
From 1789 to 1914 the shape of Christianity as a modern world faith began to 
emerge. Intellectual and social revolutions e& ected by the European Enlight-
enment and industrial revolutions sowed the seeds of secularity in the West. 
At the same time expanding missionary horizons stimulated currents of indig-
enous church growth beyond Europe which would in the long run prove even 
more important for the future of the faith. Ian Shaw's book gives a sure and 
illuminating guide to these multiple processes of revolutionary change which 
began to redraw the contours of world Christianity.

Brian Stanley, 
Professor of World Christianity, University of Edinburgh, 

editor of Cambridge History of Christianity: World Christianities 1815-1914

It is crucial for contemporaries to understand how the religious tone of Western 
society was challenged and adapted during the recent past. It is equally impor-
tant to appreciate how the faith of the West was exported to other lands so that it 
could grow over subsequent years into the nation-building force it is today. Ian 
Shaw’s account of Christianity over the long nineteenth century achieves both 
goals in a way that calls for no previous specialist knowledge, and yet at su/  cient 
depth to make the study thoroughly informative. 0 e book is clear, well arranged 
and up-to-date in its absorption of recent research. It covers the full range of de-
nominations across the globe, setting religion 1 rmly in its socio-political context 
and so addressing central historical issues such as empire and national identity. 
It is likely to command a wide readership in universities, theological colleges, 
ministers’ studies and private homes. It well deserves to be widely read.

David Bebbington, 
Professor of Modern History, University of Stirling 

0 is book by Ian Shaw has risen to the challenge confronting writers treating 
the history of Christianity in the light of the rapid increase of Christian adher-
ence outside the western world. It is clear, comprehensive, well-informed about 
the history of western churches, unusually perceptive about Christian devel-
opments elsewhere in the world, and throughout written in entirely accessible 
prose. Students and experienced readers should both welcome this most helpful 
volume.

Mark Noll, 
Francis A. McAnaney Professor of History, Notre Dame University, 

Notre Dame, Indiana

I think this is a most impressive book. A book like this should become a standard 
work in the way that Alec Vidler's Church in an Age of Revolution used to be.”

Ian Randall, 
Director of the Institute of Baptist and Anabaptist Studies, 

International Baptist 0 eological Seminary, Prague
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We have long known that the Nineteenth Century was a crucible of revolution 
that produced the modern West. What was not as clear until Dr Ian Shaw's 
extraordinary Churches, Revolutions and Empires was how the events of the 
nineteenth century sowed the seeds for the rise of a new world Christianity 
and a new world order that would transcend modernity. I have long been 
looking for a text that would help my students in Africa understand the double 
development of a post western Christianity as well as a post Christian west. 
With Ian Shaw's new book, that search is over.

Mark Shaw, 
Director of the Centre for World Christianity, 

Africa International University, Nairobi, Kenya

0 e period from 1789 to 1914 was the crucible in which the modern world was 
born. A time of revolution, upheaval, empire and war, it shaped Europe and 
thus the rest of the world. As a result, any understanding of the world today 
must be built on a clear grasp of what happened during this time. Ian Shaw is a 
1 rst-rate historian and this is a 1 rst-rate book which should take its place as a 
standard account of the period.

Carl R Trueman, 
Paul Woolley Professor of Church History, 

Westminster 0 eological Seminary, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
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P0.123.

During the period 1789–1914 Christianity faced some of the most profound 
challenges since the time of the apostles, engaging with issues of great 

signi1 cance, many of which the contemporary church continues to wrestle with. 
It was a hugely eventful period dominated by the theme of revolution. In the wake 
of the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution, social, political, economic, 
and religious contexts were transformed in revolutionary ways. Although in the 
late eighteenth century witches were no longer burned, millions were enslaved, 
and millions of others remained under the bondage of feudal serfdom. By the 
beginning of the twentieth century, most of these systems had been swept away, 
monarchies had been toppled, and the powers of others severely constrained. 
Europe and North America saw the rising social and political dominance of 
the middle classes with their bourgeois values. Christianity adjusted in such 
diverse ways to these changes that by 1914 it begins to be possible to speak of 
World Christianities.

As the 1 rst chapter of this book shows, revolution overturned the established 
order in the United States, and posed profound questions as to the religious 
identity of the new nation, the enigmatic results of which Christians and 
non-Christians continue to debate. Hot on its heels came Revolution in 
France, overturning not only a political regime, but also the richest of Roman 
Catholic Churches, and temporarily replacing it with a civil religion. Eventually 
France was subject to a policy of widespread religious persecution and de-
Christianisation, such as had not been experienced since the early centuries of 
the church,1 and which pointed ahead to similar state-sponsored policies in the 

1 For the purposes of this book the broad de1 nitions of ‘church’ and ‘Christianity’ widely 
utilised in historical writing are employed, but the use of these terms does not imply any judgement 
as to whether these general understandings are theologically accurate or not. 

Churches, Revolutions, and Empires Author Approved.indd   ixChurches, Revolutions, and Empires Author Approved.indd   ix 4/2/2012   2:51:08 PM4/2/2012   2:51:08 PM



x

Preface

twentieth century. Revolutionary upheavals of a di& erent order took place in 
Britain, as churches were forced to deal with a new, rapidly changing, industrial, 
and urban world that leG  many areas unrecognisable from how they had been 
a few decades previously.

0 e geographical scope of Christianity began to undergo revolutionary 
changes between 1789–1914. 0 ree chapters consider the major advances in 
world mission which took place, from the inspirational example of William 
Carey in India, to the pioneering work of David Livingstone in Africa, and 
Hudson Taylor in China, and the sacri1 cial labours of the Roman Catholic 
White Fathers. 0 e complex role of Imperialism in the advance of Christianity 
is explored. 0 is was an era in which the seeds of a truly world church were 
sown, and the 1 nal chapter explores these developments. 0 e beginnings of an 
indigenous, non-white Christian leadership, from Bishop Samuel Crowther to 
the itinerant West African prophet Wadé Harris, was of profound signi1 cance 
for twentieth century churches. 

Christianity also had to wrestle with revolutionary issues of a very di& erent 
order, and separate chapters in Churches, Revolutions and Empires are devoted 
to the signi1 cant internal tensions these produced. Philosophy in the wake of 
the Enlightenment impacted theological expression, producing the profound 
reconstruction attempted by theological liberalism, emerging especially 
in Germany, but inH uential across the Christian West, especially amongst 
Protestants. Such signi1 cant challenges to Christian orthodoxy provoked 
strong defences, and the ultimate reaction of fundamentalism. Advances in 
the realm of science were equally profound. Charles Darwin produced what 
was e& ectively a new book of Genesis with an alternative account of cosmic 
and human origins. 0 e theological implications were tremendous, posing 
fundamental questions about Biblical authority, and of the relationship between 
faith and science. 

Christians wrestled over the role they should take in politics, with the 
formation of political parties with Christian identities in some countries, but 
conscious avoidance of this in others. Notable political success was secured in 
Britain with the campaigns against the slave trade, and in favour of emancipation, 
the subject of chapter 1 ve, although this success raised issues over the shape 
future political engagement should take. On these signi1 cant questions of social 
ethics there was no easy consensus, as the American Christian community was 
to 1 nd when they bitterly disagreed, and supported both sides in the Civil War 
in the United States over the issue of slavery. 

0 e development of modern liberal democracies, with the deeper challenges 
of socialism and then Marxism and communism posed further challenges 
for Christian thinking, and chapter nine considers responses which varied 
from Christian Socialism, to the retrenchment and reaction of the papal 
condemnation of the modern world expressed in the Syllabus of Errors. 
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Christianity continued to be a profoundly shaping force in matters of national 
identity, as chapter twelve shows. 

Although the period 1789 to 1914 saw rapid growth in the size of the world 
church, evidence suggests that by the end of the nineteenth century churches in 
the cities of Western Europe were not thriving, although more generally North 
America followed a di& erent trajectory. 0 e concept of secularisation is assessed 
in chapter thirteen, as are a series of responses by churches to this growing 
sense of urban crisis. With over 50% of the world population now urban, the 
engagement of Christianity with the urban world has great signi1 cance for 
contemporary churches. 0 e scope of religious liberty in the United States 
in the nineteenth century produced a context in which a range of religious 
expressions H ourished. Some tested the boundaries of traditional Christian 
practice and belief, others sought to reinforce them. Developments such as 
theological liberalism, holiness, Pentecostalism, Mormonism, fundamentalism, 
and major growth in the largest Christian body, Roman Catholicism, are 
considered in chapter 1 G een, together with the strong conservative evangelical 
defence of orthodox doctrine which arose from Princeton. 

0 e 1 nal chapter assesses the closing decades of the era. As imperial powers 
carved up the remaining parts of the globe, doing huge damage to established 
tribal patterns of existence, the World Missions Conference in Edinburgh 
reH ected hope for the evangelisation of the world in its generation. Yet, 
Christianity was forced to develop a coherent response to other world religions, 
and the 1 rst World Parliament of Religions was held in the 1890s. Racism 
remained a deeply pervasive issue, and the seeds of widespread anti-Semitism 
were sown with horrifying consequences in the middle of the twentieth century. 
Meanwhile storm clouds were gathering over Europe, which were to erupt into 
two horri1 c world wars at the cost of millions of lives.

0 is book is written for all those with an interest in the history of Christianity, 
whether students, church leaders, or general readers. Rather than attempting 
encyclopaedic comprehensiveness, Churches, Revolutions and Empires concen-
trates on signi1 cant individuals, themes, and events in major chapters, in an 
attempt to convey a representative impression of signi1 cant developments, and 
also to open up debate and discussion about key issues. Short quotations from 
a number of primary sources are included to assist with this, and to help draw 
the reader into the thinking of the participants in the events under discussion. 
Although as a Christian historian the writer believes that debates about the na-
ture of God's working in the historical development of Christianity are impor-
tant, in order to facilitate the use of the book in as wide a range of religious and 
non-religious contexts as possible, these issues are not discussed directly in the 
text. Instead, the book presents the raw materials that enable general readers 
and students to open these debates up. 0 e author also believes that the dif-
ferent forms in which Christianity has been expressed have been signi1 cantly 
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inH uenced by historical events, and to understand the issues churches face in 
the contemporary world, a clear understanding of their past is needed. 0 is is 
necessary for both religious and secular historians. 0 e material covered in the 
following chapters allows scope for further debates about the degree to which 
di& erent Christian expressions were shaped by wider social and intellectual 
trends. 

0 e book is also written with the conviction that the complex of individual 
and institutional beliefs and activities which are found in Christianity have 
also been signi1 cantly shaped by the context in which they have developed. 
OG en this has taken place unintentionally, without conscious recognition that 
this was the case, and sometimes despite attempted resistance to such trends. 
At times this process has created signi1 cant movements away from orthodox 
understandings of Christianity, and the factors behind this need to be carefully 
assessed. For this reason many chapters include some discussion of wider social, 
economic, and political matters, which might otherwise be reserved to the 
works of social historians, in an attempt to place developments in Christianity 
within the totality of events. Churches, Revolutions and Empires recognises 
that the history of Christianity includes the history of individual religious 
belief and experience, rather than just of churches and institutions, and that 
this belief and practice was still interwoven with most aspects of life in the late 
eighteenth century, and continued to be so during the nineteenth century, even 
if its signi1 cance was declining in Europe. 0 e approach taken in the book also 
allows trajectories within Christianity to be assessed within their global context, 
a matter of considerable signi1 cance as it began to be a truly global religion in 
the twentieth century.

In writing this book I have incurred many debts. First of all, thanks are due 
to the International Christian College, Glasgow, for the periods of study time 
they permitted in the twelve years I taught there. I am also thankful for the 
constantly insightful and challenging questions and discussion points raised 
by my students over the years as I have lectured in a range of countries and 
academic contexts. My gratitude also goes to my current employers, Langham 
Partnership, for their encouragement to continue to write and teach in the midst 
of my work with doctoral scholars from the Developing World. Appreciation 
is especially due to many academic colleagues who have encouraged me on in 
this all-too-lengthy task, and who have spared portions of their precious time 
to read and comment on chapters. Special mention should be made of Mark 
Elliott, John Jeacocke, Brian Stanley, David Bebbington, Ian Randall, Jay Brown, 
and Ken Stewart for their generous e& orts. 0 anks are also due to my family, 
who have shown willing forbearance whilst ‘the book’ has been completed.
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When on October 19, 1781 Lord Cornwallis surrendered with his troops to 
the Americans at Yorktown, Virginia, the British army band played ‘& e 

World Turned Upside Down’. 0 e choice was entirely appropriate, for this was 
the 1 rst of two cataclysmic events that were to hit North America and Europe in 
the late eighteenth century. 0 e second storm broke in 1789 in France, ironically 
an ally of the Americans in their struggle against their colonial masters. Yet the 
two revolutions came to nations at very di& erent points in their histories—the 
French revolution came to a nation in its Autumn years; in America to one in 
its Spring. In the decades following these momentous events, the pattern of 
religious life was to take very di& erent courses in the two nations. 

Origins of the War of Independence
As the American colonies during the eighteenth century developed identities 
that were local and separate from that of Britain, the seeds of the American 
War of Independence were sown. 0 e rule of the British, although more 
loosely organised and allowing more indigenous social structures than in 
French, Spanish or Portuguese colonies, was increasingly seen as oppressive in 
the years aG er British-American victory in the French-Indian War (1754–63). 
0 e American colonists’ con1 dence in their own military ability grew, as did 
resentment at British attempts to raise taxes to pay o&  the war debt. 0 e cry of 
‘no taxation without representation’ was justi1 ed, even though taxes were lower 
in America than in England.
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Christianity in North America was transplanted from Europe, but into 
di& erent soil and into di& erent circumstances. 0 e form which took root and 
H ourished in the United States was very di& erent to that in Latin America 
where the Roman Catholicism of the colonists became the dominant religious 
form. Although the di& erent waves of immigrants to North America brought 
the multiplicity of European Christian expressions, the religious radicalism and 
separatism that had led them to seek a better life and religious freedom away 
from the restrictions of the Old World brought an openness to new practice 
and new ideas. 0 e rich Puritan heritage of the New England colonies was 
rooted in the piety of the early British and European Protestant settlers, and 
included a deep-set fear of return to the religious oppression from which the 
founding fathers had escaped. New England Puritanism had been renewed 
through the Great Awakening earlier in the eighteenth century. With roots in 
the Reformation, Puritanism and European pietism, the evangelicalism which 
lay at the heart of the Awakening, brought an emphasis on personal conversion 
as the root of Christian experience, the Bible as the source of authoritative 
teaching, and the atoning death of Christ on the cross as the means by which 
salvation was accomplished. Evangelicals believed that faith in Christ was the 
giG  of God, but that it was also to be lived out actively in obedient, faithful 
service. 0 is was evidence of the personal, inward, heartfelt religion which was 
the characteristic of evangelicalism. It was a form of religious expression more 
suited to the expanding, market oriented societies of the eighteenth century, 
and was to have a profound inH uence on post-Independence America. 

0 e Great Awakening also contributed to the growing cultural and religious 
cohesion of the American colonies. When the itinerant British Anglican 
minister, George White1 eld, preached to crowds of whomsoever would listen, 
heedless of denominational identities, he broke down boundaries. So too did 
his message of the new birth, spiritual liberty, for those who repented and 
believed. 0 e Awakening was a distinctively national event, making Americans 
aware of their common identity. 0 ose who experienced spiritual liberty from 
the oppression of sin and Satan, also began in time to think about liberty from 
other forms of oppression (especially during the French and Indian War of the 
1750s). 0 e existence of any direct link between the theological developments 
of the revival era of Jonathan Edwards, and the later revolution, has been 
extensively debated by a wide range of historians.1 Whatever the nature of 

1 e.g. Alan Heimert, Religion and the American Mind from the Great Awakening to the Revolution, 
Cambridge, Mass,., Harvard UP, 1966; P. Miller, & e New England Mind: & e Seventeenth Century, 
New York, Macmillan, 1939; and Jonathan Edwards, New York, Sloan, 1949; M. Noll, Christians in 
the American Revolution, Washington D.C., Christian University Press, 1977; H. Stout, & e New 
England Soul: Preaching and Religious Culture in Colonial New England, New York, Oxford UP, 
1986; T. Kidd, & e Great Awakening: & e Roots of Evangelical Christianity in Colonial America, New 
Haven, Yale University Press, 2008.
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the connection, the growing imperial crisis between Britain and a signi1 cant 
section of the colonists descended into open war in the 1770s.

The Churches and the War of Independence
For a number of years it had seemed unlikely that the revolt of the thirteen 
American colonies against their British rulers would succeed. Against the 
British army were ranged groups of farmers, tradesmen and mechanics, skilled 
at shooting for their food, good at skirmishing and defending themselves against 
native American Indians, but not as experienced soldiers. George Washington 
spent the bitter winter of 1777–78 holed up in Forge Valley watching his makeshiG  
army being decimated by illness, hunger, and the cold, until the French intervened 
in support of the patriots, and broke the British blockade of American ports. 
Of the 2.5 million white population of the colonies, one third supported the 
revolution (a further third were neutral, and a third were Loyalists), buoyed by 
con1 dence in the progressive course of history, believing that God was on their 
side, Britain was identi1 ed with tyranny, wickedness and sel1 shness. Conversely 
the British, including John Wesley, believed God was on theirs. 

Many preachers interpreted the struggle for independence as a religious 
act. Others agonised over what stance to take over the war, and some were 
outrightly paci1 st. Once it was over, most sought to demonstrate their 
solidarity with the new nation. Some were de1 nite in seeing the hand of God 
at work in their struggles. To Ezra Stiles, President of Yale, the victory over 

Ezra Stiles on The Religious Implications for the World of American 
Independence
Already does the new constellation of the United States begin to realize this 
glory. It has already risen to an acknowledged sovereignty among the republicks 
and kingdoms of the world. And we have reason to hope, and I believe to expect, 
that God has still greater blessings in store for this vine which his own right hand 
hath planted, to make us high among the nations in praise, and in name, and in 
honour. 

Liberty, civil and religious, has sweet and attractive charms…It may have 
been of the Lord that Christianity is to be found in such great purity in this 
church exiled into the wilderness of America; and that its purest body should 
be evidently advancing forward, by an augmented natural increase and spiritual 
edi! cation, into a singular superiority—with the ultimate subserviency to the 
glory of God, in converting the world. "

" E. Stiles, A Sermon Preached Before Governor Jonathan Trumbull and the Connecticut 
General Assembly… (#nd edition, Worcester, Mass: Isaiah Thomas, "$%&, &%–'#; (&–(%, quoted 
in K.J. Hardman, Issues in American Christianity, Baker, Grand Rapids, Michigan, "((), $%–%".
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the armies of George III was portentous of freedom and knowledge spreading 
across the world. To others the success of the republic was laden with millennial 
signi1 cance. Not all agreed, but certainly success in the War of Independence 
instilled democratic values in religious organisations, and deepened the 
conviction that God had a special purpose for America.

The American Constitution—1787
0 e victorious United States sought to establish stable government, and an 
environment in which economic growth could take place. 0 e primary focus 
was upon defence, revenue raising, and promoting commerce: the need to pay 
o&  the war debt was urgent. It was quickly apparent that the initial articles of 
confederation were too loose as the states failed in their 1 nancial obligations to 
support Congress. When the members of the constitutional convention, which 
met for seventeen weeks through the long hot Philadelphia summer of 1787, 
drew up a Constitution for the new nation they produced a document which 
contains almost no mention of religion. 0 e work of Congregational divines, 
Quakers, Anglican lawyers, freethinkers, landowners, planters and merchants, 
it was a compromise document, designed carefully to draw some powers away 
from the individual states, but leave them with control of highways, education, 
banking, taxation, divorce, alcohol laws, and civil and criminal codes. 0 is 
meant that the states were leG  with considerable latitude to determine policy 
concerning the religious life of their inhabitants. 

0 e role of the Christian faith in the debates remains uncertain, not helped 
by the decision not to publish accounts of the various contributions to the 
deliberations until long aG er they were over. A story circulated in the 1820s that 
at one crucial point in the debates of 1787 Benjamin Franklin, who had in the 
same year written to Ezra Stiles doubting the deity of Christ, urged the Assembly 
to apply to ‘the Father of Lights to illuminate our understandings’—but the 
exact circumstances are unclear. Amongst the founding Fathers, the Scottish 
Presbyterian John Witherspoon (the only clergyman to sign the declaration of 
independence), held views that came close to being recognisably evangelical, 
but others displayed reticence over speaking publicly about their beliefs, or 
were Deists. 0 e Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confederation, 
and the Constitution of the United States were respectful of the deity, but were 
largely secular documents. References to religion are couched in negative 
terms: ‘No religious test shall ever be required as a quali1 cation to any o/  ce 
or public trust under the United States’ (Article 6). 0 e American historian 
Mark Noll has concluded that evangelicalism ‘played at best a negligible role in 
the founding era of the 1770s and 1780s,’ the time when the basic guidelines for 
religious-social interaction in the new nation were established.2 

2 M. Noll, American Evangelical Christianity: An Introduction, Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 2000, 191.
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Nonetheless, the inH uence on popular ideology of the earlier eighteenth 
century evangelical revivals had not been lost by the time of the revolution. 
What the founding Fathers laid down could be readily built upon. 0 e section 
of the religiously minded among the population who adapted themselves best 
to the values of the new America, and in the early nineteenth century baptised 
the constitution as their own, were the evangelicals.

Between 1787 and 1788 the constitution was gradually rati1 ed by the states—
North Carolina did not accept until 1789, Rhode Island in 1790. 0 e Founders 
agreed on the need to promote religious liberty, but that religious belief or 
practice should not be dictated. Behind this lay the growing denominational 
pluralism of America. 0 roughout much of the eighteenth century 
Congregationalism and Anglicanism had dominated the largely nominally 
Protestant America—in 1775 these denominations numbered 580,000 and 
500,000 respectively, with Presbyterians totalling 410,000. By this time, these 
denominations were less dominant than they had been in 1700, although still 
one-third of all churches were Congregational or Anglican. Rapid population 
growth, in part fuelled by high levels of immigration from di& erent parts of 
Europe, brought a diversity of population, language and Christian expression, 
such that one church community could not dominate a particular area. 0 e 
implications of such changes took time to be worked through. 

Established churches in some states continued until the nineteenth century, 
but they were a dying breed—Connecticut’s Congregationalist establishment 
continued until 1818. 0 at in Massachusetts lingered until 1833, although when 
it was abolished the state made the point of a/  rming that ‘the public worship 
of God, and instructions in piety, religion, and morality, promote the happiness 
and prosperity of a people, and the security of republican government’.3 
Numbering only around 25,000 at the time of the Declaration of Independence, 
Roman Catholics found signi1 cant resistance to the granting of their full civil 
rights in the following years. Pennsylvania led the way in allowing freedom 
of religious worship to all theists, including Roman Catholics. Generally, the 
position of Roman Catholics in the United States was in signi1 cant contrast to 
that experienced across the border in Canada. In Quebec in 1774, where Roman 
Catholics were in the majority, the Roman Catholic hierarchy was granted 
many of the prerogatives of an established church by the British government. 
War in 1812 between Britain and America over Canada encouraged Canadian 
Protestants to draw closer to the British model of church life—Canadian 
Presbyterians looked to the Presbyterianism of Scotland; Canadian Anglicans 
looked for state-church comprehension; Canadian Methodists remained loyal 
and balanced in their evangelicalism. In Canada, the democratic, entrepreneurial, 

3 Article 11, amending Article 3 of the 1780 Massachusetts Constitution, in ed. F.N. 0 orpe, & e 
Federal and State Constitutions, 7 volumes, Washington D.C, 1909, vol 3: 1914. 
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anti-traditionalism of American evangelicalism was rejected in favour of 
a ‘quasi-establishmentarian evangelicalism’.4

The Religious View at the time of the Founding Fathers
0 e birth certi1 cate of the new nation, the 1776 Declaration of Independence, 
announced in ringing tones that: ‘all men are created equal, that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these 
are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness’. 0 e full implications of the 
declaration seem to have eluded the Founding Fathers. For many decades those 
who were black, female, or Roman Catholic, would have genuine cause to doubt 
just how seriously such profound assertions were to be taken. 

Exactly what some of the Declaration’s authors, such as 0 omas Je& erson 
and Benjamin Franklin, intended by using the word ‘Creator’ remains a topic of 
much debate. Both stressed virtue and morality as being essential for the well-
being of society, and in the promotion of morality the role of the churches was 
seen as important, but Je& erson believed that common moral philosophy rooted 
in human reason rather than a God-centred life, could provide the foundation 
for public morality. George Washington, 1 rst President of the United States, 
similarly emphasised the duty of life and disinterested service, and preferred 
to speak of God using names derived from Nature rather than the Bible—such 
as Supreme Being, Grand Architect, Great Ruler of Events, and Great Creator. 

0 e inH uence of Deism on the Founding Fathers and early political leaders of 
the nation cannot be ignored. Of these, 0 omas Je& erson was the pre-eminent 
representative. To him religion was more about having a moral code than 
believing in divine revelation, and he argued that much of the Bible was unclear, 
in which case he preferred ignorance to error. Nonetheless, the teaching of Jesus 
remained important to him, although he couched it within the framework of 
Deism. He argued that true religion was the ‘sublime doctrines of philosophy 
and deism, taught by Jesus Christ’. Without this, life would ‘indeed be a hell’.5 

0 at both those with heterodox views, and those who were orthodox in 
their theology, could positively embrace the new constitutional arrangements 
was in part due to their common debt to Scottish Common Sense Philosophy. 
0 inkers such as Francis Hutcheson (1694–1746) and 0 omas Reid (1710–1796) 
argued that Enlightenment thinking was compatible with the broad outline of 
received Christianity, by means of appeal to ‘universal’ (common) ‘experience’ 
(sense). Humans everywhere presupposed basic realities, such as the connection 

4 M. Noll, & e Rise of Evangelicalism: & e Age of Edwards, White' eld, and the Wesleys, Apollos, 
Leicester, 2004, 189–201.

5 0 omas Je& erson letter to John Adams, 14 September, 1813, quoted in E. Gaustad, 
A Documentary History of Religion in America to the Civil War, 2nd Edn, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 
1993, 297. 
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between causes and e& ects. Behind Creation lay a First Cause—a Creator; most 
humans presupposed the existence of a God who would one day judge good 
and evil; most accepted that a Perfect Morality lay behind moral judgements. 
0 ere was a natural sympathy in people that united them to others, a natural 
sense of right and wrong in all, regardless of education or social position. Such 

‘Common Sense’ thinking shaped the basis upon which the new nation was 
constructed: they were vital concepts for a democratizing society in which 
ordinary people were now ranked equal with their ‘betters’. 0 e nation’s social 
order was to be based on observable facts concerning human conduct. It was 
also widely believed that throwing o&  the truths of Christianity and their 
attendant moral structure, would result in a collapse of morality. 

Scottish Common Sense Philosophy deeply inH uenced the colleges of the late 
eighteenth century. It also had a part in reshaping the evangelical Puritanism of 
the Jonathan Edwards tradition, placing increasing store on the use of logically 
compelling arguments to draw human minds to faith, rather than a reliance 
on prevenient grace,6 and asserting the importance of scienti1 c reasoning in 
demonstrating the truth of revelation. 0 ose who stood in the Edwardsean 
tradition, Samuel Hopkins (1721–1803), Jonathan Edwards junior (1745–1801), 
and Timothy Dwight (1752–1817)—grandson of Jonathan Edwards—came to 
articulate an evangelicalism which was in part shaped by the wider context of 
the early republic. Edwards (junior) sought somewhat inH exibly to maintain 
his father’s principles. Hopkins’, System of Doctrine Contained in Divine 
Revelation (1793), the most comprehensive work of theology from an American 
evangelical since Edwards, became a key text for many Congregationalists 
espousing the ‘New Divinity’. It was Calvinism, but adjusted to the rationalism 
of the American enlightenment. In an America which had rejected the ‘tyranny’ 
of Britain, a soG er view of the sovereignty of God seemed more appropriate, 
together with an emphasis on the need for a voluntary response to the gospel. 
Joseph Bellamy sought to avoid any conception of God as a ‘tyrant’, by teaching 
a governmental view of the atonement, rather than the traditional penal 
substitutionary view. Although there were revivals among the student body at 
Yale aG er Hopkins became president in 1795, and other New England churches 
were reporting further episodes of revival, and becoming interested in mission, 
on the whole New England Congregationalism could not shake itself free of 
theological dispute, which limited its e& ectiveness. 

Presbyterians moved in varying directions. Whilst some journeyed towards 
Enlightenment latitudinarianism, others consolidated their evangelical 
emphases, and engaged in urgent e& orts to extend Presbyterianism further 
westwards. It was only aG er 1800 that American Presbyterianism was clearly 

6 0 e idea that God’s grace is at work before an individual’s religious conversion, preparing the 
way for a later reception of the Christian message. 

Churches, Revolutions, and Empires Author Approved.indd   7Churches, Revolutions, and Empires Author Approved.indd   7 4/2/2012   2:51:09 PM4/2/2012   2:51:09 PM



8

Churches, Revolutions, and Empires: !"#$-!$!%

set on a path within evangelicalism that would encompass historic Calvinism, 
and voluntarism. 

Although the open doubt of David Hume or Voltaire found less acceptance in 
America, the radical thought of 0 omas Paine (1737–1809) was inH uential. An 
Englishman from Norfolk, Paine sailed to America in 1774, and encouraged the 
cause of independence. When he leG  America for Europe in 1787, he remained 
a correspondent of 0 omas Je& erson and George Washington, and in his latter 
years he returned to the United States. His works, particularly & e Rights of 
Man (1787), and & e Age of Reason (1794), were sold in cheap popular editions, 
encouraged by a post-revolutionary French government determined to export 
its underlying philosophy to the New World. In the Age of Reason Paine asserted 
that he believed in God, but not in the church, ‘My own mind is my own church’. 
He dismissed the Bible as being more than half 1 lled with ‘obscene stories’, and 
that it would be more consistent to call it, ‘0 e word of a demon than the word 
of God. It is a history of wickedness that has served to corrupt and brutalise 
mankind; and for my part I detest it’.7

In the social H ux at the end of the War of Independence the addition of these 
ideas produced a potentially volatile combination. 0 ere was evidence of people 
ceasing to honour their debts, and increasingly disregarding the Sabbath. Anti-
clerical sentiment grew, and church attendance was believed to be falling. In 
the 1780s the new nation was nearly bankrupt; some believed that this was not 
just the case 1 nancially, but also morally. Pastors who had likened victory in 
the war of independence to Moses leading the people out from oppression in 
Egypt, now extended the image: there were those ‘who despised the promised 
land, and desired to return to Egypt’. In his election sermon of 1785, William 
Symmes of Andover, Massachusetts, called for a constitution which would act 
by ‘curbing the lusts, and bounding the riotous appetites of men’.8 0 ere was 
a deep fear that the republican dream would vanish in the cold light of morning. 

0 e period of the revolutionary war appeared to have only served to promote 
a civil religion of independence that sustained the patriot cause, but did little 
to promote the personal Christian life. 0 e victory of the colonists did little 
for the colonial Anglicans, who su& ered much loss of property, and although 
re-organised in 1785 as the Protestant Episcopal Church of the United States 
of America, took many years to regain momentum. However, meltdown was 
avoided, and before long prayers for the king were replaced by prayers for the 
president.9

7 T. Paine, & e Age of Reason, 1794, quoted in K. Hardman, Issues in American Christianity, 
Grand Rapids, Baker, 1993, 97. 

8 Quoted in N. Hatch, & e Sacred Cause of Liberty: Republican & ought and the Millennium in 
Revolutionary New England, New Haven, Yale, 1977, 113.

9 Noll, Rise of Evangelicalism, 198–99.
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Wider Theological Trends
0 e new theological approaches of some led them to a supreme stress on 
divine goodness, human rationality, and the power of culture. In New England, 
Charles Chauncy, one-time opponent of Jonathan Edwards, became the 1 rst 
to declare himself Unitarian. Some Massachusetts congregational churches 
driG ed in the same direction. 0 e trend towards liberal and Unitarian thought 
was particularly strong at Harvard, where Henry Ware, Professor of Divinity, 
held liberal theological views. One of the ablest proponents of Unitarian 
theology was William Ellery Channing (1780–1842). In his famous sermon, 
Unitarian Christianity, delivered in Baltimore, Channing set out his view that 
the Bible was to be interpreted according to reason: the Trinity was declared an 
‘irrational, unscriptural doctrine’. He rejected the teaching that Jesus Christ was 
‘the one God’; rather, he was distinct from, and inferior to God. 0 e work of 
Jesus Christ was to bring moral and spiritual deliverance through his teaching, 
to bring pardon to the penitent, and shed light on the path of duty.10 0 e issue 
of Unitarianism was to open up 1 ssures especially within Congregationalism in 
the years aG er 1820.

0 e 1 ght against Unitarianism was led by the grandson of Jonathan Edwards, 
Timothy Dwight. 0 rough his powerful and energetic presidency of Yale, he 
inspired a renewed emphasis on high standards of scholarship and morality in 
the college, and saw revival of religion amongst the students aG er 1802, with 
many inspired to enter the Christian ministry. 0 e torch he laid down in 1817 
was taken up by others such as Lyman Beecher, Nathaniel Taylor, and Asahel 
Nettleton. 

0 e colourful assortment of new religious groups which H ourished in the 
new American context of liberty and resistance to authority, were typically 
anti-Calvinist, millenarian, perfectionist, and oG en rural. 0 ey included the 
Shakers, who arrived in New York State from Britain in 1774, led by Mother 
Ann Lee (1736–1784). She had su& ered greatly in childbirth, and all four of her 
children had died young. 0 is helped shape her religious views which included 
the importance of community living, allowing a wide range of economic roles 
for women, and religious perfection and sexual celibacy. 0 e Universalists, who 
were led by John Murray, came to New England in 1770, and rejected notions of 
eternal punishment, believing in the eventual salvation of all. 

The First Amendment—1791
0 e written Constitution of the United States has proved remarkably robust, and 
has proved in need of amendment only on rare occasions. One such came in 
1791, just four years aG er the writing of the constitution, when ten amendments 
came into force as the Bill of Rights. 0 e 1 rst amendment, concerning the 

10 E. Channing, & e Works of William E. Channing, 6th edition, Boston, Munroe & Co., 1846, 69–78. 
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religious life of the nation, declared that ‘Congress shall make no law respecting 
an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof ’; it also 
set out the right of free speech, and of free peaceable assembly. 0 e second 
amendment enshrined the right of the people to keep and bear arms, but that, 
as they say, is another story. 0 e 1 rst amendment mentioned neither church nor 
state, but between them 0 omas Je& erson believed a ‘wall of separation’ had 
been erected: at national level there was to be no formal connection between 
religion and society. He was convinced that the privileged status of established 
churches led to corruption of both the church and of the state, and that when 
free of it churches would follow a pattern of rationality and restraint. 0 e policy 
of religious toleration emerging in Europe was not enough; religious liberty was 
required. It was George Washington’s opinion that individuals were accountable 
to God alone for their religious opinions, and freedom of worship according to 
religious conscience should be protected. Furthermore, any person should be 
able to sit in national councils without inquisition into their faith or mode of 
worship. 

0 e Founding Fathers recognised that common moral precepts for the 
nation were required, to prevent social collapse, as 0 omas Je& erson wrote: 
‘0 e practice of morality being necessary for the well-being of society, he 
[the Creator] has taken care to impress its precepts so indelibly on our hearts 
that they shall not be e& aced by the subtleties of our brain.’11 Yet they also 
recognised that religion was a potentially explosive matter, and that to favour 
one denomination above another could trigger violent protests. 

0 ere has been much disagreement over what the First Amendment actually 
meant, or still means, but at its root lay the creation of a broadly Christian 
republic, without the creation of a legally established church. Religious 
policy was leG  to the individual states, allowing Congress to concentrate on 
government for the nation. 0 e results, in practice, were ambiguous to say the 
least. In 1791, 1 ve out of the then fourteen states made provision for ministers 
to receive tax support, and twelve states still placed religious tests on those 
intending to hold public o/  ce. Restrictions on non-Protestants and non-
Christians therefore remained. Legislation to assist Sabbath observance, restrict 
atheism, and protect public morals, was passed. 0 e amendment also did not 
stop Congress or President from calling for National Days of Prayer, or provide 
funding for military chaplains. 

Post War Religious Life—Decline and Growth
0 e War of Independence claimed lives, scattered population, and disrupted 
established patterns of piety. It is not surprising that religious life in the new 

11 0 omas Je& erson Letter to 0 omas Fishback, 27 September 1809, quoted in M. Noll, 
Christianity in America: A Handbook, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1983, 137.
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United States was thought to have reached a low ebb between the 1770s and 1800. 
Although the 1 gures do not truly represent all who attended church, church 
membership was reckoned to be less than 10% of the population. 0 e General 
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in 1798 lamented ‘a general dereliction 
of religious principles and practice’, and ‘a visible and prevailing impiety and 
contempt for the laws and institutions of society’. Apart from the dislocations 
occasioned by war, the problem was also in part due to structural change within 
the churches themselves between 1750 and 1800. Territorial Protestantism 
dominated by establishmentarian Congregationalism, Episcopalianism, and 
Presbyterianism, began to give way to a more dynamic structure, led by 
Methodists, Baptists, and voluntary religious organisations.

Post-war America was more socially open, committed to republicanism, and 
freedom of opportunity. It was a rapidly expanding society, with few structures 
of institutional control, few distinctions of class, and with the physical and 
social space to dynamically adapt and develop. Republicanism, viewed with 
suspicion by many European Christians, and oG en associated with theological 
heterodoxy, was embraced positively by American evangelicals late in the 
eighteenth century. 0 e controlling inH uence of establishment or social culture, 
so signi1 cant in Europe, was no restraining force in North America.

Although connections with the ‘Old World’ remained, the ‘New World’ was 
to be separate and free, its religious expression more heterogeneous. Most of 
the national European expressions of Christianity found themselves replicated 

The First Amendment
First Amendment of the United States Constitution: ‘Congress shall make no law 
respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or 
abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or of the right of people peaceably 
to assemble, and to petition the Government for redress of grievances’.

George Washington on Religious Liberty
‘If I could have entertained the slightest apprehension, that the constitution 
framed in the convention, where I had the honour to preside, might possibly 
endanger the religious rights of any ecclesiastical society, certainly I would 
never have placed my signature to it… I have often expressed my sentiments 
that every man, conducting himself as a good citizen, and being accountable to 
God alone for his religious opinions, ought to be protected in worshipping the 
Deity according to the dictates of his own conscience.’"

" G. Washington, Reply to an Address Sent by the General Committee of the United 
Baptist Churches In Virginia, May "$%(, quoted in N. Cousins, ‘In God We Trust': The Religious 
Beliefs and Ideas of the American Founding Fathers, New York, Harper Brothers, "(&%, &%-&(.
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within one nation, but the years aG er 1781 gave an opportunity to explore 
and develop a religious practice that was truly ‘American.’ And America was 
a rapidly changing nation, with a population which reached 4 million in 1790, 
and 13 million in 1830. In such times of transition, churches with dynamic 
structures able to appeal in ‘go-getter’ style to the masses, were more likely to 
succeed. What evolved tended to be voluntary and evangelical.

Settled order and form gave way to the dynamism of individual leadership, and 
more democratic structures. 0 e new vocabulary of voluntary and democratic 
thought, was readily adopted and utilised by evangelical religion. Whilst 
strongly individualistic (with a stress on personal conversion), at the same time 
there was also a strong sense of community (expressed in church membership, 
or membership of voluntary societies). 0 e evangelicals appeared to have 
become heirs of the new society, with rapid growth amongst the Methodists, 
Baptists, and new denominations such as the Disciples and the Churches of 
Christ. 0 eir religion was small town or rural, emotional, conversionist, and 
apocalyptic. It was less a matter of inherited right, and more an issue dictated 
by market forces. Leaders were possessed of personal charisma, con1 dent of 
their ability to interpret and preach the Bible without resort to lengthy periods 
of scholarly education. Je& erson’s hopes that the 1 rst amendment would create 
religion characterised by rationality and restraint were far from ful1 lled. 

Recent studies of these radical religious groups in the post-revolutionary 
period have challenged the traditional picture of an overall post-war decline 
in religion. Although in traditional denominations the trend may have been 
a negative one, in the new groups congregations were rapidly increasing. 0 is 
suggests a greater degree of continuity between the 1 rst and second Great 
Awakenings.12 However, the evangelicalism that came to the fore was by no 
means united, but was divided by class, region, denomination, and attitudes 
to slavery. 

0 is fundamental shiG  in the denominational structure of America 
was marked. In 1776, 55% of American churchgoers were Congregational, 
Episcopalian, or Presbyterian; by 1850 the 1 gure was just 19%, with Methodists 
and Baptists at 55%. It was Methodism that did most to harvest the seed sown 
by the Great Awakening. In 1771, Francis Asbury (1745–1816) responded to John 
Wesley’s call for volunteers to work in America.13 Although Wesley had opposed 
the revolution, a stand so unpopular amongst patriots that most Methodist 
leaders had to return to England, when the war was over Asbury commenced 
a ministry parallel to that of Methodism’s founder. He travelled over 270,000 

12 See S.A. Marini, Radical Sects in Revolutionary New England, Cambridge, Mass., 1982; and 
R. Finke and R. Stark, & e Churching of America, 1776–1990, New Brunswick, New Jersey, 1992. 

13 0 e nature of Methodism as a transatlantic, and then trans-national, force is explored in 
D. Hempton, Methodism: Empire of the Spirit, London, Yale University Press, 2005. 
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miles across the colonies, and into the new states of Tennessee and Kentucky, 
preaching 16,500 sermons and ordaining 4,000 preachers. Wesley had made all 
the world his parish, and Asbury urged, ‘Go into every kitchen and shop; address 
all, aged and young, on the salvation of their souls’. He ensured Methodism was 
to be the leading religious force in America for the next century. As with Wesley, 
Asbury was a 1 ne organiser, and alongside him laboured dedicated preachers, 
such as Freeborn Garretson (1752–1827), a hugely e& ective itinerant preacher in 
the southern states, and in the Canadian Maritimes and New York State. 

A boost to Methodism came in 1784 when Wesley ordained clergy for North 
America. At a meeting in Baltimore in that year a formal structure for Methodism 
in America was drawn up, mixing the control of preachers and discipline 
through Asbury, with democratic and egalitarian forms in the class meetings, 
local churches, and lay preachers. Inherent was a series of creative tensions. 0 e 
movement was capable of dynamic expansion, and local self-direction, yet was 
governed closely by a strong authoritarian structure. Liberty of expression and 
spiritual freedom was exercised through the ordered structure of class meetings. 
0 e result was, as with British Methodism, the potential for schism. 0 e 
Republican Methodists of 1792 were a product of James O’Kelly’s demands for 
more democracy in the naming of preachers for circuits, and a reaction against 
the authoritarian style of leadership. 0 e majority of Methodists, however, 
remained loyal to Asbury.

Methodist structures proved well suited to the post-Independence era, and 
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helped instil into American Christianity an emphasis on openness and personal 
sincerity. Although Methodism was initially most successful in areas settled by 
Anglicans and European Pietists, Methodism was also shaped by the American 
religious context, to which it adapted quickly and e& ectively, and where it 
took on a life of its own, with a variety of local forms and expressions—from 
the steadier New England form, through to camp meetings, and its African- 
American dimensions. Its social openness gave scope for the ministry of a small 
number of black and white women as exhorters to Methodist congregations, and 
one source claimed that in 1810 there were at least 13 ordained black ministers.14 
In 1784 there were some 15,000 Methodists, a considerable improvement on the 
less than 1,000 of 1771. 0 is was as nothing to the 200,000 Methodists by the 
time of Asbury’s death in 1816. 0 e million mark was passed before 1850, and by 
1855 the 1.5 million Methodists (out of a population of 23 million) were part of 
the largest Protestant denomination—over 30% of all church members. 

Methodist preachers were urged to seek out the poor and dispossessed, of 
which slaves were the clearest example. In 1786, there were 1,890 African-
American members of the Methodist Episcopal Church, and 20,000 in 
1800, a rise from 10% of total membership to over 30%, although there were 
signi1 cant regional variations. 0 e most able black slaves were encouraged to 
act as preachers and exhorters, which was a powerful statement of spiritual 
equality, as well as being the best way of successfully reaching other slaves, 
Methodist religious practice, with extemporary spiritual preaching and prayer 
meetings, hymn-singing, and the love-feast, seemed well-adapted to African-
American culture. 

Home and abroad, Methodism was also signi1 cantly a movement of women, 
especially with the domestic locus of many of its gatherings. Women could 
play signi1 cant roles in class meetings, although they rarely exercised a public 
ministry beyond that realm. It was not the practise of Francis Asbury and his 
successors to recognise calls, extraordinary or otherwise, to women to preach, 
and most denominations followed this policy in the early nineteenth century.15 

0 rough its circuit system, and practice of itinerancy, the Methodist system 
was H exible, and fast-moving, following early settlers, and incorporating new 
areas into circuits, stations, and classes. Not all endeavours were successful, and 
sometimes expansion was too rapid, but there was a ready supply of income and 
personnel to meet new challenges.16 Only in the later years of the nineteenth 

14 N. Hatch, ‘0 e Whirlwind of Religious Liberty in Early America’, in ed. R. Helmstadter, 
Freedom and Religion in the Nineteenth Century, Stanford, Stanford University Press, 1997, 49.

15 M. Westerkamp, Women and Religion in Early America, 1600–1850, London, Routledge, 1999, 
109–118.

16 Hempton, Methodism: Empire of the Spirit, 159; 152–154. 
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century was this dynamism and spontaneity to slow, as ministers became more 
upwardly mobile, and urban congregations demanded a ‘settled’ ministry.

0 e Baptists, emphasising individual profession of faith, with its public 
sign—baptism by immersion—similarly 1 tted well with the dynamics of post-
revolutionary society. In rural areas ‘farmer-preachers’ combined agricultural 
work during the week with the role of pastor-preacher at the weekend. 0 e 460 
Baptist churches of 1780 had become 12,000 by 1860, with over 1 million members. 
Free of the restrictions that had constrained them in the Old World, Baptists in 
regions in the mid and southern regions were able aG er the 1760s to organise 
freely, and they expanded rapidly. By 1790 half of all American Baptists lived in 
the southern states. In the 1780s they were founding 1 G y new churches every year. 

Other new ‘American’ denominations also H ourished. 0 eir Restorationist 
vision of a return of Christianity to the purity of the New Testament era, 
produced an anti-traditional, lay oriented, self-starting religion that appealed to 
many disillusioned with the traditional churches. With baptism by immersion 
for adults, and autonomy for local congregations, they o& ered an indigenous 
expression of Christianity for the new era. By 1860 there were 2,100 Disciples 

The Circuit Rider
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Churches, compared with 2,150 Episcopalian and 2,240 Congregationalist 
churches. An ongoing feature of American Christianity was to be its dynamism 
and huge diversity.

African–American Christians
Another signi1 cant element of cultural and religious diversity in the new United 
States was the presence of some 500,000 African-Americans. 0 e fact that 
most of them were enslaved to white owners was to tax political and religious 
thinkers for the next century, once an attempt in the 1787 constitutional 
convention to commit the new Republic to the abolition of slavery had been 
quashed by southern opposition. In the late seventeenth century, and early 
eighteenth century, the 1 rst e& orts were made to bring Christian instruction to 
slaves by the colonial government and the churches, but this was oG en in the 
face of hostility from slave owners who argued that the provision of religious 
instruction made slaves neglectful, or rebellious, and that slaves only expressed 
interest in Christianity in order to gain their freedom. 

0 e Great Awakening of the 1730s and 1740s saw a number of conversions 
amongst slaves, and later in the century slaves were notable for their responses 
to Methodist and Presbyterian evangelistic preaching, and then that of the 
Baptists. In the North, African-Americans generally worshipped with white 
Christians, and subscribed to the same religious beliefs and forms. However, this 
did not necessarily mean equality within the churches—segregated seating was 
to be found, and restrictions upon participation in worship. 0 is encouraged 
free African-Americans to establish their own churches. 

0 e 1 rst ‘continuing’ black church, in Aiken County, Southern Carolina, was 
established through the work of David George (1742–1810) in 1773–74. George’s 
connection with this work was brief, for in 1776 he H ed Savannah with the 
British and settled in Nova Scotia where he established further black churches. 
0 e move was to prove of lasting signi1 cance in terms of world mission, for in 
1793 a small number of free black Nova Scotian converts returned to the new 
colony of Sierra Leone in West Africa, established as a free land for freed slaves. 
0 ey were to play a signi1 cant role in the evangelisation of that area of West 
Africa, where their original cultural roots lay. 

A number within the evangelical tradition spoke out against the practice 
of slavery. Samuel Hopkins (1721–1803) of Newport Rhode Island, where 
merchants made a fortune from the slave trade, courageously added his voice 
to those of the Quakers. 0 ey expressed their horror that black slaves were 
treated as if they were ‘quite another species of animals, made only to serve 
us and our children’. Such attitudes violated the benevolent values of loving 
‘our neighbours as ourselves’, and were believed to be utterly inconsistent in the 
face of a war fought in the name of winning civil liberties. Slavery was a crime, 
provoking in God’s sight. In 1776 the leading American Methodist John Fletcher 
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combined loyalist and anti-slavery rhetoric, deploring the ‘hypocritical friends 
of liberty, who buy, and sell, and whip their fellow men as if they were brutes’ 
whilst complaining they were ‘enslaved’ by the British parliament.17

In the South, resistance to such thought was deep-set. In 1784, the newly 
constituted Methodist Episcopal Church added to its 1 erce anti-slavery 
preaching, rules that would rid its societies of slave-holders, but this brought 
such strong objections from the white laity in the south, that the leadership were 
forced to back down. Slavery was an entrenched part of regular family order in 
a hierarchical social structure. Between 1800 and 1820, amongst both Baptists and 
Methodists, racial politics progressively undermined the stress on spiritual and 
personal equality that lay at the heart of evangelicalism, and the white leadership 
came to predominate in both mixed race, and black majority churches. 

On the whole, black Christians found more sympathy from the British 
‘oppressors’ than in the new land of ‘liberty’, as Andrew Bryan (1737–1812), founder 
of the Ethiopian Church of Jesus Christ in Savannah (later the First African 
Baptist Church), was to 1 nd. In 1790, he and 1 G y members of his congregation 
were imprisoned for refusing to heed the guidelines of the slave system. When 
they were eventually able to purchase their freedom, they established a church 
outside Savannah, which had a congregation of 700 by 1800. 

Despite the fact that by 1800 around one in three American Methodists was 
black, the religious discrimination they faced could be severe and humiliating. 
In St George’s Methodist Episcopal Church, Philadelphia, as the number of 
African American worshippers increased, they faced growing hostility from 
white members of the congregation, who required them to sit in separated 
areas of the church. In November 1787 a number of black worshippers found 
themselves pulled from their knees because they were praying in the wrong part 
of the crowded church. Incidents like these spurred the formation of separate 
churches for African Americans, such as the African Methodist Episcopal 
Church, the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, and independent 
African-American Baptist churches, which served as centres for free African 
communities, and proved the 1 rst decisive steps towards freedom by African 
Americans. 0 ey were the fruits not of doctrinal division, or disputes over 
church organisation, but of a quiet rebellion against the bitterness of racial 
discrimination and the failure of Christian expressions of faith to match up 
to professed teachings. To African Americans, white churches appeared to be 
instrumental in upholding the social and political policies behind slavery. 

0 e African Methodist Episcopal Church grew out of the demeaning 
incident in Philadelphia in 1787. One of those pulled from his knees was 
Richard (1760–1831) a slave who had been converted through the itinerant 

17 J. Fletcher, & e Bible and the Sword, 1776, quoted in E. Sandoz (ed.), Political Sermons of the 
American Founding Era, 1730–1805, Indianapolis, Liberty Press, 1991, 567.
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preaching of Methodists, as were many others. Despite his status, he began to 
preach, and around 1780 his master was challenged over holding slaves by the 
Methodist preaching of Freeborn Garrettson. Allen and his family were allowed 
to purchase their freedom, and he engaged in itinerant preaching to both black 
and white audiences before settling in Philadelphia, where he ministered to 
the black members of St George’s Methodist Episcopal Church. He saw such 
success that he was oG en required to preach 1 ve times a day. Despite this, the 
hostility from whites remained, and aG er the incident in St George’s, Allen and 
other blacks withdrew to form churches which attempted to combine loyalty 
to Methodism with African-American self-government. 0 e attempt was not 
successful, and by 1816 the movement had become an independent entity, the 
African Methodist Episcopal denomination. Within two years it had grown to 
number 7,000 members, and 20,000 by 1860.18 0 e church was African in name 
and membership, and helped to promote strength and unity amongst African-
Americans in the face of racial discrimination. It was also part of a search, shared 
by other dissident groups, for an authentic, scriptural, form of Christianity; it 
was a search that meant tradition needed to be challenged. 

18 Allen’s account of these events is in R. Allen, & e Life Experience and Gospel Labours of the 
Rt. Rev. Richard Allen, 2nd edn, Nashville, 1960; see also C.V.R. George, Segregated Sabbaths: Richard 
Allen and the Emergence of Independent Black Churches, 1760–1840, New York, 1973. 

Discrimination Against Black Christians
‘A number of us usually attended St George’s church in Fourth street; and when 
the coloured people got numerous in attending the church, they moved us 
from the seats we usually sat on, and placed us around the wall, and on Sabbath 
morning we went to church and the sexton stood at the door, and told us to go 
to the gallery. He told us to go, and we would see where to sit. We expected to 
take the seats over the ones we had occupied below, not knowing any better. 
We took those seats. Meeting had begun, and they were nearly done singing, 
and just as we got to the seats the elder said, “Let us pray.”. We had not been long 
upon our knees before I heard a considerable scu+  ing and low talking. I raised 
my head up and saw one of the trustees, H__ M___, having hold of Rev. Absalom 
Jones, pulling him up o,  his knees, and saying, “You must get up – you must not 
kneel here”. Mr Jones replied, “Wait until prayer is over”… we all went out of the 
church in a body, and they were no more plagued with us in the church… my 
dear Lord was with us, and we were ! lled with fresh vigor to get a house erected 
to worship God in…’" 

" R, Allen, The Life Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rt. Rev. Richard Allen, Nashville, 
Abingdon, "('*, pp. #--)&, quoted in Hardman, American Christianity, p. $*. 
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0 ere is evidence that the 1 rst African-American Baptist congregation was in 
existence in Virginia as early as 1758; another was formed in South Carolina in 
1777. By 1800, there were some 25,000 African American Baptists. 0 e African 
Baptist Missionary Society of Richmond was organised by two black ministers, 
and in 1821 one of them, Lott Carey, became the 1 rst black Baptist missionary 
to Africa, travelling to Liberia under the auspices of the American Colonization 
Society, a society which sought to facilitate sending free black Americans back 
to Africa. Much black Baptist missionary endeavour was limited to Liberia 
and the West Coast of Africa in the nineteenth century. 0 ere were more 
African-American preachers amongst the Baptists than the Methodists and 
Presbyterians—black ministers were known to have pastored white Baptist 
churches in Virginia in the late eighteenth century. However, there remained 
only small numbers, in good part due to the desire to maintain an educated 
clergy, and there were few well-educated African-Americans. 

In the South the concentration of African Americans was far larger than in 
the North, and most were enslaved. Whites in the South were suspicious of 
black-led churches for their encouragement of the anti-slavery cause, although 
they were mostly congregations of free blacks. Slaves were usually required 
to attend either white churches, where they oG en outnumbered the white 
congregation, or black churches pastored by white clergy. African-Americans 
who were permitted to preach in white churches in the South were not allowed 
to administer the sacraments of baptism or the Lord's Supper. 

Part of the mechanism slaves adopted for survival and seeking to make 
meaning for life in oppressive circumstances was the maintenance of elements 
of African culture and customs. Although they originated from very di& erent 
African countries and societies, they drew from their traditions elements 
that were blended with aspects of European culture, to produce new cultural 
and belief systems that helped them be reconciled with their new situation. 
Traditional ideas of kinship, naming o& spring, diet, and language, were adapted 
to their new environment. It seems to have been the urgent, experiential, 
evangelical preaching of the Second Great Awakening of the later eighteenth 
century that proved decisive in drawing large numbers of African Americans 
to Christianity—by 1800 there were up to 15,000 black Methodists, and 
some 20,000 black Baptists in the South. Christian teaching, particularly of 
the evangelical variety was powerfully attractive to slaves. 0 e message of 
awakening to personal sinfulness, conversion and spiritual rebirth, assurance 
of forgiveness and acceptance before God through the work of Christ, spiritual 
liberation and the promise of eternal life, brought to the dispossessed a sense 
of dignity and self-worth that transcended social status—in short they were 
important to God. 0 e egalitarian implications of such evangelical doctrine 
were not lost on African Americans, even if they were not always realised. Nor 
were its revolutionary social aspects lost: any system built upon brutality and 
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degradation could not have the favour of God. 0 e deliverance of the people of 
Israel from slavery in Egypt was a powerful motif. If liberation did not come 
in this life, it would come in eternity. 0 e community ethos of evangelical 
Christianity was also an important attraction: congregations, class meetings, 
prayer meetings, social support mechanisms, all proved strongly attractive to 
slaves.19 African-American Christianity merged with African cultures forced 
together by the oppression of slavery to produce a spontaneous, and oG en 
exuberant, expression of Christianity. In the words of Eugene Genovese, ‘0 e 
slaves shaped the Christianity they had embraced; they conquered the religion 
of those who had conquered them’.20 

Opposition to slavery in America depended on the work of voluntary 
societies to petition Congress. Such societies demanded, but also unleashed, 
tremendous energy. In the 1790s evangelical voices were raised against slavery 
amongst the Methodists, and the Congregationalists. Yet the rapid expansion 
of the gospel in the South, with slave-owners as well as slaves professing 
conversion, led evangelists to be more constrained in their complaints against 
slavery. Slavery remained as an entrenched, and oG en unquestioned, part of the 

19 W.E. Montgomery, Under their Own Vine and Fig Tree: & e African-American Church in the 
South, 1865–1900, Baton Rouge, Louisiana State University Press, 1993, 1–23; D.G. Mathews, Religion 
in the Old South, Chicago, 1977, 1–38. 

20 E.D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: & e World the Slaves Made, New York, 1972, 212. 

The Formation of the United States in the Nineteenth Century
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prevalent social system. In the South, the property owning and middle classes, 
the powerhouse of the voluntary anti-slave societies so inH uential in Britain, 
had no interest in changing the social framework, despite their religious 
profession. American evangelicalism was H exible, assertive, people-centred, but 
not necessarily a force to re-shape prevalent worldviews.

‘Go West Young Man’
America was expanding. Between 1791 and 1819, nine new ‘frontier’ states 
joined the original thirteen. In 1803 the American government bought from the 
French government Louisiana and all of its lands further west, some 828,000 
square miles, for the sum of $15 million. At a stroke, the size of the nation was 
doubled. Pioneers pressed through the recently discovered Cumberland Gap in 
the Appalachians, opened up overland trails westward, and settlers poured into 
the new lands. Between 1795 and 1835, the population of the West soared from 
150,000 to 5 million. Here was life in the raw: as Emerson put it, the United 
States was European to the Alleghenies, but America lay beyond. Typi1 ed by the 
simple log cabin of the settler, the lifestyle encouraged a robust individualism. 
Daniel Boone considered the landscape crowded if you could see the smoke of 
your neighbour’s chimney. In the East fears rose that the settlers would move 
to areas where there was no Christian inH uence, and revert to paganism. 0 e 
populace was too scattered to easily form churches. Flexibility of response was 
to be crucial, itinerancy a key strategy. 

With new settlement in mind, Congress considered a proposal in 1785 to 
reserve the central section of each town for education and religious purposes, 
but a watered down version of the scheme was passed in 1787, stating ‘Religion, 
morality and knowledge being necessary to good government and the happiness 
of mankind, schools and the means of education shall forever be encouraged’.21

Native Americans
0 e rapid expansion into the West of Americans of a European background from 
the eastern seaboard was not into virgin territory. It involved encroachment 
into the traditional lands of the native American Indians. Settlers removed 
American Indians, some by treaty, others by force. Others sought to assimilate 
the indigenous tribes, and encourage education, and the adoption of settled 
European patterns of agriculture, with an expectation that Western attitudes 
and lifestyles should be adopted. Attempts to Christianise Native Americans 
were a part of this endeavour, and e& orts towards this had been undertaken 
from early periods of colonisation by Protestant churches, with government 
support. 0 e policies were of limited success in the nineteenth century in 

21 Quoted in E.S. Gaustad, Neither King Nor Prelate: Religion and the New Nation, 1776–1826, 
Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1993, 116. 
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the face of periodic military conH icts, and government policies of relocation, 
broken treaties, land con1 scations, and tension and violence at the hands of 
local white settlers, who also brought diseases against which native peoples 
had limited resistance. Attempts by 0 omas Coke and Francis Asbury to reach 
Native Americans enjoyed limited success, but between 1819 and 1844 the 
Methodists established missions amongst 35 tribes, sent out 200 preachers, and 
organised some 4,000 converts into membership of the societies. Methodists 
only tended to stay in a missionary role in such areas for a few years, which 
gave little incentive for language study, or attempts to understand local culture, 
severely limiting their e& ectiveness.22

Most success in missionary activity amongst native Americans was seen 
in the south eastern states. In North Carolina, Tennessee, and Georgia, many 
Cherokees embraced the Christian gospel, and blended its teachings with 
their own cultural traditions. Several were ordained as Baptist and Methodist 
ministers. 0 e American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions sent 
Presbyterian and Congregationalist ministers amongst the Native Americans. 
Under their inH uence, Cherokees built churches, adopted European agricultural 
patterns, and laws modelled on the US constitution. Tragedy was to befall what 
had appeared a triumph of Christian mission. AG er gold was discovered in 
Georgia in 1828, claim was laid to Indian lands, and President Andrew Jackson, 
who had little time for Indian rights, pushed through the Indian Removal Bill, 
forcing Native Americans to relocate West of the Mississippi. Despite resistance 
from missionaries, and in de1 ance of a ruling of the US Supreme Court, the 
relocations were pushed through, and Cherokees and other Native Americans 
forced West along the ‘Trail of Tears’. White American antipathy to the presence 
of Indians was, in the early nineteenth century, not weakened by the presence 
of a shared Christian faith. By 1838 the American Board was reporting of its 
American Indian mission, ‘little else than disappointment.’23

The ‘Second Great Awakening’ 
Whereas the 1 rst ‘Great Awakening’ had helped to establish a more cohesive 
identity amongst scattered New England colonies, the ‘Second Great Awakening’ 
was shaped by a nation conscious of its newly won independence, and which 
was being rapidly transformed as it outgrew its previous con1 nement to the 
Eastern seaboard. It was a means by which Americans made religious and 
cultural meaning in their transformed context. Whilst some argue that it was 
a predominantly conservative force, Nathan Hatch has emphasised that it 
was moulded by the populism of the Revolution, through which the Puritan 

22 Hempton, Methodism: Empire of the Spirit, 155–156. 
23 Hutchison, 46, 62–63; Annual Report, 29, (1838), American Board of Commissioners for 

Foreign Mission, 138, quoted in Hutchison, 69. 
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social and religious model was eroded, with a reduction in deference to clerical 
authority, tradition and social station. 0 e capacity to interpret the Bible was 
democratised; one person’s reading of the Bible, whether lay or ordained, began 
to be viewed as equal to another’s, the preaching of laymen and women equally 
anointed with that of the clergy. Even revival was re-interpreted in populist 
fashion: no longer was it exclusively seen as a sovereign dispensation, but was 
capable of being produced by the faithful and zealous activity of ordinary 
Christians.24

0 e Second Great Awakening produced church growth of astonishing levels, 
and helped Christianize institutions and social habits in the new nation. It 
started in the 1780s in the South, and rural New England, initially through 
the work of Methodists, Baptists, and radical evangelicals: a large number 
of those a& ected were black. It was later experienced amongst New England 
Congregationalists in the 1790s, and developed into large-scale revivalism in 
upstate New York in the 1820s. Revivalism was to become a distinctive feature 
of late eighteenth and early nineteenth century American Christianity. It was 
a diverse phenomenon. One of its most striking expressions were the camp 
meetings, during which up to thirty thousand people could assemble for four 
days over a weekend, in the woods or the outback to hear robust preaching, 
engage in prolonged worship sessions, and seek new or renewed spiritual 
experiences. During the most famous of these at Cane Ridge, Kentucky, in 
August 1801, which lasted six or seven days, some 20,000 people attended what 
was arranged as a Presbyterian ‘communion season’, but at which Presbyterian, 
Methodist and Baptist pastors preached. In this intense religious environment, 
with evocative preaching and urgent exhortation, the most exuberant results 
were reported, including not only people screaming out loud or swooning into 
trances, but also laughing, jerking, dancing, running, and barking. A personal 
encounter with God was expected to produce an emotional response, and such 
signs were considered evidence of the power of the Holy Spirit. Two-thirds of 
those so a& ected were women and children, but no race or class was untouched, 
and those involved included some ministers and professional people.25 0 e 
camp meeting became a regular feature of frontier life, a helpful antidote for 
both pastors and congregations to the isolation in which they lived. It was 
embraced by Baptists and Methodists, although it was many years before such 
gatherings could be tamed and domesticated. Denominations came eventually 

24 On these themes see W.G. McLoughlin, Revivals, Awakenings and Reform: An Essay on 
Religion and Social Change in America, 1607–1977, Chicago and London, University Chicago Press, 
1978; N.O. Hatch, & e Democratization of American Christianity, New Haven and London, Yale 
University Press, 1989. 

25 P. Conkin, Cane Ridge: America’s Pentecost, Madison, University of Wisconsin Press, 1990, 
103–104. On camp meetings see also D.D. Bruce, And they All Sang Hallelujah: Plain-Folk Camp-
Meeting Religion, 1800–1845, Knoxville, University of Tennessee Press, 1974. 
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to co-ordinate camp meeting schedules, and advertise events; outpourings of 
the spirit were replaced by well-organised and managed human events. 

Revivalism was key in the evangelisation of the trans-Appalachian West; 
it typi1 ed the Christianity of the new era in America. Its aim was converting 
sinners to faith in Christ, and through reformed behaviour to improve society. 
It was voluntary (tied to no particular denomination), democratic (experience 
was open to all), egalitarian (clergy and laity, sometimes including women, 
could preach), and individualistic although operating within a communal 
setting. It was therefore a highly contextualised expression of the gospel. 0 e 
further West you went, the more rugged the lifestyle, and the hotter the gospel 
became. Preachers coupled what learning they had with plain speaking, an 
all-consuming passion for soul-winning, and appeal to the emotions.26 Looser 
theological and ecclesiastical structures emerged, allowing a role for women to 
operate as exhorters, if not preachers. 0 eology shiG ed in an anti-intellectual 
and Arminian direction. 0 is emphasis was received with approval in parts 
of a nation which had exerted itself to shake o&  oppression, and deference, 
and in which human endeavour to tame a hostile physical environment was 
constant: individuals were urged to exert themselves for God. Amongst rootless, 
opportunity-seeking, egalitarian-minded men and women, here was a religion 
that could be experienced, and expressed in enthusiastic singing. As revivalism 
was absorbed into folk-culture, the barriers between religious orthodoxy, 
superstition, and magic could become blurred. 

More traditional revival patterns were continued, especially in the East. At 
Hampden-Sydney College, in the late 1780s, a revival outpouring was reported 

26 For the life story of one famous frontier preacher see R. Bray, Peter Cartwright: Legendary 
Frontier Preacher, Urbana, University of Illinois Press, 2005. 

The Cane Ridge Meeting
‘In the woods, ministers preaching day and night; the camp illuminated with 
candles, on trees, at wagons, and at the tent; persons falling down, and carried 
out of the crowd… If they speak, what they say is attended to, being very 
solemn and a, ecting – many are struck under such exhortations. But if they do 
not recover soon, praying and singing is kept up, alternately, and sometimes 
a minister exhorts over them… Now suppose ten of these groups around, a 
minister engaged in preaching to a large congregation, in the middle, some 
mourning, some rejoicing, and great solemnity on every countenance, and you 
will form some imperfect idea of the extraordinary work’." 

" James Paterson letter to John King, #& September "%*", quoted in Paul Conkin, Cane 
Ridge: America’s Pentecost, Madison, University of Wisconsin Press, "((*, (). 
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as a result of students reading the Puritan Joseph Alleine’s ‘Alarm to the 
Converted’. Between 1798 and 1803, 150 churches in New England experienced 
‘special e& usions of the Holy Spirit. Operating within the framework of the 
New Divinity, with a greater emphasis on human agency and the importance 
of moral reform, Timothy Dwight, ceaselessly urged his students at Yale to 
experience evangelical conversion, and to settle as pastors of ordered churches. 
He saw signi1 cant success through his endeavours, with several outpourings of 
revival reported amongst the students.27 Yale graduates, who were to play a key 
role in the Second Great Awakening in the North, included Asahel Nettleton 
(1783–1844), through whose ministry over 25,000 people were thought to have 
been converted, and Lyman Beecher (1775–1863). From his base in Cincinnati, 
where Beecher moved in 1832, he sought to train ministers who would respond to 
the challenge of the westward H ow of settlers. He pleaded the need for churches, 
schools, seminaries, churches and pastors to train this ‘young empire of mind, 
power, and wealth, and free institutions, rushing up to giant manhood’.28

Charles Finney (1792–1875) has been seen as a transitional 1 gure in the 
religious life of the United States.29 He was not the inventor of the revivalism, 
but he proved its great innovator and systematiser. He brought the exuberant 
revivalism of the frontier states to the North-East, but reshaped it for a more 
settled context. His conversion in 1821 came aG er a period of deep conviction 
of sin, which lasted about a week, followed by an overwhelming joy, and sense 
of call to preach. Declining the o& er of theological training at Princeton, he 
received private tuition from a local Presbyterian minister, George Gale, who 
sponsored his ordination as a Presbyterian minister. In his preaching for 
conversion he saw great success. He was an imposing 1 gure, over six feet tall, 
with penetrating eyes, and abilities that could not be denied. He preached 
passionately, and directly, without the use of notes, and people were readily 
persuaded.30

Finney saw revival through his preaching in towns by the Erie Canal, then 
in Philadelphia and New York State. His revivalist preaching at Rochester, New 
York, a centre of the distillery industry, between September 1830 and March 
1831 was believed to have added 10,000 members to the churches, and the town 
converted to temperance. Over time, and indi& erent to subtleties of doctrine, 

27 Dwight’s life is explored in J.R. Fitzmeir, New England’s Moral Legislator: Timothy Dwight, 
1752–1817, Bloomington, Indiana, 1998. 

28 L. Beecher, A Plea for the West, 2nd ed., Cincinnati, Truman and Smith, 1835, 11–40, quoted 
in K. Hardman, Issues in American Christianity, Grand Rapids, Baker, 1993, 82. On Beecher’s life see 
B.M. Cross, ed, & e Autobiography of Lyman Beecher, 2 vols, Cambridge, Mass., 1961. 

29 N. Hatch, & e Democratization of American Christianity, New Haven, Yale University Press, 
1989, 196–200.

30 On Finney see C. Hambrick-Stowe, Charles G. Finney and the Spirit of American 
Evangelicalism, Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1996. 

Churches, Revolutions, and Empires Author Approved.indd   26Churches, Revolutions, and Empires Author Approved.indd   26 4/2/2012   2:51:16 PM4/2/2012   2:51:16 PM



27

The Legacy of the Revolutionaries

Churches, Revolutions, and Empires Author Approved.indd   27Churches, Revolutions, and Empires Author Approved.indd   27 4/2/2012   2:51:17 PM4/2/2012   2:51:17 PM



28

Churches, Revolutions, and Empires: !"#$-!$!%

he introduced the revivalist techniques of the West into the East, despite stern 
resistance from Nettleton and Lyman Beecher. A daily series of ‘protracted’ 
meetings would be held, carefully choreographed to build to a climax at the 
end of the week; some lasted late into the night. 0 ese were thoroughly planned, 
prayed for, and widely advertised. 0 ose who were a& ected spiritually were 
invited to come forward and sit upon the ‘anxious bench.’ 0 ose who were 
uncertain found themselves prayed for by name, and God earnestly invoked 
to break them down to contrition. Some hearers collapsed as he preached. A 
catalogue of sins were roundly denounced—smoking, drinking, gambling, 
dancing, fashion: ‘It seemed to myself as if I could rain hail and love upon them 
at the same time; or in other words, that I could rain upon them hail, in love.’31 
Finney’s Lectures on Revival (1835) were to prove a hugely inH uential handbook, 
setting out their ‘promotion.’ He asserted that ‘Almost all the religion in the 
world has been produced by revivals’, but he strongly countered the view that 
revival was a sovereign act of God, ‘revival is not a miracle’. Revivals could 
be promoted, and produced by the right use of ‘the constituted means’. 0 ese 
included self examination amongst Christians, concerted ‘prevailing’ prayer, 
urgent, direct preaching, that would ‘hunt aG er sinners’, the regular series 
of meetings in succession through a week, and the invitation of those under 
spiritual concern to the ‘anxious seat’.32

Finney moved from the Calvinism of his background, even though he was 
ordained a Presbyterian, and articulated an Arminian, and at times semi-
Pelagian, theology. Gone was the long period of conviction and soul-searching 
before conversion; conversion might be accomplished in only a few minutes. 
0 e agency of the individual in this was stressed: ‘God will never yield nor 
grant you his Spirit, till you repent’. Such action was also required in the moral 
dimension: slave owners, and anyone involved in the slave trade, were excluded 
from communion: ‘Let Christians of all denominations meekly but 1 rmly 
come forth and pronounce their verdict, let them clear their communions, and 
wash their hands of this thing… and there would not be a shackled slave, nor 
a bristling, cruel, slave-driver in this land’.33 

Here was a ready-made, and readily adopted, respectable pietistic religious 
system, with few intellectual barriers to acceptance. It was designed for the needs 
of the new era. Women tended to make up the majority of church members, 
oG en 60–70% in the North-East, and the work of the revivalists saw the highest 
levels of response amongst them, up to 72% of the total in places. Amongst 

31 C. G. Finney, An Autobiography, Old Tappan, NJ, Fleming H. Revell, 1876 (repr. 1908), 101. 
32 C. G. Finney, Lectures on Revivals of Religion, New York, Boston, Leavitt, Lord; Crocker and 

Brewster, 1835, 2–5. 
33 C. Finney, Lectures on Revivals of Religion, ed. W.G. McLoughlin, Cambridge, Mass., 1960, 

107–108; 112, 302.
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Finney’s converts were the women’s rights activist Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and 
Antoinette Brown Blackwell, the 1 rst woman ordained in the USA.34 Despite his 
successes, Presbyterians were deeply divided by his approach. 

0 e emotional intensity of revivalism could not be sustained inde1 nitely by 
preacher or congregation. By 1828, the 1 re had largely burned out of Eastern 
revivalism, which had become everyday and systematic. Religious life slipped 
into a more usual course. Finney sensed the day of the revivalist was passing, 
and aG er a short pastorate in New York, took up a post at Oberlin College, Ohio. 
Although Finney had preached to segregated congregations, Oberlin was aG er 
1830 to become a key centre of abolitionist sentiment. One strong theme of 
Finney’s teaching was the need for conversion to have an outcome in terms of 
desire to 1 ght sin, not only personally, but also in society. If a person was truly 
converted, it should make a demonstrable di& erence to their lifestyle. Finney 
strongly advocated the temperance movement, and the abolition of slavery: 
some of those inH uenced by his teaching in the pulpit and at Oberlin College, 
became strong advocates of moral reform, a number of whom were women.

0 e revivalism of Finney and others produced a less-doctrinally aware, more 
easily accessible and personally adaptable, religious framework. Between the 
more dynamic developments in the West, and a more conservative course of 
events in the East, an evangelical culture was formed that although divided, was 
vibrant. 0 e Second Awakening was to last well into the nineteenth century; 
it became the dominant religious vision of the young republic. Over time 
the excesses of outback revivalism were tamed. Disorder was eschewed, and 
although tumult was still required, it was to be inward and spiritual, managed 
according to the textbook ‘new measure’ system Finney had outlined. 0 e next 
major revival in the United States, that which took place in 1858, was to be 
ordered, solemn, and lay-led. 

Voluntary Bodies
0 e 1 rst amendment to the constitution had ruled out any religious 
establishment, rendering religion personal, and voluntary. People were free 
to change their religious adherence if they so wished, and, as many chose to 
do so, denominations began to fragment. However, a powerful link between 
individual piety and public life was forged through the range of voluntary, and 
oG en pan-denominational, societies, formed largely by Protestants, to address 
speci1 c issues. In 1810 the American Board for Foreign Missions was formed, 
followed by the American Sunday School Union (1824), and the American 
Anti-Slavery Society (1833). 

By 1830, each American drank on average over 1 ve gallons of distilled spirits 
each year; a thousand distilleries operated in New York in the 1820s. Excessive 

34 Westerkamp, Women and Religion, 138–140.
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drinking was linked to domestic violence, public disorder, and poverty. In 1826 
the American Society for the Promotion of Temperance was founded, and was 
to become the largest reform organisation, emphasizing individual reform, in 
which conversion was a key component. By 1834, millions of Americans had 
taken the pledge to avoid strong drink. 0 e American Temperance Union 
followed in 1836, advocating total abstinence, and campaigning for restrictions 
in the sale of alcohol. Strong evangelical sentiment, and self-help impulses to 
improve the lot of families, proved an attractive combination. In 1851, Maine 
became the 1 rst state to prohibit the sale or manufacture of alcoholic beverages, 
and others were to follow suit and go ‘dry’.

Education was another area in which reformers were actively engaged. In 
1827, Massachusetts passed the 1 rst law allowing public schools to be supported 
by taxes. In a matter of a few years, children aged from 1 ve to nineteen were able 
to obtain a free education in various subjects, although continued employment 
opportunities for children meant that many leG  school at age fourteen. By the 
late 1830s, most towns in the north and west had a school. In 1837, Oberlin 
College, Ohio, founded by religious leaders who were also abolitionists, began 
to admit women, and African-Americans were also admitted. Single women 
teachers became the backbone of the educational system in the schoolhouses of 
isolated communities

Churches were places where the established patterns of community and 
intellectual authority could be challenged, and proved attractive to the 
dispossessed and marginalised, including the poor, slaves, and especially women. 
0 roughout the nineteenth century, the majority of church members were 
women, and a ‘feminization of religion’ has been discerned, evidence by their 
increased levels of active participation in religious life in the domestic sphere, 
in churches, and in the rapidly developing range of voluntary organisations 
designed to promote religious, missionary, and benevolent work.35 Religion 
became a route by which women could gain access to greater participation in 
the public sphere. 

0 e emphasis in the type of theology made popular by Charles Finney was for 
individuals to make responsible choices, and to persuade others to do the same. 
For women, as for others, this o& ered new opportunities to take control of their 
lives and destiny, and to shape the lives of others. Within the domestic sphere, 
a pattern of female moral guardianship and reform was encouraged by churches. 
0 e responsibility of women as upholders of the religious and moral well-being 
of their families, with a special mission to reclaim unbelieving husbands, was 
promoted. For the bene1 t of wider society, women began welfare organisations, 
relief societies, Sunday Schools, maternal associations, or visiting neighbouring 

35 A. Douglas, & e Feminization of American Culture, New York, Kopf, 1977.
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homes to advise and exhort.36 0 e Female Moral Reform Society was established 
by middle class evangelical women to address issues presented by prostitution, 
rather than simply blaming prostitutes for their activities. Attempts were made 
to o& er practical support to prostitutes through running soup kitchens, and 
provide alternative work, and these were coupled with attempts to name and 
shame their male clients. Other reformers targeted their e& orts at the plight of 
prisoners, or the treatment of those with mental illness. 

0 e voluntary bodies organised were powerful demonstrations of a functional 
ecumenicity amongst churches, and also gave signi1 cant opportunities for 
women to take an active, and sometimes prominent, role. 0 is was especially 
the case in the campaign against slaveholding, where Sara and Angelina Grimké, 
who became Quakers, conducted Sunday schools for black children, and joint 
prayer meetings with slaves, and mounting an active abolitionist campaign 
through writing and public speaking.37 

Although amongst the Quakers there was a tradition of women preaching, 
in general, restrictions on women preaching, or even praying in public, were 
maintained. However, early nineteenth-century revivalism allowed a greater 
role for individual inspiration from the Holy Spirit, and opened opportunities 
for women to participate. Women who did preach emphasised that they felt 
constrained by God to speak, and claimed an exceptional call from God to do 
so, believing that they were not doing so on their own authority. Although there 
were only small numbers of women speakers, their presence gradually became 
more evident at the camp meeting, on the lecture hall of the moral reform 
campaign, and eventually in the church. 

0 e American Bible Society, founded in 1816, was to prove a key voluntary 
body, ensuring the Bible was cheaply printed, widely distributed and 
signi1 cantly present across the nation. By 1830 it was distributing over 300,000 
copies of the Scripture, in whole or in part. Martin Marty has claimed that 
the Bible became ‘America’s Iconic Book’38: it was personally central, read for 
comfort and guidance, and of such cultural signi1 cance that it was produced 
for Presidents to swear their oath of o/  ce upon. 

The Legacy of the Period
0 e American revolution leG  the newly independent states with a Constitution 
that acknowledged no God, and a First Amendment that permitted no national 
church. 0 at there were to be no religious tests leG  o/  ce holding open to 

36 T.K. Wayne, Women’s Roles in Nineteenth-Century America, Westport, Conn., Greenwood 
Press, 2007, 50–53. 

37 K.K. Sklar, Women’s Rights Emerges Within the Anti-Slavery Movement, 1830–1870, Boston, 
Bedford/St Martin’s, 2000, 5–6. 

38 Martin Marty, quoted in Gaustad, Neither King Nor Prelate, 129.
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people of any denomination, indeed there was no requirement that they be 
Christians at all. Attempts in the early nineteenth century by the National 
Reform Association to add a Christian element to the ‘atheistic’ constitution 
proved futile. 0 e constitution placed power ultimately in the hands of the 
people, rather than the hands of the states; similarly the churches belonged to 
the people, not the states. 0 e denominations that adapted to this new state of 
a& airs most readily, were those which prospered most. 

0 e gaps leG  by the constitution were 1 lled in various ways by individual 
states. In 1790, Pennsylvania decreed that no person would be disquali1 ed from 
public o/  ce as long as they acknowledged ‘the being of a God, and a future 
state of rewards and punishments’. Massachusetts went further and gave 
towns authority to make provision, ‘at their own expense, for the institution 
of the public worship of GOD, and for the support and maintenance of public 
Protestant preachers of piety, religion and morality’.39 In 1817 Pennsylvania 
upheld Sunday closing laws, and expected that there be a decent observance 
of the Sabbath. Yet, state impositions in the area of religion were declining 
in the early nineteenth century—in 1818 the citizens of Connecticut voted to 
disestablish the state’s Congregational churches. It was a distressing decision 
to many, but provoked urgent e& orts to extend the Congregational cause by 
voluntary means. 

Neither the war of independence, nor the constitution, Christianised America; 
that task was instead accomplished by the wave of popular religious movements 
that swept across the new country in the late eighteenth century. Early 
nineteenth century American society emphasised talent, native intelligence, 
and opportunity, rather than inherited status and privileges, success came 
to those willing to test their mettle. Religion became a mass enterprise—the 
1,800 ministers of 1775, serving a population of 2.5 million, had become 40,000 
ministers serving a population of 20 millions in 1845. Many were zealous young 
men, skilled in communication, possessed of abundant energy, operating with 
an ethic of toil, a vision for expansion. 0 eirs was a popular Christianity for 
a new democratic society. 0 eir message appealed to the common people, 
who were welcomed without any regard to their social standing, and o& ered 
a message of self-respect and self-con1 dence. Untutored in deep theology and 
irregular in practice, in a way that would have been unacceptable in the middle 
of the eighteenth century, they were populist to the core. 0 is was the new order 
of things post 1776, an age when deference, patronage and orderly succession 
were pushed aside. 0 eir preaching was received with a mixture of credulity 
and scepticism, but largely the former. American congregations wanted their 
leaders unpretentious, their doctrine plain, self-evident and practical, their 
music lively and sing-able, and that is usually what they got. Ironically, the more 

39 Quoted in Gaustad, King Nor Prelate, 114–115.
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their leaders enjoyed the democratic acclaim of the people, the more they were 
inclined to don an authoritarian mantle. 

In 1800 as 0 omas Je& erson stood for President, there were fears that he 
would prove to be a dangerous in1 del: in fact he proved highly moral, attending 
of Christian services in the Capitol, and approving of military chaplains and 
Christian missions to native Americans. 0 e doubts over his religious position 
were no bar to his election in 1800, but so successful was the evangelical 
campaign to grab the soul of the nation that by the 1830s Presidential candidates 
needed to stress their godly character to win the votes of Christians. On an 
individual level, many Americans were convinced that vigorous faith was 
not only compatible with the pursuit of happiness and freedom, it was also 
indispensable to the maintenance of republican institutions. 

Between the events in America in the years aG er 1776, and those in France 
in 1789, there were undoubted connections. In 1790 0 omas Paine was given 
the key to the Bastille, and asked to forward it to President George Washington. 
In his covering letter, Paine referred to the key as the 1 rst fruits of American 
principles transplanted into Europe. Yet, as events in the revolution in 
France unfolded, not all shared his con1 dence. In 1798 Rev. Jedidiah Morse 
made astounding revelations of a plot by the French anarchists to extend 
their operations to America. Another denounced the French Revolution as 
a counterfeit millennium, ‘the millennium of Hell’.40 By the early nineteenth 
century, liberty was to Americans a sacred cause, one closely intertwined with, 
and inseparable from, notions of Christianity: it had become impossible to 
imagine one without the other.

40 N. Hatch, Sacred Cause of Liberty, 132. 
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