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Abstract

This dissertation offers a reassessment of Pennsylvania’s place as a model for
religious liberty from settlement up to the election of 1800. Through a careful
examination of private papers, printed material, denominational minutes, and
governmental records, this dissertation uncovers a more complicated picture of religious
liberty in the commonwealth than previous studies have acknowledged. This dissertation
shows that Penn’s vision for his colony created a confounding relationship between
church and state rather than a bastion of religious freedom. The resulting confusion
prevented any clear policy of religious toleration from emerging in the colony and led to
chronic disagreement between settlers of various religious and ethnic stripes. Without a
clear guiding picture of religious toleration, settlers drew from their own thoughts and
interest to create competing iterations of religious rights. Rather than a mutually
beneficial religious pluralism, this dissertation shows how distrust, deepening resentment,
and religious rivalry grew out of the governing philosophy of Pennsylvania itself.
Furthermore, this study highlights historical change, local circumstances, and
contingency in the ways Pennsylvanians approached religious toleration. As the colony
matured under the pressures of imperial politics, population growth, settler expansion,
and the political crises of the American Revolution, Pennsylvanians adapted the ways
they spoke about and implemented religious toleration, showing the concept to be more
of a “flexible grammar” than a political right. The initial confusion surrounding
principles of church and state and the subsequent adaptations of the same indicate that no
single philosophy of religious toleration defined the commonwealth, complicating any

arguments placing Pennsylvania as the model that other governments followed.



Introduction

In 1741, the vestrymen and wardens of Saint Paul’s Anglican Church in Chester,
Pennsylvania, sent a letter to the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign
Parts, asking for additional funds. Beyond the issue of funding their missionary efforts,
however, the letter’s authors described their struggles supporting Charles Fortescue, a
new schoolmaster they had hired to instruct their children. According to the authors, the
challenges came primarily from local Quakers who used “public insults and private
machinations” to undermine their efforts. The Quakers had even encouraged “a rigid,
virulent Papist to set up School” in the same town to challenge Fortescue, a “Zealous
Protestant of the established Church.” For the letter writers, this dispute amounted to
more than mere denominational rivalries. Rather, as the authors explained, they had met
with the Quakers to inform them that not only was their behavior inconsiderate, but also
in violation of numerous laws of the British Empire, laws designed to ensure “Protestant
Government” within an imperial regime directed by English law and religiously informed
by an established church. Such an understanding of the proper political role of religion in
the British Empire stood in direct contrast to the moral and political dominion that
Pennsylvanian Quakers claimed for themselves.! In short, Pennsylvanian Quakers and
their Anglican rivals could not agree on the proper relationship between church and state
in the Pennsylvanian commonwealth. When examined closely, it becomes clear that this
minor controversy between Chester Anglicans and their Quaker neighbors touched upon

a number of themes and controversies that shaped Pennsylvanian society and politics

' William Stevens Perry, ed., “The Humble Petition of the Congregation of SAINT PAUL’S Church in
the Town of Chester, and Province of Pensylvania [sic], in AMERICA,” in Papers Relating to the History
of the Church in Pennsylvania, A. D. 1680-1778, vol. 1, 1871, 219-21.
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throughout the colonial and revolutionary periods. Religious rivalries, bigotry, sectarian
conspiracy, Pennsylvania’s relationship with other governing institutions in the broader
British Atlantic, and the benefits or problems of religious establishment (or the lack
thereof) all swirled around a single dispute about a local schoolteacher. For a colony that
had prided itself on a legacy of religious toleration, the actual processes of determining
what that toleration would look like and how it would function in the commonwealth
proved a difficult, and at times confounding, task.

This dissertation explores the complicated history of religious toleration in
Pennsylvania, from settlement up through the election of 1800. In doing so, it argues that
no one single vision of religious toleration guided the commonwealth through its
settlement and maturation. Rather, local circumstances, historical contingency, and
competing interests pushed Pennsylvanians to adapt their understandings of religious
toleration to meet a variety of needs. In other words, this dissertation contends that
religious toleration in Pennsylvania constituted more of a flexible grammar than any
fixed principle. Pennsylvanians adapted that grammar to reflect the different demands
and priorities of particular periods. Relatedly, Pennsylvanians adapted their language and
expectations of religious rights in divergent ways, resulting in a chronic confusion that
exacerbated disputes and prevented Pennsylvanians from forming a stable political
consensus regarding matters of church and state. In short, religious pluralism in the
commonwealth created competing ideas of what toleration meant. According to this
study, the confusion regarding religious toleration came from Pennsylvania’s unique
governing and social structure. Under Penn’s vision, Pennsylvania developed a system of

religious toleration distinct from other governments in the British Atlantic. Although the



commonwealth did not support any established church and offered safe haven for
religious minorities, Penn and his immediate followers insisted that Quakers occupy chief
governing positions and wield outsized influence in government and all colonial affairs.
The resulting tension between a commonwealth devoted to religious toleration, but
without any formal established church, yet privileging the Society of Friends, actually
blurred the lines between church and state. The result was a frustration of efforts to
decide who exactly held the power to determine the boundaries of religion in politics and
public spaces. Thus, this dissertation shows that Pennsylvania’s history of religious
toleration was one of structural and social confusion, cemented in the very foundations of
the commonwealth. Such confusion forced Pennsylvanians to renegotiate religious
toleration time and again as the ever-shifting priorities of the commonwealth and later
revolution disrupted the province.

In making this case, this dissertation seeks to broaden and reframe scholarly
discussions of Pennsylvania’s climate of religious toleration and liberty. The scholarship
examining religious toleration in Pennsylvania has tended to emphasize two themes:
Penn’s vision as a motivating factor in fostering religious toleration, and toleration
emerging more from necessity as diverse ethnic and religious communities nourished
cross-denominational cooperation to meet the challenges of colonial life. In 4 Perfect
Freedom: Religious Liberty in Pennsylvania, William J. Frost recognizes Penn for
creating a framework of “sectarian liberty” that fostered accommodation between
different churches and colonial government. In time, Frost argues, sectarian liberty gave
way to a “republican religious liberty” that unified Pennsylvanians of various

denominational stripes by championing religious non-coercion rooted in natural law, and



acknowledging the role churches played in cultivating a “common morality” essential for
republican government.? In her 1987 book “A Mixed Multitude”: The Struggle for
Toleration in Colonial Pennsylvania, Sally Schwartz argues that Penn’s ideology of
freedom of conscience, the “pragmatic toleration” brought by such a religiously diverse
society, and the active pursuit of a stable and peaceful commonwealth all mutually
reinforced each other, allowing religious toleration to emerge over time. For Schwartz,
even the upheaval of the American Revolution brought only minor disruptions to
Pennsylvania’s culture of toleration, and actually “presented an opportunity to restructure
colonial institutions, [through which] Pennsylvanians reaffirmed the guarantees of liberty
of conscience and equality of all white settlers [as] articulated by William Penn almost a
century earlier.”® Similar iterations of Schwartz’s pragmatic toleration found place in
subsequent studies that stress toleration emerging from necessity. In John R. Dichtl’s
examination of the Ohio River Valley, he argues that the challenges of frontier life and
the lack of formal religious institutions led to cross-denominational cooperation so much
so that Catholics found security within Pennsylvania and beyond. Mark Héberlein’s study
of Lancaster revealed thriving religious communities where members of different
churches frequently intermarried and changed denominational affiliations with ease.
Whatever religious disputes emerged in colonial Lancaster tended to be internal

grievances, Héberlein argues, while interdenominational cooperation remained the norm.*

2 J. William Frost, 4 Perfect Freedom: Religious Liberty in Pennsylvania (University Park,
Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1993), 73, 77-85.

3 Sally Schwartz, “A Mixed Multitude”: The Struggle for Toleration in Colonial Pennsylvania (New
York: New York University Press, 1987), 120, 291, 296.

4 John R. Dichtl, Frontiers of Faith: Bringing Catholicism to the West in the Early Republic
(Lexington, Kentucky: University Press of Kentucky, 2008); Mark Héberlein, The Practice of Pluralism:
Congregational Life and Religious Diversity in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, 1730-1820 (University Park,
Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2009).



In addition to reframing conversations about Penn’s influence and the importance
of religious pluralism in Pennsylvania’s approach to toleration, this dissertation
challenges previous models that cast the commonwealth as a pioneer in religious
freedom. In his study, Frost suggests that Pennsylvania adopt the slogan “America’s
Religious Liberty Began Here” because the commonwealth “was the primary model for
the success of freedom of religion in the other states.” He reminds readers that delegates
to the First and Second Continental Congress “saw the results of freedom of religion,”
and that Pennsylvania “became a symbol of a new republican pattern of religious liberty”
in the new nation.> Similarly, Joseph L. Blau describes Pennsylvania as one of “the
seedbeds of freedom of religion for the whole country,” while Nicholas Patrick Miller
highlights the commonwealth’s influence by pointing out that Madison and Virginian
Baptists both “cited Pennsylvania—and not Rhode Island—as the important precedent”
for religious freedom.® Furthermore, Circuit Court Judge Arlin M. Adams joins with legal
scholar Charles J. Emmerich in describing Pennsylvania’s first constitution as
guaranteeing “religious liberty” and “a landmark in constitutional history.” Steven A.
Smith additionally argues that Pennsylvania’s contentious experiences over religious test
laws prompted the 1787 convention to dispense with such oaths for the national
government. Together, these scholars credit Pennsylvania for fostering a philosophy of
“pietistic separation” to protect religious practice from the corrupting influence of

government.” This dissertation qualifies arguments that stress Pennsylvania’s influence

5 Frost, A Perfect Freedom, vii, 1-2.

¢ Joseph L. Blau, Cornerstones of Religious Freedom in America (Boston, Massachusetts: The Beacon
Press, 1949), 32; Nicholas Patrick Miller, The Religious Roots of the First Amendment: Dissenting
Protestants and the Separation of Church and State (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 62.

7 Stephen A. Smith, “Prelude to Article VI: The Ordeal of Religious Test Oaths in Pennsylvania,” Free
Speech Yearbook 30 (1992): 1-25; Arlin M. Adams and Charles J. Emmerich, 4 Nation Dedicated to



upon other states and the nation by showing that toleration in the commonwealth ebbed
and flowed in tandem with internal colonial politics and the pressures of empire, making
any linear progression and influence on other regions or the nation harder to pin down.
Through these observations, it encourages historians to look toward less teleological
models to explain the development of religious liberty in the American nation, and
instead appreciate local contingency and context in that story.

The confusion and variety of tolerationist concepts that this dissertation uncovers
invite scholars to reconsider manifestations of Penn’s vision and pluralism in the long
eighteenth century. Through a close study of Penn’s religious philosophies, and the
tangled efforts to implement them in the colony, this dissertation contends that
inconsistencies within Penn’s vision and the challenges of religious pluralism brought
more competition and disputation among Pennsylvanians, often deepened religious
rivalries, and opened disputes regarding the rights of colonists more generally. By
highlighting the tension inherent in Penn’s philosophy and religious pluralism in colonial
Pennsylvania, this seeks to build on works like those of Christie L. Maloyed and Ned C.
Landsman. Maloyed recognizes that Penn’s commitment to freedom of conscience
existed in conflict with his desire to build a “holy experiment,” a moral commonwealth
guided and lifted by God’s influence. Maloyed claims that Penn tried to resolve this
discord by pursuing a “liberal civil religion” that respected religious rights while
cultivating a common set of broadly Christian ethical standards. However, Maloyed
argues that Penn's liberal civil religion ultimately failed, as his protracted absence from

the colony “made it nearly impossible for the proprietor to shape events on the ground”

Religious Liberty: The Constitutional Heritage of the Religion Clauses (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1990), 6, 28-31.



and increasing cultural diversity “undermined attempts at cohesion and introduced
tensions along religious and ethnic lines.”® Ned C. Landsman, on the other hand,
highlights the ways in which religious pluralism hampered the progress of toleration in
the middle colonies by complicating any consensus on what the principle meant.
Landsman claims that “there were in fact several rather different varieties of pluralism
present” in the region and that while “the rhetoric of religious liberty had attained a broad
appeal” by the middle of the eighteenth century, “it did not possess a single meaning.”
Both Maloyed and Landsman demonstrate the limits in prioritizing Penn’s philosophies
or religious pluralism while studying the development of religious toleration in America.
This dissertation extends their studies by taking the tensions in Penn’s project as
described by Maloyed, and the complications of religious pluralism as explained by
Landsman, and showing how they manifested at multiple civic, religious, and social
levels as Pennsylvanians struggled to put religious toleration in practice as disputes
emerged between denominations, inside denominations, on the ground, and in the press.
This dissertation’s focus on the contradictions of Pennsylvanian toleration
reframes discussions of Quaker rule in the colony from models focusing upon Friends’
political strength to instead consider the limitations and flaws embedded within Quaker

rule. Scholars have been familiar with the Quaker domination of colonial Pennsylvania

8 Christie L. Maloyed, “A Liberal Civil Religion: William Penn’s Holy Experiment,” Journal of
Church and State 55, no. 4 (Autumn 2013): 670; Andrew R. Murphy and Christie L. Maloyed, “Civil
Religion on the Ground: Theory and Practice in Early Pennsylvania,” in Civil Religion in the Early Modern
Anglophone World 1550-1700, ed. Adam Morton and Rachel Hammersley, vol. 50, Studies in Early
Modern Cultural, Political and Social History (Woodbridge, United Kingdom: The Boydell Press, 2024),
200-201. For Penn’s description of his project as a “holy experiment,” see Richard S. Dunn and Mary
Maples Dunn, eds., The Papers of William Penn, vol. 2 (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1982), 108.

° Ned C. Landsman, “Roots, Routs, and Rootedness: Diversity, Migration, and Toleration in Mid-
Atlantic Pluralism,” Early American Studies 2, no. 2 (Fall 2004): 268, 305.



for many years and have generally described it as a hegemonic and sometimes coercive
system of government. Gary Nash’s influential 1968 work Quakers and Politics:
Pennsylvania, 1681-1726 argues that economic interest and class resentment challenged
and ultimately reinforced Quaker dominion in the province. Other scholars, such as
Richard Alan Ryerson and Alan Tully, have looked at wealth and status within Quaker
meetings as providing the foundation for a “durable oligarchy” in the colony at large.!°
More recently, scholars have devoted greater attention to the religious dimensions of
Quaker rule. David Little has described the political structure in Pennsylvania as a
“voluntary theocracy” or a “soft establishment” that allowed religious diversity, but
placed Friends at the helm of government who would then guide the province into a
godly society. Or as he puts it, “though Penn and the Quaker leadership in Pennsylvania
uniformly rejected any ‘hard’ form of religious establishment, a gentler version was not
entirely missing from their thinking.”!! Jane E. Calvert has looked at the theology of the
Society of Friends itself, claiming that it provided the foundations for a novel political
theory that fit in neither Whig nor Tory frameworks and legitimized peaceful dissent and

civil rights. Calvert finds that this “Quaker Constitutionalism” rested on the notion that

19 Gary B. Nash, Quakers and Politics: Pennsylvania, 1681-1726 (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1968); Richard Alan Ryerson, “Portrait of a Colonial Oligarchy: The Quaker Elite in the
Pennsylvania Assembly, 1729-1776,” in Power and Status: Office Holding in Colonial America, ed. Bruce
Colin Daniels (Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press; Distributed by Harper & Row, 1986),
134; Richard Alan Ryerson, “William Penn’s Gentry Commonwealth: An Interpretation of the
Constitutional History of Early Pennsylvania, 1681-1701,” Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-
Atlantic Studies 61, no. 4 (October 1994): 393-428; Alan Tully, Forming American Politics: Ideals,
Interests, and Institutions in Colonial New York and Pennsylvania (Baltimore, Maryland: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1994).

' David Little, “Constitutional Protection of the Freedom of Conscience in Colonial America: The
Rhode Island and Pennsylvania Experiments,” in Christianity and Freedom: Historical Perspectives, ed.
Timothy Samuel Shah and Allen D. Hertzke, vol. 1, Cambridge Studies in Law and Christianity (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 249; David Little, “The Pennsylvania Experiment with Freedom
of Conscience and Church-State Relations,” in Disestablishment and Religious Dissent: Church-State
Relations in the New American State 1776-1833, ed. Carl H. Esbeck and Jonathan J. Den Hartog
(Columbia, Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 2019), 73.



Quaker rule provided the best government because leading Friends would draw upon the
continuing revelation of the inner light to the benefit of the colony. In her words, “the
goal for Pennsylvania was the same as the goal of any Quaker meeting—to achieve a
perfectly united godly society. Accordingly, Quakers as the most spiritually weighty in
the province, were the appropriate leaders.”!? Each of these studies, while not ignoring
the turmoil and conflict under Quaker rule, still focus on the strength of the Friends’
political domination as its endurance in the face of class, economics, and theological
challenges. In contrast, this dissertation highlights the precarious nature of Quaker power
in the colony, born from the contradictions between freedom of conscience and Quaker
rule.

Beyond the tight focus on Quaker rule in the province, this dissertation also
broadens scholarly conceptions on the origins of religious rights themselves, particularly
in the years surrounding the American Revolution. Many studies looking for the genesis
of religious liberty in revolutionary America give their attention to Virginia, the role of
the colony’s dissenters in promoting change, and the legal precedent the Old Dominion
set for religious freedom. In his study of late colonial and revolutionary Virginia, for
instance, Rhys Isaac contends that the colonial elite embraced the Revolution in an effort
to sustain their positions in the face of dissenter unrest and their individualist theologies.
John A. Ragosta, in contrast, argues that Virginia’s elite sought support from dissenters to

prosecute the war, but sensing an opportunity, dissenters demanded not mere religious

12 Jane E. Calvert, “The Quaker Theory of a Civil Constitution,” History of Political Thought 27, no. 4
(Winter 2006): 586, 599; Jane E. Calvert, Quaker Constitutionalism and the Political Thought of John
Dickinson (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 138. See also Andrew R. Murphy, ‘“Persecuting
Quakers? Liberty and Toleration in Early Pennsylvania,” in First Prejudice: Religious Tolerance and
Intolerance in Early America., ed. Chris Beneke and Christopher S. Grenda (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 143-68.
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tolerance, but complete religious liberty in exchange for their support. As Ragosta put it,
“the change in Virginian politics that allowed adoption of religious liberty had far more
to do with the dissenters’ views than the erudite reasoning of Madison and Jefferson.”!?
But other studies focusing on religious liberty’s origins gave more credit to Jefferson and
Madison than did Ragosta. Many of such studies were legal histories that examined
precedent of law, the evolution of legal theory, and the role of enlightenment thought
rather than religious dissension. The writings of influential Virginians such as Thomas
Jefferson and his “Statute for establishing Religious Freedom,” Madison’s “Memorial
and Remonstrance Against Religious Assessment,” and Washington’s “Farewell
Address” have often figured prominently in such studies, with their authors standing as
the primary architects of the wall separating church and state. As Jack N. Rakove
claimed, such figures “marked the advanced edge of American thinking” when it came to

Americans divorcing political functions from sectarian influence and cementing the

separation doctrine at both state and national levels.'* The historiographical focus on

13 Rhys Isaac, The Transformation of Virginia, 1740-1790 (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: The
University of North Carolina Press, 1999); John A. Ragosta, Wellspring of Liberty: How Virginia’s
Religious Dissenters Helped Win the American Revolution and Secured Religious Liberty (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2010), 163. Of course, dissenters played roles in the development of religious
liberty outside of Virginia, as shown in William G. McLoughlin's study of Baptists and other religious
minorities in New England. See William G. McLoughlin, New England Dissent, 1630-1833: The Baptists
and the Separation of Church and State, 2 volumes (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press,
1971). See also Thomas S. Kidd, God of Liberty: A Religious History of the American Revolution (New
York: Basic Books, 2010).

14 Jack N. Rakove, Beyond Belief, beyond Conscience: The Radical Significance of the Free Exercise
of Religion, Inalienable Rights (New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), 3—4. See also Ralph Ketcham,
“James Madison, Thomas Jefferson, and the Meaning of ‘Establishing Religion’ in Eighteenth-Century
Virginia,” in No Establishment of Religion: America’s Original Contribution to Religious Liberty, ed. T.
Jeremy Gunn and John Jr. Witte (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 158—79; Michael Meyerson,
Endowed by Our Creator: The Birth of Religious Freedom in America (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale
University Press, 2012); Thomas E. Buckley, Church and State in Revolutionary Virginia, 1776-1787
(Charlottesville, Virginia: University Press of Virginia, 1977); Thomas E. Buckley, Establishing Religious
Freedom: Jefferson’s Statute in Virginia (Charlottesville, Virginia: University of Virginia Press, 2013);
William Lee Miller, The First Liberty: America’s Foundation in Religious Freedom, expanded and updated
(Washington, D.C: Georgetown University Press, 2003). Note, Phillip Hamburger has argued that the
separation doctrine, as currently understood, did not originate in the founding era but was a nineteenth-
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Virginia and the legal precedents it set has tended to truncate discussions of religious
rights as merely products of legal philosophy and debate. But as both Adam Jortner and
Monica Najar have demonstrated, questions of church and state were cultural as well as
legal.!> By turning to Pennsylvania rather than Virginia as a setting for the evolution of
religious rights, this dissertation is able to show the cultural, popular, and denominational
dimensions of religious toleration and religious liberty. Debates about religious rights
roiled not just halls of political power in revolutionary Pennsylvania. Rather, Quaker
Meetings, Anglican Churches, Presbyterian Synods, and Moravian communities all
argued about what religious toleration was and what they needed to do to win its
benefits.!¢ This dissertation challenges strictly legal models concerning religious liberty
and illustrates how the law in many ways emerged from public action and
denominational debate.

Part of the cultural development of religious rights that this dissertation
challenges are scholarly considerations of the increasing role of “private judgment” in
religious matters. In his studies of early modern England and America, Andrew R.

Murphy argues that as the philosophy of religious toleration took hold and developed in

century response to rising anti-Catholic sentiment. See Philip Hamburger, Separation of Church and State
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2004).

15 Adam Joseph Jortner, Blood from the Sky: Miracles and Politics in the Early American Republic
(Charlottesville, Virginia: University of Virginia Press, 2017), 11-15, chapter 3; Monica Najar,
Evangelizing the South: A Social History of Church and State in Early America, Religion in America Series
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2008).

16 In its examination of Moravians during the late-colonial and revolutionary periods, this dissertation
owes much to the insightful work of Scott Paul Gordon. For a sampling of his work, see Scott Paul Gordon,
“Patriots and Neighbors: Pennsylvania Moravians in the American Revolution,” Journal of Moravian
History 12, no. 2 (Fall 2012): 111-42; Scott Paul Gordon, “The Paxton Boys and the Moravians: Terror
and Faith in the Pennsylvania Backcountry,” Journal of Moravian History 14, no. 2 (Fall 2014): 119-52;
Scott Paul Gordon, “The Paxton Boys and Edward Shippen: Defiance and Deference on a Collapsing
Frontier,” Early American Studies 14, no. 2 (Spring 2016): 319—47; Scott Paul Gordon, “Fishing for a Few:
Moravians on the Eighteenth-Century Pennsylvania Frontier,” Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-
Atlantic Studies 88, no. 3 (Summer 2021): 319-50.
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the Atlantic world, British subjects began divorcing conscience from its Protestant
theological underpinnings and recast it as an internal phenomenon grown from a person’s
understanding.!” Other scholars argue that the shift from communal to private and
individual standards for recognizing legitimate religious belief occurred later, in the mid-
eighteenth century. In her study of religion’s influence on the American Revolution,
Patricia Bonomi claims that during the 1730s and 1740s, a rising individualism laid the
foundation for an expanded religious liberty as “consensual values” could no longer
“prevail over individual ones . . . now private judgement and intuitive understanding had
equal if not superior claim on the conscience. In a word, decision making had been
internalized.” For Bonomi, the religious transformation not only expanded religious
freedom, but also led Americans to break with Britain as “once having taken part in the
dismantling of old institutions and the shaping of new ones, Americans at every social
level would find themselves less hesitant to do it again.”!® Chris Beneke similarly credits
an expansion of private judgement in religious matters with broader social and political
consequences. For Beneke, private judgement “gained the status of an unquestioned
assumption” during the Great Awakening, so much so that “by the 1730s, hardly anyone

denied ‘the right of private judgement’ or the value of toleration.”!® Beneke also claims

17 Andrew R. Murphy, Conscience and Community: Revisiting Toleration and Religious Dissent in
Early Modern England and America (University Park, Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press,
2001). See also Andrew R. Murphy, “The Uneasy Relationship between Social Contract Theory and
Religious Toleration,” The Journal of Politics 59, no. 2 (May 1997): 368-92; Murphy, “Persecuting
Quakers”’; Andrew R. Murphy, “The Limits and Promise of Political Theorizing: William Penn and the
Founding of Pennsylvania,” History of Political Thought 34, no. 4 (Winter 2013): 639-68; Andrew R.
Murphy, “The Emergence of William Penn, 1668—1671,” Journal of Church and State 57, no. 2 (Spring
2015): 333-59; Andrew R. Murphy, Liberty, Conscience, and Toleration: The Political Thought of William
Penn (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016).

13 Patricia U. Bonomi, Under the Cope of Heaven: Religion, Society, and Politics in Colonial America
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 158, 160.

19 Chris Beneke, Beyond Toleration: The Religious Origins of American Pluralism (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2009), 7, 53, 223.
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that toleration was but the first step in the leavening influence of private judgement, as
Americans leaned on it to expand accepted religious practice from tolerance, to liberty,
and finally a religious pluralism that eventually laid the groundwork for other liberalizing
movements on race and gender in the twentieth century. Looking beyond the Great
Awakening, Eric Schlereth credits the privatization of religious belief and the growing
importance of democratic debate in the early republic with redrawing the boundaries of
acceptable religious speech. In Schlereth’s telling, religious conflict became safe for
American politics because belief became private and public debate could marginalize
those beliefs seen as most harmful to the republic, specifically religious infidelity. In
other words, religious conflict in the early republic changed from a focus on content
(doctrine) to context (public vs private expression) with violations of the latter justifying
public and political censure.? This study of Pennsylvania brings greater nuance to the
shift to private judgement in religious rights by extending the chronology, focusing on
local contingency, and highlighting denominational debates about the conscience and
authority. Simply put, this dissertation shows how the very political and religious
structures of the commonwealth made any simple appeal to private judgement highly
contentious. This study claims that communal standards for policing conscience—as
opposed to private judgement—persisted past the American Revolution up to the
nineteenth century. By showing the persistence of what contemporaries called “erring

conscience” as a standard for judging religious activity, this study challenges the

20 Eric Schlereth, “A Tale of Two Deists: John Fitch, Elihu Palmer, and the Boundary of Tolerable
Religious Expression in Early National Philadelphia,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and
Biography 132, no. 1 (January 2008): 5-31; Eric R. Schlereth, An Age of Infidels: The Politics of Religious
Controversy in the Early United States (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press,
2013).
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importance of private judgement in the coming of the American Revolution, as Bonomi
claims, the preparatory work for the expansion of a liberal society as described by
Beneke, and the extent of religious privatization highlighted by Schlereth. The breaks
from older to newer conceptualizations of conscience were not as clear as prior studies
contend, and as a result this dissertation brings renewed scrutiny to questions regarding
the radicalism of the Revolution and the influence of the eighteenth-century religious
revivalism that preceded it.

Finally, this study joins other scholarship that calls into question the general
expansion of religious rights by showing a coercive element at the heart of religious
toleration in revolutionary Pennsylvania. The work of David Sehat, and to a lesser extent
Tisa Wenger, have informed this study. Sehat’s book The Myth of American Religious
Freedom offers a reevaluation of the concept of religious freedom by highlighting how
the ambiguity of the First Amendment, its limited application to the federal government,
and its historical misreading by Americans of various political stripes created the
conceptual space for the formation of a “moral establishment.” According to Sehat,
proponents of American Protestantism used this moral establishment to favor a Christian
philosophy of ethics that supplanted the individualist notion of religious rights as
envisioned by Madison. Similarly, in her two books We Have a Religion: The 1920s
Pueblo Indian Dance Controversy and American Religious Freedom and Religious
Freedom: The Contested History of an American Ideal, Wenger examines how
nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century politicians and pundits used the nation’s devotion

to religious liberty to justify Indian subjugation, imperial expansion in the Philippines,
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and the efforts to impose Protestantism on both populations.?! This dissertation also
highlights the ways that religious toleration could be repurposed as a tool of control or
even oppression, but focuses on the Pennsylvanian colonial and revolutionary periods,
rather than American history writ large. What this study offers that Sehat and Wenger
cannot is an illustration of how Pennsylvania’s unique political landscape refashioned
religious rights as political tools unique to the province. A legacy of Quaker rule,
suspicions of British sympathizers among the commonwealth’s numerous pacifist and
pietist sects, and partisan machinations meant that when Pennsylvanian politicians drew
upon religious rights as a means to achieve certain political outcomes, they did so by
manipulating the commonwealth’s history and traditions, not by appealing to any broader
political theory as in Sehat’s scholarship or racial antagonism as in Wenger’s work. By
showing the provincialist contours of religious liberty as a political tool, this dissertation
further shows the fractured nature of religious politics in revolutionary America. This
study shows how no single concept of religious rights animated revolutionary Americans
and the examples one state drew from another were bound to be partial and skewed
representations of the reality on the ground. In short, by examining religious rights as a
political tool in Pennsylvanian politics, this dissertation shows that religious liberty was
not a single goal that all states pursued at their own pace. Rather, various states’ and
citizens’ thoughts of religious liberty were as distinct as the communities they hailed

from, shaped by histories and local circumstances unique to those spaces.

2! David Sehat, The Myth of American Religious Freedom, updated edition, (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2016), 5, 33-50; Tisa Joy Wenger, We Have a Religion: The 1920s Pueblo Indian Dance
Controversy and American Religious Freedom (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: University of North Carolina
Press, 2009); Tisa Joy Wenger, Religious Freedom: The Contested History of an American Ideal (Chapel
Hill, North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 2020).
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Because this dissertation focuses on the confusion and conflict surrounding
Pennsylvania’s engagement with religious rights, it is essential to clearly establish the
terminology that will guide this study. Between settlement and the election of 1800,
Pennsylvanians discussed religious rights with a diverse and often contradictory
vocabulary. Such a tangle of language came in part from the paradoxes that Penn’s vision
engendered, but also sprang from the novelty and malleability of concepts of religious
rights at the time he began his colonial project. As Gordon J. Schochet explained, in the
seventeenth century “the term ‘religious liberty’ was not widely used . . . [and] the
vocabulary and concept of rights themselves were relatively new and imperfectly
understood.” As a result, seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century actors used liberty,
toleration, and conscience inconsistently, and it is up to scholars to define terms with
better precision in order to ground analysis.?? Therefore, this dissertation defines
religious liberty or religious freedom as a political philosophy that prohibits state-
established churches, public support for sectarian institutions, favoritism for particular
doctrines or theologies, and penalties for religious nonconformity. It defines religious
toleration, on the other hand, as a governmental or institutional allowance of religious
nonconformity that suspends some punishments for religious variance while maintaining

the political, legal, social, and financial support of preferred religious groups.?* This

22 Gordon J. Schochet, “John Locke and Religious Toleration,” in The Revolution of 1688-1689:
Changing Perspectives, ed. Lois G. Schwoerer (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 150. See
also Andrew R. Murphy, “Tolerance, Toleration, and the Liberal Tradition,” Polity 29, no. 4 (Summer
1997): 593—623; Murphy, Conscience and Community, Xi—Xii.

2 In forming these definitions, I recognize the important contributions of Winnifred Fallers-Sullivan
and Finbarr Curtis. Fallers-Sullivan has argued that true religious freedom in practice can never be
achieved because it requires the defining of religion itself, an impossible task given the infinite complexity
and variation of what disparate practitioners claim as religious forms and practice. Curtis employed a
functionalist analysis of religious freedom and described it as a “malleable rhetoric” that could change
forms depending on political contexts and objectives. While I find these studies very persuasive, for the
purpose of historical analysis some grounding in terminology is needed and I have employed the above
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dissertation treats freedom of conscience as largely synonymous with religious liberty,
but recognizes that conscience centers on personal sentiment, action, religious belief, and
the ability of an individual to fully express or pursue them. However, as this dissertation
will show, freedom of conscience was an especially contentious term given the
theological underpinnings many associated with conscience. Some eighteenth-century
Pennsylvanians approached conscience as a manifestation of divine will within an
individual; thus, someone could hold erroneous conscience that merited no respect.
Others regarded conscience as personal sentiment that could not be judged. These two
competing definitions of conscience came into conflict in eighteenth-century
Pennsylvania and hampered the already contentious legacy of religious toleration in the
colony.

Using these terms to ground analysis, this dissertation utilizes a variety of sources
to track the conflicting iterations of religious toleration and liberty in colonial and
revolutionary Pennsylvania. Generally speaking, ministers, missionaries, and political
actors figured most prominently in the debates about religious rights in the colony, and as
a result, this dissertation builds its arguments from detailed examinations of their private
journals and letters. This dissertation also makes use of Pennsylvania’s colonial and
revolutionary newspapers, broadsides, and pamphlets because these same people often
published in those outlets. Most of these printed ephemera originated in Philadelphia and
the immediate surrounding area, but some material from the colony’s interior also find

place in this study, particularly as those materials became more common from the mid-

definitions, understanding their analytical limits. See Winnifred Fallers-Sullivan, The Impossibility of
Religious Freedom, (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2018); Finbarr Curtis, The
Production of American Religious Freedom, North American Religions (New York: New York University
Press, 2016), 2.
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eighteenth century onward. Furthermore, the religious nonconformists, or malcontents,
who opposed prominent religious or political figures, did not often leave private journals
or collected papers to examine, leaving printed material as the best place to find their
arguments. Finally, utilizing these print sources allows this dissertation to better track
public debates regarding religious rights in the commonwealth. This study pairs these
sources with more official materials, such as denominational records and governmental
minutes or proclamations. The late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century minutes of
the Quaker Yearly and Monthly Meetings of Pennsylvania—housed at Swarthmore
College—have been crucial in uncovering how Penn envisioned his tolerationist
government and how subsequent generations of Friends adapted it and handled colonial
resistance to their administration. This dissertation also draws from eighteenth-century
Presbyterian and Anglican records such as the Minutes of the Synods of Philadelphia and
New York, and the anthologies edited by Episcopal Bishop William Stevens Perry:
Historical Collections of the American Colonial Church and Papers Relating to the
History of the Church in Pennsylvania. These last two collections consist of
correspondence between Anglican ministers, missionaries, and their colleagues of the
Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, headquartered in London,
where the original documents are held. These formal denominational records help this
dissertation explore how the debates over religious rights shaped activities at institutional
levels. German-speaking Moravians figure prominently in this dissertation, particularly in
addressing the turmoil of the Revolution. Unfortunately, my limits in language have
forced me to rely on Moravian records either first written in English or translated into

that language sometime after they were written. Among such sources, the Bethlehem
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Bishop John Ettwein’s autobiography and history of the colonial Moravian Church has
been the most useful. Kenneth Gardiner Hamilton, professor at Moravian College,
translated this work in 1940 and provided helpful context and notation to better
understand and interpret Ettwein’s recollections.

This dissertation employs two methods in examining these sources. First, the
study identifies and follows controversies within the sources by looking for variations in
language, interpretation, and argument to identify the different ways various factions
approached religious liberty, toleration, and conscience. Upon locating such variations,
this dissertation then turns to the political and social contexts of the disputes to identify
which forces prompted changes in the way Pennsylvanians addressed the confusion over
religious rights, and what actions they took to protect, implement, or challenge them.
Second, this dissertation then analyzes its sources and subjects to understand how
different factions with varying access to governmental power or social position
approached religious liberty or toleration to ensure their safety or political influence. By
analyzing the arguments, behavior, and political choices of Quakers, Anglicans,
Presbyterians, Moravians, and freethinkers, this dissertation complicates those models
that stress a common legacy of religious liberty that bolstered a peaceful coexistence in
the commonwealth. By approaching sources in this way, this dissertation uncovers a
variety of interpretations of religious toleration or liberty held by numerous religious and
political factions.

This dissertation proceeds in four chronological chapters. The first chapter begins
in England with the young William Penn’s conversion to Quakerism and explores the

development of his philosophies of government and religious rights, as well as their
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implementation in the colony. This chapter argues that Penn formed his ideas concerning
religious toleration through his experience as both a victim of religious persecution and
the privileged son of a prominent English admiral, resulting in a flawed vision of
toleration that called for freedom of conscience in his colony while also insisting that
Quakers would play an outside role compared to other religious communities. The
chapter uses the social and political discord of the Keithian Schism of the 1690s and the
Affirmation Controversy of the early eighteenth century to highlight the confusion that
characterized Pennsylvania, and how ultimately, colonists had to distance themselves
from Penn’s project to stabilize the commonwealth.

The second chapter examines the contentious debates over conscience and liberty
of conscience that emerged as the Great Awakening swept over Pennsylvania from the
1730s through the 1750s. This chapter explores the development of various iterations of
conscience, and how over time Pennsylvanians repurposed them as political metrics to
challenge inherited forms of civic authority. Specifically, this chapter argues that
Pennsylvanians repeatedly drew upon rights of conscience in order to challenge Quaker
rule during moments of crisis, such as King George’s War, the French and Indian War,
and the Paxton Insurrection. During these episodes, the flexible rhetoric of conscience
and religious rights that developed in the Great Awakening exposed the ambiguity and
political friction that Pennsylvania’s system of toleration produced.

Chapter three looks at the transformation of Pennsylvanian toleration in the
context of the American Revolution. This chapter argues that the War for Independence
forced a reconfiguration of religious toleration in Pennsylvania, one that narrowed

acceptable religious practices to those that patriots deemed consistent with republican
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government, wartime necessity, and support for the patriot cause. In other words, this
chapter demonstrates how religious toleration in Pennsylvania—with its inherent
contradictions and ambiguity—became a political and military instrument to ensure
loyalty and promote republican government. In doing so, this chapter uncovers a
narrowing of religious toleration in the commonwealth even as Americans rallied around
a common cause dedicated to liberty.

The final chapter turns to the years following the Revolution up through the
election of 1800 and examines disputes between two small but influential factions of
religious and political actors: Deists, atheists, non-Christians, and religious non-
conformists that this chapter describes as “freethinkers” and Christian
establishmentarians, those Pennsylvanians who sought to preserve a Christian
preferentialism within Pennsylvania’s political institutions. This chapter argues that the
growth of freethought pushed Pennsylvanians to abandon religious toleration in favor of a
definitive, though imperfect, religious liberty. This chapter claims that the movement
toward religious liberty came in part from freethinkers successfully challenging
Pennsylvanians to reconsider providential legacies of the Revolution, thereby allowing
them to imagine alternative sources of civic virtue and communal contributions that could
include freethinkers and Christians alike. Furthermore, chapter four argues that
Pennsylvania’s Christian establishmentarians could not maintain the tolerationist
government they desired because they continued to rely on communal and theological
notations of conscience, which had fallen out of favor in the years following the conflict.

This dissertation offers scholars a reevaluation of the history of religious

toleration and liberty in the commonwealth of Pennsylvania. Though the commonwealth
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has long been held as an example of religious freedom, the benefits of religious and
ethnic pluralism, and a pioneer of the growth of human rights in the American nation at
large, this dissertation instead uncovers within it a more complex, coercive, and chaotic
religious toleration. By extension, it asks scholars to reconsider the genesis of religious
freedom in the nation and the origins of civic rights and duties as well. In doing so, it
challenges teleological models and assumptions of religious freedom’s origins and

development and reintroduces context and contingency into the story.
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Chapter One

Laving an Unsure Foundation:
Quaker Dominion and Religious Toleration in Early Colonial Pennsvlvania

“But thus to tollerate all [religion] without controul is the way to have none at all.”

John Talbot, 1708

When the assembly speaker Andrew Hamilton retired in 1739, he took time to
reflect on what he saw as the preeminent legacy of the Pennsylvania commonwealth. “It
is not,” he said, “to the fertility of our soil, and the commodiousness of our rivers, that we
ought chiefly to attribute the great progress this province has made... [but it is] the
excellency of our constitution...[and] the enjoyment of a perfect freedom as to religion.”
Hamilton’s connection of religious liberty to the colony’s civic government was a
common position, as was his claim that the religious liberty in the commonwealth was a
“perfect freedom” that “discouraged hypocrisy,” cultivated morality, and prevented the
“mischiefs that always attend religious squabbling.”! Many would have agreed with
Hamilton that Pennsylvania’s embrace of freedom of conscience set it apart from other
colonies in the British empire. In fact, by the mid-eighteenth century the ideology had
come to occupy a singular place of pride among the commonwealth’s inhabitants.

In spite of Hamilton’s glowing report, the history of religious liberty in colonial
Pennsylvania was not so straightforward. More so than most other British colonies in
North America, various communities of ethnic, religious, and racial backgrounds called

Pennsylvania home. In the early decades, the Society of Friends made up the bulk of

! Pennsylvania Archives, vol. 3, Eighth Series: Votes and Proceedings of the House of Representatives
of the Province of Pennsylvania, (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: 1931), 2505-7.
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settlers a large majority of the economic and political ruling class. But as the
commonwealth moved from its humble beginning on the Delaware towards a stable and
profitable outpost of the British empire, its population only increased in diversity. Such
pluralism presented unique challenges. At times the diversity of colonial Pennsylvania
led to cross-denominational cooperation, as when different congregations shared chapels,
and ministers from one sect performed marriages for people of a variety of faiths. Still,
religious rivalries, and even hostilities, simmered just below the surface, only to erupt in
moments of stress or disruptive change. In an era when religious uniformity was still held
as a prerequisite for political and social stability, religious partisans and antagonists
periodically tested the limits of Pennsylvania’s devotion to religious liberty.

Some of the challenges arose from competing notions of what religious liberty
actually meant. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the language surrounding
religious liberty often held a slippery quality because politicians, philosophers, critics,
and advocates lacked the conceptual framework to articulate the ideas they were still
developing. As a result, they often used the language of religious toleration, religious
liberty, and freedom of conscience loosely and interchangeably. As one scholar has
observed, for example, William Penn “usually employed the term ‘liberty of conscience’
to denote his political aim, [but] often used the term ‘toleration’ as well, and sometimes
in the same sentence.”

The fluid language of the church-state relations presents challenges for scholars of

early America. Without firm definitions of religious liberty, toleration, and associated

2 Andrew R. Murphy, Conscience and Community: Revisiting Toleration and Religious Dissent in
Early Modern England and America (University Park, Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press,
2001), xii.
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principles, any historical analysis can fall into the inconsistent and sometimes
contradictory usages of the subjects, confounding any conclusions derived therefrom. To
avoid such blunders, this chapter approaches religious liberty as a philosophy and
practice that understands religious persuasion and expression as born of natural right,
thus prohibiting any form of established church, public support or favoritism toward any
particular religious faction or doctrine, as well as rejecting penalties or restrictions for
religious nonconformity. Religious toleration, on the other hand, is a governmental or
institutional allowance of religious nonconformity that includes the suspension of some
punishments for religious variance but maintains the political, legal, and social
superiority of preferred religious groups, often requiring financial support for an
established church and dictating that variant religious beliefs be kept private. These
definitions will guide the analysis of this chapter while acknowledging that the disputants
of the colonial Atlantic world mixed, shared, and replaced the terms inconsistently. Using
these definitions does not impose a modern understanding upon historical characters; this
chapter will still approach their ideas and arguments as they presented them. Rather the
definitions will bring needed consistency and clarity to the study.

Recently, scholars have argued that although colonial Pennsylvania lacked a
formal established church, the commonwealth did not embrace religious liberty, as many

have claimed.? Rather, the colony’s approach to religious pluralism more closely aligned

3 For a sample of scholarship that cast Penn’s vision and his colony as pioneers in religious liberty, see
Mary Maples Dunn, William Penn: Politics and Conscience (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University
Press, 1967); Sally Schwartz, “4 Mixed Multitude”: The Struggle for Toleration in Colonial Pennsylvania,
The American Social Experience Series 8 (New York: New York University Press, 1987). For additional
work that shows how the diversity of the colony gave rise to greater religious liberty, see Mark Héberlein,
The Practice of Pluralism: Congregational Life and Religious Diversity in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, 1730-
1820, Max Kade German-American Research Institute Series (University Park, Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania
State University Press, 2009); Ned C. Landsman, “Roots, Routs, and Rootedness: Diversity, Migration, and
Toleration in Mid-Atlantic Pluralism,” Early American Studies 2, no. 2 (Fall 2004): 267-309. For an
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with religious toleration because while Pennsylvania leaders and laws allowed—even
encouraged—the coexistence of diverse religious factions and communities, they
nonetheless promoted a broad Christian culture and moral ethic, and successfully upheld
Quaker dominance in politics and society. In fact, some scholars such as David Little
have described Pennsylvania’s predilection for Quaker rule and customs as a “soft
Quaker establishment.” William J. Frost has likewise suggested that the Quaker soft
establishment allowed the Friends to strengthen their rule in the colony. When Frost
writes, for instance, that in Pennsylvania “others would be welcome, but they would have
to be governed by Quaker principles,” he implies that the soft establishment embodied a
stable consensus among Quaker rulers and the diverse inhabitants of the commonwealth.’
Other scholars have shown that Penn and his followers implemented the
commonwealth’s soft Quaker establishment by design. Andrew R. Murphy—one of the
foremost experts on William Penn’s political thought—has argued that Penn established
his colony with explicit theological aims packaged in a political project. The Friends
believed that Quakerism, with its experience as a persecuted religious minority, its

dynamic theology guided by “the inner light,” and its abhorrence of conflict was

argument of a modern religious liberty developing in colonial Pennsylvania and then inspiring later
liberalizing reforms, see Chris Beneke, Beyond Toleration: The Religious Origins of American Pluralism
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2009). For works that give responsibility for any shortcoming of
religious liberty in the colony to the crown or Privy Council and not Penn, see Charles J. Still¢, “Religious
Tests in Provincial Pennsylvania,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 9, no. 4 (January
1886): 365—4006; Isaac Sharpless, A Quaker Experiment in Government: History of Quaker Government in
Pennsylvania, 1682-1783 (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: Ferris & Leach, 1902); Nicholas Patrick Miller, The
Religious Roots of the First Amendment: Dissenting Protestants and the Separation of Church and State
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2012).

4 David Little, “Constitutional Protection of the Freedom of Conscience in Colonial America: The
Rhode Island and Pennsylvania Experiments,” in Christianity and Freedom: Historical Perspectives, ed.
Timothy Samuel Shah and Allen D. Hertzke, vol. 1, 2016, 72—74; see also Arlin S. Adams and Charles J.
Emmerich, “William Penn and the American Heritage of Religious Liberty,” Journal of Law and Religion
8, no. 1 (1990): 57-70.

5 J. William Frost, 4 Perfect Freedom: Religious Liberty in Pennsylvania (University Park,
Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1993), 18.
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necessary for the preservation of a civil order that would in turn stave off religious
conflict or persecution.® Jane E. Calvert has explained the Quaker preferentialism in
Pennsylvania as part of a larger constitutional theory developed in the Society of Friends
that leaned on Quakerism’s tradition of revelation and peaceful dissent, opening the way
for popular participation in government and cementing religious toleration in the
process.’

While these scholars have convincingly shown that religious toleration (not
liberty) shaped by a soft Quaker establishment best describes the relationship between
civic and religious institutions in colonial Pennsylvania, what they have not examined are
the paradoxes produced through pursuing religious toleration in a society without a
formal state church. In a tolerationist society with an established church, the
demarcations between civic and religious behaviors can be more easily regulated because
those overlapping behaviors (think of marriages or oath taking, for example) can be
reserved to the established church. Colonial Virginia, for instance, leaned heavily on the
established Anglican church to manage a variety of civic responsibilities in the province.
Colonial statute empowered local parishes and vestries to record demographic
information such as marriages and births, manage burials, survey land, adjudicate
property disputes, repair and maintain bridges and highways, provide relief to the poor,

remove children from destitute homes to bind them out as apprentices, and report alleged

¢ Andrew R. Murphy, “The Uneasy Relationship between Social Contract Theory and Religious
Toleration,” The Journal of Politics 59, no. 2 (May 1997): 368-92; Murphy, Conscience and Community;
Andrew R. Murphy, “The Emergence of William Penn, 1668—1671,” Journal of Church and State 57, no. 2
(Spring 2015): 333-59; Andrew R. Murphy, Liberty, Conscience, and Toleration: The Political Thought of
William Penn (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016).

7 Jane E. Calvert, “The Quaker Theory of a Civil Constitution,” History of Political Thought 27, no. 4
(Winter 2006): 586—619; Jane E. Calvert, Quaker Constitutionalism and the Political Thought of John
Dickinson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 80-81, 104-10, 130-32.
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crimes to county courts. As if to emphasize the obligations and benefits brought by
blending church and civic roles, the Virginia legislature ordered that all fines collected
from blasphemy, swearing, sabbath breaking, or drunkenness—all offenses that
churchwardens could police—would be turned over to the same wardens to aid in relief
for the poor. As William H. Seiler explained, the Anglican Church in seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century Virginia functioned “as a basic institution of local government . . .
[an] expression of the state church alliance of religious and secular affairs.”® Such a
blending of civic and ecclesiastical powers and responsibilities entrenched the established
church by making it indispensable for functional government, in addition to providing
sacral legitimacy to governmental leaders by claiming authority over certain behaviors or
community functions. In such an environment, dissenting churches could easily identify
which actions they could legally participate in and which ones they would have to appeal
to other civic or establishment powers. In Pennsylvania, where legally no established
church existed but Quaker rule produced tolerationist social and political frameworks, the
distinctions between appropriate civic and religious spaces or actions became much less
clear.

This chapter explores the paradoxes produced by a tolerationist province that had
no formal established church. In doing so it argues that by insisting on a bold, yet flawed,
vision of religious toleration guided by Quaker rule, Penn and his disciples unwittingly

opened the way for chronic disputes between Quaker leaders, religious critics, and

8 William Waller Hening, ed., The Statutes at Large,; Being a Collection of All the Laws of Virginia,
vols. 1:180; 2:48, 51-54, 103; 3:170-71; William H. Seiler, “The Anglican Church: A Basic Institution of
Local Government in Colonial Virginia,” in Town and County: Essays on the Structure of Local
Government in the American Colonies, ed. Bruce C. Daniels (Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan
University Press, 1978), 148-52. See also Monica Najar, Evangelizing the South: A Social History of
Church and State in Early America, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 16—17, 90-93.
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denominational rivals as they tried to identify the blurry line between civil power and
religious practice. In other words, the religious conflicts and rivalries that emerged in
colonial Pennsylvania came as a direct result of Penn’s religious and political vision, not
old-world relics resistant to his liberalizing philosophies. Furthermore, this chapter will
demonstrate that although Penn scrupulously designed a province based on freedom of
conscience yet guided by Quaker rule, the paradoxes of toleration in the province
prompted both colonial leaders and settlers to move away from his vision as they tried to
navigate the uncertainties of Pennsylvanian toleration. Friends critical of their peers
meddling in worldly politics called for Quaker abandonment of participation in
government. Colonial leaders responded first by using the ambiguity created by Penn’s
vision of toleration to embrace their overlapping positions as magistrates and leading
Friends in order to confront internal challenges and discredit or silence their critics. In the
process, they turned to a more sectarian posture than Penn would have encouraged.
However, as the colony matured, the Quaker ability to control toleration’s ambiguities
began to fade. As a result, those with better imperial connections—like Anglicans—
exploited those ambiguities to force leading Friends to bring their approach to toleration
more in line with that of the empire. Quaker peculiarity regarding religious toleration
somewhat dimmed as leading Friends found themselves forced to seek out influential
Anglican allies to fend off challenges to their positions and influence in the colony.

The focus of this chapter on the peculiarities of religious toleration in colonial
Pennsylvania also engages with comprehensive scholarship looking at the contexts and
development of religious toleration in the broader British empire. The British use of

Protestantism as a counterweight to their Spanish and French Catholic rivals’ imperial
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ambitions is a familiar story. But recently scholars such as Carla Pestana have shown
how the creation of that imperial Protestant identity forced a broadening of religious
toleration within the empire. For Pestana, The early Stuart monarchs had intended to
transplant Anglicanism to their colonial holdings as a way to extend royal influence into
the New World. However, Pestana argues that the unfinished religious transformations of
the English Reformation led to a religious diversity within England itself. This, combined
with distance and a chronic shortage of Anglican ministers, hampered any efforts to
export a strong established national church overseas. The tumult brought by the English
Civil War and later the Glorious Revolution only exacerbated the religious fragmentation
in England, forcing the crown and Parliament to abandon any project of a single imperial
church and instead adopt what Katherine Carté calls a “bi-confessional state” with a
“mixed establishment . . . [that] included three established denominations, Anglican,
Presbyterian, and congregationalist, all collectively protestant.” Both Pestana and Carté
claim that the movement toward a mixed establishment forced an amelioration of the
more punitive laws targeting dissenting faiths—at least where Protestantism was
concerned. In short, toleration sprang from internal diversity and the challenges of an
expanding empire, not any ideological devotion. This chapter presents a complicating
piece to Pestana and Carté’s models of toleration in the empire. It demonstrates that

Pennsylvania did not fit well within the mixed establishment of the British empire.

® Carla Gardina Pestana, Protestant Empire: Religion and the Making of the British Atlantic World
(Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009), 68—69, 75, 99-100, 118; Katherine
Carté, Religion and the American Revolution: An Imperial History (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: University
of North Carolina Press, 2021), 30—34; Note: Evan Haefeli takes Pestana and Carté's arguments one step
further, suggesting that religious and political changes born in England and augmented through
colonization produced a variety of forms of religious toleration in different colonies across the empire that
eventually laid the foundation for American democracy and religious pluralism. See Evan Haefeli,
“Toleration and Empire: The Origins of American Religious Pluralism,” in British North America in the
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries, ed. Stephen Foster (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013).
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Though certainly Protestant, to their critics the Society of Friends did not embrace
trinitarianism or the ecclesiology of Anglicans, nor the Calvinism of Presbyterian or
Congregationalist denominations. Thus, they stood on the margins of the Protestant
identity that Whitehall sought to cultivate, a precarious position only exacerbated by the
accusations of sedition and Popish sympathies critics often leveled against the Friends.
This chapter shows that rather than provide a means for inclusion of Quakers within the
British imperial project, the empire’s Protestant identity and mixed establishment only
further alienated the Friends as political actors within the broader imperial system.
Ironically, the colony most noted for religious toleration found itself an ill fit for the
empire’s expanding Protestant toleration. Nevertheless, Quakers repeatedly strived to
accommodate themselves to the empire’s mixed establishment and find space for
themselves within its Protestant identity. This chapter shows that such accommodation
proved elusive, and only through a series of compromises and strategic alliances with
moderate Anglicans could the Friends secure their positions at the head of the colony and
as loyal subjects within the empire.

To make these scholarly interventions, this chapter explores three historical
episodes. First, this chapter will examine Penn’s philosophy of religious toleration,
showing that he aimed to create a colony that actively promoted a broad Christian society
centered around the society of Friends. The section will show how Quaker political
leaders in the colony embraced Penn’s vision of toleration because both they and the
proprietor believed that Quaker rule was necessary, for only the Friends would follow the
inner light to create a society that would protect the liberties of all. The second section

will look at the 1692 Keithian schism and how the internal Quaker dispute revealed the
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blurred lines between civic and religious authority in the colony. Scholars of colonial
America have generally approached the Keithian schism as an internal religious dispute
or an extension of class politics—Friends engaged in a parochial quarrel “rooted in
religious issues” that illuminated little beyond the economic rivalries and political
dynamics of the province.!? In contrast, this chapter insists that the Keithian schism has
much to teach about the development of religious toleration in colonial Pennsylvania, in
spite of its sectarian origins. The grievances of the dispute merit such an approach
because they all revolved around questions of authority when the overlap between
religious and political bodies thoroughly confounded such issues.!! The final section of
the chapter explores the bitter rivalry between ruling Quakers and a growing Anglican
minority. Each group had different and incompatible ideas of where the lines of toleration
should be drawn in the commonwealth, how such schemas supported or challenged
imperial law, and worked to ensure their preferences won the day. This rivalry
culminated in the Affirmation Controversy—which dragged on for over twenty years,
from the 1690s through the early 1720s—as Quakers and Anglicans battled over the
ambiguities that Quaker tolerationism had introduced into government and court
procedure in the commonwealth, specifically the role oaths or affirmations would play in

colonial administration.!? This final section will show that during the Affirmation

19 Jon Butler, “‘Gospel Order Improved’: The Keithian Schism and the Exercise of Quaker Ministerial
Authority in Pennsylvania,” William and Mary Quarterly 31, no. 3 (July 1974): 432; Schwartz, A Mixed
Multitude, 55-57; Gary B. Nash, Quakers and Politics: Pennsylvania, 1681-1726 (Princeton, New Jersey:
Princeton University Press, 1968), 153-61.

' Others have made a similar contention, that the Keithian schism has relevance for discussions of
religious liberty. As Andrew Murphy pointed out, penalties of property and liberty dispensed against Keith
and his allies came from judicial fiat, not the actions of the Quaker Meeting. See Murphy, Conscience and
Community, 187-90.

12 For a brief discussion of test oaths and how they influenced debates of religious disestablishment in
the United States, see Michael D. Breidenbach, “Religious Tests, Loyalty Oaths, and the Ecclesiastical
Context of the First Amendment,” in The Cambridge Companion to the First Amendment and Religious
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Controversy, Quakers had to acknowledge the shifting religious demographics of the
growing colony and adjust their tolerationist positions accordingly.

Both William Penn’s conversion to Quakerism and his aristocratic background
informed his political philosophies. The combination was an uncomfortable one. Early
on, Quakerism had a gained a reputation among the English for a starkly egalitarian
world view, as manifest through their insistence of spiritual parity among all men and
women, and a refusal to follow social customs of deference, such as avoiding honorifics
and advocating simplicity in dress.!® Nevertheless, as the son of a decorated English
admiral, Penn hailed from a patrician upbringing that he carried with him even after
joining the Society of Friends in 1667.!4 Penn spent years carefully cultivating
relationships with England’s cultural and political elite and positioned himself within the
court to have easier access to the crown.!®> The tension between Penn’s aristocratic
background and his chosen Quaker path manifest in his vision of religious tolerance.

Penn initially began to develop his theories of religious toleration in response to
the hardship he experienced after joining the Society of Friends. At the time of Penn’s
convincement, English society still smarted from the religiously aggravated civil wars of
the 1640s and 1650s and the ruling class had little patience for religious dissenters.
Conservatives feared that religious toleration could open the door for political sedition,
and they worked to stamp out nonconformity.! In 1670, Parliament passed a new

Conventicle Act that outlawed meetings of religious dissenters and fined magistrates who

Liberty, ed. Michael D. Breidenbach and Owen J. Anderson (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2020).

13 Thomas D. Hamm, The Quakers in America, Columbia Contemporary American Religion Series
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 21-22.

4 Murphy, Liberty, Conscience, and Toleration, 9.

15 Mary K Geiter, William Penn (Harlow, England; New York: Longman, 2000), 21-31.

16 Murphy, “The Emergence of William Penn,” 335-36, 341.
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were reluctant to prosecute offenders.!” Penn himself was arrested several times for his
religious activity and would eventually spend time in both the Tower of London and
Newgate Prison. Penn made good use of his confinement, composing several works that
grappled with religious rights. Through these works—particularly 7he Great Case of
Liberty of Conscience—his philosophy of religious toleration emerged. Penn’s
philosophy drew from both his Quaker and aristocratic backgrounds in that he advocated
for governmental noninterference in matters of faith but left room for elite governance
and did not call for the disestablishment of the English church.!8

Penn’s call for noninterference came from his belief that religious intolerance
violated English law. Reaching back to the tumultuous history of the English
Reformation, Penn argued that to deny English people their own liberty of conscience
would make magistrates guilty of the same popish offences from which the English had
justly rebelled, forcing a religious conformity against the inclinations of one’s own
conscience. Furthermore, the freedom to dissent—as manifest in the Reformation—was a
pillar of the rights of English subjects. The Magna Carta, the foundation of English law,
or as Penn called it the “Ancient Compact,” held no stipulation that required religious
conformity for civic participation. In Penn’s estimation, any subsequent statutes that
distorted the tradition of that compact, such as the 1670 Conventicle Act, threatened to
bring down the entire English legal apparatus: “the Superstructure cannot quarrel or

invalidate its own Foundation, without endangering its own security.”!®

17 The Statutes of the Realm: Printed by Command of His Majesty King George the Third, Reprinted
1963, vol. 5 (London: Dawsons of Pall Mall, 1719), 648-51.

18 1t is important to note that when speaking of liberty of conscience, Penn advocated for the lifting of
penalties aimed at English Quakers, not for a disestablishment of the Anglican Church. See Andrew R.
Murphy, Conscience and Community, 169n13, 173.

19 William Penn, A Collection of the Works of William Penn, vol. 1 (London: J. Sowle, 1726), 44346,
456.
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Penn also turned to natural law to justify toleration but approached the concept
through the lens of Quaker theology. For example, Penn anticipated Locke’s argument
that reason is the seat of conscience and though a person’s outward behaviors could be
compelled, inner belief or conscience could not, unless by first appealing to that person’s
own rational understanding.?° Importantly, for Penn and other Quakers, reason was God’s
gift to man through which the divine directly spoke to individuals, similar to Quakerism’s
emphasis on the inner light. In Penn’s view, reason and conscience were sanctified
through God’s working because “no Man can believe before he understands, and no Man
can understand before he is inspir’d of God.” As a result, any effort to abridge,
manipulate, or confine a person’s own reason or conscience was not only unjust, but
intruded upon a realm and prerogative that were God’s alone. Governments occupied a
separate space from the divine and should confine themselves to external matters, not the
inner workings of men’s hearts or the religious actions derived therefrom.?!

This was not to say that there was no place for government in Penn’s vision of
religious toleration. Unlike Rhode Island, where Roger William’s pioneering pursuit of
freedom of conscience led to initial opposition to civil authority, the need for submission
to government in Penn’s plan was never strongly questioned, though various factions
differed on the proper makeup of that government.?? Penn was no Leveller nor
Antinomian, and he set himself apart from his more radical Quaker predecessors through

a political moderation that accommodated some class stratification and political

2 Works of William Penn, 1:451-52.

2L Works of William Penn, 1:444-49, 453; William Penn, 4 Collection of the Works of William Penn,
vol. 2 (London: J. Sowle, 1726), 31; Maloyed, “A Liberal Civil Religion,” 676.

22 Andrew R. Murphy, “‘Livelie Experiment’ and ‘Holy Experiment’: Two Trajectories of Religious
Liberty,” in The Lively Experiment: Religious Toleration in America from Roger Williams to the Present,
ed. Chris Beneke and Christopher S. Grenda (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015), 42—43.
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deference.?’> When drafting the initial laws and constitutions for Pennsylvania, for
instance, Penn argued that government was not naturally separate from religion but was
actually a part of it. Government, he claimed, was “a thing Sacred in its Institution and
End.” Drawing from Paul’s epistle to the Romans, Penn depicted governments as
ordained by God to counter man’s disobedient nature and “Whosoever therefore resisteth
the Power [of government], resisteth the Ordinance of God.”?* Such regard for
governmental authority is understandable given Penn’s desire to assure English critics
that the Friends were not the seditious threats others accused them of being. Also, Penn
surely aimed to shore up his own authority as the new proprietor of the Pennsylvania
colony as well as that of the nascent government he sought to establish. Still, government
must not be allowed to compromise religious practice. Though government was not to
interfere with religious belief or compel specific religious action, such a proscription did
not mean that the laws and ordinances of the government were to be flouted, “for Liberty
without Obedience is confusion, and Obedience without Liberty is Slavery.”?>

The tension between Penn’s aristocratic and Quaker backgrounds manifest most
clearly in his early efforts at drafting Pennsylvania’s colonial government. When first
applying for a colonial charter in 1680, Penn worked with the English lawyer John
Darnall, who recommended that as proprietor Penn should wield nearly monarchical

powers including the bestowal of titles, the erection of churches, and the retention of

royalties in the colony. It is not clear why Penn departed from this initial plan, nor is it

23 Richard Alan Ryerson, “William Penn’s Gentry Commonwealth: An Interpretation of the
Constitutional History of Early Pennsylvania, 1681-1701,” Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-
Atlantic Studies 61, no. 4 (October 1994): 397-98.

24 Richard S. Dunn and Mary Maples Dunn, eds., The Papers of William Penn, vol. 2 (Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1982), 212—13, emphasis original.

25 Papers of William Penn, 2:214, 225; Works of William Penn, 1:836, emphasis original.
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clear how many of Darnall’s ideas Penn shared, but none of these proposals made it into
Pennsylvania’s final charters. However, this discussion with Darnall does show that Penn
was exploring exceptionally broad privileges and powers for the commonwealth’s
leadership.2% Penn moved away from such autocratic pretensions in his first full draft of a
constitution for the colony in 1681, the “Fundamental Constitutions.”?” This document
envisioned a colonial government of legislative supremacy and broad public
participation. Under the “Fundamental Constitutions,” the governor and his council
would have no veto power and the council would be chosen from the assembly itself.
Annual elections would ensure that assemblymen adhered closely to their constituents’
wishes that the constituents would express through written instructions sent to the
assembly at the beginning of each session.?® Unlike Darnall’s advice for a Pennsylvania
governed by the strong hand of a single supreme executive, the “Fundamental
Constitutions” represented an elevation of popular participation in government beyond
anything envisioned in England.?’ Such bold democratic inclinations faded quickly as
Penn swung back to more familiar hierarchical formulations. In 1682 Penn published
what would become the first official governing document for Pennsylvania, the “Frame

of Government.” While drafting the “Frame,” Penn again turned to his aristocratic peers

26 Papers of William Penn, 2:40-42. Note: The relevant source is an outline of suggestions for Penn
written in Darnall’s hand. There is no extant response from Penn himself, making a sure determination of
the document’s influence impossible to ascertain.

27 There is some uncertainty as to the date and direct authorship of the “Fundamental Constitutions,”
but Penn’s hand would still have been present. See Ryerson, “William Penn’s Gentry Commonwealth,”
424-25 n34.

8 Papers of William Penn, 2:144-46.

2 There is some question as to why the aristocrat Penn drafted such a democratic document as the
“Fundamental Constitutions.” Richard Alan Ryerson has argued that the document does not indicate any
real radicalism on Penn’s part but may have been a product of his efforts to placate radical political friends
such as Algernon Sidney, or concern for Charles II’s deteriorating popularity and the growing discomfort
of a strong executive, as well as a desire to appeal to the sensibilities of influential Quakers. See Ryerson,
“William Penn’s Gentry Commonwealth,” 402-3.
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including Darnall, Edward Bamfeild, and Thomas Rudyard, for advice. The product was
a much more conservative government than that described in the “Fundamental
Constitutions.” Under the “Frame,” proprietors and governors would both be hereditary
positions.’® The “Frame” expanded the powers of the governor and Provincial Council,
giving them power to dismiss the assembly and draft and present legislation, thereby
reducing the assembly to a mere affirmation role. Furthermore, the governor and
Provincial Council periodically divide into “distinct and proper Committees” for the
administration of “Plantations . . . Justice and Safety . . . Trade and Treasury . . . [and]
Manners, Education and Arts” so as to prevent “all wicked and scandalous living.”
Governors would enjoy veto power over all legislation and hold a treble voice in the
Provincial Council. The “Frame” could not be amended without the governor’s assent,
and the requirement that assemblymen receive and adhere to constituent instructions
disappeared.®! In the end, Penn’s familiarity with hierarchical stratification held greater
sway than any Quaker egalitarianism when it came to creating a colonial government.
Penn’s retreat to the comforts of a familiar elitism alarmed his more whiggish
associates but illustrated his aristocratic world view. Penn lamented that his political ally
Algernon Sidney had reportedly referred to the “Frame” as “the basest laws in the world,
not to be lived under, and that the Turk was not more absolute” than Penn himself.
Quaker Benjamin Furly wrote to Penn objecting to the extensive reach of the governor
and Provincial Council in the “Frame.” Strikingly, Furly also scolded Penn for what he

saw as violations of religious conscience within the “Frame,” particularly its imposition

30 Papers of William Penn, 2:215, 219. Note: During the colonial period, Penn and his heirs were both
proprietors and governors, but appointed lieutenant governors in their stead when not in the colony. Official
business in Pennsylvania usually referred to these deputies simply as “Governor.”

3L Papers of William Penn, 2:158-62, 166-77, 184-95, 211-26, emphasis original.
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of Sabbatarian laws. For Furly, such an approach to religious toleration would constitute
a “vile snare to the conscience of many” who did not believe in the holy day. Furly
insisted that “whether [any particular belief in the Christian sabbath be] right or wrong is
not the question,” but the relevant concern was the violation of conscience that Penn’s
vision of toleration assured.*? Such criticisms did not move Penn. Throughout the
drafting process—much to his critics’ chagrin—Penn demonstrated the importance he
placed on the input from his aristocratic peers. He cared what they thought and took their
advice.

Penn’s brief embrace of radical whiggish republicanism in the “Fundamental
Constitutions” did not overshadow the predilection for elite governance in his later
constitutional compositions or other actions regarding his colony. Even after the
commonwealth took root, Penn would frequently lock horns with other colonial leaders—
particularly during his long absences from the colony—to remind them of the powers
retained by him, his gubernatorial deputies, and those of the Provincial Council. In one
instance in the spring of 1690, Penn went to great lengths to warn the council that the
assembly sought to usurp their rightful power over the colony. In Penn’s words, such
people who questioned the governor and the council’s supreme authority should be
treated as “seditious persons.” In his mind, the council was the chief representative body
of the colony and to elevate the assembly to a similar position was a harmful redundancy.
If the assembly continued to press upon the council’s authority, Penn mused, he might

have to make the council seats appointed rather than elected positions.>* When Penn

32 Papers of William Penn, 2:124, 228, 234-37.

33 Richard S. Dunn and Mary Maples Dunn, eds., The Papers of William Penn, vol. 3 (Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1986), 286—87. Note: When the crown briefly suspended
Penn’s proprietorship in 1692, the governor Benjamin Fletcher followed through with Penn’s threat and
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directed important amendments to the colony’s constitution in the “Second Frame of
Government” of 1683, he further consolidated his power as proprietor even while
granting some concessions to the assembly. Under the “Second Frame,” Penn lost his
triple voice in the council but reduced the size of that body as well as that of the
assembly, making them easier for the proprietor to manage. Also, reducing the size of
those political bodies further concentrated colonial political power into the hands of the
few. The “Second Frame” reduced the time for public review of bills from thirty to
twenty days and expanded Penn’s power over colonial appointments throughout his
lifetime.** Clearly, the proprietor envisioned a commonwealth that privileged the voices
of the few and the well connected.

The religious toleration that Penn implemented emerged from a broad Christian
moral framework. In his 1679 tract An Address to Protestants, Penn warned English
leaders of the wickedness that stained England and cautioned them “to consider your
Commission, and examine the Extent of your Authority, [and] you will find that God and
the Government have impower’d you to punish these Impieties: And it is so far from
being a Crime, that it is your Duty.” A vigorous governmental regulation of public
morality was, in other words, not a violation of conscience but rather the obligation of
rulers if they were to preserve government and liberties. Penn understood public morality
as inherently Christian. When calling upon English leaders to police drunkenness, Penn

listed a number of biblical passages to warn that excessive drinking was not only bad for

began appointing men to the Provincial Council. The crown restored Penn’s proprietorship in 1694 and his
deputy governor William Markham restored the elected Council.

3% Pennsylvania Archives, vol. 1, Eighth Series: Votes and Proceedings of the House of Representatives
of the Province of Pennsylvania (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: 1931), 334—41; Jean R. Soderlund, ed., William
Penn and the Founding of Pennsylvania: A Documentary History (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 1983), 265—73; Ryerson, “William Penn’s Gentry Commonwealth,” 412.
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government, but a “Violation of God’s Law” as well as “our own Nature.” In like manner,
Penn argued that government enforced morality could not violate conscience because
“there can be no Pretence of Conscience to be Drunk, to Whore, to be Voluptuous, to
Game, Swear, Curse, Blaspheme and Prophane . . . These are Sins against Nature; and
against Government as well as against the Written Laws of God.” Here, Penn combined
the interests in stable government with the promotion of Christian injunctions because
“the Piety and Practice of [religion] is the Peace and Prosperity of Governments.”*> In
other words, Governments should not get involved in adjudicating doctrinal differences,
but the promotion of a broad Christian ethic was acceptable. In the same vein, the
“Frame” and other founding documents of the colony held to the sort of Christian
favoritism that Penn thought governments should pursue. For instance, the “Laws Agreed
Upon in England”—a series of statutes first published alongside the “Frame”—
proscribed dozens of behaviors deemed inconsistent with Christian society as he
understood it, such as swearing, drunkenness, gambling, stage plays, cockfighting,
“Looseness and Irreligion.”3% Shortly after his arrival in the colony late in 1682, Penn met
with a number of freeholders at Chester to declare what punishments would accompany
violators of Pennsylvania’s moral laws. Under the statues they produced—what
Pennsylvanians came to call the “Great Law”—gamblers would be fined but adulterers
would be publicly whipped, as would those guilty of sodomy or bestiality. Conviction of
incest resulted in the forfeiture of one-half of one’s estate. Fornicators faced

imprisonment while bigamists could spend the rest of their lives behind bars.?” Though

35 Penn, Works of William Penn, 1:722, 733-38, emphasis original.

36 Papers of William Penn, 2:225.

37 The Statutes at Large of Pennsylvania from 1682 to 1801, vol. 2 (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania:
Clarence M. Busch, 1896), 1, 7-14.
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authorizing these and other morality laws did not necessarily lead to strong enforcement,
they nonetheless illustrate Penn’s understanding of the Christian ethics that should
underpin law and government.

Some provisions of the “Great Law” more directly promoted Christian favoritism.
Blasphemers of the Christian God faced fines and those who sought to hold office or vote
in the commonwealth had to first make a declaration of the divinity of Jesus Christ.*®
Both the “Laws Agreed Upon in England” and the “Great Law” required the observation
of the Christian sabbath, not just to honor God, but to protect the commonwealth from the
creeping corruption of “Irreligion & Athism . . . under the pretence of Conscience.”’
Penn and his associates indulged such bias because they regarded a broad Christian
favoritism as consistent with good government, and good government was necessary for
religious toleration.*’ Indeed, according to the “Great Law,” the entire Pennsylvanian
colonial enterprise could only flourish under the Christian God’s sanction and the
religious toleration that Penn had so carefully articulated could only apply to those who
confessed faith in some supreme being generally.*!

Beyond the overt Christian favoritism, Quaker values and priorities shaped
Pennsylvania’s founding laws. Deferring to the Friends’ scruples against swearing of
oaths, Pennsylvania courts did not require witnesses to swear before giving testimony;

rather, “solemnly Promising” would suffice. In fact, the “Great Law” prohibited any kind

38 When Penn returned to the colony in 1700, he removed all religious restrictions to office holding but
the crown reinstated them four years later. See Murphy, Conscience and Community, 184.

3 Papers of William Penn, 2:220, 225; Statutes at Large, 2:6-7, 28.

0 The close relationship between Penn’s religious toleration and his rather conservative devotion to
Christian morality is not a mark of any great inconsistency when considering that in the seventeenth
century, religious toleration was largely an internal Christian—even Protestant—debate with common
scriptures and moral outlook crossing denominational fissures. See Murphy, Conscience and Community,
16, 96; Murphy, Liberty, Conscience, and Toleration, 116-20.

41 Statutes at Large, 2:5-6.
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of swearing in general, imposing a fine of half a crown or three days imprisonment for
offenders.*> Most interestingly, Pennsylvania formally adopted a tell-tale Quaker
idiosyncrasy, declaring that days of the week and months of the year were to be “called
as in Scripture, & not by Heathen Names (as are Vulgarly used).”* The Quaker influence
evident in Pennsylvania’s first laws was not necessarily inconsistent with Penn’s own
vision of the colony. When Penn’s opponents in England challenged his control over the
colony and questioned the propriety of having so many Friends in places of influence, the
proprietor wrote to his son reminding him that “we are a Quaker Colony, it was so
intended.”** While it is true that Penn publicized the colony as a commonwealth for
“Sober people of all sorts,” he still thought of it primarily as a refuge for Quakers, or as
he put it in a letter to Roger Mompesson, “a Free Colony. . . more especially [for] those
of my own profession.”* In other words, all Christian peoples were welcome to
Pennsylvania, but the commonwealth was foremost for the Friends, and the government
could and should reflect that.

The Quaker predominance that Penn envisioned for the colony extended beyond

the office of the proprietor into the colonial government itself.* From the beginning of

42 Papers of William Penn, 2:223; Statutes at Large, 2:7.

43 The Statutes at Large of Pennsylvania from 1682 to 1801, vol. 1 (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: Robert
L. Cable, 2001), 17, 42; Accordingly, ordinal numbers (first, second, third, etc.) replaced calendar names
(Sunday, Monday, January, February, etc.).

4 Richard S. Dunn and Mary Maples Dunn, eds., The Papers of William Penn, vol. 4 (Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1987), 27-28.

45 Papers of William Penn, 2:143; 4:27-28, 335.

46 A large number of works have thoroughly examined the substance and impact of elite Quaker rule in
colonial Pennsylvania and need not be restated in great detail here. For an introduction to some of the most
important scholarship in this historiography, see Nash, Quakers and Politics; Richard Alan Ryerson,
“Portrait of a Colonial Oligarchy: The Quaker Elite in the Pennsylvania Assembly, 1729-1776,” in Power
and Status. Office Holding in Colonial America, ed. Bruce Colin Daniels (Middletown, Connecticut:
Wesleyan University Press; Distributed by Harper & Row, 1986), 106-35; Alan Tully, Forming American
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Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994); Ryerson, “William Penn’s Gentry Commonwealth;” Calvert,
Quaker Constitutionalism.
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the commonwealth up until the mid1750s, Quakers dominated both the Provincial
Council and the Assembly with the same members and families frequently rotating
through the seats.*” At times, Quaker membership in the assembly soared as high as 90
percent and after the Friends’ dramatic withdrawal from the assembly in 1755, they still
constituted a sizable minority in the legislature.*® The assembly speakership was always
held by a Quaker or their allies and up until 1756, Friends dominated all committees.*’
For the first sixty years of the commonwealth’s history, an unquestionably Quaker coterie
managed its powerful legislature.

Unsurprisingly, the government’s Quaker dominance blurred the lines between
the Friends’ civic and religious spaces. The assembly adopted many of the customs and
behaviors of Quaker meetings for their legislative sessions, including sitting in long
periods of silence until members were moved upon to speak, wearing hats throughout
proceedings, and inviting Quaker ministers to address the political body.>® Between 1729
and 1759 some 25 to 35 percent of lawmakers also served as delegates to the Philadelphia
Yearly Meeting, and the Monthly Meetings chose another 66 to 74 percent of lawmakers

to attend the Quarterly or Yearly Meetings.®! Though founded as a colony

47 Craig W. Horle, ed., Lawmaking and Legislators in Pennsylvania: A Biographical Dictionary, vol. 1
(Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1991), 115-16, 801-6; Craig W. Horle, ed.,
Lawmaking and Legislators in Pennsylvania: A Biographical Dictionary, vol. 2 (Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1991), 1123-27; Ryerson, “Portrait of a Colonial
Oligarchy,” 110-11.

48 Ryerson, “Portrait of a Colonial Oligarchy,” 113-14, 126-28.
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50 John Churchman, An Account of the Gospel Labours, and Christian Experiences of a Faithful
Minister of Christ, John Churchman, Late of Nottingham in Pennsylvania, Deceased. To Which Is Added a
Short Memorial of the Life and Death of a Fellow Labourer in the Church, Our Valuable Friend Joseph
White, Late of Bucks County (London: James Phillips, 1780), 94-98.
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unapologetically devoted to freedom of conscience without a formal establishment, the
commonwealth’s political institutions thoroughly intermingled with those of the Friends.

As Pennsylvania’s colonial government picked up Penn’s Quaker preferentialism,
tensions quickly emerged from those who distrusted rule from elite Friends. At times the
tension emerged from within the Society of Friends itself. Such was the case in 1692
when George Keith—a Quaker mathematician, linguist, and theologian—ran afoul of the
colonial magistrates. What began as an esoteric theological dispute within the
Pennsylvanian Friends’ community metastasized into a public brawl that challenged the
Quaker-led government, disputed their vision of toleration, and threatened to tear the
Society apart. Keith became increasingly convinced that the Quaker rule in the province
had introduced corruption into the Society and that the only remedy was for leading
Friends to relinquish their civic roles in the colony. Unsurprisingly, Quaker leaders in
both the government and the Society rejected Keith’s warnings because like Penn they
believed that Quaker rule in the province was the necessary element for the stability of
government and the preservation of freedom of conscience.

Initially, Keith concerned himself little with religious toleration or Pennsylvania’s
magistrates, but rather he was focused on the purity of both Quaker doctrine and the
Friends’ community. Upon arriving in the colony in 1689, Keith worried that living in
North America had undermined the Pennsylvanian Quakers’ understanding of scripture
and Christian doctrine. Keith set about to combat the perceived declension by preaching
in Quaker meetings, communities, and through the press. Initially, several leading Friends
embraced Keith’s efforts for reform. Shortly after his arrival, for instance, the

Philadelphia Yearly Meeting called upon Keith to join Samuel Jenings, Thomas Lloyd,
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and others to draft an epistle to all of the local Quarterly Meetings encouraging them in
the “Keeping of Godly and Christian Discipline & more especially a Tender Inspection
over Youth.”? Keith went further, however, and warned Friends that their society must
recognize Christ’s role in human salvation and his resurrection—a step beyond the
Friends’ emphasis on the inner light.>3 Keith worried that the failure to embrace essential
christological doctrines in part stemmed from Pennsylvanian Friends associating with
non-Quakers and allowing the unconverted to join the Society out of worldly motives.
Keith reminded the Friends that historically the Society had gone to great lengths to
create “A SEPARATED PEOPLE” kept apart from others because of their “bad doctrine
... viscious life, and evill conversation.” In Pennsylvania, where people of diverse
religious persuasions could gather, Keith asked, “ought we not therefore to do o' utmost
diligence to be a separate people still. . . [and] be as a Garden enclosed where no weeds
nor tares should grow[?]” As if living amongst the unconverted was not bad enough,
Keith warned that “many are crept into y° form & profession of Friends’ way.” These
people, he wrote, “are not realy friends of Truth and have taken up the s¢ outward
profession not from any true inward Convincement by y*© Spirit of God” but were

“hypocriticall professors of Truth as well as y° rude and profane multitude of all sorts.”*

52 Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, Minutes, 1681-1746,22-23, accessed March 10, 2022,
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(Norwood, Pennsylvania: Norwood Editions, 1980), 9, 12, 18-21; George Keith, “Gospel Order and
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To preserve the separated society against such creeping corruption, Keith called for all
Friends to give “some open declaration & profession of y* faith in y* most principle &
necessary Doctrines of Xtian religion either before the Church, or some faithfull
Witnesses.” Keith aimed to help Friends avoid the deceptions of the unconverted by
declaring their fidelity to Christian doctrine and to Christ’s salvific resurrection, and
refraining from marrying any non-Quakers or Friends who refused to make the same
proclamations.>

Keith’s zeal alienated less audacious Friends, leading to a split in the Philadelphia
Meeting. Thomas Fitzwalter and William Stockdale accused Keith of denying the
sufficiency of the inner light, substituting it with a heretical gospel of “Two Christs,
because he preached Faith in Christ within, and in Christ without.” Furthermore, they
condemned Keith for slandering his fellow Quakers with “Several great abuses &
unchristian Reflections.”® Such accusations threatened the unity of the Society that
allowed Quakerism in Pennsylvania to flourish. Keith responded with polemics of his
own and his hotheadedness angered leading Quakers. Yet his continued calls for reform
inspired about one quarter of all other Friends living in the colony. Drawn to Keith’s
warnings about deep rooted corruption within the Society of Friends, Keith and his
followers split from the main body of Quakers in the spring of 1692 to form their own

meeting.>” To justify their leaving, Keith published a pamphlet later that year entitled
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Some Reasons and Causes of the Late Seperation, thrusting an internal Quaker quarrel
into the public eye and exacerbating the dispute.

The split within the Quaker community exposed the close relationship between
leading Quakers and the colony’s civic officials and how each regarded an attack on one
as an assault on the other. The trial of Peter Boss, a follower of Keith, demonstrated the
relationship. In October 1692, Peter Boss—along with Keith, Thomas Budd, and William
Bradford—stood trial for criminally defaming Keith’s onetime colleague, the magistrate
Samuel Jenings. From the outset, it appeared that Boss faced an unsympathetic court. His
attorney vainly protested the empaneled jury as dominated by prejudiced Quakers who
were troubled by the splitting of the Philadelphia Meeting. Furthermore, David Lloyd, the
Attorney General prosecuting the case, had just converted to Quakerism the year before
and could not be assumed to be impartial.>® Boss” objections went unheard and as the trial
progressed, he insisted that Keith’s writings in question were private letters that criticized
Jenings as a fellow church member and not in his capacity as a magistrate. Lloyd
responded that such a distinction did not matter, for Jenings the magistrate and Jenings
the Quaker were one and the same. Jenings agreed, chiming in on his own: “Take away
Sam. Jenings the Magistrate, and where will Sam. Jenings the Quaker be?” For Keith
and his followers, this was precisely the problem. Ignoring the court’s orders to remain
silent, Keith rose and argued “that a distinction must needs be allowed of words spoke to
a Man as he is only in a private Capacity, and as he is a Magistrate . . . and then if ye [the

magistrates] speak to us, not as ye are Magistrates, we may also speak to you not as ye

8 George Keith, “The Tryals of Peter Boss. George Keith, Thomas Budd, and William Bradford,” in
Frost, Keithian Controversy, 178; Burton Alva Konkle, “David Lloyd and Chester,” Bulletin of Friends
Historical Association 21, no. 2 (Autumn 1932): 72.
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are Magistrates.”*® How could fellow Friends express their concerns about the leaders of
their Society if those same leaders shielded themselves from criticism with their civic
titles? What Keith regarded as a chilling effect on religious discourse, the Quaker and
colonial leadership understood as a necessary measure to uphold civic authority in the
colony. Keith pressed his point, arguing that if Jenings maintained his dual status as a
Quaker and a magistrate, perhaps they should have brought Boss in front of a Quaker
tribunal. Lloyd would have none of it, retorting that “this is a spiritual Court; for [as] in
England they can try Atheism in this Court.”®' Lloyd’s statement erased any appreciable
distinction between the Quaker meeting and the commonwealth’s civil institutions. It
mattered little that Boss was not an atheist; Lloyd simply made explicit what Keith had
suspected: when it came to matters of preserving Quaker authority in the colony, the
demarcation between a magistrate and a fellow Quaker amounted to a distinction without
a difference. The court ruled against Boss and fined both him and Keith.®?

After such a poor experience at the hands of the court, the Keithians adapted their
arguments in ways that departed radically from Penn’s aims to create a Quaker colony.
Specifically, Keithians began to not only protest the corruption within the Society of
Friends but now argued that Quaker participation in politics stood at the root of such
problems, and called for the Friends to abandon formal political office altogether. Budd
was perhaps the most vocal in this regard, publishing a pamphlet two months after the
trial, arguing that that Quakers “medling with Worldly Government” had caused much

pain throughout the commonwealth. Budd listed the various offices that Quaker

60 Keith, “Tryals,” 179.
61 Keith, “Tryals,” 180.
62 1t is not clear that the fines were ever collected. See Murphy, Conscience and Community, 193-94.
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politicians occupied and explained why they violated Quaker testimonies. Judges may
have to dispense corporal or capital punishment upon others. Similarly, sheriffs,
constables, and jurymen in criminal cases would stand in violation of the Quaker
injunction that no man should exercise lordship over another. Assemblymen or Provincial
Councils may need to make laws that violate the peace testimony or other Quaker
doctrines. Simply put, Budd claimed that “it is not proper for such as profess to follow
Christ” to engage in such degrading political activities. Surely it would be better for the
Society of Friends and the commonwealth to leave such duties to “men that are more
fitted and qualified for Worldly Government, to administer Justice impartially, than the
People called Quakers.”®* Keith and his followers had moved beyond the mere calling for
a reclamation of Quaker doctrine and discipline in the commonwealth’s meetings. Rather
they now called for a wholesale rejection of the Quaker rule that Penn and his disciples
had deemed so central to the Holy Experiment.

Keith argued that the corruption brought from Quaker involvement in politics
could be seen in the colonial leaders’ abuse of their titles within Quaker religious spaces.
In his estimation, the civil magistrates’ intrusion amounted to a governmental violation of
conscience. But more than that, Keith claimed, the entire matter was an effort from
Quaker leaders to use the Society to uphold their political positions.®* “Unjust Judges,”
he howled, lurked “from Meeting to Meeting, clothed with their Magistratical Robes,”

imposing their will and corrupt doctrines “without [the people’s] consent and
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consideration of the matter.” Furthermore, they threatened to “call out for a Constable,
thereby endeavoring to trample us down by their Magistratical Power and Authority.”® If
accurate, Keith’s accusations show a pronounced conflation of civil and religious roles
for leading Friends. Pennsylvanian magistrates had few qualms about using their
positions as colonial officials to address internal Quaker disputes.

Colonial leaders justified their policing of the Quaker meetings by insisting that
the Keithians’ religious dispute challenged the authority of leading Quakers in both
religious and civic spaces. Shortly after the schism in 1692, the Philadelphia Meeting
discussed William Bradford’s printing An Appeal from the Twenty-Eight Judges to the
Spirit of Truth and True Judgement, a pamphlet defending Keith and his followers and
accusing the Meeting of intolerance and abuse of power. A note from the meeting reads,
“We are Credibly informed that there is a scandolous paper printed & offered to sale by
William Bradford wich said papers lends to sedition & disturbance of the peace & the
subordination of the present frame of government.” The missive then claims authority
from “the King & Queen & in the name of William Penn propryator and governor” to
search Bradford’s home and shop and confiscate any papers relevant to his supposed
sedition.®® This “warrant” is a curious document in the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting’s
papers. The document itself does not indicate if the Yearly Meeting was the author or
recipient, and it is chronologically out of place in the collection.®” In spite of such

challenges with provenance, the source still illustrates a close relationship between the

65 J. William Frost, ed., “The Judgement Given Forth by Twenty Eight Quakers Against George Keith
and His Friends With Answers to Such Judgement, Declaring Those Twenty Eight Quakers to Be No
Christians,” in The Keithian Controversy in Early Pennsylvania (Norwood, Pennsylvania: Norwood
Editions, 1980), 114-15.

% Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, Minutes, 1679-1703, 33b.

87 The letter is located alongside other documents relating to printing contracts the Meeting had made
with Bradford in 1691, prior to his joining with Keith in the schism.

52



civil and Quaker institutions of the colony: either the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting was
taking upon itself the power of government to issue warrants (which is unlikely), or the
colonial government was employing the Meeting in its investigative business (which is
possible), or someone in the Meeting brought in the warrant to consider what action had
been or could be taken against Bradford (which seems most likely). Regardless, the
search warrant shows a porous boundary between civic and religious spaces under
Quaker rule. Both institutions regarded the Keithians as a danger to the social and
political order and both sought to confront the threat.

Such shared concern for religious and political subversion came out in the arrest
warrant that soon followed the searches. The arrest warrant justifying the apprehension of
Bradford and his colleague John M’Comb echoed the Yearly Meeting in describing the
offences brought in response to the defendants’ religious publications: “Disturbance of
the Peace, and Subversion of the present Government.”®® Though the literature printed
and distributed by Bradford and M’Comb focused on a religious argument amongst
Quakers, colonial leaders regarded such publications as threatening to the political order
of the commonwealth. Slandering magistrates as Quakers still slandered magistrates, in
spite of the demarcation that Keith and his allies tried to draw between the two.

Quaker leaders routinely blurred distinctions between their allegiances to meeting
and province. As early as December 1691 the Philadelphia Monthly Meeting created a
committee to “Peruse the Book of George Keith before It was Printed in order thereunto

... Read and Report to this Meeting That they find not anything theirin that may Let or

68 “The Judgement Given Forth,” 123.
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hinder its Printing.”%® The Meeting could only achieve such censorship because they held
influence within civic spaces that would allow them to stop private presses. Furthermore,
several of the justices and officials who arrested Budd and Bradford were Quakers who
had openly opposed Keith.” While speaking in his official capacity as a justice, Samuel
Jenings and others made reference to the “gross Revilings against our Religious Society,”
implying that their religious affiliation guided their judgement as much as concern for
civil government.”! Similarly, when two of the justices sent to arrest Keith refused to do
so because (according to Keith) they were not Quakers and considered the matter one of
internal religious dispute, the magistrates instead employed a common crier to defame
him as a “Seditious Person, and an Enemy to the King and Queens Government.”’* The
crier’s message emphasized the political threat that the reluctant justices had dismissed as
solely religious. For Quaker colonial magistrates, there was little to distinguish between
their religious and political interests, and that ambiguity gave them useful flexibility
when it came to countering Keith and his fellow malcontents.

Armed with both the power of the government and the Yearly Meeting, Keith’s
opponents recast his religious dissent as political subversion and moved to punish the
leading malefactors. Keith’s accusers pointed to his repeated use of the press as
justification for their actions. Jenings argued that by disclosing the dispute, Keith’s

descensions were now a public conversation in which he targeted public officials serving
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in office.” Such actions violated the statute in the Great Law that forbade any slandering
of the magistrates of the colony.” Furthermore, there was a difference between
persecution, which Jenings defined as “suffering inflicted upon sufferers, for the
discharge of their duty to God,” and prosecution, “a justice done on Transgressors of the
Law.” Thus, any punishment leveled against Keith and his allies was for their public
slandering of the magistrates; not a violation of conscience or religious persecution, but
proper responses of government to seditious threats.”> William Bradford and John
McComb, were thrown in jail for printing and distributing Keith’s writings, while a grand
jury indicted Keith and Thomas Budd with reviling civil magistrates. Keith and Budd
were both fined, and Bradford’s printing press confiscated.”® In one particularly dramatic
episode, Keithians directly confronted their critics by entering a Quaker meetinghouse at
night and constructing a new worship gallery directly opposite the hall of the existing
one. When worshipers arrived the next morning, they encountered two distinct galleries
in the same hall, filled with Keithian and orthodox Quakers respectively, each calling for
the other Friends to join their side and condemn the other. Incensed at the Keithians’
boldness, Friends called for Robert Turner, a provincial judge, justice of the peace, and
Quaker meetinghouse trustee. Claiming “Magistratical Authority,” Turner and some
colleagues proceeded to tear the Keithians’ gallery apart, with the Keithians then

returning the favor.”’
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Frustrated by the unrelenting churn of Keithian protests, some Quakers turned to a
new strategy to counter the dissension: insisting that Quaker rule was divinely
sanctioned. In a 1701 epistle to the Quarterly Meetings, the Yearly Meeting warned that
the Keithians had been “factious, and troublesome in the Governments, under which they
ought peaceably to live,” explicitly connecting Keithian religious dissensions to
disruption of the civil government. The Yearly Meeting further warned that Keith sought
to “Sacrifice the Peace of a Province,” not simply the Society of Friends. Such criticisms
were by then familiar to those following the Keithian dispute. But then the epistle turned
to more directly defend Quaker rule, not because the Friends were good, righteous
stewards, but because God intended them to hold the reins of power. In a departing note,
the epistle reminded Friends that “by Gods help we have now for many Years Approved
our Selves Peacable subjects, to them whom God by his Providence hath set over us; first
to the King as supreme, and next to those in Authority under him; being Subject not for
Wrath but Conscience. . . Rendering unto all their Dues, Tribute to whome Tribute,
Custom to whom Custom, Fear to whom Fear, Honour to whom Honour.””® The Yearly
Meeting’s reference to authorities under the king to which the Friends owe their
allegiance “not for Wrath but Conscience” constituted a claim to Quaker rule in
Pennsylvania as just, approved by the crown, and established by Providence, just like the
king. In the minds of leading Quakers, the civil government of Penn’s Holy Experiment
operated best under the guiding hands of Quaker magistrates. Their dual appointments

and involvement with the Yearly Meeting and other Quaker institutions was not a conflict
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of interest, but an asset to their civil service; a blessing to the province that Keith and his
followers undermined.

Caleb Pusey effectively articulated this new assertion of divine support for
Quaker rule. In 1696, shortly after Keith had gone to England to press his case there,
Pusey challenged Keith ally Daniel Leeds through a number of tracts in which he
defended Quaker rule as approved by God. If “We (meaning the Quakers) would have
such to Reign, who Rule for the Lord, Exercising and Executing Righteous Judgments by
the Spirit of God,” he proposed, “Then must it not be such who are lead by the Spirit of
God? And if so, then Sons of God: And surely, as Edward Burroughs saith, such are of
us.”” Pusey dismissed Leed’s accusations of religious persecution; Keith had not been
singled out for any religious reason, but for his social disruptions. Pusey insisted, “had
any other Persons (though they had been such as had never in the least differed with us
about Religious matters) done as G: K: and his Company did, they would not have
escaped the notice of the Government, any more than G: K.”%° Leading Friends, in other
words, could justly participate in government and prosecute those who sought to disrupt
the social order without engaging in the sort of religious persecution of which the
Keithians accused them. Such actions of enforcement fell in line with biblical teaching.
Pusey reminded his readers that “We [the Friends] own Government and Magistracy that

stands in the power of God.” Righteous government was a good thing, even a holy thing,
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that could dictate obedience, for “Christ came to make men better subjects to obey Cesar.
.. [and] Christ did allow of a Cesar to command such obedience. . . and I further say, for
Friends to be concerned in the civil Government, is no waies inconsistent with their
antient principles, or practice either, when they have been called to it by Authority.”®' Not
only was Pusey arguing that Quakers could righteously participate in government, but he
also implied that the Lord authorized such participation.

The paradoxes produced by the colony’s tolerationist position had allowed the
Quaker leaders in the colony to push the limits the proprietor had envisioned for them.
Though he had Quaker rule in mind when he designed the government for Pennsylvania,
Penn maintained that the Friends’ doctrine merely required the submission to government
generally, not any particular form as interposed by God. In the 1682 “Frame,” for
instance, Penn reminded the settlers that monarchy, aristocracy, or democracy could all
be free governments, so long as “the Laws Rule, and the People are a Party to those
Laws.” Furthermore, “Governments, like Clocks, go from the motion men give them; and
as Governments are made and mov’d by Men, so by Them are Ruin’d t00.”%? So it was
with his colony. Quaker rule in the commonwealth came from Penn’s design, not
necessarily by divine sanction. But by the time the Keithian controversy reached its
zenith, his Quaker opponents had moved beyond Penn’s political nuance in favor of
something more sectarian: claiming divine authorization for Quaker rule. Without an
established church in colonial Pennsylvania creating a clear boundary between the sacred
and the secular, colonial leaders leveraged the ambiguities to marginalize Keith and his

allies by insisting that God had placed them at the head of government. Their political
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participation, they claimed, was not only consistent with Friend policy and doctrine, but a
manifestation of God’s favor.

For all the tumult, the Keithian controversy ended fairly quickly. Nobody was
sent to prison, nor is there any evidence of the fines being collected.®* When the crown
briefly installed New York Governor Benjamin Fletcher to preside over Pennsylvania in
1693, Fletcher cleared Keith’s name and returned Bradford’s press. For Keith, he
returned to England to press his case with the London Friends. They remained
unconvinced and disowned him from the Quaker meeting in 1694.3* Without Keith, his
movement withered. Periodically, in the years following, the Philadelphia Yearly
Meeting would gratefully report that the Keithian Meeting, though enduring, had
decreased in number and the Keithians were increasingly “Confounded, Scattered, and
Divided,” with many of them running toward the Baptist or Episcopal camps.®> Quaker
rule had weathered the storm, but both Keithians and their Quaker opponents had
departed from Penn’s vision of toleration during the conflict.

In addition to devotional claims to power, leading Quakers moved to shore up
their authority through political machinations. The colony was growing, rapidly, and with
ever more non-Quaker immigrants calling Pennsylvania home, dissatisfaction with the
Friends’ oligarchy grew as well. Quaker Assemblymen first responded politically, by
skewing representation within the legislature to favor the older Quaker-dominated
counties in eastern Pennsylvania while denying seats to the largely Presbyterian western

settlements that more closely aligned with proprietary interests.*® Quakers did not bar
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non-Friends from political office, but they maneuvered themselves to continually
dominate the levers of power.

While a gerrymandered legislature and the collapse of Keithian resistance
certainly exhibited the strength of Quaker power in the province, the growing and shifting
demographics of the colony prompted yet another change in the Quaker approach to
toleration. This time, leading Friends found that demographic change made their former
tactics of alienation and silencing of critics less effective, especially when their growing
chorus of critics included a vocal Anglican population that had political ties and status as
the central denomination to the empire’s mixed establishment. A lack of records makes
estimating the Anglican population in early colonial Pennsylvania difficult. However, it
seems that a very small number of Anglicans quickly grew to rival the Friends in
Philadelphia, if not outside the city. In 1695, thirty-nine Anglicans established the
denomination’s first parish in Philadelphia, which had a population of only between
1,500 and 2,000. Four years later, Quakers in the city numbered 947 of the residents,
Anglicans 550, and Baptists 969. By the time of the American Revolution, Anglicans
would outnumber Friends in Philadelphia eighteen to thirteen percent. Anglican growth
outside of Philadelphia was much more modest, only reaching .6 percent of the colony’s

rural population by the 1770s.87 The growing Anglican faction in Philadelphia (even if
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not in larger Pennsylvania), constituted a formidable rival for Quaker leaders who had
been able to exploit the ambiguities of Quaker toleration to their advantage.
Uncomfortable in a colony that did not easily fit into the mixed-establishment framework
of the broader empire, Pennsylvanian Anglicans repeatedly tried to undermine Quaker
rule to bring the colony more in line with the imperial modes of toleration that prioritized
Anglicanism elsewhere. Though they were never successful in completely supplanting
Quaker rule, establishing the Anglican Church, or even getting a bishop appointed to the
colony, the ambiguities of Quaker toleration in the province helped Anglicans shift the
colony’s approach to toleration. Because toleration in Pennsylvania failed to clarify the
boundaries between civic and religious authority, Anglicans exploited those ambiguities
to force Quakers to move toleration in the commonwealth to be slightly more in line with
that of the empire.

Pennsylvania Anglicans believed that Quaker rule and toleration cultivated
corruption. For example, in 1697 a group of Pennsylvania Anglicans sent a petition to the
Commissioners for Trade and Plantations in which they complained of Quaker justices
and juries granting undue favor to Quaker defendants. The petitioners compared two
cases of adultery with disparate outcomes. In the first case, the petitioners claimed that a
woman, Mary Hunt, stood before a Philadelphia court for “Carnal actions with a young
man.” Despite a dearth of evidence beyond a single testimony from an impeachable
witness, the Quaker justices ruled against Hunt and ordered her publicly whipped with
120 lashes. In the second case, a Quaker preacher came before a similar court accused of

“carnal dealings” with a married woman and “manifest proof & undeniable evidence”
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held against him. This time, the Quaker justices met together privately to devise how to
best address the case, ultimately deciding that the preacher’s guilty conscience was near
sufficient punishment because his actions were not “of Carnal Wisdom, but by the
powerfull moovings & Breathings of the Spiritt and Life in the Inward parts;” a forty-
shilling fine would suffice.®® The historical accuracy of the petitioners’ anecdotes is less
important than what they show about their perceptions of the corruption of Quaker rulers:
that the Friends’ theology encouraged their political corruption. In the case of Mary Hunt
and the adulterous Quaker preacher, the petitioners contended that the Quaker justices
relied on the doctrine of the inner light, or as they put it the “moovings & Breathings of
the Spiritt,” rather than turning to the law to guide their deliberations. The result was a
distortion of provincial administration and justice in favor of Quaker settlers at the
expense of the king’s loyal Anglican subjects. Or as some Anglican missionaries would
later put it, Quaker rule functioned “not so much...with respect to the undisturbed
freedom and enjoyment of Civil and Religious Liberties, as for the laying a foundation
for the furtherance and advancement of a Particular Interest and Faction.”®’

Beyond the corruption invited by Quaker rule, Anglicans charged that toleration
in Pennsylvania—one that upheld Quaker preeminence instead of an Anglican or mixed
establishment—invited moral and legal disaster. In 1709, the Anglican preacher John

Talbot scolded that in Pennsylvania “nothing [is] established but such a Moderation to all

that’s good, and such a Tolleration of all that’s evil.”® Talbot, always eager to discredit
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his Quaker rivals, ridiculed both Quaker religious toleration and the law that inspired it.
New Castle, Pennsylvania, he once acknowledged, was a pleasant enough town, “but for
what good does it do People to live in a Place void of Gospel & Law.” In Pennsylvania,
he lamented, there “is little or no Government & People in many places take the Liberty
to say there be three Gods, or no God, & nothing is done to them. Certainly tis better to
live where nothing is lawful, than where all things are.”! Talbot’s charge that “nothing is
done” to religious non-conformists presented Quaker religious tolerance as a legal
liability, not just a theological one. But it also implied that civil power should have some
authority to regulate religious expression and that power could only be properly utilized
in accordance with the mixed establishment of the larger empire. Or as he would put it in
a letter recommending the New York churchman Caleb Heathcote be appointed governor,
the good work of the province “cannot be carried on without a good Governour in Church
and State.”? Evan Evans agreed, arguing that Quaker-led toleration—without a guiding
establishment—introduced a murkiness in the moral landscape of the commonwealth.
Toleration as practiced in Pennsylvania, in his words, allowed “Adultery, and Polygamy,
Incest, and A Thousand other Crimes” to flourish “because there is no Ecclesiasticall
Jurisdiction established in those parts, and tho’ there were, there are no Laws, in being,
which makes the Inhabitants of those Countreys lyable, and Obnoxious to it.”** These
accusations clearly overlooked and distorted the moral code that Penn and his followers

had tried to create, and certainly the authors exaggerated their grievances to make their
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points to fellow ministers and leaders of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in
Foreign Parts (SPG). Still, the theological and legal confusion Anglicans complained of
came from the murkiness of Pennsylvania’s approach to toleration. To the dismay of
Anglican settlers and ministers, the colony’s leading Quakers had failed to clarify the
moral standards of the colony or provide a mechanism for their enforcement.

Beyond the proliferation of corruption and wickedness in the commonwealth, the
confusion in the province’s approach to toleration made it difficult to discern the
boundary between civic and religious spaces and thus invited Quaker intrusion into
internal church matters. Such was the case of a controversy surrounding Francis Philips, a
minister for Philadelphia’s Christ Church. Late on a Saturday in February 1715, a posse
led by Sheriff Peter Evans apprehended a partially clothed Philips and took him to the
local jail. Apparently, a number of parishioners in Philips’ congregation had accused the
reverend of privately boasting of multiple sexual conquests with prominent women in his
congregation, among whom were the wife of William Trent, a wealthy Anglican council
member, and the daughter of John Moore, whom Sheriff Evans happened to be
courting.”* The next morning, upon finding an empty pulpit and learning the cause, about
three hundred of Philip’s parishioners stormed the jail, forcibly removed their minister,
and later vandalized the Trent and Moore homes. The scandal and ensuing riot divided

the Christ Church congregation, with Philips defiantly continuing to preach to his
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supporters from his pulpit while his critics dispersed to other denominations’ chapels,
refusing to return until the adulterous reverend were held to account.”

The split in Christ Church dragged on for months, exacerbated by Quaker
officials who inserted themselves into the dispute. Without a bishop serving in the
colonies, Pennsylvania’s Anglican leadership had to appeal directly to the Bishop of
London for Philips’ removal, seemingly an appeal to benefit of clergy.”® Benefit of clergy
first emerged as a medieval legal custom that stipulated that all clergy could claim their
status to avoid capital punishment and merely receive a brand upon the thumb, or transfer
their cases to ecclesiastical courts. Over the years, benefit of clergy expanded beyond the
narrow application to clergymen to include many first offenders and became a
mechanism for mitigating punishments to a variety of crimes. By the eighteenth century,
all of the American colonies had picked up the practice. In Pennsylvania, however,
benefit of clergy does not appear in the colonial records for the first thirty-five years of
settlement.®’ The first mention of the custom came in 1703 when a group of judges wrote
to the Provincial Council concerning a pending manslaughter trial, requesting guidance.
Because “Bennyfit of Clergy is allowed by the law of Engld,” they asked, “what method
will be most proper in this Government to admitt the Criminals to the said Benefit[?]”

The Provincial Council responded “that according to some presidents in England where

the Ordinary, whose office it is generally Judged to administers the said Benefit of
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Clergy, is absent, or there is non in the place, in such Case the Bench has full power to
administer it themselves.”® In other words, the justices themselves had the right to try
any case that could otherwise be transferred due to benefit of clergy. Under such
precedent, Quaker civil authorities tried again to bring Philips to court, claiming authority
to do so because unlike in England, Pennsylvanian Anglican ministers could not claim
benefit of clergy; all persons in the colony—even clergy—stood on equal legal footing.”
For Pennsylvania’s Anglicans, the assembly and justices’ intrusion into the
Philips controversy was but one more example of Pennsylvania’s unique approach to
toleration coming into conflict with the larger religious and legal precedents of the
empire in favor of their own. Pennsylvania Governor Charles Gookin—himself an
Anglican, though appointed by Penn—intervened twice (once by threatening the sheriff
with his cane) to halt trials of Philips and pardon his fines.!?° The assembly protested,
warning the governor that whoever tried to question the authority of the provinces’
Quarter Session courts in this matter “shall be deemed Enemies” to the government.!%!
The dispute could have turned into a full-blown political crisis in the colony had not word
arrived that fall from the Bishop of London removing Philips from his position. Philips
returned to England, thus making the matter moot.!%> But the Philips controversy had
exposed the problems of a provincial religious toleration that favored Quaker rule but

refrained from articulating any clear established order. The lines of jurisdiction between
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an internal Anglican dispute, a provincial issue of public morality, and the proper
jurisdiction of imperial civic and ecclesiastical bodies were simply not clear. Where was
the boundary between the sacred and the secular if the Friends routinely crossed it? For
Anglicans, Quaker magistrates had clearly overstepped. Or as one of Philips’ defenders
put in a letter to the Bishop of London, “Clergy’s behav' belongs only to yo" Lordship . . .
[not an] extrajudicial Arraigning of him (being a Clergy-man) before a Quaker’s Court of
Judicature.”!% The failure of the commonwealth to clearly define what toleration meant
had made such interference possible.

Though in many ways the Anglicans laments of abuse and harassment were
overwrought, they still pointed to larger problems of toleration as practiced in the colony.
By the 1720s the Church of England was no longer a vanishing small minority in the
colony. In the first ten years after the thirty-nine Anglicans founded the first congregation
in Philadelphia in 1695, Anglican congregations expanded into Oxford, Perkiomen, Great
Valley, Radnor, Whitemarsh, Marcus Hooke, Concord, and Chester. Nine years later
Pennsylvania could count sixteen Anglican parishes, and since the founding of the SPG
in 1701, Anglican ministers were actually well compensated compared to their
counterparts in other denominations.!** Many Anglican members had a chapel and were
free to worship in it as they wished. Yet the fantasies of persecution proved enduring.
Anglicans continued to fret about competing with other sects who seemed to have greater

followings than they did. Unlike other colonies where an Anglican establishment could
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help mitigate the challenges stemming from a shortage of ministers, Pennsylvania’s
Anglicans frequently complained to the SPG that without a bishop to ordain new priests
and govern the parishes, the predominance of Quakers and other sects prevented them
from policing their own flocks and denied them the “opportunity to worship God publicly
in a manner agreeable to the word of God & our own consciences.”!? They saw the
competition as an offense to the imperial mixed establishment and an infringement upon
their public exercise of religion, in spite of them having a chapel and unmolested use of
it. The persistent of cry of abuse when Anglican worship proceeded apace with other
denominations in the commonwealth suggested a general Anglican dissatisfaction with
how toleration operated in the colony. Anglicans did not oppose toleration per se; the
mixed establishment, after all, implied a measure of toleration of religious diversity.
Rather it was a toleration that privileged Quakers and not themselves that they opposed.
Quaker toleration had produced a muddle of moral, legal, and political custom in the
colony that Anglican leaders struggled to reconcile with their presumptions of how
religion pluralism in the empire should operate. Only by bringing Pennsylvania’s practice
of toleration more in line with the rest of Britain’s dominions—through either a formal
establishment of Anglicanism or one of the other privileged denominations of the empire
or direct intervention from the crown—could the commonwealth be saved from the
crushing burdens of its own mismanagement.

The Anglican opposition to Quaker toleration reflected the uneven evolution the
principle had undergone in the British Atlantic as a whole. Since the beginning of its

imperial projects in the Atlantic, England had tried to balance what it saw as the stability
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brought by religious conformity with an ever-diversifying religious empire.'% Suspicions
of political sedition plagued the effort, as demonstrated by the Quaker persecutions from
Penn’s youth, the Catholic indulgences of Charles I that gave way to the Puritan
oligarchy in the 1640s, or the toppling of his son James II who had tried to usher in
toleration for Catholics over Anglican objections. Even the 1689 Act of Toleration—an
act that extended tolerance to most Protestant sects in the empire, even Quakers—faltered
in its articulation of acceptable religious behaviors, as it did not use the word toleration,
and instead sometimes being called “the Bill of Indulgence.”!?” Pennsylvania Anglicans’
protests of the impropriety of Quaker rule fit into the empire’s balancing act of toleration.
For years Anglicans had complained of the disparity between Pennsylvanian toleration
and that seen throughout the empire. In a 1697 petition from Christ Church, for instance,
some parishioners puzzled why Quakers in Pennsylvania were allowed to rule while in
England Friends “seem[ed] both by Law & reason disabled to exercise Magistracy, or to
Officiate in any Publick Capacity in the Government or Enjoy any those in Legislative
Powers.”!% The law to which they referred was a 1696 statute that simultaneously
acquiesced to Quaker consciences—by allowing them to make solemn declarations in
place of legal oaths—but the declaration had to be done so “in the presence of Almighty
God” and could not be used to allow Quakers to give evidence in “any criminal causes, or

serve on any juries, or bear any office or place of profit in the government.”!* For the
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petitioners from Christ Church, such a law struck a perfect balance between indulging
Quaker idiosyncrasies regarding oaths and barring them from positions that could
threaten “the preservation of his majesties subjects in this Province.”!!? By calling for a
similar law to be applied to the Pennsylvanian commonwealth, the petitioners argued that
there should be no great distinction when it came to Pennsylvanian toleration that
protected Quakers’ role in government and that of other parts of the empire that denied
the same.

The disagreement between Quakers and Anglicans on how to approach the
ambiguities of toleration in the commonwealth manifested in legal disputes between the
two factions, particularly when it came to administrative and legal oaths. Quakers had
long believed taking oaths in either court or in assuming administrative office violated
Christ’s injunction to “Swear not at all.”!!! Accordingly, they had won some concessions
in England, where they could make solemn affirmations or declarations in lieu of oaths,
but those settlements only applied to civil cases and barred Friends from holding most
political offices or offering evidence in criminal trials.!'? In Penn’s commonwealth,
where Quakers made up a large portion of the colony’s inhabitants and a majority of its
governing class, such limitations would debilitate provincial governance. Penn initially
tried to solve this problem by allowing witnesses to solemnly promise or declare. In 1696
and again in 1700, the Quaker-dominated assembly broadened the provisions with

legislation that allowed affirmations in place of oaths in all court and governmental
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proceedings.!!? Anglicans in the colony took issue, claiming that the Quaker law imposed
the Friends’ beliefs onto others by forcing them to abandon their rights to which English
law entitled them. Quaker justices, they claimed, by refusing to administer oaths to
Anglican parties and Friends on juries insisting on affirmations, undermined Anglican
confidence in the justice system as a whole. In his new capacity as an SPG missionary,
George Keith (ever a thorn in the side of Quakers) even reported that some Pennsylvania
church men refused to take affirmations when summoned to court out of protest.!!* If
built on a foundation of affirmations in place of oaths, Anglicans believed that the entire
provincial civic and judicial apparatus worked against them as Englishmen and members
of the empire’s Protestant faith. Such a hard line prevented Anglicans from acquiescing
to even modest administrative accommodations without crying abuse of conscience.

As Anglicans repeatedly insisted on the use of oaths in Pennsylvania, Quakers
responded with additional affirmation laws but ran into an imperial system sympathetic to
Anglican complaints. In 1702, Queen Anne responded to Anglican petitions by repealing
Pennsylvania’s affirmation statutes. Undeterred, the assembly passed a new affirmation
law in 1705, this time with provisions allowing for the Queen’s oaths to be used and
administered by alternative magistrates. But the new statute also specifically permitted all
assemblymen, councilmen, judges, justices, and “all other officers and persons
whatsoever within this province, who for conscience’ sake cannot take oaths”—a
recognizable nod to Quakers—to make affirmations so as “to hold and exercise their

respective offices and places.” But the Queen also repealed that law.!!> The assembly
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tried again in 1710 and 1712, trying to appease their critics in the commonwealth and
England by including provisions to punish perjury under affirmations the same as under
oaths, and giving all colonists “free liberty” to take oaths or English affirmations as they
wished. Each of these statutes also directly referenced “Quakers” or those “religiously
principled against taking and administering an oath” as qualifying for affirmation
exceptions to legitimately hold office. Each time the Queen’s Council struck them
down.!'® The back and forth between the Pennsylvania Assembly and the crown and
Privy Council marked a subtle shift in leading Quakers’ approach to toleration. With
imperial custom and connections supporting Anglican grievances, leading Friends could
no longer rely merely on their numbers to marginalize vexing colonists, as they had done
with the Keithians. Instead, assembly Quakers began making concessions to their
Anglican critics, first by providing alternative oaths and later by clarifying that penalties
for perjury applied to affirmations as well as oaths. In the face of imperial institutions
sympathetic to Anglican positions, however, such accommodations proved insufficient.
Friends countered their critics with a warning that that undermining the principles
of Quaker rule and toleration that had defined the Pennsylvania project from the outset
jeopardized the healthy administration of the province. It should not surprise observers
that Pennsylvania’s statues differed somewhat from England’s. After all, a search for
religious accommodation in the empire that could not be readily obtained in England was
what drove Penn’s ventures in the first place. To dismiss that history through laws that

blocked Friends from full civic participation would undermine the entire enterprise. Or as
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Edward Shippen, Penn’s ally and Philadelphia’s second mayor, put it, by refusing to
recognize Pennsylvania’s affirmation statutes, Anglicans sought to deprive Friends of the
laws “most suited to our Consciencious Circumstances,” making them “dissenters” under
their own government.!'!” Shippen understood that the colony’s civic institutions needed
the Friends in order to properly operate. Quaker assemblymen agreed, and in 1711
warned that failure to make affirmation accommodations threatened to cripple the entire
provincial justice system “if so considerable a number of the inhabitants be made
incapable of giving evidence.” If the courts could not properly function, criminals would
escape punishment and disproportionate burdens would fall upon those citizens who
could take or administer oaths.!!® Refusing to offer affirmations not only denied the
Quakers their proper claim to governmental power, but it ran the risk of destroying the
machinery of government itself, thus endangering the peace and prosperity of the colony.
The fallout from failing to secure an act of affirmation in Pennsylvania came soon
enough. Quaker warnings of a failure of Pennsylvania courts were not mere bluster. After
the Queen repealed another affirmation bill in 1714, Pennsylvania courts began to
close.!" Though they hoped they could find some way to keep the courts open,
assemblymen were skeptical, worrying that any action on their part would “prove
offensive to the Queen” and put the governor in the impossible position of finding
alternative magistrates in every county to replace the Quakers who could not act. Judges

similarly balked at holding court and the county jails began to fill with accused criminals
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unable to face trial.!?* More than that, as the Pennsylvania courts broke down, the
machinery of the assembly also deteriorated, with members unable to agree on how to
address the problem. Early in 1715, assemblymen scrambled for some form of acceptable
affirmation law by again appeasing Anglican critics. The resulting bill mirrored the 1696
English affirmation statute by including the “Sacred Name” in the declarations. Some
Quaker assemblymen worried that including phrases akin to “in the Presence of Almighty
God” approached distressingly close to oaths and could not appease their consciences. As
a result, they put forth an alternative bill without the sacred name alongside the former.'?!
After much debate—shaped by numerous Quaker petitions from throughout the
province—the assembly struck down the bill using the sacred name.'??> Governor Charles
Gookin—who was at that same moment already at odds with the assembly over the
Francis Philips controversy—further angered the House by joining with his fellow
Anglicans, demanding that any bill allowing affirmation require the use of the sacred
name.'?* Practical minded assemblymen, conservative Quakers, and emboldened
Anglicans could not agree on where to draw the line regarding the use of the sacred
name. Pennsylvania toleration and the assembly’s efforts to placate Anglican critics had
produced nothing but confusion, and the result was that the 1715 assembly passed two
different affirmation laws simultaneously—one including the sacred name and the other

omitting it.!?*
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Facing intractable opposition from colonial Anglicans and an unsympathetic royal
court, Quakers in both the assembly and Provincial Council concluded that a solution
may not come in outmaneuvering Anglicans, but in finding the right Anglican that could
shift royal opinion in their favor. First, the council broke with Gookin and sided with the
Quaker assemblymen in calling for an affirmation law that did not include the sacred
name, isolating Gookin and limiting his influence on the debate.!?*> Next, eight members
of the Provincial Council wrote to Hannah Penn in 1716 asking for William Keith to
replace Gookin. Hannah Penn, having assumed much of the proprietary duties as her
husband’s health declined, agreed to the proposal and worked with the crown to secure
the appointment. William Keith—who bore no apparent relationship to the earlier
schismatic—was an Anglican noble with Jacobite sympathies. He had the right
connections and a political independence of mind that could make him useful to the
Quaker council and assemblymen. After rehabilitating his reputation and loyalty to the
crown through a number of surveyor appointments in various colonies, Keith assumed
the Pennsylvania governorship in the summer of 1717.126 The following January, the
assembly wrote to the new governor praising him for being a diligent student of law.
After the initial flattery, the assembly asked the governor to “recommend us to his
Majesty as a well-meaning People, desiring no Preeminence, but that those, to whom the

royal Charter, which erected this a Government, had a peculiar Regard may be enabled to
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act in such Stations as they can best serve the Public, and merit the lasting Character of
being loyal Subjects to the King.”!?” Keith had received his marching orders.

The gambit worked. Having a sympathetic Anglican in the governor’s house
broke the logjam that Quaker council and assemblymen had been unable to move. When
Keith assumed office, he immediately went about to mend the colony’s justice system.
He appointed the prominent Quaker David Lloyd as a new Chief Justice and Andrew
Hamilton, who had married into a prominent Quaker family, as Attorney General. Keith
then moved a backlog of criminal trials from Chester to Philadelphia to expedite
proceedings.!?® Importantly, the courts only opened under the English affirmation law
that included the sacred name.!?® While conservative Quakers were unhappy with the use
of the sacred name, Keith did not completely acquiesce to Anglican demands either.
When speaking at the Chester County courthouse prior to the resumption of criminal
trials there, Keith praised the provincial justices for their acumen and integrity. There was
no reason to doubt that Pennsylvania justices, Quaker or not, would uphold English law
and liberty. Keith acted with such confidence because according to him, a common
Christian morality bound the colony’s inhabitants—Quaker or Anglican—to pursue truth.
There should be no quibbling, therefore, over affirmations or oaths. In a more direct
allusion to recalcitrant Anglicans, Keith condemned those who denied Quaker justices’
ability to oversee courts or the Friends’ ability to give truthful testimony under
affirmations as those “who by their publick Misdemeanors and Detestable Crimes have

lost all sense of Religion or Vertue, and would seem to deny the Power of God, as well as
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the Authority where-with the Civil Magistrate is Cloathed to punish Wickedness and
Vice.”!3% The governor had praised Quaker judges while condemning Anglican
obstructionists. While Keith’s harsh language may have stung Anglican ears, the episode
nonetheless shows how much the political ground had shifted since the Quaker schism of
1692. Leading friends could no longer rely on their own influence, positions, and
connections to deal with troublemakers in the commonwealth. In the face of a growing
Anglican population that garnered greater sympathy in Whitehall and throughout the
empire, they needed allies that could twist arms inside the Anglican communion.

Keith labored for an affirmation act in ways that illustrated the changing position
of Quaker leaders within the colony. In pursuit of the bill, Keith also began working with
assembly speaker William Trent, himself an Anglican, to win over moderate Anglican
magistrates to agree to some affirmation bill that Quakers could not deliver alone. In
1718, Keith, Trent, and the rest of the assembly drafted a letter to the crown explaining
the need for affirmations, and continued working on legislation following the English
model, meaning that any affirmation law that would take root in Pennsylvania would
need to include the sacred name.'*! Conservative Quakers would have to adapt if any
affirmation bill were to pass. However, things took a decisive turn in 1721 when
Parliament passed its own affirmation legislation that omitted the sacred name, thereby
removing any pretense to denying Pennsylvania the same.!3? In 1724, Pennsylvania

finally passed its own affirmation law that allowed Pennsylvanians to make any
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affirmation in place of an oath “in the form prescribed by any law of this province,”
including those that did not mention the sacred name. The crown upheld the law in
1725.133 While such a move on its surface surely constituted a Quaker victory, it came
only after the empire’s position changed, not due to any lobbying from the Friends.
Indeed, regarding the affirmation laws that eventually took root in the commonwealth,
the Friends did not lead the empire. They followed.

The complicated dance surrounding Pennsylvania securing an affirmation bill
illustrated how the Pennsylvanian approach to toleration had shifted in response to the
changing priorities of the empire, demographic shifts of the colony, and the ambiguities
inherent in Penn’s founding vision. For Quakers, the colony first emerged in Penn’s mind
as a refuge for his people, to find the ability to gather and worship that had been denied
them in England. Pennsylvania would have no Conventicle Acts and eventually no
limiting oaths. But more than a refuge, Penn and his followers saw the commonwealth as
a place where righteous society, guided by the inner light, could emerge under their
supervision. This vision created a commonwealth that paradoxically privileged Quaker
rule—creating a de facto toleration—while still eschewing a formal establishment in
favor of bold declaration of freedom of conscience. The resulting confusion brought
conflict as factions struggled to define the sacred from the secular in a province where
substantial overlap existed between the two. George Keith, in his dispute with Quaker
magistrates, tried to identify the blurry line between civil power and religious practice so
he could reform the Society before it was too late. Instead, Quaker leaders embraced the

ambiguities of Quaker toleration as a means to silence Keith and his followers, creating a

133 Statutes at Large, 3:427-31.
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more sectarian government than even Penn had called for. Anglicans, on the other hand,
had more substantial imperial and institutional connections such as the crown, the Privy
Council, and the SPG. Anglicans could appeal to these allies as well as to English law
and custom to challenge what they saw as Quaker abuse, corruption, or
maladministration. The Keithians had no such recourse. Thus, the growing Anglican
population in Pennsylvania constituted a formidable rival for Quaker leaders, and they
were able to exploit the ambiguities of Pennsylvanian toleration to pressure the Friends to
bring the colony more in line with the empire at large. Quaker rule in Pennsylvania
remained strong by the mid-eighteenth century. But Quakers could no longer control the
narrative of toleration as tightly as they had in the early years of the commonwealth. One

thing was certain, additional challenges were to come.
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Chapter Two

The Devil’s Chariot: Conscience, Authority,
and Strategic Language in Late-Colonial Pennsylvania

God alone is Lord of the conscience, and hath left it free from the doctrines and
commandments of men which are in any thing contrary to His Word, or beside it
in matters of faith or worship. So that to believe such doctrines, or to obey such
commandments out of conscience, is to betray true liberty of conscience; and the
requiring an implicit faith, and an absolute and blind obedience, is to destroy
liberty of conscience, and reason also.
Westminster Confession, Chapter XX Article 2
In the fall of 1735, the minister Samuel Hemphill dared the Philadelphia Synod to
excommunicate him. He had arrived in Philadelphia the previous year to much fanfare
and anticipation as to what the young minister had to offer the city’s growing
Presbyterian population. However, in his preaching Hemphill emphasized morality and
virtue as the primary objects of religion—while omitting any examination of original sin
and minimizing the need for salvation through Christ—thus worrying those more devoted
to Calvinist orthodoxy. Concerned ministers called Hemphill before a synodical
commission to review his sermons and evaluate his behavior. Rather than reform his
conduct and preaching, the minister instead engaged in a months-long quarrel with
Presbyterian leaders both in person and in the press. After the synodical commission
formally censured him, Hemphill wrote an acerbic letter to the synod, in which he
declared, “I despise the Synod’s claim of authority.” He then called for his own expulsion
and referred his judges to a recent publication that protested his condemnation. That
article, “A Defense of the Rev. Mr. Hemphill’s Observations,” argued that Hemphill
should not be punished because he merely preached that God would look favorably upon

those who live righteously, though they “have no other Knowledge of God and their

Duty, but what the Light of Nature teaches them . . . the Law of Reason and
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Conscience.”! Hemphill, according to this pamphlet, asserted that an individual’s
conscience came from reason and understanding, not revelation through God’s word. In
other words, Hemphill embraced a notion of conscience that presented sincere
conclusions based in piety and reason as legitimate expressions of faith that ought to be
respected. Yet Hemphill’s critics, while still heralding the importance of liberty of
conscience themselves, dismissed his theories as not only theologically mistaken, but
subversive and in need of censure. In short, conscience could err and in such
circumstances merited no regard.

Hemphill’s tenure as a minister in Philadelphia, while brief, exemplified the
contention surrounding conscience and freedom of conscience in late-colonial
Pennsylvania. While in modern usage, freedom of conscience and religious freedom
function as near synonyms, key differences remain.? Religious freedom, and its narrower
associate religious toleration, focus on the relationship of the state to religious institutions
and individuals. Freedom of conscience centers on personal sentiment, action, religious

belief, and the ability of an individual to fully express or pursue them. Yet even within

! Benjamin Franklin, The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, ed. John Bigelow (New York: The
Knickerbocker Press, 1889), 175-76; Records of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America
Embracing the Minutes of the General Presbytery and General Synod 1706-1788 Together with an Index
and the Minutes of the General Convention for Religious Liberty 1766-1775 (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania:
Presbyterian Board of Publication and Sabbath-School Work, 1904), 112—17; Benjamin Franklin, “A
Defense Of the Rev. Mr. Hemphill’s Observations: Or, an Answer to the Vindication of the Reverend
Commission,” 1735, https://founders.archives.gov/?q=hemphill&s=1111311111&sa=&r=5&sr=#BNFN-
01-02-02-0011-fn-0004-ptr. , emphasis in original. Note: Historian William S. Barker identifies "A
Defense" as the article to which Hemphill referred. See William S. Barker, “The Hemphill Case, Benjamin
Franklin and Subscription to the Westminster Confession,” American Presbyterians 69, no. 4 (Winter
1991): 249.

2 For a recent work that uses freedom of conscience as a synonym of religious freedom, see Jack N.
Rakove, Beyond Belief, beyond Conscience: The Radical Significance of the Free Exercise of Religion,
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2020). Note: In more recent history the idea of conscience has drifted
from its theological contexts to consist of “any deeply held standard of morality,” religious or not. This
study does not concern itself with this latter iteration and instead looks at conscience in religious contexts.
See Andrew R. Murphy, Conscience and Community: Revisiting Toleration and Religious Dissent in Early
Modern England and America (University Park, Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2001).
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those parameters, eighteenth-century Pennsylvanians disagreed over what conscience
actually meant. When Hemphill protested his censure from the synod, he derided their
actions as a violation of conscience, which he understood as born of personal
understanding, rational thought, and natural law. While at first impression Hemphill may
appear as a Deist working within the Presbyterian ministry, his embrace of natural
religion and reason fit well with the theologies of various Presbyterian divines from a
century earlier who had advocated such tenets as consistent with broader Christian
theology.® Nevertheless, many synodical leaders found Hemphill’s doctrines troublesome
and insisted that his conception of conscience ran counter to their understandings, later
describing themselves as being “obliged, in conscience, to the judicial determinations of
the whole [synod], founded on the word of God.”* The leading voices in the Philadelphia
synod linked conscience to revealed scripture and doctrinal orthodoxy, giving less room
for reason and natural theology than Hemphill would have preferred.

Disagreements as to the nature and purpose of conscience hampered
Pennsylvania’s already mixed project of religious toleration. This is in part because in
religiously tolerant societies, as some scholars have argued, people must remove the
theological underpinnings of conscience in favor of more subjective models, thus
weakening the demands for religious conformity. As Andrew R. Murphy explained, by

stressing “subjective conviction . . . tolerationists sought nothing less than a complete

3 Many of the Presbyterian debates concerning the appropriateness of nature and reason in Christian
theology emerged in the turmoil of the seventeenth century surrounding the English Civil War and the
Westminster Assembly. See John Coffey, John Goodwin and the Puritan Revolution: Religion and
Intellectual Change in Seventeenth-Century England (Rochester, New York: Boydell press, 2006); Dewey
D. Wallace, Shapers of English Calvinism, 1660-1714. Variety, Persistence, and Transformation, Oxford
Studies in Historical Theology (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011); Hunter Powell, The Crisis of
British Protestantism: Church Power in the Puritan Revolution 1638-44 (Manchester, Great Britan:
Manchester University Press, 2015).

4 Records of the Presbyterian Church, 159.
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transformation of the debate over conscience and its implications for society . . . [the]
subjective notion of conscience was often part of a more general phenomenon in which
the ‘inner’ nature of religion and religious experience was elevated to the forefront at the
expense of forms, doctrines, and liturgies.” Murphy’s work locates the transformation of
conscience largely in the mid- and late-seventeenth century. But as the example of
Hemphill and the Philadelphia Synod suggest, disagreements about conscience and its
implications continued well into the eighteenth century and beyond. Pennsylvanians
continued to approach conscience from a variety of vantage points with some (like
Hemphill) presenting a notion of conscience as personal and rational, while others
adhered to a more traditional Calvinist iteration of conscience as obtained through a
proper understanding of God’s word. Still, others prioritized the importance of the new
birth to conscience, and some insisted that private judgement best reflected the nature of
conscience. While acknowledging the various definitions and conceptualizations of
conscience employed by eighteenth-century Pennsylvanians, for the purposes of
discussion this chapter approaches conscience as an individual belief—whether the
believer regarded it as a product of reason, personal sentiment, or divine bestowal.
Liberty of conscience, on the other hand, was the ability to use one’s definition of
conscience independent from the constraints of either religious or civic institutions. None
of the ways Pennsylvanians approached conscience were mutually exclusive to one
another and there was considerable overlap within institutions and individuals. With such

confusion characterizing the discourse surrounding conscience in late colonial

5 Murphy, Conscience and Community, 49-53, 227-33.
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Pennsylvania, consistent religious toleration—Ilet alone religious freedom—in the colony
remained elusive.

This chapter explores how the confusion surrounding conscience and liberty of
conscience affected Pennsylvania’s ongoing experiment in religious toleration. In doing
s0, this chapter argues that the unique context of Pennsylvania’s Quaker toleration and
the disputes unleashed by the Great Awakening (particularly within Pennsylvanian
Presbyterianism) created a flexible strategic language, a rhetoric that utilized conscience
and liberty of conscience in the service of a variety of institutional and later political

objectives.® The flexibility of this rhetoric allowed opposing parties to utilize the same

® Historian Jon Butler has long argued that the Great Awakening was a fiction first created by
nineteenth-century ministers to give legitimacy to their own revival efforts and later picked up by
unscrupulous historians who perpetuated the myth. See Jon Butler, “Enthusiasm Described and Decried:
The Great Awakening as Interpretative Fiction,” Journal of American History 69, no. 2 (September 1982):
305-25; Jon Butler, Awash in a Sea of Faith: Christianizing the American People (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1992). Since Butler, many scholars have picked up on his
criticism to question the historical reality of the Great Awakening. For instance, see Frank Lambert,
“'Pedlar in Divinity’: George Whitefield and the Great Awakening, 1737-1745,” Journal of American
History 77, no. 3 (December 1990): 812-37; Frank Lambert, “The Great Awakening as Artifact: George
Whitefield and the Construction of Intercolonial Revival, 1739-1745,” Church History 60, no. 2 (June
1991): 223-46; Frank Lambert, “The First Great Awakening: Whose Interpretive Fiction?” New England
Quarterly 68, no. 4 (December 1995): 650-59; Frank Lambert, Inventing the “Great Awakening”
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999). However, newer scholarship has challenged Butler. First,
some scholars have pointed out that contemporaries of the Great Awakening repeatedly commented on a
general and widespread revivalism that was distinct from revivalism they had encountered before. See
Anthony L. Blair, “Schism on the Susquehanna: Community and Congregational Conflict on the
Pennsylvania Frontier During the Era of the Great Awakening,” Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-
Atlantic Studies 75, no. 1 (Winter 2008): 1-25. Second, new scholarship has found evidence of revivalism
as an Atlantic phenomenon, not just an American one. See Randall Herbert Balmer, 4 Perfect Babel of
Confusion: Dutch Religion and English Culture in the Middle Colonies (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1989); Leigh Eric Schmidt, Holy Fairs: Scottish Communions and American Revivals in the Early
Modern Period (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1989); Michael J. Crawford, Seasons
of Grace: Colonial New England’s Revival Tradition in Its British Context (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1991); Katherine Carté, Religion and the American Revolution: An Imperial History (Williamsburg,
Virginia: Chapel Hill, North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 2021). Such arguments show a
general pattern of religious ferment that Butler insisted was parochial. And finally, some historians have
argued that rather than look at revivalism itself as the marker of the Great Awakening, scholars could
instead look at what the phenomenon produced, such as the spread of evangelicalism or the maturing of
public discourse, as verification of its existence. See Thomas S. Kidd, The Great Awakening: The Roots of
Evangelical Christianity in Colonial America (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 2009);
Mark A. Noll, The Rise of Evangelicalism: The Age of Edwards, Whitefield, and the Wesleys (Downers
Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 2004); James W. Fraser, “The Great Awakening and New Patterns of
Presbyterian Theological Education,” Journal of Presbyterian History 60, no. 3 (Fall 1982): 189-208;
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language of conscience even when pursuing divergent ends. The strategic language of
conscience emerged from a religious grammar of conscience that over time
Pennsylvanians repurposed as a political metric to challenge inherited forms of civic
authority. Within and between religious denominations, Pennsylvanians disagreed about
the form, purpose, and nature of conscience. The divergent definitions of conscience led
Pennsylvanians to argue about how religious bodies—and later the commonwealth at
large—could respond to conscientious difference, whether expelling nonconformists or
recognizing that conscience reigned supreme over any institutional injunctions. The
disputes of conscience could become quite muddled and the shift between internal
religious disputes to political ones took time and was not straightforward. Nevertheless,
as this chapter will demonstrate, it was this very confusion that made conscience and
liberty of conscience such useful political tools for late-colonial Pennsylvanians.
Conscience proved just as opaque as the colony’s tradition of toleration, allowing
colonists to stretch the concept to meet a variety of situations and grievances: from
common defense to violent settler expansion, and the proper form of religious toleration
that would guide the province.

Several scholars have linked the Great Awakening to the development of religious
toleration in the United States, particularly in how the movement altered conceptions of
conscience. At the heart of such arguments, scholars identify a shift from conscience

confirming religious orthodoxy toward conscience as individual right, experience, and

Harry S. Stout, The Divine Dramatist: George Whitefield and the Rise of Modern Evangelicalism (Grand
Rapids, Michigan: W.B. Eerdmans, 1991); Harry S. Stout, The New England Soul: Preaching and
Religious Culture in Colonial New England, 25th anniversary ed (New York: Oxford University Press,
2012); Mark A. Noll, America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln (New Y ork: Oxford
University Press, 2005). This chapter follows the lead of this more recent scholarship and approaches the
Great Awakening as both an accurate moniker and useful model for historical discussion.
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choice. Patricia Bonomi, for instance, describes Great Awakening revivalists as stressing
“the rights of minorities against majorities, and of individuals against the whole, in
matters of conscience,” while Chris Beneke explains that the revivals and disruptions of
the period ensured that “by the late 1730s, it was no longer acceptable to deny liberty of
conscience, or private judgement, throughout most of British North America . . . religious
differences would have to be negotiated within a culture that accorded the highest value
to the right of private judgement.”” Similarly, Steven K. Green and Bryan F. LeBeau
have argued how the “personalizing impulse” of the Great Awakening led revivalists to
value “individual conscience as opposed to the imposition of human creeds and
dogmas.”® Thomas S. Kidd has helpfully pointed out that the development of “America’s
individualized approach to religious matters” during the Great Awakening could be
incredibly disruptive as “rejection of the church establishment’s authority was viewed as
a profoundly threatening act, jeopardizing the Christian order of society.” Yet, “liberty of
conscience became one of the rallying points of radical evangelicalism.” In spite of their
unique differences, these studies share a similar trajectory: the Great Awakening further
pushed conceptions of conscience toward individuals as the arbiters and interpreters of
their own faiths.

However, the arguments for a growing individualism in the Great Awakening

only make sense from a narrow North American perspective. By looking back at English

7 Patricia U. Bonomi, Under the Cope of Heaven: Religion, Society, and Politics in Colonial America,
5. print (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 154-58; Chris Beneke, Beyond Toleration: The
Religious Origins of American Pluralism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 31-40.

8 Steven K. Green, Separating Church and State: A History, Religion and American Public Life
(Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 2022), 32; Bryan F. LeBeau, Jonathan Dickinson and the
Formative Years of American Presbyterianism (Lexington, Kentucky: University Press of Kentucky, 1997),
31.

° Kidd, The Great Awakening, 176.
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history—particularly the religious turmoil that followed in the wake of the English Civil
War, the Westminster Assembly, and Restoration—the same concerns of conscience,
doctrinal purity (and how that purity could be determined), natural theology, church
government, and their relation to state power emerge time and again. Westminster divines
who considered themselves well established in the orthodox vein disagreed bitterly about
the distribution of church power, or as one scholar put it, whether “power began at the
local level and moved up through an ascending ladder of sessions, presbyteries and
national synods . . . [while others] argued the inverse. That power first resided in the
universal church and descended downward.”!? As the work of Dewey D. Wallace, Tim
Cooper, and Andrew Ollerton have shown, the doctrines and ecclesiology debates at the
Westminster Assembly confounded facile categorizations of Calvinism, Presbyterianism,
and Congregationalism as divines struggled to create a new relationship between church
and state that embodied the essentials of Reformed theology. The conclusions of the
Westminster debates (and others of less notoriety) failed to achieve any broad
consensus.!! This British context illustrates that the movement toward individualized
conscience did not emerge solely from the disruptions of the Great Awakening but had
been a point of contention in the British world for nearly a century. The quarrels had
continued for years only to emerge again in Pennsylvania Presbyterianism during the

Great Awakening.

10 Powell, The Crisis of British Protestantism, 83.

" Wallace, Shapers of English Calvinism, 1660-1714; Tim Cooper, John Owen, Richard Baxter, and
the Formation of Nonconformity (Burlington, Vermont: Ashgate, 2011); Andrew Ollerton, The Crisis of
Calvinism in Revolutionary England, 1640-1660: Arminian Theologies of Predestination and Grace
(Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell Press, 2023). See also Coffey, John Goodwin and the Puritan Revolution;
Powell, The Crisis of British Protestantism.
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This chapter contributes to the scholarly literature by extending previous
historiographical frameworks addressing the evolution of conscience and exploring how
Pennsylvania’s unique approach to toleration transformed the rhetoric of conscience in
ways particular to the commonwealth. In short, this chapter challenges scholarship that
describe the transformation of conscience in seventeenth-century British religion,
contending that such models end too early. This chapter shows that the debates about
conscience in eighteenth-century Pennsylvania were in many ways continuations of older
arguments from Britain that had never been fully resolved. Similarly, by exploring
debates about conscience during the Great Awakening, this chapter shows that the linear
progression toward conscience as individual right is too narrow to fully capture the
dynamic changes and conflicts of the period. It becomes clear that the period did not
constitute the liberalization of American society that Beneke describes, or the nascent
Whig philosophy in the visions of Bonomi or Kidd. Those elements were there, but they
developed alongside conservative visions of conscience that do not easily fit into either
framework. Furthermore, this chapter brings forward a historical rhetoric of conscience
previous scholars overlooked. This chapter illustrates how the incidental and persistent
confusion regarding conscience and its centrality to toleration developed into a new
rhetoric well suited to Pennsylvania’s particular social and political climate. It
demonstrates that the confusion over conscience gave the term a broad utility that could
shape a variety of political situations, including concerns regarding religious toleration.

To begin the examination of conscience in Pennsylvania’s Great Awakening and
its aftermath, this chapter opens with the Synod of Philadelphia’s initial efforts in the

1720s to consolidate power, and in the process reaffirming its commitment to an iteration
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of conscience centered in the revealed word of God. The second section of the chapter
examines the origins and progression of the Presbyterian schism of the 1740s that divided
Presbyterians into Old Sider and New Sider factions. Contrary to earlier scholarship, this
section will show how New Sider leaders held a notion of conscience very similar to that
of their Old Sider opponents but employed it to different administrative goals. The third
section of this chapter will show how many Presbyterians (among others) repurposed the
religious grammar developed during Great Awakening for political purposes such as
common defense, settler expansion, and how toleration should inform political choices.
Specifically, the eruption of racial violence on the frontier—first with the French and
Indian War and later with march of the Paxton Boys—gave space for this new political
language to find expression in the broader colony even as Pennsylvania Presbyterians
wrestled with conscience. The result of the development and implementation of this
strategic language was a reformulation of the project of toleration that Pennsylvanians
had pursued, however imperfectly, from the province’s founding in favor of settler
colonialism, racial dominance, and immediate security in the face of war and domestic
insurrection.

In the 1720s, Philadelphia’s Presbyterian Synod began a contentious process of
centralizing its influence over the various presbyteries in the region, a move that would
make them the arbiters of what constituted “good conscience” and those who stood in
error. At an annual synodical conference in September 1721, Reverend George Gillespie
introduced a motion to allow any member to bring forth proposals to improve the
government of the synod at their next conference in 1722. The motion passed. At issue

was a movement within the synod to adopt the Westminster Confession as not only a
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theological standard, but to require all new minsters to formally subscribe to the
Confession prior to their receiving their ministerial assignments.!? Such a move would
give greater control to the synod over ministerial appointments. Advocates of
subscription argued that the measure would protect congregations from the influence of
corrupted preachers. After all, just the year prior the synod found itself entangled with a
series of scandals involving preachers accused of speaking ill of other ministers,
fornication, drunkenness, and even “stabbing a man.”!® The synod needed better tools to
keep the ill-suited away from the ministry. Subscription could provide that.

The move toward subscription invited controversy. Long before Gillespie made
his modest proposal, Presbyterians in Ireland and Scotland debated the propriety of using
the Westminster Confession in Presbyterian governance. After all, the Confession—
which emerged during the English Civil War from an effort to stave off heterodoxy,
secure Scottish wartime assistance, and shore up parliamentary authority over religious
matters—had clear political objectives. As a result, Parliament never fully adopted the
Westminster Confession, frustrating any hope of an enduring unity within the
Presbyterian movement either at home or abroad.!* In New England and other British
colonies, congregations worried that adopting the Confession would open the door to
greater influence from European synods or otherwise entangle them in European
disputes.!> A more immediate concern, however, came from Reverend Jonathan
Dickinson and his allies within the synod, who feared that the elevation of the Confession

and synodical oversight actually invited corruption into American Presbyterianism. In the

12 LeBeau, Jonathan Dickinson, 27-29.

13 Records of the Presbyterian Church, 63—67.

14 Ollerton, Crisis of Calvinism, 1640-1660, 26-29; Powell, The Crisis of British Protestantism, 59.
15 LeBeau, Jonathan Dickinson, 28-29.
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fall of 1722, the year that proposals for reforming synodical governance were to begin,
Dickinson gave an opening sermon at the gathering. In the sermon, Dickinson delivered a
blistering attack on the notion of subscription warning that “HUMAN INVENTIONS and
INSTITUTIONS” had no equal when it came to sowing “Heresies, Schisms, Convulsions
and Confusions” into the house of God. Indeed, such human meddling was “a bold
invasion of Christ’s Royal Power” and made “Religion it self . . . a subject of debate.”!¢
Dickinson built his argument on the idea that if the synod would stick to the revealed
word of God, they would “find sufficient Directions from the Scriptures, without the
assistance of any Human canons or constitutions whatsoever.” Human acts or
pronouncements—even those as laudatory as the Westminster Confession—could not
replace the sure guide of God’s word, because imperfect pronouncements crafted by
fallible hands threatened to introduce error and discord into his flock. After all, Dickinson
contended, even “The Man of GOD Has no Power or Authority to make any New Laws or
Constitutions in the affairs of God’s House.”!” A formal protest within the synodical
convention followed, leading to further debate and worry that the body would be left
unable to attend to its administrative duties.

To break the impasse, the synod and the protesters brokered a compromise that
preserved synodical authority but also illustrated the newfound importance conscience
would play in Presbyterian debates going forward. Dickinson and his allies presented

four points of grievance to the synod for consideration. The grievances first recognized

the “full executive power of church government in Presbyteries and synods.” As much as

16 Jonathan Dickinson, A4 Sermon Preached at the Opening of the Synod at Philadelphia, September 19,
1722 (Boston, Massachusetts: Fleet for Gerrish, 1723), 1-2, Readex no. 2428, emphasis original.
17 Dickinson, 4 Sermon Preached, 10-11, emphasis original.
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Dickinson worried about institutional overreach, he recognized the need for
denominational stability and the important role Presbyterian leadership would play.
Similarly, the points of grievance granted that church authorities could discipline errant
ministers. Importantly, however, the protesters insisted that when the synod made any act
or decision, “subordinate judicatories may decline from such directions when they
conscientiously dissent from them.” The proposal seemed modest and the synod—
relieved that the protestors did not call for a radical reorientation of synodical power—
“unanimously joined together in a thanksgiving prayer” as Dickinson and his allies
withdrew their formal protest. Synodical authority remained intact, and Dickinson had
won what appeared to be a recognition of conscience as an important factor in church
administration.'8

Although Dickinson championed conscience over subscription to the Westminster
Confession, his understanding of conscience did not elevate individual sentiment over
Calvinist orthodoxy. Dickinson did rail against synodical usurpation of Christ’s
prerogative in matters of faith, that Christ “left behind him no Visible Humane Authority
... no Judges over the Consciences and Religion of his people.”! But Dickinson
carefully described conscience as something bound to Christ, his authority, and his word.
For example, after listing a number of different faiths, creeds, and religious disciplines,
Dickinson explained that those doctrines that appealed to Presbyterians did so because
“we esteem their Interpretations just, and agreeable to the Mind of Christ; and so its

Christs [sic] Authority, & not theirs, that we found our Faith upon.”?° Proper doctrine,

18 Records of the Presbyterian Church, 73-74.
19 Dickinson, A4 Sermon Preached, 16.
20 Dickinson, A Sermon Preached, 20, emphasis original.
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and more importantly the recognition (or esteem) of it stemmed from Christ himself, his
mind, and his will. When Dickinson warned against the corruption of human inventions
and institutions, he did so not from the vantage point of a violation of individual
conscience, but from a worry that the church leaders themselves ran afoul of the mind of
God. “It’s true the Ministers of Christ have Commission to Interpret his Laws,” he
argued, “but then these having no claim to Infallibility, can have no Authority to impose
their Interpretations; nor is any Man absolutely obligated to receive them . . . when our
Consciences (whether Regular or Erring, it’s the same thing) tell us, that God requires no
such thing at our hands.”?! Here, Dickinson espoused the Calvinist idea of an erring
conscience, that is, a belief, however sincerely held, that departed from God’s revealed
word; that is how Dickinson employed the term. Furthermore, this line of argumentation
came in the context of Dickinson’s denunciation of the synod—and the imperfect men
who embodied it—for seeking to alter or embellish its governing institutions and policies
beyond that which was required and explained in scripture. Doing so, Dickinson argued,
amounted to an imposition on conscience by forcing error rather than God’s word upon
parishioners. Dickinson linked good (or what he would call “regular) conscience to
God’s word and commands. But he worried that the synod itself stood incapable of
declaring with certainty what those words and commands were.

But Dickinson’s argument left room for ministerial and synodical authority when
properly situated upon God’s word. According to Dickinson, if good conscience came
from Christ’s mind and will, then individuals, ministers, and the synod could then

properly labor in the church. Furthermore, when the synod and its members stood in

2! Dickinson, A Sermon Preached, 18—19, emphasis original.
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accord with God’s word, then their parishioners stood bound by conscience to obey them.
“How can Ministers be said to represent Christ,” he asked, “and yet their Hearers not be
obliged to receive their Doctrine; but at liberty to follow their several Sentiments, and
(oftentimes) erring and misguided Consciences?”” Dickinson claimed the answer was
easy. “THE ministers of Christ,” he argued, “do come to us in his Name, and by his
Authority, when they preach nothing but what is contain’d in his Word,” and when they
do so “we are under indispensible Obligation to receive the manifest 7Truths of God by
them preached, not as the Word of Man, but as (it is in truth) the Word of God.”** Here,
Dickinson again insinuated that conscience can err when not bound to God’s word. But
just as importantly, Dickinson limited ministers who came in Christ’s name to those who
preach correct doctrine. The people who then heard their correct doctrine were then
conscience bound to receive them, regardless of their personal sentiments or preferences.
Conscience would not err if the doctrine were correct and the people accepted it.
Dickinson may have successfully delayed the formal adoption of the Westminster
Confession, but the synod again picked up the issue to strengthen their authority. In 1728,
Reverend John Thomson proposed that the synod formally adopt the Confession as a
binding touchstone of faith and “for preventing the Ingress and spreading of dangerous
Errors, among either our selves or the Flocks committed to our care.”?* Thomson also
suggested that the Confession serve as a means for the synod to police the Presbyteries
and their ministers. “Every Candidate for the Ministry” would be obliged to “subscribe or

otherwise acknowledge . . . the said Confession . . . and to promise not to preach or teach

22 Dickinson, A Sermon Preached, 20-21, emphasis original.

23 John Thomson, An Overture Presented to the Reverend Synod of Dissenting Ministers Sitting in
Philadelphia, in the Month of September, 1728 (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 1729), 25, 28-29; Records of
the Presbyterian Church, 91.
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contrary to it.” Regarding synodical disciplinary power, Thomson suggested that if a
minister would “preach any Thing contrary to any of the said Articles, unless First he
proposes the said Point to the Presbytery or Synod, to be by them discussed, he shall be
censured.”* In Thomson’s proposal the Westminster Confession set a standard that the
synod then had the power to interpret and enforce. The next year the synod followed
Thomson’s suggestions and adopted the Confession as a standard of faith and measure
for church administration and discipline.?>

In the resolution adopting the Westminster Confession, the synod demonstrated
their continued adherence to a Calvinist understanding of good and erroneous conscience
and placed themselves as the arbiters of identifying those who stood in error. When
issuing its judgement, the synod began with the reassurance that “although the Synod do
not claim or pretend to any authority of imposing our faith upon other men’s consciences,
but do profess our just dissatisfaction with, and abhorrence of such impositions, and do
disclaim all legislative power.” What appears on first impression as a liberal posture to
conscience still fell short of granting legitimacy to any individual religious sentiment.
The synod’s judgement did not claim that all consciences were equally valid, nor did it
say that conscience could not be in error. In fact, in the eyes of the synod, men and
women could still err in conscience and the synod could address such errors accordingly.
For instance, when describing the responsibilities and powers of the synod, the resolution
explained that “if the Synod or Presbytery shall judge such ministers or candidates
erroneous in essential and necessary articles of faith, the Synod or Presbytery shall

declare them uncapable of communion.” While acknowledging the importance of not

24 Thomson, An Overture, 31-32.
25 Records of the Presbyterian Church, 93-95.
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violating consciences, the synod still claimed authority to determine whose conscience
was wrong. While its members acknowledged that they themselves were not immune
from error, the synod nevertheless declared “we are undoubtedly obliged to take care that
the faith once delivered to the saints be kept pure and uncorrupt among us, and so handed
down to our posterity.”?® Doctrinal consistency and institutional strength across
generations required the synod to take an active role in administration and establish limits
to what sorts of erroneous religious positions the synod would allow within the church. In
other words, identifying good or erroneous conscience within Presbyterianism fell under
institutional jurisdiction rather than to individuals alone.

The synod backed up its claims to ecclesiastical authority by investigating and
censuring ministers who did not closely adhere to the Westminster Confession. The Irish-
born minister, Samuel Hemphill, experienced this synodical power firsthand. In the fall
of 1734, Hemphill arrived in Pennsylvania with high hopes, quickly gaining membership
to the synod after making the appropriate declarations regarding the Confession and
securing a place as an assistant preacher to the storied minister of Philadelphia’s first
Presbyterian congregation, Jedediah Andrews.?” However, the more Hemphill preached,
the more Andrews and other ministers worried about his doctrines. For Hemphill, his
critics contended, the Christian religion was not a new revelation as much as an extension

of the “the Law of Nature, with the Addition of some few positive Things” and that God

26 Records of the Presbyterian Church, 94.

27 Records of the Presbyterian Church, 107-9; Benjamin Franklin, The Autobiography of Benjamin
Franklin, ed. John Bigelow (New York: The Knickerbocker Press, 1889), 175-76; Clifford K. Shipton,
Sibley’s Harvard Graduates, 1690-1700, vol. 4 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press,
1933), 219-24. For a good overview of the Hemphill affair, see Merton A. Christensen, “Franklin on the
Hemphill Trial: Deism Versus Presbyterian Orthodoxy,” The William and Mary Quarterly 10, no. 3 (July
1953): 422-40; William S. Barker, “The Hemphill Case, Benjamin Franklin and Subscription to the
Westminster Confession,” American Presbyterians 69, no. 4 (Winter 1991): 243-56.
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had instilled in man from the beginning a conscience based upon “the Law of Reason,”
which was sufficient to win God’s favor.?® By the time these doctrinal concerns came to a
head in the spring of 1735, the Philadelphia Synod was out of session but had appointed a
commission to act in its stead and make official rulings that would later be reviewed by
the full synod when it again met in the fall. Accordingly, the commission summoned
Hemphill to stand trial before them and invited him to present his sermons for review.
Hemphill appeared before the commission on April 17 and reluctantly shared his sermon
notes. The trial lasted several days with the commission unanimously voting to censure
Hemphill and suspend his preaching duties until the full synod could review their
findings.?

Hemphill’s rationalist and natural approach to conscience attracted a powerful
ally, and in so doing, expanded the scope of the conflict and pushed it into the public
sphere. As much as the commission would have preferred to keep the trial of a popular
minister quiet, Benjamin Franklin and his Pennsylvania Gazette made any such effort
impossible. Throughout the trial and its subsequent fallout, the twenty-nine-year-old
printer defended Hemphill and attacked critics, lending the embattled preacher his pen for
a number of articles and pamphlets.3°

Franklin’s support came as no surprise; the minimization of doctrinal formalism,

the natural location of conscience, the moral centeredness of Hemphill’s sermons, and the

8 An Extract of the Minutes of The Commission of the Synod, Relating to the Affair of The Reverend
Mpr. Samuel Hemphil (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: Andrew Braford, 1735), 3, 7-11; Benjamin Franklin,
“Observations on the Proceedings against Mr. Hemphill [17 July 1735],” Founders Online, National
Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Franklin/01-02-02-0009. [Original source: The Papers
of Benjamin Franklin, vol. 2, January 1, 1735, through December 31, 1744, ed. Leonard W. Labaree. New
Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1961, pp. 37-65.] Accessed 11 July 2023.

2 An Extract of the Minutes, 12-13.

30 Franklin, The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, 175.
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opportunity to expose the sort of clericalism he had long opposed would have appealed to
the rational minded printer. Furthermore, in addition to complementing his own religious
proclivities, Hemphill’s quarrel with the synod fit well with Franklin’s beliefs about the
role a free press should play in society. As early as 1731 Franklin received criticism for
his irreverent treatment of religion and ridicule of ministers. In response to such
criticisms, however, Franklin offered a forceful defense of a free press arguing that
offending some persons was an inevitable part of the trade, “Printers are educated in the
Belief, that when Men differ in Opinion, both Sides ought equally to have the Advantage
of being heard by the Publick; and that when Truth and Error have fair play, the former is
always an overmatch for the latter.”! Franklin’s early defense of the press illuminates
why he so quickly came to Hemphill’s aid. In the never-ending contest between truth and
error, the press had as much a role to play as did the church. Thus, by taking the
Hemphill affair public, Franklin demonstrated how an otherwise internal religious quarrel
could have public import. Whatever Franklin’s motivations, Hemphill thrilled at the
chance to have his assistance and seems to have given Franklin material for the articles
and perhaps even written portions himself.*?> They made quite a team, and as Franklin’s
printing brought an esoteric debate among ministers into public view, it opened the

synod’s claims to authority up to greater question.

3! Thomas S. Kidd, Benjamin Franklin: The Religious Life of a Founding Father (New Haven,
Connecticut: Yale University Press, 2017), 91-94; Pennsylvania Gazette, June 10, 1731.

32 Benjamin Franklin, “A Letter to a Friend in the Country [25 September 1735],” Founders Online,
National Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Franklin/01-02-02-0010. [Original source: The
Papers of Benjamin Franklin, vol. 2, January 1, 1735, through December 31, 1744, ed. Leonard W.
Labaree. New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1961, pp. 65-88.] Accessed 11 July 2023. Note:
There is some disagreement on who wrote “Observations on the Proceedings against Mr. Hemphill” and “A
Letter to a Friend in the Country.” In “A Letter,” Franklin in all probability wrote the preface, while
Hemphill may have written the body, but it is not certain. No matter who the author was, Franklin would
have heavily edited it. Nevertheless, Hemphill’s ideas are present given that Franklin himself indicated in
his autobiography that the two worked closely together.
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Much of the debate centered on how the synod understood conscience and the
authority they claimed to identify those consciences that were in error. For their part,
supporters of the synod and its commission pointed to the 1729 resolutions to claim that
the synod “have reserved to themselves the Liberty to judge upon each Occasion, what
[doctrines] are, and what are not Fundamental.”* They agreed that “every man has of
Judging for himself, and of believing those Doctrines he esteems most agreeable to
Reason and the Revealed Will of God” even when in error. After all, they argued,
Hemphill “may declare non-communion with us” at any moment he chose. But for the
synod, the same rationale that allowed men and women to freely associate in religious
institutions of their choosing, allowed for those same institutions to insist upon some
doctrinal and behavioral standards for its members. In a colony without a formal religious
establishment to dictate the preferred beliefs and actions of citizens, churches in
Pennsylvania needed to take on greater responsibility to police doctrinal and behavioral
boundaries. While they had no power to compel religious adherence or punish
nonconformers as established churches elsewhere had authority to do, they nonetheless
could deny communion from those they found compromised by heterodox opinions and
erroneous conscience. Therefore, whatever personal sentiments a person may hold upon
joining the Presbyterian Church must give way to the iterations of good conscience as
determined by the synod once that association came. Or as the synod’s members put it,
“Have not we an undoubted Right to Judge for ourselves, and to Declare what our

Opinions are . . . that Liberty which is common to all Societies, of Judging of the

33 A Vindication of the Reverend Commission of the Synod: In Answer to Some Observations on Their
Proceedings Against the Reverend Mr. Hemphill (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: Andrew Bradford, 1735), 24.
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Qualifications of their own members?** When the synod spoke of the right “to Judge for
ourselves,” they did so as a church governing body, not as an association of individual
Christians. The whole synod was greater than the sum of its parts and could judge what
constituted good or erroneous conscience, not individuals. In their estimation, therefore,
the Philadelphia Synod did not violate conscience, but merely insisted that upon joining a
religious community, any erroneous conscience must give way to the good conscience
that the institution identified as consistent with God’s word.

Franklin regarded the synod’s claims as evidence of hubris and shortsightedness.
Similar to Dickinson and his earlier arguments over subscription, Franklin reminded the
synod that men are imperfect, religious ministers not excepted. And because of this
fallibility, Franklin warned that the synod should not be so proud as to think that they
have fully purged themselves from apostasy. Apostasy, he argued, came by degrees just
as the Reformation unfolded by degrees. Therefore there may be yet changes, hereto
unanticipated, that would be beneficial to the church to make; “if any Doctrine then
maintain’d is, or shall hereafter be found not altogether orthodox, why must we be for
ever confin’d to that, or to any, Confession?”” Allowing preachers to express differences
in doctrinal or ecclesiastical opinion was healthy for the church because it would
cultivate constant refinement. Majority sentiment or interpretation of scripture offered
little defense because change, even righteous change, has always been a minority position
at the outset: “a Majority may be in the wrong as well as the Minority, and frequently are.

In the beginning of the Reformation, the Majority was vastly against the Reformers.”

3% A Vindication of the Reverend Commission, 3-5.

35 Benjamin Franklin, “Dialogue between Two Presbyterians, 10 April 1735,” Founders
Online, National Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Franklin/01-02-02-0006. [Original
source: The Papers of Benjamin Franklin, vol. 2, January 1, 1735, through December 31, 1744, ed. Leonard
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Like Dickinson, Franklin argued that absolute authority of an imperfect body could trap
its members into error.

Further echoing Dickinson, Franklin and Hemphill claimed that synodical
overreach intruded upon God’s dominion. In “A Letter to a Friend in the Country,” the
authors acknowledged the synod’s claim that “Every Society . . . has a Right to make such
Laws as seem necessary for its Support and Welfare” lest it be exposed to “all kinds of
Enemies” with “no Provision, no Remedy.” But in their minds, civil societies
fundamentally differed from religious ones because civil organizations (at least in
government) answered to no higher earthly power. However inappropriate it may be for
civil power to intrude in matters of conscience, religious institutions needed to tread even
more carefully. Religious societies had “no manner of Right to make any Laws that may
any how infringe upon the Laws already made by our common King Jesus; or that may in
any measure encroach upon the Rights and Privileges of his Subjects.”¢ In other words,
Christian churches stood subject to the laws of Christ Jesus and thus could not assume
powers that may infringe upon the worship of the Son of God. Such an argument
amounted to a bold declaration of Christendom’s potential fallibility when compared to
the Christ they worship. Men and women, whose understanding of God’s mind was
hopelessly limited, ran and administered the churches. Thus, to create boundaries within
the church body assumed a power that was wholly inappropriate for fallen earthly
vessels. Such usurpation embodied a gross violation of conscience to those who would be

bound by such declarations.

W. Labaree. New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1961, pp. 27-33.] Accessed 11 July 2023,
emphasis in original.
36 Franklin, “A Letter to a Friend in the Country,” emphasis in original.
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Though Franklin and Hemphill may have shared some of Dickinson’s concerns
about imperfect people and institutions overreaching in matters of faith, Dickinson
departed sharply when it came to matters of conscience, arguing that a distortion of the
principle could harm the church. Dickinson regarded Hemphill’s claim that God would
accept all who lived according to “the Law of Reason and Conscience” as a hazardous
perversion of conscience that would lead to chaos. Yes, Dickinson insisted on the
indispensability of liberty of conscience. After all, “Difference in mere matters of
Speculation, or any different Sentiments in Articles of Faith, or Principles of Religion,”
he argued, fell under “the immediate Cognizance of every Man’s Conscience . . . and is
accountable to none but the supreme Lord of Conscience.” But in a detailed response to
Hemphill’s attacks against the synod, Dickinson argued that liberty of conscience could
go too far. “One Extream commonly begets another,” he warned, and “there now appears
greatest Danger, the Liberty will be abused to Licentiousness, and that to escape
Imposition.” And when licentiousness came into the church under the guise of liberty,
Dickinson claimed, “we shall open a Door to Infidelity, and instead of Charity and mutual
Forbearance, we shall make Shipwreck of the Faith as well as Peace of our Churches.”’
Here, Dickinson made a clear distinction between his criticism of an imperfect synod
imposing subscription and the heterodox doctrines promoted by Hemphill. To Dickinson,
the one seemed imprudent while the other invited doctrinal confusion, encouraged

licentiousness, and threatened the peace of the church.

37 Jonathan Dickinson, Remarks upon a Pamphlet, Entitled, A Letter to a Friend in the Country,
Containing the Substance of a Sermon Preached in Philadelphia, in the Congregation of the Rev. Mr.
Hemphill (Boston, Massachusetts: Bradford, 1735), 2, Readex no. 3897.
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Dickinson insisted that the synod, and all religious societies in general, had a
responsibility and right to protect its members from erroneous conscience. Franklin and
Hemphill claimed that “a Man that professes to believe the Holy Scriptures, and the
Christian Scheme of Religion as contain’d in them,” should not be barred from the
ministry because nothing more was required of the ancient Christians than “acknowledge
Jesus Christ to be the Messiah™ and live according to his laws.?® But given the clutter of
interpretations various Christian denominations professed, Dickinson argued that a mere
belief in scripture did not provide sufficient scrutiny for prospective ministers. Dickinson
insisted that as a synod, “we are directed to so try the Spirits, whether they be of God.”
Like the ancient church in Ephesus, the synod must examine those who wish to join the
ministry whether “their avowed Principles are, in our Opinion, repugnant to the whole
Tenor of those blessed Oracles.” If such misguided individuals were allowed to preach,
he continued, “the forementioned Confusions will necessarily obtain; and we must have
Fellowship with the unfruitful Works of Darkness, and not reprove them.” Simply put, “if
we must not judge the Qualifications of our Ministers, we may expect a Babel, but not a
Church of Christ.”*®

Franklin believed that such a constraint upon ministers not only infringed upon
their liberty of conscience but threatened their livelihood and reputations as well. Unlike
the synod’s claim that they held the “undoubted Right to Judge for ourselves,” Franklin
argued that it was “clear that they have no such Right,” because such power threatened to
ruin any individual who did not conform. Such power would make members of the synod

akin to those “Spanish Inquisitors [who] may say to a Person they imagine heretical . . .

38 Franklin, “A Letter to a Friend in the Country.”
%9 Dickinson, Remarks Upon a Pamphlet, 910, 20, emphasis original.
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we have likewise the common and natural Right of Societies, to expel you . . . [and
thereby] destroy your Reputation.” Though such an action “deprives you of your Estate,
nay your Life,” the church nonetheless preserved “your Right of declaring Non-
Communion with us.”* For Franklin, and it would seem Hemphill, those who followed
conscience in the face of such arbitrary power as that claimed by the synod faced greater
consequences because reputation, livelihood, and social standing also hung in the
balance.*! Religious institutions—with their social standing, numerous membership, and
material resources—have much greater power when it comes to slandering an individual
than would an individual against the church.

But Dickinson dismissed such hand wringing because, in Pennsylvania at least,
people joined religious societies voluntarily and in so doing agreed to conform their
conscientious sentiments to those of the societies they joined. Such voluntary association,
after all, was a crucial component to liberty of conscience itself. Dickinson reminded
Franklin that the synod “allow[ed] no Power in any Church or religious Society, to
determine what Articles of Religion are, or what are not essential to Salvation, for any

but themselves, and those that are willing to join with them upon their own Principles.”*?

40 Franklin, “A Defense of Mr. Hemphill’s Observations.”

4! Having Franklin speak so much for Hemphill presents problems of accuracy and bias. However, the
paucity of the historical record makes it difficult to pin down Hemphill’s theology with much certainty. The
content of his sermons only appears in fragments and only as published and edited by the synodical
commission that censured the preacher. Without more direct material from Hemphill himself, addressing
possible bias of the commission remains elusive. For instance, while Hemphill’s heralding of nature as a
companion to religious insight would seem to cast him as a Presbyterian minister with Deistical
inclinations. However, similar ideas of reason’s religious utility and Christianity’s theological consistency
with nature found voice in the Presbyterian debates during the English Civil War and in particular the
debates of the Westminster Assembly. So, while the records from the synodical commission paint Hemphill
as some form of closeted Deist (not an unreasonable suspicion), his positions did have precedence in the
writings of some prominent Presbyterian divines a century earlier. For an example of the similarities
between Hemphill and some Presbyterian theologians of the seventeenth century, see Coffey, John
Goodwin and the Puritan Revolution.

42 Dickinson, Remarks Upon a Pamphlet, 26, emphasis added.
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People gathered in religious societies because of a general agreement as to what
conscience dictated. Such reasoning took the notion of “private judgement” that Franklin
and Hemphill held over the synod’s head and extended it to religious societies as a whole.
After all, religious belief began in “the full and firm Persuasion of” the mind “from
whence follows the necessary Liberty of private Judgement, to all Men, and to all
religious Societies in the World . . . every one must Believe and Answer for himself.”
Dickinson admitted that the synod was not infallible—he understood that better than
most—but in the end “we have nothing but our own Persuasion, to guide us . . . we must
act according to it.”*} If people and societies both retained a right to private judgement, or
liberty of conscience, and people voluntarily joined those societies from a persuasion of
conscience, the exclusion of individuals from that society for noncompliance or
heterodoxy could not constitute abuse. Indeed, such exclusion was necessary to respect
the consciences of others involved. Dickinson concluded his response to Franklin and
Hemphill by driving the point home: “Men may pretend that it affects their religious
Rights, to be denied Communion in any Society, to which they are pleased to offer
themselves. But don’t it affect the religious Rights of the Society much more, to be forced
to admit them, when convinced that they are altogether unqualified Subjects, either for
the Kingdom of Grace or Glory? It may indeed, in some Cases, affect the Reputation of
the former; but it always affects the Consciences of the latter, which is an infinitely

greater Concern.”**

43 Franklin, “A Letter to a Friend in the Country”; Dickinson, Remarks Upon a Pamphlet, 46,
emphasis original.
4 Dickinson, Remarks Upon a Pamphlet, 28.
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The Hemphill affair ended quickly but left a lasting impact on how Pennsylvania
Presbyterians approached liberty of conscience. Franklin’s powerful pen and press
notwithstanding, Hemphill failed to convince the public, the commission, or the synod.
Furthermore, Hemphill’s public support soon evaporated when his habit of plagiarizing
other ministers’ work came to light. After the synod censured him, Hemphill falls from
the historical record.*> But as Hemphill left the scene, two central points of conscience in
the Philadelphian synod emerged. First, as Dickinson’s protests against subscription and
his later battle against Hemphill made clear, for him and the synod, people could still err
against conscience. Furthermore, conscience not founded upon God’s word was
dangerous and need not be tolerated in the synod. Second, while essential to religious
practice and the health of the synod, liberty of conscience must still be controlled lest it
lead to chaos in the church and among its members. Preventing disorder was not
oppressive because in the end it protected the community. These fundamentals of liberty
of conscience would continue to resonate in Presbyterian communities in the following
years.

The examination and censure of Samuel Hemphill hid growing divisions within
the Philadelphia synod. Jonathan Dickinson, for his part, came to terms with subscription
to voice the most detailed defense of synodical authority during Hemphill’s quarrel.
Furthermore, a mix of pro- and anti-subscription ministers made up the commission that
questioned and disciplined the minister.*® Among those who served on the commission

were William Tennent and his sons William Jr. and Gilbert.*” At the same time Hemphill

4 Franklin, The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, 175-76; Records of the Presbyterian Church,
112-17.

46 LeBeau, Jonathan Dickinson, 49.

47 An Extract of the Minutes, 3.
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began his short but controversial ministry in Philadelphia, Gilbert Tennent petitioned the
synod to take more deliberate measures “examining into the evidences of the grace of
God,” a new birth, in all those applying to enter the ministry and those receiving the
Lord’s Supper.*® The cautious synod warned Tennent that his proposal “awfully concerns
us to be most serious and solemn in the trials of both sorts of candidates above
mentioned.” Instead, the synod encouraged all presbyteries to “admit none to the sacred
trust that are not in the eye of charity serious Christians” and to “at least once a year,
examine into the manner of each minister’s preaching, whether he insist in his ministry
upon the great articles of Christianity.”* In stark contrast with Tennent’s prioritization of
manifestations of godly grace, the synod placed greater emphasis on the orthodoxy of
ministers. While such an approach kept the synod out of the sticky business of trying to
verify God’s work within the individual hearts of its ministers, periodic review of
ministers’ orthodoxy complemented the assertion of synodical authority. But such a
stance also set the synod against a growing revivalist movement revolving around the
new birth. As Gilbert Tennent’s proposal suggested, his family had embraced the
movements of the Great Awakening and in so doing introduced a wedge into the
Philadelphia Synod that otherwise appeared unified in its struggle against heterodoxy. It
was within these synodical debates between Gilbert Tennent, his followers, and the
Philadelphia synod that the strategic language of conscience further developed, gaining
the flexibility and rhetorical power that Pennsylvanians would later employ in political

disputes.

48 Records of the Presbyterian Church, 110.
4 Records of the Presbyterian Church, 110-11.
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Gilbert Tennent’s affinity for the new birth and revivalist religion grew out of his
tutelage at his father’s independent seminary in a log cabin at Neshaminy, Pennsylvania.
About five years before Gilbert made his proposal to the synod, William Tennent had
established his school to address the shortage of ministers that constantly hampered the
religious work of Christian denominations across the British colonies.>® There, he trained
each of his sons (among others) for the ministry through a rigorous education that also
emphasized the new birth. Tennent’s critics dismissed this “log college” as a crude
substitute for more established institutions, despite its challenging curriculum. Yet it was
the log college’s indulgence of revivalist religion that most worried the more orthodox
members of the synod. The controversial revivalist George Whitfield praised Tennent’s
efforts, compared the log college to “the school of the old prophets” described in I
Samuel, and praised the school as a nursery producing many “worthy ministers of Jesus .
.. and a foundation . . . for the instruction of many others.”*! The revivalist Hannah
Hodge recalled one of these log college ministers, John Rowland, as a preacher that
“proclaimed the terrors of divine law with such energy” that his hearers sank under the
tenor of his words and had to be “carried out of the church in a swoon.”>? Many log-
college graduates went on to gain reputations for their evangelical enthusiasm and

commitment to spiritual revivalism.>* The new evangelical spirit of revivalism burned

50 Sydney E. Ahlstrom, 4 Religious History of the American People (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale
University Press, 1972), 170-71; Bonomi, Under the Cope of Heaven, 140; Kidd, The Great Awakening,
31; Martin E. Lodge, “The Crisis of the Churches in the Middle Colonies, 1720-1750,” The Pennsylvania
Magazine of History and Biography 95, no. 2 (April 1971): 195-220.

5! John Gillies and Aaron Seymour, Memoirs of the Life and Character of the Late Rev. George
Whitefield, A.M. (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: Simon Probasco, 1820), 48; Kidd, The Great Awakening, 50.

52 William P. Farrand, ed., “Memoirs of Mrs. Hannah Hodge, Who Died in Philadelphia, Dec. 17th,
1805, in the 85th Year of Her Age,” The General Assembly’s Missionary Magazine; or Evangelical
Intelligencer: For 1806 2 (1806): 46.

33 Kidd, The Great Awakening, 31.
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brightly at Tennent’s school and in the breasts of his students, while the orthodox
ministers’ contempt smoldered.

The more conventional Presbyterian ministers in the commonwealth opposed
Tennent and his seminary as undermining the synod’s efforts to identify erroneous
consciences and doctrines. After calling into question the abilities of William Tennent to
teach his seminarians the necessary skills to be effective ministers, the synod turned its
criticism to Gilbert Tennent. The synod denounced Tennent’s ideas of ministerial
qualifications, dismissing them as “some uncouth Notions of an inward Call into the
Ministry,” and of appointing preachers solely “by their Declaration of inward
Experiences; which are inconsistent with all regular Trials for the Ministry in a Gospel-
Way.”>* Here, the synod asserted its claim to evaluate ministerial candidates. Inward
sentiment remained insufficient for ministerial callings; the synod preferred its
established process of vetting potential preachers. Furthermore, the synod argued that
appeals to conscience and private judgement could not usurp the ability of a society to set
standards for its own members because those consciences could be wrong. To so elevate
individual sentiment would eliminate any meaningful distinction between truth and error
that would cause both to “stand on equal Ground . . . for when Error, under the Name and
Dress of Truth, binds Conscience as much as Truth, of Consequence the conscientious
Errorist must have as free Quarter as the most sound and orthodox Minister.”> Such
disorder could not be allowed to flourish in a godly society and the synod had already set

itself up as the body to prevent it.

5% An Examination and Refutation of Mr. Gilbert Tennent’s Remarks Upon the Protestation Presented
to the Synod of Philadelphia, June 1, 1741 and the Said Protest Set in Its True Light and Justified
(Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: B. Franklin, 1742), 13—14, Readex no. 4946, emphasis original.

55 An Examination and Refutation, 61-62.
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In an effort to preserve the order in Pennsylvania Presbyterianism, the synod
moved to discredit Tennent’s log college, further aggravating divisions within its own
ranks. In 1738 the synod ruled that no Presbyterian minister would be licensed unless he
had a degree from a European or New England college (Harvard or Yale) or submitted to
an examination by a synodical committee.’® While this measure directly attacked the
work of the log college, it also undermined the authority of individual presbyteries, which
had long appointed their own pastors and had been assured in the 1729 compromise that
they could dissent from synodical action they conscientiously opposed. By walking back
the 1729 agreement, the synod had resurrected the old dispute of power within the
church, whether it ascended from below or descended from synodical leaders. For the
next several years they would struggle to control the fallout.

New Siders pushed back against these new stipulations by accusing the leaders of
the synod of being the ones in error, not the New Sider revivalists of the log college. New
Siders began preaching without invitation within the parish boundaries of Old Sider
clergy.’” While their critics condemned such invasive itinerant preaching as “sowing the
Seeds of Division,” the New Siders insisted that the only seed sown “is the Word of God”
to “bring Sinners to him.”® In the spring of 1740, Tennent learned of the passing of a
Presbyterian minister working in Nottingham, Pennsylvania, a region bitterly divided
over the Awakening’s revivalism. Tennent joined the efforts of log college graduate
Samuel Blair in campaigning for a revivalist preacher to fill the vacancy. On March 8,

Tennent addressed the Nottingham congregation and delivered a sermon warning of

56 Records of the Presbyterian Church, 141-42.

57 Records of the Presbyterian Church, 137-38.

58 Gilbert Tennent, Remarks Upon a Protestation Presented to the Synod of Philadelphia (Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania: Benjamin Franklin, 1741), 21, Readex no. 4820.
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ministers who had not experienced the new birth.>® These unconverted ministers were no
better than Pharisees or hirelings, incapable of teaching God’s word, “while Sinners are
sinking into Damnation, in multitudes!” Tennent reminded his audience that “GOD
Almighty does not send Pharisees and Natural Men into the Ministry: For how can these
men be faithful, that have no faith? It’s true, Men may put themselves into the Ministry,
through Unfaithfulness or mistake; or Credit and Money may draw them, and the Devil
may drive them into it...But GOD sends not such hypocritical Varlets.” Clearly Tennent
aimed his criticism at Old Sider clergy who opposed the revivalism he valued so much. In
a vicious diatribe condemning the Old Siders as hampering God’s work, Tennent warned
that the “foolish Ingratitude” of unconverted ministers and their “Sins which are
committed against greater Light . . . do awfully violate the Conscience,” trapping
vulnerable flocks in error. Tennent slandered his rivals as “dead Dogs, that can’t bark,”
“Murderous Hypocrites,” and “Swarms of Locusts.”%® Not content to shower his sulfur
upon one congregation alone, Tennent had his sermon printed as a pamphlet titled The
Danger of an Unconverted Ministry and widely circulated it in the colonies.

Throughout The Danger of an Unconverted Ministry, the querulous preacher
pushed for the new birth as a hallmark of righteous ministers guided by good conscience.
While condemning Old Sider preachers, for instance, Tennent’s rhetoric emphasized
corrupt consciences rendering otherwise approved preachers as ill-suited for the ministry.
“Is a blind Man fit to be a Guide,” he asked, “[or] a dead Man fit to bring others to Life . .

. Is not the visible Church composed of Persons of the most contrary Characters? While

59 Gilbert Tennent, The Danger of an Unconverted Ministry (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: Benjamin
Franklin, 1740), 7, 9-10, Readex no. 4609.
60 Tennent, The Danger of an Unconverted Ministry, 2, 8, 11-17, 21-29.
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some are sincere Servants of God, are not many Servants of Satan, under a religious
Mark?®! Unconverted preachers, those whose consciences were not founded upon God’s
word and grace, made unsure guides, or worse, came as servants of the devil though
wearing ministerial robes. Drawing from the gospel of Matthew, Tennent reminded his
readers that Christ “reprov’d Nicodemus for taking upon him the Office of teaching
others, while he himself was a Stranger to the New Birth.” Similarly, prior to preaching,
all faithful ministers must be recipients of “converting Grace” so they may “hold the
Mystery of Faith in a pure Conscience.”®? Here Tennent promoted the new birth as the
evidence of a correct and pure conscience, the kind that emerged from a proper
understanding of God’s word and grace necessary for qualifying those wishing to be
God’s preachers.

The New Sider push for itinerancy, and a prioritization of the new birth ruptured
the synod. When the Philadelphia synod met in May and June 1741, Tennent presented
an Apology explaining the New Siders’ reasons for opposing synodical examinations and
defending itinerant preaching. Shortly thereafter, twelve ministers and eight elders issued
a formal protest, denouncing the Apology and calling for the expulsion of all the
revivalists from the synod. They condemned Tennent and Blair, and the confusion they
had sown. The evangelical philosophy of the New Siders consisted of “heterodox and
anarchical principles,” animated by “unwearied, unscriptural, anti-presbyterial,
uncharitable, [and] divisive practices.” The “rash judging” of the New Siders led to
unfounded accusations of some “ministers to be graceless” while the emotionalism that

revivalists found so alluring preyed upon the gullible and weak minded. After the reading

8! Tennent, The Danger of an Unconverted Ministry, 11-12, 25.
62 Tennent, The Danger of an Unconverted Ministry, 8, emphasis original.
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of the protest, the incensed New Siders challenged the authority of the synod, which then
responded by maintaining “that they [the New Siders] had no right to sit whether they
were the major or minor number.” The New Siders called for a vote, perhaps thinking
they could get enough supporters to form a coalition and take control of the synod
themselves. The coup failed and the New Siders withdrew from the synod.®

Both New and Old Siders drew on the language of conscience and error to
discredit one another. Befuddled by the New Sider infatuation with revivalism, Old
Siders asked “when Conscience is only a regulated Rule, and not a ruling Rule, is it not
evident that Error, under the Name and Dress of Truth, binds the Conscience as much as
Truth? What is an erring Conscience but the Devil’s Chariot?” Conscience could err, and
the enthusiasm that revivalists embraced only exacerbated the problem by masking error
as truth. Only by “refer[ring] their Case to others,” (the synod,) “in order to obtain their
Judgement on Advice” could one be sure that their impressions were in line with God’s
word.®* In like manner, Tennent and his allies insisted that the synod’s claim to
legislative power in matters of faith masked the error they themselves might fall into. In
the Apology Tennent argued that “if Church Judicatories are not infallible, then they may
ert, either requiring that to be done which ought not, or forbidding that which ought . . .
We have no Certainty but that a Church Judicatory may injoin something very prejudicial
to the Church of Christ, either through the Short-sightedness and Misapprehensions of

well-designing Men; or it may possibly happen that a considerable Number are

83 Records of the Presbyterian Church, 157-60; Tennent, Remarks Upon a Protestation, 34; An
Examination and Refutation, 134. Note: Chris Beneke has pointed out that New Siders later challenged the
synod’s record of events by claiming that they never tried to seize power and that they waited until the end
of the meeting to withdraw. See Beneke, Beyond Toleration, 67—69.

8 An Examination and Refutation, 10-11.
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influenced by wrong Principles and Motives.”%> How could the synod expect the
revivalists to submit to their reviews when the same men who sat in power had no
assurance that their sentiments were in line with God’s will and purposes? Could they not
err in conscience as well?

Because both Old and New Siders believed that people could err in conscience,
each advocated for a right of private judgement. In context of the Presbyterianism Great
Awakening debates, private judgement did not refer to legitimization of individual
religious sentiment. Rather both factions understood private judgement as a defense
against the imposition of erroneous conscience; people must be free to judge in religious
matters so they could freely discard the erroneous consciences of others. Tennent, for
instance, warned the synod not to “infringe upon the Rights of Conscience and private
Judgement” because there was “no Authority on Earth, that can bind us without the Word
of God, and it is our own and not another’s Judgement of that Word, which we are to
follow.” Without the express authority of scripture, the synod had no power to dictate
religious matters. To do so, Tennent argued, amounted to “an unwarantable
Encroachment upon the Rights of Conscience and private Judgement; because it
determines for us, what properly falls within their Sphere, and obliges us to submit
thereto whether convinced or not . . . which Almighty GOD has not prescribed in his
WORD in such Cases.”® Tennent made a clear connection between private judgement
and the Word of God. For him, scripture served as the proper standard for private
judgement and the synod intruded upon conscience not because of an inherent disrespect

for personal religious sentiment, but because their approach was contrary to scripture.

%5 Tennent, Remarks Upon a Protestation, 61.
6 Tennent, Remarks Upon a Protestation, 17, 56, 59.
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Old Siders made similar contentions against the revivalists. They asked, “have not the
Majority, as well as the Minority, by the Rights of Conscience and private Judgement, a
Right to judge for themselves, what is scriptural and what not . . . and act accordingly in
Admissions and Exclusions?”” The synod must be free to use scripture as they saw fit to
identify and expel erroneous doctrine. Furthermore, for the revivalists to insist that the
synod must accept their divergent interpretations of scripture was an act of imposition
itself, the imposition of error from individuals upon the synod. The synod explained that
at the personal level, in matters of conscience and private judgement, “every Man is
equal.” But not so for societies, for “if this were a Rule for a Society, we must all turn
Levellers,” introducing disorder into God’s house. Such disorder would “overthrow the
Rights of Societies, to make Rules and Agreements for the well Order and Government
of their own Communities.”®” Old and New Siders argued past one another in a
confounding muddle. Both believed conscience could err and each accused the other of
spreading the offenses. Both argued that private judgement divorced from God’s word
could not be an effective cure but disagreed as to who offered the proper arbitration of
that word. For all the talk Tennent and his fellow revivalists made about being unfettered
to make judgments of conscience and scripture, the synod claimed the same privilege lest
error run unimpeded.

New Siders argued that their opponents’ errors of conscience sprang in part from
an arbitrary and disorderly approach to church government. Samuel Blair, for instance,
abbreviated the title of his pamphlet as “The Excluded Brethren Vindicated from

Principles of Anarchy.” He then proceeded to attack the synod for setting up “Lords or

7 An Examination and Refutation, 61-66.
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Masters, for arbitrary despotick Government, upon the absurd tyranical Maxim of sic
volo, sic jubeo, stet pro Tatione voluntas™ (so I will, so I command, let the will stand for
reason).®® Good conscience could not come from such confusion. for “the Lord Jesus,
who is King and Head of the Church, does not allow such an arbitrary Liberty to the
Judicatures thereof.”® Gilbert Tennent agreed, declaring it a “a false Hypothesis or
Supposition” to argue that “the Synods or other Church-Judicatories have a Power
committed to them from Christ to make new Rules, Acts or Canons about Religious
Matters . . . which are to be inflicted even upon those who judge the Acts they inforce to
be contrary to the Mind of Christ.” Such power would go beyond what scripture dictated
and thus could not be in agreement with good conscience. “Legislative Authority,” in
other words, “makes the Terms of Communion as variable as any Weather-Cock; so that
a Man is in continual Danger of being cast out of Communion, where it is exercised in its
Rigour, unless he has a Conscience as plyable as Wax, ready to receive every Impression,
or can alter his sentiments out of Compliance to a Majority of Votes, as fast as the
Camelion its Colours.””® For Tennent, Blair, and their allies, God’s consistent and orderly
word gave rise to good conscience, and stood in stark contrast to the arbitrary whims of a
fallible governing body.

The Old Siders dismissed the conscientious objections of New Siders in similar
fashion: describing the revivalist impulse as born of a disorder that betrayed, corrupted,

and misled conscience. When Gilbert Tennent objected to one minister’s characterization

8 Samuel Blair, A Vindication of The Brethren Who Were Unjustly and Illegally Cast out of the Synod
of Philadelphia (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: Benjamin Franklin, 1744), 21, Readex no. 5343, emphasis
original.

% Blair, 4 Vindication of The Brethren, 39.

0 Tennent, Remarks Upon a Protestation, 53-54, 56, 59.
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of the revivals as “a new-fangled stir about Religion and also a Spiritual Phrensy,” the
synod responded that the description fit. Enthusiastic revivals and itinerancy’s intrusion
into established presbyteries cast aside tested and true religion in favor of unproven
fanaticism; or as the synod put it, New Sider preaching “proves no better Work, than
going over the River to fetch muddy Water.” The very meetings the New Siders claimed
as a manifestation of God’s approval and a verification of their conscientious objections,
the synod claimed were riddled with “the disorderly singing of Hymns, and the loud
reading of several Persons at once.” How could a God of order be present in such
confusion? “Is not this a plain Hinderance to Men’s profiting by publick Sermons,” they
asked, “what are the Roarings, Tumblings, and hideous Cries of the People, and the
fantastical Motions, Roarings and Railings of some ministers?” None of this could be
conducive of good conscience, they argued, for “a Spiritual Phrensy is the empty Notion
of the mystical and Spiritual Sense of Scripture, distinct from the literal One.” Revivals,
or “whimsical Fancies and foolish Pranks” strayed from “Scripture and solid Reason,”
which was the foundation of good conscience. George Whitfield embraced and promoted
such enthusiasm, they explained, yet “in many Points he errs.””! Seeing little point in
working with those who denied the importance of the new birth in securing good
conscience, the New Siders made their split from the Philadelphia synod complete in
1745 when they allied themselves with like-minded revivalists to form their own synod,

the Synod of New York, that would serve New Siders in the entire region.”

" An Examination and Refutation, 85-87.

2 Note: The split in the Philadelphia synod did not last very long. After thirteen years tempers had
cooled and the Synod of New York and the Synod of Philadelphia reunited under a new name, the Synod of
New York and Philadelphia. Central to the reunification was an agreement to suspend itinerant preaching
without invitation, the creation of the College of New Jersey (later Princeton), which alleviated the need for
Tennent’s Log College, and an acknowledgement of revivalism as the work of God, while being careful not
to endorse extreme enthusiasm such as visions or convulsions. Importantly, Milton J. Coalter has shown
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The debates over conscience, obligations, and authority within Pennsylvania
Presbyterianism shaped the way the residents of the commonwealth understood and
approached religious toleration in the province. The influence became especially evident
as imperial strife tested Quaker hegemony in Pennsylvania and the pacifist politics that
had long defined its diplomacy. Through the seventeenth century, hostilities between
Britain, France, and other European nations accelerated in frequency and intensity and
their colonies transformed from marginal to central theatres of conflict.”®> As
Pennsylvania struggled to keep the violence of imperial politics at arm’s length, many
non-Quaker Pennsylvanians came to regard the Friends’ idiosyncrasies as out of step with
the colony’s needs.” As these critics of Quakerism and Quaker rule voiced their
disapproval, they drew upon the language and conception of conscience expressed during
the Presbyterian schism. Many of these critics were Presbyterians themselves, especially
those hailing from the western settlements of the province, where large numbers of Scots-
Irish had settled. But other opponents of Quaker rule—such as Anglicans, affiliates of the
Proprietary Party, or even religious rationalists such as Franklin—did not hail from the
Presbyterian camp, yet still drew upon the flexible language of conscience utilized in the
schism. In other words, the idea of erring conscience founded upon mistaken religious

belief provided a way for Pennsylvanians—Presbyterian or not—to oppose the Friends’

that Gilbert Tennent himself was instrumental in bridging the divide as he retreated from his polemic
postures to counter what he saw as even greater instability stemming from Moravian enthusiasm. See
Records of the Presbyterian Church, 287-89; Kidd, The Great Awakening, 32; Fraser, “The Great
Awakening and New Patterns,” 189-91; Milton J. Coalter, “The Radical Pietism of Count Nicholas
Zinzendorft as a Conservative Influence on the Awakener, Gilbert Tennent,” Church History 49, no. 1
(March 1980): 36, 45-46.

3 Thomas Benjamin, The Atlantic World: Europeans, Afvicans, Indians and Their Shared History,
1400-1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), chapter 10.

4 Beneke, Beyond Toleration, 146; Jack D. Marietta, The Reformation of American Quakerism, 1748-
1783 (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1984), 132-37.
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rule in the colony, dismiss their claims for conscientious exemption, and pull the colony
farther away from the Quaker toleration that had guided the province since its settlement.
With the acceleration of imperial warfare, the rhetoric of conscience developed in
the Presbyterian dispute began to acquire greater political uses. Again, Benjamin
Franklin, by now a familiar voice in all provincial disputes, was among the first to call for
change. When the violence of King George’s War surfaced in Canada, New England, and
New York, Pennsylvanians openly worried that a lack of gunboats and fortifications
along the Delaware exposed their colony to privateer raids with a potential attack on
Philadelphia itself.”® Franklin credited this lack of preparedness to a “defenceless state™
created by politicians hampered by conscience or too busy bickering with one another to
meet the moment.”® In 1747 Franklin offered his solution in a pamphlet entitled Plain
Truth: Or, Serious Considerations on the Present State of the City of Philadelphia, and
Province of Pennsylvania. In his tract, Franklin called for the organization of an
independent military association, self-funded and not beholden to any specific organizing
legislation from the Quaker-dominated assembly.”” The idea immediately caught fire
with large numbers of Pennsylvanians. Thousands joined the Association forming ten
regiments and one hundred twenty-four companies. Volunteers brought their own arms
and munitions to drill and even constructed a rudimentary fort along the Delaware River

with a handful of cannon mounted on its walls.”® But more than providing a means for

75 Barbara A. Gannon, “The Lord Is a Man of War, The God of Love and Peace: The Association
Debate, Philadelphia 1747-1748,” Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-Atlantic Studies 65, no. 1
(Winter 1998): 46.

76 Benjamin Franklin, Plain Truth: Or, Serious Considerations On the Present State of the City of
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military-minded Pennsylvanians to organize in arms, Franklin drew out a criticism of
Quaker pacifism that resembled New and Old Sider rhetoric of conscience. Franklin
warned otehr Pennsylvanians that Quaker Assemblymen who “have Conscience to plead
for their Resolution not to fight” forced them to “act contrary to your own
Consciences.”” Similar to the Presbyterian hand-wringing about the erroneous
consciences of ministers leading their congregations into sin, the mistaken theologies of
leading Quakers imposed error upon the consciences of other Pennsylvanians. For
Franklin, the military association offered an imperfect solution to the assembly’s abuse of
conscience. If Quaker politicians proved willing to violate the consciences of others by
refusing to act for the defense of the colony, other Pennsylvanians would take the burden
upon themselves.

Supporters of the association justified their new organization by dismissing the
Friends’ pacifism and pleadings of conscience as the fruit of mistaken or inconsistent
religious practice. Though hardly a stickler regarding religious dogma, Franklin knew his
readers, and argued that Quakers could not meet the needs of colonial defense because
“their religious Prepossessions are unchangeable, their Obstinacy invincible,” too
unyielding for stewards of a religious diverse commonwealth. More than that, such
stubbornness sprung “thro’ Mistaken Principles of religion, join’d with a Love of
Worldly Power.”® Franklin had his like-minded allies. In late 1747, at an early gathering
of Association volunteers, none other than Gilbert Tennent rose to give a sermon to the

assembled recruits. Then still embroiled in his synodical feuds, Tennent took the

estimates that total number of Association volunteers amounted to roughly one-tenth of the Pennsylvania
electorate, meaning property-holding white men.

" Franklin, Plain Truth, 17-18, emphasis original.
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opportunity to support what he called “defensive War.” For Tennent, God approved of
war when “undertaken by the Magistrate, for the Punishment of some great injury or
wrong which much affects the Credit and Interest of a Nation or People, after all softer
Means for redress fail of success.” Even more, those who failed to act in defensive war
risked “the Guilt of Self~Murder,” since the Almighty had “enjoined him to seek the
continuance of his Life.”®! Defensive war constituted a righteous action, a fulfillment of
God’s command. Tennent’s theology of war led to the logical conclusion that the
pacifism of Quakers and others came from a misreading of God’s commands, the same
sort of defect that had led Old Siders to err in conscience.

From the safety of the New Sider Synod of New York, Tennent had found a new
political purpose for his rhetoric and theology of conscience, that of colonial defense. “I
know not that a defensive War was ever questioned,” he argued, until “some from a
wrong Apprehension of several Passages of Scripture, have scrupled it, and have been
thence induced to oppose themselves, to the Common Sense, Sentiments and Suffrage of
Mankind; which no doubt many of them do, from a Principle of Conscience, (tho’ mis-
informed) and therefore should be rather pitied than envyed, on Account of their unhappy
Mistake.”8? Rather than confine their arguments to the urgency of a common defense,
Franklin and Tennent went on to discredit Quaker religious principles as erroneous and
therefore should not impede the formation of the association.

When criticized by Quakers for his warmongering, Tennent again returned to his

denunciations of erroneous conscience to condemn what he saw as the Friends’

81 Gilbert Tennent, The Late Association for Defence, Encourag’d, or The Lawfulness of a Defensive
War. Represented in a Sermon Preach’d at Philadelphia December 24. 1747 (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania:
William Bradford, 1748), 7, 12, Readex no. 6244, emphasis original.
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abdication of colonial defense. Friend John Smith, for instance, responded to Tennent’s
sermon in favor of defensive war by arguing that Quaker religious belief, if sincere, could
not be counted as sin. In other words, “if any sincere Christian understands it to be his
Duty, not to make any Defence at all, his forbearing to use any will never incur Guilt.”%?
Here Smith presented a notion of conscience divorced from a singular interpretation of
God’s word and in its place raised a principle of religious subjectivity that simply did not
resonate with Presbyterians like Tennent. Old Siders and New Siders alike had spent the
last several years bickering with each other regarding who should determine and identify
good and erroneous conscience while agreeing that it sprang unalterably from God’s
word. For them, the kind of subjectivism Smith promoted just would not wash. Irritated
by Smith’s rationale, the New Side minister retorted that “Tho’ Ignorance of the Evil of
any Crime, and a false Perswasion consequent upon it, do . . . lessen its Malignity, yet
they cannot totally remove it . . . Because that Ignorance and Error are Sins themselves .
.. and therefore can’t take away the Guilt of other Sins, or justify our Conduct in
following aforesaid blind Guides . . . Because the holy Scriptures are the supream Rule . .
. to which we ought to be conformed . . . and Conscience is but a subordinate or ruled
Rule; For God is greater than our Conscience, and knoweth all Things.”®* Here, Tennent
employed several of the same rhetorical elements that he had sharpened in the

Presbyterian schism. Personal religious belief, no matter how sincere, did not absolve

someone from acting in error. Error in religious matters was sin and any conduct derived

8 John Smith, The Doctrine of Christianity as Held by the People Called Quakers Vindicated in
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therefrom could not be justified or excused. Furthermore, scripture—and its appropriate
interpretation—stood supreme over any and all personal religious sentiment. If personal
conscience stood in error to what scripture revealed, the individual bore an obligation to
correct whatever erroneous sentiments he or she may hold and bring them into alignment
with God’s word. Tennent’s approach to scripture and conscience had given him a
political rhetoric that allowed him to dispute the pacifist posture that Pennsylvania’s
Quaker-led assembly had upheld. The internal squabbling between Presbyterian factions
divided over revivalism had found place in public political debate.

The difficulty Quaker leaders faced reconciling their consciences with the
colony’s ripening appetite for violence only grew when a much larger conflict engulfed
the British empire. Between 1753 and mid-1754, some minor intrusions and skirmishes in
the Pennsylvania backcountry, most notably by a young George Washington, drew both
Britain and France into a global conflict known in North America as the French and
Indian War. The conflict exacerbated tensions and violence between Pennsylvania’s
frontier settlers and Native Americans whose lands they had occupied. The frontier
settlers—most of them Presbyterians transplanted from New England, Scotland, and
Ireland—howled that the assembly needed to do more to protect their lives and claims to
western lands.® Quaker assemblymen relented to the pressure and joined with their
colleagues to draft the colony’s first and only militia bill. The 1755 law reflected the

pressures that conscientious Quakers faced. While the law allowed for those “who are
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conscientiously scrupulous” to abstain from military service, it nonetheless explained that
“great numbers of people of other religious denominations are come amongst us who are
under no such restraint, some of whom have been disciplined in the art of war and
conscientiously think it their duty to fight in defense of their country.” Like the
scrupulous Quakers, those residents too “have an equal right to liberty of conscience with
others” and in a time of war, allowances must be made for them to “fight in defense of
their country.”%® Quaker conscientious pacifism no longer served as the only measure and
director of provincial policy. The assembly had decided to acquiesce to the violent
priorities of settler colonialism.

Appearances to the contrary, the scrupulous exemptions in the 1755 militia bill
emerged more from shifting political demographics in the colony than from a liberalizing
notion of conscience along the lines of individual sentiment. While the critics of the
pacifism used the language of conscience to denounce Quaker rule, the Friends also
adapted their descriptions of conscience to meet new political realities. As the Quakers
found themselves an ever smaller and embattled minority in the colony, the customary
deference to their religious proclivities eroded. In response, Quakers like John Smith used
personal iterations of conscience to defend Quaker pacifism.®” But the tactical
reorientation of conscience as described by Smith and the Quaker-led assembly proved an
inadequate defense as it did not correspond with conscience as advocated by some of
their most ardent opponents. Tennent argued that the subjectivism suggested by the

Quakers’ defenses would excuse all manner of wickedness such as “Saul’s persecuting

8 The Statutes at Large of Pennsylvania from 1682 to 1801, vol. 5 (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: WM
Stanley Ray, 1898), 197-201.
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the primitive Christians from City to City,” or “all the Persecutions or Sufferings upon a
religious Account, which the Quakers have endured at any Time or Place.”® Tennent
claimed that scripture justified his denunciation of Quaker Assemblymen’s misreading of
conscience. The disconnect between the Quaker and Tennent’s explanations of
conscience stemmed from the Quaker assemblymen’s slipping position in colonial
politics and the rhetorical tools Tennent developed during the schism.?® Increasingly out
of step with other residents of the colony who saw Friend pacifism as not only politically
dangerous but religiously oppressive, Quakers turned from the moral leadership they had
envisioned for themselves at the colony’s founding and instead cast conscience as
personal belief that must be excused. In other words, their explanations of conscience in
their militia bill amounted to defensive postures and adaptations born of political
necessity. Tennent and his allies, on the other hand, encouraged by a sympathetic and
growing demographic untroubled by warfare, and compelled by a righteous certainty that
they understood conscience better than leading Friends, described their political
criticisms as their fulfillment of a “duty” to themselves their religion, and the
commonwealth.”

The Friends struggled to see how their conscientious principles could work within
a government bent on war. Feeling encouraged by the assembly’s recent acquiescence
regarding a provincial militia, the Provincial Council broke with the colony’s aim of
peaceful coexistence with Native Americans, and in April 1756 declared war on the

Delaware, offering bounties to any settler for scalps brought in from any Indian man,
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woman, or child.”! Reform-minded Friends called for Quakers to withdraw from the
bloody business of wartime government. They condemned what they saw as the Quaker
assemblymen’s abdication of pacifist principles just so “blood-thirsty Presbyterians”
could slaughter Indians.”? The Quaker and pioneering abolitionist Anthony Benezet
lamented to his friend Jonah Thompson that Quaker politicians had allowed themselves
to be corrupted by “an endeavour to reconcile those two contrarities the World &
Heaven.” It would be better for them to leave government due to “the impossibility for
us, as a People, with true Honour & integrity of Heart, in times of War, of Conquests &
Bloodshed to maintain the Governmt. & be honest & true to that noble, evangelik

Testimony which God has given us to bear as a People.”?

This was a far cry from
William Penn’s theory that the colony needed Quaker government to preserve virtue and
liberty. Indeed, it seemed that the Quaker assemblymen could not reconcile their
conscientious pacifism with the war that other Pennsylvanians claimed was the privilege
of their liberty of conscience. Two months after the council declared war on
Pennsylvanian Indians, six Quakers resigned their seats from the assembly. After the
October elections, four more followed, claiming they had been reelected without their

consent. For the first time since the colony’s founding, Quakers constituted a minority in

the assembly.”
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The persistent violence along the frontier prepared Pennsylvanians to further
employ conscience as a political rhetoric tailored to undermine Quaker rule. After the
Treaty of Paris formally ended the French and Indian War, a number of Quakers rejoined
the assembly.” Yet western settlers continued to settle on and violently seize Indian
lands. In December 1763, Presbyterian settlers from the town of Paxton descended on
Conestoga Manor and Lancaster, slaughtering twenty Moravian Indians (men, women,
and children) who had taken shelter there.”® The Paxton Boys then moved on
Philadelphia to attack the Indians in that city and take the fight to the Quaker elite, who
they claimed only “pretend to . . . the Dictates of Conscience” in order to justify their
indifference to settler suffering.’” Hundreds of Philadelphians shouldered arms, among
them, surprisingly, upwards of two hundred Quakers who had laid aside their peace
testimony to defend the city. Though certainly not lacking in drama, the Paxton
insurrection ended without any further bloodshed. When Benjamin Franklin and other
governmental spokesmen promised amnesty and their willingness to present the

insurrectionists’ grievances to the governor, the Paxton Boys dissolved.”®
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The immediate crisis had passed, but the Paxton insurrection prompted a year-
long dispute in Pennsylvania’s press through which the strategic language of conscience,
first developed in the Presbyterian schism and the colony’s debates over defensive war,
fully matured into a political grammar. Pro-Paxton writer David James Dove, for
instance, insisted that Quaker pacifism made the Friends ill-suited for governing a diverse
commonwealth. He asked whether a person “who declares that his Conscience by divine
Inspiration forbids him to have any Hand in shedding Blood should be intrusted as a
Representative for People who look on themselves to be obliged by the Laws of God, the
Laws of Nature, and the Laws of their King and Country to take up arms to defend
themselves?””? It was a good question. The Quakers privileged pacifism while many
Pennsylvanians—of whom the Paxton marchers were but one part—saw the preservation
of life, through armed conflict when necessary, as their conscience bound obligation.
Dove claimed that the obligation to preserve one’s life through war sprang from the laws
of God, nature, and the crown. To neglect self-preservation, for whatever reason, would
violate this duty and be a greater moral failing than taking life. Like the unconverted
ministers that Tennent warned would lead their flocks astray, Dove argued that the
mistaken Quaker doctrine forced the greater part of Pennsylvanians into this
transgression by imposing Quakers’ pacifistic moral standard that the majority believed
ran contrary to God’s mandate for self-preservation. The prioritization of Quaker

conscience violated the consciences of others.
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Under this line of argument, it mattered little that the violence threatening the
lives of frontier settlers sprang from their intrusion into Indian lands; the rhetoric of
conscience had enough flexibility to cover such moral complications. The Apology of the
Paxton Volunteers, for instance, claimed that calloused governmental indifference to
settler suffering on the frontier was “unnatural” and distressing. When settlers “applied to
the government for Relief,” they argued, “the far greater part of our Assembly were
Quakers, some of whom made light of our Sufferings & plead Conscience” while
refusing to offer military aid.!% In the third issue of The Plain Dealer: Or, Remarks On
Quaker Politics in Pennsylvania, Hugh Williamson spoke for many frontier settlers when
he asked “For God’s sake, are we always to be slaves, must we groan for ever beneath the
yoke of three Quaker counties . . . Shall we never have it in our power, agreeable to the
dictates of our own conscience, to exert the natural strength of this province in support of
his Majesty’s dominions whenever danger threatens[?]”1%! The sin lay at the feet of
Quaker assemblymen, not in the bloodstained hands of frontier settlers. By recasting
Quaker pacifism as an oppressive burden brought about by misreading God’s word,
Paxton sympathizers could redirect attention from their own bloody deeds towards the
tyrannical threat of the assembly. The deflection also had the advantage of creating a
menace that threatened all white residents of Pennsylvania, regardless of their sympathy
for Indian suffering. By dismissing their critics’ pacifist priorities as the oppressive

products of erroneous conscience, the Paxton Boys and their sympathizers could defend
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the settler colonialism and Indian displacement without confronting the racial violence
that upheld it all.

Paxton apologists further dismissed Quaker conscience by arguing that the
Friends did not truly believe in the principle of pacifism anyway and abandoned it when
the situation warranted. A satirical poem, published shortly after the Paxton insurrection,

alluded to this flexibility.

FOR feuds and Quarrels they [Quakers] abhor ‘em
The LORD will fight their Battles for ‘em.

In this of late they were so stanch

As not to move against the French.

The few that did they roughly handle,

And curse with Bell, with Book and Candle.

THEY read ‘em out, and rank’d ‘em in

A Class they call’d the Men of Sin.

But now the Case is alter’d quite,

And what was wrong, is chang’d to Right.
These very Drones, these sluggish Cattle,
Prepare their Guns and Swords for Battle.
So Acts the sly perfidious Bat,

Sometimes for this side, sometimes that.!??

The poet seems to have had some insight into Pennsylvania’s internal Quaker disputes.
The Quaker Reformation of the mid-eighteenth century did preclude Friends’
participation in the French and Indian War and those who took part did face censure from

the Yearly Meeting.!%?

Yet the poem turns on the anomaly of those Friends who took up
arms as the Paxton Boys marched on the Phladelphia. These Quakers who “Prepare[d]

their Guns and Swords for Battle” showed just how hollow Quaker pacifism was. Though

102 John R. Dunbar, ed., “A Battle! A Battle! A Battle of Squirt, Where No Man Is Kill’d And No Man
Is Hurt!,” in The Paxton Papers (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1957), 175.
103 Marietta, The Reformation of American Quakerism, 1748-1783, 178-82.

130



only a couple of hundred Quakers actually took up arms, their critics refused to
acknowledge such nuance and slandered the Friends collectively. Dove again pointed out
this tendency by arguing that “[when] King and Country call them to Arms, they plead
Conscience . . . but if any of their Fellow Subjects become obnoxious to their mild and
Peaceful Rage . . . we then see the Quaker unmasked, with his Gun upon his shoulder,
and other warlike Habiliments, eagerly desiring the Combat, and thirsting for the Blood
of those his Opponents.”!% Dove’s stinging rebuke of Quaker hypocrisy animated this
passage. He suggested that a hidden hostility (a “Rage”) in the breasts of Quakers lay
behind their reluctance to aid Presbyterian settlers on the frontier, not religious principle.
Because enmity guided Quaker action, the Friends were contingent and unsure guides
and like the unconverted clergy that Tennent had warned about, they should be
abandoned. The Paxton Boys and their apologists, therefore, need not be ashamed of their
murders and rebellions and need not accept the conscientious pacifism promoted by the
Friends. Rather they should be praised for exposing the canker of hypocrisy.!%
Unsurprisingly, Pennsylvanian Quakers bristled at such accusations and professed
that their governance, religion, and pacifism were no danger to the commonwealth
whereas Presbyterians, whom they claimed made up most Paxton marchers, truly
threatened the province. The history of the colony, they argued, clearly showed how the
Friends had nurtured the small settlement into a thriving province by framing and
administering just laws, preserving tranquility with Indian tribes, and creating a land

where “people of every Denomination were protected in Person and Property and in the

194 Dove, “The Quaker Unmasked,” 211-12.

105 Thomas Barton, “The Conduct of the Paxton-Men, Impartially Represented: With Some Remarks
on the Narrative,” in The Paxton Papers, ed. John R. Dunbar (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1957), 274—
75.

131



full enjoyment of religious and civil Liberty.”!% Furthermore, colonists need not worry
about undue theocratic intrusion into government as illustrated “by diverse [Friends]
having voluntarily resigned their Seats” during the war.!?” The Friends still embraced
religious toleration and were prepared to give up power when necessary to preserve it. In
contrast, another author argued that in their attempt to kill the Indians sheltered in
Philadelphia’s Barracks, the Paxton rioters in effect “propose[d] to have thrown of[f] the
reins of Government entirely, and paid no Tribute but to their Goddess Presbytery.”!%
This passage tied the political sedition of the Paxton Boys to their Presbyterian beliefs
and gave those beliefs an idolatrous hue. The message was clear: Presbyterianism itself
nurtured a dangerous disregard for laws and government. According to the author,
Presbyterians from New England contemptuously rejected government rules and settled
on Indian lands without purchasing them. Presbyterians ignored the governor’s orders
and dismissed Indians’ warnings against intrusion. And finally, “Presbyterians . . .
Murdered the Indians at Lancaster,” leading the author to conclude, “I think the
Presbyterians have been the Authors, and Abettors of all Mischief, that’s happened to us
as a People.”'” Like their opponents, the anti-Paxton authors painted with a broad brush,
making no effort to distinguish between Presbyterians, Congregationalists, Puritans, or

other Calvinist factions. Critics of the Paxton Boys maintained that Quaker rule,
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toleration, and the pacifism that defined both, remained the best form of government for
the province, and Presbyterian rivals invited sedition and violence.

The pamphlet war between pro- and anti-Paxton writers marked the culmination
of a shift in Pennsylvania's approach to conscience and religious toleration. Previously, a
stable, though often contentious, deference to Quaker rule and toleration dominated the
political and social makeup of the colony. Now, in the wake of religious upheaval,
imperial war, and a domestic insurrection, many Pennsylvanians began to call for the
abandonment of the Quaker toleration in favor of other religious criteria to determine
who should govern the province. For their part, the Friends and their supporters argued
that Quakers still stood as the best suited to lead the colony. In A Looking Glass for
Presbyterians, probably the most inflammatory of anti-Paxton literature to come out of
Pennsylvania, Isaac Hunt explained that in light of the debate over the Paxton riots,
“every impartial Freeholder of the Province of Pennsylvania will be naturally induced to
consider which of the [religious] Professions in this Country he would venture to chuse as
Guardian of his civil and religious Liberties.” Given that in 1764 “the Contest seems
particular to be between the Quakers and Presbyterians,” he argued, “we ought as
Members of one Common Society, seriously to weigh the Merits of both Parties.”!!* Hunt
did acknowledge that religion in itself could not determine whether any particular faction
would govern well; “no one Profession in particular can be established by Law, without a
manifest Breach and violation of [the colony’s] original Foundation.” However, the
Paxton crisis had brought the Quaker and Presbyterian rivalry to the fore and made the

connections between religious profession and governance undeniable.!!!
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On the other hand, Paxton sympathizers argued that Quaker misapprehensions
and inconsistency in matters of conscience made them ill-suited for further political
position. In a plea to his fellow Pennsylvanians to cast off Quaker rule, David James
Dove expressed his hope that his “Countrymen will cooly consider whether Quakers are
fit to be their Representatives . . . Can any Man of Sense believe,” he asked, “that a
conscientious Quaker will lay hold of any Part of the Reins that govern a People engaged
in Wars, and at the same Time declare, that from Conscience he can have no Hand in
War?” Dove understood that the very province that Quakers founded had left the Friends
behind in terms of pacifism and religious demographic. As greater numbers of settlers
unbound to pacifist principles called Pennsylvania home, the Friends could not
effectively look out for their interests. Penn’s dream of a Quaker-led commonwealth
looked less visionary and more obsolete. Dove explained to his readers that Quakers
could follow their pacifist consciences, but those same beliefs should bar them from rule,
for either it would make them unresponsive to their constituents’ needs or force them into
a hypocritical position of claiming pacifism only to violate it. For Dove, those who strove
for offices bound to strain their professed principles “should be looked upon as Deceivers
of Men, and therefore not fit to be entrusted.”!!? Hugh Williamson was more biting in his
assessment of Quaker rule. Williamson sneered that Quakers “raise the hue and cry about
liberty, while they were stealing the poor remains of liberty from the miserable
inhabitants of the province.” The hypocrisy convinced Williamson “that Quaker politics,

and a Quaker faction, have involved this province into almost all the contentions, and all
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the miseries under which we have so long struggled.”!!* Quaker machinations had so
distorted politics in the commonwealth that the Friends could “give laws to all the
province ... and by this scheme [Pennsylvanians] must ever wear such a yoke as a
Quaker may please to shape for them.”!'* Quaker rule and the imposition of
conscientious pacifism were in fact dangerous abuses that Pennsylvanians should not
endure.

By the fall of 1764 the Quaker toleration that had defined the colony for the last
seventy years had been significantly weakened. The Quaker oligarchy had proven
vulnerable to internal calls for reform and the pressures of a citizenry that increasingly
saw the Friends unable to deliver the obligations of government. When several Quakers
withdrew from the assembly at the height of war, the Society of Friends made a striking
admission, even if they did not recognize it at the time. Quakerism, and its conscientious
devotion to pacifism, could no longer meet the needs of a large colony where increasing
numbers of its inhabitants regarded pacifism as not just an obstacle to their westward
expansion, but erroneous, and a violation of their own consciences as well. To pursue
pacifism at the expense of the consciences of others privileged Quakerism above the
religious beliefs of other colonists, regardless of what the charter had to say about
establishment. The Presbyterian quarrel about conscience that had divided that
denomination in the 1740s had taught many Pennsylvanians that while appeals to

conscience were insufficient defenses of poor action, their flexibility made them excellent
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tools for challenging religious and political opponents alike. If congregants could
challenge erroneous conscience at the pulpit, then citizens could similarly challenge it at
the statehouse. New Side revivalists and Paxton sympathizers both rose up to challenge
their leaders as blind guides and corrupt masters. The instability of the Paxton Boys’
march fizzled as 1764 drew to a close. The coming provincial elections and an abortive
attempt by the Quaker Party to subvert proprietary rule and install royal government for
the colony eclipsed whatever disquietude remained from the crisis. But its influence
lingered, and questions about Quaker authority and religious toleration would again

emerge when revolutionary war itself consumed the province.
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Chapter Three

Crushing the Serpent’s Head:
Reconfiguring Toleration in Revolutionary Pennsylvania

“As they say it is from conscience he refuses, so fallible men now undertake to set
bounds to conscience.”
Warner Mifflin, 1779

John Wetzel looked upon his Moravian neighbors in Northampton County with
suspicion. Since March of 1774, Wetzel had worked as a justice of the peace in the
county and advocated for reprisals against Moravians and other religious communities
who were slow to embrace the patriot cause. There may have been a personal element to
Wetzel’s antipathy toward the United Brethren (as they were also known). He had been
raised in the faith, and as a youth his parents sent him to a Moravian boarding school.
Wetzel hated the experience, and when he was of age, he left the church behind but
carried his resentment with him.! Now in April 1778, Wetzel saw his chance to put his
former brethren in their place. On the first of that month, the State Assembly amended a
law from the previous year to now require all white men over the age of eighteen to take
an oath disavowing allegiance to the king and instead offer it to the state of Pennsylvania.
The amended law also empowered justices of the peace, like Wetzel, to arrest and confine
those who refused to take the oath.?

The new legislation worried members of the Moravian church. John Ettwein, a

leading missionary and future bishop of Bethlehem’s Moravian community, remarked
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that the Test Act “created alarm among the Brethren in various quarters and much
deliberation . . . [and] debates.” Though for Moravians, pacifism “was not a point of
doctrine . . . [and] a soldier could become and remain a member,” most Moravian men
and women eschewed taking arms or oaths for fear that doing so would violate their
religious principles to proclaim peace through their missionary labors and uphold
established governments. Ettwein himself reported numerous conversations where his
Moravian brethren considered, “I promised loyalty to the King . . . how can I withdraw
that and abjure him without first being assured that God has taken this Province from
him? . .. [Were I to take the oath] I should suffer from a bad conscience, bear false
witness against myself, and cause the Justice to bear false witness.”* For Ettwein, such
comments suggested more than a hesitation to embroil oneself in an uncertain and
potentially dangerous political struggle. Rather, the Test Act presented a “constraint of
conscience,” or in Ettwein’s words, a “knife . . . placed at the throat” of the Moravian
community. Other Moravians hoped to buy themselves time by asking for an opportunity
to consider the oath, though others took it without worry.* The Moravians grasped for
solutions where none readily appeared.

Nevertheless, Wetzel wasted little time using his new authority to intimidate the
United Brethren. The same day that the new law passed, Wetzel and an associate had
nineteen Moravian men brought from Emmaus to Allentown to stand before a court of
inquiry and take the oath. One after another, the Moravian men refused the oath or
pleaded for more time “to consider about it further.” Wetzel then ordered all nineteen

men arrested and marched to the Easton jail, passing through Bethlehem to send a
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warning to the region’s largest Moravian settlement: conscience could not stand in the
way of the authority of the new revolutionary government.?

While Wetzel clearly used the new test oath and his position to nurse a grudge
against his former religious community, his bullying of Northampton County’s Moravian
men touched upon a larger issue concerning religious toleration in revolutionary
Pennsylvania. By declaring independence, citizens of the United States began a process
of creating new governments, and by changing the political bodies that required
obeisance, they changed the bestowers of toleration. This chapter examines that transition
process, and in so doing argues that the American War of Independence forced a
reconfiguration of religious toleration in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania that
changed the criteria for what constituted socially and legally accepted religious practice.
According to this chapter, Pennsylvania’s narrow approach to religious toleration came
from three mutually reinforcing responses to the conflict. First, Christian partisans (those
interested in maintaining a sectarian influence in government) worked to preserve
Christian preferentialism by adapting their priorities to fit new revolutionary ideologies.
These Christian partisans equated Christian morality with republican virtue and the voice
of the people, thus casting Christian favoritism as not only compatible with republican
government but indispensable to it. Second, religious rivalries and internal
denominational disputes exacerbated suspicions and prevented religious communities
from forming effective responses to religious restrictions. As the actions of John Wetzel
suggested, religious rivals often took advantage of wartime politics and fortunes to level

old scores or marginalize religious rivals. Similarly, religious communities themselves
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divided and debated whether they could square the new forms of wartime toleration with
their religious principles. Third, Pennsylvanian political leaders bowed to pressure to
shore up citizen loyalty and meet wartime necessity. If any religious group could not
visibly demonstrate a commitment to the patriot cause—either through military service,
oaths, or participation in republican political ritual—revolutionary leaders could deem
that sect’s religious practice as dissembling loyalism and thus subject to sanction. In view
of these three wartime reactions, this chapter argues that for Pennsylvania’s new
government, natural rights mattered less than wartime conditions when envisioning new
possibilities in church and state relations.

By examining the wartime disputes of religious toleration, this chapter directly
responds to arguments from scholars such as William J. Frost and Sally Schwartz, who
emphasize a political unity and beneficial religious pluralism while describing
Pennsylvania’s religious politics during the Revolution. In his work, Frost describes an
expansion of religious freedom that stemmed from a political ideology that he called
“republican religious liberty.” That ideology, he argued, united people of various
religious backgrounds through a shared respect for natural law. In other words, “whether
a person arrived at truth through reason, a moral sense, or the Bible did not matter, for
each method ended with a common conclusion composed of republican ideals and a
generalized Christianity.” For Frost, republican religious liberty created a “consensus on
the essentials,” both political and religious, meaning that “differences in [religious]
interpretation did not threaten the overall unity of the country.”® For her part, Schwartz

stresses Pennsylvania’s religious pluralism rather than revolutionary political ideology as
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the essential ingredient to religious liberty’s growth. Regarding the Revolution, Schwartz
argues for continuity in Pennsylvania, claiming that any disruptions to religious toleration
in the commonwealth were aberrations or temporary departures from Penn’s vision that
quickly resolved themselves. “If the war tested the limits of toleration,” she argued, “it
also provided an opportunity for Pennsylvanians to affirm the wisdom of the principles
and policies articulated by William Penn.”” This chapter counters these arguments by
scrutinizing the fissures that the Revolution introduced into religious communities and
how revolutionary politics hampered the expansion of religious toleration by preventing
any social or political consensus on what toleration meant and by placing wartime
interests above religious rights.

By focusing on the influence of wartime on Pennsylvanian religious toleration,
this chapter aligns more closely with scholars such as Gary Nash, Billy Gordon Smith,
and Terry Bouton, who stressed social dissent and factionalism in the Revolution’s
origins and progress. However, for these authors, class and socio-economic stratification
served as the primary drivers of revolutionary disruption, change, and retrenchment, with
religion and religious toleration only appearing as manifestations of larger developments

or trends.® While not dismissing the arguments of these scholars, this chapter shifts the
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focus towards toleration itself to examine its development, not as an incidental topic
within larger political and social disputes but as a real consequence of wartime exigency.

To make these interventions, this chapter opens by examining the initial process
of government creation in Pennsylvania, with its constitution of 1776 and that
document’s tolerationist framework. This chapter then proceeds to examine how
Pennsylvanians supported the state’s narrow approach to religious toleration by policing
religious behavior they found objectionable to wartime circumstance. This chapter will
then conclude by looking at the direct effect shifting wartime circumstances had upon
religious practice and toleration in Pennsylvania. The pressures of war—such as the need
to supply the Continental Army or the pending invasion of Philadelphia—weighed
heavily upon Pennsylvanians who often jettisoned religious toleration to meet immediate
wartime need.

In addition to the mounting political crisis with Britain, military necessity
motivated Pennsylvanians to draft a new governmental charter. After the initial
bloodshed at Lexington and Concord, and the subsequent siege of Boston, a formal break
with Britain seemed all the more likely, with armed conflict sure to follow. To prepare
the colonies for that eventuality, the Continental Congress called upon the various
colonies to draft new republican governments to replace their colonial charters, stressing
in their resolution the need to defend their homes “against the hostile invasions and cruel
depredations of their enemies.” In late June, Pennsylvanian revolutionaries assembled at

Carpenters Hall for a provincial conference to organize a constitutional convention with
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the task of drafting a new frame of government.!® After drafting the new constitution, the
convention delegates would submit it to the public for consideration and comment, but
not for ratification. The convention would then revise the document before implementing
it for use that September.

The efforts of Christian partisans to ensure a Christian preferentialism in the new
government emerged early on in the constitutional drafting process, as members of the
provincial conference debated oaths that convention delegates were to take. Christopher
Marshall, a Free Quaker and member of the provincial conference, proposed that all
convention delegates make a Christian declaration: “I ---- do profess Faith in God the
father, and in Jesus Christ, his Eternal Son, the true God, and the holy Spirit, one God,
blessed for evermore: and do Acknowledge the holy Scriptures of the old & new
Testament to be given by Divine Inspiration.”!! For Marshall, the proposed declaration
was perfectly consistent with republican government because Christianity cultivated
virtue better than any other moral system. The English government, after all, had
descended into corruption in large part because of its “public Denial of inward Religion,”
and the “pretending to Juster vision or better laws” than that declared by Christ.
Christianity ensured a virtuous populace and government because it encouraged “more
just and worthy ideas . . . and of the Duties which result from that Relation.” Christianity,

in other words, “inables us . . . to add to faith virtue, to virtue knowledge, to knowledge

temprance, to temprance Patience, to Patience Godliness, to Godliness Brotherly
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Bradford, 1776), 1, 6, Readex no. 14974.

! «“Christopher Marshall to J. B., June 30, 1776,” Marshall Letterbook, 191-192, Historical Society of
Pennsylvania; Proceedings of the Provincial Conference, 10.
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Kindness, and to Brotherly Kindness Charity.”!? Here in Marshall’s mind was
Christianity’s leavening influence on republican government: it prompted enlightened
rule and selfless service. If virtue were foundational to republican government, what
better system, argued Marshall, to promote such values than the law given by the Son of
God himself? It mattered little that requiring a Christian declaration would exclude some
from participation in the convention. Such people easily fell to corruption anyway and for
Marshall “no person who could not freely subscribe unto [the declaration] should not
have any thing to do in the modeling of [the constitution]” because they could not
manifest the required virtue.!3

Though not unopposed, Marshall did obtain a Christian declaration for the
convention delegates, but the draft constitution those delegates produced did not include
any overt Christian favoritism. In fact, after the draft constitution first appeared in
Pennsylvania papers on September 10, it became clear that the convention delegates
wanted the new frame of government to be less sectarian than the colonial charters that
had come before.!* Whereas Pennsylvania’s 1682 “Laws Agreed Upon in England,” the
1696 charter, and various colonial assembly declarations all required government officers
to affirm Christian belief in some form, the draft constitution merely required that upon
taking their seats, each assemblyman must affirm “I do believe in One God, the Creator

and Governor of the universe.”!> The new non-sectarian affirmation reflected the

12 «“Christopher Marshall to James Cannon, July 1, 1776,” Marshall Letterbook, 193-98, Historical
Society of Pennsylvania.

13 “Marshall to Cannon, 1 July 1776.”

14 The Pennsylvania Evening Post, September 10, 1776.

15 The Pennsylvania Gazette, September 18, 1776. See also The Statutes at Large of Pennsylvania from
1682 to 1801, vol. 1 (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: Legislative Reference Bureau, 2001), 323-24, 356-57;
Pennsylvania Archives, vol. 1, Eighth Series: Votes and Proceedings of the House of Representatives of the
Province of Pennsylvania (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: 1931), 402-3, 435-36.
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constitution’s unequivocal commitment “that all men have a natural and unalienable right
to worship Almighty God according to the dictates of their own consciences . . . And that
no man . . . can be compelled to attend any religious worship, or erect or support any
place of worship, or maintain any ministry.”'® While certainly theist in form and
substance, the draft constitution avoided the kind of pro-Christian affirmation that
Marshall wanted.

The non-sectarian orientation of the draft constitution alarmed many Christian
partisans who feared that anything less than an overt tribute to Christianity exposed the
state to the perils of infidel and heathen leadership. On September 24, the Pennsylvania
Evening Post printed an editorial in which an author warned that unless those serving in
office were required to take explicitly Christian oaths: “Jews or Turks may become in
time not only our greatest land-holders, but principle officers in the legislative &
executive parts of our government.” For this author, Pennsylvania had been a Christian
commonwealth from its inception and that heritage had blessed Pennsylvanians beyond
measure. Though the claim that a broad ecumenical Christianity had guided Pennsylvania
since its inception ignored Quaker claims to power and the religious rivalry of the early
colonial period, the fiction had enough purchase to make Christian partisans’ fear
mongering effective. To open up the honors of government to those who did not share
that heritage would amount to rejection of the divine hand that had heretofore blessed
them, opening the way for moral corruption and collective censure. In other words,

“national blessings demand national acknowledgments, and their crimes can only be

16 The Proceedings Relative to Calling the Conventions of 1776 and 1790 the Minutes of the
Convention That Formed the Present Constitution of Pennsylvania, Together with The Charter to William
Penn, the Constitutions of 1776 and 1790, and A View of the Proceedings of the Convention of 1776 and
The Council of Censors (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: John S. Wiestling, 1825), 55.
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punished in a national capacity.”!” Two days later, the Post printed a message from none
other than John Ettwein under the pseudonym “A Follower of Christ.” Ettwein lamented
that while Jews, Muslims, Protestants, and Catholics in other nations could swear by their
own scriptures, theologies, or relics, “the Pennsylvanians swear by nothing.” Ettwein
reminded the readers that Penn’s original affirmations for office were “a bar” against
Deists and other “enemies of Christ.” Ettwein raised an alarm that “an Episcopal Church,
a Presbyterian meeting house, a Roman Catholic church, a mosque, a synagogue or
heathen temple, have now in Pennsylvania equal privileges! Will any Christian power
call this state for the future a Christian state? Will it not be an asylum for all fugitive
Jesuits and outcasts of Europe?”!'® Ettwein and his like-minded peers did not hold
religious liberty as their primary objective. Rather if a break with Great Britain was to
produce a new society in Pennsylvania, that society should be explicitly Christian.

While religious and ethnic animosity clearly motivated such denunciations,
Christian partisans also drew upon revolutionary ideology when calling for a Christian
oath. For instance, Ettwein worried that a non-Christian oath that “shall henceforth also
qualify a person to sit in the House of Representatives, is, in my opinion, abrogating the
rights and liberties of the people, and not enlarging them, as some may imagine.”!® Here,
Ettwein did not argue in favor of a Christian oath based upon a fear of losing God’s favor
or inviting sin into the commonwealth. Rather he couched his argument in the language
of “rights and liberties of the people.” Free government, for Ettwein, only worked when

supported and protected by Christian declarations. Christopher Marshall shared Ettwein’s

17 The Pennsylvania Evening Post, September 24, 1776.

18 The Pennsylvania Evening Post, September 26, 1776; Hamilton, John Ettwein and the Moravian
Church, 245-46.

19 Pennsylvania Evening Post, September 26, 1776.
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wedding of Christian favoritism to revolutionary ideology. Marshall argued that a lack of
Christian declarations in the constitution undermined the selflessness that was supposed
to guide statesmen. The enduring notion of conscience as a divine bestowal of knowledge
that should be followed informed Marshall’s advocacy for a Christian declaration for
republican government. Without a Christian declaration, he warned, “it will follow that
whatever Opinion sets men loose from the Restraint of their own Consciences, will make
their Justice, Fidelity, Gratitude, and all other Moral Virtues, respecting their fellow
creatures very Precarious.” Correct conscience—Christian conscience—must similarly
inform Pennsylvanian government. For Marshall, the lack of republican selflessness
could spread beyond the personal rot of individuals because “the Neglect, the fraud, the
Corruption, the Treachery which any where runs through the Course of a mismanaged
state evidently Issues from the Source of Denying of true Religion . . . where a superficial
specious shew is all that is aimed toward the Publick Good, while Private interest
unchecked by inward Remorse.”?? In Marshall’s mind, a mismanaged government and
the moral decay that inevitably follows would lead to the alienation and disregard of
fellow citizens; all this would come from the toleration of incorrect conscience and a lack
of overt Christian connections in the proposed constitution. For him, an open declaration
of faith in the Christian God not only marked a disciple, but also made an indispensable
step in cultivating a healthy appreciation for the wellbeing of fellow citizens.

By joining Christian priorities to republican ideology, Christian partisans found a
more direct way to lobby the convention. Six days after the draft constitution appeared in

Pennsylvania papers, the Lutheran minister Henry Muhlenberg entertained a visit from

20 “Christopher Marshall to M. M., September 20, 1776,” Marshall Letterbook, 212-18, Historical
Society of Pennsylvania.
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the Anglican reverend William Smith, who had called on him to discuss his worry that
“the condition of the Christian religion seemed in danger after independence had been
declared and a new form of government was in the process of formation.” Muhlenberg
concurred, saying that a mere declaration of a belief in God was an insufficient guard
against wicked men in power, arguing that without a Christian declaration, “devils could
enter along with them into the government.” As St. James taught, even devils believe in
God and tremble.?! Over the next two days Muhlenberg met with Presbyterian, Anglican,
Calvinist, and German Reformed ministers discussing how they could petition the
convention to better ensure the prominence of Christianity under the new government.
Muhlenberg and his colleagues focused their energy upon the forty-seventh section of the
draft constitution, which read: “Laws for the encouragement of virtue and prevention of
vice and immorality, shall be made and constantly kept in force, and provision shall be
made for their due execution.”?? Muhlenberg’s choice to focus on the forty-seventh
section appears to have been a strategic calculation. With the fight over the
assemblymen’s declaration roiling the press, the Lutheran minister and his allies chose a
less explosive section of the constitution to promote their religious interests and framed
their requests as republican assets. First, they opened their petition by declaring their
agreement with the work of the convention and shared in their “struggling for the
common cause of civil and religious liberty.” Such a salutation did not exhibit the

antagonism of Marshall or Ettwein but nodded to the communitarian focus of republican

2! Henry Melchior Muhlenberg, “Notes and Queries: Abstract of a Letter of Rev. Henry Melchior
Muhlenberg, the Patriarch of the Lutheran Church in America, on the Constitutional Convention of
Pennsylvania, 1776,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 22, no. 1 (1898): 129-30;
James 2:19 (KJV).

22 «“proposed Plan or Frame of Government,” The Pennsylvania Gazette, September 18, 1776. Note: In
the final constitution this would be the forty-fifth section.
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ideology. Furthermore, Muhlenberg and his allies proposed an addendum to the forty-
seventh section that would read “And all religious Societies and Bodies of Men
heretofore united and incorporated for the Advancement of Virtue and Learning, or for
other pious and charitable Purposes, shall be encouraged and protected in the Enjoyment
of the Privileges, Immunities and Estate which they were accustomed to enjoy, or could
of Right have enjoyed, under the Laws and former Constitution of this State.”?* The
amendment itself had nothing to say about Christ’s divinity or the superiority of the
Christian law for establishing governments. Rather, the objective for Muhlenberg and his
allies was the protection of “religious societies or bodies of men” that promoted “pious
and charitable purposes.” The focus here was the common virtue, not any particular creed
or doctrine. It was a modest proposal, and the republican timbre made it easier for
convention delegates to swallow.

The gambit worked, and prior to implementing the new constitution on September
28, the convention amended the charter to accommodate Christian interests in the new
government. The convention accepted Muhlenberg’s amendment with virtually no
alteration. The only modification they made was to change “for the Advancement of
Virtue and Learning” to read “for the advancement of religion or learning.” This modest

change further emphasized the importance of religion in the commonwealth beyond what

23 Muhlenberg, “Letter of Henry Muhlenberg,” 130. Note: it seems that by “incorporation”
Muhlenberg and his allies referred to a more general inclusion into republican society and government, not
the legal incorporation of religious institutions. That would come to Pennsylvania through legislative action
in 1791, though disputes over incorporation would continue well into the nineteenth century. See The
Statutes at Large of Pennsylvania from 1682 to 1801, vol. 14 (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: Harrisburg
Publishing Co., 1909), 50-53; Paul G. Kauper and Stephen C. Ellis, “Religious Corporation and the Law,”
Michigan Law Review 71, no. 8 (August 1973): 1499-1574; William G. McLoughlin, “The Role of
Religion in the Revolution: Liberty of Conscience and Cultural Cohesion in the New Nation,” in Essays on
the American Revolution, ed. Stephen G. Kurtz and James H. Hutson (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: The
University of North Carolina Press, 1973), 197-255.
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Muhlenberg had advocated.?* Along with Muhlenberg’s amendment, the convention
changed the original declaration for civil officers to have an explicit Christian focus, now
reading “I do believe in one God, the creator and governor of the universe, the rewarder
of the good and the punisher of the wicked. And I do acknowledge the Scriptures of the
Old and New Testament to be given by Divine inspiration.” Immediately following the
new declaration, however, the constitution clarified that “no further or other religious test
shall ever hereafter be required of any civil officer or magistrate in this state.”?*> While
there was no direct mention of Christ, and Roman Catholics were not excluded by this
oath, the inclusion of the New Testament in the language clearly barred non-Christians
from government, a point Pennsylvania’s small Jewish population did not overlook.?¢
The 1776 Pennsylvania Constitution guaranteed the free practice of religion, but full civic
participation still required a Christian declaration.

The 1776 Pennsylvania Constitution dramatically reformed political power in the
commonwealth by instilling democratic principles while also granting the state coercive
powers and centralizing authority in the governing apparatus to a greater extent than
anything seen in the colonial period.?” The executive had no veto power and the modest
influence the executive had would be further diluted among twelve members of an

executive council that would “serve for three years and no longer.” The assembly would

24 Muhlenberg, “Letter of Henry Muhlenberg,” 130; Proceedings of the Pennsylvania Conventions of
1776 and 1790, 53, 64.

25 “proposed Plan or Frame of Government,” The Pennsylvania Gazette, September 18, 1776;
Proceedings of the Pennsylvania Conventions of 1776 and 1790, 58.

26 Jonathan Derek Awtrey, “Jews and the Sources of Religious Freedom in Early Pennsylvania” (PhD
Dissertation, Baton Rouge, Louisiana, Louisiana State University, 2018).

7 For an excellent study of the complex relationship between democratic reform and the centralizing
of state power in Pennsylvania’s revolutionary constitutions, see Christopher R. Pearl, Conceived in Crisis:
The Revolutionary Creation of an American State (Charlottesville, Virginia: University of Virginia Press,
2020), chapters 5 and 6.
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appoint state officers, judge elections, manage impeachments, and “have all others
powers necessary for the legislature of a free state or commonwealth.”?8 In the new
government, the people’s representatives would not be restrained by a second legislative
body of elites. Rather, the Pennsylvania legislature would consist of a single house that
would be elected yearly.?® This unicameralism was not as radical as it may seem at first
impression; the colonial assembly was a single house filled through annual elections.
The new assembly wielded a great deal of power and the only substantial check upon it
were the people themselves. The constitution required all assembly deliberations to be
open to the public and all bills were to appear in the state’s newspapers prior to the
assembly’s final votes to allow for public consideration. Most importantly, the
constitution dramatically expanded the franchise, removing all property requirements to
vote or hold office, thus opening the ballot box and elected positions to ninety percent of
the men in the commonwealth, even free black men, for a period. The importance the
constitution placed on the public will and the consent of the governed had transformed
the political landscape of the commonwealth.3!

Christian partisans squared the radical elevation of public participation in the new

government with their insistence on sectarian oaths by arguing that it was the voice of the

8 Proceedings of the Pennsylvania Conventions of 1776 and 1790, 58, 60.

2 Proceedings of the Pennsylvania Conventions of 1776 and 1790, 55-66.

30J. Paul Selsam, The Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776: A Study in Revolutionary Democracy
(Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1936), 183-94; Pearl, Conceived in Crisis,
169-70.

3L Proceedings of the Pennsylvania Conventions of 1776 and 1790, 57; Wood, The Creation of the
American Republic, 1776-1787,226-37; Terry Bouton, Taming Democracy: “The People,” the Founders,
and the Troubled Ending of the American Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 51-57.
Note: Even free blacks were able to vote in the state, which they did until that right was removed in the
early nineteenth century. See Nicholas Wood, “‘A Sacrifice on the Altar of Slavery’: Doughface Politics
and Black Disenfranchisement in Pennsylvania, 1837—1838,” Journal of the Early Republic 31, no. 1
(Spring 2011): 75-106.
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people itself that ensured the continuance of a Christian commonwealth. In late October
1776, for instance, a large crowd of fifteen hundred people assembled outside the
statehouse, questioning whether the new charter did enough to protect Christian
interests.>? In response, a number of articles appeared in the Philadelphia’s press
defending the constitution as sufficiently republican and Christian. On October 22,
Demophilus wrote in the Pennsylvania Packet asking “whether the greatest authority in
this country did not in the most solemn manner declare the former government was
dissolved, and recommend it to every State they represented to establish a new
government on the authority of the people only.”** Here, Demophilus acknowledged
Congress and elevated the voice of the people. Not God, but the people, through their
representatives in Congress and Pennsylvania’s Constitutional Convention, were the
greatest authorities in the state. As such, they had legitimately decided to cast aside the
old rulers and form a new governing framework. Demophilus’ formulation was not quite
vox populi vox dei, but in a republic, the people were sovereign and their will reigned.
Even so, after exalting the voice of the people, Demophilus dismissed concerns that the
constitution was insufficiently Christian, arguing that when Christ himself declared his
Kingdom was not of this world, he “afforded [his disciples] as little, if not less
satisfaction . . . than the Convention has now given” in promoting a Christian state.>* Yes,

Demophilus conceded, the voice of the people drove the creation of the new government,

32 The Pennsylvania Evening Post, October 10, 1776; “Diary of Christopher Marshall, October 17, 21,
and 22, 1776,” Diaries of Christopher Marshall, Vol. D, Historical Society of Pennsylvania; A¢t a Meeting
Held at the Philosophical Society-Hall, on Thursday Evening, October 17th, 1776: Colonel Bayard
Unanimously Chosen Chairman (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 1776),
https://therevolutionarycity.org/islandora/object/Icprevcity%3A3735/pages.

33 The Pennsylvania Packet, October 22, 1776, emphasis original.

3% Pennsylvania Packet, October 22, 1776. Note: To support his claims, Demophilus cited Luke 22:24,
29 and John 18:36.
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but the constitution still promoted Christianity better than any political body described in
the Bible and as such should be celebrated by concerned Christians.

One week after Demophilus published his defense of the constitution, the same
newspaper offered an even stronger Christian justification of the charter in a letter from
“A Real Friend to the Christian Religion.” After establishing his republican credentials
by reminding readers that “the present Constitution as soon as published, has all the force
and authority of the people,” the author proceeded to defend the frame because it required
assemblymen to acknowledge the Holy Scriptures that “contain all the articles of the
Christian faith, and all the rules of the Christian life.” As such, the new constitution
“insisted on more than was in the old plan” of government. In short, the new constitution
actually held Christianity in higher esteem and promoted Christian interests more than the
old colonial charters. “What is there in Christianity,” the author asked, “which ought to
be treated with respect, that is not contained in the divinely inspired Scriptures? This was
the basis and foundation of our holy religion, laid by our great reformers from Popery,
and this enabled them to cast off all the rubbish built on that foundation by the men of
sin, that great corruption of Christianity.”*> The entire letter was a full-throated defense
of the constitution based on both republican and religious grounds. The voice of the
people established the authority of the constitution and the document defended
Christianity and even elevated it to a position of respect even more than Penn did in his

charters.

35 The Pennsylvania Packet, October 29, 1776. Note, Interestingly, though the constitution did not bar
Catholics from service, the author suggested that by using the sanctity of scripture to bind assemblymen,
the constitution actually followed in the tradition of the sola scriptura reformers who had earlier cast aside
the wickedness of Rome.
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While Pennsylvania’s revolutionary government used religious tests to limit civil
service, the larger public repurposed governmental action to stifle religious expression
they deemed inconsistent with the revolutionary cause. For instance, by calling for
communal days of prayer, Congress and the new state governments legitimized their
claims to authority. Congress baptized the revolutionary struggle with a sacred
significance, aiming to build support for the cause by providing opportunities for citizens
to demonstrate to one another their commitment to republican government and its
religious purpose.®® As it did so, however, the public seized upon these ceremonies to
police religious expression they deemed incompatible with republican government.
Perhaps more than most, Quakers fell victim to such political and religious censure due in
part to their long eschewing of public fasts and prayers, having regarded those behaviors
as private religious devotions that should not be polluted by human machinations.?” After
Lexington and Concord, Congress responded to the accelerating crisis by calling for July
20, 1775 to be set aside “as a Day of public Humiliation, Fasting and Prayer . . . with
united Hearts and Voices.”*® On the night of the fast, Philadelphia patriots targeted
Quaker-owned businesses that had not closed for the day’s observances, breaking

windows and terrorizing the owners.* Similar violence followed the 1777 celebrations of

36 To better understand the social and political functions of fast days during the Revolution, see
Benjamin H. Irvin, Clothed in Robes of Sovereignty: The Continental Congress and the People out of
Doors (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011); Tara Thompson Strauch, “Open for Business:
Philadelphia Quakers, Thanksgiving, and the Limits of Revolutionary Religious Freedom,” Church History
85, no. 1 (March 2016): 133-39; Spencer W. McBride, Pulpit and Nation: Clergymen and the Politics of
Revolutionary America (Charlottesville, Virginia: University of Virginia Press, 2016).

37 Strauch, “Open for Business,” 135; Frost, A Perfect Freedom, 28.

38 «A Proclamation For a Continental Public Fast, to Be Observed by the Inhabitants of All the English
Colonies on This Continent,” June 12, 1775, Readex no. 42964, emphasis original; Journals of the
Continental Congress 1774-1789, vol. 2 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1905), 81.

39 “Diary of Christopher Marshall, July 20, 1775,” Diaries of Christopher Marshall, Vol. B, Historical
Society of Pennsylvania.
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the first anniversary of independence. When the majority of Philadelphia’s residents
illuminated their windows in commemoration, the Quakers’ panes remained dark.

Patriots responded by smashing the Friends’ windows throughout the city, raiding Quaker
homes, and stealing blankets for the Continental army.*’ Just as the communal fasts and
prayers aimed to shore up support for the Revolution through shared ritual, the collective
vandalism targeting Quakers symbolically placed the Friends and their religious
peculiarities outside the republican community. Toleration could not extend to religious
behaviors that seemed to not conform to the needs of a republican revolution or the
providential sacralization of the same, at least during the war crisis.

Non-observance of fast days was not the only religious-revolutionary rituals that
isolated Quakers from other Pennsylvanians. Similar to the rituals of fast days, the use of
continental currency functioned as a ritual that gave legitimacy to the Congress and the
common cause.*! For the Friends, however, the economic instability of continental notes
touched upon their religious convictions to deal justly with others, thus transforming the
use of continental money from strictly economic behaviors to actions with religious
import. A combination of excessive issue of notes, military setbacks, slowing of trade,
and a lack of confidence that Congress could eventually redeem its debts drove the value

of continental money down sharply.*? In response, both the Philadelphia and Western

40 Thomas Gilpin, Exiles in Virginia: With Observations on the Conduct of the Society of Friends
during the Revolutionary War, Comprising the Official Papers of the Government Relating to That Period,
1777-1778 (Philadelphia, 1848), 294-96.

4! For some examinations of the use of currency to build national identity and confirm the legitimacy
of the state, particularly in the American Revolution, see Robert Garson, “Counting Money: The US Dollar
and American Nationhood, 1781-1820,” Journal of American Studies 35, no. 1 (April 2001): 21-46;
Stephen Deng, Coinage and State Formation in Early Modern English Literature (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2011), 3-6; Irvin, Clothed in Robes of Sovereignty, chapter 3.

42 Robert Middlekauff, The Glorious Cause: The American Revolution, 1763-1789 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2007), 614—15; Charles W. Calomiris, “Institutional Failure, Monetary Scarcity, and the
Depreciation of the Continental,” The Journal of Economic History 48, no. 1 (March 1988): 56—60.
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Quarterly Meetings wrote to the Yearly Meeting describing concern amongst their
members that because of the continued use of the currency, “the Testimony of Truth had
Suffered” from a “deficiency” in regard to “true Justice in the Payment of Debts.”* At
issue was the Quaker injunction to deal honestly with others. Or as the Yearly Meeting
explained, “paying or urging in payment a currency of much less value than what had
been received, or contracted” sowed distrust and division among Friends. In addition,
some Quakers feared that use of the notes would violate their peace testimony. Numerous
Quakers appealed to the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting seeking counsel because “some
who are now under trial and difficulty on account of their refusal to accept of certain
Paper Bills of credit if used for the purpose of War.”** Friend Warner Mifflin worried
that use of the continental money supported war but also aided in the tearing down of
civil governments, something that he regarded as the prerogative of God alone. “If
received that money,” he fretted, “I should receive the mark of the beast.”* Facing a
growing religious crisis in the face of an escalating political one, the Yearly Meeting
urged caution “in order to keep clear of a polluting Fellowship with the unfruitful works
of Darkness in regard to the currency.”*® Though not outright forbidding the use of the
money, the Quaker leadership echoed the concerns of quarterly meeting members,
voicing profound worry that use of the currency could draw Friends into compromising

their religious principles, or even risk forcing Friends to associate with evil enterprises.

43 Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, Minutes, 1747-1779, 372, 431, accessed May 25, 2024,
https://www.ancestry.com/search/collections/2189/. Note: all subsequent citations from the Philadelphia
Yearly Meeting Records are from the Ancestry.com database accessed through the preceding url.

4 Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, Minutes, 1775-1785, 60, 67-72.

4 Warner Mifflin, “Mifflin’s Statement Concerning His Refusal to Use and Circulate Continental
Currency,” in Writings of Warner Mifflin: Forgotten Quaker Abolitionist of the Revolutionary Era, ed.
Gary B. Nash and Michael R. McDowell (Newark, Delaware: University of Delaware Press, 2021), 59, 64.

46 Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, Minutes, 1747-1779, 372, 385-86.
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Under such auspices, the use or refusal of the continental currency took on a religious
dimension that threatened to place the Friends at odds with the broader wartime
community.

Pennsylvanian patriots looked at Quaker reluctance to use the continental notes as
justification for withholding the protections of inclusion within the republican
community, including the benefits of religious toleration. In early 1776, the Berks County
Committee of Observation imprisoned William Gilliland and later censured him and
Quaker Gaius Dickinson for not supporting the continental notes. Only after Gilliland and
Dickinson offered public apologies did the committee let the men go.*” At roughly the
same time, the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting reported that in nearby Dover (then still part
of Pennsylvania), John Cowgill had stood before a committee of inspection and defended
his refusal of the continental currency on religious grounds.*® According to Cowgill’s
daughter, Mary Corbit, her father “considered it was his duty to bear against war in all its
branches, and his consequent refusal to accept or deal in continental money, which he
believed to be a war measure.”*® Unsympathetic to Cowgill’s “religious Scruple against
circulating the paper Currency,” the committee declared him an “Enemy to his Country”
and had the epithet printed in the local papers. Unsatisfied with the committee’s scolding,
Dover patriots took it upon themselves to discipline Cowgill. Some local millers refused

to grind his corn and the schoolmaster sent his children home without instruction. A short

47 Pennsylvania Archives, vol. 14, Second Series: Associated Battalions and Militia Vol. 2 (Harrisburg,
Pennsylvania: 1896), 323-25. Note: Gilliland’s religious affiliation (if any) remains unclear.

48 Delaware would not organize itself as its own state until June of 1776. At the time of Cowgill’s
dispute, it was still a part of Pennsylvania though it had achieved a measure of legislative autonomy.
Furthermore, the Quaker community there would be under the direction of the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting
for years to come.

49 Mary Corbit, “The Martyrdom of John Cowgill,” in American Quaker War Tax Resistance, ed.
David M. Gross, 2nd Edition (CreateSpace Independent Publishing, 2011), 101-3.
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time after his appearance before the committee, a number of armed men seized Cowgill,
placed him in a cart, and affixed a paper sign to his back that read “On the circulation of
the Continental Currency depends the fate of America.” After a humiliating parade
through town, accompanied with music and revelry, the armed patriots took Cowgill to
the outskirts of the village and drove him out into the cold weather.>® Through Cowgill’s
humiliation, the commonwealth’s patriots demarcated the boundaries of inclusion in the
republican community and the limits of religious toleration. Cowgill’s pleas for
recognition of his religious convictions carried no weight with those Pennsylvanians who
placed a greater weight on protecting the common cause over the rights of religious
malcontents.

Quaker appeals to religious rights did little to appease their patriot critics because
by linking the use of continental notes to the support for wartime government, Congress
and Pennsylvania’s wartime government further narrowed what religious nonconformity
the commonwealth would tolerate. On January 11, 1776, the Continental Congress called
upon the various revolutionary committees to seek out those “so lost to all virtue” that
they refused or obstructed the circulation of continental bills, label them as enemies of
the country, and “[preclude them] from all trade or intercourse with the inhabitants of
these colonies.”! Philadelphia’s Committee of Observation followed Congress’
instructions and on February 5 charged the hatter John Drinker and merchants Thomas

and Samuel Fisher with refusing continental notes. Drinker and the Fishers, all Quakers,

30 Richard K. MacMaster, Samuel L. Horst, and Robert F. Ulle, Conscience in Crisis: Mennonites and
Other Peace Churches in America, 1739-1789: Interpretation and Documents, Studies in Anabaptist and
Mennonite History, no. 20 (Scottdale, Pennsylvania: Herald Press, 1979), 380-81; Corbit, “Martyrdom of
John Cowgill,” 101-3.

St Journals of the Continental Congress, 1906, 4:49.
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protested, claiming that their consciences prevented them from using any money
specifically issued for the purposes of war. The committee rejected this argument, noting
that Congress had made no religious exceptions in their resolution. The Committee then
proceeded to condemn Drinker and the Fishers for not embracing republican principles.
Quoting Congress’s resolution, the committee accused the Quakers of having lost their
virtue, denying the responsibilities of citizens by engaging in conduct that undermined
the rights of others, eroding the means of a common defense, and exposing others to
“unavoidable ruin.” The committee printed their verdict and warned other Philadelphians
not to do business with the offenders.>?

After declaring independence, increasingly desperate revolutionary leaders turned
to harsher measures to force the acceptance of republican currency. Colonel Francis
Johnston wrote to General Thomas Mifflin (Warner’s second cousin), complaining of
Quakers and others “so maliciously averse to our support of liberty” that they refused
continental notes. Perhaps thinking that the General was still smarting from his earlier
expulsion from the Society of Friends for joining the Continental Army, Johnston asked
him to propose a resolution to Congress that cancelled all debts owed to those who
refused the continental notes and threatened violators with imprisonment.>* Johnston’s
missive may have had some effect as six days later, on December 27, 1776, Congress
asked Pennsylvania’s Council of Safety to take “vigorous and speedy measures for

punishing” all who refused the continental currency.>* Five days later, Pennsylvania’s
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Supreme Executive Council responded with its own resolution. Previous offenders, such
as Drinker or the Fishers, would now be permitted to open their shops, but going forward
all shop owners who refused continental money would be considered a “dangerous
Member of Society,” forfeit their merchandise, and pay a fine. Second-time offenders
would be banished from the state. There were no religious exemptions.>® In the eyes of
patriots, the necessity of stabilizing the currency of a wartime government was more
important than deference to what many of them regarded as ad-hoc religious misgivings.
When it resolved that Cowgill’s refusal of continental money “from conscience”
nonetheless made him “an enemy to his country, and ought to be treated as such,” the
Dover committee indicated religious behaviors must submit to wartime needs.>® The
stakes were simply too high and demanded a firm response. Or as Edward Rutledge
coldly put it, “the Quakers have determined to refuse our Continental Currency. If they
make a point of it, we must make a point of hanging them.”>’

As sectarian influence in government, popular harassment, and wartime exigency
made religious toleration harder to obtain, vulnerable denominations often divided
amongst themselves, hindering any effort to form a coherent response that would protect
their religious practices. For instance, John Pemberton, the longtime clerk of the
Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, urged Friends to oppose Pennsylvania’s wartime test laws

“with christian firmness and fortitude [to] withstand and refuse to submit to the arbitrary
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injunctions and ordinances of men.”® But in 1778 the New Garden Quaker Isaac Grey
published a polemic of forty-two close-set pages chastising Quaker leaders like
Pemberton for misunderstanding their own testimony and harming both the common
cause and their religious society.>® For Grey, Friends need not oppose the Revolution on
the grounds that their faith required them to uphold governments because the Bible
repeatedly showed God tearing down wicked regimes. England, with its corruption,
certainly qualified and according to Grey, “the present revolution is the work of the Lord
and according to the plan and design of his providence.”®® Furthermore, as citizens, Grey
argued that Friends must accommodate their religious preferences to the needs of the
general will, be it through complying with the law, paying those “Taxes due unto Casar,”
or refraining from “other civil acts” that could oppose or discourage patriot efforts. Only
then, Grey insisted, could the Friends justly lay claim to the benefits of citizenship for “if
we . . . refuse to contribute to the government under which we live, how can we expect to
be entitled to its protection.”®! Grey clearly connected the benefits of toleration to civic
contributions and obedience to the revolutionary government; religious toleration was a
privilege to be earned, not a right to be demanded. Thus, the sort of recalcitrance
displayed by leading Friends and stubborn individuals such as Cowgill not only exposed
the Society of Friends to the dangers of an anxious wartime government and public but
granted a measure of legitimacy to any reprisals coming therefrom. While Pemberton

called upon religious “firmness and fortitude” to justify refusal to participate in

8 “To Our Friends and Brethren in Religious Profession, in These and the Adjacent Provinces.,” 1776,
Readex no. 14770.

% Isaac Grey, 4 Serious Address to Such of the People Called Quakers, On the Continent of North-
America, As Profess Scruples Relative to the Present Government (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: Bell, 1778),
Readex no. 15844.

60 Grey, A Serious Address, 5-6.

ol Grey, 4 Serious Address, 6, 14-18.

161



revolutionary politics, Grey called for precisely the opposite in the name of civic duty
and security for the Friends.

Like Grey, many members of the United Brethren recognized the transactional
relationship at the heart of toleration and looked for ways to make civic contributions that
patriots would recognize but would not violate their religious principles. Throughout the
war, Moravians provided shoes, food, lodging, and other charitable services to American
soldiers and revolutionary leaders.%> Moravians at Bethlehem, Emmaus, and Lititz all
repurposed buildings as hospitals for continental soldiers, personally cared for the sick or
wounded, and buried the dead on their own land. In September of 1777, Bethlehem alone
treated roughly 2,000 soldiers, many of whom came north after Washington’s stinging
defeat at Brandywine.% Some Pennsylvanian patriots praised Moravian charitable
actions. In May of 1776, Pennsylvania’s Committee of Safety formally thanked Moravian
women from Bethlehem for weaving linen bandages for continental soldiers.%* In
September the following year, congressman Richard Henry Lee wrote a letter to
Bethlehem leaders thanking them for the care they offered to sick and wounded
continental soldiers and that the Congress desired “that all Continental officers . . . refrain
from disturbing the Persons or Property of the Moravians in Bethlehem.” For a time,

some congressmen even considered making the Moravian settlement the seat of
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government.®® Though few Moravians contributed militarily to the common cause,
collectively the United Brethren labored to provide the sort of civic service that would
placate those Pennsylvanian patriots that demanded allegiance to the new revolutionary
governments.

For all the praise they received, however, Moravian civic contributions could not
entirely eliminate suspicion and harassment. While Moravians did gain some good will
through their charitable actions, their patriot neighbors were much less accommodating
with the United Brethren’s efforts to avoid test oaths. During the Revolution many states
issued various test oaths to try and ensure loyalty and identify threats within their own
populations. Pennsylvania’s test laws carried some stiff penalties for non-jurors. On June
13, 1777, the assembly passed its first general test law for the commonwealth. Under this
statute any Pennsylvanian male eighteen years or older who refused to take an oath
renouncing allegiance to the king and declare his fealty to the commonwealth would be
disfranchised, disarmed, barred from holding office or collecting debts, and have his
movements restricted. On October 17, the minimum age required for the oath dropped to
sixteen years and non-jurors could face imprisonment or confiscation of their estates.®’
However, loyalty and oaths could carry a religious component, as with Quakers who
equated oaths with violating the Bible’s admonition to not swear or with the United
Brethren who feared pledging loyalty to a government that God had not clearly removed
from a position of authority. Moravians struggled mightily during the war to determine

where God’s blessing ultimately rested. For instance, in the summer of 1777, Andreas
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Volck of the Moravian settlement at Lebanon, Pennsylvania “set himself against it [the
test oath] with might and main” even as rumors swirled around him that two members
near Donegal had “lost their lives . . . because they would not take the oath.”® Relatedly,
Ettwein confided to his friend Bishop Matthew Hehl that he “would rather be hacked to
pieces” than go to war and renounce allegiance to King George “until and before time
and circumstances make it clear and incontestable that God had severed America from
England.”® Ettwein did not force his uncompromising position on his fellow Moravians,
though many remained reluctant to take oaths. Wetzel and other patriots with an axe to
grind stood ready to make examples of the United Brethren.

Worried at the prospect of persecution for Moravian men not taking the test oaths,
Ettwein labored to show political leaders that the United Brethren’s civic contributions
more than merited the religious toleration they sought. In January 1778, Ettwein wrote to
the President of the Continental Congress, Henry Laurens, seeking redress for Moravian
men being persecuted, fined, and imprisoned for not serving in the military or taking an
oath of loyalty. In the letter, Ettwein explained that these brethren’s refusals stemmed
primarily from “Principle.” Declaring that it was not love of property that held them
back, Ettwein insisted, “the greatest Part of us, will rather part with all . . . than part with
Liberty of Conscience.” Interestingly, while seeking to protect Moravian religious
practice, Ettwein did not merely appeal to freedom of conscience, but cited Lee’s
September letter praising the Moravians for their public contributions through hospital

care: “Perhaps the Lord will incline the Hearts of Congress (who have been so kind and
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good to give us a Sort of Protection on the 22" of Set. last for Bethlehem which has been
very useful to us in these Times) to consider the Situation of the Brethren . . . & to grant
them Protection.” Ettwein used Lee’s letter and the record of Moravian hospital service to
show Laurens that the United Brethren as a people would “seek the Welfare of this
Country as long as we live in it . . . As long as we are protected we will pay Taxes & bear
our part of the public Burthen, as far as we are able.”’® Ettwein’s pleas and the
Moravians’ charitable work had limited effect in winning over Pennsylvanian patriots.
Laurens had long been sympathetic to Ettwein and his fellow Moravians, but his position
in Congress did not move Pennsylvania’s assemblymen. Laurens had warned Ettwein as
much, professing, “I perceive it not much in my power to relieve you” and any “Redress
must flow from [the state of Pennsylvania].”’! Laurens recognized that Congress had few
tools to counter the suspicions of Pennsylvanian patriots or the timeworn distrust of the
United Brethren. Any solution would have to come from the Moravian community itself.
Like the Society of Friends, internal divisions hindered Moravian efforts to find
an effective and unified response to the strict requirements of wartime toleration. Most
Moravians opposed taking the oaths but already stumbled under the fines levied against
non-associators. In mid-1777, Bishop Ettwein met with his colleagues to discuss what
these added burdens would do to the community. After some deliberation, much of the
leadership decided that no member of a Moravian settlement who took the oath “under
any pretext whatever” could remain a communicant.”?> William Henry, a former gunsmith

and prominent Moravian businessman from Lancaster, disagreed. Henry reminded
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Ettwein and the others that Moravian religious opposition came not from an
unwillingness to recognize Pennsylvania’s new government as an authoritative body, but
from a worry of denouncing a monarch whom God had not removed and the harm such
an action might cause to the broader Moravian missionary efforts. Henry suggested that
the United Brethren present a petition to the assembly that declared their willingness to
submit to Pennsylvania’s new government, but also explain their religious hesitancy for
disavowing the king.”® Ettwein worried that to split the baby in such a fashion would not
placate Pennsylvanian patriots and could further fracture the Moravian community.
Henry’s own Lititz congregation, after all, had been unable to “celebrate the Lord’s
Supper because some of our brethren, without notice . . . have taken the Oath of
Allegiance . . . split[ting the Moravian community] in two.”’* Unable to come to an
agreement through debate, the Moravian leaders decided to divine the Lord’s will on the
matter by drawing lots. The lot drawn indicated that the United Brethren were to wait on
the matter. So Moravian leaders did nothing.”

As the fines and imprisonments began to mount, Moravians began to understand
that securing toleration for themselves and their community required reassuring others
that the United Brethren posed no threat to the war effort. On April 11, 1778, the
assembly amended the test law, doubling the taxes for non-jurors and empowering
constables to imprison anyone refusing the oath. If prisoners continued to refuse the oath,

they faced possible banishment from the commonwealth.”® Ettwein and other Moravian
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leaders again drew lots. This time the Lord told them to lay their grievances before the
assembly, and Ettwein drafted a petition.”” The petition Ettwein presented to the
assembly in May 1778 offered an alternative oath that the United Brethren could use to
demonstrate their republican credentials. After detailing the imprisonment and
“exorbitant Fines” the Moravians endured for “insisting” on their “Liberty of
Conscience” to live peaceably where “their Affirmation might be taken instead of an
Oath & that they might be free from all personal Service in War,” Ettwein explained the
religious concerns Moravians held about renouncing the king, asking that Pennsylvanian
leaders tolerate such religious difference. Importantly, the Moravians insisted that they
were not enemies to the common cause and agreed “solemnly to promise” that every
Moravian man “will not do any Thing injurious to this state or the United States of
America, and that he will not give any Intelligence, Aid or Assistance to the British
Officers or Forces at war with this and the other States.””8 This alternative declaration to
the test oath aimed to reassure Pennsylvania patriots that Moravians would not interfere
with the war effort or nascent nation while still respecting the religious concerns of the
United Brethren.

The petition also showed that Ettwein and his Moravian peers understood that
wartime needs had narrowed religious toleration in Pennsylvania. In an epistle to
Moravian bishops, Ettwein explained the objective and content of the petition to the

assembly. In the epistle, he reminded the bishops that the United Brethren had come to
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Pennsylvania initially because of the broad religious toleration of the colony, “which they
enjoyed with Thankfulness until the breaking out of the present Troubles” had changed
the circumstances of their settlement. With the needs of the Revolution and the worries of
their patriot neighbors demanding conformity from the state’s residents, Moravians now
found many of their brethren were “made Prisoners” or “heavily fined” for maintaining
religious positions and practices that before had aroused little notice from others.
Therefore, Ettwein argued, Moravians needed to show that they would “willingly help &
assist to bear the public Burthens . . . And we are willing to give all reasonable
Assurance, that we will in on [sic] wise act against this or the other United States.” 7
Tellingly, Ettwein explained to the bishops that he and his fellow authors intended the
petition as “a kind Recommendation of the U. B’rn [United Brethren] to these States to
grant them full Liberty of Conscience or at least a Tolerance or indulgence until the End

of the present War.”80

If full liberty of conscience could not be obtained, Ettwein’s plea
for tolerance or indulgence indicated that Moravians understood that they could hope
only for a limited toleration based upon support for revolutionary institutions. The
petition itself reflected the same understanding when it requested the assembly “if you
have your Reasons to exclude us from the Rights of Freemen of this state, grant us to
enjoy a Tolerance as peaceable Strangers.”8! Similarly, when writing to Laurens seeking
his assistance, Ettwein explained that if the United Brethren “may not be treated as

Freemen & Citizens of the States, we are content with the Priviledge of Sojourners . . . &

bear our Part of the public Burthen.”®? The petition, the accompanying explanation to the
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bishops, and Ettwein’s correspondence with Henry Laurens all acknowledged the
restrictions and requirements of wartime toleration. But they also demonstrate the
uncomfortable reality that a failure to meet those expectations would mean that the
United Brethren could not be fully incorporated into the republican community but must
remain as strangers in their own lands.

The assembly rejected the Moravians’ alternative declaration as insufficient for
demonstrating a loyalty to the new government. In its explanation, the assembly
reminded the Moravians that there were many in Pennsylvania who preferred a “slavish
dependence on the British king,” expecting largess from “lucrative offices, or the most
unworthy motives.” The assembly had a duty to identify the friends of republicanism
from its enemies, and the test oath provided a useful tool to separate the wheat from the
tares. Furthermore, the assembly claimed that accepting the Moravians’ proposed
declaration would upset the balance between Pennsylvania’s different religious groups,
“by granting any indulgence or preference to another,” thus undermining, so they
claimed, the religious impartiality the assembly had maintained up to that point.®’
Besides, in the view of the assembly “the objections made are really the objections of
individuals only.”®* If the assembly would not treat entire religious factions with an
uneven hand, it certainly would not elevate individuals into preferential positions that ran
counter to the common good. When it came to the test oath, Moravians’ religious

preferences fell secondary to what the assembly regarded as wartime necessity.
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The refusal of the assembly to grant the Moravians any reprieve emboldened local
justices as the maltreatment of Moravian non-jurors continued. Andrew Giering spent
eleven weeks in confinement. Longing to see his family, Giering eventually broke and
took the oath so the justices would release him, reassuring himself that “God knows my
Heart & Circumstances & will in Mercy pardon me.”®® In Saucon, local justices sent nine
Mennonites and two others to prison, seized their movable property to sell at auction, and
then told the prisoners that they had thirty days to flee the state. Patriots then warned the
Moravians at Bethlehem that they should expect similar treatment.®® This was no idle
threat, and soon local justices turned their attention to the Moravian stronghold and to
Ettwein himself. On June 7, 1778, the constable Yost Walb and two justices arrived at
Bethlehem and issued a general summons for all Moravian men from the settlements at
Bethlehem, Nazareth, Gnadenthal, and Christiansbrunn to report to Allentown on
September 14. Timothy Matlack, the secretary for the Supreme Executive Council, wrote
to Ettwein, assuring him the summons was unlawful and should not be obeyed. When
nobody showed at Allentown on the appointed day, the enraged justices threatened to
send a guard to seize Ettwein unless he appeared the next morning. When Ettwein
arrived, an armed guard took him to the justices, who then interrogated him for hours.
Unable to trap the Moravian into admitting serious offences, the justices released
Ettwein, but not before warning him that they intended to visit the Moravians again.

Three days later, the justices arrived in Bethlehem, but nobody present took the oath. A
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short time later, thirteen Moravian non-jurors from Emmaus passed through Bethlehem
on their way to the Easton jail for refusing the oath.?’

The effect of the Moravians’ constant lobbying and civic action did not affect the
actions of Congress or the Pennsylvania government as much as the ebb and flow of
wartime exigency. In November 1778 the United Brethren again presented a petition to
the assembly. This time the petition, signed by hundreds of Moravians, adopted William
Henry’s earlier proposals of promising allegiance to Pennsylvania while explaining their
religious hesitancy to take an oath against the king.®® At first, the small but consequential
step of declaring allegiance to Pennsylvania seemed to have a positive effect. President
Henry Laurens and congressman John Williams assured Ettwein that “their offer to
affirm loyalty to the State should be sufficient” because “the Brethren were useful to the
country and that the State needed them.”® Shortly after the three met, however, the
assembly made the Moravians’ alternative oath a moot point. In early December the
assembly again amended the Test Act. The Amendment continued to bar non-jurors from
office or jury service, but lifted all other penalties associated with the oath. There is no
evidence that Laurens or Ettwein had any hand in the amendments.”® The United
Brethren had faced the greatest fines, imprisonment, and persecution in 1777 and in the
first half of 1778, just when the British armies focused on the middle colonies for their

main military campaigns, capturing Philadelphia in the process. As the military crisis in
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Pennsylvania deepened, state officials were less and less accommodating to Moravian
petitions for relief. George Bryan, Vice President of the Pennsylvania’s Supreme
Executive Council acknowledged as much. When writing to Colonel Robert Levers,
Bryan recounted how the Pennsylvanian government did not wish “to have [the
Moravians] distressed about the Oath,” yet “the Power was necessary whilst the Enemy
are in the State & the War prosecuted with Violence.”! However, by the middle of 1778,
as Ettwein lobbied the assembly and his friends in Congress, the British had already
decided to abandon the middle colonies and instead turn their attentions to the American
south where they hoped to tap into large loyalist populations.®> While the British threat
maneuvered through the state, Pennsylvanian officials pushed non-jurors to comply. Only
as pressure from British invasion receded did the commonwealth adapt its test oaths to
better accommodate the United Brethren’s concerns.

The influence of wartime contingency upon Pennsylvanian toleration found its
clearest expression in the experience of Quakers in the spring and summer of 1777 as a
number of crises exacerbated patriots’ distrust of the Friends. In April of that year,
Thomas Paine published the third installment of The American Crisis, in which he raised
the tory specter and denied the religious foundations of Quaker pacifism. The “irreligious
politics of the . . . Quakers,” Paine argued, were “evidently intended to promote sedition

9993

and treason, and encouraged the enemy.””” For Paine, “there [could be] no such a being

in America as a Tory from conscience.”* In Paine’s estimation, Quaker theology
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amounted to a “secret defect” of character that alienated the Friends from republican
society. Paine’s polemics reflected the beliefs of many patriots, among them General
John Sullivan, a veteran of the New York and New Jersey campaigns and one of
Washington’s division commanders. On August 25, Sullivan appeared before Congress
and presented a collection of papers purportedly from a Quaker meeting in Spanktown,
New Jersey, showcasing their continued correspondence with the British. That same day,
William Howe and his 15,000 British soldiers landed near Elk Neck, Maryland, some
fifty-seven miles away from Philadelphia, sending the city’s citizens into a panic. With
the British advancing up the Delaware Valley, there was no time for political sedition
dissembling as religious practice. The Friends would need to answer.

Congress and Pennsylvania’s government responded to the British threat and
worries of internal sedition by targeting leading Quakers in Philadelphia. Though obvious
forgeries, the Spanktown papers, combined with the very real approach of the British
army, spurred Philadelphia patriots to a frantic search for British sympathizers.”> The
Continental Congress ordered the various state governments to form “a list of persons
dangerous to the State, & who ought to be arrested.”® On August 31 the Pennsylvania
Supreme Executive Council followed Congress’ lead and called for the arrest of dozens
of prominent Quakers living in Philadelphia. Over the next three days, a posse of
Pennsylvanian military personnel confined approximately twenty-four individuals to the

city’s Masonic hall and confined a handful of others, too ill or elderly to move, to their
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homes. The same orders that called for the arrest of leading Quakers also called for the
seizure of “the Records & Papers of the Meeting of Sufferings” and for special attention
to be given to “John Pemberton, Sam’l Emlen & others, leaders in the Society of
Quakers, concerning Books & Papers.”’ Such distinctions within the orders suggest that
beyond the confinement of leading Friends, the Supreme Executive Council targeted the
Quaker community more generally.

Pennsylvanian politicians refused to entertain the objections of the Quaker
prisoners. On September 4, three of the Quaker prisoners—Israel Pemberton, John Hunt,
and Samuel Pleasants—called upon the council for a hearing to protest their
imprisonment. The council denied their request and then further ordered that those
prisoners who refused to take an oath of loyalty to the state of Pennsylvania would be
forcibly separated from their families and exiled to Virginia.’® But such an oath ran
counter to the professed religious principles of the Society of Friends. The next day,
Pemberton again tried to gain a hearing before the council and again they refused,
claiming “the Council has not time to attend to that business, in the present alarming
crisis.””

Like Paine, revolutionary leaders interpreted the Friends’ religious objections as
evidence of a lack of republican spirit. Henry Laurens, the same President of Congress

who had given such warm assurances to John Ettwein, wrote to John Lewis Gervais,

dismissing arguments that the Quaker prisoners should be given a hearing as a “silly
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point.” For Laurens, the whole question of the Quakers was an enormous waste of time
because in his mind Quaker actions had “given the strongest proofs . . . of their avowed
attachment to the cause of our Enemies.”!% As they continually “refused to take an Oath
or affirmation of Allegiance to the state,” they only confirmed their lack of republican
virtue.!%! Congressional delegate Richard Henry Lee agreed. In a September 8 letter to
Patrick Henry, Lee stressed the Friends’ ill fit within republican society, declaring that
“the Quaker motto ought to be ‘Nos turba sumus,’ for if you attack one the whole society
is roused” because as a “mischievous people” the Friends had expressed “a uniform,
fixed enmity to American measures.” According to Lee, Quakers did not understand that
“allegiance and protection are reciprocal duties” and still “refuse[d] to give any evidence
of their allegiance” to Pennsylvania or the Congress. Lee had grown tired of the Friends’
resistance, and if the Quakers would not show that they belonged in a republican society
through oaths or civic performance, or wartime contributions, Congress and
Pennsylvanians should feel no guilt over their expulsion.!?? Or as Paine had asserted,
“they have voluntarily read themselves out of the Continental meetings, and cannot hope

to be restored to it again, but by payment and penitence.”!%

Paine’s acidic pen, Lauren’s
condescension, and Lee’s slander all painted the entire Society of Friends as a faction

apart from the revolutionary community, the kind of faction that could jeopardize the

entire wartime enterprise.

100 The striking disparity between Lauren’s courtesy with Ettwein and the United Brethren and his
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The imprisoned Quakers failed to reassure their patriot critics that they did not
endanger the war effort, and instead attacked the very institutions that could grant
toleration. After failing to gain an audience with the council, the Quakers turned to the
press and published a series of protests, remonstrances, and addresses. Though they did
claim that the Friends always sought the “general welfare of society,” the imprisoned
Quakers dedicated the far greater part of these essays to attacking the legitimacy of the
council and Congress’ authority.!% The prisoners railed that the council’s actions were
“arbitrary, unjust, and illegal,” springing not from any authorization from the general
will, but rather an “assum’d authority, not founded upon law.” The Quakers claimed that
the council overstepped its jurisdiction by ordering their banishment, and undermined the
very constitution they professed to uphold.!% For these Friends, such offenses exposed
the hypocrisy of the revolutionary governments who, “professing to be reformers,” had
instead become oppressors.!? Unlike Ettwein and their Moravian peers, the imprisoned
Quaker leaders did not work to convince the council or assembly that the Friends’ posed
no threat to the military security of the state. Friend leaders seemed incapable of fully
grasping how much things had changed since before the Revolution, when they
controlled the commonwealth’s approach to toleration. Now, in the fall of 1778, new
governors and revolutionary politicians occupied their old seats, and the hazards of
wartime, not the inclinations of Quaker doctrine, determined the shape religious

toleration would take.
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The Friends’ response to their confinement only confirmed the suspicions of their
critics and kept wartime toleration out of their reach. On September 9, the prisoners
received the council’s official resolution demanding an oath of political loyalty regardless
of religious claims. In the resolution, the council charged the prisoners with refusing “to
promise to refrain from corresponding with the Enemy, & and also declined giving any
Assurance of Allegiance to this State.” The council argued that the Quakers’ actions were
political, not religious and as a consequence, the Friends “do thereby renounce all of the
Privileges of Citizenship . . . [as] it appears they consider themselves Subjects of the King
of Great Britain.”!?” Friends who would not take the oath had no place in a revolutionary
Pennsylvania. Incensed by the order, the Quakers again turned to the press in a final
appeal to the Philadelphia public for recognition of their civil and religious liberties. They
published the council’s resolution of banishment together with their own “Remonstrance
and Protest” condemning the violation of their rights and denying the seditious political
activity of which they stood accused. Unfortunately for the prisoners, by printing the
resolution and remonstrance together they only emphasized the perceived incompatibility
of Quaker religious positions and Pennsylvania’s wartime needs. Religious rights that
could not adapt to military contingency did not matter. At dusk on September 11, with
the report of guns from the Battle of Brandywine echoing in the city, the Quaker

prisoners departed from the Masonic hall for their exile in Virginia.!%® Just over two
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weeks later, the British marched into Philadelphia while Congress and Pennsylvania’s
state government fled. The British would stay in the city for another eight months.
Though haphazard and uneven, the impediments to toleration for the Society of
Friends began to subside as the British turned their attention to the southern states. In
April 1778 the assembly increased penalties for non-jurors, barring them from commerce,
practicing law, medicine, or education, and doubling fines for those who did not take the
oath. '%° Yet signs of softening also began to appear. The previous month the Supreme
Executive Council wrote to Henry Laurens expressing their desire to allow the Quaker
exiles to return. Such an about face seemed appropriate, they suggested, because “our
Courts of Justice are now established” to adjudicate any potential problems. Furthermore,
they claimed that if it “be necessary still to confine them, or any of them, we hope that
the affairs of the Commonwealth are so circumstanced as to admit their return without
danger to it or to the common cause of America.” Clearly, Pennsylvanians felt more
confident about the wartime prognosis than it had a year earlier and began to consider
different approaches to recalcitrant groups. As if to illustrate this halting transition, the
following month, the same in which the assembly announced the harsher penalties for
non-jurors, the Pennsylvania Council and Congress allowed the Quaker exiles to return
home. The news came too late for Thomas Gilpin and John Hunt, who died while still in
exile.!!? But the easing of tensions proceeded a pace. The British left Philadelphia in June

and with France’s entry into the war the British moved considerable numbers of troops to
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the West Indies.!!! Finally, in December 1778, the assembly removed most penalties for
non-jurors but still barred them from holding office or serving on juries.!!? As the British
threat eased, the commonwealth’s approach to toleration—heretofore narrowed by
partisan interest and wartime circumstance—followed suit.

Through the early revolutionary period, Pennsylvanians reconfigured religious
toleration in response to the politicking of Christian partisans, internal divisions of
unpopular religious factions, and the pressures of wartime necessity. As a result,
Pennsylvanians abandoned the imperfect, but relatively broad, toleration of the colonial
period in favor of an approach to the principle that reflected wartime necessity. During
the war, the need to ensure a virtuous citizenry that remained loyal to the new
revolutionary governments drove patriot leaders to curtail, dismiss, or violate the
religious lives and actions of its citizens when they deemed such behaviors as
threatening, or just inconsistent with wartime aims. When it came to religious practice,
natural rights figured less prominently than ensuring loyalty during a time of wartime
anxiety, allowing Pennsylvanians to target religious factions that could not adapt to new
circumstances. The reconfiguration of Pennsylvanian religious toleration began with the
drafting, debates, and implementation of Pennsylvania’s 1776 constitution. After
Christian partisans had secured legal sanction of their religious preferences, patriots
moved to penalize, marginalize, and even expel religious groups or persons whose
religious practice did not conform to wartime expectations or ideologies. In the colonial
era, religious toleration in the commonwealth revolved around Quaker interests and

mores. But the Revolution had transformed that hallmark of the colony just as it had

U Middlekauff, The Glorious Cause, 413-17.
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reworked political and social customs throughout British North America. By the time
General Washington left Valley Forge to pursue his British antagonists in the American
South, religious toleration in Pennsylvania followed not the auspices of Penn and the

Friends’ Holy Experiment, but the uncompromising dictums of war.
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Chapter Four

Turning Toward Liberty

“Irreligious rulers may pretend to be friends to their country; but they are the very
plagues of it.”
Robert Annan, 1787

“Let our religion be free, and our laws fettered with no badge of faith, and our liberty will
be safe.”

The Aurora and General Advertiser, 12 November 1796

Though accustomed to navigating the religious peculiarities of Philadelphia’s

political and social elite, minister James Abercrombie could not abide President
Washington’s irritating behavior. Since taking his post at Saint Peter’s Episcopal Church
in Philadelphia, the minister had noticed that on “Sacrament Sundays” Washington would
attend his sermons, listen respectfully, and then leave other communicants to receive the
Lord’s Supper while he departed. The disrespect for his position as a minister, and more
importantly for the eucharist itself, troubled Abercrombie. Just as significantly
Abercrombie worried about the “unhappy tendency of example, particularly of those in
elevated stations, who uniformly turned their backs upon the celebration of the Lord’s
supper.” Accordingly, Abercrombie delivered a “Sermon on Public Worship . . . intended
for the President,” chastising Washington for his negligence. The lecture had an effect.
Abercrombie later reported to a friend that the president confided to a United States
senator that he “received a very just reproof” and “that he had never sufficiently

considered the influence of his example.” Significantly, Washington’s solution was to not

attend Saint Peter’s on Sacrament Sunday.!
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The modest scuffle between Abercrombie and Washington spoke to more than
George Washington’s lukewarm Christian observance. Abercrombie did not harangue the
president when he stopped attending sacramental services altogether, though he certainly
would have preferred Washington to have received communion at his hand. Rather,
Abercrombie’s worry centered on Washington’s example as a leader and the effect it
would have on the young nation, a political concern that accompanied the minister’s
religious priorities. While Abercrombie, perhaps, overestimated the president’s
negligence (Washington constantly worried about the example he set), his concern raised
important questions about religion in the new nation.? What role, for instance, should the
religious orthodoxy (or unorthodoxy) of the nation’s leaders play in the formation of a
social and political culture? How best could a religiously diverse people cultivate the
necessary virtue to uphold republican government? And finally, how did the Revolution
and its legacy suggest Americans should approach the sticky issues of the relationship
between church and state when for many they often could seem at odds?

In the years following the Revolution, Americans answered these questions in
varied and often contradictory ways that reflected the anxieties, controversies, and
debates of the period. Deists and religious skeptics, or what contemporaries often
described as “freethinkers,” figured prominently in these debates. As Christopher Grasso
has argued, “Deism tested Americans’ commitment to religious freedom and complicated

the connection between religious doctrines and republican virtue. Encounters with Deism

2 Regarding Washington’s concern regarding example and precedent, see “George Washington to
Catharine Sawbridge Macaulay Graham,” January 9, 1790,
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... uncover[ed] contests over the place of religion in the emerging conceptions of
American citizenship and connect[ed] everyday concerns and cultural imperatives of the
revolutionary moment to longer-standing theological and philosophical debates.” In the
years following the Revolution, Americans had no guarantee that the republican
experiment could survive. Representative government had never before been attempted
on such a scale and the growing role the masses played in political affairs—through an
expanding franchise, middling people holding office, or even the inescapable influence of
newspapers upon the opinions of the broader public—frightened many who believed that
mob rule could plunge the new nation into a violent “tyranny of the majority,” a fate far
worse than anything experienced under the British.* The challenges promoted by the
increase of freethought exacerbated the chronic uncertainty, anxiety, and fear that
Americans confronted and greatly complicated their arguments about the limits of
religious toleration.’

This chapter examines those debates in the context of post-revolutionary
Pennsylvania and in so doing argues that the increasing cultural and political influence of

freethinkers pushed Pennsylvanians to abandon religious toleration in favor of a
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definitive, though imperfect, religious liberty. In Pennsylvania, religious toleration had
stemmed not from a formal established church, but from a cultural and political
hegemony, first by Quakers and later by revolutionary Christians who articulated a
Christian preferentialism in the 1776 state constitution, and later conflated acceptable
religious activity with wartime necessity. This chapter argues that freethinkers challenged
the religious limitations inherent in such tolerationist systems by encouraging
Pennsylvanians to rethink the meanings of virtue, civic responsibility, and the purpose
and legacy of the Revolution. With these new frameworks, freethinkers asked
Pennsylvanians to reconsider the providential reading of the conflict then taking hold and
instead imagine the Revolution as both a political transformation and a break from
religious hegemony, thereby unleashing the boundless potential of the new nation. But
that eventual turn toward liberty did not proceed without controversy, as Christian
establishmentarians continued to call for restricting officeholding to other Christians.
This chapter argues that freethinkers achieved success in large part because they joined
their aims of religious liberty to the rising tide of Jeffersonian democratic politics through
a redefining of the Revolution and its civic and moral repercussions in ways that
resonated with many Pennsylvanians, even while freethinkers’ theologies remained
highly suspect. In contrast, Christian establishmentarians failed to maintain their
tolerationist preferences in part due to their clinging to notions of conscience as a divine
bestowal of knowledge, which had animated Presbyterian schismatics in the 1740s and
Christian partisans drafting the 1776 constitution. Such a model of conscience proved too
rigid for a society in which the significance of the Revolution remained in flux. In short,

this chapter argues that the commonwealth turned toward religious liberty as freethinkers
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and their allies presented a persuasive interpretation of the Revolution that exposed
Christian establishmentarians as an increasingly marginal rump minority of the body
politic. As Christian establishmentarians seemed ever more out of step with their
Pennsylvanian peers, freethinkers embedded themselves in a broader political movement
that heralded their success.

Because this chapter focuses on the influence of freethinkers on Pennsylvania’s
turn toward religious liberty, identifying a consistent and usable language to explore the
topic is crucial. Critics of Deism, natural religion, or non-Christian theism tended to treat
their subjects with little nuance, often describing them as mere atheists, heretics, or
infidels. In reality, almost all Deists insisted on the existence of God, but differed widely
on particular theological points and often debated them, sometimes bitterly. Heresy and
infidelity, on the other hand, were largely subjective terms and their characteristics could
shift depending upon who employed them.® The challenge, therefore, is to describe a
diverse religious group without committing the same distorting errors as their critics.
With that in mind, this chapter will use the term “freethinkers” to describe Deists,
naturalists, religious skeptics, and atheists unless specific examples require differently.
The term freethinker is appropriate given that it was a term that these groups often
embraced, and because it captures their nonconforming nature. Relatedly, this chapter
uses the term “Christian establishmentarians” to identify those Pennsylvanians who
advocated for maintaining a form of Christian favoritism similar to that which the 1776

Constitution confirmed. The term establishmentarian need not signify those who desired

® Eric R. Schlereth, An Age of Infidels: The Politics of Religious Controversy in the Early United States
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a formal established church, supported by taxes and used to bestow sacral legitimacy on
civil officers. Rather, this chapter approaches establishment as a religious and political
philosophy that manifests by degrees. Thus, Christian establishmentarians in post-
revolutionary Pennsylvania could work to maintain Christian favoritism in their
government, Christian oaths for all office holders, and a general promotion of Christian
morality through state action without creating a single state church.

The numbers of Christian establishmentarians in Pennsylvania were very small
but still merit study because they revealed just how much the commonwealth’s approach
to church-state relations shifted at the end of the eighteenth century. This chapter
examines the writings of seven different Christian establishmentarians whose books,
articles, pamphlets, and sermons called for a maintenance of a Christian tolerationist
government. According to the Presbyterian minister Ashbel Green, these actors
coordinated their efforts, sometimes meeting with one another to “plan for the preventing
the spread of infidel principles” in the press and government.” In spite of the small
number studied in this chapter, their reach did extend beyond their own small circle of
ministers. Their pulpits and Pennsylvania press carried their messages throughout the
commonwealth, garnering praise from peers and sympathetic readers.® The majority of
establishmentarians studied in this chapter were Presbyterians, though some Anglicans
and political activists outside of the ministry assisted establishmentarians with their
labors. Nevertheless, identifying exactly how many establishmentarians there were and

which denominations they drew from is an exceptionally difficult task given the
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fragmentary nature of Pennsylvania’s religious demographics. In spite of their modest
numbers, however, the works and philosophies of these Christian Establishmentarians
deserve historical scrutiny because they provided a base from which the activities of
freethinkers came into focus. When Thomas Paine, perhaps the most famous freethinker
of the period, railed against “Human inventions and priest-craft” that promoted an
“adulterous combination of church and state,” Christian establishmentarians were the
kinds of social and political figures he had in mind.” They provided the foils against
which freethinkers’ philosophies emerged and illustrated just how much Pennsylvania’s
approach to church and state had shifted since 1776.

The numbers of Deists and other freethinkers were similarly small but also merit
scholarly scrutiny. Though freethinkers did grow in number at the end of the eighteenth
century, they never could rival the members of formal Christian denominations. As Ezra
Stiles explained in 1783, the ranks of “Deism and sceptical indifferentism in religion”
were “very thinly sown,” and there seems little evidence for historians to counter such an
assessment. Yet freethinkers wielded an outsized influence on religious and political
discourse as they conjured up the worst fears of their Christian rivals.!® Furthermore,
much of freethinkers’ success in church-state relations came from their cooperation with

other advocates of religious liberty. For instance, Jefferson’s political coalition of 1800
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included many Baptists, Presbyterians, Catholics, and other sects that had bowed under
the yoke of different religious establishments and who saw Jefferson’s devotion to
religious liberty as a way to secure their own unfettered religious practice.!! Freethinkers
joined them, and by becoming a part of this coalition they magnified their influence
beyond what their numbers alone could have garnered. Most Pennsylvanians fell in
between the extremes of freethinkers and Christian establishmentarians. But these two
groups represented the poles around which their peers developed their own expectations
of religious liberty.

Previous scholars have acknowledged the influence of freethinkers in securing
religious liberty in post-revolutionary Pennsylvania and beyond. Kirsten Fischer’s recent
biography of Elihu Palmer, for instance, credited the provocative freethinker with “the
effect of expanding the public tolerance for religious freethought, because every time he
expressed his ideas without incurring punishment, his supporters took heart, and his
opponents gained practice in enduring speech they deplored.”!? Some historians have
argued that American freethinkers laid the foundation for a broad civil religion, stripped

of doctrinal or sectarian controversy, that made enduring religious liberty possible.!?
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Other scholars have explained that the expansion of religious liberty in the new nation
unfolded unevenly and the integration of freethinkers into American society did not
proceed in linear fashion. Eric R. Schlereth, for instance, has claimed that
disestablishment elevated public opinion as the judge of appropriate religious expression:
unorthodox opinions could be tolerated as long as they remained private, but the people
at large could police public speech they found dangerous or even heretical. As a result, a
comfortable pluralism among Christian (trinitarian) denominations emerged only as large
numbers of American Christians cast Deists, skeptics, and naturalists as dangerous foils.!'*
Amanda Porterfield similarly argued that Deism and what she describes as “religious
skepticism” fed into the national anxiety after the Revolution. To manage that anxiety,
Porterfield argues, religious leaders marginalized “religious skepticism by equating it
with moral depravity,” built political networks to promote religious interests in the
republic, and rejuvenated their waning flocks, thus setting the stage for the religious
revivalism of the nineteenth century.!> Importantly, several scholars have argued that the
securing of religious liberty coincided with a reconfiguration of how Americans
understood conscience as their thinking shifted from conscience as a religious

manifestation to individual sentiment and personal judgement.!®
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This chapter contributes to these historiographical conversations by showing how
the debates generated by freethinkers and Christian establishmentarians in Pennsylvania
complicate historical models that identify the transformation of conscience to a matter of
private judgment as an essential precursor for religious liberty. Rather than simply track a
straightforward transition to private judgment, this chapter outlines religious
interpretations of conscience that persisted well after the Revolution and into the
nineteenth century. In other words, this chapter shows that as Christian
establishmentarians responded to what they saw as a dangerous deluge of freethought,
they tended to describe conscience as the prerogative of a Christian God, not individual
judgment in private religious matters. This observation corroborates scholarly
explanations of the uneven advance of religious liberty in the post-Revolutionary world.
Even as Pennsylvanians left behind the tolerationist restrictions of years past, leading
members of their communities could not bring themselves to acknowledge that the
personal religious convictions of freethinkers could now claim the same social and
political legitimacy as their own.

To begin its examination of Pennsylvania’s turn to religious liberty, this chapter
will first examine the growing rivalry between the Christian establishmentarians, who
insisted on a Christian favoritism in American society and government, and their
freethinking critics, who increasingly called for a religiously neutral government if not an
outright secular one. This chapter then explores the connection between freethought and
the legacy of the Revolution and how freethinkers drew upon the radical politics of the
Revolution to give weight to their arguments. By claiming to be the true successors of the

Revolution’s philosophies, freethinkers put their Christian critics on the defensive as they

190



tried to uphold a sectarian interpretation of the conflict. Next, this chapter examines how
the freethinkers’” embrace of the democratic ideologies and later the Jeffersonian political
coalition in the election of 1800 gave them greater political influence even as Christian
establishmentarians reiterated notions of erring conscience that put them at odds with
greater segments of the population.

A common belief among the founding generation was that religion’s altruistic
commandments and behavioral restraints encouraged the selflessness and good conduct
indispensable to republican government.!” In the words of Philadelphian John Swanwick,
“thus far the religion and the laws of the land support each other, one confirms the other.
If religion goes further, it is, from her greater love to me that she excited me to virtue by
rewards, or deters me from vice by penalties, to take place in a state to which the laws or
power of man does not extend.” Religion supported liberty because civil laws could not
account for all human behavior, but religion could fill the gaps with its moral logic.'® As
suggested by his reference to “the religion . . . of the land,” Swanwick and his peers
believed that Christianity was particularly suited to benefit republican government. When
speaking before the Pennsylvania Assembly in 1786, Benjamin Rush declared that “a
Christian cannot fail of being a republican . . . for every precept of the Gospel inculcates
those degrees of humility, self-denial, and brotherly kindness, which are directly opposed

to the pride of monarchy and the pageantry of a court.”!® For these and like-minded
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Americans, what they saw as Christianity’s distinctive theologies made it particularly
well suited to meet the moral needs of republican government.

The seeming complementarity between Christianity and civic virtue prompted
some Pennsylvania residents to push for a state endorsement of the Christian faith. The
1776 state constitution already limited office holding to those who could declare the
divinity of the Old and New Testaments and some, like the local minister Robert Annan,
called for an even greater role for government promotion of Christianity. Annan had
studied for the ministry in his native Scotland before immigrating to North America in
1761. A strict Presbyterian, Annan spent time in New York before going to Boston to
strengthen a congregation there that had declined in its orthodox observance, but soon
took up a position at the Old Scots Church in Philadelphia, having found it too difficult to
“maintain Presbyterian discipline” in Boston. Annan embraced the Revolution early on
(even playing host to General Washington), leading him to connect the American cause
with his theological inclinations.?° Annan made the close relationship between his
Christian beliefs and American government clear in a pamphlet he published as delegates
in the city drafted and debated a new national constitution. In that work, Annan explained
what he saw as the importance of Christian preference in government. “There is no
necessity,” he argued, for “granting a civil establishment to any one denomination of
Christians, even the purest.” But still, “laws might be framed, that would greatly tend to
spread the gospel and with it true and undefiled religion . . . if our civil rulers do any

thing effectually for the advancement of religion; it must be the christian religion . . .

20 'William B. Sprague, “Associate Reformed,” in Annals of the American Pulpit or Commemorative
Notices of Distinguished American Clergymen of Various Denominations, vol. 9 (New York: Robert Carter
& Brothers, 1869), 11-15.
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[and] It was long ago foretold, that these should be the effects and fruits of it. The wolf
shall dwell with the lamb; the leopard shall lie down with the kid; and the calf and the
young lion and the fatling together; and a little child shall lead them.”?! Tt did not seem to
cross Annan’s mind that anything besides Christianity could possibly be established.
Even so, any formal state church would be unnecessary so long as the laws produced by
the legislature promoted morality in the commonwealth. And for Annan, those laws
would obviously promote Christian interests.

As a Christian establishmentarian, Anan did not see government promotion of
Christian interests as inconsistent with a free government because it was religion—and
the virtue it cultivated—that guaranteed freedom in the first place. While other
revolutionaries pointed to natural rights as granting legitimacy to the social compact,
Annan claimed that religion gave it binding power. Annan described the social compact
as “a sacred covenant between the members of the community and between the whole
community and their magistrates . . . and though the covenant be chiefly about secular or
temporal interests; yet a sense of the obligation to fulfill it must arise from religion. In
such a covenant God is . . . to be the avenger of such as perfidiously break it.” The notion
that a social compact could form independent of divine prerogative made no sense to
Annan. More importantly, such a compact could have no hold upon society. “The very
nature of the civil compact,” he argued, “shews religion . . . to be necessary to its
formation; for without it men can place no confidence in each other; without it there can
be no faith among them.” Annan’s reasoning resembled the claims that only faith in

future rewards or punishments could guarantee a virtuous society. God’s judgement, or

2l Robert Annan, Brief Animadversions on the Doctrine of Universal Salvation (Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania: R. Aitken & Son, 1787), 46—47, Readex no. 20203.
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more accurately the fear of that judgement, prompted citizens and government officers to
uphold their ends of the civil compact. Remove the religious foundation of the covenant
and any agreement between the governor and the governed became hollow and
susceptible to break.??

For Annan and other Christian establishmentarians, because religion upheld the
social contract, a religious populace could justly demand religiously minded policies of
their government. In an essay trying to explain the dangers of universalism and Deism,
Annan conceded that magistrates could not intrude “or meddle with the internal order of
any religious society.” However, magistrates derived their power from the people
themselves. As a “servant of the public,” a magistrate stood bound to follow the people’s
stated will, even in matters of religion. When it came to imposing religious standards,
taxes, or religious tests in civil government, the people could freely demand such criteria,
and magistrates had no choice but to comply. “What may the community at large do,”
Annan asked, “what stipulations and conditions may they lawfully fix on in their compact
with each other and their magistrates? may they neglect religion altogether? or may they
not provide for the security and practice thereof? and if they may, is it not the duty of
their magistrates . . . to see these stipulations and conditions fulfilled?” For Annan, the
answer could not be clearer: “We affirm they may and ought so to do.”?* Annan
described the sovereignty of the people in absolute terms and found an ally in
Philadelphian John Swanwick. Swanwick, an assemblyman and later congressman with
eclectic tastes and views, drifted from Federalist and Jeffersonian camps as he rose in

stature as one of Philadelphia’s wealthiest merchants and politicians. However, his falling

22 Annan, Animadversions, 38.
23 Annan, Animadversions, 37-38.
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out with the Federalists came after his disagreement with the Washington
administration’s economic policies, and while Annan was defending the right of a people
to create a Christian establishment, Swanwick offered his own assent.?* Writing in 1786,
Swanwick argued, “It seems as equitable that a man should be called upon to declare his
belief in the general religious sentiments of his country as is practices in this state of
Pennsylvania before he takes his seat in its legislature . . . The people having as
unquestionable a right to require such security, for their religious as for their civil
rights.”? The same sovereignty of the people that restricted magistrates” power could
also grant them greater authority in matters of religion, if the people so chose.

When Annan and Swanwick spoke of the people binding officials in religious
matters, they held a very narrow vision of who those people actually were: fellow
Christians. As Annan put it, civil leaders should promote Christianity “because we are a
nation of professed christians” and a Christian public would bind their magistrates to
Christian values. Annan suggested that such an approach proved particularly useful in
cultivating good government. “CIVIL magistracy is unquestionably an ordinance of
God,” he declared, and Christians would find “that the encouragement and promotion of
the Christian religion, by the body of the people and their rulers, as far as is competent to
them even in their civil capacities, will infinitely conduce to their interest and advantage
in this life, or to the purposes of peace, order and good government among them.”?® For

Annan, in a society made up mostly of Christians, the general will would almost certainly

24 For an examination of Swanwick’s winding political journey, see Richard M. Bauman, “John
Swanwick: Spokesman for ‘Merchant-Republicanism’ In Philadelphia, 1790-1798,” The Pennsylvania
Magazine of History and Biography 97, no. 2 (April 1973): 131-82.

25 Swanwick, Considerations, 20.

26 Annan, Animadversions, 36, 47.
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promote Christian morality and interests. Good government, therefore, did not merely
allow for some form of Christian establishment; it demanded it.

Significantly, a theological notion of conscience upheld Annan’s entire premise
for a Christian establishment. “Who has a right to rule the conscience,” Annan asked,
“not any civil state, but God only . . . If the laws of a state should in any instance
contradict the laws of God they have no moral obligation; no man is bound to obey for
conscience sake.” For Annan, God clearly meant the Christian God. Hearkening back to
the schism among his fellow Presbyterians some forty years earlier, Annan still clung to
the conservative idea of an erring or correct conscience. If a state sought to promote law
contrary to God’s will, no person enlightened by correct conscience had to obey.
However, a government, prompted by a public properly informed in religious matters,
need not worry about violating freedom of conscience, for their laws would align with
correct conscience. “Promoting religion,” Annan argued, “is perfectly consistent with all
the rights of conscience. For what is conscience . . . [but] a perception of the obligation of
the divine law. Can ever reasonable beings pretend then, that they are bound by the
divine law to violate that law? or that they are bound in conscience to cast off all
conscience?” How then to protect the public from a government that would promote
violation of God’s law? Annan had a simple answer: confine erroneous consciences to
private spaces and limit their influence on magistrates, who bore an obligation to promote
morality through virtuous law. Annan explained that “liberty of conscience extends only
to speculative opinions and modes of worship;” beyond that, mistaken religious behaviors
should “be excluded from places of power and trust in the government; because offices in

any government are not natural rights.” Only by controlling erring conscience while
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promoting correct religion could the broader array of rights be preserved. In Annan’s
words, “to promote religion and virtue is therefore so far from being a violation of the
rights of conscience; that in fact, it is the only method to illuminate, direct and strengthen
conscience.”’ Only correct conscience mattered in politics or public affairs, and
marginalizing the political influence of those with erroneous consciences actually
fulfilled the promise of republican government.

However, freethinkers challenged the notion that religion (Christianity in
particular) made any special contribution to good government. Freethinkers saw nature
and reason as the best sources of the virtue, making any Christian preference for
participation in government unwarranted. Contrary to what their critics suggested,
freethinkers claimed their philosophies actually constituted a “natural religion” arising
from humans using their rational faculties to interrogate and understand the universe
around them and thereby draw closer to the divine.?® As the Revolutionary War hero
Ethan Allen explained in his Deistic sermon Reason the Only Oracle of Man, “as far as
we understand nature, we are become acquainted with the character of God; for the
knowledge of nature is the revelation of God.”” In fact, when it came to understanding
God, freethinkers insisted that natural religion stood superior to any other religious
dogma. Paine claimed that when it came to learning about the “existence of an Almighty

power . . . the evidence that this creation holds out to our senses [is] infinitely stronger

27 Annan, Animadversions, 37, 41, 48-49. Note: Annan never explained whether correct consciences
extended to all Christian denominations, or whether Baptist, Moravians, or others marginal sects should be
excluded from office as well. Annan only spoke broadly of “Christians” and buried his arguments for
binding civil power to religious principle in a longer discussion regarding the dangers of universalism and
other ideologies that promoted “deistical principles.” See Annan, Animadversions, 30.

28 Noll, America’s God, 28; Grasso, Skepticism and American Faith, 10.

2 Ethan Allen, Reason the Only Oracle of Man, or a Compenduous System of Natural Religion
(Bennington, Vermont: Haswell & Russell, 1784), 30.
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than any thing we can read in a book.”° Elihu Palmer, a former Presbyterian minister
turned radical freethinker, applied the same rationale to the importance of developing
virtue. He insisted that while “the science of morality is of all sciences the most necessary
to the happiness of man[,]” it was impossible “that the human heart should be cordially
attached to the practice of social virtue while it is under the destructive influence of a
cruel and ferocious fanaticism.”! Natural religion, unburdened by artificial traditions and
dogmas, could help American society develop its moral foundations better than any other
theological system.

Freethinkers argued that a comparison between natural religion and the teachings
of Christianity confirmed the moral superiority of their theologies. When his anti-
Christian polemic The Age of Reason first appeared in Pennsylvanian bookshops in 1794,
Thomas Paine described the virgin birth as a “blasphemously obscene” story of an
engaged young woman being “debauched by a ghost, under the impious pretence” of it
being a manifestation of God’s incarnation.>?> While certainly provocative and
deliberately insulting to Christian believers, Paine’s argument still turned on fairly
conventional standards of eighteenth-century morality. Paine described the story of
Christ’s conception as a product of fornication at best, violation at worst, fit to condemn
either way. More than that, he dismissed the entire episode as blasphemous. But if
Christian dogma was illegitimate in Paine’s eyes, he needed another theological standard
to support his moral condemnation of Christianity. For Paine, Deism filled that role, as he

claimed that “there may be many systems of religion, that so far from being morally bad,

30 Paine, Collected Writings, 824.

31 John Fellows, Posthumous Pieces by Elihu Palmer, Being Three Chapters of an Unfinished Work
Intended to Have Been Entitled “The Political World” (London: R. Carlile, 1824), 45-46.

32 Paine, Collected Writings, 792.
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are in many respects morally good: but there can be but ONE that is true; and that one,
necessarily must, as it ever will, be in all things consistent with the ever existing word of
God that we behold in his works.” Like all Deists, Paine argued that God’s word was
nature itself: “THE WORD OF GOD IS THE CREATION WE BEHOLD.” Everything
else—from sacraments to cathedrals—came from human imposition, adulterating true
religion. “If ever an universal religion should prevail,” he declared, “it will not be
believing any thing new, but in getting rid of redundancies, and believing as man
believed at first. Adam, if ever there were such a man, was created a Deist.”*? Deism
stripped religion of all artificial trappings to reveal the true nature of the divine. The
glorious potential of such a religious revolution demanded energetic promotion, and for
Paine, Christianity with its centuries of influence and deep rooted social and political
structures, stood in the way. For the God of nature to be revealed, Paine sought to raze
the cold edifices of Christendom and let in the sunlight.

Like Paine, Palmer insisted that old religious institutions hampered true morality.
Palmer railed against what he considered “the ignorance, the deception, and the crimes of
priests” who had “brutalized all human nature” through “pretended . . . celestial powers”
and “mandates . . . inconsistent with social and natural morality!” But Palmer went
further than describing what he saw as the corrupt workings of clerical abuse. “The reign
of this moral despotism,” he warned, “has been if possible, more destructive to the human
mind than the influence of civil tyranny.” In a society still struggling to comprehend the
magnitude of the political revolution they had just wrought, to claim religion posed

greater abuse than the civil oppression so recently cast off powerfully communicated

33 Paine, Collected Writings, 686, 710, 719, emphasis original.
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Palmer’s worries. The new nation desperately needed a moral foundation to thrive, and
the burden of corrupt and ignorant dogmas smothered whatever virtue Americans sought
to promote. In Palmer’s view, it was “the ignorance that is tenacious of superstitious
systems of religion, and interest and bigotry step in to retard the progressive
dissemination of the principles of natural morality.” Palmer knew that his arguments
would ruffle feathers, but with stakes so high he could not worry about cordiality. “It is
the duty of every enlightened citizen,” he explained, “to apply the forces of his genius to
the discovery and application of those fundamental principles which are connected with
the true interests and the progressive improvement of the human species.”?*

If Christian doctrine ultimately rested on morally compromised stories,
freethinkers claimed that their access to natural virtue better prepared them to contribute
to the wellbeing of republican society. To showcase the moral contributions that
freethinkers had to offer, Philadelphia resident and amateur inventor John Fitch founded
the Universal Society in 1790, a club dedicated to the promotion of freethought by
individuals “in whome Religion or rather Christian Creeds had no weight.” Such a
society, Fitch contended, would promote civic virtue because members would be the sort
of moral people who drew their values from inner principle and not the imposed
injunctions of religious institutions. “If they would not be bound by religion,” he
explained, “they should be bound in honor and liable to be expelled [from] the society for
any improper conduct either to the society or others.” Fitch saw his organization as a
proselytizing body whose influence extended beyond the immediate circle of like-minded

freethinkers to the benefit of society at large. Both Deists and Christians could attend his

34 Fellows, Posthumous Pieces, 40, 45—46.
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meetings to discuss the merits of freethought, distinguishing themselves by wearing red
or blue ribbons attached to their breasts. Such unfettered discourse, in Fitch’s view, gave
voice to those “too delicate to confess it” elsewhere and helped promote “support of Civil
Government.” In Fitch’s vision, Deists could encourage a moral discourse that would
change the world. Indeed, Fitch boasted that through the Universal Society he “would
call in all the world into my doctrines the Jews with the fullness of the Gentile Nations
and establish one Area throughout the World.”* Fitch’s Universal Society exemplified
how freethinkers saw themselves contributing to the moral fabric of the nation and
beyond.

Though Fitch struggled to get his Universal Society off the ground, he never lost
faith in the world-changing potential of freethought. At times, Fitch’s own pride got in
the way of ensuring the Society’s success. While describing his aspirational vision, Fitch
explained that he aimed to “let the world know as contemptable as I was and despised by
all ranks of People from the first Officers of Government down to the Blacburry garls[,]”
that he and his ideas had merit. He even boasted that though he was a poor speaker, as a
“hansom man and a good writer I could now do more than ever Jesus Christ or George
Fox did.” Such vanity alienated many potential associates, and by the end of the year, the
society could count only thirty to forty members.*¢ Fitch bore the unfortunate
combination of unrealistic expectations, incredible self regard, and a thin skin. While he
claimed altruism as a primary motivator for his promotion of freethought, he also

acknowledged a desire to show his critics—f{rom the powerful to the blackberry girls—

35 John Fitch, The Autobiography of John Fitch (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: American Philosophical
Society, 1976), 120-21.
36 Fitch, Autobiography of John Fitch, 120-24.
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that his intellect should be taken seriously. Yet Fitch reassured his peers that the
Universal Society could transform Philadelphia and the nation. In one meeting of the
Universal Society, for instance, Fitch proposed that as a group they abandon a calendar
with dates derived from the birth of Christ and instead enumerate the days from the year
of the Society’s organization and the founding of the United States.?” The proposed
reforming of the calendar nodded to the grandiose ideas that Fitch had for his society.
Indeed, he saw his contributions to freethought as contributing to the transformation of
the world.

While freethinkers like Fitch saw their zealous advocacy for freethought as laying
the moral foundation of a new global movement, their Christian critics regarded their
activities as threats to the moral fabric of the community. Early in 1792, for instance,
Fitch learned that Elihu Palmer, after peddling his religious heterodoxy in Georgia, had
moved to Philadelphia and had trouble securing a consistent venue for his lectures.
Perhaps hoping that Palmer could boost his small organization, Fitch invited him to
address the Universal Society, explaining with characteristic humility that like John the
Baptist before Christ, he “had been preparing the Way in the Wilderness for him thro’
unbeaten Paths.” Palmer accepted Fitch’s invitation and on March 3 informed the city’s
“Friends of Liberal Sentiments” that he would be preaching on universal salvation the
following Sunday morning and evening in the “Long-Room in Church Alley,” near the

spectacular Christ Church Anglican chapel.?® The lecture went well, and feeling more

37 Fitch, Autobiography of John Fitch, 123. Note: Fitch’s pride intruded even into this proposal as he
went on to push the Society to adopt his own birthday as the anniversary of its founding, as the actual date
remained uncertain.

38 Fitch, Autobiography of John Fitch, 138-39; Dunlap’s American Daily Advertiser, March 3, 1792,
emphasis original.

202



confident, Palmer took out another advertisement twelve days later informing the public
“at half post ten o’clock, A. M. on Sunday next he will deliver a Discourse at the
Longroom in Church-Alley, against the divinity of Jesus Christ.”*®* Whether Palmer
intended to provoke others by holding his lectures near the same time and place as church
services at the city’s largest religious landmark, his announcement attracted opposition
just the same. Shortly after Palmer announced his second lecture, Bishop William White
of Christ Church informed the owner of the Long-Room that he risked “temporal injury”
if he allowed Palmer the venue. John Fellows recalled that other Philadelphians
assembled and threatened Palmer’s physical safety if he insisted on holding the event.
The owner of the Long-room backed out of his agreement with Palmer. Fitch wanted to
fight but Palmer relented and cancelled the lecture.*

The divergent ways freethinkers and Christian establishmentarians sought to
cultivate social and civic virtue bred a hostility that seemed too deep to reconcile. Mutual
animosity certainly played a role in the discord, but deep fears about moral decay and the
importance of virtue in republican government drove much of the debate. Freethinkers
and Christian establishmentarians saw each other not merely as rivals but as threats.

Paine could claim “of all the systems of religion that ever were invented, there is none

39 National Gazette, March 15, 1792, emphasis original.

40 Fitch, Autobiography of John Fitch, 139; The Aurora and General Advertiser, March 17, 1792.
Note: Two scholars have recently cast doubt on Fellows’ description of a mob assembling to threaten
Palmer. Fellows included the description of a mob in his brief biography of Palmer's life written as a
preface to Posthumous Pieces. Eric Schlereth takes Fellows at his word, but Christopher Grasso points out
that no contemporaneous evidence supports the description of a mob assembling against Palmer. Grasso
and Kirsten Fischer both suggest that Fellows’ account may be the product of exaggeration (either from
Fellows or Palmer himself) or a conflation in Fellows” memory of Palmer's experience and more violent
events in the city that came sometime later. Regardless, the hostility both Palmer and his critics perceived
from one another is beyond dispute, and they reacted accordingly. See Fellows, Posthumous Pieces, 6—7;
Schlereth, “A Tale of Two Deists,” 24-26; Fischer, American Freethinker, 114, 269 n 1; Grasso,
Skepticism and American Faith, 111.
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more derogatory to the Almighty, more unedifying to man, more repugnant to reason, and
more contradictory in itself than this thing called Christianity . . . As an engine of power
it serves the purpose of despotism.” But Annan could retort that “the man of no religion
is the most dangerous, and in fact is not a fit subject of moral government. In the case of
crimes against the state the perpetrators must be punished . . . Our rulers should strike the
blow at the root.”*! Both groups regarded the other as sources for oppression and saw it
not merely as a religious but a civic duty to counter their opponents’ influence.

While theological difference dominated, much of the hostility between
freethinkers and Christian establishmentarians emerged from how each faction
understood the purpose and legacy of the American Revolution. For freethinkers, the
Revolution heralded the enshrinement of natural rights unconnected from Christian
doctrine. As Thomas Paine explained in his Age of Reason, “soon after I had published
the pamphlet, COMMON-SENSE, in America, | saw the exceeding probability that a
Revolution in the System of Government, would be followed by a revolution in the
system of religion . . . man would return to the pure, unmixed, and unadulterated belief of
one God, and no more,” the single God of nature.*? For Paine, reason unfettered both
political liberty and religious truth with one flowing from the other as a stream into an
ocean. Christian establishmentarians, on the other hand, increasingly described the
Revolution as a manifestation of God’s will and evidence of a special religious role for
the United States. At a 1789 Philadelphia meeting of the Society of Cincinnati, for
instance, Reverend Ashbel Green offered a prayer in which he pleaded to the “most

merciful FATHER, to accept of our thanksgiving and praise . . . for thy goodness to the

41 Paine, Collected Writings, 825; Annan, Animadversions, 48.
42 Paine, Collected Writings, 667.

204



land in which we live.” Green then proceeded to offer a series of meek expressions of
gratitude for the numerous instances in which he saw God’s hand in the Revolution:
inspiring colonial leaders to seek independence, appearing “on our side” during the war,
“leading forth our armies to the field, and crown[ing] them with victory,” preserving
Washington’s health, bringing France into the conflict as an American ally, and
preserving the “infant state as a nation, amidst many dangers” so that it could become
“the glory of all lands” and “the asylum of virtue, and of distress, to all the world . . . an
example of public virtue, of true liberty, of pure manners, and of undefiled religion.”* In
Green’s eyes, God had directed all of American affairs from the war with Britain, through
the uncertainty of framing new governments, and still could set the United States up as an
exemplar to the world. The Revolution began the unfolding of God’s great work in a new
age.

Freethinkers linked civil oppression and religious tyranny and believed that their
philosophies could liberate the masses, thus carrying on the work of the American
Revolution. John Fitch, for instance, recounted that his first inspiration for the formation
of the Universal Society came when he and fellow freethinker Henry Voigt traveled
together by boat and discussed freethinking religion. To Fitch’s surprise, as they spoke,
“large bodies of people” approached the two friends and admitted that they too “were of

our belieff” but feared the social repercussions to say so publicly. Fitch decided to create

43 William Rogers, An Oration, Delivered July 4, 1789, at the Presbyterian Church, in Arch Street,
Philadelphia, by the Rev. William Rogers, A.M. Professor of English and Oratory, in the College and
Academy of Philadelphia. To Which Is Added, a Prayer, Delivered on the Same Occasion, by the Rev.
Ashbel Green, A.M. Junior Pastor of the Second Presbyterian Church (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania:
Dobson, 1789), 26-28, 30, emphasis original. For an example of Green’s belief that government should
promote Christian teachings, see Ashbel Green, Obedience to the Laws of God, the Sure and Indispensable
Defence of Nations (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: John Ormrod, 1798), 12—18, 33, 46.
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an organization to give voice to the masses of people who felt silenced.** Just as in
democratic politics, Fitch aimed to elevate the voice of the people at large. Elihu Palmer
firmly believed that institutional religions oppressed the people just as political despots
had abused their subjects. Writing Jedediah Morse in 1791, Palmer explained that “light
& liberality are gaining ground rapidly, & it must be something more than the prayers of
superstitious mortals that will stop the progress of information.”** Two years later,
Palmer praised the triumph of reason over religious dogma unleashed by the “two
revolutions of America and France,” anticipating that “the empire of reason will soon
sweep from off the earth this bundle of nonsense and oppression . . . [the] days of
fanaticism and oppression are vanishing away . . . THE cries of millions of innocent
sufferers are calling aloud upon reason and philosophy to come forth to their aid, and lead
them with a powerful hand to the land of light.”*¢ Though unable to verify such claims,
Palmer leaned on them to cast his critics as the true enemies of the people and of the
legacy of the Revolution.

Palmer linked clericalism to civil tyranny and saw the Revolution as beginning
the movement to overthrow both tyrants. In a Fourth of July oration near Philadelphia,
Palmer described the joint oppressions of “King-craft and priest-craft” as the “mighty
enemies to reason and liberty.” Those two despotic systems, Palmer argued, “were struck
with death by the genius of 1776 . . . and now in the last stage of their existence, like a

drowning man catching at a straw, one more desperate effort is making to preserve them

4 Fitch, Autobiography of John Fitch, 120-21.

4 Cited in Schlereth, “A Tale of Two Deists,” 20.

46 Elihu Palmer, Political Miscellany. Containing: 1. Observations on Our Political and Commercial
Connections with France. II. Extracts from a Speech, Made by Maximilien Robertspierre, in the National
Convention, the 10th of May, 1793, on the Abuses of Antient Governments. Ill. Extracts from an Oration,
Delivered by Elihu Palmer, the 4th of July, 1793. IV. Oration on the Anniversary of Independence, by
Citizen Brackenridge, Author of Modern Chivalry. (New York: Forman, 1793), 25.
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from inevitable destruction.” For Palmer, both monarchy and clericalism upheld the same
oppressive system by artificially exalting some people above others at the expense of
liberty. “Indeed,” he continued, “had it not been that the clergy gained a complete
ascendency over the minds of men, the civil oppressions of the world would long since
have tumbled into ruin.”*’ For Palmer, monarchy and clericalism stood as obstacles to
civil equality, popular government, freedom of conscience, and only by dismantling such
false hierarchies could liberty flourish. The masses ached to be freed from the burdens of
misguided politicians. The Revolution began the work, but Palmer and his peers sought
to bring it to a conclusion.

Paine perhaps most powerfully linked the legacy of the Revolution with the
progress of freethought, as the same sort of democratic radicalism he preached during
that conflict found renewed expression in his Age of Reason. Paine excoriated religious
stories of privileged prophets or visionaries that received God’s word themselves but then
obligated humankind to believe only on their testimonies. For Paine, Israel bore no
obligation to receive Moses’ law without having seen God write on the tablets with his
own finger; nor did Mohammed’s vision of the angel carry any weight with others
beyond himself. “I did not see the angel myself,” Paine explained, “and therefore I have a
right not to believe it.”*® Paine’s criticism, however, amounted to more than the
complaints of someone who desired his own material proof. Rather, for Paine, the
insistence of religious institutions that their adherents accept things they could not
independently verify reeked of the same sort of contrivance that upheld aristocratic

rankings. In his words, it was “a right” to demand independent proof; to insist otherwise

47 Palmer, Political Miscellany, 22-23.
48 Paine, Collected Writings, 668.
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amounted to religious and intellectual injustice. For Paine, equality demanded that in
matters of religion, “a thing which every body is required to believe, requires that the
proof and evidence of it should be equal to all . . . Instead of this, a small number of
persons, not more than eight or nine, are introduced as proxies for the whole world, to say
they saw it, and all the rest of the world are called upon to believe it.” There could be no
“chosen people,” for corrupt priests and leaders merely invented the moniker to suit their
own interests.*’ Prophets and visionaries stood alongside nobles and monarchs,
undermining the equality of man. When Paine published his first political tract Common
Sense, he lambasted the idea of hereditary monarchy, proclaiming that “the exalting one
man so greatly above the rest cannot be justified on the equal rights of nature.” Paine’s
attack on religion bore the same markings of democratic radicalism. His anti-monarchical
politics called for the dismantling of aristocracy and elevating the people in the name of
liberty. Similarly, his crusade against religious oppression required a stripping away of all
the artificial trappings and social stratifications of inherited religious institutions.>
Paine’s natural religion was as radical and democratic as his political philosophies.

Taken together, Fitch, Palmer, and Paine provided a democratic reading of the
Revolution that challenged the providentialism gaining traction amongst American
Christians and bolstered their evangelization of freethought. Time and again these authors
appealed to the rights and wisdom of the people to justify attacks on traditional religious
dogma. The people had cast off the chains of British rule, and freethought similarly
elevated the people, rather than ministerial elites, to judges of all matters religious. A

corresponding broadening of religious toleration only made sense. As Palmer explained,

4 Paine, Collected Writings, 670, 758, 820, emphasis original.
50 Paine, Collected Writings, 12-16, 719.
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“the constitution of this state, and of the United States protects every man in the free-
exercise of his religious sentiments” and “if the ‘old fabric’ [of institutional religion]
cannot stand this test, it ought to fall to the ground . . . Let truth therefore have fair play,
and let strength of argument decide the contest.”! Fitch aimed to give voice to a silenced
populous while Palmer and Paine attacked unnatural privilege and insisted on equal
treatment and opportunity in all political and religious matters. Each sought to challenge
and tear down imposed hierarchies and elevate the masses in their place.

In contrast, Christian establishmentarians looked to the Revolution to justify state
support of religion and the limiting of political participation to those who contributed to a
religious society. John Swanwick, for instance, drew directly from the history of patriot
strong-arming of reluctant civilians to justify religious assessments. While conceding that
directly requiring individuals to support a faith which they disbelieved would be wrong,
Swanwick insisted that no one claimed that “it would have been sinful and tyrannical to
have compelled a man, during the late struggle against Great Britain, to have contributed
money to pay for the establishment of the independency of America, because he should
alledge that he did not in his conscience believe that measure would be salutary or
useful.” While Swanwick overlooked Pennsylvania’s tense debates surrounding taxation
and religious freedom during the war, he nonetheless insisted that “the good order of
[society] requires that any small part of it who may differ from the rest, should acquiesce
in the measures adopted for the general good . . . And what applies to the civil, does also
to the religious situation of any country; for it must unquestionably be the duty of every

man to contribute to the support of some religious society or other of those that prevail in

5! The Federal Gazette and Philadelphia Daily Advertiser, March 22, 1792.
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the country he lives in, at least as far as the good order of it shall require.”? Civil and
religious restrictions on the people had precedence in the Revolution and accordingly,
Swanwick drew a continuous line from the Pennsylvania revolutionary government’s
harsh treatment of conscientious objectors during the war to the privileging of Christian
citizens in politics and the active promotion and support of religious institutions in the
new nation. All contributed to the common good of society and thus were consistent with
liberty and republican government.

Furthermore, Swanwick regarded efforts to decrease Christian influence in
government as deviating from the legacy of the Revolution. In 1786, before Swanwick
had joined Jefferson’s camp, he published a twenty-six page attack on the recently passed
Virginia Act for Establishing Religious Freedom. Swanwick regarded the law as a
departure from the same devotional focus that had guided the Revolution. Was not the
importance of the Christian religion “often acknowledged in the late war,” he asked,
“when so many fasts were proclaimed, and liberty and independency and all civil
blessings asked through the mediation of that same Savior of the world; of whom we are
now told, that his name was not suffered to stand in this bill[?]”>* Swanwick worried that
such a sidelining of the Christian religion risked spreading immorality and religious
skepticism not only in the Old Dominion, but “even to its neighbours who may become
hereafter affected by it.”>*

Swanwick’s concern about the spreading influence of Virginia’s act suggests a

defensiveness among Christian establishmentarians, as Pennsylvania fell behind the Old

32 Swanwick, Considerations, 8-9.
33 Swanwick, Considerations, 25-26.
3 Swanwick, Considerations, 1.
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Dominion as a pioneer in religious rights. When Swanwick wrote his criticism of
Virginia’s religious freedom, Pennsylvania still operated under the 1776 Constitution,
with its Christian test for office holding. Those religious restrictions in the state
constitution offered some comfort to Swanwick. He expressed grateful “attachment” to
the commonwealth, “where the important concerns of religion are not so lightly
esteemed; being thought worthy of the protection of its constitution, in which a pledge of
security to the Christian faith hath been interwoven with its political factions.” In these
statements, Swanwick aimed to burnish Pennsylvania’s reputation as promoting a
relationship between church and state more in line with what the Revolution had
intended. Virginia, not Pennsylvania, had departed from the values of the Revolution.
Others attacked Virginia more directly, claiming, as William Smith did, that Virginia’s
religious liberty actually undermined religious practice. Smith, a South Carolina
Congressman publishing his critiques in the Philadelphia press, asked, “What good
effects has [religious liberty in Virginia] produced? Does religion flourish in Virginia
more than it did, or more than in the eastern states? Is public worship better attended?
Are the ministers of the gospel better supported, than in the eastern states? . . . THAT act
... has, in my opinion, an immediate tendency to produce a total disregard to public
worship, an absolute indifference to all religion whatever.”>® Here, Smith made an
explicit comparison between Virginia and other states and judged Virginia’s newfound
religious liberty a disaster. Pennsylvania, with its non-coercive Christian preferentialism

in government, showed a much better way.

35 Swanwick, Considerations, iii-iv.
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Freethinkers, in contrast, argued that American liberties secured by the
Revolution depended more on the free flow of ideas and alternative religious expression
than the maintenance of a close relationship between church and state. When Elihu
Palmer lost his speaking venue in 1792, for example, he vented in the Philadelphia press
that “notwithstanding the legal and nominal freedom that obtains in this country, the law
of opinion, and the internal spirit of persecution, bear hard upon the rights of
conscience.”’ Palmer carefully distinguished between legal restrictions of religion
(which did not apply in his case) and the “spirit of persecution” that limited conscience
by narrowing religious discourse and preventing individuals from judging for themselves
the proposed arguments. Freedom required exposure to a variety of ideas and positions
from which people could choose. By removing that choice through either legal
restrictions or social pressure, Palmer claimed, the people surrendered their own liberty
and that of others who would choose differently if given the option. For Palmer, the
rights of conscience amounted to more than a legal allowance of disparate belief but
sprang from personal judgement, and people cannot exercise judgement without the
availability of opposing opinions. Therefore, government—as well as the people—must
accept unfettered religious discussion, including freethought, to preserve the rights of not
only conscience, but speech and other freedoms as well. “The grand object of all civil and
religious tyrants,” he argued, “has been to suppress all the elevated operations of the
mind, to kill the energy of thought, and through this channel to subjugate the whole earth
... all the advantages, all the enjoyments, which would have resulted from a cultivated

understanding and the establishment of liberty, are concealed from the view of the human

57 The Aurora, March 17,1792,
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eye.”8 By preventing his lecture, Palmer’s critics infringed upon the rights of the people
by denying them the opportunity of hearing and evaluating alternative religious opinions.
Palmer chastised his critics, reminding them that “No man can suppose, that truth will
ever suffer by a fair and public discussion; whoever therefore, opposes this, must be
sensible of the weakness of his own cause; but the loaves and fishes have a powerful
influence.”’ Restricting the free flow of religious expression oppressed the people in the
same way civil governments of the past had infringed upon their civic rights. Under such
a formulation, Palmer cast Pennsylvania and its residents as oppressors of freedom,
hardly the cradle of liberty its residents claimed it to be. Palmer claimed his critics
suffered from an absurd arrogance when it came to determining religious correctness.
Limiting public religious debate was anti-democratic and violated the sovereignty of the
people. Through all his polemics, Palmer argued that the owner of the Long Room, who
broke his contract, and the Philadelphians who tried to intimidate him had impeded the
free discussion and in so doing offended the very liberties that the Revolution and the
laws of the new nation aimed to protect.

Christian establishmentarians responded to Palmer’s protests by arguing that
limiting offensive religious speech was wholly consistent with freedom of conscience
because the claims of correct consciences superseded those of erroneous ones.
Presbyterian Reverend John Blair Smith, writing in the Federal Gazette under the
pseudonym “A. B.,” explained that he understood Palmer’s sorrow for having lost his
venue, “but his philosophy ought to teach him more patience with the proprietor of the

room which he had engaged, and with the public, on account of whose ‘nominal freedom’

38 Fellows, Posthumous Pieces, 35-36.
39 The Federal Gazette, March 22, 1792, emphasis original.
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he thinks he has suffered.” A. B. explained that the owner of the Long Room “perhaps
did not fully understand the extent of [Palmer’s] project, and thought himself entitled to
preserve his domicil from the mischief which might be occasioned by a man, who was
about to throw ‘firebrands, arrows, and death’ in direct hostility against an ‘ancient
fabric,’ the fall of which . . . would excite no small combustion in the country.” Notably,
A.B.’s support for the landlord cancelling the lecture focused more on proper religious
beliefs and the potential fallout from hosting such a controversial event, not the owner’s
rights in themselves. A.B.’s remark of “firebrands and arrows,” for instance, drew from
Proverbs to describe the threat posed by Palmer, with further references from the
Apostles Paul and Peter, describing the “DAMNABLE heresies” that people like Palmer
promulgated. A.B.’s reliance on scripture as opposed to civic rights suggested to readers
that the supposed religious convictions of the landlord were more sound than Palmer’s
and therefore merited more protection than did Palmer’s errors. In A.B.’s mind there
were claims to conscience that were more correct than others, and thus the landlord stood
on firmer ground in refusing Palmer a venue than did the freethinker insisting that his
opinions should be heard. In fact, A. B. suggested that Palmer should “carefully avoid
saying much about the rights of conscience,” because freethinkers routinely abused the
term to excuse themselves and their behavior.®® Palmer’s critics dismissed the
freethinker’s expansive view of conscience, preferring instead an older religious model

that limited acceptable religious debate.

60 The Federal Gazette and Philadelphia Daily Advertiser, March 19, 1792, emphasis original.
Proverbs 26:18; 2 Timothy 3:8; 2 Peter 2:1. In his autobiography Ashbel Green identified John Blair Smith
as A. B. See Green, Life of Ashbel Green, 319-20.
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Freethinkers and Christian establishmentarians each saw themselves as the true
heirs of the Revolution. Freethinkers frequently linked oppressions of religion to
oppressions of government, both of which should be overthrown. Or as Thomas Paine
claimed, “It has been the scheme of the Christian church, and of all the other invented
systems of religion, to hold man in ignorance of the Creator, as it is of government to
hold man in ignorance of his rights. The systems of the one are as false as those of the
other, and are calculated for mutual support.”®! By tolerating natural religion and
freethought, freethinkers argued, Americans could continue the work of the Revolution
and strengthen the broad democratic government it brought forth. Christian
establishmentarians countered with a more modest understanding of the Revolution, one
that had not disrupted political and religious customs to the extent that their freethinking
opponents suggested. A sovereign people, guided by good conscience, should use the
levers of power to promote the Christian religion since not only did Christianity provide
the best moral foundation for good government, but because good conscience and good
government supported one another to the protection of liberty. Those with unorthodox
religious views should not have the same access to office. Robert Annan, for instance,
agreed that civil powers should not meddle with the internal affairs of churches, “yet in
order to avoid one extreme,” he cautioned, “there is no necessity of running into another,
A church and commonwealth may have certain connections together, and may perform
mutual offices and duties towards each other, without losing their peculiar distinctive
characters, and without being absurdly blended together in one heterogeneous

constitution.”®? In taking their antagonizing positions, both freethinkers and Christian

ol Paine, Collected Writings, 826.
2 Annan, Animadversions, 53.
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establishmentarians anointed themselves the true guardians of liberty and the legacy of
the Revolution.

By the late 1780s it was becoming clear that Christian establishmentarians were
losing their advantage in the debate. The first significant blow to restricting government
participation to Christian sectarians came with the implementation of a new state
constitution in 1790. Historians have long treated that constitution as a sort of
conservative retrenchment from the 1776 government.% Such an interpretation made
sense. Rather than a powerful unicameral assembly prevailing over weak plural
executive, the new charter created a single executive with near complete veto power.
Pennsylvania’s legislature now consisted of an upper and lower chamber of senators and
representatives. Furthermore, Pennsylvania’s legislature could now create laws without
publishing them in state newspapers in advance.’* However, recently Christopher R.
Pearl has convincingly argued that the Pennsylvania constitution of 1790 did not mark
any radical departure from democratic ideology or revolutionary objectives. Pearl argued
that Pennsylvania’s 1776 charter was not as radical as often portrayed. In spite of its
democratic reforms, the 1776 constitution represented a dramatic centralization of
political power as “statesmen and citizens fashioned a representative yet powerful,

coercive, and extractive state,” actively regulating and policing the populace in the name

% For a small sampling of the scholarship, see Robert Levere Brunhouse, The Counter Revolution in
Pennsylvania, 1776-1790 (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania Historical Commission, 1942); Joseph
S. Foster, “The Politics of Ideology: The Pennsylvania Constitutional Convention of 1789-90,”
Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-Atlantic Studies 59, no. 2 (April 1992): 122—44; Bouton, Taming
Democracy.

8 The Proceedings Relative to Calling the Conventions of 1776 and 1790 the Minutes of the
Convention That Formed the Present Constitution of Pennsylvania, Together with The Charter to William
Penn, the Constitutions of 1776 and 1790, and A View of the Proceedings of the Convention of 1776 and
The Council of Censors (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: John S. Wiestling, 1825), 296-308.
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of securing liberty.% Furthermore, the 1790 constitution came not from the machinations
of elites seeking to secure their influence and positions, but from the Pennsylvanian
public at large who had lost confidence in the government under the 1776 charter due to
maladministration. With the promise of a strong executive and bicameral legislature that
could meet the needs of its constituents, many Pennsylvanians regarded the new charter
as the guarantor of democracy, not its executioner.’® Pennsylvania’s largely
straightforward ratification of the 1787 national Constitution indicated as much.®’ In
Pearl’s words, the 1790 constitution “was not the culmination of a counterrevolution but
the continuation of revolutionary principles that allowed the people to assemble to shape
public policy and craft government as they saw fit.”®® Pearl’s insights suggest the
democratic inclinations of the Pennsylvania and political class had not abated by 1790
but merely changed form. The enduring democratic tilt of Pennsylvania’s government
bode ill for the Christian establishmentarians still pining for a restrictive democracy that
limited political participation to those of proper conscience.

While the 1776 and 1790 constitutions both aimed to ensure democratic
government, the latter constitution cast off the Christian establishment of the former. The
1776 constitution had promoted a Christian preferentialism that rankled freethinkers and
non-Christians alike. The oath of office, for instance, required elected officials to swear

to the divinity of the Old and New Testaments, effectively barring non-Christians from

85 Christopher R. Pearl, Conceived in Crisis: The Revolutionary Creation of an American State
(Charlottesville, Virginia: University of Virginia Press, 2020), 169-75, quote on 169.

% T am persuaded by Pearl’s revisionist argument regarding Pennsylvania’s constitutional history,
though it should be noted that his argument is much larger, examining the failure of the colonial governing
apparatus as a contributor to the imperial crisis and eventual Revolution and not just the commonwealth’s
constitutional disputes.
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office.®” Pennsylvanian Jews occasionally protested the restriction, warning the Council
of Censors in 1783 that the provision was not only “inconsonant” with the 1776
constitution’s declaration of rights, but could also discourage European Jews from
settling in Pennsylvania, choosing instead to migrate “to any other of the United States of
America.”’® While the 1783 Council of Censors did not address the Jewish petitioners’
concerns, the 1790 constitution eliminated the government’s pro-Christian posture. The
constitution required elected officials only to swear or affirm “to support the constitution
of this commonwealth, and to perform the duties of their respective offices with fidelity.”
Furthermore, it explained that “no person, who acknowledges the being of a God and a
future state of rewards and punishments, shall, on account of his religious sentiments, be
disqualified to hold any office or place of trust or profit under this commonwealth.”"!
These two reforms opened the door to a wide array of Pennsylvanian’s previously barred
from political participation. Public servants no longer had to embrace the Christian
scriptures in order to hold office; a broader theism sufficed. Though Universalists and
atheists still fell outside of full civic participation, Jews, Deists, and most other religious
factions now stood on equal legal footing with their Protestant peers. Additional articles
in the 1790 constitution confirmed “the rights, privileges, immunities and estates of
religious societies” and a person’s “natural and indefeasible right to worship Almighty

God according to the dictates of their own consciences.”’? The 1790 constitution’s

 Proceedings of the Pennsylvania Conventions of 1776 and 1790, 58.
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religious clauses shed explicit Christian favoritism and replaced them with a more widely
applicable theism.”?

Without the benefit of religious constitutional provisions, Christian
establishmentarians sought to persuade the public to exclude non-Christians from
positions of influence by emphasizing the need to put those of correct conscience into
office. This campaign of persuasion most clearly emerged in the presidential election of
1800. During the campaign, for instance, Pennsylvanian minister William Linn warned
the public that the election of a president “depends upon our own choice, the blame must
rest entirely upon ourselves; and the voice of the nation in calling a Deist [like Jefferson]
to the first office must be construed into no less than rebellion against God.””* The law
would not save Pennsylvania or the nation from the corrosive effect of freethinkers in
office. The people themselves must rise to the occasion. Linn’s appeal to the public to
reject the freethinking Jefferson resembled earlier establishmentarian arguments that the
will of the people must be followed if they wanted a Christian establishment, but now
these were repurposed for a national election. As Linn and other Christian
establishmentarians came to grips with the broader political participation the 1787 and
1790 constitutions ensured, Linn argued that the opportunities of popular government

also brought responsibilities to ensure that a Christian identity and character endured in

73 Shortly before the convention ratified the charter, a number of Quakers did write a petition,
protesting the article that ensured the arming and drilling of the citizenry for defense, but required that
religious objectors “shall pay an equivalent for personal service.” In their protest, the Quakers hearkened
back to Penn’s 1701 charter for the colony, pointing out how the new constitution departed from that old
compact’s vision. The convention tabled the Friends’ petition with little comment, illustrating how the
influence of the once powerful Society of Friends had waned since the Revolution. Beyond that petition,
however, few Pennsylvanians objected to the new broader religious liberties promoted by the new charter
and the democratic ideology it supported. See Proceedings of the Pennsylvania Conventions of 1776 and
1790, 271-74.

"4 William Linn, Serious Considerations on the Election of a President: Addressed to the Citizens of
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the new nation. As a candidate, Jefferson’s Deistic inclinations (that his critics often
mistook for complete atheism) challenged such assumptions by promoting a vision of the
new nation distinct from the Christian heritage Linn believed the Revolution had secured.
As a revolutionary, patriot, and republican Jefferson’s credentials seemed above
reproach, allowing some of his supporters to overlook his religious heterodoxy.
Jefferson’s candidacy elevated new political criteria to supplant theological ones.

Similar to Abercrombie’s criticisms of Washington, Jefferson’s Christian
opponents cast their attacks on religious heterodoxy as more than a spiritual failure but a
defect of political character as well. Reframing Jefferson’s personal religious sentiments
as political liabilities allowed his Christian critics to give lip service to religious
toleration while still undermining Jefferson’s political ambitions. Congressman William
Smith, for instance, explained that when Jefferson’s “puffers proclaim his republican
virtues, and his love of country,” he preferred to “inquire into his past conduct: that is the
true fest of patriotism.””> For Smith, Jefferson’s past conduct proved that “Religious
freedom and freedom from religion are now become convertible terms,” compromising
the merits of the former with the hazards of the latter. Smith believed that the two
principals were not the same and by conflating the two, Jefferson had exposed both his
spiritual error and poor political judgment. Smith blamed Jefferson’s political unfitness
for office on his affinity for France, a country where “the men of letters and philosophers
... were generally Atheists.” In other words, Jefferson’s penchant for “those who have

been educated in the philosophical schools of France” distorted his view of civil rights

75 William Loughton Smith, The Pretensions of Thomas Jefferson to the Presidency Examined; and the
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and explained how his “example and precept, discountenanced public Worship.” Perhaps
unaware of Washington’s flawed religious example that so concerned Abercrombie,
Smith insisted that Jefferson’s convictions set him at odds with “the great Washington,”
who cautioned that “reason and experience both forbid us to expect that NATIONAL
MORALITY can prevail in exclusion of RELIGIOUS PRINCIPLE.”’¢ Jefferson’s
religious infidelity made him ill-suited to occupy the same seat.

To his critics, Jefferson’s own words demonstrated how his advocacy of religious
liberty, like his lauding of the common man and democratic government, made him a
poor choice for leading republican government. Jefferson’s famous quip that “it does me
no injury for my neighbour to say there are twenty gods, or no god. It neither picks my
pocket nor breaks my leg” horrified Christian establishmentarians for its seeming
dismissal of the importance of true doctrine.”” However, when attacking Jefferson over
this passage, his detractors instead focused on what they saw as its seeming
incompatibility with republican society. William Linn, for instance, argued that the
expression’s inherent tolerance for atheism threatened the social virtue by opening the
body politic to unscrupulous individuals. “But let my neighbour once persuade himself
that there is no God,” he warned, “and he will soon pick my pocket, and break not only
my leg but my neck. If there be no God, there is no law; no future account . . . No colours
can paint the horrid effects of such a principle, and the deluge of miseries with which it
would overwhelm the human race.”’® For Linn, Jefferson’s “general disregard of

religious things” was bad enough, but tolerating atheists frayed the social trust and bonds

76 Smith, The Pretensions of Thomas Jefferson, 16, 36-40, emphasis original.
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that made civilized life possible. A loss of that trust would mean the erosion of the
integrity that republican institutions depended upon. William Smith agreed, remarking
that “‘it does me no injury, if my neighbour is AN ATHEIST, because it does not break
my leg!” What? do I receive no injury, as a member of society, if [ am surrounded with
atheists, with whom I can have no social intercourse, on whom there are none of those
religious and sacred ties, which restrain mankind from the perpetration of crimes, and
without which ties of civil society would soon degenerate into a wretched state of
barbarism, and be stained with scenes of turpitude, and with every kind of atrocity? Good
God!”” While a version of religious toleration had a place in the nation, for these writers,
republican government could not abide the religious liberty Jefferson and other
freethinkers advocated. This meant that Christians should be the leaders and exemplars of
the commonwealth and the new nation. Or as Linn explained, “Though there is nothing in
the constitution to restrict our choice, yet the open and warm preference of a manifest
enemy to the religion of Christ, in a Christian nation, would be an awful symptom of the
degeneracy of that nation . . . The want of a test or a provision that the supreme
magistrate should be a professor of Christianity would show the temper of the nation the
more clearly, and render their conduct the more striking.”3°

Along with the erosion of virtue that religious liberty invited, Jefferson’s critics
worried about the political and cultural influence that a freethinking president would
bring. Part of the worry sprang from the powerful executive created by the federal
constitution. One Philadelphian writer explained that while “True it is, that in the

complex frame of our government, [the president] is, in many cases, but one among many
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powers; but forget not that he is one, whose movements will generally controul the
whole, and without whose activity the whole machine must stand still.” Jefferson should
not be given such influence because, as a freethinker, he “is in want of that basis of
integrity, on which only integrity can rest . . . the want of which is more disastrous and
deplorable, in proportion to the extent of that authority.”®! The supposed limits of the
federal government to meddle in religious matters offered little comfort to this
anonymous author. When others insisted that “by raising [Jefferson] to office, we in no
respect enlarge his power. He will have nothing to do, as President, with our religious
concerns,” the writer responded that such justifications only served to “deaden your
conscience; to lull you into the stupor of indifference, or make you deaf to salutary
warnings.”8? The presidency was an office of trust and the occupant must be worthy of
that trust.

At times, Jefferson’s advocates defended him and the common yeomanry he
championed by recasting both as more recognizably religious and as vessels of civic
virtue. John James Beckley, for instance, praised Virginia’s Act for Establishing
Religious Freedom as incontrovertible evidence of Jefferson’s religiosity, claiming that
his “base calumniators” would do well to “read, learn, and practice the RELIGION OF
JEFFERSON, as displayed in the sublime truths and inspired language of HIS ever
memorable ‘Act for establishing religious freedom.””®* More often, however, Jefferson’s
supporters attacked the assumed incompatibility of religious liberty with republican

government. Religious freedom, they argued, actually promoted the very religious

81 The Claims of Thomas Jefferson, 4-9, 25, emphasis original.
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morality and virtue that so many of Jefferson’s critics claimed essential to republican
society. The Aurora and General Advertiser, for example, chided those Philadelphia
Catholics who did not support Jefferson because at least in Virginia, “it was through Mr.
Jefferson’s good offices” and “his toleration law . . . that Catholics can now build
Churches and adore God, without incurring the penalties of fine and imprisonment.”®* In
other words, under the religious liberty Jefferson advocated, religious practice flourished,
a development that practitioners of any denomination should welcome. Indeed,
Jefferson’s general political philosophy—the praising of the “cultivators of the soil, the
yeomanry of our country” as the guardians of liberty—encouraged “a spirit of genuine
virtue in the public mind, as the sure preservative of republican virtue . . . [and] the
sacred flame of moral and religious virtue.” One need look no further than Jefferson’s
Notes on the State of Virginia in which he declared that “those who labour in the earth are
the chosen people of God, if ever he had a chosen people, whose breasts he has made his
peculiar deposit for substantial and genuine virtue.” In the eyes of his supporters,
Jefferson’s recognition that a free and hardworking people, unfettered in religious
practice of whatever form, gave meaning to republican virtue and selfless citizenship. To
try to regulate or discipline the religious sensibilities of the American population not only
reeked of injustice but harmed the very republican experiment his critics claimed to
value.

Through their campaigning for Jefferson, his supporters combined a democratic

interpretation of the Revolution, their candidate’s well-known advocacy for religious
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liberty, and the broad democratic vision his candidacy represented, in an effort to
legitimize all three. For example, while striving to combat the “spirit of intolerance,” an
editor of a collection of Jefferson’s writings explained that sharing the “extracts from the
works of that excellent man” would do much “to put an end to persecutions, jealousies,
rancors and delusions, resulting from the union of church and state” which “has been the
aim of those who secured independence and law for us, as a nation.” Here, the editor not
only linked religious liberty to the goals of the Revolution but continued to articulate an
early version of the separation doctrine as an important guarantor “of our felicity and
prosperity.”® Similarly, shortly before the election, Washington Pennsylvania’s Herald
of Liberty printed a short piece again praising Virginia’s Act for Establishing Religious
Freedom. Under the pseudonym “A Friend to Christianity,” the Washington author
praised the law as “being called for, not less by the declared voice of a great majority of
the people of Virginia, who are dissenters from the established church, that by the force
of those great and universal principles of civil and religious liberty, on which the
American revolution was founded.”” Not only did the author associate Jefferson’s broad
toleration with the Revolution’s purpose, but by connecting it to the majoritarian
sentiment of Virginia’s citizens, the Friend to Christianity granted legitimacy to the
democratic voice of the citizenry.

Jefferson’s supporters pushed the democratic ideology at the heart of his
candidacy and freethought further by stressing religious liberty as an individual right. In

its 10 September 1800 issue, the Carlisle Gazette quoted extensively from Pennsylvania’s
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225



leading Jeffersonian campaigner, John Beckley, who had analyzed Virginia’s religious
freedom law. The law devoted particular attention to religious liberty as an individual
natural right. The law opened by declaring that “Almighty God hath created the mind
free,” an emphasis on a divine focus on individual comprehension and agency. The
legislation continued to refer to the religious rights of citizens in directly personal terms:
“to compel a man . . . opinions which /e disbelieves . . . his own religious persuasion . . .
depriving him of the comfortable liberty . . . e has a natural right.”%® The emphasis on
individual agency, individual religious knowledge, and individual rights challenged the
Christian establishmentarian ideas of erring conscience and instead echoed the
individualist ideology expressed by some of the most outspoken freethinkers in
Pennsylvania. In his denunciation of all institutionalized religious creeds, Thomas Paine
proclaimed that “my own mind is my own church” while Elihu Palmer argued that
““‘Man, in every part of the globe, is born free and equal in his rights; man, is the
unlimited proprietor of his own person; man, is, in nature, a principle, not an agent:’ he
belongs inherently and essentially to himself, not to another; his senses, his faculties, his
energies, are all his own, and, for the righteous use of these, he is responsible to the great
demands, and all commanding voice, of the sensitive and intelligent world.”®® In the heat
of early national partisanship, the reconfiguration of religious rights along democratic and
individualist ideologies often aligned with partisan interests. Those critical of Jefferson
and his freethinking peers stressed the need for communal morality and the importance of

Christian leadership in controlling political behavior, while those less committed to

88 Kline’s Carlisle Weekly Gazette, September 10, 1800, emphasis added. See also Beckley, Address to
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doctrinal orthodoxy or alienated by traditional religious establishments held up the
autonomy and power of individuals as the hallmark of true liberty.

In terms of actual political influence on the outcome of the presidential election,
Pennsylvanians’ disagreements about religious liberty seemed to have been secondary to
other more explicitly partisan factors. With no national legislation to offer direction, the
state legislatures determined how to select and allocate electoral votes, creating a
powerful incentive for the new party system to shape the electoral system to their
advantage. As a result, Federalists in the Pennsylvania legislature forced an abandonment
of the 1796 presidential election process, which chose electors through a general election,
in favor of a new procedure of legislative appointment. However, a divided legislature
with Republicans in control of the lower house and Federalists in control of the Senate
brought electoral selection to a halt. Only after Jeffersonian leaders encouraged
compromise (incorrectly calculating that a split of Pennsylvania’s vote could save their
candidate) did the state select its electors, eight for Jefferson and seven for Adams. When
it came to selecting the next president of the United States, Pennsylvania’s contribution
amounted to little more than a wash.”°

In spite of the limited influence on the electoral college, the election of 1800
illustrated just how much Pennsylvania had changed in its approach to religious toleration
and religious liberty. Though considerably more open to religious pluralism than most

other colonies in British North America, the commonwealth’s colonial legacy had been

%0 William Bruce Wheeler, “Pennsylvania and the Presidential Election of 1800: Republican
Acceptance of the 8-7 Compromise,” Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-Atlantic Studies 36, no. 4
(October 1969): 424-25; John E. Ferling, Adams vs. Jefferson: The Tumultuous Election of 1800 (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 86, 91-93, 156. For an argument that explores emerging sectional
tensions as a factor in the election of 1800, see James Roger Sharp, American Politics in the Early
Republic: The New Nation in Crisis (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1993).
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one of religious toleration. Initially, Quaker rule and preference had dictated colonial
policy until revolutionary Christians used the disruption of the conflict to supplant
Quaker rulers while cementing Christian tests and oaths in Pennsylvanian government.
But in the years following the Revolution and through the election of 1800, freethinkers
and a Jeffersonian coalition of liberal Christians and a yeomanry suspicious of entrenched
economic financers had articulated a vision of religious liberty that stripped away
denominational or creedal favoritism and thereby opened participation in government
regardless of religious affiliation. Freethinkers and their allies pushed Pennsylvanians
toward religious liberty by challenging Christian establishmentarians’ assumptions of
virtue, civic contribution, and the purpose and legacy of the Revolution. Christian
establishmentarians struggled to counter freethinkers’ arguments in part from a refusal to
abandon religiously derived notions of conscience that had fallen out of favor. The
religious liberty that freethinkers and their allies obtained was imperfect: office holders
still needed to swear to the existence of God and a future state of rewards and
punishments before taking their seats, thereby excluding atheists and universalists from
office. Still, creeds and denominations no longer held any sway in political qualifications
or policy and the victory of Jefferson to the presidency assured that religious liberty
would have real staying power. After Jefferson’s ascension to the presidency, the
freethinkers’ arguments that virtue could be cultivated outside of chapel walls, that
valuable civic contributions and responsibility could come from non-Christians, and that
religious liberty did not undermine social cohesion could not be dismissed out of hand.
The religious revivals of the Second Great Awakening, with its accompanying

evangelism and cultural upheaval, lay just around the corner. However, no longer could
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the fate of the republic be reduced to a duel between Christian and heretical factions. For

Pennsylvania, that world had finally passed.
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Conclusion

In the spring of 1792, as Elihu Palmer complained about the cancellation of his
anti-Christian lecture in Philadelphia, he claimed that an “internal spirit of persecution”
had undermined “the constitution of this state, and of the United States [that] protects
every man in the free exercise of his religious sentiments.” Reverend Ashbel Green
offered his own assessment of the controversy. Satirically presenting himself as an ally of
Palmer, Green explained that “the public mind ought to be formed like a kettle of New-
England beer; into which a great variety of materials, such as bran, hops, pumpkins, malt,
molasses, apples, spruce, and wort, are promiscuously thrown, and each allowed to find
its proper place, and the whole to stew, and work, and ferment together.” Green
continued, “But, sir, though this be the way in which all opinions should, without doubt,
be left to operate, yet the citizens of Philadelphia do not appear at present to be fully ripe
for the experiment.”! To Green it seemed that Palmer’s idea of freedom of conscience
was simply too broad for Pennsylvanians to stomach. For Green, Philadelphia, the capital
of the state seemingly first founded on the notion of a tolerant and religiously plural
society, could not suffer such religious diversity as that presented by Palmer and his
freethinking counterparts. Religious pluralism had its limits. Green’s response to Palmer
not only highlighted the divergent ways these two men understood the religious culture of
Pennsylvania, but also exemplified the confusion and controversy regarding the
relationship between church and state that had characterized Pennsylvania since

settlement. The relationship between religion and the commonwealth was not static or

' The Aurora and General Advertiser, March 22, 1792; Ashbel Green, A Letter to the Preacher of
Liberal Sentiments, Containing Among Other Important Matters, A Liberal Man’s Confession of Faith
(Philadelphia, 1792), 7.
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driven by a singular vision that guided its residents through the storms of settlement,
growth, and revolution. Rather, the ambiguity inherent in William Penn’s vision for
settling the colony led to a multiplicity of interpretations of religious toleration and
religious rights in general. In the century following the settlement of Penn’s colony,
residents of the commonwealth approached the questions of church and state from a
variety of vantage points that offered conflicting interpretations of religious rights and
followed the contours of historical contingency and political circumstance.

Penn’s approach to colonization and religious toleration rested on a foundation of
contradictions. His experience with religious persecution led him to regard conscience as
something that cannot be coerced and must be respected by those in power. Accordingly,
freedom of conscience emerged as an essential element of his Holy Experiment.
Simultaneously, Penn’s familiarity with the English ruling class gave him some
inclination towards oligarchic government. When Penn combined his political leanings
with his conviction that the inner light could inspire civic rulers to build a righteous
society, he concluded that the Friends made the best class to lead the commonwealth.
While refusing any formal religious establishment in the colony, Quaker leaders still
labored to create a moral system of government that they felt would build a holy society,
and they punished behaviors that fell outside of such an administrative model. As evident
by the Keithian and Affirmation controversies, the advocation of religious toleration,
while insisting on a moral and political system that upheld and promoted Quaker
sentiments, created a tension not easily resolved. Before long, different voices began
calling for a reevaluation of the commonwealth’s approach to church and state in ways

distinct from what the proprietor had envisioned.
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By the mid-eighteenth century, the confusion embedded in Pennsylvania’s history
of Quaker toleration had opened the way for protracted political disputes regarding
freedom of conscience in the colony. The controversies saturated not only political spaces
but internal denominational administration as well. The disruptions of the Great
Awakening brought to the surface divergent conceptions of conscience within the
Presbyterian church and other denominations. The arguments about conscience and the
turmoil of imperial warfare along Pennsylvania’s frontier gave birth to a new political
rhetoric that used freedom of conscience as a way to challenge ruling Quakers, the very
class that had long promoted itself as the best situated to protect religious rights.
However, the growing diversity of the colony and political resentment born from the
ruling Quakers’ heavy-handed administration led many Pennsylvanians to regard the
Friends as incapable of protecting either the colony or religious rights.

Quaker influence in government waned just as the relationship between Britain
and her North American colonies began to deteriorate, leading to yet another round of
reshaping religious rights to meet political circumstances. Under wartime pressures to
ensure loyalty to the new republican regime, identify and control political dissent, and
support the American army and militia that patrolled the state, Pennsylvanians reworked
the relationship between church and state as an extension of the patriot cause. Rather than
seeing freedom of conscience as one of those political principles which they sought to
ensure, Pennsylvanian revolutionaries instead approached religious rights narrowly,
protecting religious activity that reflected the interests of the common cause. Religious
behavior that did not align with revolutionary interests they dismissed as political

Toryism dissembling as religious practice. The former marked republican citizenship,
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while the latter threatened liberty itself. Numerous religious communities in
Pennsylvania—particularly its pacifist or pietistic sects—disagreed with such
characterizations. Moravians petitioned the Pennsylvania government and Congress to
tolerate their religious peculiarities and pointed to their numerous alternative forms of
civic contribution as evidence of their good standing. Other religious groups, like
Philadelphia’s Quakers, openly opposed any law that they claimed violated religious
beliefs, often reaping harsh consequences from the state in return. These three approaches
to religious rights—one driven by wartime necessity, another insisting that alternative
civic contributions should ensure toleration, and another calling for the protection of any
and all forms of religious dissent regardless of the immediate political or military need—
all existed simultaneously in wartime Pennsylvania. Only with the easing of wartime
pressures would the disagreement subside.

In the years following the Revolution, Pennsylvania experienced a clear
movement from the Christian preferentialism that had characterized the colonial and
revolutionary governments toward a much broader theism that better approached
religious liberty. Buoyed by the arguments of inalienable rights unleashed by the
Revolution and a growing democratic tone of American political culture, religious
freethinkers challenged the religious hierarchies and legal stipulations that had precluded
them from political and social respectability for so long. Casting themselves as the proper
heirs of the Revolution’s legacy, freethinkers pressed Pennsylvanians to abandon their
Christian establishment in favor of a more secular state. Freethinkers’ opponents feared
that a toleration of non-Christian speech or political actors would only expose the

commonwealth to moral corruption, or worse, God’s wrath. Drawing upon old notions of
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conscience as theologically founded and not an expression of personal sentiment, these
Christian establishmentarians argued that barring freethinkers from places of influence
did not violate religious rights because freethought only sprang from a misapprehension
of what religion actually was. But such arguments had largely fallen out of favor by the
end of the eighteenth century, and with Pennsylvania’s 1790 constitution discarding
explicitly Christian oaths and the election of Thomas Jefferson in 1800, a broad religious
liberty was all but secured.

The ways in which Pennsylvanians addressed religious rights at the beginning of
the nineteenth century bore little resemblance to the freedom of conscience that Penn had
envisioned upholding his religious society at the end of the seventeenth century.
Pennsylvania had left the Holy Experiment behind in favor of a more secular state that
had opened its doors for a variety of religious practitioners to occupy the seats of power.
The road to this transformation was tortuous, with little agreement as to the nature of
religious rights or their proper implementation in the commonwealth. Yes, numerous
religious denominations, sects, and factions called Pennsylvania home and looked to the
commonwealth as a place where they could peacefully follow their beliefs. But religious
rights, toleration, and the relationship of religion to state institutions had no clear
meaning in Pennsylvania. Confusion and religious competition emerged from Penn’s first
colonial vision and only grew and transformed with subsequent historical developments.
The path to religious liberty in Pennsylvania was circuitous, tangled, and not guaranteed.
Recognizing the role contingency played in the evolution of religious rights in the

commonwealth challenges any model that draws a line directly from Penn to the
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founding generation and further illustrates the uncertainty and difficulty inherent in any

discourse concerning rights, government, and the church and state.
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