
Seventeenth Century Christianity 
in British Colonial America



• By 1600, British colonization in 
North America had penetrated 
the eastern half of what would 
become the US and Canada. 

• Spain took possession of Central 
America, western portions of 
South America, and the 
Caribbean.

• The Portuguese had established 
their colonies in South America 
in what would become Brazil.



▪ On December 6, 1606, 104 English men and boys 
arrived in North America to start a settlement. 

▪ They were fourteen years ahead of the Puritans, who 
would leave their exile in the Netherlands to establish a 
North American settlement in 1620.

▪ The journey to Virginia began on three ships: the Susan 
Constant, the Godspeed, and the Discovery. 

▪ Arriving on May 13, 1607, they chose Jamestown, 
Virginia for their settlement, which was named after 
their King, James I. The settlement became the first 
permanent English settlement in North America.



• The purpose of the Virginia settlement was not 
religious.

• The Virginia Company had been given a charter by King 
James I of England to establish a settlement and 
colonize the eastern coast of what is now the United 
States.

• Although the purpose of the colony was primarily 
economic, to exploit the rich natural resources of the 
land and grow crops to be sold throughout world 
markets, the settlers brought with them their English 
traditions and customs, and their religion.



• Most of the Jamestown colonists were members of the 
Church of England, or Anglican.

• This helped establish Virginia as a primarily Anglican, or 
Episcopal as it became known in North America, 
colony.

• On July 30, 1619, newly appointed Governor Yeardley 
called for the first representative legislative assembly. 

• This marked the beginning of representative 
government in North America.

• 1619 is also the year in which the first documented 
enslaved Africans were brought to North America.



• By this point, European colonists had been importing 
African slaves into the Caribbean, Central and South 
America for work in sugar plantations for more than 
100 yrs.

• British colonists found that tobacco grew very well in 
Virginia and imported African slaves to perform the 
very labor-intensive work needed to grow tobacco.

• Some of the first Africans that were brought to the 
British North American colonies were technically 
indentured servants, but indentured servants were 
eventually freed, leaving a need for more labor.



• Also in 1619, the Virginia Company recruited and 
shipped over about 90 women to become wives and 
start families in Virginia, something needed to establish 
a permanent colony.

• Over one hundred women, who brought or started 
families, had arrived in prior years, but 1619 was when 
establishing families became a primary focus.

• Although the Powhattan tribe of Virginia killed many 
settlers in 1622, the colony survived and grew.

• By 1699 there were around 60,000 people in the 
Virginia colony, including about 6,000 African slaves.



• The social structure of Virginia evolved along the lines 
of British society, with increasing stratification.

• As time went on, original settlers had snatched up all 
the quality land and new settlers were finding less 
opportunity to own land and have their own farms.

• This resulted in a small class of rich landowners and a 
large class of landless laborers and small farmers.

• Although there was no official aristocracy in the colony, 
as there was in Britain, the second sons of British 
aristocrats often came to America to make their 
fortune. Virginia was a favorite place for these men. 



• The Church of England grew slowly throughout the 
colonies along the east coast.

• The Church of England was the established church in:
• Virginia by 1609
• the lower four counties of New York by 1693
• Maryland in 1702
• South Carolina in 1706
• North Carolina in 1730, and
• Georgia in 1758.

• By 1700, the Church of England's greatest strength was 
in Virginia and Maryland.



The editors of the 1662 Book of Common Prayer found 
that they had to address the spiritual concerns of the 
contemporary adventurer:
“... that it was thought convenient, that some Prayers and 
Thanksgivings, fitted to special occasions, should be 
added in their due places; particularly for those at Sea, 
together with an office for the Baptism of such as are of 
Riper Years: which, although not so necessary when the 
former Book was compiled, ... is now become necessary, 
and may be always useful for the baptizing of Natives in 
our Plantations, and others converted to the Faith.”

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Common_Prayer


• In 1649, Parliament granted a charter to found a 
missionary organization called the "Society for the 
Propagation of the Gospel in New England" or the 
"New England Society", for short.

• After 1702, the Society for the Propagation of the 
Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG) began missionary activity 
throughout the colonies.

• Where the Church of England was established, parishes 
received financial support from local taxes. 

• With these funds, vestries controlled by local elites 
were able to build and operate churches.



• The vestries also became involved with relief for the 
poor, road maintenance, and other civic and judicial 
functions. 

• But the ministers were few, the salaries inadequate, 
and many of the people were quite uninterested in 
religion, so the vestry became in effect a kind of local 
government.

• For several decades the system worked in a somewhat 
democratic fashion, but by the 1660s, the vestries had 
generally become self-perpetuating units made up of 
well-to-do landowners. 



• Small farmers, servants and those without much social 
standing came to resent the power of the vestries. 

• From 1635, the vestries and the clergy were loosely 
under the diocesan authority of the Bishop of London.

• In 1660, the clergy of Virginia petitioned for a bishop to 
be appointed to the colony.

• The proposal was vigorously opposed by powerful 
vestrymen, most of whom were wealthy planters, who 
foresaw their interests being curtailed. 

• Various Bishops of London proposed the appointment 
of a bishop for Virginia, but none were ever appointed.



• The Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, with the 
support of the Bishop of London, wanted a bishop for 
the colonies. 

• Strong opposition arose in the South, where a bishop 
would threaten the privileges of the lay vestry.

• Opponents conjured up visions of "episcopal palaces, 
or pontifical revenues, of spiritual courts, and all the 
pomp, grandeur, luxury and regalia of an American 
Lambeth".

• This was a reference to Lambeth Palace, in London, the 
main residence of the head of the Church of England.



LAMBETH PALACE, LONDON



According to Patricia Bonomi, John Adams would later 
claim that "the apprehension of Episcopacy" contributed 
as much as any other cause to the American Revolution, 
capturing the attention "not only of the inquiring mind, 
but of the common people... . The objection was not 
merely to the office of a bishop, though even that was 
dreaded, but to the authority of parliament, on which it 
must be founded.”’ Bonomi, Patricia U. (13 November 
1986). Under the Cope of Heaven: Religion, Society, and Politics 
in Colonial America. New York, New York: Oxford University 
Press.

https://archive.org/details/undercopeofheave0000bono


• The Church of England in America embraced the 
symbols of the British presence in the American 
colonies, such as the monarchy, the episcopate, and 
even the language of the Book of Common Prayer.

• Anglican leaders, on both sides of the Atlantic, realized, 
in the words of William Smith's 1762 report to the 
Bishop of London that, "The Church is the firmest Basis 
of Monarchy and the English Constitution.”

• Smith saw the danger from dissenters with "more 
Republican ... Principles [and with] little affinity to the 
established Religion and manners” of England.



• Despite the effort to govern society on Christian (and 
more specifically Protestant) principles, the first 
decades of the colonial era in most colonies were 
marked by irregular religious practices, minimal 
communication between remote settlers, and a 
population of “Murtherers, Theeves, Adulterers, [and] 
idle persons.” 

[Bonomi, Under the Cope of Heaven, 16]
• An ordinary Anglican American parish stretched 

between 60 and 100 miles and was often very sparsely 
populated. 



• In some areas, women accounted for no more than a 
quarter of the population and given the relatively small 
number of conventional households and the chronic 
shortage of clergymen, religious life was haphazard and 
irregular for most. 

• Even in Boston, which was more highly populated and 
dominated by the Congregational Church, one 
inhabitant complained in 1632 that the “fellows which 
keepe hogges all weeke preach on the Sabboth.”

[Bonomi, Under the Cope of Heaven, 18.]



• Maryland was founded by George Calvert, 1st Baron 
Baltimore, a Catholic convert who sought to provide a 
religious haven for Catholics persecuted in England.

• In 1632, Charles I of England granted Lord Baltimore 
a colonial charter, naming the colony after his wife, 
Queen Mary (Henrietta Maria of France).

• Unlike the Pilgrims and Puritans, who rejected 
Catholicism in their settlements, Lord Baltimore 
envisioned a colony where people of different religious 
sects would coexist under the principle of toleration.

• Religious toleration was not allowed in most colonies.



• Accordingly, in 1649 the Maryland General Assembly 
passed an Act Concerning Religion, which enshrined 
this principle by penalizing anyone who "reproached" a 
fellow Marylander based on religious affiliation.

• Nevertheless, religious strife was common in the early 
years, and Catholics remained a minority, although in 
greater numbers than in any other English colony.

• In 1642, a number of Puritans left Virginia for Maryland 
and founded Providence (now Annapolis) on the 
western shore of the upper Chesapeake Bay.

• The Puritans instituted “The Plundering Time.”



George Calvert, 1st Baron 
Baltimore

• Like Virginia, Maryland’s 
economy was based on 
tobacco.

• Much conflict between 
Calvert and his subjects 
turned on the question 
of how far English law 
should be applied in 
Maryland, as British law 
supported the Church of 
England.



• From 1644 to 1646 Puritan settlers captured Jesuit 
priests in Maryland, imprisoned them, then sent them 
back to England.

• In 1646 Leonard Calvert, the colonial Governor, 
returned with troops, recaptured St. Mary's City (the 
colonial capital), and restored order. 

• The Maryland House of Delegates passed the "Act 
concerning Religion" in 1649 granting religious liberty 
to all Trinitarian Christians.

• The Puritans revolted again in 1650 and seized power 
in the colonial legislature.



• The Puritans set up a new government prohibiting 
both Roman Catholicism and Anglicanism. 

• Mobs burned down all the original Catholic churches of 
southern Maryland. 

• The Puritan rule lasted until 1658 when the Calvert 
family and Lord Baltimore regained proprietary control 
and re-enacted the Toleration Act.

• After England's "Glorious Revolution” of 1688 (English 
Civil War and restoration of the monarchy), Maryland 
outlawed Catholicism. 



• By 1704, the Maryland General Assembly prohibited 
Catholics from operating schools, limited the corporate 
ownership of property to hamper religious orders from 
expanding or supporting themselves and encouraged 
the conversion of Catholic children.

• The celebration of the Catholic sacraments was also 
officially restricted. 

• This state of affairs lasted until after the American War 
for Independence from Britain (1775–1783). 

• Wealthy Catholic planters built chapels on their land to 
practice their religion in relative secrecy.



• The New England Colonies of British America included 
Connecticut Colony, the Colony of Rhode Island and 
Providence Plantations, Massachusetts Bay Colony, 
Plymouth Colony, and the Province of New Hampshire, 
as well as a few smaller short-lived colonies. 

• The New England colonies were part of the Thirteen 
Colonies and eventually became five of the six states 
in New England, with Plymouth Colony absorbed into 
Massachusetts and Maine separating from it.

• Puritanism was the predominate faith of most of the 
settlers of these colonies.



• The Massachusetts Bay Colony and Plymouth Colony 
had a strict code of civil and criminal laws based on the 
Bible, and dissent was not permitted.

• John Wheelwright, a Puritan clergyman, left with his 
followers to establish a colony in New Hampshire and 
then went on to Maine.

• Wheelwright fell afoul of the Mass. Bay Colony 
authorities due to the Antinomian Controversy.

• The Antinomian Controversy, also known as the Free 
Grace Controversy, was a religious and political conflict 
in the Mass. Bay Colony from 1636 to 1638.



• It pitted most of the colony's ministers and magistrates 
against some adherents of the Free Grace theology of 
Puritan minister John Cotton. 

• The most notable Free Grace advocates, often called 
"Antinomians", were Anne Hutchinson, her brother-in-
law Reverend John Wheelwright, and Massachusetts 
Bay Governor Henry Vane. 

• The controversy was a theological debate concerning 
the "covenant of grace" and "covenant of works.”

• For many Puritans, the evidence of salvation was 
shown by following God’s laws, or doing good works.



ANNE HUTCHINSON

JOHN COTTON

JOHN 
WHEELWRIGHT



• To be opposed to doing good works and rely on the 
grace of God for salvation seemed anti-religious and 
immoral to many Puritans.

• Further, some Antinomians began to argue that one's 
spiritual condition had no bearing upon one's outward 
behavior.

• The controversy became compounded when some 
Puritans accused the Antinomians of being Anabaptists.

• Anne Hutchinson also began to argue that the person of 
the Holy Ghost dwells in a justified, or saved, person, 
and thus a saved person can know he is saved. 



• During the election of May 1637, the free grace 
advocates suffered a major setback when John 
Winthrop defeated Vane in the election for colonial 
governor.

• Further, some Boston magistrates were voted out of 
office for supporting Hutchinson and Wheelwright. 

• Vane returned to England in August 1637. 
• At a November 1637 court hearing, Wheelwright was 

sentenced to banishment, and Hutchinson was brought 
to trial. 



• Initially, Hutchinson defended herself well against the 
prosecution.

• But on the second day of her hearing, she claimed that 
she possessed direct personal revelation from God, and 
she prophesied ruin upon the colony. 

• She was charged with contempt and sedition and 
banished from the colony, and her departure brought 
the controversy to a close. 

• Historians believe that the events of 1636 to 1638 are 
regarded as crucial to an understanding of religion and 
society in the early colonial history of New England.



• Hutchinson took Cotton's doctrines concerning the 
Holy Ghost far beyond his teachings, and she "saw 
herself as a mystic participant in the transcendent 
power of the Almighty.”

• Her theology of direct personal revelation opposed the 
belief that the Bible was the final authority concerning 
divine revelation, which was basic to the Reformed 
doctrines held by most English settlers at that time. 

• She also adopted Cotton's minority view that works, 
behavior, and personal growth are not necessarily valid 
evidence of a person's salvation. 



• She went beyond this, however, and espoused some 
views that were more radical, devaluing the material 
world and suggesting that a person can become one 
with the Holy Spirit.

• She also embraced the heterodox teaching of 
mortalism, the belief that the soul dies when the body 
dies, and she saw herself as a prophetess.

• Hutchinson was excommunicated and banished from 
the Massachusetts Bay Colony.

• She and her family were allowed to leave and sought 
refuge first in the colony of Rhode Island.



• After the death of her husband in 1641, Hutchinson 
decided to move even further away, into the 
jurisdiction of the Dutch.

• Some time after the summer of 1642, she went to New 
Netherland (later New York) along with seven of her 
children, a son-in-law, and several servants—16 total 
persons by several accounts. 

• They settled near an ancient landmark not far from 
what became the Hutchinson River in the Bronx, NY. 

• In late August 1643, Hutchinson and all but one of her 
household were killed by Native Americans.



• Roger Williams, who preached religious 
tolerance, separation of church and 
state, and a complete break with the 
Church of England, was banished from 
Massachusetts and founded Rhode 
Island Colony.

• Rhode Island became a haven for other 
religious refugees from the Puritan 
community. 

• Williams also advocated the concept of 
“liberty of conscience.”



• It should be noted that Protestantism 
has no central authority, as does 
Roman Catholicism.

• Religious practice across the colonies 
became diverse, but it did not 
become diverse within most colonies.

• The Quakers formed in England in 
1652, where they were severely 
persecuted in England for daring to 
deviate so far from orthodox Anglican 
Christianity. 

George Fox, 
founder of the 

Quakers
1624-1691



Major Quaker Ideas
• Rituals can be safely ignored, as long as one has a true 

spiritual conversion.
• The qualification for ministry is given by the Holy Spirit, 

not by ecclesiastical study. This implies that anyone has 
the right to minister, assuming the Spirit guides them, 
including women and children. 

• God "dwelleth in the hearts of his obedient people": 
religious experience is not confined to a church 
building. 

• The established church is not necessary for Christianity.



• Many Quakers sought refuge in New Jersey, Rhode 
Island and especially Pennsylvania, which was owned 
by William Penn, a rich Quaker. 

• The Quakers kept political control of Pennsylvania until 
Indian wars broke out.

• The Quakers were pacifists and gave up control to 
groups that were eager to fight the Indians.

• Beginning in 1683 many German-speaking immigrants 
arrived in Pennsylvania from the Rhine Valley and 
Switzerland.

• Many of these immigrants were Mennonite & Amish. 


