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SETTLERS TRY TG PLANT PROTESTANTISH
AS THE OFFICIAL FAITH—AND FAIL

et

#HE NEW WORLD WAS SETTLED TO PROMOTE CHRISTIANITY. FOR

& more than 150 years, colonial governments actively supported the
dominant faith. Less acknowledged todav is a point well understond hy the
Founding Fathers: Nearly all of these experiments m state encouragement of
religion failed.

Christopher Colurnbus helieved the world would snon end. In the year 1652,
to be exact, Chiist would return and usher in 2 glerious new Kingdom—if
certain prophecies were fulfilled before then. Columbus’s arrival in the New
World in 1492 was one such event, he wrote later, a clear “fulillment of what
fsaiah had prophesied” He was quite certnin that God bad guided him,
“With 2 hand that conld be felt, the Lord opened my mind to the fact that it
would be possible to sail from here to the Indies.” Another precondition for
Jesus's return was the ennquest of Jerisalem, which was held by the Muslims.
His voyages to the New World would help with that, too, providing a glerions
model to inspire Christian warriors, and the gold to pay their way. Finally, his
discovery of the new lands would enable Christians to fulfill another essential
requirement, the spreading of the Good News to all corners of the world.
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“The Gospel must now be proclaimed to so many lands in such a short sime,”
Columbus explained to Queen Isabeila and King Ferdinand !

After encountering hospitable natives in the Caribbean, he had become
quite optimistic that he wonld indeed be able to bring these generous but un-
saved souls to God, plus get some cheap labor. “If one asks for anything they
have they never say no,” he wrote.” “They should be good servants . . and [ be-
lieve they would easily be made Christians, for they appear to have no religion.™

Though he declared a desire to convert them “by love and friendship
rather than by force,” the Europeans did not have a light touch with the na-
fives. Those in the Caribbean who rejected or destroyed statues of Christian
saints were burned at the stake. Slaughter and European-borne disease kifled
all but a few thousand Indians.* But the Spaniards persisted and their mis-
sions eventually made their way to eurrent-day Wlorida and Mexico.

While the Spaniards did not ultimately win control of the land that be-
came the thirtecn American colonies, fear of Catholic Spain’s expansion

helped prompt England to get sericus about settling America in the early
shoos.?

VIRGINIA'S LAWES DIVINE

The twin goals of converting Indians and defeating Cathelies provided a
strong rallying cry for Virginia's settlers. Prospective settlers were instructed to
bring “ne traitors, nor Papists that depend on the Great Whore ™ An Angli-
can promotional booklet argued that if the Spanish had so much Iuck press-
ing their corrupt religion, imagine how successful the English could be with
their nohle goals of saving “those wretched people,” drawirg them from
“darkness to light, fram falsehood to truth, frem dumb idols to the living
God, from the deep pit of hell to the highest heaven.”” King James's charter
for Virginia in 1606 made it official: The mission was to promote Christianity
to those living “in darkness and miserable ignorance of the true knowledge
and worship of God ™

The faiths of the settlers were tested even before they landed in Virginia.
One-third of the immigrants on the Godspeed, the Discovery, and the Susan
Constant in 1607 died en route. Onee in America, their goal of converting In-
dians soon tock a backseat to survival, In 160¢ and 1610, the period known as
“the starving time,” the colony almost péz‘ished. Seitlers ate dngs, cats, rais,
and one another in order to survive. One man was executed for killing his
wife for food

0
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To try to salvage the colony, the Virginia Company in May 1611 sent Lord
Thomas de ta Warr and Themas Dale, who swiftly issued a new set of laws to
bring order, in part through forced religiosity. The laws declared that the job
of the king is “principal care of true Religion and reverence to God™ and
that the settlers themselves were “especial souldiers in this sacred cause” The
new “Lawes Divine, Morall and Martiall” required worship twice each Sun-
day. Thase who failed ta do sa would lose their daily allowance; a second in-
fraction would draw a whipping, and the third offense would put them in the
galleys at sea for six months. Seitlers who failed 1o observe the Sabbath lost
provisions for a week (first offense), received a whipping (second offense), or
were executed (third offense), Women convicted of sexual misdeeds were re-
quired to wear white gowns, hold white wands, and “stand on chairs or sf{cols
during public worship.”" Blasphemy— the use of “uniawﬁ]l.oaﬁhs” an‘d tak-
ing the name of God in vain”—was a serious crime, sometimes punishable
by having a hot iron plunged through the tongue, and sometimes .by exemf—
tion." Eight settlers were put to death in Jamestown for violations 9f Dale’s
laws. Though alien to us, the idea behind forced worship was practical: Per-
vasive worship would secure God's favor and give settlers the strength and
moral wherewithal to cope with the crushing burdens of discase, Indian at-
tacks, and internal squabbling.

As in England; clergy were ta be supported by taxes and public funds, or,
to be more precise, ten pounds of tobacco and a bushel of comn per setﬁer.. A
special patch of farmiand, a glebe, was also set aside for the parson.” Despite
these provisions, there was a severe shortage of clergy. By 1662, there were
only ten ministers serving forty-five different parishes.” Since there was no ec-
clesiastic church stmicture to monitor religious matters and manage clergy,
the state accepted that role, even discip]il]ing clergy who hachn't preached at
least one sermon each Sunday.”

The settlers did survive, in part because of their strong faith. This alone
prompted wonder. John Rolfe, an early Jamestown resident credited with the
introduction of tobacco, wrote that the settlers were “chosen by the finger of
God.™¢ o

In surviving, they prevented encroachment from Irench and Spanish
Catholics who setiled west and south of Virginia. At that moment in history,
the Catholic Church was viewed in England not as a competing form of
Chyristianity but as a fraudulent faith. Tt was called “the Whore” because it
had prostit‘uted itself by selling indulgences (the promise that for a fee, t}%e
church would make sure that the soul of a loved one wouldn’t be stuck in
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purgatory). Protestants believed Catholics should be called papists, not
Christians, becanse they had substitisted worship of the pope f()r‘devotinn 0
C_?irist And only the Antichrist, it was thavght, would use the trappings of
faith to so distort the message of Jesus. Not surprisingly, the Virginia govern-
ment attempted to squelch Catholicism within the colony. In sihqo, it prohib-
ited Catholics from holding public office unless they “had taken the oath of
allegiance and supremacy” to the Church of England. 1t decreed that any
“popish priests” who arrived in Virginia “should be deported forthwith 77 d

The seitlers” other religions goal —that of pulling the Indians from the
deep pit of hell—proved harder to meet. Pocahontas’s conversion fo Chris-
tianity was much celebrated and, indeed, is depicted in a painting i the US
Capitol to this day. But mostly the settlers just viewed the Tndinns as vuntarn-
able savages, and vice versa." Moreover, Virginia certainly didn’t limit Bgelf
‘Eo punishing just Cathelics and Indians. In 1660, it forbade ship captains
from importing Quakers;" Puritan clergy were banished; and Jews were kept
out entirely for two generations.®

As the economy developed and the population grew, the Church of En-
gland becamne more powerfut threozhont Virginia, By the 1740s, the church
had becomne a place of social and spiritual nourishment for the gentlemnen
farmers who came to run the colony. Though it became more g;‘:ﬂteel and
less coercive, Anglicaniem remained the 1 )

7

egally establiched, official religion
of the colony. Taxpavers financed the salaries of the Anglican ministers in
their area, as well a5 the constmction of new Ang]icanHchmches. During
some of this time, other religious bodies were simply not allowed to erect
churches al all. Up throngh the 1740s, it was clear in Virginia that there was

one church, one spiritual style, one faith —not just by custorn but by Jaw.

THE HOLY COMMONWEALTH OF MASSACHUSETTS

While religion was 2 factor in Jamestown, it was the impetus for Pilgrims who
landed in Plymeuth and the Puritans who setled in Massachnsotts Bay.
Agaiu, the motivation was not promotion of Christianity in general ballt
Protestantism specifically, Puritans believed that despite Henry VII's split
with Rome, the Church of England had retuined too many ve'stiges of the
Catholic Church. “Kneeling at the Sacrament, howving to the Altar and to
the name of Jesus, Popish holy days, Holiness of places, Organs and Cathe-
dral Musick, The Books of Comman praver, or church Government by Bish-

ops . ... They are nothing else but reliques of Popery, and remnants of Baal ”
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sniffed one praminent Puritan® They viewed the Anglican ministers as un-
godly and incompetent. In a pebtion o Parliament, one Puritan cailed the
clergy “Dumme Dogs . . . Destroying Drones, or rather Caterpillars of the
Word " Worst of all, the Church of England seemed to let in as a congregant
any damned sinner who requested entry.

King James found the Puritans annoying. While passing through Lan-
casiiire one day in 158, he noticed that the Puritans had even prohibited
sporte and recreation. He explicitly prevented them from banning “may-
games, Whitsun-ales, Morris-dances, and the setting up of Maypoles”—alf
activities that Puritans regarded as pagan.” Though we tend fo think of those
who setfled in New Fngland as fleeing severe religious persecution, it might
be more precise 1o say most were avoiding the harassment of a government
that wanted the Puritans to be more liberal. Frustrated by the relentless
protests of the Priritans about the church, King James declared, “1 shall make
them conform themselves, or [ will harry them out of the land, or else do
worse.”

The Pilgrims were Puritans who had become “Separatists” because they
believed that the Church of England was so corruptly entangled with
Catholicism that nothing short of a clean break would suffice. They had left
England and sought religious refuge in Holland. Their sense of mission was
biblical: Williarm Rradferd, in his journal from Plymouth Plantation, com-
pared these settlers to those cast out of Israel. “Our fathers were Englishmen
which came over this great acean, and were ready to perish in this wilderness;
but they cried unto the Lord, and he heard their voice, and looked on their
adversity”” Sailing aboard the Mayflower in 1620, the Pilgrins wrote the
Mayflener Compact, comnmitting themselves to “ye glory of God, and ad-
vancement of ye Chyistian faith.”

Though the Pilgrims landed the starring roles in future Thanksgiving cel-
ebrations, it was the Puritans who thrived economically, tock over Massachu-
setts, profoundly influnenced American religious history. (One histerian
estimated that in all thirteen colonies, Puritanism “provided the moral and
religious backgronnd of fully 75% of the people who declared their indepen-
dence in 17767 In 1628, the “great migration” of Puritans from England
began. They came for “lberly,” said the Massachusetts minister John Cot-
ton—the freedom to practice their religion precisely-—"not of some ordi-
nances of God, but of all, and in all purity.” It was with tongue not in cheek
that Richard Mather explained his motives for immigrating: the opportunity

“to censure those who ought to be censured.”
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In spring 1630, John '\\-’imhrop, an influential Puritan, brarded the Ar-
hella and headed toward the New Israel. On board, he gave what wonld be-
come one of the most famous sermons m American historv. They were
“God’s chosen people,” required by covenant to lead evemplory Chridtian
fives. “We shall be as a City upon a Hill” he declared. “The eyes of all peo-
ple ate upon us” This paseage has been used by many a politician since,
evoling the idea that America would hecome a model of freedam

for the

world. But the rest of the sermon bore a darker message, If they didnt succeed

i providing a Christian model, Cod would show his wrath—"we shall be
made a story and a by-word through the world 7

The Puritans left us many ennobling legacies. They sef up Congrega-
Hional churches that stressed simplicity, local eontrel, and a direct connection
to God. Because reading the Bible was so ceniral, they establishad 2 remark-
able system of schools and pressed for widespread literacy. They outlawed
guilds. But this book, by necessity, will focus en how they mixed church and
stale, and how they used power.

Like the Anglicans who settled in Virginia, the Puritans in wehusctts
viewed church and state as fully entwined—za “Holy Commaonaealth”
“Theocracy, or to make the Lord God our governor, is the best form of gov-
ernment in a Christian commonwealth” wrote Jolm Cetian, I it seems
shocking to read one of cur lorefathers so holdly employ a word today associ-
ated with Islamic fundamentalists, we ought to remember that it was a typical
approach at the time. Since Constantine made Christianity the official reli-
gion of the Roman Emipire, Western Christian leaders had believed that,
thanks to Adam’s bite of the apple, man was so inherently depraved, a strong
one~two punch of church and state working together would be required to
tame his evil impulees.

‘The Puritans believed that civil authorities, bound by the same Bible as
they, could be responsible for creating a godly society.™ ThiswaentHo be state
manipulatiig church but rather church shaning state. According (o Puritan
theology, drawn from French theologian John Calvin, they had an obligation
te create a kingdom of God on earth-—a society and a church of mesth “visi-
ble saints” that would make the worldly kingdom resemble heaven as much
as possible. This church was ta comprise 2 Hmited number of Christians se-
lected by God to receive saving grace

Figuring out who was favored by God was no casy task. It helped if you
were well behaved and prosperous, but that was no gnarantee. A candidate
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for membership in a church wonld present him- or herself before the elders
for exarnination. e would have to demonstrate facility with seriptures and
provide a chranicle of how “God's saving Grace came {o him.” The mission
was not to save sinners bat to eject them, protecting the saints from corrup-
tien. Thomas Shepard, the pastor of the church in Cambridge, Massachu-
setts, explained that “if we could be so Eagle-eved, as to discern them now
that are hypocrites, we should exclude them pow.” Why? Because “one man
or woman secretlv vile, which the church hath not used ail means to dis-
cover, may defile a whole church.”™

The church was composed of the saved, and the state would be governed
by members of the church. Only full members of the Congregational churches
could vote in civil electinns. One Puritan named Robert Child suggested that
the limitations on the Fanchise and chireh membership be abolished, The
Massachusetts General Court rejected his request, and had him arrested for
good measure.” Of conrse, Catholics were not allowed, (Since the Puritans
ried to ermbody the compassicn of Jesns, they did allow that any “Jesuits” whe
had ended up in their midet duetoa shipwreck need not be killed Y In 1644,
the Massachusetts General Court barnned Baptists, to.” Increase Mather, a
Boston Puritan leader, later declared that “the Toleration of all Religions and
Perswasions, is the way to have po Religion at all” Puritans did not hunt the
eastern senhnard for deviants, hut tried to keep their own communities spiri-
tually pure. “The government of Massachusetts, and of Connecticut as well,
was a dictatorship, and never pretended to be anything else” wrote Perry
Miller, the foremost histarian of the Puritans, “It was a dictatorship, not of a
single tyrant, or of an economic class, or of a political faction, but of the holy
and regenerate””

Two of the most famons to be purged for faulty theclogy were Anne
Hutchinson and Roger Williams. Hutchinson was a reputahle Boston matron
who began holding meetings after churcls to discuss the day’s sermons or the
Bible. It was deemed a direct assault on the official church. Thenlagically, she
believed that the Puritans emphasized good works teo much and put insufh-
cient emphasis on grace. She was brought before the general court, where her
accusers were also her judges. She declared that the local clergy lacked inspi-
ration from God, and asked what Iaws she'd broken. The fifth cormmandment,
they said, since she was disobeying the church and state and therefore,
metaphorically, her father and mother. When she retorted that even children
should discbey parents when they are Imrooral, Gevernor John Winthrop re-

sponded, “We do not mean to discourse with those of your sex.” They became
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more enraged when she told them that she had directly heard the voice of
. God.” She was-banished —first by the church, then by the civil magistrate -
and moved to New York, where she died dvring an Indian massoere,

Roger Williams was, in many ways, just as conservative as those in Mas-
sachuselts’s ruling order. But he believed that the chureh had berome cor-
rupt in a number of ways, The settlers had been unfair to the Indians, he said,
ared while he shared the desire to convert them, the New Englanders had
simply stolen their lands. Second, he said that church and state needed to be
separated or else men of faith would lase their way. Like Hutchinson, he was
expelled from Massachusetts for heresy and later became a leader of the Bap-
tists in Rhode [sland. And these were just the most famous to be puznished. A
catalog of judicial rulings in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1644 shows that even
small instances of inappropriate speech or thought drew sanctions: A Miss
Alice George of Gloucester was to be whipped for calling a fellow a “wicked
wretch”; Mr. William Hewes and his son John were fined fftv shiflings each
for deriding those who sang in the congregation and “for saving that Mr.
Whiting preached confusedly.”

“FOT AWOMAN CEILD, BUT A MONSTER”

It was to the Quakers that the Puritans showed their sharpest fangs. Quakers
were Christians who believed that each person had to rely for spiritual giid-
ance on the Inner Light more than scripture. The Congregational Cliurch
viewed this as blasphermous. In seventeenth-century New England, it was il-

legal to be a Quaker® For the crime of being a Quaker who refused to leave

Massachusetts, the punishment on the first offense was wsually whinping; on

the second offense, an ear was cut off. For a third offense, the criminal would

be executed. In a 1703 book called New Frgland Judeed by the Spirit of the -

Lord, George Bishop, an English Quaker, cataloged some of the punish-
ments inflicted on New England Quakers, sometimes for intentionally defy-
ing banishinent orders and sometimes for just worshipping privately. Behold
the sheer viciousness of the Puritan approach:

+ William Brend, “a man of vears,” was locked in irons for sixteen hours
and then whipped 117 times with 4 pitched rope, “so that his flesh was
beaten black and as into a jelly, and under his arms the bruised flesh
and blood hung down, clotted as it were into bags; and it was so beat
into one mass, that the sign of one particular blow could not be seen.”

CHRISTIAN AMERICA 13

- Josizh Southwick compounded the crime of being a Quaker with
refusal to remove his hat in the presence of a magistrate {Quakers
kept their heads covered in deference to God). The General Court di-
rected “the execstiomer” to strip him from the waist up, “lie him to a
cart-tail, and whip him fen stripes out of Bostor: and deliver him to the
Constable of Roxbury” who was, in turn, supposed fo repeat the proce-
dure and deliver him to the constable of Dedham, whao would do it
again.®

Alice Ambrose, Mary Torskins, and Ann Colemnan had taken to preach-
ing their gospel at the Piscataqua River. They were arrested, “stripped
neked, from the riddle upward, and fied to a cart, and after a while cru-
elly whipped . . ., whilst the priest stood and looked on, and Jaughed
atit””

This makes for depressing reading, but please bear with me for one more
case, for the store of Mary Dyer should be known by any American who loves
religions freedom.

A young mother living in Boston, Dyer in 1637 had been attending Annc
Hutchinson’s Sunday meetings. Viewing the group as heretical, the Puritans
saw an apportunity to send a message after Dyer gave birth to a deformed still-
born baby. Her minister, the Reverend Joseph Wilson, preached from the
pulpit: “We have been visited of late by the admonition of the Lord. One
Mary Dyer of our midst, who has lately become addicted to heresy, has pro-
duced not a woman child but a monster. Gad himself has intervened and
nointed His finger at this woman at the height of her smful opinions”

She was banished from Boston. In fater years, during a trip to England,
Dyer met George Fox, the founder of the Quakers, and became one herself.
When she retnrmed to Massachusetts Bay in the fall of 1656, she was arrested
and taken to the prison vard. As several men watched, she and another
Quaker woman were stripped to the waist, fied to a whipping post, and
flogged until blood Howed from wonnds on their back and breasts. On Octo-
ber 27, 1659, Dyer was convicted of defying an order of banishment and sen-
tenced to death along with two friends. She watched as her friends” necks
snapped, and then was given a lastminute reprieve. That had been the
courl’s intention all along: They wanted her to witness her friends” execution
before letting her go. '

A year later, she defied the law again and was brought before the General

Court, with Governor John Endicott presiding.
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“Da you consider yourself to be a prophetess?” the governor, who was also
the judge, asked.

“Ispeak only the words that the Lord speaks in me,” Dver replied.

“Away with her!” shouted Governor I'ndicott, “Away with her.”

On June 1, 1660, wearing a plain gray dress, cloak, and bornet, Dyer
walked from prison to the Boston Common. Sixty armed soldiers and dram-
mers lined her route, ready to play—and drown out her words--if she ak
templed to spesk to the crowd. Her old pastrr, the Reverend Wilkon, came
forward ta challenge her. “Repent, Mary Dyer . . . Repent! Continne not this
wicked delusion. You have indeed been carried away by the deceit of the
Devil. Repent!” . o

“Nay, man, | am not now to repent. [ do only what the Lord God requires
of me. Do not moum of my passing, for | am filled with happiness”

A rope had been wrapped around the horizontal branch of 4 great elm.
She climbed a ladder, allowed the nocse to be placed aronnd her neck, and
was executed by the Holy Commomwenlth of Massachusctts —the very gov-
ernment that hiad been set up by Puritans whe had fled England to avoid re-
ligious persecution.”

Sufhice it to say, the Puritan goal of creating 2 kingdom of God on earth
by purging its church of heretics did not succeed. In the 16308, 70 to 8o per-
cent of taxpayers belonged to a church; by the 167as, half that many did.
In Sa]em, only about 30 percent belonged to a congregation in 16g0.* The
grip of the Congregational leadership was further weakened as Forepean im-
migration hronght the region Baptists, Presbyterians, French Protestants,
Scots-lrish, and Welsh. In 1684, King Charles 1 —deciding that he no longer
wanted the holy commonwealth to exclude Anglicans or Catholics—
rescinded the charter and decreed that Anglicans should be allowed to wor-
ship in the Massachusetts colony.®

Historians speculate that these conditions laid the gronndwosk for the
Salem witch trials of 16¢2. Though the most famous example of Puritan ex-

cess, the witch trials bear less on church--state issues than does the persecu-

tion of the Quakers bt for several reasons, are still worth a quick review, The
episode began wher some local girls acoused an Indian slave, Titvha, of cnst-
ing spells. The girls said some of the tewnspeople were witches whase spirits
had come to their homes to entrance and torment them, These vicitations by
ghosts—knewn as “spectral evidence” —were considered attacks no less real
than if a physical body had streck them. During the trials, accused witches
were chained to the walls so their specters couldn’t escape. Wardens soarched
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Hseir bodics for witches teats. “Much of the searching was in and around the
accused’s genitals,” noted Salem schotar Frances Hill.® Dorcas Goode, the
four-and-a-halfyear-old danghter of one accused witch, Sarah Goode, was
imprisoned for seven or eight months. After refusing to confess, Giles Corey
was crushed under a gradually increasing pile of stones.” In all, 150 people
were asrested and twenty executed.

Some of what makes the Salem witch trials well stadied —the phenome-
non of mass hvsteria, the absurd standards of legal evidence —does not relate
to the topic of this book. But there are twe points of relevance. First, it was the
Puritan theology that a few sinners {or demons) could pollute and destroy the
whole church that made persecution of the witches seem urgent, Some his-
torians have argued that the Puritans viewed themselves as players in an apoc-
alyptic drama. If they succeeded, Christ wonld come agam; if they failed,
“allowing heresy to spread,” God would “punish them just as he had the Is-
raelites of the Old Testament.™

Second, this inquisition wasn’t driven merely by a few village zealots; it
was supported by the top leaders of Puritan society, Increase Mather and his
son, Cotton Mather. One alleged witch, George Burronghs, almost aveided
execution by giving an earnest speech and reciting the Lord's Prayer to the
crowd that had assembled for his hanging. According to one acenunt, “Tt
seemed as if the spectators would rise to hinder the execution.” Then, wrote
historian George Bancroft, “Cotton Mather, on horseback among the crowd,
addressed the people, caviling at the ordination of Burraughs, as though he
had been no true minister; insisting on his guilt, and hinting that the devil
could sometimes assume the appearance of an angel of light: and the hang-
ing proceeded ™

Mather's invelvernent in the wileh trials came at the beginning of a long
career of Puritanical preaching. And although he eventually mellowed, his
basic theology remained harsh. In 1708, for instance, lie wrote a message fo
chitdren: “Ah, children; be afraid of gning praverless fo bed, lest the devil be
your bedfellow. Be afraid of playing on the Lord’s Day, lest the devil be your
play fellow. Be afraid of telling lies, or speaking wickedly, lest that evil tongue
be one day tormented in the flames, where a drop of water to cool the tongue
will be roared for,”™® He lived until 1729, and was therefore a dominant figure
in Boston during the childhaod and early adulthood of Benjamin Frankhin.
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REPUONANT JEWS AND DEEONIC CATHGLICS

Though Virginia and Massachusetts were especially important, every colony
experimented with a different relationship between church and state. With
the exception of Rhode Island, all rolonies had official or semi-official
churches that promoted the glory of Jesus Christ. Most defined Christianity
as being Protestantism, and most discriminated blatantly against Catholics
and Jews, Beyond that, there were important differences. The New England
colonies—Massachusetts, Connecticut, New Hampshire —were dominated
by Puritans and their Congregationat churches, They disliked the Anglicans.
Virginia, North Caroling, Seuth Carolina, and Georgia were at one point or
another dominated by the Church of England. They disliked Puritans.
paths. Rhode Tsland, led by Roger
1e moedern American approach lo
tolerance (though even there, Jews dida’t have full rights). Williams had
urged tolerance even for “popish and Jewish consciences” and, in The Bloudy
Tenent of Persecution for cause of Conscience, set ol concepts that have hard-
ened info gems over time: that religious wars were not “required nor accepted
by Jesus Christ the Prince of Peace”; that non-Christians be battled only with
“the Sword of Gads Spirit, the Word of God™; that “inforced nniformity” of
religion has caused “hypocrisie and destruction of miltions of souls”; and,
most important, that the sacred roles of spiritual leadership and the secular
missions of civil leadership were different and must be kept separate.”

Four colonies followed more distine

Willjams, established something close to 1l

Penmsylvania established a “Holie Experiment” that gave protection to
Quakers and most other minorities but ran nto troubles that will be de-
scribed i the next chapter. And Maryland and New York offer their own cap-
tivating, unique, and disheartening lessons, to which we now turn.

New York, of course, originated under the Dutch, not the English. Nei-
ther the propaganda designed to draw settlers nor the official chartering doc-
uments emphasized religion as rouch as the English had. Amsterdam, as a
trading center of Europe, embraced religious tolerance earlier than most;
those values were partly transmitted to their new settlements,” And New Am-
sterdarn {later called New York) became overwhelmed so quick?y by such a
wide variety of different sects that efforis to establish the Dutch Reformed
Church as the official church were ineffective,

But that didn’t mean religious tolerance reigned. [n 1654, a group of Jews
who had been kicked out of Brazil (when the Portuguese regained control

from the Dutch) arrived in New Amsterdam seeking freedom, and were
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promptly thrown in jail for not having the money to pay for the ship ride.” Jo-
hanmes Megapolensis, a Dutch Reformed minister in New Amsterdarn, ex-
plained the difficulties that might arise from ailowing Jews entry: They were
“godless rascals” who “have no other Ged than the unrighteous Mammon,
and no other aim than to get possession of Christian property.” New Amster-
dany’s adrministrator, Peter Stuyvesant, asked the Dutch West India Company
to rule that the “very reprignant” Jews not be allowed to “infect” the colony.
Stuyvesant also warned that tolerating Jews, bad in itself, created worse prob-
lerns since, by “giving them liberty, we cannot refuse the Lutherans and Pa-
pists”™

But the company informed Stuyvesant that he had to welcome the Jews,
since “many of the Jewish nation are principal shareholdess in the com-
pany.” Stiyvesant grudgingly followed orders but harassed the Jews by re-
stricting their ability to huy homes or cemetery plats,” preventing them from
opening retail shops, and banning them from practicing any crafts (except
being a butcher) as well as from conducting public synagogne services.™ In
1655, authorities barred Jews from military service —then put a special tax on
them because they were not serving in the military.” In 1658, the citizens of
Flushing on Long Island wrote the Flushing Remonstrance, which declared
that religicus freedom was a blessing that should be protected. Stuyvesant re-
sponded to this inspiring call for liberly by having the man who delivered it,
Tobias Feake, arrested and banished®

As with mast of the colanies, there were oceasional breaks in either the re-
pression or the exchusive control of one faith, For a brief period from 1682 to
1688, New York actually had a Catholic governor® Then, in 168g, a man
named Jacob Leisles took over, spread rumors that French Catholies and In-
dians were conspiring to attack, and called for the arrest of “all reputed pa-
pists.” Their franchise was suspended, and priests were ordered out within
three months.® Eventually, New York moved toward a more pluraistic ap-
proach, but only after demonstrating the tyranny of both Dutch and English
establishments.

Then there’s the sad saga of Maryland, established explicitly as a refuge
for Catholics. An English Catholic convert named George Calvert, aka Lord
Baltimore, was given the land grant by King Charles Tin 1632. e told his
brother Leonard, who would be the first governor, to “treat the Protestants

B

with as much mildness and favor as justice will permit™ But enemies of
Lord Baltimore, who resented his medieval way of running the coleny, laid

claims on Maryland’s land, In 1644, an influential Virginian, William Clai-




16 FOUNDING FAITH

borne, launched a military attack and captured Kent Island in the name of

fighting the “Papist devils.”™ Eventually, Baltimore recovered the land and

resurned efforts to create a religious safe haven. In part to prove that he was

not estab]ishiiig the Cathelic Church as the official religion, he worked with
the assembly to pass in 1649 a law allowing tolerance of all fexeept, of conree,
tor “blasphemners and Jews”).* The Act Concerning Religion declared that
no one “professing te believe in Jesus Christ shall from henceforth he in any
ways troubled, molested or discountenanced for or in respect of his or her re-

H

ligion. . . " The lofty spirit of tolerance faded from the document in the
penalty section, which prescribed capital punishment for anvone who blas-
phemed God, denied or criticized the divinity of Christ, or criticized any
component of the Trinity.* While the death penalty for nen-Christians might
strike somme of us today as a bit extreme, Baltimore’s more pressing preblem
was trying to appease Protestants, who had come to cutmmber Catholics in
Marvland. In one sense, this gesture of tolerance worked —in 15ug, several
hundred Puritans, oppressed in Virginia by the Anglicans, fled to the free-
dom of Maryland, But with no good deed going unpunished, the Puritans
soon allied with Lord Baltimaore’s enemie< and claimed that e was “profess-
ing an establishment of the Romish Retigion only,” “suppressing poor Protes-
tants,” and making citizens swear to “upheld Antichrist”

By 1681, Protestants outmurnhered Catholics thirty to one in Maryland. In
168q, the Glorious Revolution was under way in England, and nnnors of
Catholic-Indian plots now spread rapidly. In July, a group calling itself the
Protestant Association again seized the Marpland government® After that,
the Church of England was established and fnllowed patterns similar to those
in Virginia, using taxes to build churches, set up vestries, and compensate the
Anglican clergv.” In 1700, the colony prevented Catholics from inheriting or

purchasing land and established life. imprisonment for priests. [nformants
who spotted priests saying Mass could get a ene-hundred poind reward. In
1704, it prohibited Catholic warship. In 115, i required that children of a
Protestant {ather and Catholic mother be forcibly removed from the mother
if the father died. The next year, pnbliz officeholders were required to swear
allegiance to the Church of England; in 1718, Catholics were denied the vote
unless they took the same cath.”

So ended Maryland’s experiment in religious tolerance.
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It roust always be remernbered that for most people of faith in the colonies,
religion was a source not of discord but of strength. Conntless settlers created
families, grew communities, and survived against great odds in large part be-
cause of their faith in Jesus Christ, These stories do not generally make the
history hooks because they deal with the mundane, and awesome, power of
God in people’s lives. ['s quite possible none of us would be heve today if
their religious beliefs and practices hadn’t enabled the Puritans, Pilgrims,
and Jamestown setters to persevere against griesome odds. They were not for
the most part hypocrites or sadists. In most cases, they tried to create a world
that would bring them closer to God, follewing his commandments as best
they knew how.

But the colonies struggled inightily to establish the proper relationship
between church and state. Instances of repression were persistent and often

~grovnded in taw. And let’s be clear: These laws were not intended to promote

“Judeo-Christian values” as is sometimes claimed. Jews were not included,
nor were most Catholics, The laws aimed to advance first Protestantism and
then, depending on the colony, a particular Protestant denomination. Obvi-
ously, none of the colonies resembled the model enshrined in the US Con-
stitution in 1787, Forced worship, taxpayers paying ministers” salaries, voting
rights limited to certain religious denominations, bratal punishments for
worshipping in a different manner—these are all behaviors that today’s tiber-
als and conservatives would together abhor. Yet they were common in the
colenies, and it's worth noting that the victims of these practices were not
atheists or secularists. The victims of these efforts to promote religion were
pecple of faith.

How did this ancient history affect the Founding Fathers and their views
on religions liberty? Of course, to some of them, these events were not of the
distant past. For instance, Benjamin Franklin’s father immigrated to Massa-
chusetls nine years before the Salem witch trials, and Cotton Mather was sil)
preaching in the small town of Boston nntil Ben was twenty-two. The world
of the founding grandfathers shaped the attitudes of the Founding Fathers.
So, let us now tim to onr first Founder, who was bormn an old-fashioned: Puri-
tan and evolved into a historically important hybrid—a religious freedom
fighter with Pusitan DNA
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helieve in an afterlife. In a condolence note to a friend, he wrote, “Why then
should we grieve that a new child is bomn among the immeortals?™ And, at
least later in life, he felt certain he was the beneficiary of God's love. “And, if

he loves me, can [ doubt that he will go on to take care of me, not only here .

but hereatter?™

His true faith was religious pluralism. He wanted a society that was reli-
giously dynamic and relentlessly accepting of differences. This practical —
and some would say relativistic —worldview was captured by Frankdin in a
parody he wrote called “Remarks Concerning the Savages.” As he spun the
tale, a Swedish diplomat was atternpting to teach some Snsquehanna Indians
staries from the Bible. Tt seems the Indians listened politely and expressed
their appreciation. They then told the diplnmat their creation story, prompt-
ing the minister to declare it a mere “fable” The Indians, according to
Franklin, then accused the Swedish official of lacking “common civility”
“You saw that we, who understand and practice those Rules, believed all your
stories,” the Indians said. “Why do you refuse to believe ours?”™

BATTLING THE QUAKER PACIFISTS

Another set of evenls—involving the rise and fall of the Quakers in
Pennsylvania-likely shaped Franklin's views on the role of faith in govern-
ment in a more practical way. Pennsyleania had been established by William
Destrgy al- o s F17 3 11 )

Penn, & Quaker, as 2 “Hely Experiment” in religious tolerance. But contrary
to popular imn

sions, the colony was not secular; the “Quaker Party” con-
trolied the legislature. Pennsylvania therefore tested an interesting h\',-'pothe—
sis: Could one merge church and state if those in power were rcéligious
pluralists rather than exclusivists, as they had been in MMassachicetts and
Virginia?

On many of the issues that tripped up other eolonies, the Quakers did
well. They did not force people of other faiths to pay taxes to support Quaker
meetinghonses. Ministers could criticize politicians without hei;gag thrown 1
jail. Philadelphia had the only Catholic church in all the colonies protected
by authorifies, and diversity flourished ® As one traveler wrote in 1750, “Sects
of every belief are tolerated. You meet here Lutherans, Reformed, Cathnlics,
Quakers, Mennonites, Herrenhuter or Moravian Brethren, Seventh Day
Baptists, Dunkers, Presbyterians, the New Bom, Free Masons, Separatistsj,
Free Thinkers, Negroes and Indians.” Franklin admired the Quakers for their
tolerance and lack of clergy (and didn’t mind getting their printing contracts
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cither).® Compared with other colonies, Pennsylvania managed its diversity
well —and the other Founding Fathers repeatedly pointed to Pennsylvania’s
thriving economic and culturat life as evidence that religious toterance was
smart as well as right”

Jronically, the main flaw was the Ousgker commitment to pacifisin.
Throughout the colony’s history, Ouaker lawmakers had adamantly refused
to create militias or arm soldiess, in keeping with the religion’s view that one
of Jesus's most central teachings was nonvinlence., When pressed by the
British Crown to pay for colonial defense, thé Quakers would concoct indi-
rect ways of doing so, such as when they approved funds for “other grains”
and didn't object when the governor interpreted that fo mean gunpowder,
This dontask-donttell approach worked fine while times were relatively
calm. Quakers had built good relations with indians on the western frontier
of the colony and believed that the resullant peace proved that God was pro-
viding His special protection.”

But by the summer of 1747, French and Spanish privateers were raiding
towns along the Delaware River,” and rumors spread that they wonld attack
Philadelphia the following summer. The Quakers who controlied the assem-
bly refused to engage in military action. Non-Quakers accused them of im-
posing their faith on them, and jeopardizing their physical safety. Franklin,
then a membes of the assernbly, wrote an article, signed “a Tradesman of
Philadelphia,” waming that “fortunes, wives and daughters shail be subject to
the wanton and unbridled rage, rapine and lust” of the enemy.® His other
newspaper articles, while sespectful of the Quaker position, argued that self-
defense was cssential. [e raised money privately for weapons in part by estab-
lishing a loitery, selling ten thousand tickets for two pounds each.”

On November 15, 1755, a group of 120 Indians near present-day Reading,
Pennsylvania, murdered ffteen settlers and scalped three children.” The
Germans began to ahandan the frontier. On November zg, 1755, four hun-
dred wagons carrying eighteen hundred angry and weary settlers poured into
Philadelphia and headed to the governor’s residence. "There, on the sidewalk
in front of the house, they displayed the scaiped, rtilated, blackened bodies
of a dozen friends and relatives. A few days later, the assemibly approveda de-
fense commmission to supervise the war effort, and the Quakers” theological
control was effectively ended.

Given the Quakers’ historic suflering in Massachusetis, it must have
seemed to them a terrible irony that the othes faiths in Pennsylvania viewed
them as oppressors. Though the Pennsylvania experiment failed for different
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reasons than those of Massachnsetis, Marvland, or Virginia, Franklin could
not help but observe that any government dominated by a particular religious
faction--even one committed to tolerance —would struggle if it tried 1o leg-
islate religious views.

He also could not help but notice some of the positive influences that re-
ligion was having in the land. For Franllin had a frontrow seat for a Chris-
tian religions revival that would transform American culture and pave the
way for religious freedom. Franklin—the nltimate Fnlighterment scientist-

philesopher—not only witmessed the Great Awakening but helped push it
along as well.

A CROSS-EYED PREACHER FUELS THE PRIVE FOR
INDEPERDENCE AND RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

N 1775, GENERAL BENEDIGT ARNOLD WAS PREPARING TO LEAD
& hoops up to Quebec to enlist Canadians in the eolanial canse—or failing
that, simply to conquer them. Before leaving, Arnold’s chaplain, Samunel
Spring, had a moehid ides for motivating the troops. He marched them to
Newburyport, Massachuscits, to the grave of a preacher named George
Whitefield. They dug up the casket, broke it open, and remoeved from the
skeleton Whitefield's clerical collar and wristbands. Spring cut them up and
distributed them to the troops {or inspiration, '

Why did Spring chaase this particular preacher to distuth? Whitefield was
the most important leader in the peried known as the Great Awakening, and
Spring undoubtedly wanted help from the preacher’s divine connections
when the men faced combat. Moreover, it was fitting that Whitefield, or bits
of him, would be dragged into battle because —to a degree seldom acknowl-
edged in texthonks—the evangelical revival he Jed helped lay the ground-
work for American independence and the trivmph of religious liberty.

The dramatic wave of religious activity dubbed the Great Awakening
started in New Jersey and western Mussachusetts, where ministers such as
Gilbert Tennent and Jonathan Edwards were preaching about the impor-
tance of personal born-again experiences. They believed that New England
was especially sinhal but that God would be offering a new wave of dispensa-
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tions.' These isclated revivals became a mass movement in fall 1739 with the
arrival from England of Whitefield, who was a friend of John and Charles
Wesley, the fonnders of Methnadiem, Whitefield had developed a following in
England after writing about his conversion experiences and travels from de-
pravity to salvation. Just twenty-five years old, his voice was powerful and hyp-
notic. He was described as handsame, even though one of his eyes was crossed
inward—which seme viewed as a divine mark.? He attacked the Chaeel of
England for its lethargy and failure to emphasize the idea that only God’s
mercy keeps us from damnation. Anglican chirches banned hirn from their
pews, so he went into the fields, where he drew worshippers by the thousands.

When he arrived in the colonies, Whitefield declared that they were for-
tunate enough to be in the midst of a special nniponring of grace from Cnd,
a rare moment when He expanded the paot of the saved —and pity the poor
fool who was nol paying enough attention to accept the gitt. He moved
crowds to tears or gasps or silence. His arrival in a lown was an event. “| was
in my field at Work,” 2 farmer in Middletown, Connecticut, wrofe in a jour-
nal. “I dropt my tool that | had in my hand and ran home to my wife telling
her to make ready quickly to go and hear Mr. Whitheld preach.” Breathless,
he arrived in time to see the preacher —“young, slim, slender . . almost an-
gelical,” and Inoking as if “cloathed with the antharity from the Great God.™

Like modern evangelists, Whitefield used the lalest media innovations to
spread the gospel far and wide. In his casc, that meant tapping into a bur-
seoning network of newspapers that had sprung up in the colonies—one of
the most imnortant being The Permeylrania Carette, a small publication pue-
chased in +72g by Benjamin Franklin. For six months before his arrival in the
colonies, the Cazette printed dispatches about Whitefield’s preaching in
England —the twenty thousand whe showed up at Kensingtor cormmans; the
time he delivered a sermon on 2 tombstone; how he used tree limbs as pews.
Once Whitefield arrived, Franklin offered saturation coverage of his every
move, including the huge crowds in Charleston and W Imington and the
monev he was raising for an orphanage in Georgia. Apparently skeptical of
some early crowd estimates, Franklin conducted an experiment while White-
field was preaching from the top of the courthonse steps at the inferseetion of
Market and Second streets in Philadelphia. Franklin walked backward dowm
Market Strect and kept going until he could no longer hear the sermon. He
then imagined a semicircle with himself as one of the ontermost peints. From

that he calculated that Whitefield was speaking to thirty thousand people.

THE EVANGELICAL REVOLUTLIEON g

Keep in mind that the populations of Boston, New fork, and Philadelphia
were each between ten and hfteen thousand at the time" Historian Frank
Lambert, in “Pedlar in Divirity,” has estimnated that 75 percent of the
Gazelte's issues during the fonrteen months Whitefield was in America car-
ried pieces about the preacher. On eight occasions, Franklin devoted the en-
tire front page to Whitefield” The two even collaborated on a popular
subscription series based on his talks, and Franklin helped connect White-
ficld with the publishers of other calonial newspapers.

In describing one of Whilefield's sermons, Franklin's bemusement over
the preacher’s message but admiration for his salutary impact both shone

1.
throngh:

The multitudes of all sects and denominations that attended his sermons
were enormans, and i was a matter of speculation to me ... to observe
the extraordinary influence of his eratory on his hearers, and how
much they admird and respected him, notwithstanding his common
abuse of them, by asswring them that they were naturally half beasts and
half devils.

It was wonderf! ta see the change soon made in the manners of our
inhabitants. From being theughtless or indifferent about seligion, it
seemd as if all the world were grawing religions, so that one could not
walk thro’ the town in an evening without hearing psalms sung 1o differ-

ent families of every sireet.

In some parts of America, Whitefield reported finding a holtow and superfi-
cial faith. In his journal during his trip to Boston in October 1740, Whiteheld
wrote that “it has the form of religion kept up, but has lost much of its power.”
Mark Noll, one of the preeminent historians of this period, has noted that
Whitefeld’s efforts did result in a dramatic increase in the munber of people
“making personal profession of faith in order to join a church.” From 1730
to 1740, before the Great Awakening, Congregational churches in Connec-
Heut had recorded an average of eight new members per year. fn 17431 and
1742, during the height of the revival, the average was four times that’
More broadly, the Great Awakening divided many American churches intn
“New Lights,” who embraced the new evangelical spirit, and “Old Lighits,”
who were more traditional. Certain new denominatinns— especially the
Baptists-~grew rapidly. New universities sprouted up to promote the ap-
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proach, including Princeton, Brown, Rutgers, and Dastmouth. In colony
after colony, these proto-evangelicals turned against the dominant religiou‘s
hierarchies.

Why was Whitefield embraced by someone like Franklin, an Enlighten-
ment thinker, who strongly disagreed with Whitefield’s view that salvatien
was based on faith rather than good behavior? Franklin clearly thought
Whitefield was good for business; he charged more for a collaction of White-
field’s sermons than for his own Poor Rickard’s Almanack. But there was more
to his admiration, For one thing, Whitefield was a small-d demoerat whese
style and tone challenged traditional farms of social orzanization and anthor

ity. He denounced the mistreatment of slaves, endorsed ef

cation for Ne-
groes, and established several charities” He helieved that each persor, no
matter how well educated or wealthy, conld make a choice for Jesus. And
Franklin must have loved the way Whitefield macked denominational differ-
ences, In the fizst sermon he preached in Philadelphia, Whitefield offered an
imaginary conversation in Heaven:

Father Abraham, who have you in heaven? Any Episcopalians?

Nol -

Any Presbyterians?

No!

Any Baptists?

Naol

Have you any Methodists, Seceders or Independents there?

Neo, no, no!

Why, who have you there?

We don't knew those names here. All who are here are Christians, be-
lievers in Christ—men who have overcome by the Blood of the Lamb,
and the word of his testimony.*

When local clergy stopped giving Whitefield a place to speak, Franklin
helped build a new hall for him, and clergy of any other religion. Franklin
boasted that it was “expressly for the use of any preacher of any religious per-
suasion who might desire to say something to the people at Philadelphig; the
design in building not being to accommodate any particular sect, but the in-
habitants in general; so that even if the Mufti of Constantinople were to send
amissionary to preach Mahometanism to us, he would find a pulpit at his ser-
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vice.”” A church for the leading evangelical —and the Mufti of Constantino-
ple? Franklin viewed Whitefield's cause and that of religious pluralism as
tightly joined.

Most imeportant, Whitefield was brutal in his criticism of the Church of
England and its colenial outposts. He challenged their pettiness, stodginess,

- and lethargy about moral evils. “The reason why congregations have been so

dead” he declared, “is becanse they have dead men preach them.”™ So as the
New Lights smultiplied, the colonies hegan to 6l with mer and women hos-
file to one of the most visihle institubions of England. And what started as en-
mity toward the connection between a particular church and a particular
state led naturaily to a reassessment of the traditional assumption that church
and state must be connected. As noted earlier, most of the colonies had im-
ported the idea that an official “established” church was an absolute necctﬁi-%y
for prometing religion. In the South, it was the Anglican Church, while in
the North, the Puritan-influenced Congregatinonal Church was dominant. In
both cases, colomial elites mostly accepled that established churches were tra-
ditional and sensible. But evangelicals of the Great Awakening viewed these
official and semi-official charches as the ones keeping them from worship-
ping as they saw fit.

Many historians have argued that it was through the revivals that colonists
gained practice in challenging authority in general. Whitefield belicved that
“God’s grace made it possible for even the humblest individual to take a place
alongside the greatest of saints,” wrote Mark Nall, Nathan Hatch, and George
Marsden. “This spirit—a frank expression of popular democracy and the
sharpest attack yet on inherited privilege in colonial America—probably had
much to do with the rise of a similar spirit in politics later on.” New Light
Baptists in Massochnsetts refused to pay religions taxes. Throughout the
colonies, evangelicals flouted church and Jegislative laws requiring preachers
to have special licenses and limit their work to predetermined boundaries.
Theologically, average colonists were taught that they needr't rely on experts
to translate their conversations with God; they had the insight, and right, to
cannect directly and interpret God's will, The dominant institutions of com-
munity life need not be heeded; if people in anthority were limiting your free-
dom, you had the right to ignore them. “Defiance of authority was

infectious” wrote William G. Mcloughlin”'
In other words, it was in parl from the evangelicals that many colonists

Tearned how to be revolutionaries.
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OFf course, not all Americans needed the New Eight spirit to fuel anta-
gonism to Great Britain. It was, after all, in the traditional Puritan strong-
holds of New England that rebellion’s fire burned first. So to understand the
drive toward independence—and religions freedom —we must now tumn to
Boston, and to the religiously complex John Adams.

- THE ANGRY UNITARIAR

fHE MEETINGUOUSE IN BRAINTREE, MASSACHUSETTS, WAS 50

cold in the winters that the commuinion bread would sometimes freeze
solid. But the Adarme family rarely missed services each Sunday, one in the
morning and one in the affernoon. Because John Adams’s father was a dea-
con, yormg John marched straight to the front, sitting just to the left of the
pulpii, a place of honer!

Though Puritanism’s hold on Massachusetts had weakened by the time of
john Adams’s birth in 1735 — twenty-nine vears after Franklin's—it still power-
fully shaped him. By faw, the tocal schools were required to teach the West-
minster Catechism, the core of the Congregational Faith, which declared
with precision the correct doctrines about the Trinity, original sin, the Ten
Commandments, and 104 other points.* Religion jumped from every page of
textbooks such as The New Fugland Primer, showing the tenderness of Puri-
tanism {(“HUSH my dear, le still and shumnber, holy angels guard thy bed”) as
well as the harsher side (“There is a dreadfal fiery hell / Where wicked ones
fnust always dwell”). Through school, chureh, and family, Adams came to re-
vere God and his ancestors. To be sure, he acknowledged, the Puritan fathers
might have occasionally exhibited excessive “enthusiasm” —a Quaker hang-
ing here, a witch stoning there--but they were just reflecting the behavioral
norms of their day. On balance, the Puritans had founded the colonies on




