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      “We live in an extremely politicized and polarized age with many big personalities out in front. But this isn’t exactly a new phenomenon. Tim Cooper’s wonderful little book gives us realistic historical reflections that then generate relevant practical advice for us. He encourages us to look back in order that we might learn from (flawed) heroes of the past even as we seek to navigate our own (flawed) engagement in the present. This is a genuinely helpful volume.”

      Kelly M. Kapic, Professor of Theological Studies, Covenant College; author, You’re Only Human

      “In When Christians Disagree, Tim Cooper investigates the impact of personality and pride, history and hostility, and experience and environment on the tragic breakdown of peace between two giants of the Puritan movement—John Owen and Richard Baxter. Demonstrating that every believer (and pastor) has blind spots, struggles with sin, and wrestles with pride, Cooper draws practical implications for Christians striving to cultivate unity and humility in the body of Christ. The reflections of this insightful, balanced, and accessible work are invaluable for pastoral ministry, historical analysis, and practical Christian living. Above all, the failures that Cooper highlights in the lives of Owen and Baxter should encourage us to boast alone in the one perfect man—the spotless Lamb of God whose glories these men rejoiced to proclaim.”

      Joel R. Beeke, Chancellor and Professor of Homiletics and Systematic Theology, Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary

      “In an age of increasing tribalism, this little book gives us an important lesson in wisdom. While well written, it is a painful read, for as Cooper describes it, it is like watching a car crash in slow motion to see the clash between Baxter and Owen, two godly but human giants of seventeenth-century English Christianity. There is much here for us to learn: the complexity of factors, prejudices, and (potentially distorting) filters that make for disagreements between Christians. May God use this volume to increase our humility and our prudence as we navigate disagreements today and strive for healthy unity in the gospel.”

      Michael Reeves, President and Professor of Theology, Union School of Theology, United Kingdom

      “Disagreements in the family of God are rarely dispassionate affairs because they are born out of the most deeply held convictions of complex creatures. Tim Cooper masterfully illustrates this dynamic in his account of the tragic feud between John Owen and Richard Baxter. This volume represents the best kind of church history—personal, probing, and directly applicable to contemporary Christian life.”

      Rhyne R. Putman, Vice President of Academic Affairs, Williams Baptist University; Professor of Theology and Culture, New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary; author, When Doctrine Divides the People of God
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      Foreword

      Teaching and reading about the history of Christianity inevitably entails significant consideration of the controversies that have divided men and women in the church: from serious conflicts such as those about Arianism and Pelagianism in the ancient church to divisions over secondary matters like the nature of church governance, baptism, and the gifts of the Spirit in more recent times. One way of reflecting on such conflicts, often found in handbooks of historical theology, has been to see such controversies as fundamentally doctrinal in origin. With the rise of social history in the past half century or so, socioeconomic factors have also been brought to bear on the explanation of these theological disputes. Both of these ways of understanding ecclesial conflict in the past—and present—are helpful. Given the complexity of human life and the human person, however, we must invariably take other, more personal factors into consideration.

      In this exceptional study of the relationship of John Owen and Richard Baxter—chief among the leaders of later seventeenth-century Puritanism—such personal factors are key to understanding why they failed to work together in the face of a hostile state church. Of course, neither of them could admit that their differences were not simply theological. But Tim Cooper shows that there was more going on in their relationship than a failure to agree on how to read and exegete the Scriptures. In doing so, he demonstrates that church history is about more than theology and biblical reflection. It involves human personalities and their deepest affections. And the failure of Owen and Baxter to get along to some degree as fellow pilgrims to the same heavenly city had dire effects for the earthly fortunes of their respective ecclesial communities.

      This is a must-read for anyone who wishes to understand something of why and how Christians can fail to live up to their calling to be men and women brimful with the fruit of the Spirit. May we, in this day when Christians must be all that Christ calls us to be, learn from the failure of our older brothers in the faith.

      Michael A. G. Haykin

      The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

      Louisville, Kentucky

    

  
    
      Introduction

      Not long ago I was driving to my local supermarket when I noticed a sequence of small billboards that encouraged people to moderate the force of their online disagreements. “Tone it down,” urged one message. “There is more that unites us than divides us,” observed another. There can be no doubting the need for those encouragements. We seem to live in a world of increasing polarization in which the members of warring tribes address each other with remarkable vitriol in the online environment, and our disagreements show no sign of narrowing. Technology has played a large part in that development, not least the rapid emergence of social media platforms in which people use words and sentiments they would much less likely deploy if they were speaking to the other person face-to-face. We do indeed need to tone it down before our differences become unbridgeable.

      So I was struck by the relevance of that billboard campaign for our current cultural, societal, and political moment. More than that, I was struck by how precisely pertinent those sentiments are to a much older story, one that unfolded nearly four centuries ago. They apply now; they applied back then. That was a world away from the omnipresent social media we now experience, but those who lived in seventeenth-century England were coming to grips with the rapid proliferation of another new technology: printed books, which opened up enormous opportunity for one person to wound and insult another via the printed word on the page, if not the screen. So there are technological continuities between their age and ours, but far deeper than that, there are also simple human continuities. Human nature has not budged over the intervening centuries, so the kind of dynamics we see at work in the breakdown of relationships back then are mirrored in our own present-day experience. What this means, of course, is that there are lessons for us to learn in those older divisions and disagreements. This book offers a detailed account of one relationship breakdown in particular and provides ample material to help us soberly reflect on our own differences or on those differences we see played out around us.

      Those of us who count ourselves among the Christian community face the unsettling reality that the kinds of disagreements we witness in society at large also occur among our Christian brothers and sisters: even the most conscientious of Christians disagree. These are men and women who are respected and trusted. God seems to have blessed their life with fruitfulness. They may well be effective leaders or communicators. At a minimum, they are brothers and sisters who have been adopted into the family of God. They may also be part of the same group or congregation within the Christian church. They read the same Bible, with all its many encouragements and injunctions for unity. And yet they disagree. They do not get along. They fall out with each other.

      Chances are, we have all seen instances of this disunity or been part of a controversy that has broken out even among fellow believers. Personalities clash. Disputes over beliefs arise. Changes in church practice create winners and losers. Wounds mount up; resentments accumulate. A follower of Jesus worships him in a Sunday morning service, all the while studiously avoiding a fellow believer just a few seats away. Or tensions reach the boiling point, spilling over into outright conflict with outbursts of hurt and anger. People leave; the church divides; relationships are never repaired. It seems it has been this way from the beginning. The apostle Paul had to rebuke the Christians in Corinth for dividing into rival factions (1 Cor. 3:1–4). The subsequent history of the church right down to the present day is littered with examples of disunity, division, fragmentation, and the very things that Paul warned against: “quarreling, jealousy, anger, hostility, slander, gossip, conceit, and disorder” (2 Cor. 12:20).

      This is a difficult challenge to meet. Part of the problem is that we are too close, too invested in the disagreements we see around us. What we need is some distance and the objectivity to see things as they are and to discern all the different layers of what is really going on. One way of gaining that distance is by examining in detail a complex controversy we have no stake in, one that took place, in this case, nearly four hundred years ago. Richard Baxter (1615–1691) and John Owen (1616–1683) were two very important and respected leaders within seventeenth-century English Christianity. No one should doubt their godliness, their devotion to God, or their commitment to the cause of peace and unity. But they did not like each other, and we are about to see why. We will understand the multilayered reasons for their hostility and observe how their relationship—never bright to begin with—deteriorated over the decades, finally settling into a fixed and mutual dislike. Spoiler alert: there is no happy ending. This is a classic, timeless story no doubt repeated with minor variations countless times over the centuries but in this case one for which we have ample evidence. It offers an archetype of conflict between Christians that, for all the distance between them and us, is enduringly relevant to our own day.

      The fact that their story is an old one is to our advantage. We have nothing at stake in these two men, so we can observe them dispassionately and objectively. We can identify patterns and draw lessons in the hope that we can apply them to our circumstances. The four hundred years of distance help separate us from the emotion of our own entanglements. Returning to our context, we might be able to see ourselves in a more detached fashion. Ordinarily, we are too close to our own conflict to easily understand the complex, unspoken, dimly recognized layers of what is actually taking place. Whether we are one of the protagonists or a disagreement is simply taking place around us, conflict is messy. It is difficult to see things clearly. But when we step back into the seventeenth century, we silence the emotional noise. In that relative stillness, it becomes possible to make observations and draw conclusions that serve us well as we return to the twenty-first century to negotiate our own context of conflict. That is my hope with this book.

      I am very aware that for most of us, seventeenth-century England is a foreign country, so I have done my best to keep the story simple and accessible. Written for a popular Christian audience, this is a much shorter version of my earlier book for a scholarly audience, John Owen, Richard Baxter, and the Formation of Nonconformity (Ashgate, 2011). I am grateful to my good friend Michael Haykin for suggesting that I write a more accessible account. In this version, I have not said everything I might have said about this relationship. Anyone seeking the fuller story or more detailed evidence can consult that earlier book (I give some further guidance in the “Further Reading” section at the end of this book). When I quote from seventeenth-century sources, I have silently updated the language and grammar to a more contemporary English. In the first chapter, I have provided a brief outline of each man’s life, one that emphasizes their similarities and positive qualities in a way that the subsequent chapters do not. There, the story unfolds in a little more detail. This makes some repetition inevitable in those following chapters, but I imagine the reader who is unfamiliar with the seventeenth century might appreciate the reinforcement. In the same vein, a glossary of key terms is available in the back matter if you would like to know more about what a word means. Also in the back matter is a chronology that provides a time line of events.

      In putting the book together, I have been very conscious of my limitations as a historian—I am not a psychologist or a counselor, though I have been a church pastor. While I go on to offer my own reflections, I am determined to open up space for you to reflect on the story for yourself and to bring your own wisdom to bear. For that reason, I have ended each chapter (except the first) with a series of questions that you might ponder, either by yourself or in a small group. I have not given any indication of what I think the most important present-day issues of contention might be. For one thing, I do not want the book to become dated as issues that seem urgent and pressing today begin to fade and pass, to be replaced by other issues that come to dominate our minds tomorrow. For another, I want to empower you, the reader, to apply the lessons of this story to the issues that seem most important and obvious to you. The reality is that I have no easy answers. The tale I unfold presents us with any number of important questions, and I have left open as much space as possible for you to reflect and come to your own conclusions.

      Perhaps I should offer a word of warning. We are about to learn why two men came to dislike each other so intensely. Here we see Owen and Baxter in their worst light, not in their best light—indeed, they brought out the worst in each other. This is not a flattering account. John Lardas Modern has said that “the burden of church history is, among other things, the call to converse more humanely with the dead.”1 I have no wish to denigrate these two men, but I do seek to interpret them accurately and humanely. This means taking account of the ways in which they were all too human and, I hope, not writing with any hint of condescension, as if I am somehow above the fallenness they shared. The point of their story is not so much that Christians disagree but how they go about their disagreement. It is really quite remarkable that mature believers who are, in so many respects, magnificent examples of what it means to follow Jesus with faithfulness and sincerity can also be Christians with pronounced blind spots who demonstrate brittleness, selfishness, and ego in their relationships with others and who damage those around them. We are all human; we are each a mixed bag. As Martin Luther once observed, we are sinners and saints all at the same time. Baxter and Owen are not going to come out of this book looking like saints. That is just not the story I need to tell. But let me place on record the high regard I have for both men. The achievements and the example they have left behind are mightily impressive. I would not have spent my life studying them if they were not worth studying. There is much to admire, and I do admire it, but my admiration must be the focus of a different book.

      I am compelled to acknowledge a group of friends and readers who generously gave their time and insight to make this book far better than I could have made it on my own: Raewyn Booth, Kelvin Gardiner, Gareth Jones, and Joseph Wingfield. I am deeply, sincerely grateful for their responses and suggestions. If you find the end result at all readable, accessible, and helpful, much of the credit goes to them.

      Here, then, are these two giant leaders of the seventeenth century, warts and all. They are a lived example of how even the most godly Christians disagree and do a pretty poor job of it and how relationships break down even between the most sincere believers. I hope their conflict can help us understand and manage our own difficulties with each other so that we might, as far as we possibly can while we live in this world, all be “of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind” (Phil. 2:2).

    

    
      
        1  John Lardas Modern, “The Burdens of Church History,” Church History 83, no. 4 (2014): 990.
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      Two Good Men

      When the rich young ruler came to Jesus with his pressing question, addressing him as “Good Teacher,” Jesus responded with a question of his own: “Why do you call me good? No one is good except God alone” (Luke 18:18–19). This is important. Only God is good; none of us are good. We have many fine qualities, to be sure, and we retain the image of God, but we are flawed, deeply flawed. Even the best of us is shot through with human sinfulness and frailty. We are all vulnerable to blind spots and besetting sins. Our best efforts are colored by imperfection. There are no exceptions. Only God is good.

      Yet the evident truth of Jesus’s observation does not prevent us from saying that someone is good: “He is a good man.” “She is a good woman.” We know what we mean. We do not intend to convey that such a man or woman is a model of perfection, but there is something about each one that we can say is genuinely good. Within the confines of human weakness, they are doing their best. They stand out for their presence and contribution. In these terms, John Owen and Richard Baxter were two good men. There is much to admire in their character and achievements. Even today, four centuries on, a great many contemporary Christians hold them in high esteem. In this first chapter, I want to sketch out their life story to introduce these men to you in such a way as to emphasize their many positive qualities, accomplishments, and commonalities. That is because the remaining chapters, necessarily, accentuate the negatives and draw attention to their differences. Neither man comes out of this book looking that great. While we can say that they were both good men, we must add that “no one is good except God alone.”

      Early Formation

      Baxter and Owen had a lot in common. To begin with, they were both Puritans, which means they were deeply committed to seeing the Church of England reformed according to the prescription laid out in the pages of the New Testament. The label of “Puritan” was deployed against them as an insult. Baxter referred to it as “the odious name,” and no one liked being called a Puritan.1 They preferred to label themselves “the godly” or “the saints.” The nickname comes from the word “purity”: Puritans sought to purify the Church of England from anything that was a merely human innovation and to see the church return to its pure form in the age of the apostles. Over the centuries, “corruption” had crept into the church as its worship and leadership structures had become ever more elaborate and complex. For the Puritans, that corruption was embodied most comprehensively in the Roman Catholic Church.

      Inheritors of the sixteenth-century Reformation, the Puritans sought to re-create the initial simplicity of the church in its earliest and purest form. They also tried to purify the society around them, publicly attacking such sins as swearing, drunkenness, sexual immorality, and the failure to acknowledge Sunday as the Sabbath, a day of rest from work but filled for them with activity such as church services, prayer meetings, and discussions of the day’s sermons. Indeed, Puritans loved their sermons. They revered the Scriptures and traveled many miles to hear them preached—and not just on Sunday. But their tendency to attack sin on a societal and national level did not endear them to their “ungodly” neighbors.

      Owen and Baxter were both born into the Puritan tradition, and they were born at pretty much the same time: Baxter on Sunday, November 12, 1615; Owen sometime in 1616. Baxter was raised in the county of Shropshire, far to the west of London in the Midlands near the border with Wales. For reasons he did not explain, he lived with his maternal grandfather for the first ten years of his life before moving to live with his parents. He was an only child in a family that privileged Puritan piety. Baxter shared in that piety from an early age, persuaded that the seriousness with which his parents pursued their faith by far excelled the much more profane way of life he witnessed in the community around him. Owen, one of at least six children, was also raised in a devoutly Puritan household, in the village of Stadham (today, Stadhampton), about six miles from Oxford. His father was a deeply conscientious minister in the Church of England.

      Owen received an excellent education. While young, he attended a school that met in a private home within All Saints Parish in Oxford. In 1628 he entered Queen’s College, Oxford, at the age of twelve, which was not an unusually young age to begin university study in those days. Four years later he graduated with a bachelor of arts. In 1635 he graduated with a master of arts. England’s two universities (the other being Cambridge University) trained England’s ministers. By the time Owen graduated with his MA, both universities were well into a period of reform led by the archbishop of Canterbury, who was also chancellor of Oxford University, William Laud. These reforms tended to pull both the Church of England and Oxford University away from its Calvinist moorings toward a style of theology and ceremony that seemed worryingly Roman Catholic to England’s staunch Protestants. Unhappy with these developments, Owen left Oxford in 1637. This was no easy decision. It seems that this transition threw him into a state of depression (he withdrew from human interaction entirely “and very hardly could be induced to speak a word”).2 While its intensity lasted only around three months, the aftereffects lingered for several years.

      Baxter’s education took an entirely different path. He attended a few mediocre schools in his locality, but he did not go on to university. He was persuaded to take up the offer of learning under a private tutor, who, in the event, proved wholly inadequate. But he did provide the young Baxter with two things conducive to his education: plenty of books and plenty of time to read them. Thus Baxter was an autodidact (that is, he was self-taught), but we should not underestimate his intelligence or his education. If anything, his self-discipline and lifelong inclination to compensate for his lack of university training made him only more studious and industrious. He certainly never lost his early love of reading books (and writing them!). Both he and Owen possessed a formidable intelligence, and both would deploy their considerable intellectual and literary abilities in the service of God.

      Indeed, both men developed a genuine, personal faith, if again in different ways. For Baxter, he discerned a deepening awareness of God’s call on his life, even though still very young, but there was no single, decisive moment he could point to. “Whether sincere conversion began now, or before, or after” that season of general discernment, he said, “I was never able to this day to know.”3 Not so with Owen. While there is no doubting his grounding in the faith from an early age, what we might call a moment of conversion came sometime around 1642 as he listened to a sermon preached at Aldermanbury Church in London by an otherwise unremarkable and anonymous preacher. The text was Matthew 8:26, “Why are you afraid, O you of little faith?” and the sermon spoke directly to Owen’s condition. In the words of his early biographer, “God designed to speak peace to his soul.”4 The effects of his depression lifted, and he became firmly assured of grace and grounded in his faith.

      Pastoral Ministry, Civil War, and Early Publications

      Owen and Baxter entered the 1640s as sincere, thoughtful, and well-educated young men of around twenty-five years old, but they ventured into full adulthood at a time of growing national tension. After a century of rising inflation, the amount of taxation approved by Parliament was inadequate to fund the costs of the crown. In response, King Charles I simply bypassed Parliament to pursue other means of raising revenue that were considered by many to be illegal and unconstitutional. Among the most contentious was “ship money,” a tax usually imposed on coastal towns in a time of war. In October 1634 Charles imposed ship money in a time of peace; a year later he extended the tax to inland towns. He did not summon Parliament at all from March 1629 to April 1640 in what are now called the eleven years of “personal rule,” thus clamping shut one of the most important pressure valves in representing legitimate grievance against the government. During that period, Charles and his archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud, also clamped down on Puritan Nonconformity in the parishes. Ministers who refused to use the Book of Common Prayer or wear the surplice (a loose vestment of white linen that many Puritans viewed as a Roman Catholic hangover) were fined, removed from office, or imprisoned. This was the decade when many Puritans fled to New England, where they could shape a church to their liking without the interference of bishops. Those who remained felt increasingly persecuted and alienated.

      Worse still, in 1637 Charles and Laud attempted to impose the same kind of conformity in Scotland. Charles was king of England, Scotland, and Ireland, and ruling multiple kingdoms posed a challenge for even the very best of politicians. Charles was not the best of politicians. His attempt to impose Church of England conformity on the Church of Scotland was a disaster. In 1639 many of his Scottish subjects rebelled, and the Scottish army invaded the north of England. Now in desperate need of money to meet the incursion, Charles had no choice but to call Parliament in April 1640. Only one month later, he dissolved what is known as the “Short Parliament,” but he was forced to summon the “Long Parliament” in November 1640 after the Scots successfully invaded a second time, demanding £850 a day until the conclusion of a formal peace treaty.

      With Parliament back in being, the long-pent-up flood of grievance now erupted. Charles had lost the trust of many of his people. He had imposed illegal taxation, infringed on the people’s liberties, and enacted a religious policy that looked alarmingly Catholic. With a Catholic wife, Henrietta Maria of France, who kept a Catholic chapel at court in London, it was not inconceivable that England’s king might reestablish Catholicism, by force if necessary. Then in October 1641, the Irish Catholics rose up in rebellion against their Protestant landlords. The rumor that Charles himself had sponsored the uprising gained broad credence. Deeply distrustful of the king, Parliament took control of the various militias organized to suppress the Irish. Charles gathered his own forces, and in October 1642, actual fighting broke out, the beginning of four years of the brutal, pervasive, and devastating English Civil War. What Parliament hoped at the beginning would be only a short campaign sufficient for compelling the king to negotiate a permanent settlement turned into four years of extended bitterness, division, and misery. Around 868,000 people died (from conflicts including not only the war in 1642–1646 but also the fighting outside England [in Scotland and Ireland] and the later periods of conflict in 1648 and 1649–1651) either in the actual violence of battle or in the disease and deprivation that followed armed soldiers around the countryside. That is a proportion of around 11 percent in a population of somewhere near 7.5 million (in contrast, around 2.5 percent of the population died during the American Civil War).5 The fighting took place from one end of England to the other, leaving almost no part of the country unscathed. The upheaval and devastation can only be imagined. Only when Parliament’s various military forces were reforged into one “New Model Army” at the beginning of 1645 did the tide of the war turn against Charles. He finally surrendered on May 5, 1646.

      These events affected the course of life for both Owen and Baxter. Owen had been ordained a deacon in December 1632 and a priest in December 1638 before serving as a private chaplain in two successive family homes, then moving to London in 1642 and facing an unknown future. There, on the back of his newfound assurance of faith, he launched his writing career, publishing A Display of Arminianism in 1643. Arminianism (named after the Dutch theologian Jacobus Arminius) is the name given to the style of doctrine then preferred by both King Charles and William Laud, one that emphasized human choice and moral responsibility in salvation over against the accent on God’s choice, predestination, and election that underpinned the previously prevailing Calvinism (named after the Genevan pastor and theologian John Calvin). Owen’s book relentlessly dismantled the supporting structures of Arminianism and defended Reformed orthodoxy (that is, the theology of the Swiss Reformation that did much to shape the sixteenth-century Church of England after its break with Rome). Owen dedicated it to the members of the Committee for Religion in the House of Lords. They rewarded him with his first ministerial position in the parish of Fordham in the county of Essex, nearly seventy miles to the northeast of London.

      Thus began seven years of pastoral ministry first at Fordham and then, from 1646, at the parish of Coggeshall. This second post involved a move of only eight miles, but Coggeshall was a much larger parish, around two thousand people on a Sunday morning, with a proud Puritan heritage. In those years he published two further works. The Duty of Pastors and People Distinguished (1644) presented his thoughts on the way the church ought to be structured. The Principles of the Doctrine of Christ (1645) comprised two catechisms, each a series of questions and answers designed to be memorized for the understanding of basic Christian doctrine by children and adults (as a requirement for receiving Communion). This volume indicates Owen’s commitment to effective and painstaking pastoral investment. In his dedication to the book, he reminded his parishioners how he had taught them publicly and “from house to house,” an allusion to Paul’s speech to the Ephesian elders in Acts 20:18–35.6 Owen’s promotion to Coggeshall shows that he must have been considered a very effective pastor and preacher.

      Baxter’s experience of the 1640s also began with pastoral ministry. He had been ordained a deacon in 1638, completed a brief stint as a school teacher, served for a short while at Bridgnorth as an assistant to the vicar, and then in April 1641 accepted an invitation to become the preacher or “lecturer” in the parish of Kidderminster in the neighboring county of Worcestershire. There he would make his name but not before the civil war intervened and national divisions took a very personal turn. Late in the summer of 1642, he left Kidderminster for a month in the face of local opposition. His return was short lived. The threat of violence forced him out again at the end of October, driven “by the insurrection of a rabble that with clubs sought to kill me.”7
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