth-
ers to do the same, and that all who embraced this doctrine would and must
necessarily be advocates of temperance and the abolition of slavery; and those
who opposed the doctrine of the second advent [in Millerism] would not be
very effective laborers in moral reform. And further, I could not see my duty
in leaving such a great work to labor single-handed as we had done, when so
much more could be accomplished in working at the fountainhead, and make
us every way right as we should be for the coming of the Lord.

While preaching Millerism in the South, Bates was asked by a judge if he were
an abolitionist who had come to free slaves. “Yes, Judge,” he replied, “I am
an abolitionist, and have come to get your slaves, and you 00! As to getting
your slaves from you, we have no such intention. . . . We teach that Christ is
coming and we want you all saved.”

The Spring 1844 date passed uneventfully, to the dismay of Bates and
other Millerites. But the “seventh-month” faction urged a new date, October
22, 1844, and a reluctant Miller finally agreed, by early October, to such a
precise time-setting. Miller explained, “If Christ does not come within twenty
or twenty-five days I shall feel twice the disappointment I did in the Spring.”
As the midnight hour approached, potatoes rotted in Millerite fields and corn
stood unharvested. The sense of apocalyptic time left derelict any long-range
earthly concerns.

The Millerites, by this time, had suffered ridicule, abuse, and banish-
ment from evangelical churches. Public and press, in popular caricatures, had
built the scaffolding and fashioned the ascension robes that would haunt
post-Millerite Adventism for decades (and would influence historiography
as well). Probably both Millerites and their detractors should shoulder a por-
tion of the blame for this. The Jacksonian era periodically erupted in mob
violence, brawls and lynchings, a potentially unfriendly atmosphere for
the likes of Millerites. And the evangelical effort to reinstate some form of
Protestant establishment in America could betray an intolerance in the case
of the Adventists. On the other hand, Millerites themselves had been the
aggressors in declaring the spiritual bankruptcy of mainline evangelicalism.
The Adventist voluntary association, as one among numerous evangelical
enterprises, had turned sectarian and exclusivist.

Millerite cynicism, for either ecclesiastical or political institutions, could be
expected. George Storrs expressed the come-outer attitude when he compared
evangelical churches to the apocalyptic harlot Babylon. “Take care,” he told
fellow believers, “that you do not seek to manufacture another church. No
church can be organized by man’s invention but what it becomes Babylon #he
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moment it is organized.” Storrs further identified postmillennialism, formal-
ism, and materialism as elements of a false church, and added that evangelical
chaplains in the military were another sign of “nominal” Christianity. For the
government, as well as the churches, was a “beast” of the book of Revelation,
and voting or holding office was a “mark of the beast.” These Adventists were
then apolitical apocalyptics in that they spurned even minimal political partici-
pation as they awaited an imminent end. Political institutions for them were
demonic, serving no positive role; the degenerative nature of government,
including that of the United States, was among the signs of the end.

/)

Years after the passing of October 22, 1844, Hiram Edson recalled pathetically
the “Great Disappointment™ “Our fondest hopes and expectations were
blasted, and such a spirit of weeping came over us as I never experienced
before. It seemed that the loss of all earthly friends could have been no com-
parison. We wept and wept till the day dawned.” Some Adventists looked
upon the Millerite experience as a complete fiasco and were hastily winnowed
out of the movement. Others seemed only fortified in their belief as a result
of this second disappointment. The Millerite “revival” had been one of such
deep spiritual significance for many Adventists that to deny God’s hand in
it seemed to them almost a denial of God’s existence. Insulating themselves
from the hostile world around them, these Adventists drew upon the internal
resources of their community to grope for new explanations.

The Sabbath-keeping Adventists would be the largest and most significant
outgrowth of Millerism, though they appeared as a fissiparous offshoot of the
Adventist conference at Albany in 1845. Most Adventist Christians at the
conference reaffirmed their belief in an imminent Second Coming but admit-
ted a miscalculation in their prophetic reckoning. Sabbath-keeping Adventists
retained the Millerite chronology, but infused the October 22 date with new
meaning. It was Hiram Edson, on the morning after, who saw a new vision
of the atypical sanctuary from his field of unshocked corn. The “cleansing of
the sanctuary” was not cataclysmic destruction on this earth, as Millerites had
predicted, but a new phase of Christ’s ministry in heaven that placed the earth
under judgment. Soon further light broke forth on the Sabbath, through the
Seventh Day Baptists, urging true believers toward a rigorous seventh-day
Sabbatarianism during this grave period of judgment.

The Adventist squabbles remained internecine for about a decade. Fun-
damental disagreement over the state of the dead, the existence of hell, the
Sabbath, the ordinance of footwashing, the atonement, the nature of the mil-
lennium and the judgment, embroiled Adventists in a crucible of conflict.
Limiting their debate to the post-Millerite community, Adventists adopted
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an esoteric language of prophetic typology that utilized a Millerite “biblical
rationalism.” Sabbath-keeping Adventists confined their missionary outreach
to other Adventists, for in their sanctuary-doctrine the door of salvation was
shut to those who had not passed through the 1844 experience. With this
“shut-door” view as a tenet of faith until around 1851, Sabbath-keeping
Adventists expected to fulfill the worldwide gospel commission by remain-
ing in America and proselytizing there representatives of the many nations.
America formed the outer boundary of their concern, as the shortness of
apocalyptic time allowed no wider evangelistic horizons. Further, America as
God’s chosen nation, blessed by a Second Great Awakening, had produced
the tiny Adventist remnant that alone qualified for salvation in the contem-
porary world. In the late 1850s, the Sabbath-keeping Adventists followed the
westerly migration to better homesteads in southern Michigan and what they
found to be evangelistically greener pastures than the burned-over district of
western New York.

The shift from Millerism to Sabbath-keeping Adventism involved a change
in attitude toward the American Republic. In the debate of 1860 whether
legally to incorporate Sabbath-keeping Adventists, the issue of church-state
relations surfaced vis-a-vis the Millerite position. The practical necessity for the
debate was that James White, among the triumvirate that founded Sabbath-
keeping Adventism, was then owner of the Review and Herald Publishing
House, and had suggested corporate ownership of it and the numerous
church buildings throughout the Adventist community. Since incorporation
was obtained through the state and only after the formal organization of a
denomination, many Adventists believed such a move would return them
to Babylon, for they would become just another church in union with the
state. Here White identified such an utterly apolitical viewpoint as part of the
Millerite mentality and sought to dissociate Sabbath-keeping Adventists from
it. White, who dominated the discussion despite his best intentions, con-
fronted fellow believers at the Battle Creek, Michigan, Conference with the
pragmatic problems of building ownership, property insurance, and a name
for the denomination. Ownership of the publishing house was in White’s
name, and if he should die, he warned, the property legally would pass to his
children and would be unobtainable by the denomination until the youngest
heir reached majority. The meeting house in which they were then debating,
he remarked, was owned by S. T. Belden and at his death “might be turned
into a vinegar establishment.” To incorporate would not violate the integrity
of the denomination in any way, but only would solve pragmatic, financial
problems. The group, after a weekend of debate, compromised between the
sectarian, ex-Millerite position and the suggestion of full incorporation by
White. They set up an association that would satisfy the legal requirements
for incorporation and would be open to any member of the denomination
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that wished to join upon paying a nominal fee. This way, in their view, the
church itself as the body of Christ would not be synonymous with the legal
corporation or the state. Beyond this hurdle, which marked a move away
from Millerism, they then settled upon the name “Seventh-day Adventist,”
and by May 1863 the General Conference was organized with 125 churches
and about 3,500 members.

The Seventh-day Adventist dream of America was made explicit in the
interpretation of Revelation 13:11-18, or the prophecy of the “two-horned
beast” with horns like a lamb but speaking as a dragon. The text read in their
King James Version as follows:

And I beheld another beast coming up out of the earth; and be had two horns
like a lamb, and he spake as a dragon. And he exerciseth all the power of the
first beast [of vss. 1-10], whose deadly wound was healed. And he doeth great
wonders, so that he maketh fire come down from heaven on the earth in the
sight of men, and deceiveth them that dwell on the earth by the means of
those miracles which he had power to do in the sight of the beast; saying to
them that dwell on the earth, that they should make an image to the beast,
which had the wound by a sword, and did live. And he had power to give life
unto the image of the beast, that the image of the beast should both speak,
and cause that as many as would not worship the image of the beast should
be killed. And he causeth all, both small and great, rich and poor, free and
bond, to receive a mark in their right hand, or in their foreheads: And that no
man might buy or sell, save he that had the mark, or the name of the beast, or
the number of the name. Here is wisdom. Let him that hath understanding
count the number of the beast: for it is the number of a man; and his number
is Six hundred threescore and six.

While evangelical Protestants at this time typically saw the “first beast”
of verses 1 to 10 as Catholicism, it was Seventh-day Adventists who took
the exclusive position that the two-horned “image” of that beast symbol-
ized Protestant America. According to Adventists, nations were mentioned
in biblical prophecy if the identity of God’s people commingled in some
way with the national identity, as in the relation of the ancient Hebrews to
Babylon. Thus, a symbiotic relationship between America and the Seventh-
day Adventists was suggested by the Adventist interpretation of Revelation
13. J. N. Andrews, a young and prominent leader in the early group, intro-
duced this view in an article entitled “Thoughts on Revelation XIIT and XIV”
in May 1851.

The two horns of the beast, according to Andrews and subsequent
Adventist interpreters, represented the separation of church and state in Amer-
ica. More specifically, the two horns signified Protestantism and republican-
ism. In other words, this political cartoon in the book of Revelation depicted
the “American experiment” in civil and religious freedom.
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Like the majority of Americans, Seventh-day Adventists believed the foun-
dation of Americanism was unique and wonderful. They lauded the founding
fathers and cherished the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution
as ordained of God. They looked back upon a youthful and innocent America
as “the noblest and last offspring of time.” Her religious freedom had nur-
tured that Second Great Awakening of the early nineteenth century, out of
which came Adventism itself. Her political freedom could benefit the entire
world if allowed to spread. The beast was “coming up” according to verse 11,
and J. N. Loughborough, another pillar of early Adventism, interpreted this
as a figure of American progress. American railroads, steam engines, postal
service, population and territorial expansion were the “great wonders” of
verse 13. The “fire come down from heaven” was the telegraph. Adventists
used the remark that Ben Franklin tamed the lightning and Samuel Morse
taught it the English language.

But ironically, the lamblike appearance of American freedom and progress
was an illusion, said these Adventists. For like other Americans, Adventists
felt the growing pessimism about America, and Adventists expressed this
darkening mood in sharply prophetic terms. The American beast had pos-
sessed lamblike horns from the 1770s through the 1830s, according to these
premillenialists, but in the forties and fifties it had revealed its dragon nature.
Its progress turned out to be a sham, for there were the other American “won-
ders” of spiritualism, infidelity, apostasy, and crime. James White enumerated
these societal problems and wrote with acerbity, “If this be the commence-
ment of the temporal millennium, may the Lord save us from the balance.”

To the Seventh-day Adventists in the forties and fifties America was on the
decline in two ways:

First, its Protestantism. The lamblike profession of Protestantism was that
it had no creed but the Bible. In actual fact, Protestantism was a dragon of
creedalism and heresy trials and the denial of academic freedom at its seminar-
ies. The banishment of Millerites from the churches for their pre-millennial
preaching was prominent in the Adventist vendetta against Protestants. Even
more important for the Seventh-day Adventists was the Protestant attempt
at Sunday legislation. On the Sabbatarian issue, Seventh-day Adventists
were really kindred spirits of the evangelicals, as both preferred a form of
the American Sabbath to the Continental Sabbath, with the Seventh-day
Adventist innovation more of a quantitative than qualitative difference at
this point. But Seventh-day Adventists looked with foreboding on evangelical
efforts at Sabbath reform, for it seemed to jeopardize the Adventist existence
in America. The attempt by New England theocrats to reinstate an evangeli-
cal establishment, while effecting the shape of Yankee Adventism, appeared
to Adventists to erode the American experiment in religious freedom. No
national Sunday law threatened at the time. In 1829 and 1830 Congress had
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turned back a proposed Sunday law against mail delivery with such cogency
by Senator Richard Johnson that the issue would not be raised again for a half
century. There were state “blue laws,” and the Review and Herald frequently
cited instances of hard labor and jail sentences for Sabbath-keepers.

Catholicism was an apocalyptic “beast” but evangelical Protestantism
was an “image of the beast,” insofar as it mimicked Catholic intolerance and
oppression. The Adventist interpretation of Revelation 13 was both anti-
Catholic and anti-Protestant, though Adventists counted themselves among
true Protestants. The Catholics may have been taking over the Mississippi
valley, as many Protestants supposed, but evangelicals clasped the East with
an iron hand. Adventists were actually more concerned about the impact on
America of an evangelical establishment than an alleged Catholic takeover.
In 1856 Adventists editorialized against the Know-Nothing Party, as R. E
Cottrell argued that it did no good to vote Catholics out of office because
that only strengthened the Protestant position. James White added some time
later that Know-Nothings were nativist as well as anti-Catholic and therefore
deserved no support from Adventists.

Second, America was a dragon because of its so-called republicanism.
America made the profession, wrote Adventists, that A/l men are born free and
equal, and endowed with certain inalienable rights, as life, liberty and the pur-
suit of happiness.” And yet Andrews, Loughborough, and the others pointed
out that three million slaves were held in bondage in America and therefore
America’s professed equality was a lie.

Joseph Bates, erstwhile Millerite and then mainstay of Seventh-day
Adventism, anticipated this prophetic disillusionment with America in a tract
he wrote during the Mexican War, short-titled Second Advent Way Marks and
High Heaps. The tract was, on the whole, a pastoral recall of the way God
had led His fledgling Advent movement in light of various prophetic “way
marks.” And then, while commenting on the “third woe” of Revelation 8,
Bates abruptly unleashed a vitriolic attack on the United States government
for its present involvement in the Mexican War. Bates’s diatribe sounded
surprisingly Thoreau-like. He declared, “The third woe has come upon this
nation, this boasted land of liberty; this heaven-daring, soul-destroying, slave-
holding, neighbor-murdering country!” “Murderers,” said Bates, because this
was a Presidential war unauthorized by Congress or the people. Like other
anti-slavery northerners, he saw the war as an expansionist effort to extend
slave territory. Bates early personified the pilgrimage from apolitical Millerism
to an implicitly political Adventism . . . .
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. Discuss the relation between the secular and the sacred provided by the
documents.

2. Steven Mintz describes how the visions of the millennium exerted influ-
ence on America in the middle period. What conflicts did this produce
in a young nation seeking a popular consensus?

3. Charles Finney is presented as a key figure of the Second Awakening
by Robert Mathisen. How did this revival of sacred importance impact
secular concerns of antebellum America?

4. How does Jonathan Butler explain the rise of the Adventists out of the
evangelical world, and what tension did they experience with that world?

5. Was the middle period a time of religious conflict or consensus? of inclu-
sion or exclusion?
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Chapter 6

AMERICAN RELIGION IN THE ANTEBELLUM
FrRONTIER WEST

Issue: How did the frontier West shape American religion?

MR

As ecarly as 1705, America was pictured as a garden—an unspoiled paradise.
In his History and Present State of Virginia published that year, Robert Beverley
laid the groundwork for a utopian vision of future opportunity that broughthis
successors westward during the antebellum era. “All the Countries . . . seated
in or near the Latitude of Virginia,” he noted, “are esteemd the Fruitfullest,
and Pleasantest of all Clymate. . . . These are reckon’d the Gardens of the
World. . ..” As one reads on, it appears Beverley struggles for the distinction
between two garden metaphors: an untamed, primitive pre-fall Eden, and a
tilled garden nurturing pastoral values.

Indeed, the myth of the garden continued to characterize the hopes and
disillusionments of multitudes of Americans as they chased their dream of a
paradisiacal destiny. For every Robert Beverley there were untold numbers
like Kentuckian Moses Austin who lamented over irrational expectations:
“. .. here is hundreds Travelling hundreds of Miles, they Know not for what
Nor Whither, except its to Kentucky, passing land almost as good and easy
obtain.d, the Proprietors of which would gladly give on any terms, but it will
not do its not Kentuckey its not the Promis.d land its not the goodly inhera-
tence the Land of Milk and Honey. And when arriv.d at this Heaven in Idea
what do they find? A goodly land I will allow but to them forbiden Land.
exausted and worn down with distress and disappointment. . . .”

The biblical imagery employed to describe the West—garden, paradise,
promised land—continued into the first half of the nineteenth century and
accents the findings of current scholars of the American frontier: The West is
a place, process, and set of values. As a place, notes historian Patricia Nelson
Limerick, “the American West was an important meeting point” where dif-
ferent races intersected. In antebellum America the frontier West was a place
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where white pioneers and Native Americans continued to intersect. The line
between consensus and conflict, and inclusion and exclusion, was usually
drawn by the circuit preacher, Bible society agent, or medical missionary.
As a process, the West produced a dynamic interplay between secular and
sacred institutions, resulting in long-lasting change for both. As a set of val-
ues, the West confronted American religion with an array of critical issues.
Did religious Americans have a destiny manifested to them by a providential
directive? Was the vast expanse of the West an open invitation for religious
diversity or an opportunity for building exclusive dominions? Was the mythic
West still alive in 18602

DOCUMENTS

The interplay between the frontier West and American religion was vigor-
ous and dynamic during the middle decades of the nineteenth century. One
of the early leaders of the western revivals of the Second Great Awakening
was Presbyterian Richard McNemar, who eventually found his place in the
United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Appearing, or Shakers. In 1808
he prepared a colorful account of a Kentucky revival, which is given in the
first selection. Methodist circuit preacher James Gilruth recorded in 1834
the variety of activities he performed while serving as Presiding Elder of the
Detroit District within the Ohio Methodist Conference. The second selec-
tion relates some of his experiences on the rugged frontier. The conquest of
the West brought farmers, trappers, and missionaries in contact with Native
Americans. In the third reading, Kentucky frontiersman Thomas Baldwin
tells of the consolation his religious beliefs brought to him after the deaths
of his wife and three children at the hands of Indians. Presbyterian mis-
sionaries Marcus and Narcissa Whitman endured the difficult overland trek
from the East Coast to the Oregon territory in 1836. The fourth selection
describes some of Narcissa’s early impressions of the Indians among whom
they worked, along with an account of her duties. About ten years later
the Whitmans and a dozen companions were slain by Cayuse Indians. The
Society for the Promotion of Collegiate and Theological Education at the
West was founded in 1843 to promote the cause of Protestant church col-
leges on the frontier. The rationale for these colleges and the challenges they
faced from Roman Catholics are enumerated in the fifth reading. The deci-
sion of the Mormon leadership to escape prevailing oppression and move the
nation westward is announced in the sixth selection. America’s claim to west-
ern regions put it in conflict with European powers. In the seventh excerpt,
former U.S. President John Quincy Adams explains to his colleagues in the
House of Representatives what he believes are America’s biblical and historical



American Religion in the Antebellum Frontier West 227

claims to Oregon in 1846. In the final document, Presbyterian Robert Baird
explains to his European audience the voluntary genius of America’s rapidly
changing religious picture.

§44 Frontier Revivalism (1808)

RicuarpD McNEMAR

Source: Richard McNemar, The Kentucky Revival: Or, a Short History of
the Late Outpouring Of the Spirit of God, in the Western States of America,

Agreeably to Scripture-Promises, and Prophecies Concerning the Latter Day:

With a Brief Account of the Entrance and Progress of What the World Calls
Shakerism, among the Subjects of the Late Revival in Ohbio and Kentucky
(Albany, 1808), 61-64.

But there were moreover in the schismatic worship, a species of exercises of an
involuntary kind, which seemed to have been substituted by the Great Spirit,
in the room of the falling, &c. which had been among the New-Lights. The
principal of these were the rolling exercise, the jerks and the barks.

1. The rolling exercise which consisted in being cast down in a violent
manner, doubled with the head and feet together, and rolled over and over
like a wheel, or stretched in a prostrate manner, turned swiftly over and over
like a log. This was considered very debasing and mortifying, especially if the
person was taken in this manner thro’ the mud, and sullied therewith from
head to foot.

2. Still more demeaning and mortifying were the jerks. Nothing in nature
could better represent this strange and unaccountable operation, than for
one to goad another, alternately on every side, with a piece of red hot iron.
The exercise commonly began in the head which would fly backward and
forward, and from side to side with a quick jolt, which the person would
naturally labor to suppress, but in vain; and the more any one labored to
stay himself and be sober, the more he staggered, and the more rapidly his
twitches increased. He must necessarily go as he was stimulated, whether
with a violent dash on the ground and bounce from place to place like a
foot-ball, or hop round with head, limbs and trunk, twitching and jolting in
every direction, as if they must inevitably fly asunder. And how such could
escape without injury was no small wonder to spectators. By this strange
operation the human frame was commonly so transformed and disfigured,
as to lose every trace of its natural appearance. Sometimes the head would be
twitched right and left to a half round, with such velocity, that not a feature
could be discovered, but the face appear as much behind as before. And in
the quick progressive jerk, it would seem as if the person was transmuted into
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some other species of creature. Head dresses were of little account among
the female jerkers. Even handkerchiefs bound tight round the head would
be flirted off almost with the first twitch, and the hair put into the utmost
confusion; this was a very great inconvenience, to redress which, the general-
ity were shorn, though directly contrary to their confession of faith. Such as
were sized with the jerks were wrested at once, not only from under their own
government, but that of every one else, so that it was dangerous to attempt
confining them, or touching them in any manner, to whatever danger they
were exposed; yet few were hurt, except it were such as rebelled against the
operation through willful and deliberate enmity, and refused to comply with
injunctions which it came to inforce.

3. The last possible grade of mortification seemed to be couched in the
barks, which frequently accompanied the jerks, nor were they the most mean
and contemptible characters, who were the common victims of this disgrac-
ing operation, but persons who considered themselves in the foremost rank,
possessed of the highest improvements of human nature; and yet in spite of
all the efforts of nature, both men and women would be forced to personate
that animal, whose name, appropriate to a human creature, is counted the
vulgar stigma.—Forced I say, for no argument but force could induce any
one of polite breeding, in a public company, to take the position of a canine
beast, move about on all fours, growl, snap the teeth, and bark in so personat-
ing a manner as to set the eyes and ears of the spectator at variance.—It was
commonly acknowledged by the subjects of these exercises that they were laid
upon them as a chastisement for disobedience, or a stimulus to incite them to
some duty or exercise to which they felt opposed.—Hence it was very perceiv-
able that the quickest method to find releasement from the jerks and barks was
to engage in the voluntary dance; and such as refused, being inwardly moved
thereto as their duty and privilege, had to bear these afflicting operations from
month to month, and from year to year, until they wholly lost their original
design, and were converted into a badge of honor, in the same manner as the
first outward mark of human guilt. Altho’ these strange convulsions served
to overawe the heaven-daring spirits of the wicked, and stimulate the halting
Schismatic to the performance of many duties disagreeable to the carnal mind,
yet in all this, their design was not fully comprehended, something doubtful
and awful was thought to be figured out thereby, which would suddenly fa//
with pain upon the head of the wicked; and nothing was more calculated to
excite such fearful apprehensions than the expressions that were sometimes
mixed with the bow wow wow, such as every knee shall bow, and every rongue
confess, &c. at least these kind of exercises served to shew that the foundation
was not yet laid for unremitting joy, and that such as attached themselves to
this people, must unite with them as a body destined to suffer with Christ,
before they could reign with him. But however great the sufferings of the
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Schismatics, from a sense of their own remaining depravity—the burden and
weight of distress they bore for a lost world—together with the spasmodic
writhings of body with which they were so generally exercised; yet they were
not a little alleviated by the many extraordinary signs and gifts of the spirit,
through which they were encouraged to look for brighter days. Among these
innumerable signs and gifts may be ranked the spirit of prophecy—being caught
up or carried away in this spirit, and remaining for hours insensible of any
thing in nature—dreaming of dreams—seeing visions—hearing unspeakable
words—the fragrant smell, and delightful singing in the breast. This spirit
of prophecy is particularly worthy of notice, which had its foundation in a
peculiar kind of faith, and grew up under the special influence of visions,
dreams, &c. The first thing was to believe what God had promised, with
appropriating faith; cast anchor upon the thing promised though unseen,
and hold the soul to the pursuit of it in defiance of all the tossing billows of
unbelief. This faith, so contrary to the carnal heart, they concluded must be
of God. It must be the spirit of Christ, or God working in the creature, both
to will and to do. What is the soul (says the Schismatic) but to have the thing
promised. Has God promised?>—he cannot lie: Has he purposed?>—he cannot
alter. Therefore what his spirit leads me to I shall possess, as certain as God is
stronger than the Devil. Upon this principle all were encouraged to believe
the promise, and immediately set out in cooperation with the promiser; and
in proportion to the strength of their faith, to predict the certain accomplish-
ment of that purpose of God, which they felt within them. . . .

§45 Methodist Circuit Preacher (1834)

JamEs GILRUTH

Source: W. W. Sweet, ed., Religion on the American Frontier: The Methodists,
1783-1840 (New York: Cooper Square Publishers, 1964 [1946]), 370-
71.

Tusd July 29. [1834] Rose at sunup—Spent the forepart of the day in
sundry small matters—In the afternoon went to Wm Collens to
git some hay—Taking My wife 2 smallest children suped at Br
Mainards & returned home a little before sundown Day clear &
pleasant to bed about 9.

Wed July 30. Rose about sun rise—spent the morning till 10 in sun-
dry small chores—tended the funeral of Mr Welshs infant—halled
wood in the afternoon Day as yesterday—to bed about 10.

Thursd July 31. Rose about 6—Spent the day in aranging my papers
money etc for Conferance (Giting my horse shod and making the
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necessary preparations)—counting tracts till 1/2 past 10—Day as
yesterday—to bed at 11—. . .

Frid Aug 8 . . . Made arangement to set out on horseback for Ft
Finley—Br Bibbins hors having become lame I set off alone about
9 uncouth like enough having 3 bed quilts & 5 Ib cotten to carry
beside great coat etc—I fed at Mr Sergants at the Big Spring—
And in the afternoon rode to Finley & found My children well
My daughter had been delivered of a child on the 4® of July but
by the ignorent & bruital conduct of the Midwife the child was
killed I spent the evening conversing with them on these & other
matters till near 10—

Sat Aug 9 . . . spent 1/2 an hour assisting Frederik to catch a Raccoon
that had come into his corn—And the rest of the morning in look-
ing at his improvements & in conversation till about 8 A.M. when
we all set off for campmeeting 2 1/2 miles distent—I preached
with great liberty at 11 from John iii 5 & then called for Mourners
a nomber presented themselves for the prayers of the righteous &
it was said that two of them experienced peace. I preached again
at 4 from Ps. cxix.l with clearness and some power—& again
at candlelight from Matt xxii 39. with some power—In all my
labour to day I was favoured with the attention of the people &
the comfort of the spirit. At this I again called for Mourners some
came and Prayer meeting continued for some time. Day hot with
some thunder showers passing about—one of whom fill [fell] on
us; accompanied by a pretty severe wind that broke down some
timber very near the camp ground. To bed about 9. pretty tired.

§46 Narrative of the Massacre of the Wife and Children of
Thomas Baldwin (1836)

TrOMAS BALDWIN

Source: Narrative of the Massacre of the Wife & Children of Thomas Baldwin.
(New York: Garland Publishing Co., 1977 [1836]), 17-19.

It is the blessed religion which I would recommend as worthy to be cherished
by all, that prepares their minds for all the events of this inconstant state, and
instructs them in the nature of true happiness—afflictions will not then attack
them by surprize, and will not therefore overwhelm them—they are not then
overcome by disappointment, when that which is mortal dies;—they meet
the changes in their lot without unmanly dejection—in the multitude of our
sorrows in this world of misery, what but Religion can afford us consolation?
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It assures us that thro’ all our disappointment and wo, there is a friend present
with us, on whose affection, wisdom, power, and goodness, we can perfectly
rely; and that an infinitely merciful and powerful Protector sustains us, guid-
ing our erring footsteps, and strengthening our feeble spirits. He permits no
afflictions to approach us but for some gracious and merciful purpose; to
excite in us an earnest solicitude for our salvation, to reclaim us from error,
or to subdue some favorite passion—subject to the control of this Almighty
Guardian, all the trials of life are designed to establish our faith, to increase
our humble dependence, to perfect our love and fortify our patience, and to
make us meet for the inheritance of glory. So long as our Heavenly father is
possessed of infinite wisdom to understand perfectly what is best for his chil-
dren, and of infinite mercy to will all that he sees to be best for them, shall we
not choose to have him do what he pleases? Dark are the ways of Providence
while we are wrapt up in mortality—but, convinced there is a God, we must
hope and believe, that all is right.

Although it has been my lot to drink deep of the cup of sorrow, yet I have
never found my heart inclined to charge God foolishly—a gracious heart
elevates nearer and nearer to God in affliction, and can justify him in his
severest strokes, acknowledging them to be all just and holy—and hereby the
soul may comfortably evidence to itself its own uprightness and sincere love
to Him; yea, it hath been of singular use to some souls, to take right measures
of their love to God in such trials; He that appointed the seasons of the year,
appointed the seasons of our comfort in our relations; and as those seasons
cannot be altered, no more can these;—all the course of Providence is guided
by an unalterable decree; what falls out casually to our apprehension, yet falls
out necessarily in respect to God’s appointment—admit that he hath sorely
afflicted us for our sins, by bereaving us by a sudden stroke of death of our
nearest and dearest friends, yet there is no reason that we should be too much
coast down under our severe afflictions, for it may be the fruits of his love to,
and care of our souls, for to the afflicted he says, “whom I love, I rebuke and
chasten.”

That our greatest afflictions, so considered, many times prove our great-
est blessings, is probably known by experience to many. It was my heavy
afflictions, in being so suddenly and lamentably deprived of my family, that
led me to prefer a life of retirement; and in that retirement from the busy
scenes of the world, I was led to engage more seriously and earnestly in the
perusal of the Holy Scriptures, whereby I was taught to seek a balm in that
blessed RELIGION, that has never failed to sustain me in my most solitary
moments; and by my own experience, I can assure all, the rich and the poor,
the happy and the miserable, the healthy and the sick, in short, all descrip-
tions of persons, whatever my be their station or their circumstances in this
life, that they will experience infinite advantage in a religious retirement from
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the world; and while thus situated, whatever their troubles and afflictions
may be, they ought to bear them without a murmur. A good man can never
be miserable, who cheerfully submits to the will of Providence. To be truly
happy in this world, we must manifest a quiet resignation to the will of an
impartial God. If while we remain inhabitants of this “miserable world,” we
quietly submit to the will of, and exercise a true love to Him, we have great
reason to believe that we shall hereafter be permitted to taste higher delights,
and experience a degree of happiness that this frail world does not afford.
As our prospects close not with this life, but are extended to the future, it is
necessary that we should make provision for that also; none ought therefore
to postpone the business of Religion, till night overtakes them—the night of
death—when no man can work. Religion consoles the aching heart of the
afflicted, and reconciles the unhappy to their misfortunes—the grieved par-
ent who has buried his earthly comfort, his beloved partner and darling chil-
dren, in the bosom of the valley, is comforted and cheered by the flattering
persuasions of Religion—he is assured by it that if he lives faithful to Christ,
he shall revisit his beloved friends in that blessed place where dwells every
felicity, and an antidote for every care and painful sensation. To you, sir, and
to all, I would then say, whatever may be your or their rank in life, if you wish
to be happy in this world, and the secure a certainty of being infinitely more
so in the world to come, I pray thee cherish RELIGION. That this may be
the happy and final choice of all, is and ever shall be the prayer of their aged
friend and well wisher,

THOMAS BALDWIN.

§47 First White Women over the Rockies (1837)

NARcIssa WHITMAN

Source: C. M. Drury, ed., First White Women over the Rockies (Glendale,
Calif: Arthur H. Clark Co., 1963), 1: 123-24, 125-26.

Wieletpoo (Waiilatpu) Jan 2 1837. Universal fast day. Through the
kind Providence of God we are permitted to celebrate this day in
heathen lands. It has been one of peculiar interest to us, so widely
separated from kindred souls, alone, in the thick darkness of hea-
thenism. We have just finished a separate room for ourselves with
a stove in it, lent by Mr P for our use this winter. Thus I am spend-
ing my winter as comfortable as heart could wish, & have suffered
less from excessive cold than in many winters previous in New
York. Winters are not very severe here. Usually they have but little
snow say there is more this winter now on the ground than they
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have had for many years previous & that the winter is nearly over.
After a season of worship during which I felt great depressure of
spirits, we visited the lodges. All seemed well pleased as I had not
been to any of them before.

We are on the lands of the Old Chief Umtippe who with a lodge
or two are now absent for a few days hunting deer. But a few of the
Cayuses winter here. They appear to seperate in small companies,
makes their cashes of provision in the fall & remain for the winter,
& besides they are not well united. The young Chief Towerlooe is
of another family & is more properly the ruling chief. He is Uncle
to the Young Cayuse Halket now at Red River Mission whom we
expect to return this fall & to whom the chieftainship belongs by
inheritance. The Old Chief Umtippe has been a savage creature in
his day. His heart is still the same, full of all manner of hypocracy
deceit and guile. He is a mortal beggar as all Indians are. If you
ask a favour of him, sometimes it is granted or not just as he feels,
if granted it must be well paid for. A few days ago he took it into
his head to require pay for teaching us the language & forbid his
people from coming & talking with us for fear we should learn
a few words of them. The Cayuses as well as the Nez Perces are
very strict in attending to their worship which they have regularly
every morning at day break & eve at twilight and once on the Sab.
They sing & repeat a form of prayers very devoutly after which the
Chief gives them a talk. The tunes & prayers were taught them by
a Roman Catholic trader. Indeed their worship was commenced
by him. As soon as we became settled we established a meeting
among them on the Sab in our own house. Did not think it best to
interfere with their worship but during the time had a family bible
class & prayer meeting. Many are usually in to our family worship
especially evenings, when we spend considerable time in teaching
them to sing. About 12 or 14 boys come regularly every night &
are delighted with it.

Sab Jan 29 Our meeting to day with the Indians was more interesting
than usual. I find that as we succeed in their language in communi-
cating the truth to them so as to obtain a knowledge of their views
& feelings, my heart becomes more & more interested in them.
They appear to have a partial knowledge of the leading truths of
the Bible; of sin, so far as it extends to outward actions, but know
[no] knowledge of the heart.

Feb 1** Husband has gone to Walla W to day & is not expected to
return until tomorrow eve, & I am alone for the first time to
sustain the family altar, in the midst of a room full of native youth
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& boys, who have come in to sing as usual. After worship several
gathered close arround me as if anxious I should tell them some
thing about the Bible. I had been reading the 12 chap of Acts, &
with Richards help endeavoured to give them an account of Peter
imprisonment &c, as well as I could. O that I had full possession
of their language so that I could converse with them freely. . . .

March 6% Sab eve. To day our congregation has increased very consid-

erably in consequence of the arrival of a party of Indians during
the past week. A strong desire is manifest in them all to under-
stand the truth & to be taught. Last eve our room was full of men
& boys, who came every eve to learn and sing. The whole tribe
both men women & children would like the same privaledge if
our room was larger & my health would admit so much singing.
Indeed I should not attempt to sing with them, were it not for the
assistance my Husband renders. You will recollect when he was in
Angelica he could not sing a single tune. Now he is able to sing
several tunes & lead the school in them. This saves me a great deal
hard singing. I have taught many times if the singers in my Fathers
family could have the same privaledge or were here to assist me
in this work how much good they could do. I was not aware that
singing was a qualification of so much importance to a missionary.
While I was at Vancouver one Indian woman came a great distance
with her daughter as she said to hear me sing with the children.
The boys have introduced all the tunes they can sing alone, into
their morning & eve worship, which they sing very well. To be at
a distance & hear them singing them, one would almost forget he
was in a savage land.

March 30 Again I can speak of the goodness & mercy of the Lord to

us in an especial manner. On the evening of my birthday March
14" we received a gift of a little Daughter a treasure invaluable.
During the winter my health was very good, so as to be able to
do my work. About a week before her birth I was afflicted with
an inflamatory rash which confined me mostly to my room. After
repeated bleeding it abated very considerably. I was sick but about
two hours. She was born half past eight, so early in the evening
that we all had time to get considerable rest that night.

§48 The Need for Western Colleges (1843)

Source: The First Report of the Society for the Promotion of Collegiate and

Theological Education at the West (New York, 1844), 25-28.
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The considerations advanced in my last article go to show, that Colleges are
a necessity of every extensive community, marked by nature as a social unity.
We are now to look at some reasons why they are peculiarly needed at the
West. First, then we find such a reason in the fact that Rome is at this time
making unprecedented efforts to garrison this valley with her seminaries of
education. She claims already to have within it between fifteen and twenty
colleges and theological schools; and this number is rapidly increasing.

To these permanency is ensured by the steadfastness of her policy, the
constancy of her receipts from Catholic Europe, yearly increasing under
the stimulating reports of her missionaries, and by her exacting despotism,
moral if nor ecclesiastic, over the earnings of her poor in this country. They
are among the enduring formative forces in western society; and the causes
which sustain them, will constantly add to their number. These institutions,
together with numerous grades, under the conduct of their Jesuits and vari-
ous religious orders, are offering (what professes to be) education almost as a
gratuity, in many places in the West. Whatever other qualities her education
may lack, we may be sure it will not want a subtle and intense proselytism,
addressing not the reason but the senses, that taste, the imagination, and the
passions; applying itself diversely to the fears of the timid, the enthusiasm of
the ardent, the credulity of the simple, the affections of the young, and to that
trashy sentiment and mawkish charity to which all principles are the same.
Now the policy of Rome in playing upon all these elements through her edu-
cational enginery, is steadfast and profoundly sagacious. Her aim, in effect,
is at the whole educational interest. The college is naturally the heart of the
whole. The lower departments necessarily draw life from that. If Rome then
grasps the college in the system of Western education, she virtually grasps the
common school; she distills out the heart of the whole, if not a putrid super-
stition, at least that convert infidelity of which she is still more prolific. . . .

Another peculiar demand for colleges, may be found in the immense
rapidity of our growth, and in the character of that growth, being a represen-
tative of almost every clime, opinion, sect, language, and social institute, not
only of this country but of Christian Europe. Never was a more intense power
of intellectual and moral fusion requisite to prevent the utter disorganization
of society. Never was a people put to such a perilous proof of its power of
assimilation, or required to incorporate with itself so rapidly such vast masses.
We have in this fact, as well as in that of the Catholic aggression, dangers and
trials put upon us, which our fathers never knew. Society here is new yet vast,
and with all its forces in insulation or antagonism. Never was a community
in more urgent need of those institutions, whose province it is profoundly to
penetrate a people with a burning intelligence that shall fuse it into a unity
with those great principles which are the organic life and binding forces of
all society. . . .



236 Critical Issues in American Religious History

The above exigencies of Western society cannot be met without colleges.
I am far from undervaluing over [other?] movements of Christian philan-
thropy towards the country. I am most grateful for them. I bless God for his
Word broadcast by the American Bible Society amid this people; I am thank-
ful for the interest the American Tract Society are directing hitherward, and
hail with pleasure all the living truth and hallowed thought brought by it into
contact with the popular mind. The attitude and history of the American
Home Missionary Society in relation to the West, fill my mind with a senti-
ment of moral sublimity, and give it rank among the noblest and most saga-
cious schemes in the records of Christian benevolence. It will stand in history
invested, to a great extent, with the moral grandeur of a civilizer and evange-
lizer of a new empire. But these are far from excluding the scheme of colleges.
The permanency of their benefits can be grounded only on a thorough and
liberal popular enlightenment. The educational interest, then, must underlie
them all. But the only way in which the East can lay a controlling grasp on
this, is by the establishment among us of permanent educational institutions.
In a population, one tenth at least of which cannot read, it is plain that educa-
tion is an essential prerequisite to bringing a large class—and that most neces-
sary to be reached—within the influence of truth through the press. And no
system of foreign supply of ministers, teachers or educated men, can obviate
the necessity of institutions that shall constantly send forth those that shall be
the educators of this people, in the school, the pulpit, the legislature, and the
various departments of social life. Artificial irrigation cannot take the place
of living waters. We are grateful for streams from abroad, but we feel there is
need of opening fountains of life in the bosom of the people itself. The sup-
plies from abroad we cannot rely on long. They are every day becoming more
inadequate in numbers, and must to some extent be deficient in adaptation
to our wants; a deficiency that often for years, sometimes for life, shuts one
out from the people.

The common exigencies, then, of every extensive society, require colleges
within itself. The peculiar evils to which that of the West is exposed, obvi-
ously cannot be permanently and successfully met by other means. The ques-
tion then recurs in every aspect of this subject, Will the East assist the West
in establishing a Protestant system of home education, or will she leave her
to grapple single-handed with Romanism, and the other peculiar dangers
to which she is exposed, in addition to the necessities that cluster around
every infant community, or will she attempt by palliatives addressed to the
symptoms, to heal a disease seated in the heart? A dangerous malady is on the
patient. The peril is imminent and requires promptitude. . . .
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§49 The Mormon Exodus Announced (October 8, 1845)

Bricuam Youna

Source: B. H. Roberts, ed. History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
Day Saints, 2d ed. rev. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1964), 7:478—
79, 480.

The exodus of the nation of the only true Israel from these United States
to a far distant region of the west, where bigotry, intolerance and insatiable
oppression lose their power over them—forms a new epoch, not only in the
history of the church, but of this nation. And we hereby timely advise you
to consider well, as the spirit may give you understanding, the various and
momentous bearings of this great movement, and hear what the spirit saith
unto you by this our epistle.

Jesus Christ was delivered up into the hands of the Jewish nation to save
or condemn them, to be well or maltreated by them according to the deter-
minate counsel and foreknowledge of God. And regard not that even in the
light of a catastrophe wholly unlooked for. The spirit of prophecy has long
since portrayed in the Book of Mormon what might be the conduct of this
nation towards the Israel of the last days. The same spirit of prophecy that
dwelt richly in the bosom of Joseph has time and again notified the counselors
of this church of emergencies that might arise, of which this removal is one;
and one too in which all the Latter-day Saints throughout the length and
breadth of all the United States should have a thrilling and deliberate inter-
est. The same evil that premeditated against Mordecai awaited equally all the
families of his nation. If the authorities of this church cannot abide in peace
within the pale of this nation, neither can those who implicitly hearken to
their wholesome counsel. A word to the wise is sufficient. You all know and
have doubtless felt for years the necessity of a removal provided the govern-
ment [U.S.] should not be sufficiently protective to allow us to worship God
according tot he dictates of our own consciences, and of the omnipotent voice
of eternal truth. . . . Wake up, wake up, dear brethren, we exhort you, from
the Mississippi to the Atlantic, and from Canada to Florida, to the present
glorious emergency in which the God of heaven has placed you to prove your
faith by your works, preparatory to a rich endowment in the Temple of the
Lord, and the obtaining of promises and deliverances, and glories for your-
selves and your children and your dead. And we are well persuaded you will
do these things, though we thus stir up your pure minds to remembrance.
In so doing, the blessings of many, ready to perish like silent dew upon the
grass, and the approbation of generations to come, and the hallowed joys of
eternal life will rest upon you. And we can not but assure you in conclusion
of our most joyful confidence, touching your union and implicit obedience
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to the counsel of the Great God through the Presidency of the saints. With
these assurances and hopes concerning you, we bless you and supplicate the
wisdom and furtherance of the Great Head of the Church upon your designs
and efforts.

[Signed] BRIGHAM YOUNG, President.

Willard Richards, Clerk.

§50 Justification by Scripture (1846)

Joun Quincy Abams

Source: Address before the U.S. House of Representatives, February 9,
1846.

... Sir, there has been so much said on the question of title in this case, that
I believe it would be a waste of time for me to say anything more about it,
unless I refer to a little book you have there upon your table, which you some-
times employ to administer a solemn oath to every member of this House
of support the Constitution of the United States. If you have it, be so good
to pass it to the Clerk, and I will ask him to read what I conceive to be the
foundation of our title.

If the Clerk will be so good as to read the 26%, 27t and 28™ verses of
the 1% chapter of Genesis, the committee will see what I consider to be the
foundation of the title of the United States.

The Clerk read accordingly as follows:

“26. And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and
let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air,
and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that
creepeth upon the earth.

“27. So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created
he him: male and female created he them.

“28. And God blessed them, and God said unto them, Be fruitful and
multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it; and have dominion over the
fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that
moveth upon the earth.”

That, sir (continued Mr. A), in my judgment, is the foundation not only
of our title to the territory of Oregon, but the foundation of all human title
to all human possessions. It is the foundation of the title by which you occupy
that chair; it is the territory of Oregon; and we cannot do it without putting
a close to any agreement which we have made with Great Britain that we will
not occupy it.
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And here I beg leave to repeat an idea that I have already expressed before,
and that is, that there is a very great misapprehension of the real merits of
this case founded on the misnomer which declares that convention to be
a convention of joint occupation. It is a convention of non-occupation—a
promise on the part of both parties that neither of the parties will occupy
the territory for an indefinite space; first for ten years, then until the notice
shall be given from one party to the other that the convention shall be ter-
minated—that is to say, that the restriction, the fetter upon our hands shall
be thrown off, which prevents occupation, and prevents the carrying into
execution the law of God, which the Clerk has read from the Holy Scriptures.
How, if this controversy in relation to the territory of Oregon was with any
other than a Christian nation, I could not cite that book. With the Chinese,
and all nations who do not admit the canon of Scripture, it would be quite a
different question. It would be a different question between us and the Indian
savages, who occupy that country as far as there is any right of occupation, for
they do not believe this book. I suppose the mass of this House believe this
book. I see them go up and take their oath of office upon it; and many of the
southern members kiss the book in token, I suppose, of their respect for it.
It is between Christian nations that the foundation of title to land is laid in
the first chapter of Genesis, and it is in this book that the title to jurisdiction,
to eminent domain, to individual property, had its foundation—all of which
flow from other sources subsequent to that which the Clerk read. . . .

§51 Robert Baird on the Principle of Voluntarism (1856)

RoBERT BAIRD

Source: Robert Baird, Religion in America, rev. ed. (New York: Harper &
Brothers, 1856), 365-67.

We here close our notice of the development of the Voluntary Principle in the
United States; the results will appear more appropriately in another part of this
work. If it is thought that I have dealt too much in details, I can only say that
these seemed necessary for obvious reasons. There being no longer a union of
Church and State in any part of the country, so that religion must depend,
under God, for its temporal support wholly upon the voluntary principle:
it seemed of much consequence to show how vigorously, and how extensively,
that principle has brought the influence of the Gospel to bear in every direction
upon the objects within its legitimate sphere. In doing this, I have aimed at
answering a multitude of questions proposed to me during a residence and
travels in Europe.
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I have shown how, and by what means, funds are raised for the erection
of church edifices, for the support of pastors, and for providing destitute
places with the preaching of the Gospel—this last involving the whole subject
of our home missionary efforts. And as ministers must be provided for the
settlements forming apace in the West, as well as for the constantly increasing
population to be found in the villages, towns, and cities of the East, I entered
somewhat at length into the subject of education, from the primary schools up
to the theological seminaries and faculties.

It was next of importance to show how the press is made subservient to the
cause of the Gospel and the extension of the kingdom of God; then, how the
voluntary principle can grapple with existing evils in society, such as intem-
perance, Sabbath breaking, slavery, and war, by means of diverse associations
formed for their repression or removal; and, finally, I have reviewed the benefi-
cent and humane institutions of the country, and illustrated the energy of the
voluntary principle in their origin and progress.

The reader who has had the patience to follow me thus far, must have
been struck with the vast versatility, if I may so speak, of this principle. Not an
exigency occurs in which its application is called for, but forthwith those who
have the heart, the hand, and the purse to meet the case, combine their efforts.
Thus the principle seems to extend itself in every direction with an all-power-
ful influence. Adapting itself to every variety of circumstances, it acts wherever
the Gospel is to be preached, wherever vice is to be attacked, wherever suffering
humanity is to be relieved.

Nor is this principle less beneficial to those whom it enlists in the various
enterprises of Christian philanthropy, than to those who are its express objects. The
very activity, energy, and self-reliance it calls forth, are great blessings to the indi-
vidual who exercises these qualities, as well as to those for whose sake they are
put forth, and to the community at large. Men are so constituted as to derive hap-
piness from the cultivation of an independent, energetic, and benevolent spirit,
in being co-workers with God in promoting His glory, and the true welfare of
their fellow-men.

We now take leave of this part of our subject, to enter upon that for which all
that has hitherto been said must be considered preparatory—I mean the direct
work of bringing men to the knowledge and possession of salvation.

ESSAYS

The three essays below explore the reciprocal relationship between religion
and the antebellum frontier West. In the first, T. Scott Miyakawa describes
the influence of denominational western Dissenters on the institutions of
the secular society, and in turn their effect on the Dissenters. In the second
essay, Ferenc M. Szasz and Margaret Connell Szasz, both of the University
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of New Mexico, argue that the expanse of the immense territory of the West
allowed for a variety of religious belief systems to flourish in an environ-
ment of tolerance and openness. Robert E Berkhofer, Jr., of the University of
California-Santa Cruz, contends, however, that little variety existed among
Native American tribes as missionaries conformed the tribal peoples to the
ways of the dominant culture at the expense of traditional native life.

§52 The Heritage of the Popular Denominations

T. ScorT MI1vAkawa

Source: Protestants and Pioneers: Individualism and Conformity on the
American Frontier, by T. Scott Miyakawa. Copyright © 1964 by the
University of Chicago Press. Printed with permission of the University
of Chicago Press.

In the first decades of the nineteenth century, the small struggling Dissenting
sects grew rapidly to become the largest Protestant denominations in the
West and in the United States as a whole. As it happened in the Old World,
so too on the seaboard, the established churches and educated upper classes
modified Dissent in the East. In the West, Dissent was freer to realize its
potentialities. The Dissenting denominations were formed primarily to satisfy
the religious aspirations of their followers. At the same time, however, they
influenced the secular society and helped shape its institutions and in turn
were affected by it. Indeed, even before their great expansion in the West,
the Dissenting denominations had been in the forefront of the struggle for
religious liberty and had helped to found what has become the American pat-
tern of organized religion, the coexistence, with mutual toleration, of many
denominations and sects. The United States, as a number of observers have
noted, has a new pattern of organized religion which differs from both the
medieval and the Reformation churches. It involves both the unique values or
beliefs of each denomination and the common body of values which all the
major denominations share.

The first major thesis of the present study concerns the over-all organi-
zational and social aspects of the popular denominations and their implica-
tions for western society. Contrary to popular tendency today to correlate the
frontier with dissociated individuals, many western Dissenters were in fact
conforming members of society and disciplined formal organizations with
definite personal and social standards. . . . A corollary to this statement is that
the popular denominations helped to create a western society experienced in
using voluntary association to promote aims and mutual welfare not attain-
able by separate individuals. Dissent expected its members, however humble
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their circumstances, to assume responsibility for its activities and thus trained
many in organizational leadership. The Dissenters then extended their expe-
rience with religious associations to secular organizations and to politics to
realize additional objectives and to influence the government.

A concrete social contribution made by Dissent, as the result of a basic
organizational purpose—the formation of a vital fellowship—was to pro-
vide a means for hitherto complete strangers, migrants on the frontier, to
establish close personal relations quickly. Its discipline was avowedly aimed
at encouraging its members and their families to maintain high standards of
personal and social behavior and at preserving group unity. Anthropologists
often define these explicit functions as manifest functions and the various
unstated or implicit (and often unnoticed) services as latent functions. We
have considered how the local members upheld the discipline by watching
over one another, probing regularly into each person’s conduct and feelings,
and testifying on their spiritual condition. In conjunction with their beliefs
and attitudes toward each other and toward the outside world, such practices
could reduce certain anxieties and promote friendships, if not always unite
the local church as a whole. Even when quarreling factions formed within
a congregation, as among the Baptists during their great controversy, the
members within the cliques were brought close together. Present-day stories
about the frontier usually overlook this significant latent social function of
the Dissenting organizations and discipline. This potentiality for fostering
fellowship was perhaps another reason why the members accepted what to
us may seem an onerous discipline. Together with the fellowship, we should
mention other potential values many Dissenters found in their membership,
such as the encouragement of devotion to their calling and the opportunities
to improve such personal and social skills as speaking (both in public and
in groups), reading, conducting meetings and committee sessions, and even
some social etiquette. Perhaps these benefits might also be classified under
informal adult education.

Besides fulfilling latent functions for individual migrants, Dissent also
carried out many latent group functions. Settlers in early frontier society,
lacking many traditional informal and formal legal agencies of control, had to
take deliberate steps to maintain order and unity. The Dissenting fellowship,
discipline, and church courts were well-suited to confront such a situation.
The community could count on a solid core of disciplined citizens organized
for religious purposes, it is true, but also latently able to wield collective as
well as individual influence for peace and order. The popular denominations
thus had a direct impact on the larger society and also exerted additional pres-
sure as reference groups for many others in the community. Social scientists
often define as reference groups those whose approval other individuals and
groups seek. Obviously, reference groups may also set the standards which
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others follow on a single interest or over a wide range of behavior. Since non-
members regularly attending western Presbyterian and Dissenting churches
outnumbered the members severalfold, the Dissenting influence as reference
groups was apparently greater than it seemed on the surface. The rapid rise of
many members to economic and political prominence in the West would also
have enhanced their prestige as reference groups.

The second main thesis of this study involves the more specific institu-
tional and cultural traits of Dissent and their impact on western society: the
popular denominations strengthened or were the source of many institutions
and qualities, secular as well as religious, regarded as typically western and
sometimes as characteristically American. In addition to its voluntary orga-
nizational features, equalitarianism, and faith in the common man, Dissent
popularized the once peculiarly aristocratic Calvinistic system of calling, a
heritage which the larger society later secularized into the idealization of the
successful self-made man and his worldly achievements. The more contro-
versial attitude of earlier Dissent included its suspicion of scholarship and art
and its opposition to professionalism. With some notable exceptions, western
popular denominations accepted or were ambivalent toward racism and slav-
ery and, partly under revivalistic influence, long retained what some church-
men regarded as sectarian provincialism. . . .

Within their organization, Dissenting denominations eliminated nearly
all invidious distinctions, other than race, arising from accidents of birth and
condition. They sought members among the humbler people and encour-
aged leadership from their ranks. Long before the Jacksonian movement, they
opened all denominational offices to the many and infused their organizational
life with new vigor. This democratic faith was an important reason for their
strong opposition toward professional prerequisites to ordination. At the same
time, it is evident that western popular denominations had learned to value
formal organization, rules, and offices with definite responsibilities, though
the Baptists had to go through a bitter struggle before the main movement
could convince the antagonistic sectarians on the necessity for organization.
The Baptist anti-mission controversy turned on the distinction between one
form of sectarianism and the rising denominationalism more functionally
attuned to the complex secular society. Dissenting procedures were demo-
cratic and often flexible but orderly, and they encouraged members to assume
organizational responsibilities to enhance their rights. It is worth noting that
Tocqueville, who was investigating among other things how American society
with its individualism and equalitarianism could maintain order and avoid
new despotism, stressed the role of voluntary associations. Such associations
linked the citizens’ private interests to their social responsibilities. Conversely,
many members learned through participating in organizations how to be
more effective in their personal lives.
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Dissenters did not object to formal titles and offices which served func-
tional purposes and did not exclude natural talent from any office it could
hold. American Methodism created a formal episcopacy, which the British
movement never did, and gave the bishops great authority but it fought
attempts to require theological training for ordination. We may again reflect
on that amusing interlude when some western circuit riders strongly opposed
to theological seminaries wanted D.D. degrees automatically conferred on the
itinerants when they became full elders. Here too, we see that under these cir-
cumstances the degrees would not have symbolized any barrier to unschooled
but able men attaining office. In contrast to some Continental churches, for
Dissent the officers and clergy did not constitute a privileged elite or separate
order, but were basically fellow laymen entrusted with certain responsibilities
for the common welfare. Their spiritual leadership determined their fitness
to hold office, and holding office was not a right, as the Baptists among oth-
ers made amply dear by electing their ministers annually. Once elected, the
ministers and officers were responsible to the members and subject to lay
criticism—at least in the members’ view.

Since both Calvinism and Dissent emphasized the calling, it is difficult to
distinguish their respective influences in implanting this system in western life.
Initially in the West, even the Presbyterians had an almost sectarian attitude
toward many cultural interests and defined the calling more narrowly than did
the more urbane Old World Calvinists. Dissent was even narrower in its out-
look and tended to restrict the calling, aside from the ministry, to economic
or political activities. This “practical” approach to the calling substantially
democratized, while it restricted, this once rather aristocratic ethic which had
such profound consequences for both the religious and the secular life in the
United States (as shown by Max Weber, H. R. Niebuhr, Talcott Parsons, and
other authorities). This simplified system of calling apparently appealed to
many struggling settlers who were also encouraged to raise their aspirations.
European visitors were struck by the ceaseless working of Americans, even
the well to do. As expected, Bishop Asbury set an example by his untiring
labor and insistence that rest was for the next world. The Methodist Anning
Owen aptly summarized the Dissenting and western Presbyterian ideal with
his motto: “Work! work! work! this world is no place for rest.”

Devotion to this-worldly duties, we should remember, originally expressed
a religious ethic for other-worldly ends and was not a mundane preoccupa-
tion with materialism. Greed as such was always sinful. Strange as it may
seem to us today, sectarian Dissent feared intellectual and cultural pursuits
as potentially more dangerous distractions from the path to salvation than
it feared business. Within a few years, the more secularized version of the
calling came to value highly both personal achievement and rational produc-
tive industry alert to its opportunities, as distinct from purely exploitive ven-
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tures. Jacksonianism, as noted before, advanced these views politically when
it praised the honest toil of a productive farmer or artisan or creative business-
man, as opposed to the supposedly parasitical financial oligarchy. Later in the
century, this emphasis on achievement strengthened the demand for com-
petence which in turn increasingly meant professional training and higher
standards. The system of calling was an integral component of the Calvinistic
social and theocratic heritage, but at the same time was individualistic in
holding each person responsible for his relations with God and serving Him
through this-worldly duties. Dissent based its social control on its fellowship
and discipline which included the public behavior and business practices of
its communicants. Dissenters understood clearly that members would stray
and consequently had created disciplinary institutions—a tradition contrary
to some present day views that religion has little or nothing to do with busi-
ness or practical affairs.

The western Dissenting stress on the calling would seem to contradict its
persistent suspicion of scholarship and art. Opposition to cultural pursuits
was originally a feature of the sectarian efforts to “withdraw” from the world,
while the system of calling came from the Calvinistic ethic to enter, conquer,
and transform that same world. More and more Dissenters acquired wealth
and high political offices and their worldly successes were often attributed to
devotion to calling. Yet, the popular denominations continue to oppose most
efforts to establish professional standards, partly because they interpreted
such attempts as undemocratic plots to prevent able but formally unschooled
persons from realizing their potentialities. One tangible argument was that
some wealthy conservatives, with no more intrinsic love for disinterested
culture than the Dissenters and Jacksonians whom these conservatives dis-
dained, tried to use criteria of excellence as weapons against the emerging
democracy. The Dissenters, however, had a more basic, if perhaps uncon-
scious, reason for fearing art and higher learning as potential distractions.
Ambitious members were anxious to rise economically and politically as fast
as possible and needed justification for all the labor and capital they put into
their farms and businesses. Religious sanction elevated their work to a call-
ing. If we oversimplify the complex interrelationships, we may also observe
that Dissenting organization and calling helped to prepare the way for (was
latently functional to) the industrialization of the Middle West later in the
century. On the other hand, the suspicion of learning lingering in western
popular denominations probably delayed (was latently dysfunctional to) the
intellectual and theological efforts to understand this industrialization and
urbanization and to reformulate their traditional practices to meet the new
situation. As a result of this neglect, it is said, the popular denominations lost
many workingclass members.
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The popular denominational outlook was essentially what we would today
consider middle class and not that of a traditional peasantry or radical revo-
lutionaries. The Dissenters soon learned to appreciate elementary education
and practical training as valuable for their callings. Before 1850, however, the
majority could scarcely be expected to understand the extent to which religion
and practical knowledge depended upon the Western (that is, Occidental) cul-
tural heritage and its continuing development. While criticizing scholars and
artists, Dissent unconsciously assumed their existence outside its membership
and pragmatically utilized their contributions whenever convenient. Early
western Dissent was more apt to understand democracy as eliminating intel-
lectual standards than as providing better educational and cultural facilities
open to all to train religious and civic leadership and to enrich the common
life. Yet, in becoming the largest religious organizations in the American West
and in the United States as a whole, the popular denominations had achieved
new status. No longer a despised minority as they had been on the eighteenth-
century seaboard, they had to assume more and more responsibility for secular
culture as they increasingly had for western social and political welfare.

By the 1830’s it is possible to detect the first modifications in the group sen-
timent, as distinct from the earlier personal views of a few cultured Dissenters.
Thus, the Indiana Methodist Conference petition to the state legislature asking
for a change in the Calvinistic monopoly of the state university contained some
appreciative comments on learning, and the conference report recommending
the founding of a college referred to the intrinsic value of higher education
as well as to its importance in raising the quality of elementary education.
At least a growing number of denominational leaders were ceasing to regard
scholarship as an aristocratic plot to subvert democracy and beginning to see
it as an opportunity which should be open to the people. Nevertheless, the
persistent hostility to college-educated ministers shows how deeply imbedded
this suspicion was. To some extent, the ambivalence toward learning survived
longer among the western Dissenters than in eastern popular denominations
because the new western communities did not have an influential elite to set
rival standards that others could emulate. Instead, the Dissenters themselves
were among the important reference groups.

According to Dr. Mecklin and other authorities, revivalism was not inte-
gral to Dissent, but it profoundly influenced the Dissenting denominations
employing it. Western popular denominations considered the camp meetings
and other spectacular revivalistic features as “extracurricular” activities out-
side the official denominational program, even if today some popular stories
erroneously equate western religious life with revivalism. The major popu-
lar denominations used revivalism as a technique to win new converts and
to quicken the fervor of their members, but in the process were thoroughly
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permeated with the revivalistic spirit. Western revivalism, in contrast to the
later Finney and eastern reformistic revivalism, strengthened and prolonged
emotionalism, equalitarianism, and hostility to scholarship, learned ministry,
and broad civic outlook. Without assessing the views of the authorities on
revivalism, we can still conclude from the Moravian experience that a sect
could enjoy many cultural interests and from Quaker history that a sect could
have broad humanitarian and social ethical concerns. Perhaps significantly,
neither the Quakers nor the Moravians were directly involved in western
revivalism. The Friends severely criticized it. The western Presbyterians did
not acquire or reacquire their more churchly attitude toward cultural pursuits
until many years after they had explicitly rejected western revivalism, as dis-
tinct from Finney and eastern reformistic revivalism with its direct interest
in social welfare and education. The formal definition of a sect obviously
depended more on empirical experiences than on its essential inner logic. The
intense emotionalism and narrow outlook attributed to western revivalism
actually ran counter (was dysfunctional) to the Dissenting system of calling
with its stress on the sober, disciplined, and responsible members working in
the community.

The growing sectarian rivalry multiplied the number of denominations
coexisting in the West. At the same time, the early West experienced a less
frequently mentioned development, that of many local Dissenting churches
separating into two or more meetings instead of growing into larger units.
Aside from such external factors as the desire to have the church close to
home, the members could more easily maintain their active fellowship and
discipline in small intimate meetings than in large ones. Since the commu-
nicants supported the regional, state, and national units of their denomina-
tions, this institutionalization into small local congregations helped at first to
give Dissent its vitality and warm fellowship. However, later in the century
when membership and community requirements changed, many towns were
found to be without a single church large enough to provide such essential
services as competent parish work, pastoral counseling, and religious edu-
cation. We might also ask whether this sectarian rivalry and preference for
small, like-minded groups would discourage the acceptance of persons with
different interests. Each meeting could easily insist upon appreciably uniform
views while it tolerated divergent opinions in other sects. If a member did not
agree with his fellow communicants, he was likely to join another congrega-
tion of his denomination or possibly even another denomination. However
vital the earlier fellowships, adherents would have had less experience in their
church with “diversity within unity” than they might have had. Fortunately
for western society, interdenominational and other organizations, among
them political parties and civic associations, brought together the members
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of the various churches. The congenial, like-minded Dissenting fellowships
may have been an important source of the conformity which some profess to
find in many middle western communities.

Early nineteenth-century popular denominations institutionalized the
prevailing racist patterns and subordinated the Negroes (and other non-
Caucasians), to whom Dissent did not extend its equalitarianism. Race was
an obvious basis for barring talent from high denominational offices when the
Dissenters had eliminated almost all other invidious distinctions. So respect-
able was racism that no one attempted to conceal his prejudice. Except for
groups like the Quakers, early western Dissent found it convenient to assert
that pure religion had almost nothing to do with slavery or racism. In prac-
tice, the Dissenters had a double standard—the free Negroes and slaves were
to accept the dualistic ethic that as long as the “Africans” could worship, they
should not be concerned about their personal and social condition, while
the Dissenters reserved for themselves the ethic of calling with its empha-
sis on worldly success and duty to change conditions. Western revivalism
did not create the ancient dualistic view but did strengthen it by regarding
conversion as a “spiritual” experience and the social environment, including
discrimination and slavery under which members had to live, as belonging
to the “material” or “sensual” realm with which religion was little concerned.
In contrast to their eighteenth-century forbears who fought for religious
principles, the early nineteenth-century Dissenters—again with such excep-
tions as the Quakers—did not seriously oppose secular laws infringing on the
religious rights of the slaves. The British Baptist delegates in the 1830’ felt
impelled to remind their American hosts that the state laws against teaching
slaves to read conflicted with the Baptist religious duty to study the Scriptures
and that in denying offices to Negroes, American Baptists were contradicting
their professed principles.

The Dissenting organization of small congenial meetings combined conve-
niently with sectarianism to justify the institutionalization of their prejudices
against Negroes: the Negroes could form their own churches (under white
control in the South) instead of worshiping with others. The still rankling
troubles over race began when the Dissenters accepted the “white superior-
ity” thesis. While we may wonder about Southerners like Bishop Capers who
pioneered in the missions to the slaves and regarded Negroes as lacking some
rational faculties, similar views prevailed widely among western Dissenters.
Such well-meaning leaders as Peter Cartwright regularly referred to Negroes
in terms which would be shocking today. These practices reveal how general
was the often unconscious refusal to grant to the Negroes (and other non-
Caucasians) even elementary consideration for their personal feelings and
dignity. Many Dissenters who were opposed to slavery were at the same time
prejudiced against its victims. Racism enabled them temporarily to blur the
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contradiction between Dissenting equalitarianism and their discrimination
against Negroes—at the cost of further spreading this belief so highly dys-
functional to American democracy and corrosive to Dissenting ideals.

Finally, to return to the more general features of Dissenting control, we
might ask about its discipline by peers, and not by authoritative officials.
The experience was surely conducive to the development of voluntary asso-
ciations and feeling of equality, but under some circumstances could it have
also strengthened the conformistic rather than the individualistic heritage of
the popular denominations? In Dissenting faith each member was directly
responsible to God, and Dissent also expected each member to be responsible
in his calling, both strongly individualistic emphases. On the other hand, the
control by peer groups had conformistic tendencies by encouraging members
to heed the views of their equals, especially in the smaller settlements during
the period when the popular denominations were still suspicious of serious
intellectual and artistic pursuits which might have provided alternative means
of individual self-expression.

David Riesman and his associates have suggested in 7he Lonely Crowd
that in the nineteenth century the dominant personality type was what they
define as “inner directed,” but in the twentieth century the proportion of
“outer directed” characters is increasing. As a child, the inner directed person
is trained to become a relatively self-disciplined adult and above all to have
“generalized but nevertheless inescapably destined goals.” Yet, we have seen
that the popular denominations maintained group discipline over members
throughout adult life, while denomination teaching encouraged the Dissenters
(presumably good exemplars of inner direction) to strive strenuously in a call-
ing toward group-approved goals. Their inner direction, in short, was partly
(and only partly) conformity to peer control. Possibly, the proportion of outer
directed personality was greater or the proportion of inner directed personal-
ity was less in the nineteenth century than it might appear in retrospect. . . .

§53 Religion and Spirituality

FErReNC M. Szasz AND MARGARET CONNELL SzASz

Source: “Religion and Spirituality” by Ferenc M. Szasz and Margaret
Szasz, from The Oxford History of the American West, edited by Clyde A.
Milner 1II, et al. Copyright © 1994 by Oxford University Press, Inc. Used
by permission of Oxford University Press, Inc.

In the spring and summer of 1788, a number of eastern cities staged cel-
ebrations in honor of the new Constitution of the United States. The most
impressive of these “federal processions” occurred in Philadelphia, where, on
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4 July 1788, a crowd of about seventeen thousand watched five hundred
people file past in a mammoth parade. According to the eyewitness Francis
Hopkinson, the marchers grouped themselves by guild or profession, and
eighty-fifth in line (after the lawyers but before the doctors) strolled “the
clergy of the different Christian denominations, with the rabbi of the Jews,
walking arm in arm.” This public display of “charity and brotherly love” by
Philadelphia’s clergy proved a first, not only for America but probably for the
entire world. It pointed to the fact that religion in the new federal Republic
would play a vastly different role from anything that had gone before.

The clerics' optimism drew heavily from the political theory of James
Madison, the American Enlightenment figure who thought most deeply
about church-state relations. Acknowledging that a person’s faith could never
be determined by reason alone, Madison placed religious belief as the fore-
most of all natural rights. Since the state existed to protect these rights, it
should never unnecessarily interfere with the realm of faith. The Philadelphia
Convention of 1787 incorporated Madison’s ideas into the Constitution; in
1791, these ideas formed the heart of the First Amendment. Unlike those
nations with established churches, which included most of Europe, the
United States would never develop any official church. Except for nineteenth-
century denominational schools and missions among American Indians, no
American church could rely on state support. Rather, each denomination vo/-
untarily had to convince others that its position was the correct one. Almost
every religious group accepted these boundaries. Each faith would set forth its
position as best it could; “the people” would then choose their own religion.

The eminent twentieth-century theologian Paul Tillich once observed,
“Religion is the substance of culture and culture the form of religion.”
Certainly this proved true for the trans-Mississippi West. The religious his-
tory of the West is all-embracing. It cannot be limited simply to kivas or
churches, ceremonies or sermons, medicine men or clerics. Rather, west-
ern religion permeated the realms of politics, culture, and society. Perhaps
the key to understanding religion in the West was the land. The vastness
of this immense territory, with its many ecological subregions, provided a
multitude of homes for native belief systems, as well as for the diverse faiths
brought by European, African, and Asian immigrants. In the Great Plains,
Rockies, Southwest, Plateau, Great Basin, and Pacific Coast regions, a variety
of religious subcultures flourished. With a few notable exceptions, tolerance
and openness characterized the world of western faiths. In the generations
encompassed by our story, the West initiated a pattern of religious plural-
ism in American society—often without a culture-shaping mainstream—that
anticipated many developments of the late twentieth century.

We begin with the 1840s, a pivotal decade for both the religious and the
political fortunes of the nation. By this time, the main outlines of American
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religious history had been generally sketched out. The Roman Catholic church
had become the nation’s largest single denomination, a position it would
sustain to the present day. With growth fueled largely by immigration, the
church wrestled with multiethnic congregations and “foreign” image for over
a century. The same stream of immigration brought over 250,000 German
Jews, who soon scattered across the land. These Jews played vital entrepre-
neurial roles in the West, and some, such as the clothier Levi Strauss, rapidly
rose to the realm of legend. In 1844, when the Latter-day Saints prophet
Joseph Smith, Jr., died at the hands of an Illinois mob, the Saints numbered
only about 14,000. The pundits of the day predicted their imminent collapse,
but their subsequent move to the Great Basin region of Utah and Idaho gave
the church new life. The mainline Protestant churches (Methodists, Baptists,
Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Lutherans) congratulated
themselves that they had saved the trans-Appalachian region from “barba-
rism” through their “benevolent empire” of Bible, tract, Sunday school, and
education societies. All were looking for new fields to conquer.

Simultaneously, in an era dominated by ideas of “manifest destiny,”
many Americans pushed across the Mississippi to claim Indian lands in
Oregon country or Mexican California. Integral to this mass emigration,
the Christian clergy joined the exodus in a race both to convert the Indians
and retain the emigrating church members. During the antebellum era, the
mainline Protestant denominations wielded the most influence in national
affairs. Together, these groups composed what has been termed a “voluntary”
religious establishment. While they disputed among themselves over theol-
ogy and church polity, they agreed on essentials: Christianity had broken into
“denominations,” each of which had a distinct mission; Protestantism and
democratic republicanism were forever intertwined; America had become
God’s “New Israel”; and the churches felt compelled to carry their mission to
both whites and Indians west of the Mississippi.

The religious diversity that the European Americans brought west met an
equal diversity among the indigenous faiths of the Native Americans. When the
historian Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr., spoke of the “multiplicity of [the Indians’]
specific histories,” he referred primarily to their means of warfare, hunting,
fishing, and social organization. But the Native Americans’ varied ceremonial
life and relationship to the supernatural shared a similar “multiplicity.” Thus,
in the nineteenth-century West, heterogenous European-American religions
interacted with equally heterogeneous native religions. The resulting blends, as
seen in the Pueblo-Roman Catholic, Sioux-Episcopal, and Pima-Presbyterian
amalgamations, proved unique in the history of American faith.

Long before the voyages of Columbus, American Indians had engaged in
“religious borrowing and synthesis.” Thus, when they began to graft European
Christianity onto their own faiths, this was, as the anthropologist Robert
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Brightman has noted, “simply one more instance of a traditional receptivity
to religious innovation.” A major part of the history of native religion in the
West is the story of its interaction with this imported Christianity.

From the 1760s, native groups of southern California had encountered
the highly motivated. Franciscans, who forced them into mission enclaves
stretching from San Diego to San Francisco. The Franciscans retained their
hold over thousands of native Californians until the Mexican government
secularized the missions in the 1830s. In other regions of the Southwest,
including present-day southern Arizona and parts of Texas, natives had also
been influenced by Catholicism through missions founded in the late seven-
teenth and early eighteenth centuries. In the late 1500s, along the Rio Grande
valley in what is now New Mexico, Tanoan and Keresan speakers, as well as
the Zuni, had come under the control of these Hispanic Catholics, who occu-
pied the region for eight decades—an era dominated by bitter church-state
rivalry—before the natives drove them out in 1680. Don Diego de Vargas’s
reconquista of 1692 acknowledged native rights and marked the beginning of
a rich blending of native ceremonies and worldview with those of Hispanic
Catholicism, a blending that continues into the present. East of the Llano
Estacado, crossed by Coronado in the 1540s, former Southeast Woodland
tribes—Cherokees, Creeks, Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Seminoles—were set-
tling in. Even before the era of removal forced their emigration, most of these
groups had met Protestant missionaries. In general, the Christian messages
were well received, especially by the Cherokees, whose leadership, epitomized
by the mixed-blood John Ross, welcomed change and the incorporation of
European ways. Christianity and traditional values blended among these
Indians, historically known as the “Five Civilized Tribes,” during their early
decades in the Indian Territory.

Elsewhere in the West, however, native religions had remained beyond
the thrust of Christian missionaries. In the Northwest Coast and Columbia
River Plateau regions, Salishan, Sahaptian, Chinookian, and other linguis-
tic groups had begun extensive cultural borrowing with the opening of the
sea otter trade in the late eighteenth century, the startling visit of Lewis and
Clark, and the intense international rivalry for beaver. Bargaining for iron
pots, metal fishhooks, weapons, or the much desired blue beads had changed
their cultures. They had incorporated the epithets of the Boston men into the
Chinook trade jargon, and they had sharpened their shrewd trading skills in
the vast exchange network that stretched east via the Nez Percés. Moreover,
they had been weakened by European disease. But with the exception of a
band of Catholic Iroquois, who settled among the Salishan-speaking Flatheads
around 1820, and the quasireligious influence of the Hudson’s Bay Company,
this cultural borrowing had generally excluded Christianity. Not until the
1830s and 1840s, with the arrival of Oblate and Jesuit priests, plus mission-
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aries from various Protestant denominations, did the Northwest Coast and
Plateau people begin to address the many messages of Christianity. In the
central Rockies, much of the Great Plains, and the western Great Basin, these
missionaries arrived even later.

The Intertwining of Politics and Religion

In the mid-1840s, the Utes, Paiutes, and other natives living in the eastern
Great Basin met one of the most unusual religious groups in nineteenth-cen-
tury America. In no other area of the West were politics and religion more
closely intertwined, for this region is forever linked with the saga of the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (the Mormons). Western Protestant-
Catholic and Christian-Jewish tensions generally remained confined to harsh
words and editorials. Only Mormon-Gentile (i.e., non-Mormon) relations
crossed the line into mob violence. For many mid-nineteenth-century con-
temporaries, the Latter-day Saints pushed beyond the limits of America’s
famed religious toleration.

The story of the angel who led an upstate New York farm boy, Joseph
Smith, Jr., to the buried golden plates on Hill Cumorah is well-known. Seated
behind a curtain, Smith translated these plates to form 7he Book of Mormon,
first printed in 1830. Read literally, 7he Book of Mormon tells the story of
ancient Near Eastern peoples who migrated to the Americas: the Jaredites,
the Nephites, and the Lamanites (the latter designated as ancestors of the
American Indians). The account culminates with the visit of Jesus Christ,
shortly after His resurrection, to the Nephites. Read metaphorically, the book
depicts the success of those civilizations that follow the Commandments of
the Lord and the collapse of those that become filled with pride and arro-
gance. In either case, The Book of Mormon was America’s first indigenous holy
scripture.

The Mormons invoked controversy wherever they settled. Their new
scripture, Smith’s 130 special revelations from the Lord—especially those
concerning polygamy (an open secret, fueled by rumor, from the late 1830s
until officially proclaimed in 1852), Mormon “bloc voting,” and their alleged
violation of the church-state separation—all played on Gentile fears. The cul-
mination came on 29 January 1844, when Joseph Smith, Jr., announced that
he was a candidate for the presidency of the United States.

Consequently, what the novelist William Dean Howells once termed “the
foolish mob which helps to establish each new religion” proved a major factor
in early Mormon history. Many church leaders, including Smith, were either
tarred and feathered or thrown in jail on trumped-up charges. Their northern
origins made them especially suspect in slaveholding Missouri, where proslav-
ery settlers and politicians persecuted them mercilessly. As a Mormon hymn



254 Critical Issues in American Religious History

writer put it: “Missouri/Like a whirlwind in its fury,/And without a judge or
jury,/Drove the Saints and spilled their blood.”

When the Saints established the Mississippi town of Nauvoo, Illinois—a
well-run prototype for the later Mormon communities in the Great Basin—
local outrage could no longer be contained. On 27 June 1844, an angry mob
stormed the jail at Carthage, Illinois, to martyr both Joseph Smith, Jr., and
his brother Hyrum.

Virtually all observers expected the Saints to collapse with the death of
the prophet. Indeed, several schisms weakened them considerably. Sidney
Rigdon led a fragment to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; James J. Strang headed a
larger remnant that thrived in a communal setting on Beaver Island in Lake
Michigan, until his assassination; and Joseph Smith III, the prophet’s son
by his first wife, Emma Hale Smith, rejected polygamy to lead a group that
became the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, with
headquarters in Independence, Missouri. That the entire body of Saints did
not similarly fracture may be credited to the skills of the newly appointed
prophet, Brigham Young, and his decision to move to the West.

The historian Jan Shipps has argued that the great trek from Missouri and
Illinois to Utah formed the central event in Mormon history. The journey to
the Great Basin carried the Saints not simply to the promised land of Deseret
but also “backward” into a primordial sacred time. From this journey, Shipps
has suggested, the Mormons emerged as a distinctly new religious faith, as
different from Christianity as Christianity was from Judaism.

Both Mormon social practices and theology proved unique. The Saints
rejected the Christian trinity and downplayed the concept of original sin.
Their communalism, polygamy, and authoritarian church polity formed a
sharp contrast to the romantic individualism that dominated contemporary
American Protestantism. Believing that God “was once as we are now,” the
Mormons taught that most devout male Saints would eventually hold simi-
lar dominion over future worlds of their own. Their maxim phrased it thus:
“As God is at present Man may become.” Essentially universalists, the Saints
maintained that all of humanity would achieve salvation but that Mormon
believers would reach a higher degree of glory. The King James translation
of Scripture, The Book of Mormon (written in the King James idiom), and
Smith’s subsequent revelations were accorded equal divine status. The head of
the church was assigned the mantle of contemporary prophet.

The evolving Mormon folk religion transcended even the official pro-
nouncements from church leaders. The Saints celebrated special holidays:
Joseph Smith’s birthday, Brigham Young’s birthday, the birthday of the church;
the day of arrival in the Salt Lake Valley (still observed in Utah on 24 July
as Pioneer Day). They wove heroic legends of the “Great Trek” west and the
suffering of the later emigrants, some of whom pushed handcarts over twelve
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hundred miles to their new home. They commemorated the sego lily, whose
roots the early pioneers ate to avoid starvation, and seagulls, which arrived to
devour a plague of crickets that threatened to consume the Saints first wheat
crop. They danced and sang with vigor. When their hymns spoke of “Israel”
or the “Camp of Israel,” they claimed these concepts for themselves, and
thus the term Gentiles took on new meaning in the Mountain West. Like the
ancient Hebrews, the Saints forged a separate concept of “peoplehood” that
persists up to the present day.

The federal government, however, viewed the rise of a semi-independent
kingdom in the Great Basin with considerable suspicion. In the mid-1850s,
Congress accused Brigham Young of complicity in the harassment of Utah’s
federal officials. Spurred on by exaggerated coverage by the eastern press,
President James Buchanan ordered federal troops to Utah in 1857 to bring
the Saints into line.

The Saints viewed the arrival of the federal army as reminiscent of their
persecution in Missouri and Illinois. The Mormon leaders seriously consid-
ered relocating to Central America or elsewhere. Eventually cooler heads pre-
vailed, and the “Mormon War” ended without direct confrontation. But the
tension caused by the war did lead to bloodshed. In August 1857, a wagon
train of Missouri and Arkansas settlers crossed southern Utah, where they
were attacked by a band of Mormons and their Indian allies. This raid, in
which 130 people died, ranks as one of the worst examples of religious vio-
lence in American history. The Mountain Meadows Massacre, as it is known,
assumed a symbolic role in defining Mormon-Gentile relations.

Politics and religion were equally intertwined in the story of religious
expansion into the Pacific Northwest. In 1833, four Flathead and Nez Percé
Indians journeyed to St. Louis to inquire about Christian missionaries. This
seemingly inconsequential request would help to determine the course of the
history of the Northwest. It opened the door for missionaries and migrants
and thus became the basis for America’s claim to the Oregon Country.

The native appeal for “white religion” probably implied a desire for
increased knowledge of a general, all-defusing cultural power. In 1833 and
1837, other groups of Salishan and Sahaptian natives traveled the same path
to St. Louis. The retelling of the story created one of the most famous legends
of nineteenth-century western religious history. Catholic journals broadcast
the Indian journey as a call for “Black Robes” who said “Great Prayers” (the
Mass). Protestants declared that the Indians had requested the “white man’s
book of heaven.” Within a few years, both Catholic and Protestant mission-
aries had begun the arduous trek to the Columbia River Plateau and the
Northwest Coast.

In June 1840, the Jesuit Pierre Jean De Smet made the journey from St.
Louis to the Flatheads and Pend d’Oreilles. The next year he returned with
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two more Jesuits, Nicholas Point and Gregory Mengarini, thus inaugurating
what a later Jesuit termed “the grandest missionary work of the nineteenth
century in its religious, social, economical and political aspect.”

De Smet and his fellow Jesuits hoped to encourage the Indians to abandon
their nomadic life and adopt a settled agrarian existence. In September 1841,
De Smet began St. Mary’s Mission in the Bitter Root Valley of Montana. The
next year he helped create the Coeur d’Alene Mission of the Sacred Heart on
the St. Joe River. The St. Ignatius mission to the Flatheads, St. Paul’s to the
San Poils, and St. Michael’s to the Spokans soon followed.

Generally speaking, the Jesuits looked to their own history, especially their
“holy experiment” in the Central Highlands of South America, as a model for
this endeavor. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Jesuits
had established a string of over thirty settlements (called reducciones, from
the Spanish reducir, “to bring together”) in the region that is now largely
Paraguay. Centered around a market square and a plaza, these communities
consisted of several thousand Indians managed by only a handful of clerics.
The Jesuits taught the Natives European forms of agriculture, music, architec-
ture, and religion during an experiment that lasted over a century.

Although De Smet’s dream of establishing “a new Paraguay,” never
occurred, these Northwest missions did serve many functions similar to those
of their earlier counterparts. St. Ignatius provided a hospital, sawmill, flour
mill, and printing press. All missions boasted schools that taught theology,
English, and other skills. Rumor had it that every Jesuit mission contained at
least one resident genius. Father Anthony Ravalli certainly qualified. During
his career at St. Mary’s he served as doctor, architect, sculptor, linguist, and
expert manager. De Smet himself also proved a skilled negotiator. His peace-
keeping efforts on the northern plains saved hundreds of lives, and many
regional native leaders held him in esteem.

De Smet also drew on the romantic appeal of the American West to
encourage numerous European novices and priests to follow his footsteps.
Over the course of the century, perhaps two hundred Jesuits crossed the ocean
to serve missions in the northern Rockies and Plateau regions. In spite of
this effort, however, the string of Jesuit missions never fulfilled their found-
ers’ hopes. The harsh climate of the region proved unsuitable for extensive
agriculture, and the Indians preferred their traditional hunting, fishing, and
gathering cycle to a settled mission life. (To follow the tribe, for example,
Sacred Heart Mission moved three times in thirty-six years.)

Some of these Jesuit missions remain modest tourist attractions today,
such as St. Ignatius in Montana or the Cataldo Mission (Sacred Heart) in
Idaho. As an entity, however, these missions are not well-known outside
the region, and they pale when compared with their internationally known
California counterparts. The life of De Smet is respected, but it has never
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engendered the romance that surrounds California’s mission founder, the
Franciscan Junipero Serra.

The Methodists were the first Protestant denomination to respond to
the Indian journey to St. Louis. In 1834, Rev. Jason Lee, his nephew Rev.
Daniel Lee, and three lay associates traveled to the Northwest Coast, settling
in the Willamette Valley. Within a few years the Presbyterians sent out Revs.
Elkanah Walker and Cushing Eells and their wives, Dr. Marcus and Narcissa
Whitman, and Rev. Henry and Eliza Spalding. Narcissa and Eliza were the
first European-American women to cross the Rockies into the Columbia
River Plateau. Unlike Jason Lee, these missionaries were drawn to the Plateau
tribes: Walker and Eells to the Spokans at Tshimakain; the Spaldings to the
Nez Percés at Lapwai; and the Whitmans to the Walla Wallas and Cayuses at
Waiilatpu. Like the Jesuits, the Whitmans built a gristmill, sawmill, black-
smith shop, and school; their mission also served as an “emigrant house” for
Oregon Trail travelers.

In 1842, when the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign
Missions determined to close these missions to the Plateau tribes, an equally
determined Whitman traveled east in a dangerous mid-winter trek to argue
their case. Like the Nez Percé-Flathead trip to St. Louis, Whitman’s dramatic
journey to the East has also ballooned into legend. Those who argue that
Whitman “saved Oregon” through his travels neglect the fact that by the
1840s, Midwesterners with “Oregon fever” were already beginning the migra-
tion that led to the resolution of the Oregon boundary issue. The Whitmans’
contribution to the American cause may have come later. When Congress
learned of the November 1847 native uprising against the Waiilatpu Mission
and of the deaths of Marcus, Narcissa, and others, it responded by creating a
government for the Oregon Territory, the first official American government
established west of the Rockies.

As Protestant and Catholic missionaries competed among the tribes liv-
ing in the Northwest Coast, Plateau, and northern Rockies, they carried out
in microcosm the most persistent American religious theme of the century:
Protestant-Catholic hostility. This theme echoed and reechoed through-
out the West, where it affected both native and immigrant. The Protestant
and Catholic “ladders” developed in the Northwest Coast and the Plateau
reflected this antagonism. Borrowing from the Salishan concept of a sahale
stick (“wood from above”), the French-Canadian father Francois Norbert
Blanchet created a large (six-feet-by-two-feet) paper chart with a time line
portraying the life of Christ and basic Christian principles. One version of the
“Catholic ladder” depicted Martin Luther as branching off on a road that led
to hell. By contrast, Spalding’s “Protestant ladder” for the Nez Percés peopled
the road to hell with worldly popes and immoral priests. . . .
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Many European immigrants to the Pacific Northwest, like the natives,
responded to the missionaries with indifference. By the late twentieth cen-
tury, this area was widely acknowledged as “the least churched region” of
the nation. The nineteenth-century boasts “the Sabbath shall never cross the
Missouri” and “no Sunday west of St. Louis” proved prescient. They pointed
to the fact that the eastern religious institutions would have difficulty estab-
lishing themselves in the wide-open society of the trans-Mississippi West.

Nowhere was the secular image of the new West more pronounced than
in California. In 1849, the cry of “Gold, Gold, from the American River”
drew thousands around the Horn, across Panama, or over the trail to San
Francisco. The chief goal of forty-niners was seldom that of the spirit. “The
Americans,” complained a visiting Catholic priest, “think only of dollars, talk
only of dollars, seek nothing but dollars.”

Nevertheless, a group of clerical forty-niners did their best to stem the
tide. By one estimate, four denominations had established about fifty small
churches throughout the early “Mother Lode” country. A Unitarian pulpit ora-
tor, Thomas Starr King, tried to replicate Boston’s values in San Francisco dur-
ing the 1850s and early 1860s while the Congregationalist Timothy Dwight
Hunt attempted to “make California the Massachusetts of the Pacific.”

Such was not to be. The historian Kevin Starr has noted that the tumultu-
ous nature of California life could never be confined within traditional reli-
gious norms, be they New England parish, Virginia plantation, or Mexican
village. California manifested a religious “openness” from its earliest days.

California life also muted all the traditional religious antagonisms. The fact
that the territory’s first American governor, Peter H. Burnett, was a Catholic
convert played absolutely no role in his political career. As a Catholic arch-
bishop noted in 1864, his church “did not face the prejudice which is encoun-
tered elsewhere.” A generation later, California’s small Seventh-Day Adventist
community led a successful fight to repeal the state’s Sunday regulations. In
the cities, the African Methodist Episcopal and African Methodist Episcopal
Zion churches provided strong voices for racial equality. John Muir’s “religion
of nature,” a transcendental appreciation for the magnificence of Creation
(with little or no role for a redeemer), also drew a number of followers.
Worship services by Asian faiths generally went unmolested. In religion, as in
so many other areas, California became “the great exception.”

Politics and religion were equally intertwined in the American Southwest.
In Texas, the nineteenth century was a postmission era. The Franciscan mis-
sions, especially those among the Caddo, established in the early 1700s in part
to counteract French movement in the lower Mississippi Valley, were defunct,
and in the 1840s only a handful of priests still served the Texas Catholic com-
munity. After the independence movement established freedom of religion,
Jean Marie Odin, the first bishop of Galveston, oversaw the rejuvenation of
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Texas Catholicism. In addition to the Mexicans, his diocese consisted largely
of European immigrants. For example, a band of German Catholics settled
the hill country during the mid- 1840s, and the Polish Franciscan Leopold
Moczygemba led a group of Silesian Poles to Panna Maria in 1856. By the
1850s, however, American immigration had thrust the Baptists, Methodists,
and Disciples of Christ into dominance. These evangelical groups have played
a major role in Texas religious history to the present day.

The political-religious connection was even more sensitive in the lands
taken from Mexico in 1848. All of the Hispanos of the American Southwest
were titular Catholics, but everywhere the faithful had long suffered from
want of clerical attention. In southern Texas, Arizona, California, and espe-
cially New Mexico, the Hispanic settlers had responded to the dearth of
priests by creating their own version of folk Catholicism.

This included an intense respect for local patron saints, many of whom
were credited with frequent miracles, and a strong Mariolatry, represented
by devotion to the Virgin of Guadalupe. The Hispanic communities of the
borderlands celebrated a steady round of religious holidays: 17 January, the
feast of San Antonio, a day for the blessing of the animals; 24 June, San Juan’s
Day, which became associated with the first fruits and vegetables of the sea-
son; the feast of Corpus Christi, celebrated in the seventh week after Easter;
the solemn 1 November, All Saints’ Day, and 2 November, All Souls’ Day.
December was the climax month of celebration, with Los Pastores, a Spanish
medieval miracle play, plus a reenactment of the nine days that Mary and
Joseph wandered in search of shelter in Bethlehem before the birth of Jesus.
The historian Arnoldo De Leon argued that the faith of the Rio Grande
borderlands expressed “an attitude consonant more with life experience than
theology.”

Folk Catholicism permeated the territory of New Mexico. The healing
skills of curanderas, the lay brotherhood of Penitentes, and the folk carvings
of Santos, bultos, and retablos reflected a deeply held cultural faith. From the
early nineteenth century forward, the little chapel at Chimayo, New Mexico,
known as “The Lourdes of the Southwest,” as drawn those seeking healing.
This pervasive New Mexico folk Catholicism proved remarkably tolerant of
the influx of Anglo Protestants.

The same basic toleration may be seen in the story of western Judaism.
From the 1850s, Jews composed perhaps 10 percent of San Francisco’s mer-
chant community. Relying on a credit network that included family members
and coreligionists, Jewish families provided vital economic services, both in
rural areas, such as New Mexico, and urban centers, such as San Francisco,
Portland, Los Angeles, Denver, and Seattle.

Contemporary visitors marveled at how well the western Jews had suc-
ceeded. In the Los Angeles 1876 centennial celebration, a young Jewish
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woman portrayed the “Spirit of Liberty” while a rabbi helped preside over the
festivities. In San Francisco’s first Elite Directory (1870-79), Jews composed
over one-fifth of the city’s “elite.” The historians Harriet Rochlin and Fred
Rochlin have counted over thirty nineteenth-century western Jewish mayors,
plus countless sheriffs, police chiefs, and other elected officials. Although one
can find traces of anti-Semitism, it played a much smaller role in western
life than n the contemporary South or Northeast. The historian Eldon Ernst
has concluded that California’s failure to produce a “religious mainstream”
allowed all faiths to flourish on roughly equal basis. The same could be said
for many other subregions in the trans-Mississippi West. . . .

§54 Temples in the Forest

RoBErT F. BERKHOFER, JR..

Source: Salvation and the Savage by Robert E Berkhofer, Jr., pp. 44-63,
68-69. Copyright © 1972 by The University of Kentucky Press. Reprinted
with permission of University of Kentucky Press.

The propagation of the Gospel was the professed goal of all missionary
societies, and the creation of self-sustaining native churches was the abiding
hope of all missionaries. Although each denomination in theory furthered
the same Church and preached the same Gospel, each considered its pre-
sentation the superior view and hoped its meetinghouse would be the abode
of the Indian convert. To the people of the period, considerable differences
existed between denominations and their work. Yet in observing their efforts
in the Indian tribes, little variety is seen because of . . . uniform extrareligious
assumptions. . . . For this reason, [what follows] will stress the similarity of the
missionaries religious approach rather than the specific theological doctrines
and practices, believed so vital at the time, which separated Protestants.

Two means existed for the spread of the Gospel—oral and printed. The
oral method was more widely used, particularly at the beginning of a mission.
Missionaries were instructed to preach and talk at every opportunity, and
they heeded their orders. When a Sioux requested from Stephen Riggs a piece
of cloth to make a sacrifice to the great spirit, the missionary lectured the
Indian on Christ’s sacrifice and refused the favor. Another time this mission-
ary occupied the place just vacated by the medicine man to tell a dying girl
about Heaven. One missionary’s wife resorted to an interesting stratagem to
gain access to the pagan town upon the Cattaraugus Reservation of Senecas.
She loaded a harmonium on a wagon and played at the edge of the town,
knowing the Indians could not resist music of any kind. After many weeks
of playing and singing, she gained their confidence sufficiently to meet her
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in their schoolhouse. After the usual instrumental and vocal music, she knelt
to pray. Fear gripped her listeners. The frightened pagans rushed for the door
and leaped from the windows in panic.

In a less dramatic manner the missionaries usually itinerated from house
to house and grove to grove at the commencement of missions. Rarely was
the opposition to preaching so great that the missionary was compelled to
talk only to people at scattered huts or on the edge of crowds as happened
among the Creeks during one period. Occasionally a missionary preached
with amazing success upon entering a tribe, because the Indians were curious
and knew nothing about missionaries. Samuel Parker met such enthusiasm
among the Nez Percés in 1837. He explained to a few chiefs the significance
of the Sabbath and asked them to construct a shaded place to preach. Lured
by the novelty of the occasion, an audience of four or five hundred men,
women, and children knelt before the blackcoat dressed in their best cloth-
ing. In a more usual circumstance, the missionary gradually assembled a small
Sabbath audience after much visiting, without the secrecy of the Creek efforts
or the extraordinary numbers of Nez Percé labors.

When the missionaries first arrived in a new field, they optimistically
wrote their home boards describing in glowing terms how ripe the field was
for a harvest of converts; they soon discovered Indians attended the Sabbath
services as infrequently as they did school. When the Indians did attend the
meetings, apathy at best and hostility at worst prevailed. At an lowa mission-
ary’s meeting, the women continued their work in the tent without paying
any attention to the preaching and made so much noise that no one else
could hear the preacher. The women in typical Indian fashion, the mission-
ary noted, “seem to view it as a council into which the principal men only are
necessary.” An Indian advised this missionary to offer the traditional feast if
he wished their attendance, and one of his fellow laborers offered each atten-
dant at Sabbath meeting a slice of bread with molasses. Although his board
disapproved of his bribery, his audience increased. During cold weather a
warm, snug meetinghouse lured more listeners than the cheering Word, but
spring dispelled such a congregation. Even if the audience was attentive and
assented to all said, it was mere Indian courtesy at most times.

Even after long contact with missionaries, Indian congregations were not
regular. Among the Cherokees in 1855 a missionary noted attendance as vari-
able after a half century’s mission work. Attendance figures at the popular
communion seasons varied from a high of 200 to a low of 145. With such
extraordinary occasions deducted, the maximum figure equaled only 140 and
the minimum figure totaled only fourteen one cold winter’s day. As in the
schools, the missionaries could not secure punctual attendance at a given
time, and so Sabbath services were often repeated three or four times a day.
Other missionaries discovered Sabbath attendance depended directly on the
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number of house visits made during the week. In some cases religious instruc-
tion could only be accomplished by visits to the Indian lodges.

Attendance at church as at school was a result of transformed values.
Halfbreeds early attended church and were converted. The longer a tribe was
in contact with whites and missionaries, the larger the congregation. This
slow process embittered many a missionary to think as one missionary’s wife
complained: “But should an angel, or the Lord of glory himself come and
preach to them, I see no reason to believe they would regard the message.”
In spite of disappointment, most missionaries doggedly remained in the field
and hoped and prayed. At times their prayers seemed answered when a revival
swept through a tribe. To aid the revival spirit, the Methodists and American
Board missionaries held protracted meetings and camp meetings, especially
among the southern Indians.”

Even with an audience gathered, the missionaries found preaching
the Word difficult in an alien language. At the mission’s commencement,
interpreters were employed. Frequently it was next to impossible to obtain
such help, for these essential intermediaries were already hired by traders or
demanded high wages. The missionaries considered most of these hirelings
immoral or infidels and wondered whether such a “cracked vessel,” should
carry the precious Gospel tidings. Trans-Mississippi American Board and
United Foreign Missionary Society missionaries at a joint meeting decided
the Lord’s Word could work its miracles even if interpreted by these people.
Many other workers recognized the simple necessity of having interpreters
regardless of their purity.

Because the missionaries believed a “simple” people must possess a “simple”
language, they considered the Indian languages deficient in abstractions suit-
able for theology. From this conception flowed two complaints. Missionaries
found the language barren of concepts to express God’s relation to man in
terms of king, government, and court, which were alien to Indian think-
ing. In addition many thought an interpreter must be converted in order to
enrich his vocabulary through his own pious experience. The missionaries
only realized their assumption unfounded after long study revealed an Indian
language rich in abstraction sufficient for all religious purposes.

For the most effective preaching, the missionary had to learn the native
language. He approached the task with confidence, for he assumed that the
language was so simple that he would master it in a short time. After a year
or so, he realized the language was far more complex than he at first thought
and extraordinarily difficult to learn. After much study he sometimes con-
cluded he would never fully learn the language. Cyrus Kingsbury admitted
he had not mastered the Choctaw language after twenty years of residence in
the tribe. In 1851 none of the Cherokee missionaries of the American Board
preached in Cherokee, though the mission had been founded thirty-six years
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earlier. Some missionaries did compile dictionaries and even preached in the
aboriginal languages, but these were few.

Even with the words at hand, the missionaries differed over what the
Word should be. Some ministers and the Quakers believed it best merely to
advance a system of morality—the “simple and intelligible moral precepts of
Gospel, which have a reforming and purifying influence on the temper and
conduct.” Most Protestants preferred urging their religions” “most sublime
and distinctive truths” on the natives from the very commencement of the
mission. After adopting the latter view, most missionaries and their patrons
argued to what extent subtle and complex doctrines should be propagated.
All agreed that man’s fall, his subsequent depravity, the redemption of man
through Christ’s atonement, and his future happiness or misery after death
dependent upon his life on earth were doctrines of primary importance. But
should predestination and the details of sacred history, for instance, be taught
the natives? Should sectarianism be propagated?

Debate on these questions continued throughout the seventy-five years
under study. Moravians felt only Christ’s suffering and death affected heathen
hearts and eschewed all discussion of God’s majesty as tending to alienate the
Indians and all talk of denominational differences as confusing to their hear-
ers. Similarly the New York Missionary Society in 1799 instructed its mis-
sionaries to stress only the great doctrines of divine revelation. In the 1790s
John Sergeant did not instruct his Stockbridge charges in the “high points,
such as predestination, and the origin of evil,” but preached “faith, repen-
tance, and morality,” while his neighboring colleague, Samuel Kirkland, dis-
coursed to the Oneidas on all the intricate points of Calvinism. In 1821 the
United Foreign Missionary Society directed its men to adapt their preaching
to the capacity of their hearers by employing simple terms, short sentences,
and plain language as well as dwelling only on the more prominent doc-
trines of the divine truth. On the other hand, the American Board desired its
agents to preach the law of God in all its holy strictness as well as the fullness
of the Saviour’s mercy and love. Many of the board’s missionaries lectured
on subjects bound to confuse the Indian. A Nez Percé missionary presented
a detailed chronological view of the Bible and prepared maps showing the
Israelites’ journey to Canaan. This missionary also orated at length on Protes-
tant church history with its many denominational differences.

Regardless of the missionaries’ position in this debate, they had to teach
the Indians the conception of sin before they could save them. To this mighty
task of value transformation, the missionaries bent their every effort. A sincere
belief in the depravity of human nature divided the Christian Indian from his
pagan brother just as it did among the whites. Only after an acceptance of
human depravity was hope on Christ’s atonement meaningful. In fact, only
prior acceptance of man’s fall made Christ’s sacrifice sensible. So important
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was the concept of sin that the Bishop of Mann in his book, 7he Knowledge
and Practice of Christianity Made Easy to the Meanest Capacities; or, an Essay
towards an Instruction for the Indians made his dialogue, “Of the Corruption
of Our Nature,” second only to the explanation of God.

For this reason missionaries of all denominations endeavored to convince
the Indians of their sinfulness. The first missionary sent out by the New York
Missionary Society directors was charged to impress on the “rude minds” of
the Cherokees “that all have sinned and come short of the glory of God—r#har
by the works of the law no flesh living can be justified—that sinners are justified,
freely by God's grace, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus—and that
his blood cleanseth from all sin.” One of Kingsbury’s first sermons to this
tribe nearly two decades later endeavored to “explain and enforce the doc-
trine of total depravity.” In his first sermon to the Nez Percés, Samuel Parker
explained man’s fall, the transgressors deserts, and Christ’s atonement. Later,
Marcus Whitman pressed this tribe with “their lost ruined and condemned
state in a particular manner, in order to remove the hope that worshiping will
save them. It has stired [sic] up no little opposition of heart to the truth,” he
wrote, “but I trust it may result in striping [sic] them from a reliance which
I think was given them [by Catholic missionaries], before we came into the
country; that worshiping will aid them.” Baptists and Methodists also empha-
sized this sinfulness. A Methodist missionary to Choctaws explained clearly
his successful approach to Indian conversion: “Our plan of preaching to them
was, to convince them of their guilt, misery, and helplessness by reason and
experience: not appealing to the Scriptures as the law by which they were
condemned, but to their own knowledge of right and wrong; and the misery
felt from the consciousness that they have done wrong. The gospel proffer-
ring to them an immediate change of heart, was seized by them as Heavens
best blessing of ruined man.”

At the heart of the conversion experience was a deep emotional convic-
tion of one’s depravity. A vivid example of such an emotional foundation was
Jason Lee’s letter about Sampson, a scholar who was a backslider.

While one after another of his former associates had humbled themselves
under the mighty hand of God, and came out rejoicing in God their sav-
iour, Sampson had remained unmoved, and seemed to stand aloof, as if he
had neither part nor lot in this matter. One of the boys commenced pray-
ing for Sampson, and such a prayer—oh! Who could hear it without having
his sympathies moved for the poor culprit, on the brink of ruin? The Lord
seemed, in a moment, to roll a burden of soul upon all his children present for
poor Sampson. Their faith seemed to seize, instinctively, upon the promises
of God with a death-like grasp, and claim them in his behalf. I heard the deep
groan—the impassioned sigh. I gazed around upon the sight with astonish-
ment, and it seemed to me that I was left alone in the plains of unbelief.
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I knew indeed, the Lord had power to save; I hoped he would save; but I
doubted whether he would save 7ow. Not so with the children, not so with the
brethren present. Feeling deepened. Intensity increased to agony. Each, as if a
host in himself and bent on victory, offered supplications; and these commin-
gling with many sighs and tears, borne on the wings of faith, came up before
the eternal throne. I looked again, and behold, Sampson was in the midst of
a group, who, in their agony, had gathered about him to wrestle in his behalf;
and behold, he trembled like a leaf in the wind. He sprung up on his feet, and
with a faltering voice, a tremulous tongue, and quivering lips, which almost
refused to give utterance to his words, he stammered out, “My friends, I have
been a great sinner. I fraid I go to hell. Pray for me, my friends, I pray for
myself.” Down he went on his knees, and with strong cries and tears confessed
his sins, and cried out in agony for mercy. The emotions within were too big
for utterance, and he could only groan (I was about to say) unutterable groans.
... The enemy seemed determined not to give up his victim. The conflict was
severe, but the united prayer of faith prevailed. The struggle ceased, bless the
Lord. “Praise the Lord” was heard in soft accents throughout the room. Soon
Sampson arose, with a smile on countenance, and said, “My friends, I happy
now, the Lord has blest my Soul.”

Without such emotional conviction full acceptance of certain Christian
practices was not possible. Unless the supposed convert accepted his sinful-
ness, he confused repentance with oral confession, failed to appreciate Christ’s
atonement, considered goodness to be mere external good behavior, and
believed Heaven was the just reward for following mere external forms of reli-
gion. Yet for a missionary to determine whether the convert genuinely prac-
ticed religion or merely masqueraded under a set of practices and words, he
had to judge the genuineness of the conversion experience. The Baptists and
Methodists found their converts fully aware of their sinfulness. Isaac McCoy
reported his converts’ evidence of “their discovery of the depravity of their
natures and of their entire inability to contribute in any degree to their own
salvation is remarkable.” Missionary after missionary of the American Board,
on the other hand, complained in much the same words as a Chippewa mis-
sionary, that even the church members “have never manifested such pungent
convictions of sin, as I have desired to see, though I have taken much pains
to instruct them correctly with regard to the nature of sin.” If the missionary
believed the Indians lacked a strong sense of sin, then he judged their religion
to be mere outward display.

In light of such experience, the missionaries who were pessimistic about
the Indians’ convictions questioned whether the proofs of conversion should
be as strict for red as for white Christians. Acculturation probably had much
to do with the evidences given, for the red convert was more familiar with
white expectations and practices after increased contact. Two American Board
missionaries averred that proofs of piety among the Tuscaroras and Cherokees



266 Critical Issues in American Religious History

were the same as among whites. A factor equally powerful in judging the con-
version experience was the missionary’s and denomination’s strictness in ques-
tioning the conversion narrative and observing the fruits of the conversion.

The only objective test of true conversion was its effect on the convert’s
life. Redemption from depravity made a difference in the conduct and psy-
chology of the newborn Christian observable both to his fellow Christians
and unredeemed tribesmen. His Christian brethren theoretically expected
“fear, disquiet, anxiety, disharmony in personal relations, anger, malice, jeal-
ousy, hatred, cruelty, selfishness, give place to faith, confidence, joy, sympa-
thy, peace, love, gentleness, meekness, unselfishness, and a purpose to live a
life of service.” They further looked for profound changes in the “very self”
which were not “wrought by the subject but upon him by a power greater
than himself; . . . the subjects’ whole world acquired new meaning; . . . the
change included a new sense of freedom and power, an enlargement of self,
and attainment of a higher level of life both in a spiritual sense (relation to
God) and in relations to others.”

But church membership depended not solely on conversion and pious
experience but also on doctrinal knowledge. The extent to which even the
most Christian Indian comprehended the doctrines of his church was open to
inquiry. The New York Missionary Society dispatched a special agent to inves-
tigate just this question among the Tuscaroras in 1806. He discovered all the
candidates for church membership gave “a pretty satisfactory account of their
sense of & sorrow for sin: of their dependence on the mercy of God through
Christ for pardon & acceptance. But their knowledge and views of the person
of Christ, of the way of salvation, through him, and of the exercises of the
soul in believing appeared to me considerably imperfect.” They could not, for
example, distinguish between God and Christ. But a Methodist bishop was
surprised the Wyandots understood the doctrine of “trinity in unity” so well.
The Brothertown Indians understood the subtleties of doctrine sufficiently
to divide into parties in favor of election versus free salvation. Yet a Seneca
Quaker saw no difference between the Presbyterians and the Friends other
than that the former sang at their services. After several years of mission-
ary activity two Weas thought Methodism and Presbyterianism exactly alike.
Such ignorance resulted not only from the deliberate obscuring of denomina-
tional differences at times but also from the Indians’ lack of comprehension.
Though an extensive knowledge of Scriptural history and appreciation of
complex doctrinal views were infrequently found in even the most accul-
turated tribes, the fundamental “Truths” were understood by many in the
farthest outposts of missionary expansion after a few years of Gospel propaga-
tion. Failure to convert was not from lack of knowledge, a missionary pointed
out, but from “Human depravity, fortified by degrading superstition.” The
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missionaries did not know, as anthropologists do today, that basic values
change very slowly.

The extent of doctrinal knowledge and pious experience necessary for
admittance to church membership varied among denominations. Almost
every denomination possessed a standard procedure of examination into
these two subjects and observation of the candidates’ “walk and conversation”
before a convert gained formal church membership. Moravian requirements
were strictest. A converted person seeking entrance into the church of this
denomination first enrolled for instruction as a candidate for baptism after
learning some of the basic doctrines. Upon passing an examination, he was
baptized and he became a candidate for communion, during which period
he received further instruction. Finally after another examination he was
admitted to communion and therefore church membership. These require-
ments proved so arduous to Cherokees that the Moravian Church in the
tribe contained only eight members after twenty years of missionary effort.
Membership in the Methodists and Baptists appeared easiest. A prospective
Methodist member met with the leader of a society for a trial of six months or
more, after which time he was recommended for membership, examined by
a minister before the church members for correctness of faith and willingness
to observe the church rules, and admitted to the denomination. Privileges of
Baptist membership were accorded in a similar manner. After satisfying all the
church members of his real piety, a person was baptized and received in full
membership. Between these positions lay Congregationalist and Presbyterian
practice. Usually a person was examined as to his belief in sin and the atone-
ment of Christ before he was admitted as a candidate for baptism by these
denominations. After suitable instruction in the Shorter Catechism or by other
methods, he was again examined by the church members if Congregational
or by the minister and church elders if Presbyterian, baptized, and admitted
to communion, that is, church membership. For baptism in the Episcopalian
Church, some basic doctrinal knowledge was necessary; after receiving that
sacrament, the candidate was catechised until confirmed by the bishop and
admitted to communion. The Quakers did not encourage Indians to form
First Day Meetings until sufficiently under the exercise of the spirit, and
membership was long in coming and difficult to determine.

Every missionary society warned its workers to maintain the purity of the
church by cautious admittance of members. Fears were expressed constantly
that incomplete conversion led to apostasy which hurt not only the specific
denomination but the entire cause of Christ in the eyes of the heathen. For
this reason various denominations accused each other of lax membership
requirements by admitting persons without sufficient faith or knowledge.
Protestants attacked Catholicism as mere “baptized heathenism,” and the
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Catholics reciprocated the epithet with venom. Both the American Board
and Baptist missionaries complained that Methodists allowed all persons
who merely signified their intentions to join a society. Presbyterian and Con-
gregationalist missionaries thought the Baptists fostered unsound doctrine
and “ignorant fanaticism” as much as the Methodists. Yet a strict American
Board laborer found the Baptist missionaries and their native assistants among
the Cherokee fully orthodox and knowledgeable. Requirements varied from
missionary to missionary as from denomination to denomination, but no
society allowed a person into the church without proof of conversion and
doctrinal knowledge. Many of the bickering letters to society headquarters
reveal more about interdenominational jealousy than actual facts.

In many ways the process leading to and the reaction after church mem-
bership resemble the “rites of passage,” which ease a transformation of social
relations. The instruction and examinations guided the new convert on the
path to his new life. As such, these rites marked a change from heathen
aboriginal life to Indian Christianity, or as the Christian Professor’s Assistant, a
Baptist handbook for Delaware Indians, noted, “to become a church member
is to leave the ranks of Satan, and join the friends of Christ; it is to give to
the public a pledge to live as a Christian and an heir of heaven ought to live.”
Membership was an institutional approval upon the new way of life pursued
by the Indian after conversion and introduced him to several organizational
arrangements which remodeled his old view of social relations.

As a result of conversion the church member was expected by the mis-
sionaries to practice a new standard of behavior. Fundamental to this new
life was the decalogue. In the eyes of the missionaries some of the command-
ments needed special emphasis in relation to Indian life. Sabbath observance
was strictly enjoined upon the red churchmen. A new concept of time was
thus introduced to the Indians, for the missionaries had to instruct them in
the concept of the week and invent various devices to help the Indians keep
track of the passage of days until Sunday. Missionaries repeatedly lectured on
the seventh commandment against adultery, because they felt the aborigi-
nes too promiscuous and too quick to part from their spouses. Under the
sixth commandment the missionaries condemned the warfare which in many
Indian societies was a fundamental part of the whole male role. Though the
Indians did not violate the dicta against false gods and images, the mission-
aries harangued against attendance at “heathenish” dances and witchcraft as
well as the use of medicine men.

Missionaries urged certain practices upon their charges as essential to con-
tinued church membership. More words probably were devoted to the evils
of intemperance than to any other subject. Liquor was evil not only because
drinking wasted time but also because intoxication led to quarrels and mur-
der. Idleness was condemned, as was gossip. Native dances, ball games, and
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“frolics” violated the dicta against intemperance and idleness. All church
members had to pay their debts promptly or face expulsion. Church mem-
bers were expected to attend Sabbath services regularly and support the cause
of Christ among the heathen. Minor bickering, grudges, and other examples
of selfishness were supposed to be erased from the new life.

For failure to practice these virtues a church member was subject to the
discipline of his church. The church’s reason for judging the lives of its mem-
bers was stated succinctly by the Christian Professor’s Assistant, “Its purity, its
reputation, its efficiency, and its existence, all depend on the conduct, public
and private, of its members. It has, therefore, the right to investigate and
judge of their belief and conduct, so far as these affect their religious or moral
characters and standing.” The backslider could only retain his membership
by confessing his faults to the minister and other responsible church mem-
bers when his errors were called to his attention. Upon his failure to appear
for trial or examination or to confess his fault, he was suspended or excluded
from communion.

The missionaries found it difficult to maintain the strict discipline they
thought desirable. Violations of Christian practices were so frequent that one
missionary admitted that if all the immoral members were excommunicated,
his church would have ceased to exist. An American Board agent reported in
1828 that half of one Cherokee church’s members had been suspended and
twenty out of fifty in another church since their founding. Most exclusions
resulted from adultery and intemperance. Maintenance of discipline proved
difficult also because in most churches fellow tribesmen participated as mem-
bers or officers of the church in judging the Indian sinner. Either because
the backsliders were chiefs or relatives, or merely because of sympathy for
each other’s failings, a vote of exclusion was seldom given. Frequently when
one person was disciplined, many of his relatives left the church in umbrage.
Compromise with Indian custom and fallibility varied according to the mis-
sionary. Such compromise prompted interdenominational accusations of
hurting Christ’s cause by lax discipline. A Presbyterian missionary accused
the Catholics of permitting intemperance. American Board missionaries
complained that members under censure or even exclusion in their churches
were received into Methodist and Baptist churches. Yet all denominations
possessed institutional procedures for insuring a certain standard of conduct
for its members in an attempt to preserve a difference between Christians and
pagans. . . .

Thus as a result of missionary enterprise, the Indian Christians gained a
different outlook on life, new social institutions, new male and female roles,
and novel techniques for altering the lives of their fellow tribesmen. The
spread of the true faith, according to the Protestant missionaries, could only
come at the expense of traditional native life. Not only was the convert to
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abandon his old rites and priests for new ones and alter his attitudes toward
the universe and his neighbors about him, but he was to change profoundly
his secular ways as well. Religion in addition to being a philosophy of the
unknown is a system for ranking basic values, and thus a new religion implies
new behavior. With the added stress on civilization in the promulgation of
the Gospel, true Indian conversion meant nothing less than a total transfor-
mation of native existence. While the missionaries may not have instituted
the New Jerusalem in the forests for which they hoped, they did destroy the
Gehenna, in their eyes, of integrated traditional tribal life.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. The documents show the West to be a cauldron of hope and despair—
conflict and consensus. Identify several examples of this reality.

2. Does Scott Miyakawa describe the western frontier as a place of religious
conflict, consensus, or both?

3. Ferenc and Margaret Szasz present the West as a place of tolerance and
inclusion. How do they account for this? Were there any exceptions to
this in the antebellum frontier West?

4. Discuss the coming together of missionaries and Native American cul-
tures on the frontier. Does Robert Berkhofer describe it as conflict or
consensus?

5. Which of the four tensions in American religion was (were) present in the
antebellum frontier West?
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Chapter 7

SLAVERY AND AMERICAN RELIGION

Issue: How did slavery coexist with religion in antebellum
America?

™R

In America’s religious experience few issues have been more critical for the
integrity of the nation’s religious community than slavery. Much conflict
blemished the American landscape as contrary beliefs produced contrary
behaviors. The antagonistic beliefs were often the expressions of divergent
interpretations of the Bible. In his 1837 tract The Bible Against Slavery, abo-
litionist Theodore Weld declared that “God spake the ten commandments
from the midst of clouds and thunderings. Two of those commandments
deal death to slavery. " THOU SHALT NOT STEAL or, ‘thou shalt not take
from another what belongs to him.”” He went on to argue that “the eighth
commandment forbids the taking away, and the tenth adds, “Thou shalt not
covet any thing that is thy neighbors. . . . Who ever made human beings
slaves without coveting them?”

Weld and other critics of slavery did not go unanswered. Many of their
respondents were equally religious in their determination to preserve this
peculiar institution; and their defense was often taken from the same source,
the Bible. In his 1852 letter included in 7he Pro-Slavery Argument, James
H. Hammond, a Christian owner of slaves from South Carolina, offered a
different commentary on the tenth commandment in asking, “. . . what is
the plain meaning, undoubted intent, and true spirit of this commandment?
Does it not emphatically and explicitly forbid you to disturb your neighbor
in the enjoyment of his property; and more especially of that which is here
specifically mentioned as being lawfully, and by this commandment made
sacredly his?”

During the early decades of the nineteenth century a widespread network
of interdenominational voluntary societies emerged “to disseminate Christian
values, improve the character of the nation’s citizens, and restructure the
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nation’s leisure patterns.” This network, which has come to be known as
the Benevolent Empire, was to restore the wayward nation to righteous-
ness. Though the cause of antislavery was not generally included within the
scope of the network, certainly the spirit of the Empire intersected with the
benevolence of the anti-slavery movement. Here again, however, a conflict
was in the making: Who was the more benevolent, the abolitionist or the
slaveowner? Southern theologian and educator, James H. Thornwell, had the
answer in his 1861 address to a Presbyterian assembly. “We cannot forbear
to say, however, that the general operation of the system [of slavery] is kindly
and benevolent; it is a real and effective discipline, and without it, we are
profoundly persuaded that the African race in the midst of us can never be
elevated in scale of being.”

When the antagonists held to different interpretations of a book and dif-
ferent understandings of a word, there was little room for consensus-building.
Why was slavery a critical issue for American religion? Did this conflict leave
any lasting marks on the face of American culture?

DOCUMENTS

Slavery in antebellum America intersected with religion at many points. In
the first document, a reporter in attendance at an organizational meeting of
the American Colonization Society in 1817 summarizes Henry Clay’s com-
ments in which he stated that slaves in America could bless Africa by taking
Christianity with them there. During the next thirty years several thousand
blacks were colonized in Africa, but the number of slaves in America increased.
While many of them found refuge in Christianity, many did not. In the sec-
ond selection, John England, bishop of the Charleston Diocese of the Roman
Catholic Church, provides a biblical defense of slavery. The third document is
a list of resolutions produced at the Methodist antislavery convention held in
Boston on January 18, 1843. The convening Methodist abolitionists agreed
that slavery was “a sin under all circumstances.” In the fourth selection, for-
mer Kentucky slave Henry Bibb explains in his 1849 autobiography why
some slaves had difficulty being part of a religion that taught them to be
obedient to their masters. And, indeed, some Southern Christian slaveowners
like South Carolinian James H. Hammond claimed it was presumptuous for
those who attacked slavery to claim divine support. His pro-slavery argument
appears in the fifth document. Among the more scathing rebukes leveled
toward churched people who defended slavery was that delivered by former
slave Frederick Douglass in his 1852 address in Rochester, New York. Excerpts
from his address appear in the sixth selection. The seventh document is part
of an address (composed by James Henley Thornwell) adopted by the General
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Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the Confederate States of America. It
served to justify the action of the Southern churchmen in seceding from the
parent Assembly and creating a new denomination. Slave songs were drawn
from bible stories, sermons, African musical styles, and the slaves’ experiences.
Enslaved Christians believed that the supernatural (sacred) interacted with
the natural (secular), and that all in the world ultimately rested in the hands
of God. The documents section concludes with selected slave songs.

§55 A View of the Exertions Lately Made for the Purpose of
Colonizing the Free People of Colour (1817)

Source: A View of the Exertions Lately Made for the Purpose of Colonizing
the Free People of Colour (Washington: Jonathan Elliott, 1817), 4-6.

Mr. Clay (on taking the chair) . . . understood the object of the present meet-
ing to be to consider of the propriety and practicability of colonizing the free
people of color in the United States, and of forming an association in rela-
tion to that object. That class of the mixt population of our country was, [he
said], peculiarly situated. They neither enjoyed the immunities of freemen,
nor were they subject to the incapacities of slaves, but partook in some degree
of the qualities of both. From their condition, and the unconquerable preju-
dices resulting from their color, they never could amalgamate with free whites
of this country. It was desirable, therefore, both as it respected them and the
residue of the population of the country, to drain them off. Various schemes
of colonization had been thought of, and a part of our own continent, it was
thought by some, might furnish a suitable establishment for them. But for
his part, Mr. Cllay] said, he had a decided preference for some part of the
coast of Africa. There ample provision might be made for the colony itself,
and it might be rendered instrumental to the introduction, into that exten-
sive quarter of the globe, of the arts, civilization and christianity. There was a
peculiar, a moral fitness in restoring them to the land of their fathers. And if,
instead of the evils and sufferings which we have been the innocent cause of
inflicting upon the inhabitants of Africa, we can transmit to her the blessings
of our arts, our civilization and our religion, may we not hope that America
will extinguish a great portion of that moral debt which she has contracted
to that unfortunate continent? We should derive much encouragement in
the prosecution of the object which had assembled us together by the suc-
cess which had attended the colony of Sierra Leone. That establishment had
commenced 20 or 25 years ago, under the patronage of private individuals in
Gr. Britain. . . . We have their example before us; and can there be a nobler
cause than that which, while it proposed to rid our own country of a useless
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and pernicious, if not a dangerous portion of its population, contemplates
the spreading of the arts of civilized life, and the possible redemption from
ignorance and barbarism of a benighted quarter of the globe!

It was proper and necessary distinctly to state, [Mr. Clay added], that he
understood it constituted no part of the object of this meeting to touch or
agitate, in the slightest degree, a delicate question connected with another
portion of the coloured population of our country. It was not proposed to
deliberate on, or consider at all, any question of emancipation, or that was
connected with the abolition of slavery. It was upon that condition alone, he
was sure, that many gentlemen from the south and the west, whom he saw
present, had attended or could be expected to co-operate. It was upon that
condition, only, that he himself had attended. He would only further add
that he hoped, in their deliberations, they would be guided by that mod-
eration, politeness and deference for the opinions of each other, which were
essential to any useful result. But when he looked around and saw the respect-
able assemblage, and recollected the humane and benevolent purpose which
had produced it, he felt it unnecessary to insist farther on this topic.

§56 A Catholic Defense of Slavery (1840)

JouN ENGLAND

Source: Letters of the Late Bishop England to the Hon. John Forsyth, on the
Subject of Domestic Slavery (Baltimore, 1844), 34-39.

In the New Testament we find instances of pious and good men having
slaves, and in no case do we find the Saviour imputing it to them as a crime,
or requiring their servants’ emancipation. In chap. viii, of St. Matthew, we
read of a centurion, who addressing the Lord Jesus, said, v. 9, “For I also am
a man under authority, having soldiers under me, and I say to this man, go,
and he goeth: and to another, come, and he cometh: and to my servant, do
this and he doth it.” v. 10. “And Jesus hearing this wondered, and said to
those that followed him: Amen, I say to you, I have not found so great faith
in Israel.” v. 13. [“] And Jesus said to the centurion, go, and as thou hast
believed, so be it done to thee. And the servant was healed at the same hour.”
St. Luke, in ch. vii, relates also the testimony which the ancients of Israel gave
of this stranger’s virtue, and how he loved their nation, and built a synagogue
for them.

In many of his parables, the Saviour describes the master and his servants
in a variety of ways, without any condemnation or censure of slavery. In Luke
xvii, he describes the usual mode of acting towards slaves as the very basis
upon which he teaches one of the most useful lessons of Christian virtue, v.
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7. “But which of you having a servant ploughing or feeding cattle will say to
him, when he is come from the field, immediately, go sit down.” 8. “And will
not rather say to him, make ready my supper, and gird thyself, and serve me
while I eat and drink, and afterwards, thou shalt eat and drink?” 9. “Doth
he thank that servant because he did the things that were commanded him?”
10. “I think not. So you also, when you shall have done all the things that are
commanded you, say: we are unprofitable servants, we have done that which
we ought to do.”

After the promulgation of the Christian religion by the apostles, the slave
was not told by them that he was in a state of unchristian durance. I Cor. vii,
20. “Let every man abide in the same calling in which he was called.” 21. “Art
thou called being a bond-man? Care not for it; but if thou mayest be made
free, use it rather,” 22. “For he that is called in the Lord, being a bond-man, is
the free-man of the Lord. Likewise he that is called being free, is the bond-man
of Christ.” 23. “You are bought with a price, be not made the bond-slaves of
men.” 24. “Brethren, let every man, wherein he was called, therein abide with
God.” Thus a man by becoming a Christian was not either made free nor told
that he was free, but he was advised, if he could lawfully procure his freedom,
to prefer it to slavery. The 23rd verse has exactly that meaning which we find
expressed also in chap. vi, v. 20. “For you are bought with a great price, glorify
and bear God in your body, [“] which is addressed to the free as well as to the
slave: all are the servants of God, and should not be drawn from his service by
the devices of men, but should “walk worthy of the vocation in which they are
called.” Eph. iv, i. and the price by which their souls, (not their bodies) were
redeemed, is also described by St. Peter I, c. i, 10.

“Knowing that you were not redeemed with corruptible gold or silver
from your vain conversation of the tradition of your fathers” 19. “but with
the precious blood of Christ, as of a lamb unspotted and undefiled.” —That
it was a spiritual redemption and a spiritual service, St. Paul again shows,
Heb. ix, 14. “How much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the
Holy Ghost, offered himself without spot to God, cleanse our conscience
from dead works to serve the living God?” It is then a spiritual equality as was
before remarked, in the words of St. Paul, I Cor. xii, 13. “For in one spirit we
are baptized into one body, whether Jews or Gentiles, whether bond or free.”
And in the same chapter he expatiates to show that though all members of
the one mystical body, their places, their duties, their gifts are various and dif-
ferent. And in his epistle to the Galatians, chap. iv. he exhibits the great truth
which he desires to inculcate by an illustration taken from the institutions of
slavery, and without a single expression of their censure.

Nor did the apostles consider the Christian master obliged to liberate his
Christian servant. St. Paul in his epistle to Philemon acknowledges the right
of the master to the services of his slave for whom however he asks, as a special
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favor, pardon for having deserted his owner. 10. “I beseech thee for my son
Onesimus whom I have begotten in my chains.” 11. Who was heretofore
unprofitable to thee, but now profitable both to thee and to thee [sic].” 12.
“Whom I have sent back to thee. And do thou receive him as my own bow-
els.” Thus a runaway slave still belonged to his master, and though having
become a Christian, so far from being thereby liberated from service, he was
bound to return thereto and submit himself to his owner. . . .

Again it is manifest from the Epistle of St. Paul to Timothy that the title
of the master continued good to his slave though both should be Christians,
c. vil. “Whosoever are servants under the yoke, let them count their masters
worthy of all honor, lest the name and doctrine of the Lord be blasphemed.”
2. “But they who have believing masters, let them not despise them because
they are brethren, but serve them the rather, because they are faithful and
beloved, who are partakers of the benefit. These things exhort and teach.”
And in the subsequent part he declares the contrary teaching to be against the
sound words of Jesus Christ, and to spring from ignorant pride. . . .

It will now fully establish what will be necessary to perfect the view which
I desire to give, if I can show that masters who were Christians were not
required to emancipate their slaves, but had pointed out the duties which they
were bound as masters to perform, because this will show under the Christian
dispensation the legal, moral and religious existence of slave and master.

The apostle, as we have previously seen, I Tim. vi, 2, wrote of slaves who
had believing or Christian masters. The inspired penman did not address
his instructions and exhortations to masters who were not of the household
of the Faith. I Cor. v, 12. “For what have I to do, to judge them that are
without?” 13. “For them that are without, God will judge; take away the
evil one from amongst yourselves.” Thus when he addresses masters; they
are Christian masters. Ephes. vi, 9. “And you, masters, do the same things to
them (servants) forbearing threatenings, knowing that the Lord both of them
and you is in heaven: and there is no respect of persons with him,”—and
again, Colos. iv, i, “Masters do to your servants that which is just and equal:
knowing that you also have a master in heaven.”

We have then in the teaching of the apostles nothing which contradicts
the law of Moses, but we have much which corrects the cruelty of the Pagan
practice. The exhibition which is presented to us is one of a cheering and of
an elevated character. It is true that the state of slavery is continued under
the legal sanction, but the slave is taught from the most powerful motives to
be faithful, patient, obedient and contented, and the master is taught that
though despotism may pass unpunished on earth it will be examined into at
the bar of heaven: and though the slave owes him bodily service, yet that the
soul of this drudge, having been purchased at the same price as his own, and
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sanctified by the same law of regeneration, he who is his slave according to the
flesh, is his brother according to the spirit. —His humanity, his charity, his
affection are enlisted and interested, and he feels that his own father is also,
the father of his slave, hence though the servant must readily and cheerfully
pay him homage and perform his behests on earth, yet, they may be on an
equality in heaven. . . .

To the Christian slave was exhibited the humiliation of an incarnate God,
the suffering of an unoffending victim, the invitation of this model of perfec-
tion to that meekness, that humility, that peaceful spirit, that charity and for-
giveness of injuries which constitute the glorious beatitudes. He was shown
the advantage of suffering, the reward of patience, and the narrow road along
whose rugged ascents he was to bear the cross, walking in the footsteps of his
Saviour. The curtains which divide both worlds were raised as he advanced,
and he beheld Lazarus in the bosom of Abraham, whilst the rich man vainly
cried to have this once miserable beggar allowed to dip the tip of his finger in
water and touch it to his tongue, for he was tormented in that flame.

Thus, sir, did the legislator of Christianity, whilst he admitted the legality
of slavery, render the master merciful, and the slave faithful, obedient and
religious, looking for his freedom in that region, where alone true and lasting
enjoyment can be found.

§57 Slavery and Methodist Schism (1843)

CuarLes ErLior

Source: Charles Elliot, History of the Greatr Secession from the Methodist
Episcopal Church in the Year 1845 . . . (Cincinnati, 1855), 970-71.

1. Resolved, That the holding or treating human beings as property, or
claiming the right to hold or treat them as property, is a flagrant violation of
the law of God: it is sin in itself. a sin in the abstract, and in the concrete: a
sin under all circumstances, and in every person claiming such right; and no
apology whatever can be admitted to justify the perpetration.

2. Resolved, That as the unanimity and harmony of feeling which should
ever characterize the people of God, can not exist so long as slavery continues
in the Church, we feel it our imperative duty to use all such means as become
Christians, in seeking its immediate and entire abolition from the Church of
which we are members.

3. Resolved, That the Methodist Episcopal Church, being a unit in its doc-
trine and Discipline, in its legislative and judicial departments, and almost
one in its executive operations, is, as a body, responsible for the existence of
slavery in its pale, but more especially the ministry, with whom the legislative,
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judicial, and executive duties rest, and who have the power to purge the
Church of this shocking abomination.

4. Resolved, That slavery being a sin, and this sin in the Methodist
Episcopal Church, and the Church a unit as above, nothing short of a speedy
and entire separation of slavery from the Church can satisfy the consciences
of honest and faithful abolitionists; and, therefore, reformation or division is
the only alternative.

5. Resolved, That we all unitedly and solemnly pledge to God and each
other, our zealous and unceasing efforts, while there is hope, to purge the
Methodist Episcopal Church and the land from slavery.

Whereas, all slaveholding, that is, all claim of the right of property in
human beings, is essentially a sin against God; and whereas, every slaveholder
is, per consequence, a sinner; therefore.

6. Resolved, That we do not and will not fellowship a person claiming the
above right, or holding slaves, as a Christian; nor ought he to be admitted to
the pulpit or the communion.

7. Resolved, That while we do all we can in the several relations we sustain
to the Church, to extirpate the great sin of slavery from her pale, we do not,
by remaining members, either countenance or fellowship the slaveholder. . .

11. Resolved, That the Methodist Episcopal Church being governed by a
majority of the General conference, and as the north have a majority in the
legislative, judicial, and executive branches of the Church, the sin of slavery
in the Methodist Episcopal Church is emphatically a sin of the north, as it
exists by their consent, and could be abolished from the Church by their
votes at any time.

12. Resolved, That as our bishops and presiding elders have most authority
as judicial and executive officers of the Methodist Episcopal Church, they can
do more in the intervals of the General conference than any other portion of
the Church, for the overthrow of slavery in it, and therefore are more respon-
sible in the premises, and are hereby earnestly requested to cooperate with us
for its removal. . . .

14. Resolved, That the passage of the resolution at out late General confer-
ence, by which the colored members of our Church in such states as reject
their testimony in courts of law, are denied the right of bearing testimony
against white persons in Church trials, is an alarming and arbitrary exercise
of arbitrary ecclesiastical power, subversive of the inalienable right of every
member of the Church of Christ, contrary to the spirit of the Gospel, and
inflicted a blot on the reputation of the Methodist Church that time can
never efface.

15. Resolved, That the passage of the colored testimony resolution, at our
late General conference, demands the interference of every member of the
Church, and that it is the imperative duty of all who do not wish to be held
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responsible, for its continuance to protest against it in a decided and earnest
memorial to the next General conference, and we hereby call on all the mem-
bers of our Church to record their disapprobation of the above resolution, and
require, in terms that can not be misunderstood, its immediate repeal. . . .

Whereas, the Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church, p. 176, pro-
vides, in substance, that no slaveholder shall be eligible to any official station
in the Church, where the laws of the state in which he lives will admit of
emancipation, and permit the liberated slave to enjoy freedom therein; and
whereas, it appears that one of the bishops of said Church did, in the month
of May, 1840, set apart and ordain to the holy office of elder in said Church,
a man who was a slaveholder, and lived az the time in a state where the laws
did allow of emancipation, and did permit the emancipated person to enjoy
freedom therein; therefore,

17. Resolved, That this convention respectfully request the New England
conference of the said Church, at its next session, to address the next General
conference on this subject, and to instruct their delegates to that body to take
such means as shall bring the matter fully before said General conference, for
full examination and adjudication.

18. Resolved, That, whereas, in the sight of the most high God, it is not the
color of the skin, but the state of the heart which is regarded, it is inconsistent
with our Christian profession and character to despise or slight, or make any
difference among men on account of their color, but especially in the house
of God, and at the communion; and that all legislative enactments, based
on this fact, are founded in injustice, contrary to every principle of human-
ity, and the government of God, who unequivocally declares that he is not a
respecter of persons.

§58 Slave Religion (1849)

Henry Biss

Source: Willie Lee Rose, A Documentary History of Slavery in America
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1976), 458-59.

In 1833, I had some very serious religious impressions, and there was quite a
number of slaves in that neighborhood, who felt very desirous to be taught to
read the Bible. There was a Miss Davis, a poor white girl, who offered to teach a
Sabbath School for the slaves, notwithstanding public opinion and the law was
opposed to it. Books were furnished and she commenced the school; but the
news soon got to our owners that she was teaching us to read. This caused quite
an excitement in the neighborhood. Patrols were appointed to go and break it
up the next Sabbath. They were determined that we should not have a Sabbath
School in operation. For slaves this was called an incendiary movement.
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The Sabbath is not regarded by a large number of the slaves as a day of
rest. They have no schools to go to; no moral nor religious instruction at all
in many localities where there are hundreds of slaves. Hence they resort to
some kind of amusement. Those who make no profession of religion, resort
to the woods in large numbers on that day to gamble, fight, get drunk, and
break the Sabbath. This is often encouraged by slaveholders. When they wish
to have a little sport of that kind, they go among the slaves and give them
whiskey, to see them dance, “pat juber,” sing and play on the banjo. Then get
them to wrestling, fighting, jumping, running foot races, and butting each
other like sheep. This is urged on by giving them whiskey; making bets on
them; laying chips on one slave’s head, and daring another to tip it off with
his hand; and if he tipped it off, it would be called an insult, and cause a fight.
Before fighting, the parties choose their seconds to stand by them while fight-
ing; a ring or a circle is formed to fight in, and no one is allowed to enter the
ring while they are fighting, but their seconds and the white gentlemen. They
are not allowed to fight a duel, nor to use weapons of any kind. The blows
are made by kicking, knocking, and butting with their heads; they grab each
other by their ears, and jam their heads together like sheep. If they are likely
to hurt each other very bad, their masters would rap them with their walking
canes, and make them stop. After fighting, they make friends, shake hands,
and take a dram together, and there is no more of it.

But this is all principally for want of moral instruction. This is where they
have no Sabbath Schools; no one to read the Bible to them; no one to preach
the gospel who is competent to expound the Scriptures, except slaveholders.
And the slaves, with but few exceptions, have no confidence at all in their
preaching, because they preach a pro-slavery doctrine. They say, “Servants
be obedient to your masters;—and he that knoweth his master’s will and
doeth it not, shall be beaten with many stripes;—” means that God will send
them to hell, if they disobey their masters. This kind of preaching has driven
thousands into infidelity. They view themselves as suffering unjustly under
the lash, without friends, without protection of law or gospel, and the green
eyed monster tyranny staring them in the face. They know that they are
destined to die in that wretched condition, unless they are delivered by the
arm of Omnipotence. And they cannot believe or trust in such a religion, as
above named.

§59 Letters on Slavery (1852)

James H. HamMmMmonD

Source: James H. Hammond, The Pro-Slavery Argument (Charleston,
S.C., 1852), 104-9.
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If you were to ask me whether I am an advocate of Slavery in the abstract,
I should probably answer, that I am not, according to my understanding of
the question. I do not like to deal in abstractions. It seldom leads to any use-
ful ends. There are few universal truths. I do not now remember any single
moral truth universally acknowledged. We have no assurance that it is given
to our finite understanding to comprehend abstract moral truth. Apart from
revelation and the inspired writings, what idea should we have even of God,
salvation and immortality? . . . I might say that I am no more in favor of
Slavery in the abstract, than I am of poverty, disease, deformity, idiocy, or any
other inequality in the condition of the human family; that I love perfection,
and think I should enjoy a millennium such as God has promised. But what
would it amount to? A pledge that I would join you to set about eradicating
those apparently inevitable evils of our nature, in equalizing the condition
of all mankind, consummating the perfection of our race, and introducing
the millennium? By no means. To effect these things, belongs exclusively to a
higher power. And it would be well for us to leave the Almighty to perfect his
own works and fulfil his won covenants. . . . On Slavery in the abstract, then,
it would not be amiss to have as little as possible to say. Let us contemplate it
as it is. And thus contemplating it, the first question we have to ask ourselves
is, whether it is contrary to the will of God, as revealed to us in his Holy
Scriptures—the only certain means given to us to ascertain his will. If it s,
then Slavery is a sin. And I admit at once that every man is bound to set his
face against it, and to emancipate his slaves, should he hold any.

Let us open these Holy Scriptures. In the twentieth chapter of Exodus,
seventeenth verse, I find the following words: “Thou shalt not covet they
neighbor’s house, thou shalt not covet they neighbor’s wife, nor his man-ser-
vant, nor his maid-servant, nor his ox, nor his ass, nor anything that is thy
neighbor’s”—which is the tenth of those commandments that declare the
essential principles of the great moral law delivered to Moses by God himself.
Now, discarding all technical and verbal quibbling as wholly unworthy to be
used in interpreting the Word of God, what is the plain meaning, undoubted
intent, and true spirit of this commandment? Does it not emphatically and
explicitly forbid you to disturb your neighbor in the enjoyment of his prop-
erty; and more especially of that which is here specifically mentioned as being
lawfully, and by this commandment made sacredly his? Prominent in the
catalogue stands his “man-servant and his maid-servant who are thus dis-
tinctly consecrated as his property, and guaranteed to him for his exclusive
benefit, in the most solemn manner. . . .

You cannot deny that there were among the Hebrews “bondmen forever.”
You cannot deny that God especially authorized his chosen people to purchase
“bondmen forever” from the heathen, as recorded in the twenty-fifth chapter
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of Leviticus, and that they are there designated by the very Hebrew word
used in the tenth commandment. Nor can you deny that a “SBONDMAN
FOREVER?” is a “SLAVE;” yet you endeavor to hang an argument of immor-
tal consequence upon the wretched subterfuge, that the precise word “slave”
is not to be found in the manslation of the Bible. As if the translators were
canonical expounders of the Holy Scriptures, and their words, not God’s mean-
ings, must be regarded as his revelation.

It is vain to look to Christ or any of his Apostles to justify such blasphe-
mous perversions of the word of God. Although Slavery in its most revolting
form was everywhere visible around them, no visionary notions of piety or
philanthropy ever tempted them to gainsay the LAW, even to mitigate the
cruel severity of the existing system. On the contrary, regarding Slavery as an
established, as well as inevitable conditions of human society, they never hinted
at such a thing as its termination on earth, any more than that “the poor may
cease out of the land,” which God affirms to Moses shall never be: and they
exhort “all servants under the yoke” to “count their masters as worthy of all
honor:” “to obey them in all things according to the flesh; not with eyeservice
as men-pleasers, but in singleness of heart, fearing God;” “not only the good
and gentle, but also the froward:” “For what glory is it if when ye are buffeted
for your faults ye shall take it patiently, but if when ye do well and suffer for it
ye take it patiently, this is acceptable of God.” St. Paul actually apprehended
a runaway slave, and sent him to his master! Instead of deriving from the
Gospel any sanction for the work you have undertaken, it would be difficult
to imagine sentiments and conduct more strikingly in contrast, than those of
the Apostles and the abolitionists. . . .

I think, I may safely conclude, and I firmly believe, that American Slavery
is not only not a sin, but especially commanded by God through Moses, and
approved by Christ through his apostles. And here I might close its defence;
for what God ordains, and Christ sanctifies, should surely command the
respect and toleration of man. But I fear there has grown up in our time a
transcendental religion, which is throwing even transcendental philosophy
into the shade—a religion too pure and elevated for the Bible; which seeks to
erect among men a higher standard of morals than the Almighty has revealed,
or our Savior preached; and which is probably destined to do more to impede
the extension of God’s kingdom on earth than all the infidels who have ever
lived. Error is error. It is as dangerous to deviate to the right hand as the left.
And when man, professing to be holy man, and who are by numbers regarded,
declare those things to be sinful which our Creator has expressly authorized
and instituted, they do more to destroy his authority among mankind than
the most wicked can effect, by proclaiming that to be innocent which was
forbidden. To this self-righteous and self-exalted class belong all the aboli-

tionists whose writings I have read. With them it is no end of the argument
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to prove your propositions by the text of the Bible, interpreted according to
its plain and palpable meaning, and as understood by all mankind for three
thousand years before their time. They are more ingenious at construing and
interpolating to accommodate it to their new-fangled and etherial [sic] code
of morals, than ever were Voltaire and Hume in picking it to pieces, to free
the world from what they considered a delusion. When the abolitionists pro-
claim “man-stealing” to be a sin, and show me that it is so written down by
God, I admit them to be right, and shudder at the idea of such a crime. But
when I show them that to hold “bondmen forever” is ordained by God, #bey
deny the Bible, and set up in its place a law of their own making. 1 must then
cease to reason with them on this branch of the question. Our religion differs
as widely as our manners. The great judge in our day of final account must
decide between us.

§60 What to the Slave is the Fourth of July? (1852)

FreDERICK DOUGLASS

Source: Text of Frederick Douglass speech based on pamphlet published
by Lee, Mann and Company, 1852.

... Fellow citizens, I am not wanting in respect for the fathers of this republic.
The signers of the Declaration of Independence were brave men. They were
great men too—great enough to give fame to a great age. It does not often
happen to a nation to raise, at one time, such a number of truly great men.
The point from which I am compelled to view them is not, certainly, the
most favorable; and yet I cannot contemplate their great deeds with less than
admiration. They were statesmen, patriots and heroes, and for the good they
did, and the principles they contended for, I will unite with you to honor
their memory.

They loved their country better than their own private interests; and,
though this is not the highest form of human excellence, all will concede
that it is a rare virtue, and that when it is exhibited, it ought to command
respect. He who will, intelligently, lay down his life for his country, is a man
whom it is not in human nature to despise. Your fathers staked their lives,
their fortunes, and their sacred honor, on the cause of their country. In their
admiration of liberty, they lost sight of all other interests.

They were peace men; but they preferred revolution to peaceful submis-
sion to bondage. They were quiet men; but they did not shrink from agitating
against oppression. They showed forbearance; but that they knew its limits.
They believed in order; but not in the order of tyranny. With them, nothing
was “settled” that was not right. With them, justice, liberty and humanity
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were “final’; not slavery and oppression. You may well cherish the memory of
such men. They were great in their day and generation. Their solid manhood
stands out the more as we contrast it with these degenerate times.

How circumspect, exact and proportionate were all their movements! How
unlike the politicians of an hour! Their statesmanship looked beyond the
passing moment, and stretched away in strength into the distant future. They
seized upon eternal principles, and set a glorious example in their defence.
Mark them!

Fully appreciating the hardship to be encountered, firmly believing in the
right of their cause, honorably inviting the scrutiny of an on-looking world,
reverently appealing to heaven to attest their sincerity, soundly comprehend-
ing the solemn responsibility they were about to assume, wisely measuring
the terrible odds against them, your fathers, the fathers of this republic, did,
most deliberately, under the inspiration of a glorious patriotism, and with
a sublime faith in the great principles of justice and freedom, lay deep the
corner-stone of the national superstructure, which has risen and still rises in
grandeur around you.

Of this fundamental work, this day is the anniversary. Our eyes are met
with demonstrations of joyous enthusiasm. Banners and pennants wave exult-
ingly on the breeze. The din of business, too, is hushed. Even Mammon seems
to have quitted his grasp on this day. The ear-piercing fife and the stirring
drum unite their accents with the ascending peal of a thousand church bells.
Prayers are made, hymns are sung, and sermons are preached in honor of
this day; while the quick martial tramp of a great and multitudinous nation,
echoed back by all the hills, valleys and mountains of a vast continent, bespeak
the occasion one of thrilling and universal interest—a nation’s jubilee.

Friends and citizens, I need not enter further into the causes which led to
this anniversary. Many of you understand them better than I do. You could
instruct me in regard to them. That is a branch of knowledge in which you
feel, perhaps, a much deeper interest than your speaker. The causes which led
to the separation of the colonies from the British crown have never lacked
for a tongue. They have all been taught in your common schools, narrated at
your firesides, unfolded from your pulpits, and thundered from your legisla-
tive halls, and are as familiar to you as houschold words. They form the staple
of your national poetry and eloquence.

I remember, also, that, as a people, Americans are remarkably familiar with
all facts which make in their own favor. This is esteemed by some as a national
trait—perhaps a national weakness. It is a fact, that whatever makes for the
wealth or for the reputation of Americans, and can be had cheap! will be found
by Americans. I shall not be charged with slandering Americans, if I say I think
the American side of any question may be safely left in American hands.
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I leave, therefore, the great deeds of your fathers to other gentlemen whose
claim to have been regularly descended will be less likely to be disputed than
mine! . ..

The Church Responsible

But the church of this country is not only indifferent to the wrongs of the
slave, it actually takes sides with the oppressors, It has made itself the bul-
wark of American slavery, and the shield of American slavehunters. Many of
its most eloquent Divines, who stand as the vary lights of the church, have
shamelessly given the sanction of religion and the Bible to the whole slave sys-
tem. They have taught that man may, properly, be a slave; that the relation of
master and slave is ordained of God; that to send back an escaped bondman
to his master is clearly the duty of all the followers of the Lord Jesus Christ;
and this horrible blasphemy is palmed off upon the world for Christianity.
For my part, I would say welcome infidelity! welcome atheism! welcome
anything! in preference to the gospel, as preached by those Divines! They
convert the very name of religion into an engine of tyranny, and barbarous
cruelty, and serve to confirm more infidels, in this age, than all the infidel
writings of Thomas Paine, Voltaire, and Bolingbroke, put together, have
done! These ministers make religion a cold and flinty-hearted thing, having
neither principles of right action, nor bowels of compassion. They strip the
love of God of its beauty, and leave the throne of religion a huge, horrible,
repulsive form. It is a religion for oppressors, tyrants, man-stealers, and #ugs.
It is not that “pure and undefiled religion” which is from above, and which is
“first pure, then peaceable, easy to be entreated, full of mercy and good fruits,
without partiality, and without hypocrisy.” But a religion which favors the rich
against the poor; which exalts the proud above the humble; which divides
mankind into two classes, tyrants and slaves; which says to the man in chains,
stay there; and to the oppressor, oppress on; it is a religion which may be pro-
fessed and enjoyed by all the robbers and enslavers of mankind; it makes God
a respecter of person, denies his fatherhood of the race, and tramples in the
dust the great truth of the brotherhood of man. All this we affirm to be true
of the popular church, and the popular worship of our land and nation—a
religion, a church, and a worship which, on the authority of inspired wisdom,
we pronounce to he an abomination in the sight of God. In the language of
Isaiah, the American church might be will addressed, “Bring no more vain
oblations: incense is an abomination unto me; the new moons and Sabbaths,
the calling of assemblies, I cannot away with; it is iniquity, even the solemn
meeting. Your new moons and your appointed feasts my soul hateth. They
are a trouble to me; I am weary to bear them; and when ye spread forth your
hands I will hide mine eyes from you. Yea! when ye make many prayers, I will

not hear. YOUR HANDS ARE FULL OF BLOOD; cease to do evil, learn to
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do well; seek judgement; relieve the oppressed; judge for the fatherless; plead
for the widow.”

The American church is guilty, when viewed in connection with what it is
doing to uphold slavery; but it is superlatively guilty when viewed in connec-
tion with its ability to abolish slavery.

The sin of which it is guilty is one of omission as well as of commission.
Albert Barnes but uttered what the common sense of every man at all obser-
vant of the actual state of the case will receive as truth, when he declared that
“There is no power out of the church that could sustain slavery an hour, if it
were not sustained in it.”

Let the religious press, the pulpit, the Sunday school, the conference meet-
ing, the great ecclesiastical, missionary, Bible and tract associations of the land
array their immense powers against slavery and slaveholding; and the whole
system of crime and blood would be scattered to the winds; and that they do
not do this involves them in the most awful responsibility of which the mind
can conceive.

In prosecuting the anti-slavery enterprise, we have been asked to spare
the church, to spare the ministry; but how, we ask, could such a thing be
done? We are met on the threshold of our efforts for the redemption of the
slave, by the church and ministry of the country, in battle arrayed against us;
and we are compelled to fight or flee. From what quarter, I beg to know, has
proceeded a fire so deadly upon our ranks, during the last two years, as from
the Northern pulpit? As the champions of oppressors, the chosen men of
American theology have appeared—men, honored for their so-called piety,
and their real learning. The LORDS of Buffalo, the SPRINGS of New York,
the LATHROPS of Auburn, the COXES and SPENCERS of Brooklyn, the
GANNETS and SHARPS of Boston, the DEWEYS of Washington, and
other great religious lights of the land, have, in utter denial of the authority of
Him, by whom they professed to be called to the ministry, deliberately taught
us, against the example of the Hebrews and against the remonstrance of the
Apostles, they teach “that we ought to 0bey man’s law before the law of God.”

My spirit wearies of such blasphemy; and how such men can be sup-
ported, as the “standing types and representatives of Jesus Christ,” is a mys-
tery which I leave others to penetrate. In speaking of the American church,
however, let it be distinctly understood that I mean the grear mass of the reli-
gious organizations of our land. There are exceptions, and I thank God that
there are. Noble men may be found, scattered all over these Northern States,
of whom Henry Ward Beecher of Brooklyn, Samuel J. May of Syracuse, and
my esteemed friend on the platform, are shining examples; and let me say fur-
ther, that upon these men lies the duty to inspire our ranks with high religious
faith and zeal, and to cheer us on the great mission of the slave’s redemption
from his chains. . . .
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§61 Slavery and Southern Presbyterian Secession (1861)

(James HENLEY THORNWELL)

Source: Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the
Confederate States of America, vol. 1, A.D. 1861 (Augusta, Ga., 1861),
55-59.

The antagonism of Northern and Southern sentiment on the subject of slav-
ery lies at the root of all the difficulties which have resulted in the dismember-
ment of the Federal Union, and involved us in the horrors of an unnatural
war. . . .

And here we may venture to lay before the Christian world our views as a
Church, upon the subject of slavery. We beg a candid hearing.

In the first place, we would have it distinctly understood that, in our
ecclesiastical capacity, we are neither the friends nor the foes of slavery, that
is to say, we have no commission either to propagate or abolish it. The policy
of its existence or non-existence is a question which exclusively belongs to the
State. We have no right, as a Church, to enjoin it as a duty, or to condemn it
as a sin. Our business is with the duties which spring from the relation; the
duties of the masters on the one hand, and o their slaves on the other. These
duties we are to proclaim and to enforce with spiritual sanctions. The social,
civil, political problems connected with this great subject transcend our
sphere, as God has not entrusted to His Church the organization of society,
the construction of Governments, nor the allotment of individuals to their
various stations. The Church has as much right to preach to the monarchies
of Europe, and the despotism of Asia, the doctrines of republican equality,
as to preach to the Governments of the South the extirpation of slavery. This
position is impregnable, unless it can be shown that slavery is a sin. Upon
every other hypothesis, it is so clearly a question for the State, that the propo-
sition would never for a moment have been doubted, had there not been a
foregone conclusion in relation to its moral character. Is slavery, then, a sin?

In answering this question, as a Church, let it be distinctly borne in mind
that the only rule of judgment is the written word of God. The Church knows
nothing of the intuitions of reason or the deductions of philosophy, except
those reproduced in the Sacred Canon. She has a positive constitution in the
Holy Scriptures, and has no right to utter a single syllable upon any subject,
except as the Lord puts words in her mouth. She is founded, in other words,
upon express revelation. Her creed is an authoritative testimony of God, and
not a speculation, and what she proclaims, she must proclaim with the infal-
lible certitude of faith, and not with the hesitating assent of an opinion. The
question, then, is brought within a narrow compass: do the Scriptures directly
or indirectly condemn slavery as a sin? If they do not, the dispute is ended, for
the Church, without forfeiting her character, dares not go beyond them.
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Now, we venture to assert that if men had drawn their conclusions upon
this subject only from the Bible, it would no more have entered into any
human head to denounce slavery as a sin, than to denounce monarchy,
aristocracy or poverty. The truth is, men have listened to what they falsely
considered as primitive intuitions, or as necessary deductions from primi-
tive cognitions, and then have gone to the Bible to confirm the crotchets of
their vain philosophy. They have gone there determined to find a particular
result, and the consequence is, that they leave with having made, instead
of having interpreted, Scripture. Slavery is not new thing. It has not only
existed for ages in the world, but it has existed, under every dispensation of
the covenant of grace, in the Church of God. Indeed, the first organization
of the Church as a visible society, separate and distinct from the unbelieving
world, was inaugurated in the family of a slaveholder. Among the very first
persons to whom the seal of circumcision was affixed, were the slaves of the
father of the faithful, some born in his house, and others bought with his
money. Slavery again re-appears under the Law. God sanctions it in the first
table of the Decalogue, and Moses treats it as an institution to be regulated,
not abolished; legitimated and not condemned. We come down to the age
of the New Testament, and we find it again in the Churches founded by the
Apostles under the plenary inspiration of the Holy ghost. These facts are
utterly amazing, if slavery is the enormous sin which its enemies represent it
to be. It will not do to say that the Scriptures have treated it only in a general,
incidental way, without any clear implication as to its moral character. Moses
surely made it the subject of express and positive legislation, and the apostles
are equally explicit in inculcating the duties which spring from both sides of
the relation. They treat slaves as bound to obey and inculcate obedience as an
office of religion—a thing wholly self-contradictory, if the authority exercised
over them were unlawful and iniquitous.

But what puts this subject in a still clearer light, is the manner in which
it is sought to extort from the Scriptures a contrary testimony. The notion of
direct and explicit condemnation is given up. The attempt is to show that the
genius and spirit of Christianity are opposed to it—that its great cardinal prin-
ciples of virtue are utterly against it. Much stress is laid upon the Golden Rule
and upon the general denunciations of tyranny and oppression. To all this we
reply, that no principle is clearer than that a case positively excepted cannot
be included under a general rule. Let us concede, for a moment, that the law
of love, and the condemnation of tyranny and oppression, seem logically to
involve, as a result, the condemnation of slavery; yet, it slavery is afterwards
expressly mentioned and treated as a lawful relation, it obviously follows,
unless Scripture is to be interpreted as inconsistent with itself, that slavery
is, by necessary implication, excepted. The Jewish law forbade, as a general
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rule, the marriage of a man with his brother’s wife. The same law expressly
enjoined the same marriage in a given case. The given case was, therefore, an
exception, and not to be treated as a violation of the general rule. The law
of love has always been the law of God. It was enunciated by Moses almost
as clearly as it was enunciated by Jesus Christ. Yet, notwithstanding this law,
Moses and the Apostles alike sanctioned the relation of slavery. The conclu-
sion is inevitable, either that the law is not opposed to it, or that slavery is an
excepted case. To say that the prohibition of tyranny and oppression include
slavery, is to beg the whole question. Tyranny and oppression involve either
the unjust usurpation or the unlawful exercise of power. It is the unlawful-
ness, either in its principle or measure, which constitutes the core of the sin.
Slavery must, therefore, be proved to be unlawful, before it can be referred to
any such category. The master may, indeed, abuse his power, but he oppresses
not simply as a master, but as a wicked master.

But, apart from all this, the law of love is simply the inculcation of universal
equity. It implies nothing as to the existence of various ranks and gradations
in society. The interpretation which makes it repudiate slavery would make
it equally repudiate all social, civil, and political inequalities. Its meaning is,
not that we should conform ourselves to the arbitrary expectations of others,
but that we should render unto them precisely the same measure which, if we
were in their circumstance, it would be reasonable and just in us to demand
at their hands. It condemns slavery, therefore, only upon the supposition that
slavery is a sinful relation—that is, he who extracts the prohibition of slavery
from the Golden Rule, begs the very point in dispute.

We cannot prosecute the argument in detail, but we have said enough, we
think, to vindicate the position of the southern Church. We have assumed no
new attitude. We stand exactly where the Church of God has always stood—
from Abraham to Moses, from Moses to Christ, from Christ to the Reformers,
and from the Reformers to ourselves. We stand upon the foundation of the
Prophets and Apostles, Jesus Christ Himself being the Chief corner stone.
Shall we be excluded from the fellowship of our brethren in other lands,
because we dare not depart from the charter of our faith? Shall we be branded
with the stigma of reproach, because we cannot consent to corrupt the word
of God to suit the intuitions of an infidel philosophy? Shall our names be cast
out as evil, and the finger of scorn pointed at us, because we utterly refuse to
break our communion with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, with Moses, David
and Isaiah, with Apostles, Prophets and Martyrs, with all the noble army of
confessors who have gone to glory from slave-holding countries and from a
slave-holding Church, without ever having dreamed that they were living in
mortal sin, by conniving at slavery in the midst of them? If so, we shall take
consolation in the cheering consciousness that the Master has accepted us.
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We may be denounced, despised and cast out of the synagogues of our breth-
ren. But while they are wrangling about the distinctions of men according to
the flesh, we shall go forward in our Divine work, and confidently anticipate
that, in the great day, as the consequence of our humble labors, we shall meet
millions of glorified spirits, who have come up from the bondage of earth to
a nobler freedom than human philosophy ever dreamed of. Others, if they
please, may spend their time in declaiming on the tyranny of earthly masters;
it will be our aim to resist the real tyrants which oppress the soul—Sin and
Satan. These are the foes against whom we shall find it employment enough
to wage a successful war. And to this holy war it is the purpose of our Church
to devote itself with redoubled energy. We feel that the souls of our slaves are a
solemn trust, and we shall strive to present them faultless and complete before
the presence of God.

Indeed, as we contemplate their condition in the Southern States, and
contrast it with that of their fathers before them, and that of their brethren
in the present day in their native land, we cannot but accept it as a gracious
Providence that they have been brought in such numbers to our shores, and
redeemed from the bondage of barbarism and sin. Slavery to them has cer-
tainly been overruled for the greatest good. It has been a link in the wondrous
chain of Providence, through which many sons and daughters have been
made heirs of the heavenly inheritance. The Providential result is, of course,
no justification, if the thing is intrinsically wrong; but ut is certainly a matter
of devout thanksgiving, and no obscure intimation of the will and purpose of
God, and of the consequent duty of the Church. We cannot forbear to say,
however, that the general operation of the system is kindly and benevolent; it
is a real and effective discipline, and without it, we are profoundly persuaded
that the African race in the midst of us can never be elevated in the scale of
being. As long as that race, in its comparative degradation, co-exists, side by
side, with the white, bondage is its normal condition.

As to the endless declamation about human rights, we have only to say
that human rights are not a fixed, but a fluctuating quantity. Their sum is
not the same in any two nations on the globe. The rights of Englishmen are
one thing, the rights of Frenchmen another. There is a minimum without
which a man cannot be responsible; there is a maximum which expresses
the highest degree of civilization and of Christian culture. The education of
the species consists in its ascent along this line. As you go up, the number of
rights increases, but the number of individuals who possess them diminishes.
As you come down the line, rights are diminished, but the individuals are
multiplied. It is just the opposite of the predicamental scale of the logicians.
There comprehension diminishes as you ascend and extension increases, and
comprehension increases as you descend and extension diminishes. Now,
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when it is said that slavery is inconsistent with human rights, we crave to
understand what point in this line is the slave conceived to occupy. There
are, no doubt, many right which belong to other men—to Englishmen[,] to
Frenchmen, to his master, for example—which are denied to him. But is he
fit to possess them? Has God qualified him to meet the responsibilities which
their possession necessarily implies? His place in the scale is determined by
his competency to fulfil its duties. There are other rights which he certainly
possesses, without which he could neither be human nor accountable. Before
slavery can be charged with doing him injustice, it must be shown that the
minimum which falls to his lot at the bottom of the line is out of proportion
to his capacity and culture—a thing which can never be done by abstract
speculation. The truth is, the education of the human race for liberty and
virtue, is a vast Providential scheme, and God assigns to every man, by a wise
and holy decree, the precise place he is to occupy in the great moral school of
humanity. The scholars are distributed into classes, according to their compe-
tency and progress. For God is in history.

To avoid the suspicion of a conscious weakness of our cause, when con-
templated from the side of pure speculation, we may advert for a moment to
those pretended intuitions which stamp the reprobation of humanity upon
this ancient and hoary institution. We admit that there are primitive prin-
ciples in moral which lie at the root of human consciousness. But the ques-
tion is, how are we to distinguish them? The subjective feeling of certainty
is not adequate criterion, as that is equally felt in reference to crotchets and
hereditary prejudices. The very point is to know when this certainty indicates
a primitive cognition, and when it does not. There must, therefore, be some
eternal test, and whatever cannot abide that test has no authority as a primary
truth. That test is an inward necessity of thought, which, in all minds at the
proper stage of maturity, is absolutely universal. Whatever is universal is natu-
ral. We are willing that slavery should be tried by this standard. We are willing
to abide by the testimony of the race, and if man, as man, has every where
condemned it—if all human laws have prohibited it as crime—if it stands in
the same category with malice, murder and theft, then we are willing, in the
name of humanity, to renounce it, and to renounce it forever. But what if the
overwhelming majority of mankind have approved it? What if philosophers
and statesmen have justified it, and the laws of all nations acknowledged it;
what then becomes of these luminous intuitions? They are ignis fatuus, mis-
taken for a star.
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§62 Slave Songs and Spirituals (1867)

ANONYMOUS

Source: “Negro Spirituals,” Atlantic Monthly 19.116 (June 1867), 685—
94.

Hold Your Light

Hold your light, Brudder Robert,—
Hold your light,

Hold your light on Canaan’s shore.
What make ole Satan for follow me so?
Satan ain't got notin’ for do wid me.
Hold your light,

Hold your light,

Hold your light on Canaan’s shore.

Bound to Go

Jordan River, I'm bound to go,

Bound to go, bound to go,—

Jordan River, I'm bound to go,
And bid ‘em fare ye well.

My Brudder Robert, I'm bound to go,
Bound to go, &c.

My Sister Lucy, 'm bound to go,
Bound to go, &c.

Room in There

O, my mudder is gone! my mudder is gone!
My mudder is gone into heaven, my Lord!
I can’t stay behind!

Dere’s room in dar, room in dar,
Room in dar, in de heaven, my Lord!

I can’t stay behind,

Can't stay behind, my dear,
I can’t stay behind!

O, my fader is gone! &c.

O, de angles are gone! &c.
O, I'se been on de road! I'se been on de road!
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I’se been on de road into heaven, my Lord!
I can’t stay behind!
O, room in dar, room in dar,
Room in dar, in de heaven, my Lord!
I can't stay behind!

Hail Mary

One more valiant soldier here,
One more valiant soldier here,
One more valiant soldier here,
To help me bear de cross.
O hail, Mary, hail!
Hail, Mary, hail!
Hail, Mary, hail!
To help me bear de cross.

My Army Cross Over

My army cross over,
My army cross over.

O, Pharaoh’s army drownded!
My army cross over.

We'll cross de mighty river,
My army cross over;
We'll cross de river Jordan,
My army cross over;
We'll cross de danger water,
My army cross over;
We'll cross de mighty Myo,
My army cross over. (7hrice.)
O, Pharaoh’s army drownded!
My army cross over.

Ride In, Kind Saviour

Ride in, kind Saviour!
No man can hinder me.
O, Jesus is a mighty man!
No man, &c.
We're marching through Virginny fields.
No man, &c.
O, Satan is a busy man,
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No man, &c.
And he has his sword and shield,
No man, &c.
O, old Secesh done come and gone!
No man can hinder me.

I Want To Go Home

Dere’s no rain to wet you,
O, yes,  want to go home.
Dere’s no sun to burn you,
O, yes, I want to go home;
O, push along, believers,
O, yes, &c.
Dere’s no hard trials,
O, yes, &c.
Dere’s no whips-a-crackin’,
O, yes, &c.
My brudder on de wavside,
O, yes, &c.
O, push along, my brudder,
O, yes, &c.
Where dere’s no stormy weather,
O, yes, &c.
Dere’s no tribulation,
O, yes, &c.

The Coming Day

I want to go to Canaan,
I want to go to Canaan,
I want to go to Canaan,

To meet ‘em at de comin’ day.
O, remember, let me go to Canaan.
(Thrice.)

To meet ‘em, &c.

O brudder, let me go to Canaan,
(Thrice.)

To meet ‘em, &c.

My brudder, you—ofl—remember
(Thrice.)

To meet ‘em at de comin’ day.
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ESSAYS

The pro-slavery and anti-slavery arguments of religious Americans during the
middle decades of the nineteenth century are well known. Less attention has
been given, however, to the religious lives of the slaves. Albert J. Raboteau
of Princeton University distinguishes between the visible, institutional reli-
gion of slaves who attended independent black churches, and the invisible,
noninstitutional religion, which was informal, spontaneous, and secretive.
In the first essay, Raboteau describes the “invisible institution” of slave reli-
gion, which often provided an important network of slave communication.
At the heart of the antebellum reform movement was the anti-slavery cru-
sade. Evangelical church leaders were at the center of the crusade, as noted
by Bertram Wyatt-Brown of the National Center for the Humanities, in the
second essay. He describes the activities of Lewis Tappan and other aboli-
tionists who faced numerous challenges in their efforts to eradicate slavery
from America. In the final essay, Timothy L. Smith, late professor of The
Johns Hopkins University, discusses how the blacks™ experience with slavery
prompted them to discover a Christian faith both deeper and richer than that
practiced by their white oppressors.

§63 Religious Life in the Slave Community

ALBERT ]. RABOTEAU

Source: Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in the Antebellum South
by Albert J. Raboteau. Copyright © 2004 by Oxford University Press,
Inc. Used by permission of Oxford University Press, Inc.

By the eve of the Civil War, Christianity had pervaded the slave community.
The vast majority of slaves were American-born, and the cultural and lin-
guistic barriers which had impeded the evangelization of earlier generations
of African-born slaves were generally no longer a problem. The widespread
opposition of the planters to the catechizing of slaves had been largely dis-
sipated by the efforts of the churches and missionaries of the South. Not all
slaves were Christian, nor were all those who accepted Christianity members
of a church, but the doctrines, symbols, and vision of life preached by Christi-
anity were familiar to most. During the closing decades of the antebellum
period the so-called invisible institution of slave Christianity came to matu-
rity. The religious life of slaves in the late antebellum period is well docu-
mented by sources from the slaves themselves.

At first glance it seems strange to refer to the religion of the slaves as an
invisible institution, for independent black churches with slave members did
exist in the South before emancipation. In racially mixed churches it was not
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uncommon for slaves to outnumber masters in attendance at Sunday services.
But the religious experience of the slaves was by no means fully contained in
the visible structures of the institutional church. From the abundant testi-
mony of fugitive and freed slaves it is clear that the slave community had an
extensive religious life of its own, hidden from the eyes of the master. In the
secrecy of the quarters or the seclusion of the brush arbors (“hush harbors”)
the slaves made Christianity truly their own.

The religion of the slaves was both institutional and noninstitutional, vis-
ible and invisible, formally organized and spontaneously adapted. Regular
Sunday worship in the local church was paralleled by illicit, or at least infor-
mal, prayer meetings on weeknights in the slave cabins. Preachers licensed
by the church and hired by the master were supplemented by slave preachers
licensed only by the spirit. Texts from the Bible which most slaves could not
read were explicated by verses from the spirituals. Slaves forbidden by masters
to attend church or, in some cases, even to pray risked floggings to attend
secret gatherings to worship God.

His own experience of the “invisible institution” was recalled by former
slave Wash Wilson:

When de niggers go round singin’ ‘Steal Away to Jesus,” dat mean dere gwine
be a ‘ligious meetin’ dat night. De masters . . . didn’t like dem ‘ligious meetin’s,
so us natcherly slips off at night, down in de bottoms or somewhere. Some-
times us sing and pray all night.

Into that all-night singing and praying the slaves poured the sufferings
and needs of their days. Like “Steal Away” and the rest of the spirituals,
Christianity was fitted by the slave community to its own particular experi-
ence. At the same time the symbols, myths, and values of Judeo-Christian
tradition helped form the slave community’s image of itself.

“Steal Away”

Slaves frequently were moved to hold their own religious meetings out of
disgust for the vitiated Gospel preached by their masters’ preachers. Sermons
urging slaves to be obedient and docile were repeated ad nauseam. The type
of sermon to which he and other slaves were constantly subjected was para-
phrased by Frank Roberson:

You slaves will go to heaven if you are good, but don’t ever think that you will
be close to your mistress and master. No! No! there will be a wall between
you; but there will be holes in it that will permit you to look out and see your
mistress when she passes by. If you want to sit behind this wall, you must do
the language of the text ‘Obey your masters.’
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Another former slave, Charlie Van Dyke, bitterly complained: “Church was
what they called it but all that preacher talked about was for us slaves to obey
our masters and not to lie and steal. Nothing about Jesus, was ever said and
the overseer stood there to see the preacher talked as he wanted him to talk.”
Consequently, even a black preacher “would get up and repeat everything that
the white preacher had said, because he was afraid to say anything different.”

For more authentic Christian preaching the slaves had to turn elsewhere.
Lucretia Alexander explained what slaves did when they grew tired of the
white folks’ preacher:

The preacher came and . . . Held just say, “Serve your masters. Don’t steal your
master’s turkey. Don’t steal your master’s chickens. Don’t steal your master’s
hawgs. Don't steal your master’s meat. Do whatsomever your master tells you
to do.” Same old thing all the time. My father would have church in dwell-
ing houses and they had to whisper. . . . Sometimes they would have church
at his house. That would be when they would want a real meetin’ with some
real preachin’. . . . They used to sing their songs in a whisper and pray in a
whisper. That was a prayer-meeting from house to house once or twice—once
or twice a week.

Slaves faced severe punishment if caught attending secret prayer meet-
ings. Moses Grandy reported that his brother-in-law Isaac, a slave preacher,
“was flogged, and his back pickled” for preaching at a clandestine service in
the woods. His listeners were flogged and “forced to tell who else was there.”
Grandy claimed that slaves were often flogged “if they are found singing or
praying at home.” Gus Clark reported: “My Boss didn’ ‘low us to go to church,
er to pray er sing. Iffen he ketched us prayin’ er singin’ he whupped us . . . . He
didn’ care fer nothin’ ‘cept farmin.”* According to another ex-slave, “the white
folks would come in when the colored people would have prayer meeting,
and whip every one of them. Most of them thought that when colored people
were praying it was against them. For they would catch them praying for God
to lift things out of their way and the white folks would /iff them.” Henry
Bibb was threatened with five hundred lashes on the naked back for attending
a prayer meeting conducted by slaves on a neighboring plantation, because
he had no permission to do so. The master who threatened Bibb with this
punishment was, incidentally, a deacon of the local Baptist church. Charlotte
Martin asserted that “her oldest brother was whipped to death for taking part
in one of the religious ceremonies.” Despite the danger, slaves continued to
hold their own religious gatherings because, as Grandy stated, “they like their
own meetings better.” There the slaves could pray and sing as they desired.
They were willing to risk threats of floggings at the hands of their earthly
masters in order to worship their “Divine Master” as they saw fit.



300 Critical Issues in American Religious History

Slaves devised several techniques to avoid detection of their meetings.
One practice was to meet in secluded places—woods, gullies, ravines, and
thickets (aptly called “hush harbors”). Kalvin Woods remembered preach-
ing to other slaves and singing and praying while huddled behind quilts and
rags, which had been thoroughly wetted “to keep the sound of their voices
from penetrating the air” and then hung up “in the form of a little room,” or
tabernacle. On one Louisiana plantation, when “the slaves would steal away
into the woods at night and hold services,” they “would form a circle on their
knees around the speaker who would also be on his knees. He would bend
forward and speak into or over a vessel of water to drown the sound. If anyone
became animated and cried out, the others would quickly stop the noise by
placing their hands over the offender’s mouth.” When slaves got “happy an’
shout[ed]” in their cabins, “couldn’t nobody hyar ‘em,” according to George
Young, “‘caze dey didn't make no fuss on de dirt flo,” but just in case, “one
stan’ in de do’ an” watch.” The most common device for preserving secrecy
was an iron pot or kettle turned upside down to catch the sound. The pot was
usually placed in the middle of the cabin floor or at the doorstep, then slightly
propped up to hold the sound of the praying and singing from escaping. A
variation was to pray or sing softly “with heads together around” the “kettle
to deaden the sound.” Clara Young recalled, “When dark come, de men folks
would hang up a wash pot, bottom upwards, in de little brush church house
us had, so’s it would catch de noise and de overseer wouldn’t hear us singin’
and shoutin’.” According to one account, slaves used the overturned pot to
cover the sound of more worldly amusements too: “They would have dances
sometimes and turn a pot upside down right in front of the door. They said
that would keep the sound from going outside.”

Whether the pots were strictly functional or also served some symbolic
purpose is not clear. The symbolic element is suggested by Patsy Hyde, for-
mer slave in Tennessee, who claimed that slaves “would tek dere ole iron
cookin’ pots en turn dem upside down on de groun’ neah dere cabins ter keep
dere white folks fun herein’ w’at dey waz sayin’. Dey claimed dat hit showed
dat Gawd waz wid dem.” The origin of this custom also remains unclear.
When asked about the custom, one ex-slave replied, “I don’t know where they
learned to do that. I kinda think the lord put them things in their minds to do
for themselves, just like he helps us Christians in other ways. Don’t you think
s0?” One theory has been advanced which explains the slaves’ use of the pot
as a remnant of African custom. Sidney Mintz has offered an interesting sug-
gestion: “One is entitled to wonder whether a washtub that ‘catches’ sound,
rather than producing it, may not represent some kind of religious symbolic
inversion on the part of a religious group particularly since the suppression
of drumming by the masters was a common feature of Afro-American his-
tory.” He explains further: this is perhaps “a case in which some original sym-
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bolic or instrumental commitment has outlived its original circumstantial
significance. Rather than disappearing however, that commitment is some-
how transmitted and preserved.” Whatever the origin of this folk custom,
the widespread belief among slaves was that the pots worked. The need for
secrecy even dictated that children keep quiet about what went on in the slave
quarters. “My master used to ask us children,” recalled one former slave, “Do
your folks pray at night?’ We said ‘No’ cause our folks had told us what to
say. But the Lord have mercy, there was plenty of that going on. Theyd pray,
‘Lord, deliver us from under bondage.”

Looking back at these secret and risky religious gatherings, an ex-slave
declared, “Meetings back there meant more than they do now. Then every-
body’s heart was in tune, and when they called on God they made heaven
ring. It was more than just Sunday meeting and then no godliness for a week.
They would steal off to the fields and in the thickets and there . . . they called
on God out of heavy hearts.” Truly communal, these meetings, as Hannah
Lowery noted, needed no preacher because “everyone was so anxious to have
a word to say that a preacher did not have a chance. All of them would sing
and pray.” A description of a secret prayer meeting was recorded by Peter
Randolph, who was a slave in Prince George County, Virginia, until he was

freed in 1847:

Not being allowed to hold meetings on the plantation, the slaves assemble in
the swamp, out of reach of the patrols. They have an understanding among
themselves as to the time and place of getting together. This is often done by
the first one arriving breaking boughs from the trees, and bending them in
the direction of the selected spot. Arrangements are then made for conducting
the exercises. They first ask each other how they feel, the state of their minds,
etc. The male members then select a certain space, in separate groups, for
the division of the meeting. Preaching . . . by the brethren, then praying and
singing all around, until they generally feel quite happy. The speaker usually
commences by calling himself unworthy, and talks very slowly, until feeling
the spirit, he grows excited, and in a short time, there fall to the ground twenty
or thirty men and women under its influence. . . .

Randolph went on to elucidate the importance of these gatherings for the life
of the slave community:

The slave forgets all his sufferings, except to remind others of the trials during
the past week, exclaiming: “Thank God, I shall not live here always!” Then
they pass from one to another, shaking hands, and bidding each other farewell
. ... As they separate, they sing a parting hymn of praise.

Prayer, preaching, song, communal support, and especially “feeling the
spirit” refreshed the slaves and consoled them in their times of distress. By
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imagining their lives in the context of a different future they gained hope in
the present.

The contrast between present pain and future relief formed the matter of
slave prayer and song. From his memory of slavery, Anderson Edwards cited
a song which starkly combined suffering and hope.

We prayed a lot to be free and the Lord done heered us. We didn’t have no
song books and the Lord done give us our songs and when we sing them at
night it jus’ whispering so nobody hear us. One went like this:
My knee bones am aching,
My body’s rackin’ with pain,
I ‘lieve I'm a chile of God,
And this ain’t my home,
‘Cause Heaven’s my aim.

Slaves sought consolation in the future, but they also found it in the pres-
ent. Exhausted from a day of work that stretched from “day clean” to after
sundown, the slaves sometimes found tangible relief in prayer, as Richard
Caruthers attested: “Us niggers used to have a prayin’ ground down in the
hollow and sometime we come out of the field . . . scorchin’ and burnin’ up
with nothin’ to eat, and we wants to ask the good Lawd to have mercy . . . .
We takes a pine torch . . . and goes down in the hollow to pray. Some gits so
joyous they starts to holler loud and we has to stop up they mouth. I see nig-
gers git so full of the Lawd and so happy they draps unconscious.”

Freedom was frequently the object of prayer. According to Laura
Ambromson, “Some believed theyd git freedom and others didn’t. They had
places they met and prayed for freedom.” Others were certain it would come.
“I've heard them pray for freedom,” declared another former slave. “I thought
it was foolishness then, but the old time folks always felt they was to be free.
It must have been something ‘vealed unto ‘em.” Mingo White remembered:
“Somehow or yuther us had a instinct dat we was goin’ to be free,” and “when
de day’s wuk was done de slaves would be foun’ . . . in dere cabins prayin’ for
de Lawd to free dem lack he did chillun of Is'ael.” Andrew Moss revealed that
his mother would retreat to her private praying ground, “a ole twisted thick-
rooted muscadine bush,” where she prayed for the deliverance of the slaves.
George Womble, former slave from Georgia, recalled that “slaves would go
to the woods at night where they sang and prayed” and some used to say, “I
know that some day we'll be free and if we die before that time our children
will live to see it.” The father of Jacob Stroyer, before his family went to bed,
would pray that “the time which he predicted would come, that is, the time of
freedom when . . . the children would be [their] own masters and mistresses.”
Forbidden to pray for liberation, slaves stole away at night and prayed inside
“cane thickets . . . for deliverance.”



Slavery and American Religion 303

Secrecy was characteristic of only part of the slave community’s religious
life. Many slaveholders granted their slaves permission to attend church, and
some openly encouraged religious meetings among the slaves. Baptisms, mar-
riages, and funerals were allowed to slaves on some plantations with whites
observing and occasionally participating. Annual revival meetings were social
occasions for blacks as well as for whites. Masters were known to enjoy the
singing, praying, and preaching of their slaves. Nevertheless, at the core of
the slaves’ religion was a private place, represented by the cabin room, the
overturned pot, the prayin’ ground, and the “hush harbor.” This place the
slave kept his own. For no matter how religious the master might be, the slave
knew that the master’s religion did not countenance prayers for his slaves’ free-
dom in this world. . . .

§64 Antislavery and the Evangelical Movement

BerTRAM WYATT-BROWN

Source: From Lewis Tappan and the Evangelical War against Slavery by
Bertram Wyatt-Brown, pp. 310-22. Copyright © 1969 by Press of Case
Western Reserve University. Reprinted with permission of the author.

Throughout the 1840’s, Lewis Tappan and William Lloyd Garrison shared
the leadership of the antislavery crusade. Garrison retained his control of the
radical elements, exercising an influence that was perhaps disproportionate
to his effective power and the size of his following, but Tappan served as the
coordinator of the activities of a great number of abolitionists. His influence
cannot be measured by popular vote, since he made no serious attempt to gain
political or church office, nor can it be assessed by his management of the
“new organization” or the A.M.A., important though that was. Instead, his
correspondence and other association with hundreds of clergymen, reformers,
and pious laymen both here and abroad gave him a wide network of channels
of advice and persuasion, actively maintained from 1840 to 1860. He owed his
pre-eminence in religious antislavery circles not primarily to his speaking abili-
ties (though he was a good orator) but to his persistence. With the exception of
Garrison, J. Miller McKim, John Greenleaf Whittier, and perhaps a few other
delegates to the Philadelphia Convention of 1833, no other abolitionist could
boast a longer or more dedicated life of reform. None had a more consistent
policy spanning the antebellum and war years. No layman in the evangelical
movement used his influence on clerical policies to better purpose.

Attrition among the ecclesiastical reformers also helped to single him
out. Some died or retired, but many renounced their orthodox faith. Elizur
Wright, for instance, published an attack in 1846 on the doctrine of future



304 Critical Issues in American Religious History

punishment in a weekly paper he had started in Boston. In spite of Lewis
Tappan’s rejoinder, Wright also denied the Hopkinsian principles of a “hell-
spurred religion.” Gerrit Smith, the eccentric Stephen Pear] Andrews, the
Welds, Joshua R. Giddings, James Birney, George W. Julian, and Julia Ward
Howe were among those outside the Garrisonian camp who also adopted
some form of a religion of humanity. According to Julian, an antislavery
Congressman from Indiana, “They were theologically reconstructed through
their unselfish devotion to humanity and the recreancy of the churches to
which they had been attached. They were less orthodox, but more Christian.”
Giddings, who was raised in the same faith as the Tappans, could shiver nos-
talgically when he recalled his childhood faith, for he considered himself as
having been emancipated from a fear-ridden cult. By 1856, he was predicting
that slavery and other kinds of oppression and barbarism would be wrecked
upon “the sterile coast of political and religious conservatism” and that a new
world, free from corruption and outmoded superstitions, would emerge. For
him, humanitarianism and Calvinism were irreconcilable, as they had been
for the Garrisonians since 1837. In general, the ideas of what was sometimes
called Free Religion were not formally institutionalized, partly in reaction to
the formalism of the orthodox churches, but their popularity among intel-
lectuals, in New England especially, was bound to affect the abolitionist lead-
ers. Ironically, Lewis Tappan, leader of the traditional wing of the antislavery
movement, had helped to engender the new spirit, for his own agitation for
immediate and unconditional emancipation had been one of the causes of the
weakening of the church system to which he was so faithful.

William Jay was particularly alarmed by the development of religious
deviancy, writing his old friend Lewis Tappan, “Very many abolitionists are
running headlong into infidelity & jacobinism; & thus absolutely exclude
from all co-operation with them the sober-minded men. . . .” He was not
complaining only about the Garrisonians. Though few abolitionists went so
far as to deny the validity of institutional Christianity itself, the rebellion
against Calvinism was reaching its climax.

Tappan’s loyalty to church antislavery in a sense increased his own power
with the rank-and-file abolitionists in the forties, although it cut him off from
some former associates. A new generation of clerical abolitionists appeared in
the 1850’s—Henry Ward Beecher, George B. Cheever, and others—whose
fame outdistanced his own as the spokesmen of ecclesiastical antislavery. The
new group was rather distinct from the old abolitionists who had attended
the Philadelphia Convention of 1833. Perhaps the character of a second gen-
eration of reformers or revolutionaries is always somewhat different from that
of the first. In the antislavery movement, this later set did not have to face the
degree of scorn and rough handling that had been the lot of Tappan and his

associates. Perhaps because violence had impinged less directly upon them,
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they were generally less hesitant to advocate it—for righteous purposes to be
sure. But to Beecher antislavery was less a commitment burned into the soul
than a badge memorializing that conviction. Tappan and his friends had con-
vinced the truechearted Yankee evangelical that antislavery was his birthright
and the proper means of expressing his sectional identity. The new genera-
tion of church-minded reformers to carry forward the banner of antislavery
acted mostly from force of habit and therefore felt the need of reassurance
and recommitment, sometimes in calls to arms. Just as evangelicalism for
Lewis Tappan was an emotional allegiance to but not an intellectual accep-
tance of the faith of his mother, so antislavery was becoming by the 1850’s an
expression of something imperfectly remembered but nostalgically moving.
Antislavery was gradually being modified to fit the growing complacency of
the reformers themselves. Antislavery success, though still modest, was breed-
ing its own failure; abolitionists of the Cheever and Beecher stripe (and also
the former Liberty men like Leavitt and Stanton) could be reasonably well
satisfied with the Free Soil and Republican movements as the embodiments
of the antislavery tradition. At the same time they were beginning to look
upon Garrisonian disunion with a disapproval that time had somewhat tem-
pered. The radical rhetoric had lost some of its novelty and thus some of its
impact; they could even listen to the speeches and conversations of Garrison,
dean of antislavery, with that respect and indulgence that is usually accorded
chieftains past their prime and retired statesmen.

Lewis Tappan prepared the way for these new leaders; he tried to keep
them true to the old doctrines of racial equality and immediate emancipa-
tion. But the lines of argument that he took in the 1840’s to bring the evan-
gelical movement to what seemed to him the right ground were developed by
others in the following decade. Beecher, Cheever, and their kind did not urge
a renewed effort to bring Negroes into white churches in fellowship; they did
not add new ideas to those that Lewis Tappan helped to promulgate; princi-
pally, they repeated the antisouthern abolitionist arguments, with increasing
effect, following along the paths that Lewis had laid out.

As early as 1834, the American Anti-Slavery Society had tried to convert
the other benevolent societies to its position. Initial rebuffs, however, kept
the Society from pursuing that aim with much vigor thereafter, and it con-
centrated upon building a hard core of antislavery followers. Once the evan-
gelicals separated from Garrison, however, the attack against the so-called
“benevolent empire” was renewed in earnest. Most conservative and powerful
among these agencies was the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign
Missions (the A.B.C.EM.). In 1842, Lewis Tappan was writing colleagues
that the Board ought to be investigated and exposed. What aroused his atten-
tion was the fact that its missionaries to the Cherokee and Choctaw tribes
condoned slaveholding as well as polygamy. The Board defended the policy
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on the grounds that it was hard enough to win converts to Christianity with-
out interfering in established customs. Antislavery sentiment grew, however,
and the Board took a strongly antislavery position at its meeting in Brooklyn
in 1845, though it left the missionaries in the field with discretionary powers.
Tappan was pleased with this change, even if it was not up to the abolitionist
mark. “We think,” he wrote Sturge optimistically, “that when the ‘American
Board’ gets right we shall have but little difficulty in persuading the people
that Slavery is altogether disgraceful to church & state.”

Three years passed without further developments in the Board’s policies,
and Tappan grew impatient. “Nothing will bring the A.B.C.EM. to right
action so soon as outspoken remonstrance, withholding of funds, and com-
mendation of the A.M. Assoc.,” he wrote a clerical supporter. Abolitionist agi-
tation, which included the jabs of the Garrisonians, was constant against the
Board throughout the 1850’s. No less concerned than Tappan, William Jay
published articles announcing that the pro-slavery agency winked at “atroci-
ties unknown to the despotisms of Europe.” It was wrong, the abolitionists
declared, to misrepresent Christianity in this way by not preaching the sin-
fulness of enslaving fellow creatures. A clergyman at an antislavery gathering
in Chicago in 1851 urged his audience thereafter to give its money to the
American Missionary Association. The propaganda began to have its effect,
as evangelicals transferred their allegiance in growing numbers to the A.M.A.
Under these pressures, the Board endorsed some modestly liberal suggestions
of its secretary Selah Treat in 1854 and denounced the Cherokee nation for
not allowing Negro children the chance for education. Such a display was not
enough to satisfy Tappan, but what irked him especially was that so slight
a thaw encouraged the northern religious press, including the Independent,
which represented Beecherite antislavery, to hail the Board for its courage and
humanity. He protested vigorously and with telling effect.

The following year the A.B.C.EM. elected General John Hartwell Cocke
as one of its vice-presidents. Tappan was outraged. The general held over a
thousand slaves, he reported, in gross exaggeration. Undoubtedly, Lewis was
really trying to embarrass his brother John, who he knew had engineered the
appointment for his friend. Appearing as a card in the New York 7ribune,
Tappan’s attack on the Christian slaveholder aroused considerable agitation.
Conservatives maintained that Lewis had gone too far. The publicity may
have been a factor in the more liberal line adopted at the next A.B.C.EM.
convention, when a resolution inimical to slavery passed, much to Tappan’s
satisfaction.

The Board’s responses to pressure from proslavery and antislavery forces
were characteristically nerveless, and its ultimate decision was to abandon the
Indian missions altogether. By 1861 all missionary stations in the Indian ter-
ritories were closed, and the Board contented itself with maintaining a sulky
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neutrality on these moral issues. Tappan had won no commanding victory by
the time war began, but he had awakened the conscience of many northern
clergymen and laymen and gained their support for his own A.M.A.

The other benevolent societies were hardly less conservative than the
A.B.C.EM. The American Bible Society, for instance, had long been the tar-
get of the Tappan brothers, ever since the Tappans’ 1834 campaign to supply
Bibles for distribution to slaves. In 1851, William Jay examined the Society’s
records and discovered that the fund allocated for southern Negro efforts var-
ied from $1,222.69 in 1848, when Joshua Leavitt had conducted a drive for
that purpose, to an absurd $5.50 in 1851. Tappan and Jay wrote resolutions
for the American and Foreign Anti-slavery Society conventions, published
articles, and made other kinds of entreaties of the usual pattern, but the Bible
Society, though embarrassed, refused to be coerced, insisting that its auxilia-
ries had full autonomy to treat the slave issue as they chose.

Other organizations also received the attention of the two antislavery part-
ners. While Jay, for his part, protested the absence of antislavery materials in
the American Tract Society catalogue, Tappan, for his, exposed the expurga-
tions of unfriendly comments on slavery from the Sunday School Union pub-
lications. The publicity worried Francis Packard, secretary of the latter group,
but no substantial change of policy resulted. Taking over from Judge Jay, who
was seriously ill, Tappan spoke for over an hour before the Life Directors of
the Tract Society in 1858, but his proposal that the Society publish a mild
admonition to slaveholders on the treatment of slaves was soundly defeated.

Although primarily concerned with the conversion of the Congregational-
Presbyterian denominations and the benevolent associations they led, Tappan
did not spare any evangelicals who deviated from abolitionist principles.
Generally, he could count on the support of British Dissenting churchmen.
Though they sometimes failed to speak out against slavery when traveling in
America, they usually aligned themselves with his branch of the cause when
they were on safer soil. “We are strengthened by the sympathy and example
of the abolitionists of Great Britain,” he once wrote.

American Protestants rejoiced at the founding of the Scottish Free Kirk, led
by Dr. Thomas Chalmers, in 1843. Not only was the Free Kirk a blow to the
prestige of the Established Church of Scotland, but it constituted a powerful
addition to the Calvinistic forces in both countries. Chalmers, however, solic-
ited “bloodstained” money from Southern Presbyterians on a tour in 1844.
In vain Tappan urged the Free Kirk representatives to avoid that sort of com-
promise. When Chalmers vigorously assailed his abolitionist critics, Tappan
wrote Sturge that he was afraid that the churchman’s defense “is to put down
what we have been attempting for 10 years to build up. . . . It is administering
an opiate to Northern proslavery ministers who have been placed in an awk-
ward position by Anti-Slavery arguments & entreaties.” Since Scotland was
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perhaps more thoroughly attuned to antislavery principles than other parts
of the Kingdom, Chalmers’ policy was a serious defeat for American aboli-
tionists. Tappan urged his British friends “to bring public sentiment to bear”
on the Free Kirk through the regular means of agitation. Meanwhile, the
American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society issued a strong “Remonstrance,”
which circulated widely as a pamphlet and in the religious press of both coun-
tries. Not surprisingly, Garrison also turned his guns on the Scottish sect
and sent Frederick Douglass and James Buffum to join George Thompson
on the rostrum against it in Great Britain. Later, he went over himself. The
Garrisonians were as convinced as Tappan “that there is no power out of the
Church that could maintain Slavery, if the Church attacked it in earnest.” For
all their contempt for each other’s “bigotry” and “infidelity,” both antislavery
groups attached more importance to the reformation of the churches than to
any other aspect of the cause.

So virulent was the abolitionists” reaction to the Chalmers’ American tour
that the Evangelical Alliance, formed to unite all evangelical elements in the
United States and England against the threat of popery and other “heresies,”
was seriously weakened, though it continued to exist. Chalmers, the American
Old School Presbyterian Robert Baird, who had once helped Arthur with his
Mississippi Valley missionary campaign, and its other leaders could blame
the rise of antislavery for their failure. Writing to John Scoble, then secre-
tary of the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, Tappan boasted that the
Alliance stood “but little better here than the Colonization Society,” which by
this time had fallen on very evil days.

Tappan was always vigilant in insuring that his English friends did not
accept every American clerical visitor at face value. Some years later, a mem-
ber of the Alliance, Dr. Chickering of Maine, took a clear antislavery position
while in England. When Tappan learned of it, he publicized the incident
thoroughly, pointing out that moderate clergymen like Chickering seldom
spoke out at home. “It is no libel on our great body of Northern clergy to
say that, in regard to the wrongs of the colored people . . . their highest
merit consists in [not] afflicting new injuries on their wounded brother.”
While a few Yankee pastors—”Cotton Parsons,” they were called—such as
Nehemiah (“Southside”) Adams of Boston, defended slavery on humanitar-
ian and Biblical grounds as if they had been southerners themselves, most
Protestant ministers were sluggishly indifferent and timid. Tappan’s unremit-
ting efforts had the limited effect of pressing some of the national benevolent
institutions into a defensive position, creating a new moral spirit in regard
to slavery, particularly among the churchmen of the North, and frightening
Southerners into an awareness of their growing isolation.

In the early 1850, the evangelical movement, which had lain in the dol-
drums in the 1840’s, regained impetus. After the split between the New and
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Old School Presbyterians in 1837, new leaders appeared to take the place of
Lyman Beecher, Nathaniel Taylor, Finney, and the other figures of the first
crusade. Though these men were still active, a new breed arose to preach
much the same message, though adapting it to the task of evangelizing the
cities. Included in this new group were such men as Albert Barnes, Edward
N. Kirk, and Horace Bushnell.

In New York City, the younger generation was more powerful than it had
been in the heyday of Arthur Tappan and Finney. George Barrell Cheever,
Joseph P Thompson, Richard S. Storrs, and Henry Ward Beecher held
churches fully independent of the discipline of Old School Presbyterians like
Gardiner Spring. They were liberal in theology, alive to reform issues, and less
sectarian in approach than the Old School Presbyterians. While these four
were all preachers of rare ability, Beecher outshone the rest. Like his father,
Lyman, he was more politician than theologian, dressing his religion in the
accepted styles of the middle-class churchgoer of the day. His power came not
from doctrinal orthodoxy but from an easy manner and flamboyant flights
of oratory. “Popularity,” a contemporary remarked, “has clothed him with
pomposity and egotism,” leading him to a strenuous overuse “of the mighty
T! and ‘Myself’!” Yet, even Lewis and Sarah Tappan were impressed enough
to join his Brooklyn parish in 1856, “after long hesitation.”

Brooklyn had grown from a little town across the river to a city of over
two hundred thousand by 1855, third largest in the nation. It was known as a
hotel and bedroom city, where “all the world comes to stay over night, to rise
up early in the morning, to quarry its breakfast from a mountain of hash, and
go on its way grumbling.” Beecher’s Plymouth Church, located strategically
in the center of city life, became the spiritual capital of middle-class America.
Henry C. Bowen, Tappan’s son-in-law, not only had personally hired Beecher
from Indianapolis but also had loaned the money (at some profit to him-
self) for the huge auditorium structure on prime Brooklyn Heights property.
Arthur and Lewis Tappan had sent the senior Beecher west and been disap-
pointed by his performance there; Bowen had brought his son East and also
regretted the decision, though many years later. Tappan never fully trusted
Beecher, but he welcomed his rising fame, admired his ability to raise thirteen
thousand dollars for the pew rentals (Tappan had abandoned the free-church
idea), enjoyed his company when they met in Lucy Maria’s parlor, and served
with him on several antislavery rostrums. Beecher strengthened the cause of
antislavery Christianity, whenever popular Yankee opinion indicated that it
was safe to do so.

Tappan liked George Barrell Cheever better, but his church was in New
York and Tappan refused to cross the river by ferry on Sunday. More than
once, Cheever had stirred up his congregation by preaching on the sinfulness
of slaveholding without the equivocations that marked Beecher’s statements
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(though Cheever’s outbursts were not sustained long enough to have much
permanent effect). Tappan urged Cheever to greater efforts for the cause. “I
pray you,” he wrote him in 1856, “to sound the gospel trumpet, on the walls
of Zion [?], in thunder tones,” since the voluntary associations “are doing
more to undermine & bring into contempt the religion of Christ than the
efforts of all the Infidels, sceptics & non-professors in the land.” Although he
sometimes backslid, Cheever complied this time by denouncing the American
Tract Society, the A.B.C.EM., and the others for their policy of silence. “In
reference to this iniquity [of slavery],” he declared, “they hate him that spea-
keth at the gate, and they abhor him that speaketh uprightly.”

The new evangelists were free of some of the quixoticism of their predeces-
sors, but their methods of reaching the people by press and pulpit were identi-
cal. Cheever re-established and edited the New York Evangelist, and in 1848
Henry Bowen started the Independent, which dominated the religious press of
the North with a circulation of thirty thousand by the end of 1856. According
to Theodore Tilton, one of its youngest and ablest editors, its original pur-
pose was twofold: to promote “the Congregational as against the Presbyterian
Church polity” and “the freedom of the slave against the tyranny of his mas-
ter.” Though forceful in pursuing the former goal, it did not show the spirit
Tappan would have liked to see on the latter. The trouble, he said, was that the
journal, “though called an anti-slavery, is not an abolition paper.”

Tappan did not blame the proprietors, for Henry Bowen, Seth Hunt, and
Thomas McNamee were all loyal alumni of Arthur Tappan’s school at 122
Pearl, and the publisher was Seth W. Benedict, who had long been one of
the brothers™ printers. Besides, the /ndependent was not always neutral about
slavery. In 1850, an editorial on the Fugitive Slave Act went so far as to urge
Christians to disobey it. When Samuel Chittenden, another merchant-
member of this latter-day Association of Gentlemen, resigned in protest and
pro-slavery merchants denounced the paper and its managers, Bowen and
McNamee inserted a card in the New York Herald declaring that “our goods,
not our principles, are on the market.” Tappan was proud of their stand and
their paper, on that occasion at least. For its neutrality at other times he
blamed the editors—Richard S. Storrs, Leonard Bacon, and especially Joseph
P. Thompson, pastor of the Broadway Tabernacle. Antislavery though these
men were, they were closer to the Free Soil position than to abolitionism.

In 1854, Thompson denounced the A.M.A., claiming that it duplicated
the work of the A.B.C.EM. and was schismatic and radical. Calling the accu-
sation “wholly unjustifiable,” Tappan launched a vigorous barrage of expla-
nations and exhortations. Soon the controversy spilled into all the major
Congregational newspapers on both sides of the Atlantic. The Independent
also criticized the Reform Book and Tract Society, which Tappan and the Rev.
James Vincent of Cincinnati founded in 1852 to fill the gap left by the Tract
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Society. On that subject, however, Tappan was silent, perhaps because he had
to admit privately that Vincent was indeed rather hotheaded.

On only one occasion did Tappan chastise Bowen himself, noting that
the Independent too often boasted about its influence among the leading men
of the age. “Refuting the charge of being abolitionist! Placing stress on the
fact that distinguished men, instead of God and Truth, are on the side of the
paper! . . . I feel ashamed. . . .” He was uneasy about the materialism and
irreligious behavior of these evangelicals as well as their circumspect, casual
attitude toward reform. ‘My heart has ached at the supineness, man-worship,
and expediency-policy of the ministry,” he wrote Richard Storrs, another edi-
tor and clergyman.

In spite of these failures to win over the Independent and the leading clergy
of New York City and Brooklyn to his abolitionist position, Tappan hoped
that many Christians were at last awakened to the issue. Time and unceasing
agitation would eventually bring them to right ground. The most optimistic
sign was the development of an antislavery Congregational church. In 1852,
Lewis attended the Maine Religious Convention, where speakers called for
the organization of abolitionist Christians. There had been many such confer-
ences before, but this conclave, coupled with similar gatherings in Ohio, led
to another and larger affair at Albany the following October. Joshua Leavitt,
Seth Gates (the old antislavery Congressman from western New York), Henry
Bowen, George Cheever, Richard Storrs, Joel Hawes, Henry Ward and
Lyman Beecher, Absolom Peters of the American Home Missionary Society,
and Lewis Tappan were among the leading delegates. The chief business at
hand, aside from dealing with slavery in the churches, was to strengthen
Congregationalism outside New England. Bitter complaints were heard about
the treatment of Congregational and New School Presbyterian missionaries in
the West. Old School Presbyterians, still distrustful of Finney, Lyman Beecher,
and Taylor, quizzed their missionaries unmercifully, threatened them with her-
esy trials, and sometimes actually brought them before ecclesiastical tribunals.
Denouncing the Plan of Union, which forbade Congregational expansion,
one delegate declared that Presbyterians “have often come from the West to
our New England, and ranged over our fat pastures, and borne away the fleece
from our flocks; they have milked our Congregational cows, but they have
made nothing but Presbyterian butter and cheese.”

Shortly after this debate, Henry Bowen rose to announce that his silk
house would offer ten thousand dollars toward a drive for forty thousand in
matching funds to support western missions. The proposal had as electrifying
an effect as Arthur Tappan’s offer to support the Mississippi Valley campaign
of 1830. No longer was the barbarism of the frontier the issue, but the aim
was basically the same—the extension of New England religion into the West.
“Silks, feathers and piety” had combined once more to leave Presbyterian
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conservatism behind in a great effort to evangelize the New England way. By
the terminal date of the drive, the fund was oversubscribed.

Unlike Arthur Tappan’s original crusade, this one included antislavery as a
chief goal. The convention endorsed the proposition that slavery was an indi-
vidual as well as a social sin. Unless this line was adopted, Jonathan Blanchard
of Illinois predicted that the western churches “would wheel off.” The pro-
slavery Home Missionary Society, which operated fifty missions in the South,
was in danger of losing its Congregational support unless it adopted the same
position on individual responsibility. When Peters, the Society’s secretary,
sought to prevent that loss, Leonard Bacon, formerly a colonizationist and a
critic of the Tappans’ measures, made it clear that he would not be disturbed
if the A.M.A. replaced the older group entirely. When such men as Leonard
Bacon could speak favorably of antislavery measures and organizations, there
had indeed been a rather serious shift in Yankee opinion about the antislav-
ery cause. Tappan had every reason to suspect that many of the delegates to
the convention were adopting liberal positions simply to be abreast of the
times or for reasons of political convenience. If he entertained such doubts,
he kept them to himself and did not apparently take much part in these
proceedings on the floor. He was pleased, however, with the debate about the
Home Missionary Society. Later, he said, “It was no part of the design of the
Convention to dictate to the Home Missionary Society [but] to inform . . .
the public respecting the views” of Congregationalists on the slave issue. But
the A.-H.M.S. did not surrender to the demands.

Even though the Independent continued to be indifferent to the issues
raised by the A.M.A., Congregationalists gradually left the A.H.M.S. Its trea-
sury became depleted, and the rival group gained ground. Throughout the
1850’s, the warfare between the Presbyterians and the Congregational mis-
sionaries continued. One A.M.A. agent reported, “Sectarian Presbyterians are
very much afraid of Anti-Slavery preaching, & unite with . . . the lager beer,
& whiskey drinkers [to drive] political preachers from their schoolhouse.”
Gradually, the A.M.A. lost its ecumenicism and took on something of the
character of an institutional element of the Congregational church.

Tappan considered Congregational expansion a fulfillment of a quar-
ter-century dream—the creation of a denomination dedicated to Christian
reform. The old benevolent societies had not lived up to his expectations,
but he was gratified that the church of his fathers was proving to be an effec-
tive alternative for the encouragement of antislavery beliefs among Yankee
Christians. Yet he realized that even the Congregational church was too often
timid and its spokesmen too preoccupied with pew sales and too little con-
cerned with principles. In some ways, Lewis was not very far from Garrison’s
“come-outer” position. Even before the Albany meeting, he had written a
Cincinnati convention of antislavery Christians, “We ought not to continue
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in Church relations where we cannot have freedom of speech and action
in regard to . . . Slavery.” Tappan continued to work alone with his Bible
and mission classes for Negro children; he seldom had much support from
his antislavery pastors. Despite the shortcomings that Tappan recognized in
the churches, he wished not to disband “the divinely appointed institutions
and instrumentalities of Christianity” but to save them from “disgrace” and
to put them into a right relationship with God and man. Those who, like
Giddings and Garrison, followed the path toward a secular humanitarianism
despaired that the American church would ever accept the racial challenge.
Lewis Tappan, on the other hand, believed that his son-in-law Henry Bowen,
Beecher, Cheever, and other members of the new generation of reform-
minded, practical men of affairs might succeed in making the Congregational
church the vehicle of millennial reform that Lewis and Arthur had for so long
tried to create.

§65 Slavery and Theology: The Emergence of Black Christian
Consciousness in Nineteenth-Century America

TimoTtHy L. SMrTH

Source: Timothy L. Smith, “Slavery and Theology: The Emergence of
Black Christian Consciousness in Nineteenth-Century America,” Church
History 41 (1972), 497-512.

Extensive discussion of the origin and nature of Black Christianity in America
has in recent years linked together two issues which are logically distinct:
the degree of uniqueness attributable to the beliefs of Afro-Americans, and
whether or to what extent their faith sustained resistance to the system of
slavery. Abundant evidence that slaveowners hoped Christian instruction
would persuade Black people to acquiesce in their bondage has been readily
taken for proof that acquiescence was in fact the usual result of their conver-
sion. This questionable conclusion has sometimes led to another: that such
religious notions as occasionally inspired resistance were brought from Africa
and were uniquely the heritage of Black men. According to this view, the
biblical rationales for revolt such as Denmark Vesey and Nat Turner appear to
have employed were merely a gloss upon ideas of freedom and justice which
they and their people had long held.

The reading of a wide selection of the testimonies, sermons, summaries of
sermons, autobiographies and accounts of spiritual experience left by men and
women reared in slavery or converted while under its shadow has suggested
the substantially different interpretation offered in this essay. I have con-
cluded, first, that what was unique in the religious consciousness of Negroes
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in nineteenth-century America was their ready absorption of the radical views
of man’s duty and destiny which characterized primitive Christian thought.
This circumstance may have owed much to their African heritage. But the
fact that evangelical Protestantism became the folk religion of Black people
in the United States while they were yet slaves seems a sufficient explana-
tion of the moral and rational depth their faith displayed. My second and
corollary conclusion is that the Christian beliefs they adopted enabled the
African exiles to endure slavery precisely because these beliefs supported their
moral revulsion toward it and promised eventual deliverance from it with-
out demanding that they risk their lives in immediate resistance. Endurance
without acquiescence, then, and submission which because of its religious
character pronounced judgment upon oppression became the bondsmen’s
moral ideal.

Accepting the challenge to repent and believe the Gospel while still under
the shadow of bondage required hard thinking. Only so could Black con-
verts deal with the ironies and hypocrisies of a situation in which Christian
slave owners taught them grace, mercy and righteousness. Picking their way
through the maze of contradictions between the teaching and the practice
of those who oppressed them, the African Christians emerged with a deep
sense of the paradox and mystery of God’s dealings with men. Hence the
pathos of their songs and prayers. “Here are Negroes who have astonished
masters of families, understanding man, when they have heard them pray,”
Francis Asbury wrote his parents in 1773; “if they were in England, they
would shame their thousands.” This intertwining of emotion and perception
in their religious awakening gave birth to a theology of hope. It owed less to
tradition, whether of Black Africa or White America, than to the experience
of having learned through the acceptance of biblical faith how to cope with
what would otherwise have been overwhelming tragedy.

The touchstones of the personal religious experience of Black Christians in
nineteenth-century America, then, seem to me to have been first, forgiveness,
awe and ecstasy, then self-respect, ethical earnestness and hope. These became,
not surprisingly, the cornerstones of their theology as well. The experience of
forgiveness and the doctrine of reconciliation were primary, whether one sets
beliefs in logical or chronological sequence. Considering these first may help;
make plain how erroneous it is to call either revolt or acquiescence the central
theme of Negro faith in America.

Black converts knew they had a lot to forgive. A long stream of testi-
mony and reminiscence records their outrage at the injustice and hypocrisy
of Christians who held them in bondage. Sometime after 1812 the members
of the African Baptist Church in Savannah, Georgia, recorded on the tomb-
stone of their pastor, Andrew Bryan, that when at the outset of his ministry
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thirty years before he had been “imprisoned for the gospel without any cere-
mony and . . . severely whipped,” Bryan told his tormentors that “he rejoiced
not only to be whipped but . . . was willing to suffer death for the cause
of Christ.” J. W. C. Pennington, “the fugitive blacksmith,” never forgot the
indignation he and other Negroes in Montgomery County, Maryland, felt
at the arrest and imprisonment in about 1800 of a white Methodist circuit-
rider for the crime of telling them that their souls were far more precious to
their father in heaven than their bodies were to their masters on earth. David
Walker, born and reared free in North Carolina, professed to have known
“Christian Southerners” who would “beat a colored person nearly to death”
if they caught him praying. Many a fugitive complained that his youthful
religious instruction had been confined to the duty of servants to obey. One
preacher in Canada recalled that the Baptist minister whose slave he had been
in Leesburg, Virginia, gave him no schooling or any instruction whatever in
the Bible save before a whipping, when he always intoned, “he that knoweth
his master’s will and doeth it not shall be beaten with many stripes.”

Possibly in some cases this sense of outrage was nurtured by memories of
the life-affirming character of African religions. Modern survivals of most of
these regard as profoundly wicked not only witches and sorcerers but spirits
and men who reject the worth of human beings and exploit or frustrate the
free use of their powers. Such memories may help explain why newly-arrived
Africans were so quick to equate conversion with the right to be free.

No such conscious remembrance was necessary, however, to prompt their
children and grandchildren to perceive that the Christian idea of forgiveness
laid both slavery and racial discrimination under divine judgment. Daniel
Payne, who left his native South Carolina and the school children whom he
loved after a revised statute forbade teaching slaves to read or write, settled
in Philadelphia in 1841 just as mob assaults on Negroes were’ becoming
commonplace. He soon composed a poem for the committee which was pro-
tecting Blacks from the rabble. Its opening words addressed God as thus:

Say, Righteous Sire, shall Afric ever mourn
Her weeping children from her bosom torn?
Chained, sold, and scattered far in Christian lands;
Scourged, beaten, murdered, too, by Christian hands!

The fourth stanza cried:

Shame on thee! Land of the boasting free!
Go, shed thy tears — go, bend thy calloused knee —
In dust and ashes hide thy guilty face
And beg for pardon at the throne of grace!
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The year before, another fugitive preacher witnessed open discrimination
against Black people at successive church services conducted by Baptists,
Presbyterians and Methodists in the little town of Coxsackie, New York. He
declared he had suffered more in spirit that day than at any time since rid-
ding himself of slavery’s chains. Nevertheless, “in pity and tears of sorrow,” he
wrote, “I commend them to the blood in which they must be cleansed if they
ever reign in glory, and like Jesus I say from my soul, Father forgive them for
they know not what they do.”

The centrality of the idea and the practice of forgiveness among Black
Christians stemmed first, then, from the psychic necessity of finding means
to resist inwardly injustices they could neither condone nor for the moment
curb. It also served to ease the excessive burden of guilt which they believed
oppression had laid upon their souls. “The vile habits often acquired in a state
of servitude are not easily thrown off,” Richard Allen, the founder of African
Methodism, wrote. Whites were unreasonable to expect superior conduct
from a race whom they had for generations wrongly stigmatized as people
of such baseness that they might properly be held in slavery. Nevertheless,
Allen continued, the God who knew man’s passion for freedom had forbid-
den oppressed Jews to hate Egyptians, and Jesus had commanded his followers
to love their enemies. People reared under the shadow of slavery, therefore,
thought it “a great mercy to have all anger and bitterness “removed from their
minds.”

The experience of such reconciling grace helped to nurture the sense of
spiritual superiority over whites which some of the earliest declarations of
Black Christians displayed. Bishop Asbury laughed too violently, he feared,
when told by white Marylanders that one of their neighbors had freed an old
Negro woman “because she had too much religion for him”; and a fugitive
remembered that during his boyhood days in Montgomery County, Maryland,
Blacks often said to one another “that every generation of slaveholders are
more and more inferior.” In an address before the American Anti-Slavery
Society in 1840, Henry Highland Garnet, pastor of a Black Presbyterian
church in New York City, who had escaped with his parents from a Maryland
plantation sixteen years before, claimed that colored Christians had taught
white Americans “to cling to that charity which suffereth long and endureth
all things.” Although slaveholders sometimes doubted that Blacks had souls,
Garnet declared that “from the gloom of the dungeon, prayers, fervent, righ-
teous prayers’ for mercy upon white men had ascended to the Lord, prompt-
ing him to turn back from unleashing “the waves of the vengeance” which
“disregard of his law” had justly merited. In 1863, a line in a folk spiritual
which Negroes in Tidewater, Virginia, sang about the prophet Jonah spoke of
the “lily white corruption of Ninevah.” The chorus ran:
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Whenever I get on the other shore
I'll argur with ‘ee father and chatter with ‘ee son
Ill sit up ‘ee father in ‘ee chariot of ‘ee son
Talk about ‘ee world I've just come from.

Though Jonah, as Job, may have left off arguing with God, these poor Blacks
intended to lay the questions on.

A principal consequence of this questioning acceptance of the doctrine
of reconciliation was to expand the capacity of the more sensitive Africans
to experience awe. Theologically, the outcome was their persisting convic-
tion that God’s exercise of his sovereignty over human history was essentially
mysterious, compounding judgment, forgiveness and love. In the early 1890s,
J. W. E. Bowen, a Black Methodist pastor in Washington, D.C., who was
born and reared in war-ravaged Louisiana, warned his people that “to con-
struct a theodicy vindicating the ways of God to man” was “not only a dif-
ficult but a dangerous undertaking,” Almost every chapter of the history of
the Negro race, he declared, ends with the question, “Wherefore ?” He offered
no easy answers but was certain that the “sorrowful chapter” of their suffer-
ings, “when held up before the light of revelation,” would eventually reveal
a “divine purpose” and confirm that God was sovereign. Black people must
turn their attention “from the bitterness of the affliction to its lessons; from
its cruelty to the divine purpose.”

A similar awe before inscrutable Providence characterized many earlier ser-
mons. In 1827, Baptist pastor Nathaniel Paul declared on the occasion of the
abolition of slavery in the state of New York that the original purpose of the
institution was to spare a privileged few from one consequence of the Fall,
that of having to earn their livings by the sweat of their own brows. Slavery’s
most evil consequence, however, was that it kept many Africans from saving
faith. Nevertheless, the preacher continued, men, both white and Black, share
a heritage of guilt, toil and death which “humbles all to the dust, and places the
monarch and the beggar, the slave and the master, upon equal thrones.” Musing,
then, he asked God: “Why it was that thou didst look on with the calm indif-
ference of an unconcerned spectator, when thy holy law was violated, thy divine
authority despised, and a portion of thy own creatures reduced to a state of mere vas-
salage and misery?” Drawing directly from the Hebrew Psalmist and indirectly
from both the Pentateuch and the Prophets, the preacher cried:

Hark! while he answers from on high; hear him proclaiming from the skies—
be still and know that I am God! Clouds and darkness are round about me;
yet righteousness and judgment are the habitation of my throne. I do my
will and pleasure in the heavens above, and in the earth beneath; it is my
sovereign prerogative to bring good out of evil, and cause the wrath of man
to praise me. . . .
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Such a sense of the irony and the mystery of God’s rule over history was
largely foreign to the easy optimism of nineteenth-century white evangelicals.
Nathaniel Hawthorne and Abraham Lincoln shared it, but one cannot find
much of it in mainstream Protestant preaching. The perceptions of men like
Miller, Bowen and Garnet were rooted in their encounter with injustice and
foreshadowed the sober realism of Reinhold Niebuhr’s era rather than echo-
ing the heady optimism of their white contemporaries. They and thousands
of their brothers felt their way toward faith in a valley of deep shadows where
forgiveness, hope and reconciling love were alternatives to self-rejecting rage.

Little wonder, then, that slaves and freedmen celebrated their conversions
in experiences of ecstasy which both comprehended and transcended their
anguish. Those experiences, I think, were an important source of the Black
traits now labeled “soul.” The theological consequence was that the Africans
leaned naturally toward what today would be called an existential understand-
ing of Christian teachings, whereas the white men who first taught them held
generally to a magisterial conception of God and a scholastic view of the
Scriptures. How did this come about?

The planters and clergymen and their wives and daughters who first began
to instruct African servants in the Christian faith told them Bible stories, as to
children. They used the simplest words possible, for their hearers’ knowledge
of the English language was both new and skimpy. Their professed aim was to
help slaves to understand the idea of God as creator, lawgiver, judge and lov-
ing redeemer. Hence they told them of Eden and the Fall, of Moses and the
law, of Mary and her baby, and of the cross and resurrection of Jesus. Arching
over all of these was the description of the joys of heaven and the horrors of
Milton’s, if not the Bible’s, hell.

Listening Blacks heard these stories in the light of their own encounters
with despair and hope. The story of Adam and Eve seemed to them from
the outset a declaration of human solidarity, not only in creation but also in
sin. Moses became the deliverer of an enslaved people as well as the bearer of
the Ten Commandments. Jonah’s trembling denunciation of the sins of the
Ninevites affirmed their suspicion that the rich and powerful were not neces-
sarily God’s chosen. Biblical accounts of the conduct of believing Jews during
the Babylonian exile—of Daniel, of the three who would not bow down, and
of Esther the Queen—seemed to Christian Blacks, as to generations of Jews,
to be allegories of promise to the oppressed. The baby Jesus, needing tender-
ness and care, revealed a God whose love made him somehow vulnerable and
dependent, and whose incarnation in the humiliation and weakness of human
flesh joined him forever with the meek who would inherit the earth. These
and similar interpretations of biblical narratives have been central in Black
preaching and gospel singing from the eighteenth century to the present. The
hope of heaven held a central place in that preaching and singing because by
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affirming an eternal order of justice and love it rebuked all unjust orders, and
so helped to give each one of these stories its healing power over the minds of
men whose earthly existence was steeped in indignity.

Such continuities of experience, feeling and understanding accorded with
whatever slaves remembered of their African inheritance. Their fathers had
not known Plato. In their religious celebrations reason and emotion, mind
and body were fully joined. When they embraced the Christian message, they
shouted. John Jasper’s account of his conversion while working in a Richmond
tobacco factory was typical. “De light broke,” he said, “I was light as a feather;
my feet was on de mount’n; salvation rol'd like a flood thru my soul, an’ I felt
as if I could ‘nock off the factory roof wid my shouts.”

I think that the ecstasy of such moments, repeated often in prayer meet-
ings and revivals, represented not so much a flight from reality as a celebra-
tion of their discovery of the strength with which to face it. Fannie Moore’s
reminiscence of her field-hand mother of twelve, whom the overseer of a
South Carolina plantation often whipped “cause she fight him for beatin” her
chillen,” pictures just such an experience of strength. Every night, this aged
woman told an interviewer sixty-five years later, her mother

. . pray for de Lord to get her and her chillen out of de place. One day she
plowin’ in de cotton field. All sudden like she let out big yell. Den she start
singin’ and a-shoutin’ and a-whoopin” and a-hollerin’. Den it seems she plow
all de harder. When she come home, Marse Jim’s mammy says: “What all dat
goin on in de field? You think we send you out there just to whoop and yell?”
... My mammy just grin all over her black wrinkled face and say “I'se saved.
De Lord done tell me I'se saved. Now I know de Lord will show me de way, I
ain’t gwine grieve no more. No matter how much you all done beat me and my
chillen de Lord will show me de way. And some day we never be slaves.” Old
Granny Moore grab de cowhide and slash Mammy cross de back but Mammy
never yell. She just go back to de field a singin’.

Their existential understanding of God’s involvement in human suffering
is apparent in the response of the early Black preachers to the Old Testament
doctrine of a chosen people. William Miller declared in 1810 that the New
Testament had extended a covenant once reserved for Jews to the faithful of
every nation. Because God is no respecter of persons, Blacks as well as all
other oppressed men could by his grace obey the Ten Commandments in their
“strictest construction” and keep Christ’s new “Law of Love.” From Miller’s
time forward, Black preachers used the Jewish folk myth as a metaphor to
explain their own situation, but in such a way as to affirm a common human-
ity rather than their people’s separateness. By contrast, Puritan settlers of
Massachusetts, Quaker founders of Pennsylvania and Mormon frontiersmen
in Illinois and Utah used Old Testament history in more sectarian fashion.
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The reason for this divergence seems clear: the first Negro Christians were
slaves, not pioneering freemen. Their sense of peoplehood and their concep-
tion of a Black mission dawned while they were being denied access to the
freedom, learning and property which other men were enjoying. The concep-
tion grew to maturity after legal emancipation made them only half free and
while law and/custom were erecting a thousand barriers to segregate them
from the white majority. Pressed by these challenges to insist upon their iden-
tity with all mankind, they perceived with special clarity those teachings in
the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures which declared all men brothers, and
God’s chosen people servants who suffered for all. After reading only a few of
their testimonies, one begins to realize that the favorite text of Black preachers
was not the white Christian’s John 3:16 at all, but Paul’s announcement to
the Athenians that God “made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell
on the face of the earth.”

The only volume I have found which purports to be a formal exposition
of Christian theology written by a Negro in the nineteenth century illumi-
nates this kinship in Black consciousness between ecstasy and ideology, suf-
fering and mission. Bishop B. T. Tanner’s lectures on the Bible, delivered
at Wilberforce University in 1893, were presented in three sections labeled
respectively: Chronology, Symbolism and the Harmony of the Gospels. In the
first section, Tanner noted that Hebrew texts never used the words “Egypt”
or “Ethiopia” but, rather, Mizraim and Cush, the names of the two sons of
Ham, supposedly the first Black man. He reveled in the contributions “black”
Egyptians had made to civilization and quoted with delight a modern poetic
translation of Isaiah’s summons to the Ethiopians, “our ancient ancestors,”
when they were serving “as auxiliaries to the Mizraimites in their struggle with
the mighty Sennacherib.” The three chapters of the second section focused
upon the poetic significance of biblical symbolism, its imagery, lyricism and
emotional power. Tanner completely ignored the question of inerrancy 