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Chapter 1

Introduction

This book examines the life and work of the Reverend John Callender (1706‒1748), placing him within the larger context of the emergence of religious toleration in Puritan New England in the later part of the seventeenth century and the early part of the eighteenth century. A cursory survey of the array of literature about colonial American church history reveals the well-worn theme of persecution, but the subject of the reluctant consent to toleration by the Puritans in New England is a relatively understudied subject. John Callender was a product of both Puritan and Baptist influences, and his life and work serve as one example of the contribution to the newfound toleration between Baptists and Congregationalists in the early eighteenth-century.

The goals of this study are fourfold: to identify the nature and rise of toleration in New England at the close of the seventeenth, and into the eighteenth-centuries; to highlight the rise of toleration between the Baptists and Congregationalists in Boston, and detail the first official ecclesiastical act of toleration; to study aspects of Callender’s contribution to the new-found toleration by surveying key parts of his life and ministry; and to study Callender’s works, analyzing theological aspects of his tolerant thought, and detailing his contribution to the discipline of history in general, and to Isaac Backus’s work on New England Baptist history more specifically.

Academic Significance of the Study

The specific conditions surrounding the emergence of religious toleration between the Congregationalists and Baptists in Boston in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries has not been treated at length. An in-depth study of John Callender’s contributions to the idea of denominational tolerance will strengthen the depth of this research, as he was a product of the official ecclesiastical display of toleration by the Congregationalists in 1718.

This book contributes to two major areas of church history. First, the study of the relationship between the Puritans, Baptists, and other groups in colonial New England in the light of the rise of toleration, rather than through the lens of persecution, provides a unique distinctive. Second, an examination of the life and work of John Callender adds to the field of Baptist history, since lengthy treatments of John Callender’s life and thought have not been written.

This study will focus on toleration as the change in context in New England rather than summarizing instances of Puritan persecution in the colonies. I mention some of the oft-studied instances of persecution throughout, but I do this in order to provide a context for an examination of the rise of toleration in Puritan New England. I approach this particular aspect by first synopsizing the changing definition of “Puritanism” from previously understood parameters, as propounded by scholars such as Peter Lake and Jerald Brauer. Part of the changing definition of the term includes viewing Puritanism in terms of “piety.”1 Understanding this angle of Puritan history helps guide my analysis of how the Puritans dealt with the changes in their society that led to a “grudging toleration,” a term that historian William McLoughlin frequently employs.2 In addition, I will show how the New England Puritans, newly established in the colonies, were characterized differently than their English counterparts. This form of “transatlantic Puritanism” plays a role in how the Puritan establishment reacted to dissenters in the coming decades.3

My focus then narrows from the broader context of toleration in New England to the contentious, then cooperative relationship between the Baptists and Congregationalists in Boston between 1692 and the mid 1730’s. This time period is somewhat confined, because it falls between two distinct periods in American Church History—the founding, flowering, and decline of the New England Way from the early 1630’s to the early 1690’s, and the beginnings of the Great Awakening in the late 1720’s. During the decline of the Puritan theocracy, toleration arrived more fully due to pressure from British government, economic factors, immigration to New England by dissenting groups, and as a result of the Act of Toleration in 1689. Toleration came about “grudgingly,” because the Puritans were fearful of the godlessness that would evolve as their laws were overruled by the tolerationist government of Britain.4 Puritan angst was fueled mostly by the fear of becoming unholy in the sight of God, and losing their privileged status as a “city on a hill.”5

When some Congregationalists in Boston and other parts of New England began to scruple infant baptism, establishing Baptist churches as a result, and when the Quakers arrived bringing with them perceived ecclesiastical disorder, the Puritans reached the apex of their apprehension by hanging four Quakers, and by publicly whipping several leading Baptists. After these events, toleration emerged more swiftly, due in part to the external factors previously mentioned, and also due to the changing views of Cotton Mather. Since Boston Congregationalism served as the barometer for the rest of New England, the impact of Mather’s eventual embracing of the Baptists opened an avenue for cooperation and harmony between the General Baptists, and what would become the Old Light Congregationalists, in the beginning years of the Great Awakening.

Harmony between Baptists and Congregationalists was achieved in fuller measure in 1718, when, in an unprecedented move, Cotton Mather led the ordination service for Elisha Callender, a Baptist. This event opened the door for cooperation between Congregationalists and Baptists in New England—but more specifically in Boston, its surrounding areas, and Rhode Island. From 1718 to about 1740, the Baptists and Congregationalists enjoyed a period of relative harmony and trust, until the religious landscape was changed by the events of the Awakening.

From about 1728 to 1748, John Callender served as the pastor of the First Baptist Churches in Swansea, Massachusetts, and Newport, Rhode Island. Callender had been influenced by the demonstration of toleration in the First Baptist Church of Boston in 1718, because as a member of the Callender family, he had attended services, and probably observed the historic event unfold. During his ministry, in addition to his duties as full time pastor, Callender also worked as a Baptist statesman and pastoral official for various other Baptist churches in Rhode Island and parts of Massachusetts.

Callender attended Harvard College for his B.A. (1724) and for his A.M. (1726).6 While there, Callender formed friendships with notable Congregationalists including, members of the Mather family and some notable Harvard scholars. As a testament to his education, Callender wrote a “Century Sermon” on the centennial of the founding of Rhode Island. Even though Cotton Mather had initiated an “official” truce by ordaining Elisha Callender in 1718, some Baptists were still actively engaged in seeking recognition from the Congregationalists, as Baptists were still being taxed in other parts of New England. Some Baptists continued to harbor ill will towards the Congregationalists. Thus, in his work, Callender deliberately and specifically called for peace between denominations by utilizing some of the tolerationist ideas he gleaned from biblical exegesis, and from the works of Cotton Mather, Roger Williams, and others.

Thus, during the first half of the eighteenth-century, John Callender contributed to the rise of toleration between Congregationalists and Baptists. But the religious situation would soon change with the climax and waning years of the Great Awakening in the latter half of the eighteenth century. The Awakening brought with it strange new types of revival services full of ecstasy, judgment, and contriteness. For some Congregationalists and Baptists in Boston and Newport, the Awakening represented disorder and divided its participants into New Light and Old Light factions. The division reached across denominational lines, so that the Old Light standing order Congregationalists retained their relationship with many General Baptists, including many Baptists in Boston and Rhode Island.7

Many New Light Congregationalists eventually became Baptists, and contributed to the growth of Separate Baptists. It is here where many Baptist histories begin their study of the growth of Baptists in earnest. Before the Awakening, approximately twenty five Baptist churches had been formed. After the Awakening, the number of Baptist churches multiplied exponentially, due mostly to the influx of the new Separate Baptists. The new post-Awakening Baptist tradition produced scholars such as Isaac Backus, who fought for religious liberty on a national scale, and strove for the notion of separation of Church and State, up to and including the Revolutionary War.8 Baptist literature is voluminous during this time period.

However, the period between 1692 and 1740 saw little in the way of Baptist apologetics and scholarship. The main reason for this stems from the fact that Baptists were so new, and to some degree misunderstood, that they spent the majority of their time fighting for survival—in some cases biding their time in jail for unlawful assembly, or simply staying in hiding. According to some scholars, the only significant piece of literature produced by a Baptist was, in fact, John Callender’s “Century Sermon” (In its published form, the Historical Discourse). Historian William McLoughlin observes, “Although the Baptists and Dissenters waged a determined fight against the establishment in these years, they produced no leaders of any consequence. Elisha Callender, John Comer, Valentine Wightman, and John Callender were probably the most important of their ministers, but with the exception of Callender’s historical sermon in 1739, no Baptist, lay or clerical, produced a tract of any lasting, or even contemporary, importance.”9

Callender’s ministry and scholarship contributed to the continuing peace process between Baptists and Congregationalists during the first half of the eighteenth-century. It was also during this time period that the ideas of the Enlightenment began to make their way into the colonies. Therefore it is important to briefly discuss the effects of the Enlightenment, if any, on the tolerant thought of Callender, since it is his tolerant thought that will be emphasized in this book, and due to the fact that the idea of toleration has been linked with Enlightenment thought in some cases.


On the Effects of the Enlightenment on Callender’s Thought

Callender’s contribution to toleration arrived at a crucial time in the eighteenth century. Callender ministered during the initial years of the growing influence of Enlightenment thought in England, Europe and in the American colonies. I contend that, for the most part, Callender’s perspective was driven by practical means. His published works were sermons delivered from the pulpit, and were not philosophical treatises. Additionally, Callender had been influenced by the newly-found cooperation between Congregationalists and Baptists, and he attempted to further that peace in his ministry and in his life. Therefore, I do not believe that Callender acted out of a purely intellectual and rational sense of toleration due to Enlightenment principles. It is very likely that Callender had read works by Locke, Newton and other thinkers during his education, and although his tolerant language parallels aspects of Enlightenment thought in select passages of his works, his life and ministry were the result of an applied biblical message. In this section I provide three main reasons that support my position.

First, Callender’s tolerant thought was practiced in isolation from formal Enlightenment thinking. Some scholars have linked the idea of toleration in early America with the arrival of Enlightenment ideas from England and Europe. This link is strong indeed, but in some instances the abstract concept of toleration as a pragmatic result of the Enlightenment can be distinguished from the actual practice of toleration in daily life. Some communities in modern Europe and early America practiced toleration as a result of necessity, rather than as the result of an intellectual exercise.

In his book on the practice of toleration in early modern Europe, historian Benjamin Kaplan suggests that in some cases, intellectual theories of the Enlightenment actually materialized after documented instances of the practice of toleration in different communities in Europe.10 Kaplan arrives at this conclusion, in part from comparing “traditional” sources on toleration—which emphasize toleration as an abstract concept, and focus on intellectuals such as Locke and Voltaire, and “enlightened” rulers such as Oliver Cromwell11—to studies from the last ten to fifteen years that shift away from elite circles and offer accounts of toleration being practiced within communities of religiously mixed people who utilized toleration in order to achieve a practical “peaceful coexistence.”12

Although the scope of Kaplan’s study is limited by era and location to early modern Europe, his thesis can be subsequently applied to early America. A recently published study (2011) edited by Chris Beneke and Christopher Grenda provides a collection of essays on religious tolerance and intolerance in early America, and furthers the idea of separate strands or types reasoning that undergirded instances of toleration.13 Within the collection of essays, Grenda’s own analysis on the Enlightenment and cultural sources of toleration adds a particularly interesting and important criterion in determining whether Enlightenment thought influenced the toleration of John Callender. Grenda identifies three distinct forms of reasoning that drove toleration in early America. He credits these three forms to the varied contexts that comprised early American culture:

Although the discussions about religious toleration in the North Atlantic world of early America varied by time and place, they reflected persistent forms of reasoning across generations and boundaries. Thus even as contributors in various times and places addressed different contexts, these discussions contained patterned structures and processes of argumentation that were flexible and nuanced enough to fit those contexts and, as such, persisted over time, considerably forming the understandings and degrees of toleration throughout the period. Three such structures or forms of reasoning predominated.14

Grenda identifies the first form of reasoning for toleration as the “sacred form of reasoning.” For Grenda, “it started with the biblical text and reasoned from key biblical concepts and passages to the conclusion that religious toleration was a divine directive and thus a requirement of the Christian faith.”15 The second form of reasoning for toleration was a “secular form of reasoning” which embodied the notion that toleration was necessary for the “peace and stability of the polity” in civic affairs.16 This second reason mirrors Kaplan’s “peaceful coexistence” hypothesis. Grenda’s third reasoning for toleration in early America is an “Enlightenment form of reasoning” which was argued “from an empirical theory of knowledge to the conclusion that toleration was required by the nature of the human understanding.”17

Starting with his criteria for the reasons behind toleration, Grenda then explores various key moments of toleration in early American history and attempts to locate the different forms of reasoning that underlay the various instances of toleration. In one key passage, Grenda helps provide a possible context that we can apply in locating Callender’s thought. According to Grenda, “The boundaries of religious toleration were wider at the close of the American Revolution than at the opening of the seventeenth century. Significantly, during this process, the sacred form of reasoning grounded in the biblical text often provided the most robust understanding of religious toleration and a primary impetus for the move from religious toleration to religious liberty.”18 Although Grenda’s timeline here spans well over one-hundred and seventy-five years, he implies that Enlightenment-inspired toleration may not have taken a firm (and popular) hold until the Revolutionary War era. Since Callender’s education and ministry occurred forty to fifty years before this particular period, the case can be made that Callender may not have been as influenced by Enlightenment thought as theologians and pastors toward the end of the eighteenth century.

Based on the biblical reasons for toleration that Callender provides in his works, we can conclude that the reasoning for Callender’s tolerant thought fits well with Grenda’s first criteria of a “sacred form of reasoning.” Furthermore, using Kaplan’s more general concepts, we are able to surmise further that the tolerant thought found in Callender’s works can also be attributed to his desire for a “peaceful coexistence” with the Congregationalists and the other Christian groups with whom he associated.

The second basis for stating that Callender’s tolerant thought may not have been influenced by the Enlightenment can be gleaned from the curriculum at Harvard during his time as a student there. In 1907, historian and educator Colyer Meriwether published a study of the curriculum in colonial universities. Drawing some of his information from the brief history of Harvard by Cotton Mather and from two nineteenth-century histories19, Meriwether identifies different distinct eras for the “Course” at Harvard. For example he cites the “Course in 1655,”20 the “Course in 1690,”21 and the “Course in 1726 and Later.”22 For the most part, from the founding of the college to about 1726, the courses for freshman through seniors offered the same subjects, which included for example: the Bible, ancient languages, classic works of poetry by Virgil, Isocrates, Homer and others; works of logic, natural philosophy, and theology by authors such as William Ames and Wollebius; and works of medicine and physics.23 These authors and subjects remained consistent through 1726 (the year Callender graduated with his A. M.) until about 1740, when changes were introduced to the curriculum. According to Meriwether: “By 1740 either new authors had been chosen or the names of the regular ones were printed, as we find Ward’s mathematics, Gordon’s geographical grammar, Gravesande’s philosophy, Euclid’s geometry, Brattle’s logic, Watt’s logic, and Locke’s human understanding.”24

Meriwether emphasizes the changes to the curriculum specifically in 1740, almost fifteen years after Callender graduated. It is here that we see the first mention of Locke’s work specifically in Harvard’s curriculum. Yale College also followed a similar change in its curriculum. Henry May, in his work on the Enlightenment in America, emphasizes the change in curriculum at Yale to include works of the Enlightenment:

Thus the curriculum was transitional. Latin and Greek were still the starting point, with a little Hebrew sometimes added. Logic and rhetoric were at once the means of cultivating a gentlemanly style and an avenue for the introduction of religious and political controversy. The New Learning of Newton and Locke, which had arrived with dramatic suddenness in the Dummer gift of books to Yale in 1714, had almost everywhere gained the victory over Protestant scholasticism by the middle of the century.25

According to May, then, although books of the Enlightenment had arrived in New England in the first few decades of the eighteenth-century, they did not become standard texts until around the middle of the century. May further comments on the integration of Enlightenment thinkers with classical works in Yale’s curriculum: “At Yale, the Puritan standbys, William Ames and John Wollebius, coexisted in the curriculum with Locke, Newton, and William Wollaston as late as 1777.”26

From the evidence here, we can safely assume that Enlightenment thinkers were not officially added to curriculum of either Harvard or Yale until the middle of the century. Thus, Callender’s university training did not include works of the Enlightenment, but was based mostly in biblical and theological works and the other required subjects. This is not to say that Callender did not read Enlightenment authors. He probably read and knew them well—especially during his years as a member of the Philosophical Society in Newport, or in his subsequent academic exchanges with Harvard friends27—but we can conclude that his tolerant ideas, as presented in his works, were not heavily influenced by the Enlightenment.

A third and final reason for my contention that Callender’s tolerant outlook was not influenced by the Enlightenment, stems from the simple fact that a thorough review of Callender’s works and letters do not mention Enlightenment thinkers. All of Callender’s rationale for his tolerant thought, especially the theological underpinnings of his tolerant thinking, which will be further studied in this book, are derived from his exegesis and understanding of the Bible.


Literature Review

Compared to available sources pertaining to persecution, studies on religious toleration in the west are somewhat few. Perez Zagorin’s relatively recent volume provides a useful survey of how the idea of toleration came to the west. In W. K. Jordan’s The Development of Religious Toleration in England, one encounters a classic resource for understanding the emergence of toleration in England in the early seventeenth century.28

When narrowing the focus to the emergence of toleration in New England in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, several articles written twenty five to forty years ago offer some of the most pointed and focused insights. Examples include Brooks Holifield, “On Toleration in Massachusetts (1969),” and J. M. Bumstead’s “A Well-Bound Toleration: Church and State in the Plymouth Colony (1968).”29 Several other good articles on toleration perspective of Baptist dissent by historians such as Timothy George, George Grisevich, and David Porter, among others.30

Monographs and collections of essays available on the topic are also somewhat older, some of them dating from more than twenty years ago. Yet sources such as Peter Grell, et.al., From Persecution to Toleration (1991), John Christian Laurensen, et.al., Beyond the Persecuting Society: Religious Toleration Before the Enlightenment (1998), and Andrew Murphy’s Conscience and Community: Revisiting Toleration and Religious Dissent in Early Modern England and America (2001), Chris Beneke’s Beyond Toleration, and Chris Beneke and Christopher Grenda’s edited volume, The First Prejudice, all provide a solid foundation for understanding the overall concept of toleration during the period of study.31

Moreover, I have relied upon two scholars who have done the most research on the area of dissent and toleration during the time period covered by this book. Historian Carla Pestana’s volume, Quakers and Baptists in Colonial Massachusetts (1991), is a revision of her dissertation, and provides valuable insight into Callender’s ministry and contribution to the First Baptist Church of Boston in the period of time after Elisha Callender’s death. William McLoughlin wrote two books specifically on dissent in New England, which have proven to be invaluable: New England Dissent, 1630‒1833, and Soul Liberty: The Baptists’ Struggle in New England, 1630‒1833.32 These monographs are useful for providing crucial background material on the period of toleration in Boston, the ordination of Elisha Callender, and the life and ministry of John Callender, placed in the larger context of Baptist leadership during this time period.

In addition to the secondary sources mentioned above, I heavily utilize the works of John Callender. Callender’s notoriety as the first historian of Rhode Island is due to the publication of his “Century Sermon,” preached on the centennial of the colony, and subsequently printed in several editions beginning in 1739. The published format of the sermon served as the only history of the colony for almost a century after its printing. Also extant are three published sermons: a funeral, an ordination, and an address to a body of youth. It is within these works that we are able to construct Callender’s tolerant thought. Furthermore, I have obtained nine letters—five of them by Callender, and four to Callender —which provide additional crucial details about his personal life.33

Additionally, I rely upon the published history, diary and select sermons of Cotton Mather,34 and several other Congregationalists and Baptists of the period. Such volumes as the diary of Callender’s daughter, Mary Callender Mitchell, and the diary of Ezra Stiles contribute evidence to Callender’s relationships with the Quakers and Anglicans.35 I have included information from select histories from the eighteenth through the twentieth centuries, some of which serve as sources closer to the actual events (than modern histories), such as Isaac Backus’ history of New England. I also cite histories by more modern scholars such as David Benedict, Albert Henry Newman and C. C. Goen, to name a few. I also utilize a few informal, and somewhat stylized general histories—such as Nathan Wood’s history of the First Baptist Church of Boston—because despite their formality, these sources often contain some information not found elsewhere.36

The sources above do not represent a comprehensive list, but do identify the more relevant sources available on the topic. Current book-length studies about the life of John Callender are missing. Within the last two years, however, two short works about Callender have been published: a two page overview of Callender in a volume on Rhode Island’s founders by Patrick Conley, published in 2010; and a short chapter about John Callender in a volume on Particular Baptists, published in 2011.37 However, these two works, especially the latter, are rather general, and are not as helpful to this study.

Furthermore, brief entries on Callender in biographical dictionaries and select paragraphs in larger works, provide useful background information for the study of Callender, such as Clifford Shipton’s biographical sketch in Shibley’s Harvard Graduates and Romeo Elton’s memoir of John Callender, in the 1843 edition of Callender’s Historical Discourse. Shipton and Elton write in a stylized manner indicative of their eras. Although they are not as technical as other sources, each author nonetheless provides pieces of information not found elsewhere. Other reference sources offer brief summaries of Callender’s life, such as William Joyce’s article about Callender in American National Biography, Bruce Daniels’ sketch of Callender in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, and William Brackney’s entry on John Callender in his biographical dictionary on the Baptists. Surveys of the life and writings of Callender located within the context of the rise of toleration, though, is an original topic, with few sources specifically addressing the issues pursued by this book.38


Methodology

This book attempts to reconstruct the life and ministry of John Callender using his works, personal letters, and other primary source materials. I accomplish this by locating Callender’s life and work within the larger context of the rise of toleration in New England, and Boston in particular. In order to describe the rise of toleration in New England, which is a more abstract topic than an isolated study of an historical figure, I will provide some contextual background about the characteristics of English Puritanism—specifically the types of devotional piety that undergirded seventeenth century English Puritanism—and which of those types completed the transatlantic journey with Puritans to the New World. Chapter two will offer such a survey.

Of all the chapters in this book, this one relies more heavily upon secondary sources, as I am simply laying the groundwork for my more detailed study of the Congregationalist-Baptist situation in Boston in the early eighteenth-century. The subject of Puritanism is a well-trodden path; thus I do not wish to revisit the entire history of the topic, but simply desire to point out a few characteristics of Puritanism in Britain, that will help us understand the nature of Puritanism in New England. I will build on the work by established scholars in this area, and attempt to add a slightly new angle, as it relates to the rise of toleration. I do this by detailing the theological underpinnings of Puritanism, and by analyzing Puritanism in terms of “piety,” which undergirds my definition of transatlantic Puritanism. I then survey the nature of “toleration” (or lack thereof) in three distinct parts of New England in the seventeenth-century, followed by a discussion of the conditions that led to the eventual rise of toleration in the later part of the century.

Using chapter two as a foundation, chapter three specifically recounts the relationship between the First Baptist Church in Boston and the Congregational establishment, led by Increase and Cotton Mather. Here we see a documented example of a shift in perspectives from anti-tolerationist to tolerationist, as we look at the metamorphosis of Cotton Mather. Furthermore, a brief history of the ministry of Ellis Callender and Elisha Callender in the Baptist church, and their subsequent dealings with the Mathers is explored. The background information in this chapter culminates in my treatment of the ordination of Elisha Callender by Cotton Mather—the first official and ecclesiastical act of toleration between Congregationalists and Baptists.

Chapters two and three will provide a general survey of the rise of toleration in New England, and give us an idea of the atmosphere in which Callender was raised, educated, and ministered. Chapter four will survey the life and ministry of John Callender, highlighting areas of his personal and professional life and work that contribute to the continuing idea of toleration between the two denominations.

Chapter five offers a theological foundation for understanding Callender’s tolerant mindset, and investigates his contribution, both to the discipline of history and to the work of Isaac Backus. The first part of this chapter reveals the theological reasons for Callender’s toleration, drawn primarily from the Ordination of Jeremiah Condy, The Funeral of Nathaniel Clap, and from The Advantages of early Religion. The second part briefly summarizes Callender’s Historical Discourse, and identifies three distinct sections of the work that demonstrate Callender’s historical abilities, while also exposing aspects of his tolerant thought. The final section of the chapter explores Callender’s contribution to history and to Isaac Backus.

Viewed as a whole, this book accomplishes several things: It provides a brief study of the emergence of religious toleration in New England, and Boston in particular, highlighted by Cotton Mather’s transformation and his subsequent ordination of a Baptist. Second, it offers an analysis of the life, ministry and works of John Callender. My intention in this book is to bring to light the oft-mentioned, but rarely unpacked, contribution of Callender towards efforts of toleration in the years following the first ordination of a Baptist by a Congregationalist in 1718, thereby adding at least one element to the broader picture of ecclesiastical history in New England during this era.

Next, I will summarize the degree of “toleration” in three major areas of New England before toleration officially took hold beginning in 1689. Finally, I will detail the conditions that led to the rise of toleration in Puritan New England, thereby laying the framework for chapter three, which details the process of the persecution, peace, and eventual cooperation between Congregationalists and Baptists between 1663 and 1718.






Chapter 2

Backgrounds of Puritanism in New England

Introduction

The contribution of John Callender should be set within the context of the eventual emergence of toleration in New England, in order to understand the events and conditions that moved the Puritan establishment in Boston to recognize the Baptists as a legitimate denomination. Callender’s ministry and contribution to toleration was the direct result of the first ordination of a Baptist by a Congregationalist in 1718. The road to that event, though, was an arduous one. Despite existing under the umbrella of the religiously-diverse British Crown, the Puritans struggled with the influx of dissenters into their colonies. When the subject of toleration was broached during the nascent years of the New England Way, it seemed like a betrayal of their covenantal religion and way of life. More importantly, it served as a further encroachment on their liberties by the very British from whom they escaped.

The Puritans had created laws to help preserve their culture from the influence of dissenters and ushered in an era of persecution made famous by many histories of New England. Yet, some historians have focused on the persecution of dissenters in Puritan New England without attempting to fully understand the pious aspects of Puritan theology and practice. Scholars such as Perry Miller devote a considerable amount of time on the covenantal aspect of Puritan theology, and how it drove their decision-making both ecclesiastically and civically. More recently, scholars such as Peter Lake and Charles-Hambrick Stowe have described how the piety of the Puritans fueled their passion for maintaining the covenant. Identifying the different strains of piety that characterized the Puritans in England helps construct a picture of the type of piety that traveled with the Puritans across the Atlantic in the first decades of the seventeenth-century.

The Puritans in England, the colonists in Massachusetts Bay, and to some degree, the Separatists in Plymouth colony, make up the overall movement described by historians of Puritanism as “Transatlantic Puritanism.” Briefly studying this movement assists us in gaining insight into how the Puritans viewed their new settlements with respect to the Church and society. The piety of these Puritans defined how they dealt with the changing conditions of the church and society in the New England colonies in the later seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. This definition of Puritanism becomes important as we examine some of the specific aspects of how the Puritans coped with the influx of dissenters into their territories, persecuted them, and then grudgingly tolerated them.

This chapter offers some background information about the roots of Puritanism in New England by describing the beginning stages of Puritan piety in England, and identifying several those characteristics that contributed to the idea of the “New England Way” in the colonies.


Puritanism in England

The inherent difficulty of identifying the sources of Puritanism in England would naturally lead scholars to be divided on the type of Puritanism that flourished in America from the beginning. Were the settlers “Puritans within the Church of England,”39 or were they radical separatists? In his article documenting the history of this question, Slayden Yarborough suggests that before 1912, most historians of colonial church history had assumed that the early settlers of New England, with the exception of the Plymouth Colony Puritans, were originally Puritans within the Church of England who practiced Presbyterian polity. However, some evidence suggests that within a few months after arriving in America, Massachusetts Bay Puritans had adopted congregational polity. Some scholars believe that the Plymouth Colony separatists, who were already practicing congregational polity years before the Massachusetts Bay Puritans arrived, influenced the new colonists.40

Possible Theological Roots of Puritanism

Perry Miller explains that when the Puritan movement was initiated in the 1560’s the goal was simply to initiate a change in faulty Church polity. In the theological arena, both sides held to a strict Calvinism as late as 1570. However, as other opponents united against the Church, and as the Puritans encountered rumblings of Arminian and Antinomian heresies, they clung to their Calvinist roots and formed the Covenant of Grace: “believing it no essential alteration of orthodox theology but a legitimate extension of its implication.”41 Miller’s explanation of the formation of Puritanism falls somewhat short,42 because a deeper analysis of the issue reveals three possible streams of Puritan Covenant theology: Calvinist, Zwinglian/Tyndale, or a combination of the two.

The more dominant stream of Calvinist covenant theology, the Calvinist stream, can be seen in the writings of John Bradford 1510‒1555. According to Historian Richard Greaves, Calvinist convent theology became popular and influential in England due to its “embodiment in the Geneva translation of the Bible, the first edition of which was published in 1560.”43 Similarly, Pilgrim father John Robinson (1575‒1625) was influenced by the Calvinist strain since he espoused a wholly Calvinistic view of the covenants.44 Greaves suggests, “Like Calvin, Robinson gave a detailed description of the contrast between the law or covenant of works and the covenant of grace. In another work, in which he defended the decrees of the Synod of Dort, Robinson summarized the essence of the law-grace contract in these words: ‘the law exacting preference of obedience of, and by ourselves: the gospel requiring true faith, and repentance, which it also worketh in the elect.’”45

The early Puritans embraced a type of federal theology that aligned with Calvinist thought because, “God entered into a covenant commitment with men and from the beginning to end covenants encompassed and circumscribed by the divine-human relationships. There had been a covenant of works with Adam. But after the fall of man God established his Covenant of Grace.”46 The idea of piety and purity has always been tied to eschatological issues, especially assurance.47 In the Puritans’ efforts to correct Anglican polity and ward off internal heretical movements, a works-based theology threatened to emerge. Thus the Puritans, in Miller’s estimation, “had to discover some more explicit grounds on which to plead the necessity of ‘works’, but to discover them without sacrificing the absolute freedom of God to choose and reject regardless of man’s achievements.”48 The Puritans could rely upon the covenant because it provided assurance of their cause due to the “bargain” that had been struck between God and men.49 According to von Rohr, “This early seventeenth century covenant doctrine found itself in a Calvinistic context face to face with two basic themes which could not readily be set aside: the awareness of human depravity and the doctrine of divine election.”50

With Calvinism as their theological foundation, these particular Puritans were able to satisfy their questions of assurance and effectively fight heretics in England and later in New England, according to Miller:

The Covenant was a gift of God, yet it entailed responsibility on Him as well as upon men. If the orthodox could answer the Arminians and the Antinomians only when they had set forth the character of God with greater precision, and if they could lay to rest doubts about moral obedience and personal assurance only when they had shown how each was compatible with the facts of human depravity and irresistible grace, then the covenant theory responded perfectly to their necessities.51

Leonard Trinterud makes a case for a substantial Zwinglian influence in Puritanism by pointing out that the majority of the Marian Exiles fled to the Rhineland, with only a few going to Geneva. These returning exiles energized the English Reformation in a variety of ways.52 Most notably, they brought back with them the theological influences of Zwingli, Jud, Bullinger, Oecolampadius, Capito, Bucer, Martyr, and a host of other leaders in the Reformation movement in Zurich, Basel, Strasbourg, and other Rhineland cities by 1658, after Puritan patterns had been developed.53

During this period, Zwingli erected the idea of “covenant” during his debates with the Anabaptists over the issue of infant Baptism. Like Calvin, Zwingli recognized the contractual obligation between God and man and understood that humanity must fulfill certain obligations in order to receive the promised blessings.54 This conflict would be repeated in the latter part of the seventeenth century in New England, when Baptists in Boston—who scrupled infant baptism and rejected covenant theology—would form the First Baptist Church of Boston in1665, initiating a period of conflict between the Puritans and Baptists in that region.55

Third, Greaves posits the notion of a hybrid Zwinglian and Calvinistic influence upon the covenantal theology in a number of influential Puritans. Zwingli’s theology emphasized “the nature of the covenant as an agreement, and the responsibility incumbent upon man as the result of the more or less legalistic vows taken in baptism.”56 Calvin’s doctrine emphasized “the promissory nature of the covenant as given by God, and the distinction between law and grace in a covenant contract.”57 By the end of the sixteenth century, the two streams of thought could be found in the writings of Puritans such as Thomas Cartwright and William Perkins. Closer scrutiny of this pattern reveals the beginnings of the distinction between “Puritan” and “Separatist,” each bolstered by a similar, yet distinct theology. As some elements of Puritanism evolved, grew stronger, and then transitioned into the New World in the seventeenth century, the definition of the movement changed. It now encompassed the two streams over two continents. These two groups, although different in action, held to the same general principles. Both camps, including several other smaller factions, co-existed as part of a universal ideal.


The Changing Definition of “Puritanism”

Whether Puritanism is seen as a political movement, a type of English spiritual reformation, or simply a distant precursor to American democracy, it is interesting to note that the inherent characteristic of Puritanism encompasses part of all of these aspects, but never embodies each one in its entirety. Not until the seventeenth century, according to Patrick Collinson, did the idea of “Puritanism” become consolidated.58 More importantly, the notions of dissent and toleration changed, as Puritanism strengthened. Collinson contends that the original intent of Puritan groups was to foster an environment of pluralism and “tolerant religious individualism,” but the opposite occurred.59 In Collinson’s words: “Puritanism in its original intentions believed itself to be headed in a direction quite contrary to that implied in the phrase ‘Puritanism and the evolution of the sect.’”60 In his essay concerning the changing nature of Puritanism in the seventeenth century, Peter Lake offers three possible definitions of Puritanism. Lake first appeals to the traditional definition:

Puritanism involves a commitment to further reformation in the government or liturgy of the church. Where evidence of ceremonial non-conformity or attachment to a variety of schemes to alter the government of the church (ranging from various models of modified episcopacy to presbyterianism and other varieties of radical Puritan ecclesiology) is present there is Puritanism, where it is not, there is the absence of Puritanism. The advantage of this approach is clarity of definition; on this view we know what we mean and what we are looking for in calling someone or something “Puritan.”61

By itself, Lake’s explanation is straightforward and clear, but it becomes muddied when the problem of politics and government reform is considered. Lake believes that the inherent problems associated with forced reform, whether from the Anglicans or the Puritans (depending on which side controls the government) neglects aspects of Puritan “piety and practical divinity.”62

A second way approaches Puritanism from the perspective of piety: “The second largely eschews this search for a core of definitively Puritan notions or the opinions and seeks to define the Puritan style as a distinctively zealous or intense subset of a larger body of Reformed or Protestant doctrines and positions.”63 In this vein, Puritanism is viewed as a whole, rather than through individual opinions or characteristics, or “the totality of relations, the internal articulations and interconnections”64 that make up the whole of the Puritan way. This is accomplished by studying Puritan piety, both within the context of interactions with their enemies, and within their communities of practice.

The second approach somewhat suffices for Lake, but not completely. Rather, he proposes a third approach wherein he likens Puritanism more to “wider bodies of reformed or protestant thought,”65 and suggests that the:

Residual notions of Puritanism as a free-standing view of the world are best jettisoned. Contemporaries’ use of the word Puritan and deployment of images or characters of the archetypal Puritan are now best seen as exercises in literary game playing and polemical maneuver, rather than as references to any very stable or coherent Puritan position existing in the world independent of those literary types and stereo-types.66

Lake chooses a hybrid of the second and third definition to designate the new style of Puritanism that appeared in the seventeenth-century.

In the sixteenth-century, Puritanism was “a product of the application of the central theoretical insights of the English Reformed tradition to the practical situation of the most zealous and self-consciously Protestant elements in England.”67 However, in the seventeenth-century, the idea moved beyond a one-dimensional political or ecclesiastical push for reform, and through the Puritan practices of conventicles, printed sermons, and prayer meetings at the local and national level, evolved into “a form of voluntary religion, largely contained within enriching, rather than seeking to overturn or remake, institutional and liturgical frameworks provided by the national church.”68 What drew attention to the Puritans was the piety that undergirded their desire for reform. Puritanism was a movement of devotional piety, and the different types it encompassed, formed the characteristics of transatlantic Puritanism, which played a role in how the Puritans dealt with dissenters in New England.


Puritanism and Various Forms of Piety

Charles Hambrick-Stowe distinguishes between studying Puritanism as a movement of people, and simply characterizing Puritanism as the history of a certain conglomeration of ideas, whether theological, political, or social. He offers the following observation: “The study of Puritan devotion is properly the study of people, not only ideas…. It was a theology of religious experience: a theology of and for the people, communicated in sermons and devotional manuals, poetry, and almanacs, and stated in images and themes rooted deeply in the religious traditions of common English folk.”69

What often characterized the Puritans was the literal and, often times militaristic, way in which they practiced their faith. Historian Jerald Brauer notes: “Puritans demanded a personal, existential religious experience of conversion which became the basis for their zeal and drive. As a consequence, they worked for a disciplined, holy personal life and for the creation of a godly commonwealth. They demanded further reformation, they developed strategies to achieve it, and they argued for liberty to pursue their goals.”70 Brauer’s contention parallels that of Hambrick-Stowe, and also echoes Theodore Bozeman’s analysis: “Buoyed by the devotional awakening and eager to effect a disciplinary reformation, pietistic Puritans strode forth to convert and order a nation. Less political but more self-analytical than their Presbyterian forbearers, they sought to make the English more ‘precise in the search of … sins’ and thus impel them to a higher life beyond the usual standards of English parochial religion.”71

Brauer’s older study of Puritanism complements Lake’s newer definition of Puritanism in that they both identify the many individual elements that construct the whole, and it is easy to see how Puritan piety might encompass several of these strands. In his essay on types of Puritan piety, Bauer identifies four distinct types of Puritan piety that characterized the Puritans of the seventeenth-century.


Nomistic Piety

The first strand of piety practiced by some Puritans according to Brauer, was nomism. Nomistic Puritans embodied the characteristics of the typical stern and legalistic Congregationalist, and was based upon a strict interpretation of biblical mandates. Whereas many people might state a case for the difference between devotional piety and legalistic discipline, nomistic Puritans would argue that their brand of legalism was piety, and thus pursued it with zeal.72 Nomistic Puritans firmly believed that the world had succumbed to evil shortly after creation, and that God had tried to initiate obedience from its fallen inhabitants by providing the law, but to no avail. The law was reestablished through Christ while on earth, and then eventually through the Bible after Christ’s departure: “Nomos—the law and its demand for obedience—is the center of this type of piety.”73 Brauer summarizes his hypothesis:

Puritans not only knew the will of God; they were convinced that they alone were executing it properly under the conditions of history. They knew exactly what form of church government was required, and they fought bitterly to attain it. They had no doubt about the will of God and how one had to go about to fulfill it. They were convinced that society should be disciplined carefully so that it would reflect a holy commonwealth dedicated to the glory of God.74

Nomistic Puritans were often characterized by the results of their zeal, rather than by the measure of their devotional piety. Peter Lake describes this type of Puritan piety as “intense,” when he concludes: “Puritan zeal was undoubtedly often apprehended by those on the receiving end as a fit subject for resentment, however conventional the social values within which that zeal operated. Even where the ends of the order and discipline pursued by the godly were in themselves uncontroversial, the intensity with which they pursued those ends was not.”75 If left unfettered, Puritan nomistic piety possessed the potential to become legalistic to the point of mimicking the Laudians, an idea that would dominate English Puritanism as it transitioned into transatlantic Puritanism and manifested itself in the New World.


Evangelical Piety

Brauer identifies a second type of piety as more “evangelical.” Evangelical piety embodied an evangelistic spirit, and utilized reliance upon the Holy Spirit in conjunction with the precepts of the Bible.76 Whereas obedience was the focal point of nomistic Puritanism, love was the focus of evangelical piety. Brauer summarizes this strand of piety when he says: “its purpose was not to create obedience, but to create trust and faith in the believer out of which obedience, along with many other things, would flow. The center was not the law or obedience; the center was God’s self-giving love that created a whole new relationship of communion or fellowship between God and believer.”77

Contrary to the nomistic Puritans, evangelical Puritans enjoyed a rosier vision of the world. Whereas the Nomists emphasized fallen humanity, Evangelicals celebrated a world that was created good. Although adherence to the law is important, the personal relationship with Christ is emphasized. According to Brauer, the nomistic dimension is but a part of evangelical puritanism: “It is only a consequence, a reflex action, of one who has responded in trust and faith to God’s redemptive act of love in Christ…. Evangelicals may not have ignored or transcended the law, but they certainly did not make the law the basis of the ultimate relationship between God and humanity. Further, they did not advocate obedience as the central motif in the Christian life.”78

What truly separated evangelical piety from the nomistic version was the “degree of fervor and intensity in speaking of the relation between Christ and the believer…. Such fervency and zeal of the affirmation of God’s love in relation to soul is not found very often in a nomistic Puritan.”79 Evangelical piety flourished from the last decade of the sixteenth period to the mid 1620’s approximately. It could be said that this was the golden era of Puritanism in pre-revolutionary England because of the wealth of information extant in the form of sermons, tracts and other forms of literature.


Rationalistic Piety

Rationalistic piety was not a large movement unto itself within Puritanism, but was rather confined to certain individuals. The Rationalists believed that God had created reason to unite humanity and God. God constructed the cosmos with rationality at its core. In fact, reason is the central component in the idea of God, and is the foundation for the laws of nature and the moral principle of the universe. The Rationalists not only believed that God’s law was contained in the Bible, but that it was woven into the fabric of the universe and its moral law. Human beings use their intellect and reason in order to discern the will of God both from nature and from the Bible.80 What differentiated Rationalists from their counterparts in the first two strands of piety, was their view of the fall. Unlike the Nomists and Evangelicals, who viewed a once-perfect creation as eternally marred by the actions of Adam and Eve, Rationalists believed that human nature, and its inherent ability to reason, was not as corrupted during the fall.81

Perhaps why so few Rationalists existed was that both their view of the fall and their elevation of rationalistic thinking over biblical revelation provided a pathway to Unitarianism. In this vein, “Some scholars speculate that such people were no longer Christian, or perhaps not even religious. They were Puritan rationalists on the road toward Unitarianism which has always been a respectable religious and Christian position.”82 The final type of Puritan piety stands in stark contrast to Rationalism: Puritan mysticism.


Mystical Piety

The term “Puritan mysticism,” can be misconstrued at first glance, due to the varied understanding of the term “mysticism.” Within the framework of Puritan piety, mysticism shared traits of the other three strands of piety except for its distinct belief that all humans are ultimately connected to God.83

Puritan mystics, like the other pietists, believed that the world and humanity had been created good, and although creation itself maintains its goodness, humanity fell into sin. Adam’s sin breached the link between humanity and God, and thus the human condition is always in need of restoration. The experience of attempting this restoration on a daily basis is the cornerstone of Puritan mysticism.84

Brauer identifies two main types of Puritan mysticism: Classical Christian mysticism, and Spirit mysticism. Classical mystics resemble the stereotypical medieval hermit monks. Mystics of this brand lived for the beatific vision of heaven, and believed that only complete emptiness could attract the fullness of the Holy Spirit. The act of piety was a completely unique and individual experience, not a corporate one. Yet, they did not rebel against any one form of ecclesiastical function, but embraced different ways of worship in order to enhance their spiritual experience, as Brauer suggests: “Classical mystics are seldom radical in their attitudes toward institutions and history. These attitudes arise from the nature of their religious experience…. They are convinced that God has given them instruments within history that enable them to live through the dark night of the soul until again they can mount in ecstasy to that ineffable experience.”85

Not only did these types of mystics refrain from rebelling against ecclesiastical functions, they tended to be viewed as moderates within Puritanism. However, they were still viewed as radical by the Anglicans and even early Puritans. One good example of this type of piety is Sir Francis Rous (1579‒1659), a member of parliament, of Cromwell’s Council of State, and an advocate for toleration.86
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