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May they all have Pilgrim hearts.


CHAPTER ONE

“Who Shall Separate Us from the Love of Christ?”
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In the soft fresh light of a new dawn they peered over the railing of their ship and studied the distant shoreline. Before them lay a long stretch of towering sand dunes and farther to the west they could see a long line of forested hills. “And the appearance of it much comforted us,” one of them would later recall, “it caused us to rejoice together and praise God. . . .” It was November 9, 1620. They were the people who would become known to history as the Pilgrims, and they were looking for the first time at their new home—America.

Almost ten weeks earlier they had left England aboard the Mayflower, bound for a new life in the New World. The voyage across the fierce Atlantic had been stormy and perilous. To some of them, the dangerous passage may have seemed symbolic of their history as Pilgrims—a stormy, perilous quest for freedom that had begun decades earlier in Old World England.1

[image: In 1620, the Mayflower brought the Pilgrims to the forested shores of what would become New England. The voyage across the Atlantic had been stormy and perilous, much like their quest for freedom in England.]

In 1620, the Mayflower brought the Pilgrims to the forested shores of what would become New England. The voyage across the Atlantic had been stormy and perilous, much like their quest for freedom in England.
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“Many More Came Forward with Fresh Courage”

Early Pilgrim Attempts to Flee England Result in Arrest and Persecution

Soldiers hurried through the marshy lowlands toward the shore of England’s North Sea. It was a sizeable force, composed of horse dragoons and infantry. Some carried firelock muskets; others were armed with bills, deadly-looking polearms equipped with ax-style blades and spiked points. The troops presented a fearsome appearance to their target—a body of unarmed civilian men, women, and children huddled on the deck of a masted coal barque anchored in the shallows at water’s edge.
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“The poor men already aboard were in great distress for their wives and children”
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The advancing troops were English militia, dispatched by local authorities to stop the shipload of civilians from leaving England without an official license to travel. It would have been easy for authorities in the nearby town of Grimsby to learn of the group’s attempt to flee the country. Grimsby was located on England’s northeast coast at the mouth of the River Humber, and several days earlier the ship Francis, a fifty-ton masted coal hauler, had come downriver from the river port of Hull.

The Francis carried more than coal: aboard ship were approximately eighty men, women, and children desperately hoping to make passage from England across the North Sea to sanctuary in Holland. By the time the Francis had moved downriver to await the outbound sailing tide on the coast—May 12, 1608—news of a coal barque taking on so many passengers with their baggage had quickly reached English authorities in Grimsby.

The would-be exiles were Puritan Separatists—a sect of Christians who felt called to separate themselves from the Church of England, the official government denomination, which they believed was engaged in worldly ways they could not accept. As Separatists, they were deemed “dissenters” by the rule of England’s King James I, and they were forbidden to leave the country without official licensed permission—which they did not possess. Awaiting them just offshore was a Dutch ship—a sloop-like single-masted hoy—which was anchored in deep waters within easy sailing distance of the Francis. The coal barque, however, had gone aground at low tide, and the ship’s crew had begun to transfer passengers to the Dutch ship. The men had been sent first, and already more than a dozen had been rowed to the Dutch vessel aboard the Francis’s longboat.

[image: With sails raised, Dutch hoys line the docks of a European port.]

With sails raised, Dutch hoys line the docks of a European port.
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More were preparing to board the longboat for transfer to their getaway ship when the militia appeared, hurrying through the coastal flats toward the grounded Francis. Seeing the troops approach, the captain of the Dutch ship ordered anchor up and sailed away—with the dozen Separatist husbands and fathers still aboard. On the Francis—probably by a prearranged plan—most of the male members among the passengers jumped ship to escape arrest and imprisonment. Left aboard the grounded coal ship to face the armed troops were the group’s women and children, who began to sob aloud as their men folk scattered or disappeared over the ocean horizon, bound for distant Holland.

They were ordered off the Francis, then marched into town and jailed until the local court could determine their fate. Most of them were members of illegal Separatist congregations in the town of Gainsborough and the village of Scrooby, which were located to the west in England’s East Midlands region. One of their principal leaders, Thomas Helwys, an affluent lawyer, landowner, and local Separatist, faced the authorities with them. While local authorities pondered their sentencing and sought advice from England’s Privy Council, an advisory body that administered the king’s policies, they were moved from jail to jail. Most had no other place to live, because they had sold their homes to raise money for their escape to the Netherlands.

For many of them, it was not their first attempt to escape from England to Holland, where—unlike England—they could freely worship as they wished. Several months earlier, some of them had bought passage on a ship from the nearby port of Boston, Thomas Helwys among them, but the ship’s English captain betrayed them, keeping their money and belongings and turning them over to local authorities. English law ordered that all adult citizens who failed to worship in the Church of England for one month—or who attended a worship service outside the official Church—would be classified as a “non-conformists” and jailed. If they did not agree to conform to the Church of England within three months, they would be given the option of death or exile. Exile was what they were seeking, but non-conformists were forbidden to emigrate—so they were left in a legal no-man’s-land: expected to flee England, but denied official permission to do so.

Eventually, after months of imprisonment in various places, they were released. Meanwhile, the husbands and fathers who had sailed for Holland made their way back to England and rejoined their families. Undeterred, the Separatists from Scrooby and Gainsborough began to make new plans to escape to the Netherlands. Eighteen-year-old Separatist William Bradford, who would later become the most famous Pilgrim leader, recorded the group’s desperate, doomed attempt to obtain freedom of faith in 1608.
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“What weeping and crying on every side”
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          They heard of a Dutchman at Hull who had a ship of his own belonging to Zeeland, and they made an agreement with him, and acquainted him with their plight, hoping to find him more reliable than the English captain [at Boston] had been; and he bade them have no fear. He was to take them aboard between Grimsby and Hull, where there was a large common a good way from any town. The women and children, with all their effects, were sent to the place at the time arranged in a small bark which they had hired; and the men were to meet them by land. But it so happened that they all arrived a day before the ship came, and the sea being rough, and the women very sick, the sailors put into a creek hard by, where they grounded at low water.

[image: An early seventeenth-century infantry musketeer brandishes his matchlock musket. So armed, a company of English militia could present a fearsome appearance to civilians.]

An early seventeenth-century infantry musketeer brandishes his matchlock musket. So armed, a company of English militia could present a fearsome appearance to civilians.
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               The next morning the ship came, but they were stuck fast and could not stir till about noon. In the meantime, the captain of the ship, seeing how things were, sent his boat to get the men aboard whom he saw were ready walking about the shore. But after the first boatful was got aboard and she was ready to go for more, the captain espied a large body of horse and foot, armed with bills and guns and other weapons—for the country side had turned out to capture them. The Dutchman, seeing this, swore his country’s oath, “sacraments,” and having a fair wind, weighed anchor, hoisted sail, and away! The poor men already aboard were in great distress for their wives and children, left thus to be captured, and destitute of help—and for themselves, too, without any clothes but what they had on their backs, and scarcely a penny about them, all their possessions being aboard the bark, now seized.

               It drew tears from their eyes, and they would have given anything to be ashore again. But all in vain, there was no remedy; they must thus sadly part. . . . But to return to the rest where we left them. The other men, who were in greatest danger, made shift to escape before the troops could surprise them, only sufficient staying to assist the women. But it was pitiful to see these poor women in their distress. What weeping and crying on every side: some for their husbands carried away in the ship; others not knowing what would become of them and their little ones; others again melted in tears, seeing their poor little ones hanging about them, crying for fear and quaking with cold. Being thus apprehended, they were hurried from one place to another, till in the end the officers knew not what to do with them; for to imprison so many innocent women and children only because they wished to go with their husbands, seemed unreasonable and would cause an outcry; and to send them home again was as difficult, for they alleged, as was the truth, that they had no homes to go to—for they had sold or otherwise disposed of their houses and livings. To be short, after they had been thus turmoiled a good while, and conveyed from one constable to another, they were glad to be rid of them on any terms; for all were wearied and tired of them. Though in the meantime, they, poor souls, endured misery enough. So in the end, necessity forced a way for them. . . .

[image: In May of 1608, Separatist families attempting to flee England were overtaken on the coast by armed militia troops.]

In May of 1608, Separatist families attempting to flee England were overtaken on the coast by armed militia troops.

A POPULAR HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES

               I must not omit, however, to mention the fruit of it all. For by these public afflictions, their cause became famous, and led many to inquire into it; and their Christian behavior left a deep impression on the minds of many. Some few shrank from these first conflicts, and no wonder; but many more came forward with fresh courage. . . .2
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“Their Christian behavior left a deep impression on the minds of many”
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“The Person So Offending . . . Shall Suffer Imprisonment”

Dissenters from the Church of England Face Severe Punishment

A Puritan was “a Protestant frayed out of his wits.” So declared a crude but common joke among England’s ruling class in the early 1600s, which referred to the brutal beatings sometimes administered to dissenters from the Church of England. Why did so many English leaders dislike Puritans and, especially, the Puritan Separatists who would become America’s Pilgrims? The answer: many in power viewed the Puritans, and especially the Separatists, as threats to authority. Originally a term of ridicule, the name “Puritan” was given to English Christians who wanted to purify the Church of England of practices they considered to be unbiblical. Their concerns were rooted in the Protestant Reformation.

[image: If caught and arrested, English Separatists who tried to flee England in search of religious freedom could be imprisoned as dissidents from the Church of England.]

If caught and arrested, English Separatists who tried to flee England in search of religious freedom could be imprisoned as dissidents from the Church of England.
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[image: English Puritans—including the future Pilgrims—were influenced by sixteenth-century German theologian Martin Luther, the Catholic priest who sparked the Protestant Reformation.]

English Puritans—including the future Pilgrims—were influenced by sixteenth-century German theologian Martin Luther, the Catholic priest who sparked the Protestant Reformation.
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In 1517, Martin Luther, a Roman Catholic priest in Germany, had ignited the Reformation by calling for the Church to return to key biblical doctrines that many believed had been distorted or abandoned in the early Middle Ages. Personal salvation came through God’s grace through faith in Jesus Christ alone, Luther and other Reformers proclaimed, rather than by a combination of faith and human works. They preached the “priesthood of believers,” which held that any believer should be allowed to read the Bible without the oversight of a minister or priest. They upheld the authority of the Bible over Church tradition and papal rulings, and they denounced the Church for “selling indulgences”—a practice that promised less punishment for sin in the afterlife in exchange for a donation.

[image: In this satirical engraving, King Henry VIII, who broke with the Roman Catholic Church, sits on the throne of England with his foot atop Pope Clement VII.]

In this satirical engraving, King Henry VIII, who broke with the Roman Catholic Church, sits on the throne of England with his foot atop Pope Clement VII.

NATIONAL AND DOMESTIC HISTORY OF ENGLAND

Although Church leaders in Rome rejected Luther’s call for reform and excommunicated him, the Reformation had flooded western Europe, producing both a spiritual revival as well as dramatic political change. While the renewed emphasis on the Gospel transformed hearts and minds and produced countless believers, it also promoted the belief that everyone was of equal value to God, whether a pauper or a prince, and that all people were subject to the Higher Law of God as revealed by the Bible—even royalty. The poorest peasant felt empowered as a child of God. This Bible-based notion of equality unnerved many European monarchies, perhaps even more than the Reformation’s challenge to the theology and practices of the Catholic Church. At the orders or acquiescence of the monarchy, tens of thousands of Protestants were executed in Spain, Portugal, and France—but in England, the Reformation flourished.
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“The whole nation became a church”
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It came to England during the reign of King Henry VIII, who initially persecuted the Protestants as a Catholic ruler. Then in 1534, after being refused a marriage annulment by Pope Clement VII, he broke with the Church in Rome, and set up the Church of England with himself as its head. His motives were self-serving, not faith-based, but many people in England were ready for a change, seized the opportunity, and embraced the Reformation. After years of attempting to suppress the printing of the Bible in English, King Henry begrudgingly reversed course, and officially sanctioned an English language Bible. Following his death in 1547, the English Reformation flourished during the reign of his young son and successor, Edward VI, who assumed the throne at age nine under the oversight of Protestant advisors. Despite the opposition of devout Catholics, the Church of England and Reformation theology appeared to be generally accepted in England—until 1553, when Edward grew ill and died at age fifteen.

[image: Queen Mary I attempted to restore Catholicism as England’s official state denomination, but she sickened and died before she could succeed. Her persecution of Protestants earned her the nickname “Bloody Mary.”]
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After a foiled attempt by Edward’s advisors to have him succeeded by his young Protestant cousin, Lady Jane Grey, King Henry’s daughter Mary became Queen of England. Devoted to Catholicism, she aggressively attempted to roll back the English Reformation, executing Lady Jane Grey and several hundred other Protestants, and earning the nickname “Bloody Mary” from her opponents. After only five years of rule, however, Queen Mary I also sickened and died. She was succeeded by her half sister, Queen Elizabeth I, who would establish England’s national identity as a world power—and who was a professing Protestant. To bring stability to the nation, she established what became known as the Elizabethan Religious Settlement.
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“The street, the tavern, the ale-house, the church and every company were the scenes of earnest dispute or holy zeal.”
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Through the Act of Supremacy and the Act of Uniformity, Queen Elizabeth’s Settlement solidly established the Church of England as the nation’s official government denomination. It was a compromise of sorts: the Church of England would retain its Protestant doctrine, but it would also keep familiar, Catholic-style worship ceremonies and traditions. The publication of English language Bibles, once outlawed in England, now proliferated, and commoners and gentry alike eagerly purchased personal copies. Learning and sharing Scripture became the rage in England. “Everywhere might be heard the eager conversation of minds enlightened by the truth, speaking those wonderful words which the Most High had spoken unto men,” reported nineteenth-century church historian Edward B. Underhill. “The street, the tavern, the ale-house, the church and every company were the scenes of earnest dispute or holy zeal [as] scripture was compared with scripture and its sense closely scrutinized.” By the early 1600s, the common people of England were awash in a flood of faith. “The whole moral effect . . . was simply amazing,” observed renowned English historian John Richard Green. “The whole nation became a church.”

[image: More than three hundred Protestants were executed during Queen Mary’s reign. Many of them were burned at the stake at an execution site in London’s Smithfield neighborhood, where a butchers’ market had been located in Medieval days.]

More than three hundred Protestants were executed during Queen Mary’s reign. Many of them were burned at the stake at an execution site in London’s Smithfield neighborhood, where a butchers’ market had been located in Medieval days.

NATIONAL AND DOMESTIC HISTORY OF ENGLAND

While Queen Elizabeth’s compromise solidified Protestant doctrine in the Church of England, it also placed requirements and restrictions on Protestants as well as Catholics. The English people were required to abide by the standards and policies of the Church of England as stated in the 1559 Book of Common Prayer. Pastors and preachers were forbidden to publicly “preach, declare or speake any thing” that was not sanctioned by the Anglican Church. Disobedient pastors could be discharged from their salaried positions in the Church and even imprisoned for life. The punishment for any minister who deviated from Church policy was outlined in the Book of Common Prayer:

[image: Queen Elizabeth I implemented what would become known as the Elizabethan Religious Settlement in England, which reinforced Protestant doctrine in the Church of England while retaining some Catholic-style worship elements.]

Queen Elizabeth I implemented what would become known as the Elizabethan Religious Settlement in England, which reinforced Protestant doctrine in the Church of England while retaining some Catholic-style worship elements.

NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY
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“The same person shall for his second offence suffer imprisonment by the space of one whole year”
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          And that if any manner of parson, vicar, or other whatsoever minister, that ought or should sing or say common prayer mentioned in the said book, or minister the sacraments, from and after the feast of the nativity of St. John Baptist next coming, refuse to use the said common prayers, or to minister the sacraments in such cathedral or parish church, or other places as he should use to minister the same, in such order and form as they be mentioned and set forth in the said book, or shall willfully or obstinately standing in the same, use any other rite, ceremony, order, form, or manner of celebrating of the Lord’s Supper, openly or privily, or Matins, Evensong, administration of the sacraments, or other open prayers, than is mentioned and set forth in the said book (open prayer in and throughout this Act, is meant that prayer which is for other to come unto, or hear, either in common churches or private chapels or oratories, commonly called the service of the Church), or shall preach, declare, or speak anything in the derogation or depraving of the said book, or anything therein contained, or of any part thereof, and shall be thereof lawfully convicted, according to the laws of this realm, by verdict of twelve men, or by his own confession, or by the notorious evidence of the fact, shall lose and forfeit to the queen’s highness, her heirs and successors, for his first offence, the profit of all his spiritual benefices or promotions coming or arising in one whole year next after his conviction; and also that the person so convicted shall for the same offence suffer imprisonment by the space of six months, without bail or mainprize.

[image: In the mid-sixteenth century, English-language Bibles were made available to the common people for the first time. By royal order, English-language pulpit Bibles were distributed to churches, where they were chained to the lectern.]
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NATIONAL AND DOMESTIC HISTORY OF ENGLAND

               And if any such person once convicted of any offence concerning the premises, shall after his first conviction soon offend, and be thereof, in form aforesaid, lawfully convicted, that then the same person shall for his second offence suffer imprisonment by the space of one whole year, and also shall therefore be deprived, ipso facto, of all his spiritual promotions; and that it shall be lawful to all patrons or donors of all and singular the same spiritual promotions, or of any of them, to present or collate to the same, as though the person and persons so offending were dead.

               And that if any such person or persons, after he shall be twice convicted in form aforesaid, shall offend against any of the premises the third time, and shall be thereof, in form aforesaid, lawfully convicted, that then the person so offending and convicted the third time, shall be deprived, ipso facto, of all his spiritual promotions, and also shall suffer imprisonment during his life.3
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“Who Shall Separate Us from the Love of Christ?”

English Puritans Embrace a Bible-Centered Theology

In England, no group of believers was more committed to living according to the biblical worldview than the Puritans. Like the Presbyterians in Scotland and England, the Huguenots in France, and the Dutch Reformed in Holland, the Puritans were followers of the sixteenth-century French-Swiss Reformation theologian John Calvin, whose systematic theology, they believed, faithfully reflected biblical truth. Queen Elizabeth’s compromise of Protestant doctrine and Catholic-style ceremony was generally acceptable to much of the English population, but it deeply troubled England’s Puritans. The Puritan movement included large numbers of laborers, farmers, tradesmen, and merchants, but much of its early development occurred within the faculty of England’s Cambridge University. There Christian intellectuals contended that the Roman Church had long before veered off course by equating man’s tradition with God’s Word, and had thus burdened believers with unbiblical, man-made dogmas.

They and other Puritan leaders argued that worship should be Bible-based, emphasizing simplicity instead of ceremony and biblical doctrine rather than Church tradition. The focus of true worship, they held, should be God-centered, and they feared much in the Church of England was man-centered. Despite their deep concerns, however, mainstream Puritans wanted to reform the Church, rather than replace it. Their goal was to bring it closer to what they believed was the model of the New Testament church. The Bible alone, Puritans believed, was the revealed Word of the Triune God, and was therefore inerrant and authoritative.

[image: England’s Puritans, including the Separatists, accepted the systematic theology of French-Swiss Reformation leader John Calvin as accurately reflecting biblical truth.]
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Puritans treasured Scripture, and loved deep, meaty sermons, which became a trademark of their preachers. Puritan theology consistently stressed salvation through personal faith in Jesus Christ rather than by good works. Saving faith, Puritans generally believed, was not merely belonging to a church, intellectually accepting a belief system, or engaging in religious practices. It was an undeserved gift, an act of grace, given by a loving and sovereign God to those who personally surrendered their hearts and lives to Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. Such saving faith in the life of a believer, Puritans held, was marked by repentance of sin, a desire to live as a disciple of Christ, and a belief that salvation from God is eternally secure. “This truth is perceived . . . ,” wrote seventeenth-century Puritan theologian William Ames in The Marrow of Theology, “by a certain spiritual sense in which the grace of God now present becomes known and evident to the believer.”
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“Also we know that all things work together for the best unto them that love God.”
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The faith and focus of Puritanism was based on Bible passages such as the following, which are excerpted from chapters eight and ten of the New Testament book of Romans:

[image: In the sixteenth century, England’s Cambridge University became the center of Puritanism, as Christian professors there promoted a movement to purify the Church of England of what they deemed to be unbiblical worship practices.]

In the sixteenth century, England’s Cambridge University became the center of Puritanism, as Christian professors there promoted a movement to purify the Church of England of what they deemed to be unbiblical worship practices.
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“Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?”
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          Now then there is no condemnation to them that are in Christ Jesus, which walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit. . . . Also we know that all things work together for the best unto them that love God, even to them that are called of his purpose.

               For those which he knew before, he also predestinated to be made like to the image of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brethren.

               Moreover, whom he predestinated, them also he called, and whom he called, them also he justified, and whom he justified, them he also glorified.

               What shall we then say to these things? If God be on our side, who can be against us?

               Who spared not his own Son, but gave him for us all to death, how shall he not with him give us all things also?
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“For thy sake we are killed all day long”
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               Who shall lay anything to the charge of God’s chosen? it is God that justifieth.

               Who shall condemn? It is Christ which is dead: yea, or rather, which is risen again, who is also at the right hand of God, and maketh request also for us.

               Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation or anguish, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?

               As it is written, For thy sake we are killed all day long; we are counted as sheep for the slaughter.

               Nevertheless, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him that loved us.

               For I am persuaded that neither death, nor life, nor Angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord. . . .

               For if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God raised him up from the dead, thou shalt be saved.

               For with the heart man believeth unto righteousness, and with the mouth man confesseth to salvation. For the Scripture saith, whosoever believeth in him, shall not be ashamed.

[image: The pastor’s pulpit was the central focus of a Puritan worship service. From the pulpit, Puritan ministers preached long, meaty sermons that were intended to “expose” Scripture as God’s revealed truth.]

The pastor’s pulpit was the central focus of a Puritan worship service. From the pulpit, Puritan ministers preached long, meaty sermons that were intended to “expose” Scripture as God’s revealed truth.

THE STORY OF SOME ENGLISH SHIRES

[image: By the early seventeenth century, the Puritan movement had attracted a steadily growing cross-section of the English population. Even so, Puritans were often mocked by many for their devout ways and criticism of the Church of England.]
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               For there is no difference between the Jew and the Grecian: for he that is Lord over all, is rich unto all that call on him.

               For whosoever shall call upon the Name of the Lord shall be saved.

               But how shall they call on him, in whom they have not believed? And how shall they believe in him, of whom they have not heard? And how shall they hear without a preacher?

               And how shall they preach, except they be sent? As it is written, How beautiful are the feet of them which bring glad tidings of peace, and bring glad tidings of good things!4
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“She Stood the Fiery Ordeal without Flinching”

Memories of Public Executions Linger in Late Sixteenth-Century England

God would have our joys to be far more than our sorrows,” proclaimed a popular Puritan saying. Contrary to the modern negative stereotype of a Puritan—“a gaunt, lank-haired killjoy, wearing a black steeple hat”—English Puritans were generally outgoing, optimistic people who loved life. Their perspective on life was based on biblical teachings such as Psalm 16, verse 11: “Thou wilt shew me the path of life; in thy presence is fullness of joy; at thy right hand are pleasures for evermore.” They generally understood and appreciated Reformer John Calvin’s attitude when he wrote, “Shall the Lord have imbued flowers with such beauty, to present itself to our eyes, with such sweetness of smell, to impress our sense of smelling; and shall it be unlawful for our eyes to be affected with the beautiful sight, or our olfactory nerves with the agreeable odor?” They believed that God’s creation was meant to be explored, examined, and enjoyed. Typical of the English people of their day, they loved field sports such as bowling, archery, fishing, hunting, and even horse-racing. Such zest for living in Puritan families led Quaker leader George Fox to criticize them, not for grim legalism but for their appreciation of “ribbons and lace and costly apparel.”

[image: Contrary to the later stereotype that would depict them as grim-faced killjoys, Puritans were known for their zest for life and enjoyed English field sports such as bowling.]
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Whether it was work, play, the arts, education, law, government, family life, or worship, they believed that everything should be done in a manner that honored God. They saw the family as the bedrock of society, and marriage and children were seen as gifts from God. Husbands and wives were intended to enjoy physical intimacy for the purpose of reproduction, they believed, but also to strengthen an unbreakable bond of marriage. Puritan teaching held that husbands and wives were to approach the marriage bed “with good will and delight, willingly, readily and cheerfully.” As the leader of his family, Puritans believed, the husband was commanded by Scripture to love his wife “even as Christ also loved the church,” and to “train up a child in the way he should go” by modeling morality and providing biblical instruction.

As a movement that arose among university educators, Puritanism understandably placed great value on education, and Puritans were well informed for their day—on cultural and political issues as well as the content of Scripture. Illiteracy was viewed as almost sinful because it blocked access to the Bible. “So faith comes by hearing,” advised the New Testament, “and hearing by the Word of Christ.” Puritans considered Bible study to be essential to the Christian life, and responsible believers were obliged to read, write, and learn. “The Puritan scholar studied all history, heathen or Christian, as an exhibition of divine wisdom,” twentieth-century Puritan expert Perry Miller would observe, “and found in the temporal the unfolding of the divine plan. . . .”

[image: England’s Puritans came from all sectors of English society, including many who were prosperous members of the nation’s middle class.]
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THE STORY OF SOME ENGLISH SHIRES

It was Puritan politics that rankled and unnerved the ruling class even more than Puritan theology. “Puritanism was not merely a religious doctrine,” the famous nineteenth-century political observer Alexis de Tocqueville would conclude, “but corresponded in many points with the most absolute democratic and republican theories. It was this tendency which had aroused its most dangerous adversaries.” In an age when many European rulers held to the divine right of kings—that royalty was established by God and therefore should never be challenged—Puritans were viewed suspiciously by some rulers because they believed that every person was equal before God.
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“Puritanism . . . corresponded in many points with the most absolute democratic and republican theories”
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Although numerous Protestant dissenters were fined or imprisoned during Queen Elizabeth’s reign, comparatively few were actually executed, Puritans included. The Queen viewed the Puritan movement as more of an aggravation than a genuine threat to her throne. Even so, the horror of fiery executions at the stake was still as much memory as history in late sixteenth-century England, kept afresh by the immensely popular work Actes and Monuments of These Latter and Perilous Times by Puritan minister and author John Foxe. Better known as Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, the book recorded the grim martyrdom of numerous Protestants, including many under the reign of Queen Mary I. Critics denounced the work as sensationalistic and onesided, although Encyclopedia Britannica would judge it to be “factually detailed” in the twenty-first century. At the height of Foxe’s fame, his study of martyrdom led him to boldly—but unsuccessfully—petition Queen Elizabeth to spare the lives of several Anabaptists and Catholics who were scheduled for execution. Such executions lessened during Elizabeth’s reign, but some still occurred, and accounts such as these from Foxe’s Book of Martyrs were a reminder of what could befall any dissenters who roused royal displeasure:

[image: ]

“He told the people to bear witness that he was about to suffer in a just cause”

[image: ]

[image: A strong family was central to the Puritan lifestyle, which followed the biblical admonition that a husband should love his wife “as Christ loved the Church” and that parents were obligated to “train up a child in the way he should go.”]
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          In the year 1557 . . . Rev. Mr. John Hullier was . . . brought to the stake. While undressing, he told the people to bear witness that he was about to suffer in a just cause, and exhorted them to believe that there was no other rock than Jesus Christ to build upon. A priest named Boyes then desired the mayor to silence him. After praying, he went meekly to the stake, and being bound with a chain, and placed in a pitch barrel, fire was applied to the reeds and wood; but the wind drove the fire directly to his back, which caused him under the severe agony to pray the more fervently. His friends directed the executioner to fire the pile to windward of his face, which was immediately done.

[image: ]

“She stood the fiery ordeal without flinching”
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               A quantity of books were now thrown into the fire, one of which (the Communion Service) he caught, opened it, and joyfully continued to read it, until the fire and smoke deprived him of sight; then even, in earnest prayer, he pressed the book to his heart, thanking God for bestowing on him in his last moments this precious gift. The day being hot, the fire burnt fiercely; and at a time when the spectators supposed he was no more, he suddenly exclaimed, Lord Jesus, receive my spirit! And meekly resigned his life. . . .

               Simon Miller received the crown of martyrdom. Miller dwelt at Lynn, and came to Norwich, where [the bishop committed him] to his prison, where he remained till the 13th of July, the day of his burning.

               Elizabeth Cooper, wife of a pewterer of St. Andrews, Norwich . . . was taken from her own house by Mr. Sutton the sheriff, who very reluctantly complied with the letter of the law, as they had been servants and in friendship together. At the stake, the poor sufferer, feeling the fire, uttered the cry of Oh! upon which Mr. Miller, putting his hand behind him towards her, desired her to be of good courage, for, said he, “good sister, we shall have a joyful and a sweet supper.” Encouraged by this example and exhortation, she stood the fiery ordeal without flinching, and, with him proved the power of faith over the flesh.

               Agnes Bengeor and Margaret Thurston were doomed to the fire at Colchester, Sept. 17, 1557. Humbly they knelt to pray, and joyfully they arose to be chained to the stake, uttering invocations and hallelujahs, till the surrounding flames mounted to the seat of life, and their spirits ascended to the Almighty Saviour of all who truly believe!

[image: The title page of the 1563 edition of John Foxe’s Actes and Monuments of These Last and Perilous Days featured a montage of images. Popularly known as Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, it was widely read in England during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.]
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WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

               John Noyes, a shoemaker, of Laxfield, Suffolk, was . . . led to the stake, prepared for the horrid sacrifice. Mr. Noyes, on coming to the fatal spot, knelt down, prayed, and rehearsed the 50th psalm. When the chain enveloped him, he said, “Fear not them that kill the body, but fear him that can kill both body and soul, and cast it into everlasting fire!” As one cad placed a fagot against him, he blessed the hour in which he was born to die for the truth; and while trusting only upon the all-sufficient merits of the Redeemer, fire was set to the pile, and the blazing fagots in a short time stifled his last words, “Lord, have mercy on me! Christ, have Mercy upon me!” The ashes of the body were buried in a pit. . . .

               Mrs. Cicely Ormes. This young martyr, aged twenty-two, was the wife of Mr. Edmund Ormes, worsted weaver of St. Lawrence, Norwich. At the death of Miller and Elizabeth Cooper, before mentioned, she had said that she would pledge them of the same cup they drank of. For these words she was brought to the chancellor, who would have discharged her upon promising to go to church, and to keep her belief to herself. As she would not consent to this, the chancellor urged that he had shown more lenience to her than any other person, and was unwilling to condemn her because she was an ignorant, foolish woman; to this she replied, (perhaps with more shrewdness than he expected) that however great his desire might be to spare her sinful flesh, it could not equal her inclination to surrender it up in so great a quarrel. The chancellor then pronounced the fiery sentence, and, September 23, 1557, she was brought to the stake, at eight o’clock in the morning.

[image: Two Protestants die for their faith in this engraving from a sixteenth-century edition of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs. Foxe’s hugely popular book was a reminder of what could potentially befall anyone who incurred royal displeasure.]
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               After declaring her faith to the people, she laid her hand on the stake, and said, “Welcome, thou cross of Christ.” Her hand was sooted in doing this, (for it was this same stake at which Miller and Cooper were burnt) and she at first wiped it; but directly after again welcomed and embraced it as the “sweet cross of Christ.” After the tormentors had kindled the fire, she said, “My soul doth magnify the Lord, and my spirit doth rejoice in God my Saviour.” Then crossing her hands upon her breast, and looking upwards with the utmost serenity, she stood the fiery furnace. . . . Her courage in such a cause deserves commendation—the cause of Him who has said, “Whoever is ashamed of me on earth, of such will I be ashamed in heaven.”5


CHAPTER TWO

“Rather than Turn, They Will Burn”

[image: ]

Queen Elizabeth I called him her “little black husband.” His name was John Whitgift, and he was the archbishop of Canterbury during the later years of Elizabeth’s reign. The unmarried queen trusted the black-robed clergyman so much, court gossips claimed, that she listened to his opinions as a wife would listen to her husband. And John Whitgift did not like Puritans. As the archbishop of Canterbury, he was the senior pastor in the Church of England, with a junior archbishop presiding in the city of York, and he wielded immense power over the lives of the English people. Whitgift had risen through the ranks of the Church, serving as vice-chancellor of Cambridge University and bishop of Worcester, attaining the post of archbishop of Canterbury in 1583, at the height of Queen Elizabeth’s reign. He had gained the queen’s notice and favor as a bishop, and when promoted to the top position in the Church, he became Queen Elizabeth’s principal minister and chief confessor. To Whitgift, it was said, the queen shared “the very secrets of her soul.”1

[image: ]

“Yea, He Will Be with Us in Fire and Water”

Puritan Separatists Accept Persecution and Death for Their Faith

Archbishop Whitgift was determined to rein in the Puritans and other “non-conformists”—and if they resisted, he intended to punish then. Although he shared the fundamentals of the Puritans’ Protestant doctrine, he fiercely disagreed with their criticisms of the Church of England. As archbishop of Canterbury and the Church’s top official, it was his charge to bring all of England into conformity with Church doctrine, policies, and practices. In 1583, with the queen’s blessing, he officially prohibited preaching, teaching, and Bible training in private homes—a favorite practice of some Puritan ministers. The queen also allowed him to establish the Court of High Commission within the Church of England. The Court outlawed the publication of any literature it considered to be critical of the Church, and was granted authority to arrest, imprison, and punish anyone it deemed to be a threat—including ministers who preached without an official license or anywhere besides an Anglican church. Whitgift considered his three main enemies to be Catholics, the fledgling Baptist or Anabaptist movement, and what he called “wayward persons”—which included Puritans and Separatists.

Whitgift’s repression apparently intimidated some Puritans, and made others more careful about calling for reforms. “Our Puritan brethren,” observed a Church official, “are lying in concealment, partly silenced by a most able [archbishop], and partly terrified by the authority of our queen. . . .” Puritans believed the Bible commanded all Christians to submit to authority—but not if forced to choose between man’s law and God’s law. At such times, Puritans believed, the Christians’ first obligation was to God’s higher law. “In that obedience in which we have shown to be due to the authority of rulers,” wrote John Calvin, “we are always to make this exception, indeed, to observe it as a primary: that such obedience is never to lead us away from [God], to whose will the desires of all kings ought to be subject. . . .” The Puritans, therefore, responded to Whitgift’s repression by remaining submissive to the queen and the Church except on issues for which they felt called to obey a Higher Authority. Not so the Separatists—who saw Whitgift’s persecution itself as a violation of higher law and further justification for worshipping outside the Church of England.

Adding to the queen’s suspicions of Puritans, Separatists, and other dissenters were attempted revolts by England’s repressed Catholics. Earlier, in 1569, Catholic noblemen from northern England had attempted to forcibly overthrow Elizabeth and replace her with Mary, Queen of Scots, who was Elizabeth’s cousin and the Catholic ruler of Scotland. The uprising, known as the Rising of the North, was defeated by Queen Elizabeth’s forces, and hundreds of its supporters were executed. Eventually, in 1587, Mary, Queen of Scots, was also executed for plotting Queen Elizabeth’s assassination. As a result of the uprising and repeated attempts on her life by Catholic radicals, Elizabeth’s official policies toward Catholicism hardened, and English Catholics would not obtain full religious freedom for centuries.

While the reforms they sought were mainly church-related, the Puritans undoubtedly wondered if they too might sometime face the same fate as England’s Catholics, even though they threatened no violence against the queen. After all, Elizabeth I was the head of the government denomination that they so earnestly wanted to reform. And they had numerous complaints. They opposed kneeling for communion, for example, which they considered to be worshipping the elements rather than the Lord. They resisted the Church of England requirement to bow at the church altar, which they viewed as misplaced devotion. They were offended by liturgical ceremonies, which they saw as man-centered and prideful, and they opposed the requirement that ministers in the Church of England wear a surplice (a Catholic-style priestly tunic that Anglican officials considered to be an indispensable symbol of ministerial authority). One Church official reportedly had declared that it was less sinful to have “begot seven bastards than to have preached without a surplice.” To Puritans, the surplice was a man-centered adornment that detracted from humble, Bible-based worship.

[image: Press operators proof the first draft of their latest publication. Separatist writers such as Robert Browne produced a steady stream of theological pamphlets and books—and works that harshly criticized the Church of England.]
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While Puritan attempts to “purify” the Church of England were generally ecclesiastical in focus, they nonetheless challenged the authority of the official government denomination. Anglican officials were constantly aggravated and often infuriated by the repeated appearances of Puritan pamphlets and books that were critical of the Church of England. Eventually, Queen Elizabeth also grew weary of Puritan criticism of the state Church, and therefore was willing to give Whitgift the authority to force them into conformity with Church policies and practices. It was a severe repression. Puritan publications were deemed seditious, and their authors and printers were arrested and punished as traitors to the Crown. Countless Puritans were arrested and jailed alongside hardened criminals in notorious English prisons such as the Clink, the Bridewell, the Fleet, and the Gatehouse.

One of the most sensational cases of Puritan persecution was that of John Penry, a Welsh Catholic who became a Puritan while he was a student at Cambridge University. After graduation, Penry transferred to Oxford University, earned a graduate degree, and was officially licensed by the Church to preach to university students. In his late twenties, he returned to his native Wales, where he became an itinerant Puritan preacher and prolific Puritan writer. By then, the Bible had been translated into the Welsh language, but the Church of England was slow to supply an adequate number of Bibles to the churches in Wales. Increasingly frustrated by the lack of Bibles, Penry authored and published a series of pamphlets critical of Church officials. Archbishop Whitgift ordered him arrested, and he was briefly imprisoned. When released, he resumed publishing and continued to call for changes to the Church.

[image: Separatist preacher and writer John Penry is hauled to his execution site. In 1593, the thirty-four-year-old Penry was hanged in London for penning an unpublished manuscript that Church officials deemed disrespectful to the queen.]
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In 1590, Penry’s home in Northampton was raided by Church authorities, but he escaped to Scotland. Two years later, he quietly returned to England and began preaching to a Separatist Puritan congregation in London. In 1593, he was recognized by a Church official and was again arrested. Church officials searched his home for evidence to justify executing him, but found nothing worthy of a capital charge. After combing through his papers, however, they found a manuscript which they declared to be harshly disrespectful to the queen. It was an unpublished draft, but it was enough for Archbishop Whitgift: Penry was declared to be “a seditious disturber of her Majesty’s peaceable government.” On May 29, 1593, the thirty-four-year-old Puritan preacher was hanged. Before his execution, Penry had asked to see his wife Eleanor and their four daughters—Sure-Hope, Safety, Comfort, and Deliverance—but his request was denied. A month before his death, however, he did manage to get a farewell message to the members of his London congregation:

[image: ]

          To the distressed faithful congregation of Christ, in London, and all the members . . . of this poor afflicted congregation, whether at liberty or in bonds: Jesus Christ, that great King and Prince of the kings of the earth, bless you, comfort you with His invincible Spirit, that you may be able to bear and overcome these great trials which you are yet (and I with you, if I live) to undergo for His name’s sake, in this testimony.

               Beloved! Let us think our lot and portion more than blessed, that are now vouchsafed the favor not only to know and to profess, but also to suffer for the sincerity of the Gospel; and let us remember that great is our reward in Heaven, if we endure unto the end. . . .

               Wherefore, my brethren, I beseech you be of like mind herein with me. I doubt not but you have the same precious faith with me, and are partakers also of far more glorious comfort than my barren and sinful soul can be. Strive for me, and with me, that the Lord our God may make me and us all able to end our course with joy and patience: strive, also, that He may stay His blessed hand (if it be His good pleasure), and not make any further breach in His church by the taking away of any more of us as yet, to the discouraging of the weak, and the lifting up of the horn of our adversaries.

               I would, indeed, if it be His good pleasure, live yet with you, to help you to bear that grievous and hard yoke which yet ye are like to sustain, either here or in a strange land. And my good brethren, seeing as banishment with loss of goods is likely to betide you all, prepare yourselves for this hard entreaty, and rejoice that you are made worthy for Christ’s cause, to suffer and bear all these things. . . .
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“I humbly beseech you . . . take my poor and desolate widow and . . . fatherless and friendless orphans with you”
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               The Lord, my brethren and sisters, hath not forgotten to be gracious unto Zion. You shall yet find days of peace and of rest, if you continue faithful. This stamping and treading of us under His feet, this subverting of our cause and right in judgment, is done by Him, to the end that we should search and try our ways, and repent us of our carelessness, profaneness, and rebellion in His sight; but He will yet maintain the cause of our souls, and redeem our lives, if we return to Him. Yea, he will be with us in fire and water, and will not forsake us, if our hearts be only intent on serving Him, and especially of the building of Zion, whithersoever we go. . . .

               And here, I humbly beseech you—not in any outward regard, as I shall answer before my God—that you would take my poor and desolate widow and my mess of fatherless and friendless orphans with you into exile, whithersoever you go; and you shall find, I doubt not, that the blessed promises of my God, made unto me and mine, will accompany them, and even the whole church, for their sakes. For this, also, is the Lord’s promise unto the holy seed; as you shall not need much to demand what they shall eat, or wherewith they shall be clothed; and, in short time I doubt not but that they will be found helpful, and not burdensome to the church. . . . Be kind, loving, and tender-hearted the one of you towards the other; labor every way to increase love, and to show the duties of love, one of you towards another. . . .
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