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Of course, on this side of the pond at least, the most fa-
mous Puritans were not those who remained in England to
fight alongside Cromwell but those who left for the prom-
ised land of New England. Already imbued with the Exodus
theme from the context of the English Reformation, the ap-
peal of the story was almost irresistible for those who were
literally crossinga body of watert to found a new civilization.
William Bradford, who journeyed on the Mayflower and
became governor of Plymouth Colony in 1621, likened the
Pilgrims to “Moses and the Israclites when they went out of
Egypt.””. (Cotton Mather, the great Puritan preacher, re-
ferred to Bradford as a Moses figure.) John Winthrop, who
would become the governor of Massachusetts, wrote in
1629, on the eve of his departure for New England, that his
journey fromthe corrupted English culture was akin to how
God “carried the Israelites into the wilderness and made
them forget the fleshpots of Egypt”™®
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In order for the New England-bound Puritans to under-
stand themselves as participating in a contemporary Exodus
story, they had to draw two related analogies. Jonathan
Boyarin writes, “There was first the ethnic-moral analogy, in
which the Israelites were to Egyptians and to Canaanites as
Puritans were to Papists and to Indians. There was also the
geographical analogy, in which Egypt was to England as
America was to Canaan.”® These analogies operated at two
distinct poles: the Puritans had to define both England and
America, their point of departure and their destination, in
biblical terms. The former was relatively well established, as
we have already seen. Especially after the accession of James
I'and his suppression of Puritanism, it was possible to claim
that England had come to be ruled by a new Pharaoh. It is
the lacter that required some conceptual work, and thar had
lasting and unfortunate consequences.

‘The Hebrew Bible is not particularly clear about the sta-
tus of the Canaanites who dwelt in the land before Israel ar-
rived from Egypt. In some places, such as the famous stories
of Joshua, they are to be battled and destroyed. In others,
however, the Bible suggests that God would have cleared the
land of its prior inhabitants before the Israclites arrived. “I
will send forth my terror before you, and [ will throw into a
panicall the people among whom you come, and I will make
all your enemies turn tail before you. I will send a plague
ahead of you, and it shall drive out before you the Hivites,
the Canaanites, and the Hittites” (Exod 23:27-28), declares
God to Moses. The Puritans seemed generally averse to the
notion of taking up arms against the Native Americans
themselves. The leading minister of the Massachusetts Bay
Colony, John Cotton, wrote, “No nation is to drive out
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another without special commission from heaven, such as
the Israclites had.”? But they were all too happy to sce God’s
hand at work in the diseases that devastated the Native
American population, foremost among them“ smallpox.
King James himself, in his charter for the colony, “The Great
Patent of New-England,” declared that “we have been fur-
ther given certainly to know, that within these late years,
there hath, by God’s visitation, reigned a wonde.rful
plague . .. in a2 manner to the utter destruction, devastation,
and depopulation of that whole territory”® A pamphlet
written in 1643 recognized God’s favor toward the settle-
ment “in sweeping away great multitudes of the nativc.s by
the smallpox a little before we went thither, that He might
make room for us there.”**

Here, perhaps more than anywhere else, we encoun.ter
the ethical complications of the Exodus story. Redemption
and divine blessing are all well and good for Isracl, whether
the Israel of the Bible or the new Israel of the Puritan com-
munity; but they are mitigated by the resulting destruction
of the Canaanites, ancient or contemporary. The Puritans
seemed to recognize this, at least insofar as they put the fate
of the Native Americans in God’s hands rather than their
own. In doing so, however, they effectively eliminated the
Native American population from the narrative of the
promised land, reserving it entirely for themselves.* The re-
percussions would be felt for centuries to come.
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