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CHAPTER I 

IMTRODITCTlOil 

The object of this study is to examine certain aspects of the life 

and thought of Roger Williams, Primarily, it is an attempt to under¬ 

stand his thought concerning the relationship between the church and the 

state* Secondarily, it is an examination of the various and changing 

opinions on Roger Williams that have obtained from his own time until 

the present. 

The problem of the theoretical and practical relationship between 

the church and the state is a universal one, but it was particularly 

significant in the seventeenth century, in which Roger Williams lived. 

For a considerable time two undercurrents of change had been wearing 

away at the old institutional foundations of English society. One was 

in the field of politics, the other in the field of religion. The matter 

of where the supreme governing authority of the nation should ultimately 

resj.de had been potentially a problem ever since the wealth of the nation 

began to come increasingly into the hands of the rising merchant class. 

This had been accomplished not only by the growth of trade, but also by 

the wholesale self-annihilation of noblemen which had come in the Wars of 

the Roses, The Tudors had ruled England with a strong hand, but they had 

been very shrewd, always obtaining exactly what they wanted in such a 

fashion as to arouse little if any opposition. The Stuarts, less wise 

and less fortunate than their predecessors, inherited a throne, whose 

kingdom was on the point of crumbling about it, and their fumbling 

gestures did little to prevent its destruction, Money was always a 

1 
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bother. The monarchs no longer had sufficient funds of their own to 

finance the increased expense of governing a modern state, and they were 

forced to seek money from the only possible source, the new wealth of the 

modern merchant class. But these men insisted on a share in the govern¬ 

ment in exchange for their taxes, and they refused to pay anything until 

they had obtained what they sought. In the waiting game which followed, 

time was on the side which opposed the king, and it was inevitable that 

something would have to be changed. 

The second undercurrent was in the field of religion. The Reform¬ 

ation begun by Henry VIII in the previous century altered the basis of 

church government, but it actually settled very little. The reforming 

ideas from the Continent as expounded by the Puritan preachers were an 

incessant harassment to the Established Church, and in time the followers 

of the Puritan preachers grew as powerful as the adherents to the Church 

of England. By the middle of the century these elements, one in religion 

and one in politics, combined in their discontent with the established 

order, and all of England exploded into the Civil Wars. The ensuing 

state of uncertainty in the affairs of church and civil state brought 

forth a flood of speculation, both oral and written, proposing plans for 

the reestablishment of the overturned institutions of both church and 

state. Tvri.ce, colonial affairs brought Roger Williams to England in the 

midst of these Civil Wars, and on neither occasion was his pen idle. He 

was active, therefore, not only in the colonization of America but also 

in the formulation of theology and political theory for both Hew England 

and Old. The problem to which his pen invariably returned was that of the 

right relationship between the church and the civil state. It is this 
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problem which provides tho bacis of the present study of Roger Williams. 

The man Roger Williams died in the last quarter of the seventeenth 

century, but his name is still alive. It has survived in his numerous 

writings, but much more important it has lived on in the minds and hearts 

of the people who have lived in the colony and country which he helped 

to establish. Today Roger Williams is one of the legendary figures of 

American history. There is hardly a schoolboy in this country today who 

has not heard the name of Roger Williams, and who does not know that he 

was the founder of Rhode Island, and that he was a champion of freedom 

in the midst of Puritan intolerance. let much that is popularly believed 

about Williams is more myth than truth, more legend than history. Though 

so many of the ideas about him are untruthful in a historical sense, they 

are nevertheless historical facts in their own right, and as such they 

are interesting find significant to one who wishes to understand the 

meaning of Roger Williams at the present time. Therefore, it is only 

natural that a portion of this study should be devoted not to Williams 

himself but to the many things which other people have written about him. 

The thesis falls into three roughly equal parts, each of which is in 

its own right a separate little study of Roger Williams. Possibly each 

could exist by itself, but taken together and in sequence they present 

a larger picture, something of which is lacking in each part when it 

stands alone. Together they present a summary of what Roger Williams is 

to the present age. The first part is a simple account of the main events 

in Roger Williams’ life. It also includes a brief analysis of the content 

of most of his written works, for it is from these that most of what is 

to be known about him must be gleaned. The second part is less simple 
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and perhaps also less certain. Here is contained a more extensive exam¬ 

ination of what Roger Williams had to say specifically about the church 

and the state, studied in conjunction with the totality of his thought 

and set in the background of the time in tjhich he lived. The third part 

is more speculative. Here an attempt is roade to trace and to analyse 

the many stories and interpretations which the past three centuries have 

thought and written about Roger Williams, and to show the relationship 

between this myth and the man as he actually lived in the seventeenth 

century. 



CHAPTER II 

THE MM 

Roger Williams was bora in London either late in the year 1603* or 

else early the following year.'*’ His father, James Williams, was a citizen 

and merchant tailor of London. Though the early years of Roger Williams’ 

life are very imperfectly known, it is certain that he received a< better 

than average education. By 1621, when he was seventeen or eighteen, he 

had attracted the attention of Sir Eduard Coke by his ability to take 

down speeches in shorthand, and, with the aid of this famous gentleman, 

he was admitted to study at Sutton's Hospital, later to become better 

knoun as Charterhouse.2 Two years later, in June 1623, he was admitted 

to Pembroke College, Cambridge, as a pensioner; in 1627 he received a 

bachelor's degree.^ His training vas that of a clergyman in the Church 

of England, but when he left the university several months after receiving 

his degree, he became the chaplain of Sir William Masham at Otes in Essex A 
While here he fell in love with a girl whose station in life was somewhat 

higher than his own, but his hopes were banish®! by her class conscious 

guardian.^ His early bitterness must have quickly passed, however, for 

■^Assos Perry, "The Parentage of Roger Williams," Magazine pf Hew England 
History. I (January, 1891), 20-24. 

^Records of Charterhouse, cited in Romeo Elton, Life of Roger Williams 
(London, 1852), 10; JSlHk VI, 252-53, here¬ 
after cited as B. £. £• 

^Rhode Island Historical Society, Collections. XVI, 80, cited in Samuel 
H. Brockunier, The MTOtoBB (Be* *>rk, 
1940), 16. 

^Ola Elizabeth Winslow, Master Roger Williams (Hew fork, 1957), 74-75. 

5Ibld.. 81-83. 

5 
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less than a year later, in December 1629, he married Mary Barnard, who 
£ 

was to be his companion for the next fifty years. 

On February 5, 1630-31, after fifty-seven stormy days on the north 

7 
Atlantic, Roger Williams and his wife arrived at Nantasket in Hew England.' 

Williams had emigrated from England to escape from Archbishop Laud’s 

ft 
alternatives of conformity or persecution. The Ivon, the ship that 

brought Williams to America, was, on its return trip, to take John Wilson 

back to England, in order that he might try to persuade his unruly wife 

to return to Hew England with him. Wilson was the only preacher in Boston, 

and there appeared to be no one to take his place. Therefore, the arrival 

of a promising young minister like Roger Williams seemed almost an act of 

Providence, and he was soon asked to fill this vacant pulpit in the ab- 

sense of the regular preacher. To the apparent surprise of everyone, 

Williams declined this honor and ev«n refused to become a member of the 

Boston Church, saying that he could not have anything to do with a congre¬ 

gation which would not declare itself to be separated from the Church of 

England and repent ever having had communion with this Antichristan 

institution.^ At this same time he offered his judgment that the civil 

magistrates have no authority in letters involving a violation of the first 

Table, that is of the first four of the Tea Commandments.^® He was about 

Mhodo Island Historical Society, Collections. W, 64, cited in Brockuaier, 

fiaMBKBiBflMlg fiffftfflBfffcy 36. 

^John Winthrop, History of Hew England (Hew York, 1908), I, 57. 

V C. P., VI, 239. 

Massachusetts Historical Society, Proceedings. Ill (1855-1358), 316. 

10 
Winthrop, History. I, 62. 
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to accept a position as teacher la the church at Salem, which he deemed 

to be satisfactorily separated, but when the Boston officials objected 

he moved on to Plymouth* Here he and his wife became members of the 

ohurch, and he became the assistant of the pastor, Ralph Smith. After 

tiro years he became dissatisfied with the condition of things at Plymouth, 

12 
and he accepted an invitation from Salem to return to the church there. 

The following two years, from Roger Williams* return to Salem in the 

summer or autumn of 1633 till his banishment in January 1635-36, were 

filled with almost continuous disagreement between him and the General 

Court in Boston. Superficially, there appears to be nothing on which 

they could agree. He had sot been in Salem more than a few weeks when he 

joined with Samuel Skelton, the preacher there, to object to the custom 

which had grown up among the ministers in the Bay Colony whereby they 

would meet once a fortnight to discuss their problem together. To very 

strict Separatists this seemed like a meeting of a presbytery.'^ Also, 

when Williams was at Plymouth he had written a treatise which he had in¬ 

tended to give to the governor there. When Williams returned to Salas 

John Winthrop requested to see the treatise, and Williams gave it to him. 

Winthrop shoved it to the General Court in Boston, which found in it 

several things which it did not like. The treatise maintained that the 

King had no legal title to the lands in North America, and therefore, 

that he could not give them away. In other words, the Patent, whereby 

Massachusetts had been granted Its land, was not valid. The land belonged 

13Tbia.. 61-62. 

12Willlam Bradford. Of Plymouth Plantation (Hew Tork. 1952). 257. 

13Winthrop. History. I, 116-17. 
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to the Indians and could be secured legally only by its being purchased 

directly from the Indians* Besides this, there were three other passages 

which the Court held to be particularly offensive. First, Williams called 

the King a liar for saying that he was the first Christian prince to dis¬ 

cover the Hew World. Second, he charged the King and others with blasphemy 

for referring to Europe as Christendom. Third, he referred to the King 

three very uncomplimentary passages from the book of Revelation. * In 

response to the letter of admonition sent him by the Court, Williams 

yielded explaining that the treatise had not been written for the public 

and that any or all of it might be burned if the Court so desired. The 

Court then decided that the matter was not nearly so serious as it had at 

first imagined, and that once Williams had retracted his statements and 

had sworn his allegiance to the King, the matter should be forgotten.1^ 

Samuel Skelton died in August 1634, and by the following April 

Williams had been officially installed as his successor in the pulpit of 

the Salem church. This exalted position of Williams made the Court in 

Boston ever more apprehensive and vigilant for renewed outbreaks of 

heretical opinions. As early as the previous November, Winthrop recorded 

that the Court in Boston was disturbed by a report that Williams was 

?gain preaching against the Patent and referring to the Church of England 

as being Antichristian. The Court ordered Williams to appear at its next 

meeting to answer to these charges In April 1635, Williams was again 

before the Court. This time it was for maintaining that magistrates 

Revelation. l6t 13-14, 17* 12-13, 18* 19; “Gov. Winthrop*s letter to Hr. 
Endicott about Roger Williams," Mass. Hist. Soc., Proceedings. XII 
(1871-1873), 343. 

l5Winthrop, History. I, 116-17, 119. 

16 
Ibid.. 142. 
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ought sot to ask a man who is considered to be unregenerate to take an 

oath. Oath taking was, in easense, a form of worship, and the elect 

ought not to worship with the unregenerate. Also, it was forcing the 

unregenerate man to be a hypocrite and to take the name of God in vane. 

Williams' opinions were heard by the Court, and, according to Winthrop, 

he was clearly confuted*^ In July there was more trouble. At this time 

Winthrop summed up Williams' heretical ideas as follows! 

1, that a magistrate ought not to punish the breach of the first 
table, otherwise than in cases as did disturb the civil peace; 2, 
that he ought not to tender an oath to an unregenerate man; 3, that 
a man ought not to pray with such, though wife, child, etc.; 4, 
that a man ought not to give thanks after the sacrament nor after 
meat, etc.l^ 

After much debate it was concluded by both the magistrates and the 

ministers, who had been specifically asked to be present, that these 

opinions were wrong and dangerous, and that it was right for the Court 

to suppress them, time was given to Williams, and to the Salem church, 

which was at this time supporting him in his opinions, to consider these 

things before any official action was taken.^9 

At this time economics entered the field of battle. Salem had 

petitioned the Court for a section of land on Marblehead Heck, but the 

Court, in retaliation for Salem's unruly action in choosing Williams as 

its teacher when it knew that he was not regarded favorably by the Court, 

and also for supporting him in his heresies, chose to disregard this 

petition until Williams should consent to the Court's rulings. In response 

to this Williams and his church wrote letters to the other churches of the 

17im., 149. 
18Ifcid., 154. 
19Ibld. 
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Bay Colony requesting that they admonish their deputies for having taken 

this action. The Court, in turn, refused to seat the Salem delegates 

Of\ 
until they had answered satisfactorily for these letter*®. In August 

Williams was sick and unable to respond to hie summons to the Court, but 

he did write a letter to his own church saying that he could not have > 

communion with the other churches of the Bay and that unless the members 

of his own church followed him in this matter he would refuse to have 

communion with them.21 At the October meeting of the Court Williams was 

again present, this time to answer for these two letters, the one to the 

other churches and the one which he had written to his own church. Thomas 

Hooker was appointed to dispute with him, but he held fast to all of his 

JO 
opinions. The nest morning his sentence was read, and he was given six 

weeks time in which to remove himself from the jurisdiction of the Court.2^ 

The Sales church was charged with these same errors, but, by this time, 

Williams had broken all connection with it, and it, in turn, abandoned 

Williams and acknowledged to the Court its error in the whole matter.2^ 

The sentence of banishment was later relaxed in order that Williams might 

remain in Salem till spring provided that he oease preaching his forbidden 

ideas In public. By January, however, it was evident that Williams could 

not be silent, and the Court, in desplration, ordered Captain Underhill 

to go to Salem, to arrest Mm and to place him aboard a ship that was 

20Ibid.. 155. 

^Ibid.. 157. 

22Ibid.. 162-63. 

^Massachusetts Colonial Records, I, 160, cited in Henry M. Dexter, to 
Roger Williams Mg ‘•MM" &S1 BaBfaridfiB 
(Boston, 1876), 59. 

^Winthrop, History. I, 163. 
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bound for England. But when Underhill arrived in Salera with his varrent, 

he discovered that Williams, having been warned of his coming, had left 

three days earlier.^ Williams lived the remainder of the winter with 

his friends, the Indians. 26 

These years had been trying ones for the government of the Massa¬ 

chusetts Bay Colony, When John Hinthrop and the first main body of 

Puritans came to Massachusetts in 1630 they brought the Patent for the 

colony with them. This meant that the government of the colony would 

reside in America rather than in England, as was the usual practice. 

Very soon the King began to doubt his wisdom in allowing this to happen, 

and he tried to have the Patent returned to England for inspection. By 

various methods of diplomacy and subterfuge the colonists managed to keep 

their Patent in America and the government in their own hands, however, 

they were not always certain that their efforts would succeed. Williams* 

activities at this time seemed to play dangerously into the hands of 

England. His campaign against the Patent and his proposal to limit the 

sphere of the civil government, if not actually dangerous, was, to say the 

least, aggravatxng. 

The spring after his banishment, Roger Williams and several men who 

had followed him from Salem founded on the shore of Msrragansett Bay a new .. 

on 
colony, which they named Providence. This was on land that was covered 

by no royal patent, but which had been purchased directly from the Indians. "J 

25Ibid.» 168. 

26|i. c. P., VI, 335. 

07 
H. (J. P., VI, 316; Providence Records. V, 307, cited in Brockunier, 

Irrepressible Democrat. 90. 

2%». £. P„ VI, 335. 
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At the end of the first summer when wives and families had arrived, the 

population of this new colony totalled thirty-two or more persons. In 

the years that followed the settlement grew and prospered adding to its 

original number many more who had left other settlements for reasons 

similar to those of Williams himself. From the very beginning there 

seems to have been no organized church,^ and the civil government was a 

primitive form of democracy,-50 In 3.639 there was formed at Providence 

the first Baptist church to appear in Horth America, and Roger Williams 

was one of its charter members. First, ho was baptised by one Kr. Bolym&n, 

and then he, in turn, baptised - Holy-man and some ten others. Though this 

church continued to grow, Williams soon thought better of his having 

joined it and withdrew himself from this and all other churches. For the 

rest of his life he remained what was called a Seeker, that is one who 

will recognize the authority of no church, but who yet continues to seek 

God and his grace. By this time Williams seems to have had a change of 

mind. Whereas before he had been a strict Separatist and xjould have 

nothing to do with anyone who was of a different mind than he, now, though 

he had himself withdrawn formal communion from all churches, he would 

preach to and pray with any that would listen.^ 

But all was not smooth sailing for this small young settlement. In 

1643, the larger settlements of dew England, Massachusetts, Plymouth, 

Connecticut and IJev Haven, joined themselves together in a loose confed¬ 

eration called the United Colonies of Hew England. The reasons for this 

29 
Winthrop, History. I, 286, 

39H. 0. P., VI, 4-5. 

31 
Winthrop, History, I, 297 , 309; David Masson, The Life of John Milton. 
Ill (London, 1673), 153-54. 



union wore tho comon dangex* from the Indians and the necessity of having 

oo 
arbitrator to settle disputes over their boundaries.-"' This worked veil 

for the colonies that were members, but the smaller and excluded settle¬ 

ments, Providence, Portsmouth, Warwick and llewport, were now at the mercy 

of a powerful and aggressive combination of neighbors who were ever seeking 

for more terretory. The smaller settlements could see the advantages of 

having a patent, and the following spring Soger Williams was, at their 

request, bound for England to see about securing ono.^3 Kis request fox* 

permission to leave by way of Boston was refused, and he was, therefore, 

forced to leave by way of the Dutch settlement of Dev? Amsterdam.-^ 

F.oger Williams was an industrious man who could not long remain idle. 

To break the tedium of the long trip to England, and also to keep his mind 

active and his memory x*efreshed, he resolved to set down on paper what he 

q." 
could remember of the Indian language.When he reached London some ten 

weeks after leaving Hew Amsterdam, he assembled all of these notes into 

Of 
a book and had it published*-' This book, A Key into the Language of 

America, was, first of all, a phrase took of the Indian language, and 

second, a commentary on various aspects of Indian life. The book is 

divided into chapters with such titles as "Of Salutation," "Of Sleepe," 

and "Of the Weather." The beginning of each chapter consists of tvo column 

32 
Herbert L. Osgood, The American Colonies in the Seventeenth Century 
(Hew York, 1904), I, 400-03. 

33 
Brockunier, Irrepressible Democrat. 135. 

34 
H. C. P., VI, 272. 

35 
Ibid.. I, 76. 

36 
James Savage,"Gleanings of Hew England History," Lass, lliot. Soc., 
Collections. XXVIII (1843), 295j H. C. P., I, 70. 
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of words or phrases, the left one in the Indian language, the right one 

in English. Then follows Williams1 commentary, and at the very end of the 

chapter there is a short and simple versa, written by Williams, which 

describes his sentiments about the state of religion among the Indians 

find also among the English in both 13ev: and Old England. This was the first 

book of its kind ever printed in England, and it made its author something 

of a celebrity. 

When Williams arrived/ in London, the country was in the midst of 

the Puritan Revolution. Shortly after his arrival, Parliament ratified 

the Solemn League and Covenant, which, in effect, guaranteed that England 

would have a Presbyterian church settlement. The Westminster Assembly, 

which had been meeting for several months, was trying to work out the 

details of a settlement which would become the established church of all 

of Britain. Though its members were almost entirely in the Presbyterian 

camp, there were a few who were not. Shortly after the Solemn League ana 

Covenant was signed by Parliament, five of these dissenting Independents 

voiced their disapproval in the form of a pamphlet entitled an Apologetjcal 

Narration. Herein they proposed a church settlement flat was essentially 

the same as the one which then obtained in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. 

This particularly aggravated Williams, who less than ten years before had 

been banished by this very government which was now receiving praise. 

Williams was hereby prompted to write a pamphlet of his own which he entitled 

Queries of Highest Consideration, and in which he condemned the opinions 

of both the Presbyterian majority and the dissenting minority. Williams 

/'argument was that the civil, magistrates should not interfere in purely 

religious matters, but that they should limit themselves to matters that 

are strictly secular, Williams' primary reason for this conclusion was 
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that the church is of a spiritual mature mid has its own weapons sufficient 

for its task, needing no help whatsoever from the secular order. Second, 

since the state derives its power to govern from the people it governs, 

to say that it had power over religion would imply that the people had 

the authority to make their own religion, which is to bring both the 

church ana Christ dovm out of Heaven into the secular order. 

While in London Williams* pen was seldom idle. The Queries appeared 

in the book stalls on February 9, 1644, only four days after another of 

his pamphlets, Hr. Cottons Letter Lately Printed. Examined and Answered. 

It seems that in the years which followed the banishment of Roger Williams 

from Massachusetts he and John Cotton, whom he believed to be the chief 

leader in the banishment proceedings, carried on a correspondence on the 

subject of his banishment. Shortly after Williams* arrival in London, 

one of these letters of John Cotton appeared in print in a pamphlet entitled 

A Letter of Mr. John Cottons Teacher of the Church in Boston, in New England. 

To Mr. Williams a Preacher there. Williams disclaimed all responsibility 

for this letter at this time,and Gotten professed to believe hiis.^ 

Regardless of its origin, it is not hard to imagine the pleasure of 

Williams on seeing this letter in print. Here was an opportunity for him 

to defend himself in public and to show the whole world the justice which 

he believed to be on his side of the case.^ Cotton's letter which had 

originally been written not too long after Williams* banishment, was an 

37 
B. C. £., II, 259, 267. 

38 

^ I, 315, 316. 

39 
Ibid.. II, 9-10. 

40 
Ibid.. I, 316. 
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attempt to''‘show Williams the insufficiency of the grounds upon which 

, \ 

he had separated himself from the church and state in Massachusetts. 

Williams answered Cotton po.int by point as was the custom in the literary 

debates of the seventeenth century. The main point of the argument 

between these two men is their disagreement as to the relationship between 

the church and the state. Williams admits that he wilfully banished him¬ 

self from the churches of the Bay Colony. Cotton says that Williams, in 

banishing himself from the church, also separated himself from the civil 

state for, in the last analysis, the two are really the same thing. Here 

Williams disagreed. He maintained that the church and the state were 

entirely separate and that the one had no influence or bearing on the 

other. Therefore, though he was separated from the churches of the colony, 

this does not mean that he cannot be a loyal member of the civil state.^ 

All of this time while he was writing pamphlets, Roger Williams did 

not forget the main reason for his being in England, to obtain a charter 

for the colonies on Narragansett Bay and on Aquidneck. His Key into the 

Language of America had made his name known to many people in London, and 

his political pamphlets added to his fame, at least among the more liberal 

of the Puritans. This placed Williams very decidedly in the left wing of 

the Puritan camp. During the first months he was in England, the successes 

of the Royalist armies caused the Puritan leaders, with whom Williams was 

forced to deal, to be little interested in affairs that were far away in 

America. But with the new year, 1644, and the new leadership of Sir Henry 

Vane and Oliver St. John in the Parliamentary party, Williams was more 

fortunate in the men with whom he had to deal. These two men were generally 

41 
Ibid.. 324-27. 
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of an opinion similar to that of Williams, and by March 14, 1644# Williams 

had secured from Parliament the charter that he desired. The charter 

granted that the Harragansett Bay settlement should govern itself as it 

saw fit; any mention of civil authority in things ecclesiastical was 

conspicuously absent.+ This cold winter, Williams' energy and organization 

were given the task of finding fuel for the fires of London. The coal mines 

of Newcastle were in the hands of the King's army, and the supply of coal 

in London was very small. This very tangible assistance undoubtedly helped 

to endear Williams to the hearts of the city.^ 

The following June, Williams boarded a ship to return once more to 

his new home in America, but this was not before he had written several 

more pamphlets for the reading public of England. The Bloudy Tenent, of 

Persecution, for cause of Conscience, in a Conference between Truth and 

Peace appeared anonymously shortly after Williams 3et sail for America, 

but one did not have to guess very far to discover that the author was 

Roger Williams. It created a sufficiently enormous stir to be burned by 

the Presbyterian Parliament even before Williams had completed his crossing 

to New England.^ It was very soon reprinted, however, and it went on to 

be the most famous and most controversial work that Williams produced. 

The historical background of this book is a complicated one, and it is one 

that must be understood if the book is to be comprehended correctly. First 

of all, the book is in two parts, each of which has its own separate 

history. In the early years of the seventeenth century, there was an 

42 
Rhode Island Colonial Records. I, 145, cited in Brockunier, Irrepressible 
Democrat. 149. 

43 
N. C. P., IV, 103-04. 

44 
Mass. Hist. Soc., Proceedings. 111(1855-1858), 314. 
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Anabaptist prisoner in Hewgato prison, who wots while in prison a letter 

or pamphlet protesting against his imprisonment for what he called cause 

of conscience. The work was written with milk for ink and on the paper 

that had been used to stop the milk bottle. Because the milk was white 

and invisible on the paper, the manuscript could be safely smuggled out 

of the prison where it would be exposed to heat and the invisible writing 

turn to a visible red. A copy of this come into the hands of John Cotton, 

who wrote an answer to it. Thus, said Williams, did the writing for the 

sake of toleration, which was written in pure milky whiteness, become, in 

the hands of John Cotton, a Bloudy Tenent of Persecution.^ The first part 

of Williams* Bloudy Tenent is, then, mi answer to this answer of John 

Cotton. The three levels of argument, the Anabaptist as Author, Cotton 

as Answerer, end finally Williams as represented by the two protagonists, 

Truth and Peace, moke the book a very difficult one to understand. The 

second part of the book is somewhat lass complicated. Here Williams is 

answering A Model of Church and Civil Power, which was written by several 

of the ministers of the Bay Colony, chief of whom Williams believes to bo 

John Cotton, and sent to the church at Salem in an attempt to purify it 

of the heresies it had adopted in following the teaching of Roger Williams 

during his pastorate there.In this second part of the Bloudy Tenent 

there remains the discussion between Truth and Peace, who in a very 

disorganised manner alternate in taking one the part of Williams and one 

the part of the opposition. 

The main point of the first part centers in Cotton's and Williams* 

45ii. C. III, 61. 
46_ 

ibid., 221. 
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different ideas about the relationship of the church and the state and 

about the meaning of the word persecution. As already seen in' A Letter 

of Mr. Cottons. Williams believed the church and the state td;’oe completely 

jn 
separate,**' whereas Cotton saw them separate, yet interdependent and acting, 

in turn, each upon the otherCotton insisted that the Gospel was so 

plain and so understandable that if it were carefully explained to anyone 

he could not help but see the truth of it.^ Anyone who still did not 

understand was no longer acting out of cause of conscience, but rather 

he was sinning against his ovrn conscience, and for this he might be 

punished.- Williams, of course, refused to follow this bit of sophistry 

and insisted that this was still persecution for cause of conscience. Re 

said this not on the grounds of modern liberalism but on those of Scripture. 

The difference between Cotton and Williams can be seen in the ways which 

they interpreted the parable of the tares. God commanded that the tares 

be allowed to grow with the good wheat until the day of the harvest, at 

which time they would be cast into an unquenchable fire. What was the 

field, and who were the tares? Cotton said that the field was the church, 

and that the tares were the hypocrites within the church. Williams said 

that the field was civil society, which included everyone, and that the 

tares were the members of the civil society who were not members of the 

church.Thus Williams thought that no one could be excluded from the 
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civil state, but in Cotton's thinking, where the church and state are 

practically, if not really, the same thing, the state may exclude any 

that are not willing to be conforming members of the church. The second 

part of the Bloudv Tenent serves to reinforce Williams' ideas of the sep¬ 

aration of the church and the state, and emphasises the necessity of the 

state remaining out of affairs that belong exclusively to the church, 

that is, offenses involving a violation of the first Table. 

The one other pamphlet left behind in England by Williams was not 

published until the following winter, January 16, 1644-45. This one, 

Christenings Make Not Christians, may be considered as an addition to 

the theme that he began in bis moralizing on the state of religion among 

the Indians and among white men in the chapters of A Key into the Language 

of America. He was concerned with the converting of the Indians, and he 

discusses the fact that he believes conversion to be more of an inner 

change in the individual than the observance of outward ceremony.^ 

In early autumn 1644, Roger Williams arrived in Boston on his way back 

from England to Providence. From every standpoint the mission which he 

had just completed could be considered a success. He had secured the 

sought after charter, and he had published a number of pamphlets defending 

his cause of toleration and denouncing the government that had banished 

him in the midst of winter. He had renewed the acquaintance of many old 

friends, and he had made many new ones. Last of all, he had in his pocket 

a letter from the government of England requesting that he be allowed a 

safe passage through the territory of the Massachusetts Bay Colony to his 

p2Ibld,.. 237-39, 254, 264. 
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To make this occasion even more memorable, his 

canoe was met sone distance from Providence by a flotilla of fourteen 

canoes all filled with his friends and neighbors expressing their grat¬ 

itude for what he had done and their happiness at seeing his safe return. 

But the days ahead were busy ones. The charter had been secured, but the 

55 

problems of putting it into practice still remained to be solved. All 

that Williams did in this .work can only be guessed at; surely he was in 

the midst of whatever was happening, A few weeks after his return there 

was a meeting of the General Assembly of the colony, at which time ho was 

elected "chief officer," which would be roughly equivalent to being the 

governor. Ke retained this office at least until the government of the 

whole colony of Narragansett- Pay and Aquidneck was reorganized in 1647. 

In addition to his official duties and whatever occasional preaching he 

continued to do, he managed to maintain his trading house at Cocumscussoc, 

and to earn a living for himself and his family.^ 

This, however,-wasn’t the end of Rhode Island*s troubles nor of the 

public life of Roger Williams. Williams Coddington, who was a leading 

member of the Newport aristocracy, was never really in favor of the ideas 

of union, but rather had ambitions of his own whereby he might become the 

governor and sole ruler of the Inland of Aquidneck. In April 1651, he 

even secured a charter from England which accomplished this purpose. 
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Heedless to say this did not make the residents of Providence and Warwick 

particularly happy. Once more it was decided that Roger Williams should 

go to England to save the charter and the life of the colony from the 

f'C*' 

plans of this would-be empire builder.Ju In October, Williams petitioned 

the Court in Boston for permission for himself and John Clarke, a Baptist 

preacher who had only recently felt the sting of Massachusetts' persecution, 

to pass through that port on their way to England.^ Permission was 

granted, and a month later they were on their way to England, arriving 

in London in January or February 1651-52. 

Britain at this time was in a certain state of confusion. The civil 

wars were over, but the leaders were not* faced with the problem of effecting 

a permanent settlement. As the civil wars progressed, the center of 

gravity in the Puritan party moved steadily to the left. Hen were begin¬ 

ning to be anxious at the great number of radical religious groups that 

were coming into vogue and the religioxis practices that they variously 

advocated. In February 1651-52, John Owen and a number of others who were 

relatively conservative in their beliefs published Fifteen Proposals 

whereby they proposed that Parliament should restrict toleration and also 

prohibit many of the more radical sects from worshipping and from pub¬ 

lishing their propaganda. On March 2, Major Butler had printed a protest 

to these Proposals, and before the month was over Williams, in support of 

Butler, had Major Butler* n Fourth Paper reprinted with a preface of his 

own added to the beginning of it. Williams was again campaigning for a 

complete freedom of conscience. The most startling idea in this publication, 

however, is the fourth point of Major Butlerfwherein he advocates the 
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toleration of even the Jews; Williams supports him on this point. 

On his previous mission to England, in 1643-1644, Williams had writ¬ 

ten and published several books and pamphlets aimed at his colonial rival, 

John Cotton. In 1647, Cotton published his response, which consisted of 

one large volume which contained two separate works, A Reply to Mr. 

Williams His Examination and The Bloudy Tenent. Washed. And made white 

in the bloud of the Lambe: Being Discussed and Discharged of Bloud- 

guiltinesse by just Defense. The first was an answer to Williams’ Mr. 

Cottons Letter Lately Printed, and it was the last formal publication of 

this argument, though Williams continued to argue these same points in 

his other writings. The latter is the more important c,?ork, and it is the 

one which drew a direct response from Williams in 1652 named The Bloody 

Tenent yet more Bloody: by Mr. Cottons endeavor to wash it white in the 

Bloode of the Lambe. Here Williams goes over what 13 essentially the same 

material that he covered in the original Bloudy Tenent. the only real 

difference being that the rhetoric is more involved and the metaphors more 

phantastic. The arguments, which are essentially the same as the old ones 

are now carried on on five levels instead of three, this being, in effect, 

the fourth in a series of rebuttals and counter-rebuttals of the original 

thesis. The two protagonists, Truth and Peace, once more carry on their 

happy dialogue each talcing either side of the dispute and both ultimately 

coming to Williams’ own conclusion. The main argument is, once again, 

that there is a separation between the church and the state, and that the 

civil government ought not to enter into the affairs of the church, for 

in so doing, it will ultimately end by persecuting Christ rather than the 
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devil. • 

Two other smaller works also appeared while Williams was in London. 

Experiments of Spiritual Life and Health was written by Williams while 

he was still in America, and ho originally had no intention of having it 

published. Only the prompting of friends in London finally persuaded 

him that he ought to make it available to the public. It was originally 

written as a letter to his wife, Wary, on an occasion when she was recov¬ 

ering from a serious illness, and Huger was forced to be away from home 

because of business or negotiations with the Indians. Mrs. Williams must 

have been worried about her relationship to God, for the book is a discus¬ 

sion of how one may know that he is among God’s elect. The book is divided 

into three sections, the marks of spiritual life, the marks of spiritual 

health, and the helps to preserve spiritual health and chcerfulness, and 

it shows how a person in his daily life, by an analysis of his actions and 

thoughts, may know that he is among the elect. One very significant thing 

about this book is the fact that Williams bases his ideas firmly on 

Scripture; his religion is no mysticism or heart religion based on feeling, 

but rather it is coldly rational and firmly based on the Word of God as 

found in the Bible.^ 
/ 

The other one, The Hireling Ministry.none of Christ’s or a Discourse 

Touching the Propagating of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, though very short, 

is perhaps the most important thing that Williams ever wrote. The general 
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theme is the same as in most of his other books, that there should be 

no compunction in matters of religion and that a person's conscience 

should be completely free; however, here is the clearest of all his 

expositions and analyses of this theme. The work is written in a straight 

forward style with few rhetorical flourishes or tiresome analogies. 

Though the title would suggest that he is inveighing against a ministry 

which receives pay, this is not exactly what he is doing. He is condemning 

a ministry which is hireling to an established church. In other word3, 

he is right back on his original theme, that there should be no forcing 

of an individual's conscience or belief.^ The book is particularly sig¬ 

nificant in that it goes somewhat further than do his other works in ex¬ 

plaining why this is necessary. Williams is looking forward to the second 

coming of Christ and to the destruction of Antichrist. The destruction 

of Antichrist and the establishment of Christ's kingdom are to be accom¬ 

plished by means of the Word of God spoken from the mouths of his prophets 

and witnesses. When there is an established church, the witnesses and 

prophets are prevented from preaching, and God's work remains undone. 

Therefore, not only for the sake of man, but for the sake of God and his 

66 
kingdom, it is imperative that there be an absolute freedom of belief. 

But even while he was writing and publishing books and pamphlets, 

Roger Williams did not forget the primary object of his mission, to secure 

the revocation of Coddington's charter and the confirmation of the charter 
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which he himself had secured almost a decade before. Affairs in England 

could hardly be said to have improved since his visit of 1643-1644. The 

enthusiastic hopes of the previous decade had, by this time, been largely 

replaced with disillusionment. Domestic troubles and foreign troubles, 

such as the war with the Netherlands, made the difficulties of a small 

colony on the far side of the Atlantic seem insignificant indeed. In the 

midst of all this, Cromwell grew tired of fighting with his idealistic, 

but quarrelsome and impractical, Parliament, and, becoming convinced that 

he should give the people what was best for them whether they thought they 

wanted it or not, he dissolved it. This complicated Williams’ problem 

even more, humors of the troubles that beset the colony at home also 

added to his concern. Finally, after receiving assurance from Cromwell, 

he decided to return to Providence and to leave John Clarke to negotiate 

alone. In February 1653-54, after more than two years in England, he 

boarded a ship to return to America. Though his mission was not as suc¬ 

cessful as it might have been had the government of England been more 

settled, he was the bearer of letters frora the government of the Protect¬ 

orate that granted him essentially what he desired.^ 

Once again it was a cold reception that met him in Boston, is spite 

of the letter from the council in England requesting that he be kindly 

63 treated. Nor was his arrival in Providence the merry homecoming that 

his first return ten years before had been. Immediately'on his return he 

became involved in the work of making a success of the new government of 

the remited colonies. At the end of August, all four toms finally 
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agreed sufficiently to cose to a conference and discuss their uniting. 

It was several weeks later at this conference that Williams was chosen 

as their first president, a position which he held until he voluntarily 

retired some three years later.°^ John Clarke's long-suffering efforts 

in England were finally rewarded in 1663, when the restored Charles II 

granted Rhode Island a charter guaranteeing her the freedom and liberty 

70 which she had always held so dear. 

When Williams gave up the presidency of Rhode Island in 1657, he did 

not give up public life altogether, but rather assumed the role of senior 

statesman. Thereafter, he accepted an occasional minor position in the 

government, but never to the extent that he had previously. His ability 

to negotiate with the Indians remained as invaluable an asset as it had 

been in the years immediately following his bana.shm.ent, when he probably 

prevented the extinction of the colonies in New England by persuading the 

Ilarragansetts to ally themselves with the English against the Pcquots 

rather than with the Pequots against the English. In the Pequot War, 

which ended with the fall of Fort Mystic in May 1637, the Pequot nation 

was all but completely annihilated. If it had not been for the patience 

and tact of Williams as a negotiator, this might just as well have been 

the English great effort with the Indians came with King 

Philip's War in 1675. Williams tried to negotiate a peaceful settlement 

as he had done so many times before, but the leaders of the Indians were 

young men who did not know him and trust him as their fathers had done. 
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Williams, seeing that failure was certain, returned to Providence and 

helped to prepare for the wax* that was undoubtedly coming. He was nude 

a captain in tin militia, find he helped to train the forces. In the war 

Providence and many other towns were burned by the Indians, but peace was 

finally restored when King Philip was killed and the Indian population 

was sufficiently reduced to make any further resistance on their part 

no 
impossible.' 

When Williams was president of Rhode Island, there came into the 

colony a number of Quakers, members of a new and radical sect who believed 

that the Christian should follow his heart and. feelings in matters of 

religion rather than the Bible and human reason. They were, as a rule, 

uneducated men and women whose actions were not always very refined. 

Massachusetts had some of them whipped, others hanged, and all others 

banished from the colony. It requested that Rhode Island take a similar 

stand against them. But President Williams refused to do this, insisting 

that the colony had been founded on the principle of freedom of conscience 

and that it should remain that way.^ This is not to say that Williams 

liked the Quakers or that he approved of their carryings-on. This is far 

from the truth, lie hated almost everything they stood for, and he argued 

with them every chance he had. In 1672, George Fox, who, if not the founder 

of the Quakers, was their leading exponent, visited Rhode Island. Williams, 

in has typical manner, sent him a challenge to a public debate over four¬ 

teen points wherein he believed the Quakers to ere. Fox had already de¬ 

parted when this challenge arrived in Newport, but it was accepted in his 
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stead by three of his lieutenants, William Edmundson, John Stubs and 

John Burnet. The debate took place the first three days at Newport and 

then a fourth day at Providence during which time the invective of the 

one side could be matched only by the vituperation of the other. At the 

end of this time both sides withdrew to,lick their wounds and to write 

their memoirs. Williams had no secretary, and therefore bad to rely on 

his memory when the time came for him to write his account of the debate. 

What his memory lacked he supplied out of the storehouse of things that 

he wished he had said. The product of this was published in 1676. It was 

entitled George Fox Digg'd out of his Burrowes. which is a rather bad pun 

on the names of two of the Quaker leaders, George Fox and Edward Burroughs. 

The interesting point of this work is that here Williams is defending 

rather than attacking orthodox Puritan Protestantism. He considers himself 

to be on the side of Christianity, and the Quakers to be nothing more than 

a new form of Antichrist.^ George Fox, in his turn, wrote a rebuttal 

1-71; 

to Williams entitled New England Firebrand Quenched.'J 

Although this was the last published work of Williams, it is known 

that just prior to his death in 1683 he va3 attempting to have published 

a book which contained the contents of a number of sermons that he had 

preached to the Indians. Apparently it was never published! at least, ther 

is no known copy of it in existence today. Williams wrote many letters, 

of which more than one hundred and fifty exist today. The largest portion 

of them are addressed to John Winthrop of Boston, or to John Winthrop, 

Junior, of Connecticut. There are many others, to people both rich and 
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poor, of high station and low. The thing most striking about Williams * 

letters is the warm down-to-earth quality about them. They are filled 

with such ordinary matters as relations with the Indians, or they may 

be filled with practical problems of running the government of a colony. 

They are always concluded with numerous greetings to everyone. 

Roger Williams' death is as obscure as his birth. All that can be 

said with certainty is that he died sometime between January 16, 1682-83, 

and March 15, 1682-83. He was almost eighty years old. He was survived 

76 
by his faithful wife, Mary, and their six children. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE THOUGHT 

The order of the General Court of Massachusetts for the banishment 

of Roger Williams became physically effective in January 1635-36, when 

Williams, rather than accept a forced exile to England, disappeared into 

the Mew England wilderness, there to spend the remainder of the winter 

with his friends, the Indians, and ultimately to found a new colony at 

Providence. Biographers and historians have made much of this dramatic 

episode, depicting it as the focal point about which his whole life 

turned. Certainly, Williams1 banishment raises a number of interesting 

and significant questions* First of all, why was he banished? Was it 

for his ideas on politics and government? or was it for his ideas on 

religion and the church? Was it for the mere holding of these ideas? 

or was it for their expression? Further, was the expression of these 

ideas actually injurious to the colony? or were they merely annoying 

without being materially dangerous? And last of all, what effect, if 

any, did the banishment have upon the course of events which followed? 

and what effect did it have upon Williams. 

As with all who search after causes, the writers who search for a 

single cause for the banishment of Roger Williams conclude by discovering 

only a part of the answer, but in the thrill of discovery they mistakenly 

label it as the whole answer. This leaves them open to criticism from 

other students who by a similar process find a different single solution 

and label it as great a truth as the other an error. And so goes his¬ 

torical criticism! Here as in other cases, it seems needless, indeed 

foolish, to pluck out single causes. The important point is that 



32 

Williams was a maverick; he was sufficiently different in his thinking 

from the other preachers and magistrates of the Bay Colony for the 

General Court to see fit to banish him from their jurisdiction* The 

real problem is to discover in what ways the thought of Williams differed 

from that of his contemporaries* When this is done the problem of his 

banishment may seem less important, perhaps even insignificant. 

Roger Williams, like so many other young men who grew up in the 

early years of the seventeenth century,, was born a nominal member of the 

Church of England. Kis upbringing and later his education at Cambridge, 

however, brought him under the influence of Puritanism* Puritanism was 

a unique system of religious thought which grew out of the Reformation 

in England. In Scotland the Reformation had been accomplished when 

Protestant preachers, most of whom had learned their theology at Geneva, 

gained control of the church organization and reformed church doctrine 

and practice in accordance with their newly learned ideas of theology* 

The Presbyterian form of church government and the Calvinist strain of 

reformed theology arrived simultaneously and continued to function to¬ 

gether peacefully. This transformation ms completed within a few years 

of its beginning, and, to all intents and purposes, presbytery did become 

priest writ large. In England things happened very differently. The 

Reformation here was accomplished in several steps over a long period 

of time. The organization of church government was altered by Henry VIII 

by act of Parliament and royal decree, but the reformation of doctrine 

followed uneasily at a distance* The hierarchical form of church govern¬ 

ment was left unchanged, with only the Crown replacing the Pope at its 

head; but the church doctrine, at first unchanged, felt the steady pres¬ 

sure of the reforming ideas of the Continent, by means of a small but 
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determined number of preaching ministers. From the beginning, and 

becoming more accentuated as the years passed, the church hierarchy and 

the preaching ministry wore not in agreement, and, what is even more 

important, the preachers, diapairing of an immediate reformation of 

church government, concentrated their efforts on preaching to the people. 

These preaching ministers, while pretending to be loyal to the estab¬ 

lished church, preached theology that ms not endorsed by the church to 

which they professed to belong. The influence of all this on the populace 

was not inconsiderable. The lesson that the preachers taught was essentially 

that it was not necessary to have a church formulate and interpret church 

doctrine, but that the individual Christian, with his own Bible and his 

own native human reason, could discover God's truth for himself. It was 

obvious to this type of preacher and church member that the established 

church was not perfect in its organisation and doctrine as it pretended 

to be. Means of correcting these imperfections generally took either of 

two different forms. First, the preachers and their followers could 

continue in their pretended loyalty to the established church, but preach 

and believe that which they saw fit, trusting God that the day would come 

when the church would be reestablished in a more perfect form. The 

reorganization to which they" usually looked forward was either Pres¬ 

byterianism or Independency. Second, the preacher and his followers 

might despair of ever reforming the established church, and instead be¬ 

lieve in the urgency of immediately establishing an individual congregation 

which would be free from any taint or contamination of the Antichristian 

church of Rome or the imperfect church of England. This solution em¬ 

bodied the principles of Separatism. In both of these solutions the 

immediate practical effect was to place power in the hands of the 
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individual minister. By the time of the Civil Wars, this process of 

disintegration had been carried one step further, and the individual man, 

uithin or without the congregation, felt that he was qualified to discover 

the will of God all by himself without the aid of even a minister. 

This was the intellectual atmosphere of the age in which Roger 

Williams grew up. From his beginning as a nominal Anglican, he ran almost 

the entire length of the ecclesiastical spectrum. With Williams, as with 

so many of the other religious thinkers of the seventeenth century, the 

problem is to discern just how far to the left he really went and to 

discover just when and why he changed his opinions. Although his training 

was for the ministry, Williams did not take orders in the established 

church. Instead, when he left Cambridge in 1628 or 1629, he became the 

chaplain of the Puritan Sir William I-lashaia. He 3tated that he left England 

in order to escape -from Archbishop Laud’s enforced conformity. Newly 

arrived in America, he refused the pastorate in Boston because his scruples 

would not allow him to officiate to a congregation that would not declare 

its separation from the Church of England avid repent its ever having had. 

communion with this Anticliristian institution. Attaching himself to the 

church in Plymouth, he soon discovered that this form of separation was 

not satisfactory either. At Salem he found a number of things to disagree 

with, and, when Salem would not separate from the other churches of the 

Bay Colony, he separated himself from it. In 1639 he became a charter 

member of America’s first Baptist church, being baptized himself and also 

baptizing others. But shortly he separated himself from this church 

also, and became, what he remained the rest of his life, a Seeker.^ 

1 
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On the surface, all of this gives williams the appearance of a 

religious radical, an appearance that is not entirely justified. For 

more than thirty-five years at the end of his life, that in, from the 

time he separated himself from the Baptist church which he had helped to 

organise, Williams was, as has already been mentioned, a Seeker. This 

definition, like so many definitions, does little to describe the person 

who is so classified. In the case of Williams the term "Seeker" describes 

not his attitude toward God so much as his attitude toward the earthly 

church ana earthly forms of worship* Ho was not an agnostic searching 

for God, but a Protestant Christian searching among the myriad of different 

sects for one that seemed correct in its manner of worship and in its 

prescriptions for proper living. Failing this, he remained outside of 

all churches, but he retained his faith in God, and he trusted that one 

day Christ would return to earth to reestablish his Church and to rule in 

glory with his true followers. 

An examination of Roger Williams' last great literary effort, Gcorrre 

Fox Piffled out of his Durrowes. gives a very different account of what he 

believed than does a similar examination of the Bloudy Tenent of Persecution 

and of his other tracts concerning religious liberty and freedom of 

. p 
conscience.~ The fundamental difference between George Fox and the 

Bloudy Tenent and the difference between the two views of Williams thus 

presented can be largely explained by looking at the opponent against whom 

Williams is arguing in each of these cases. In the latter his opponent is 

John Cotton, to whom, though he thinks him mistaken, he never does refer 

the epithet of Antichrist. Here Williams is arguing with someone whom he 

regards to be in the same religious tradition as himself. Williams and 
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Cotton disagree, but they are both Protestants and Puritans, and their 

similarities are greater than their differences Williams said that just 

as several seamen, all equally honest, can get different readings of the 

sun, so can honest men come to different observations about Christ and 

yet be equally correct,^ On the other hand, in George Fox Williams does 

not hesitate for a minute to identify his opponents, the Quakers, with 

Antichrist.^ He rightly believes that he and the Quakers have very little 

in common in their belief. For this reason, in George Fox Williams is 

forced to begin by discussing the basic tenets of his belief; he is not 

able to take for granted, a common background of belief held by both he 

and his opponent as he could do in the Jiloudy Yenent. Here Williams sees 

himself standing on the same side as John Cotton, Martin Luther, John 

Calvin and all orthodox Protestantism against the Antichrist in all of his 

several forms, Catholicism, Judaism, Mohammedanism and now Quakerism. 

It is in George Fox, and also in Experiments of Spiritual Life and Health, 

rather than in the more popular Bloudy Tenant*s, that one secs the truest 

picture of Roger Williams. These latter emphasize the one part of his 

belief which he disputes with John Cotton, and which is largely political 

theory, but they ignore the larger and more important body of theological 

belief which he and Cotton held in common.^ 

In the last analysis, the dispute between Roger Williams and the 

Quakers turns on the problem of how man may know the will of God. Does 

Narramanristt Club Publications. V, ‘‘Dedicatory Epistle,” hereafter 
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the knowledge of God's will come to can by the working of his human 

reason, or is it the result of a spiritual awakening in the heart or 

soul? It must never be forgotten that Williams had a degree from Cam¬ 

bridge 'University. His education was inferior to that of very few of the 

people with whom he came in contact. He knew what a logical argument was, 

and, when he disputed theology, he knew what he was talking about. In 

the classic Protestant tradition, Williams upheld the supreme authority 

of the Bible as the perfect revelation of God*s holy truth. Scripture was 

given to man by God for the express purpose of revealing his workings in 

former times and his will for nan in the present age.' There was no 

revelation superior to that found in the Bible, the revealed Word of God. 

Jesus himself in his famous combat with the devil quoted Scripture, and 

Martin Luther, in reply to the question of how he had gained such wisdom 

in an age of so great darkness, answered that his first help was the Holy 

r? 

Scripture.0 But this was no haphazard interpretation based on mere 

inspiration or a prompting of the spirit. Scripture, like all revelation, 

was to be handled in a rigorously logical and reasonable fashion. Williams 

said that it was the nature of animals to be driven where they were to go, 

or to bo led with a halter, but rnan was to be led only by his reason. The 

only thing that a man could be made to believe by means of force was that 

he was trying to be forced by a "wicked, false, brutish and irrational 

spirit.A man must be able to examine the writings of all of the religions 

in order that he may use his reason and 'understanding and come to a correct 

?I. £. V, 51. 

8Ibld.. 143-44. 
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and proper knowledge of God.^ 

Though the Bible is the supreme revelation of God's will, it is 

not the only one. Williams says that as there are two greater lights in 

the heavens and yet numerous lesser lights, so ere there several moans 

of seeing the will of God. >111 of nature, every rock and every grain 

1 1 
of sand, is God's witness to man. And furthermore, God is a God of 

1? 
order; all that he does is done by number aid weight and measure. ~ nor 

does Williams deny that there may be promptings of the Holy Spirit. 

However, he does not make them the proof of their own authority. There 

is both a true and a lying spirit, and all promptings of the spirit must 

•JO 
be tested by reason to judge whether they are valid or not.-"' Whether it 

is revelation in the form of Scripture or of nature or of the Holy Spirit, 

it is human reason only that in able to judge its veracity. Thors is no 

such thing as a blind acceptance of faith in the thinking of Boger 

Williams. 

In contrast with his own reliance on the Bible and on human reason, 

Williams understood the Quakers to place their supreme confidence in the 

immediate revelations which came into their hearts from the Holy Spirit. 

This emotionalism of the Quakers was for Williams nothing but !) proud 

laziness.They believed that their personal promptings from the Holy 
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Spirit were more valid than the Bible and human reason. Whatever the 

spirit within then prompted them to do they did without asking any questions 

The Scriptures themselves had been given by the Holy Spirit. Therefore the 

Holy Spirit was superior to the Scriptures. It was not necessary for 

men to study and to be able to read the Bible in all of the original 

languages, nor was it necessary to have any education at all or even to 

read the Bible. The Holy Spirit would speak to whom he would; all 

17 
education end learning was at best superfluous.-' Williams saw the 

Quakers emphasising the Holy Spirit to so great an extent that there was 

nothing left of God the Father and God the Son, but that all had become 

Holy Spirit, and that having no existence outside of the heart of man. 

19 
In fact, he accused them of what the twentieth century would call solipsism. ' 

That is, all of reality has become nothing but spirit, end this has dis» 

Of) 
appeared into the mind of men.'* 

From this discussion of the differences between the belief of Williams 

and the Quakers, we can conclude several things about the thought of Roger 

Williams. First of all, his was no heart and soul religion based on 

mysticism and emotionalism, but one that was based firmly on God’s 

revelation in Scripture, in nature and in history, and on a belief in the 

capacity of human reason to interpret this revelation correctly. He be¬ 

lieved in the objective reality of the world of nature, and in the objective 
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existence of the three Persons of the Trinity, the Father, the Son, and 

the Holy Spirit. He also believed in the indestructible individuality of 

the human soul. He could not tolerate for a minute the Quaker notion that 

the human soul was merely a segment of the Spirit of God, that the spirit 

of man and the Spirit of God were essentially the same thing. There is no 

room in the thought of Williams for either solipsism or subjectivism. 

Actually, Williams is not so much a radical as one might imagine. To 

repeat what has already been said,.Williams believed himself to be in the 

camp of the main body of orthodox Protestantism defending it from the 

Antichrist, which had not; appeared in the guise of Quakerism.^ 

Passing from Williams' controversy with the Quakers to his disput¬ 

ations on the subject of liberty of conscience, one encounters a radical 

transformation of perspective. The main point of the controversy is no 

longer the means by which man may know God and his will, but rather it is 

a problem of relationships. The primary problem is that of the relation¬ 

ship between the church and the state, the obligations which the one ha3 

to the other and the powers which they hold separately or in common. 

Hut before going into an examination of what Roger Williams had to say 

on this subject, it is necessary to examine some of the ideas pertaining 

to this that were held by the people of the seventeenth century generally. 

This period of history, like all other periods of history, possessed what 

may be called a fixed intellect. There is really nothing fixed about it, 

for the fixed intellect of a people is ever changing. However, the term 

"fixed intellect" is useful to describe that body of belief and knowledge 
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which the people of a certain time and place predominantly hold in 

common, It is that body of thought which most members of a society 

seem to have acquired by instinct in the process of growing up. It 

permeates much of a can's thinking largely without his realising it, and 

it leaves its stamp indelibly printed on all that ho does. The fixed 

intellect is what one can see so clearly when he looks back on a former 

generation, but, for all of its clearness, it can never be completely 

understood. The fixed intellect of the present enters the picture by 

subtle weans, and it colors all that we see. nevertheless, it is necessary, 

to attempt to understand some of the peculiarities of the seventeenth 

century before we can examine the thought of one man who lived then, and 

place him in the proper perspective. 

The first thing that must be remembered with regard to the thought 

of the seventeenth century is its theological bias. God seemed far more 

real to people then than He does to people today, and physical nature 

seemed far less significant. The man of the seventeenth century understood 

there to be two orders of being, or two orders of existence, an order of 

nature and an order of grace. The order of nature was thought of as 

including all of the physical world and the physical existence of all men. 

All men, irrespective of their spiritual state, enjoyed existence in this 

order of nature, though their physical bodies were weak and imperfect and 

their lives short and transitory. Less apparent, but thought of as having 

greater reality and as being infinitely more important, was the order of 

grace. The. order of grace encompassed the world of the spirit. It was 

in this realm that God existed, and it was here that the soul of man 

longed to be. This was a spiritual existence that could be enjoyed only 

by God and by his chosen people, or those who had chosen to accept the 
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offer of God's free grace and thus enter into this realm of the spirit. 

This two-fold order of being or of existence is expressed by Augustine 

as two cities, the city of the world and the City of God. This idea 

was possessed in common by the Puritan thinkers of the seventeenth century. 

A second common idea of the Puritans of Old and Kew England at this 

same time, though not as old nor as universal as the other, is somewhat 

more complicated. This is the theological idea of a covenant. Though 

its primary expression is in theology, it possibly had its origin in 

ideas that came out of English Common Law, and it soon found its way into 

political theory as the basis of a civil state. Though there was no idea 

of a covenant in the theology of Galvin, the notion did grow out of the 

mass of speculation that followed in its wake. In the popular mind the 

foremost tenet of Calvinism is the doctrine of election or of predestina¬ 

tion. While this is not mi exactly true statement of Calvinism, it is 

true that the idea of predestination follows quite logically from the 

doctrine of the sovereignty of God, which was Calvin's basic tenet. 

According to this idea, all of creation, and this includes all men, was 

in the hands of God. Nothing that happened was outside the realm of the 

omniscient mind and inscrutable will of God. Man's eternal destination 

of heaven or hell was ordained by God from the beginning of time, and van 

a result of God's free grace only. God’s foreknowledge of man's later 

good or bad actions had no effect whatsoever upon his irrational choice 

as to who should and who should not be chosen for salvation. This 

selection was completely outside the control of man. St. Augustine had 

long before said essentially the same thing as Galvin, but the two differed 

on the point of whether or not man might know in this present life the 

state that ho should occupy in the next. Where St. Augustine had main- 
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tallied that man could have no inkling of the nature of his future statej 

Calvin believed that nan could gain a reasonably accurate idea from an 

analysis of his own present actions. If one's actions were moral, one 

could assume that he was a member of the elect, but if one’s actions were 

not so perfect, one might x/iih similar logic assume that he had been 

relegated to the less desirable eternal abode. Practically, this theory 

produced either of two effects on the followers of Calvin's theology# 

If one took Calvin really serious?.,? and believed that bis salvation was 

certain, he would act in a manner that would be becoming of one who was 

about to enter into eternal grace. This was the proverbial God-fearing 

and extremely pious Calvinist which the Geneva Consistory and the Scottish 

presbytery made famous# 

In contrast to this, the doctrine of election might produce a feeling 

of apathy. If one's final state were already determined, but as yet 

unknown, why take any chances? If salvation ’were certain there could be 

no harm done. If eternal damnation were in the offing, still no barm 

could be done, and whatever joy could be manufactured in this life was 

pure profit. In opposition to this apparent justification of constitutional 

hedonism, there arose several theologies which played down or denied 

Calvin's theory of irrational election. Arminianism is the name given 

to the school of theology founded in Holland by Arwinius, and later also 

to the theology of the Laudian party in the Church of England. Though 

those may be of independent origins, they were similar reactions to the 

absolutism of Galvin. Together they held that man, by the use of his own 

free will, could determine whether or not he would obtain God’s grace and 

salvation. The weakness of this idea is that it makes the "race of God 

subject to the will of man. In other words, the actions of man control 
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the actions of God. This gave sufficient reason for good conduct in 

uan, but where now was the sovereignty of God? 

In an opposite direction to Anninionise ran ideas referred to as 

Antinomianism. Feather than emphasise man’s ability to help himself, 

these ideas emphasised nan’s helplessness before the eternal decree of 

God. Mm could not help hinself, but he could know of his salvation by 

a feeling of inward ecstacy. Antinomians took this ecstatic feeling of 

certainty with such seriousness that they concluded that the command is ents 

pertaining to human conduct were at best superfluous. Fulfilled command¬ 

ments did not carry with them even the slightest evidence of salvation 

as they did to the orthodox Calvinist, iintinonian ideas can be seen in 

the Familists, Anabaptists, and more dramatically in Hew England in the 

preaching of Anne Hutchinson. The ideas of the Quakers which Williams 

found odious were largely Antinomian. The emotionalism end irrationality 

of the Quakers was thought to be an unsatisfactory religion to most 

educated men. Antinomianism was generally thought to lead to lawlessness 

and excess, as exemplified in the Anabaptist revolt in Germany in the 

previous century. 

Covenant theology may be thought of as an intellectual construction 

which the more orthodox Puritans designed to avoid not only the ideas of 

strict election in Calvinism but also the opposing errors of Arminianism 

and Antinomianism. Of the several covenants that arose in the minds of 

the Puritans, the most important one was the Covenant of Grace. The 

Covenant of Grace was an attempt to define the relationship between God 

and man. The covenant theologians saw this relationship as one defined 

in the terms of a contract to which both -God and man were parties. It 

was all explained in terms of the story found in the Old and the New 
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Testaments. Because of the original sin of Adam, all men stood under the 

terms of a divine sentence of death. However, God has attempted to bring 

man back into his fold and into a state of grace, but without Himself 

losing the awfulness of his divine position and without man losing his 

freedom of will. God, therefore, of his own free will descended to make 

an agreement with man whereby man might attain salvation and yet God's 

justice be satisfied. The first covenant, as seen in Abraham and later 

renewed in Moses at the giving of the Decalogue, was a covenant of works. 

The Israelites were to obey the requirements of God's law, and, in ex¬ 

change, God would reward them with eternal life. But the Israelites 

failed to keep their part of the agreement, and man once more stood in 

his former;state of immanent damnation. But God, having compassion for 

the weakness of man, decided, out of his eternal love, to send Jesus, 

his only son, to earth to pay the penalty required by the failure of man 

to abide by the terms of the original covenant. God, by his grace, hereby 

fulfilled the requirements of the covenant of works, and He replaced it 

with a new covenant, the Covenant of Grace. According to the terms of 

this new covenant all men might be saved. No works were required; all 

that was required of man was that he believe that Christ had done this 

thing for him, and he could enjoy eternal salvation. The beauty of this 

idea was that it did not insult the infinite and inscrutable nature of 

God, nor did it belittle the ability of man to use his own capacity to 

reason and ultimately help to determine his own final destiny. Both of 

these ideas were held sacred by the Puritans. The essential thing that 

this theory does is that it makes an almighty God understandable and 

predictable so that imperfect man can understand Him and, so to speak, 

deal idth Him on equal terms. 



At this point it is easy to see that there is a relationship between 

the order of grace, which was discussed earlier, and this Covenant of 

Grace. To the covenant theologians, the Covenant of Grace was the means 

by which men entered the holy City of God, which had its existence only 

in the order of grace. Men, who had by their faith accepted the terms 

of the Covenant, attained an existence in the order of grace. This takes 

care of the heavenly Church, but what about the temporal church, the 

churches that exist here on earth? What is their relationship to the 

holy City of God? The Roman Catholic Church claimed that it was the 

earthly counterpart of the Church that was in heaven, the only earthly 

counterpart. It was the Visible Church. The covenant theologians could 

not abide this proud assertion of grandeur on the part of Rome, and they 

retaliated by ascribing to the Roman Pontiff the name of Antichrist, which 

term comes from the book of Revelation and is the name \diich St. John 

gives to the great enemy of Christ, which will appear on earth and which 

must be destroyed before the second coming of Christ and before the earthly 

kingdom of Christ can be established. The national and parish churches 

of England were placed in practically the same class as the Church of Rome 

by their claim that all men came under their jurisdiction and by the claim 

for their clergy of the rights of apostolic succession. According to the 

covenant theologians the only true church on earth was a gathered church, 

that is, a church whose members have voluntarily gathered themselves to¬ 

gether and formed a church where they might worship God as they saw fit. 

All members of this church, at the time of their joining, would agree to 

abide by the rules that they had decided upon and that they had established 

as being true and proper. In other words, these men have organized an 

earthly church by means of a covenant. This was the nature of the church 
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founded in England at Scrooby by John Robinson and William Iirewater, 

and which later vaa removed to Holland and jin time became; the nucleus 

of the church which was transported to America aboard the Mayflower. ' 

The church covenant was an earthly counterpart of the Covenant of Grace, 

which established the heavenly Church. The distinctions between the two 

churches thus established are several, and are also quite obvious* The 

one exists in the order of grace, and is nowhere manifested on earth. 

The other is strictly of the order of nature. It is a worldly institution, 

but it is one that has high aspirations. Since the members of the 

earthly church believe that they are also members of the heavenly Church, 

there is always the danger of confusing the two, and of thinking that 

the earthly church is really the true counterpart of the heavenly Church. 

This is the very mistake that the Church of Rome and the Church of 

England make. They assume that they are the only true church. The 

The significant thing about the earthly church, which has been gathered 

by means of a covenant, is that its organization is democratic. It has 

been formed by an agreement of all of its members, and its ministers are 

chosen by all of the members. But this is first and last an earthly 

church. Its only real claim to communion with God and the Church in 

heaven is the belief of its members that they are also members of the 

Holy City and that it has been organized in a fashion that is as near to 

that of the heavenly Church as is humanly possible. 

The third and last manifestation of the covenant is not in theology 

but in politics. This covenant is, very simply, a civil counterpart of 

the ohurch covenant. It is entered into by men for the purpose of 
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establishing a civil state wherein they might live under a civil 

government of their own choosing. Examples of this sort of covenant 

are the Mayflower Compact and the numerous Agreements of the People 

which were produced by the Army and by the Levellers in the English 

Civil Wars, 

In theory, these three covenants, the Covenant of Grace, the church 

covenant and the civil covenant were separate and distinct. In practice, 

however, they were often confused. The confusion of the first two led to 

a church with a claim to absolute authority as exemplified by the Church 

of Rome. A confusion of the latter two produces an earthly church with 

absolute power. An example of this was the Church of England under the 

control: of Archbishop Laud. When all three of these covenants were 

confused there came into existence an earthly church which believed it¬ 

self to have divine authority, and which in being united to the civil 

state had the physical power to carry out its edicts of church policy 

and discipline. To all intents and purposes, this is what came into 

existence in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. The church covenant gave 

visible form to the Covenant of Grace, and the civil covenant provided 

the power sufficient to enforce the will of the theocracy.2^ 

It is in this light that we must see the banishment of Roger Williams, 

and it is before this background of thought that we must try to understand 

what he had to say about the relationship of the church and the state. 

The significant thing about Williams is that he did not confuse these 

several covenants either in theory or in practice. His Seekerism, his 

Separatism, hi3 belief in freedom of conscience, and also his banishment 

can all be understood more perfectly if they are examined in terms of 
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this fact, 

Roger Williams' conception of the heavenly Church, or the City of 

God, is essentially the same as that envisioned by the other churchmen 

of Hew England, The heavenly Church consisted of all those who of their 

own free will believed in God and in the efficacy of the sacrifice of 

Christ on Calvary, that is, of all those who have voluntarily entered 

the Covenant of Grace and accepted God according to the terms specified 

therein.2"* This heavenly Church is a unique institution; there could no 

more be two such churches than there could be two true Parliaments in 

England.2^* All the churches on earth that insist that they are the only 

true church of God on earth, whether they are Popish, Prelatical, Presby¬ 

terian or Independent, cannot possibly be what they claim to be. They 

cannot all be right, and who is there to choose between them? On the 

occasion when Williams is asked by the Quakers how he can argue so pos¬ 

itively in favor of a church and yet not be a member of any, he replies 

that he is a member of a church, the heavenly City of God. He refuses 

to join any earthly church because he is unable to agree with any of than, 

and also because there are so many that it is impossible to choose between 

them. He also makes the distinction between breaking with all visible 

churches, which is what Williams believes that he has done, and a wild 

turning to invisible notions, as the Quakers have done. However, if any 

church on earth, even the Quaker sect which he is presently arguing against, 

could give him satisfaction he says that he would gladly become one of its 

members.2^ This is the explanation of his Seekerism. There is no doubt 
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in his mind as to what he should believe about God or that he is a member 

of the heavenly Church. What he is seeking is the church of Christ on 

this earth.Rather, he waits with impatient expectation 

for the triumphant return of Christ, who will reinstitxitc his Church 

here on earth and who, after his successful war with Antichrist, will 

rule the world in all of his glory. In the meantime there is on earth 

no church that is a true replica of the Church in heaven. 

The many churches that are in existence all over the face of the 

earth are nothing more than civil organizations of individuals who have 

joined themselves together in this fashion in order that they might worship 

God in the manner they think most appropriate. There is no sign from God 

that any of them are any better than any of the others, and certainly not 

that any of them are true churches. Indeed, they are nothing more than 

the societies of physicians or merchants that one can find in any city.^® 

This kind of church is one that has a civil existence within the bounds 

of the civil state, but as far as its being the true church of God, thi3 

is more than Williams or any other man can say. For this reason there is 

no known pattern which the earthly church must follow. There can be no 

state church, for this is to assume that one church is the right church, 

and that it has been instituted by Christ. Williams cannot agree with 

this, for no church on earth is a true church of Christ no matter what 

its pretensions are.'*® The church, being an organization formed of its 

members and being unable to force anyone to join its ranks against his 
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wishes, is able to establish any rules and regulations it sees fit to, 

but which shall apply only to its own members. But having no power outside 

of itself, it is -unable to force the faith or conduct of any outsider to 

conform to its own established precepts. Here again the state or national 

church is found to violate the limitations that restrict an earthly church, 

and therefore, in the thought of Roger Williams, such is an illegal 

organisation. Also, since there can rightfully be no connection between 

the church and the state, an earthly church can exist even in the most 

heathen state.^ In fact, this was the condition of the Christian church 

for the first several hundred years of its existence. It was an organ¬ 

ization which was actually being persecuted by the Roman Empire. Williams 

saw that it was far better for a church to be persecuted by the state 

than to be officially upheld by it. The church is not only stronger when 

it is persecuted than when it is protected, but the forcing of consciences 

by the state is far worse than anything else as far as keeping the church 

free from corrupt ideas is concerned. 

Roger Williams had some very definite ideas about what constituted 

the church ministry. An examination of these ideas is very revealing, 

and it can help to demonstrate what he thought about the heavenly Church 

and the earthly churches. When Christ established his true Church at 

Pentacost he also established a true ministry, which then consisted of 

his apostles. In other words, there was then a true ministry on earth 

just as there was then on earth a true Church. However, with the death 

of all of the apostles and with the apostacy of Rome that followed, both 

the true Church and the true ministry ceased to exist on earth. The 
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apostolic succession that might have been established was thereby broken. ^ 

Therefore, the clergy of Rome consisted not of true ministers but of impos¬ 

tors. The apostolic succession pretended by the Church of England was no 

better, for in the end it had to plead that it traced its succession 

through Rome, and thereby it had no more validity than did the Church of 

Rome. Nor is it any better to do as the Separatists and the Baptists and 

the other sectaries do and claim that a minister can be elected by the 

people in a democratic fashion.^ Here, by saying that the people have 

the authority to choose their ministers, one assumes that the people have 

authority over matters of the church. This is nothing but a bringing of 

the Church and Christ right out of heaven and making them subject to the 

civil powersThere is no way that ministers can be made by men. A 

hireling ministry is one that is hireling to men and i3 working for men 

and for wages rather than for Christ and the heavenly kingdom. However, 

this is not to say that Williams thought there were no true ministers on 

earth at this time. On the contrary, he said that there had been true 

ministers on earth from the very beginning of the Church right through 

the Roman Apostacy and up until the present time. These true ministers 

were chosen by no earthly power but by the Holy Spirit, which is the only 

true sender that there can be.35 No true minister goes forth to preach 

unless he has received this call of the Holy Spirit. This is a prophetic 
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ministry which has been called by the spirit and not any that has been 

called by men. These ministers will go whither they are directed by the 

Holy Spirit, though all the world should unite to forbid them. Roger 

Williams obviously thought that his call to be a minister was of this 

prophetic type. 

A second and more important distinction which must now be demonstrated 

is that which Williams understood to exist between the church and the state. 

While this distinction is part of the time between the state and the 

earthly churches and part of the time between the state and the heavenly 

City of God, it raay be understood as being primarily a distinction between 

the order of nature and the order of grace. Williams says that there is 

a two-fold state, "a Civill state and a Spirituall. Givill officers and 

Spiritually civill weapons and splrituall weapons, civill vengeance and 

punishment, and Spiritual! vengeance and punishment."^ The civil state 

is in the order of nature, and it contains all men that live within its 

confines. The spiritual state exists in the order of grace and contains 

only those who have become parties to the Covenant of Grace. Each of 

these states has a separate ministry. The Church has its ministers who 

have been appointed by Christ. The ministers of the civil state and the 

government which they form are of human origin. They have no dependence 

whatsoever upon the order of grace, and, therefore, a true civil govern¬ 

ment can exist even in the most heathen of states, which have never so 

much as heard the name of Jesus spoken.A civil magistrate or subject 
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may be good in a civil way, though there be no godliness in him. Godliness 

is goodness in spiritual things, and though it is infinitely more beau¬ 

tiful than civil goodness, a magistrate or subject need not possess it 

to be a good civil magistrate or a good civil subject.-^ Reason, experience 

and the example of numerous cities and kingdoms demonstrate that men can 

be good citizens and magistrates in a civil state even if, by Christian 

standards, their religious state is anything but that of godliness.^® 

The duties of these two set3 of magistrates also differ. The spiritual 

government has charge of matters pertaining to the worship and consciences 

of men; the civil government is charged to preserve the civil state in 

peace and security. The state may be maintained in perfect civil peace 

though in the church in spiritual affairs there be no peace whatsoever. 

Williams thought that the Church could wage mortal war with its enemy 

and win without ever so much as disturbing the civil peace of the world.^ 

Laws are also of two kinds, those which pertain to the state Which govern 

the actions of men toward other men, and those which pertain to the Church 

which govern the actions of men toward God. The basis of all of these laws 

is the Decalogue, but the Decalogue was understood to be divided into two 

parts. The first part or the first Table containing the first four of 

the commandments prescribe the proper conduct between man and God. The 

second Table containing the remaining six commandments prescribes conduct 

between men. One of the tables is the sphere of the civil magistrate; the 
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other is the sphere of the minister.^ The two governments are then dis¬ 

tinct, and they have separate duties to perform each within its own 

particular sphere. To confuse the two is to bring the "world into 

combustion.”^ 

But, say the critics, if the two governments are as distinct and 

separate as this, why was it that St. Paul appealed to Caesar?^ Williams 

replied that St. Paul appealed to Caesar not as a judge appointed by 

Christ to give sentence in spiritual matters but rather as the supreme 

civil authority from whom he might receive justice where the Jews were 

intending him harm.^ Paul was a Roman citizen in addition to his being 

a Christian, and thereby he deserved to be protected from civil violence 

just as much as did any other Roman citizen.^ A Christian has a civil 

existence in the civil state in which he is living in addition to the 

existence he has in the heavenly City of God. The civil magistrates are 

not appointed protectors of the faith but of the civil peace only. They 

are authorized to protect the members of the earthly church, and to re¬ 

strain them also, but only in civil matters that pertain to the civil 

peace and security.^ 

Pertaining to the origin and authority of the civil state Williams 

maintains: 
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All lawfull Magistrates in the World, both before the comming of 

Christ Jesus, and 3ince, (excepting those unparaleld [sic] Typical 

Magistrates of the Church of Israel) are but Derivatives and 

Agents immediately derived and employed as eyes and hands, 

serving for the good of the whole: Hense they have and con have 

no more Power, then fundamentally lies in the Bodies or 
Fountaines themselves, which Power. Might, or Authority i3 not 
Religious, Christian &c. but naturall, humane and civill. 

First of all, it is seen that this government is derived form the people 

that it governs, and that all the power and authority it possesses 

has been received from them. Williams says in a different instance that 

’’the sovereign power of all Civill Authority is founded in the consent 

of the People.1’^ The foundation of the state is democratic in that it 

has its origin in the people. However, there seems to be no set form 

which the government must take, nor even a form that is to be preferred 

so long as it fulfils the object of its existence, which is to provide 

civil peace and security for all of its members. The civil state is 

purely secular in that it has no authority in spiritual matters nor over 

anything that has to do with the consciences of any of its subjects unless 

the civil peace has been violated or the civil security endangered. If a 

state is to interfere in matters of the conscience and to persecute, either 

it must have the power of spiritual discerning itself or it must rely on 

CQ 
the consciences of the magistrates. That is, either the magistrates 

have the capacity to rule correctly in spiritual matters or the people 

from whence they receive their authority have the power to authorize them 

51 
to rule in this matter. Both of these notions are absurd. Neither the 
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magistrates nor the people have spiritual power of this sort to exercise 

or to delegate.^ To assume that either of them has authority in matters 

of the spirit or of conscience is impossible. They simply do not have this 

authority.To assume that the state could in any fashion control the 

church would be to make the natural order superior to the spiritual, the 

lesser more powerful than the greater. This would be pulling God and 

Ghrist out of heaven and making them subject to men on earth.^ 

Each order has its own source of authority and its own peculiar 

duties to perform. Each must protect itself from its own enemies, but 

each is provided with weapons that are adequate and properyjfor its own 

peculiar needs. The state must never interfere in the battles of the 

church, Christ has given his Church weapons that are sufficiently 

powerful to overcome till of its enemies; it does not require any assistance 

from the civil state with its civil weapons. What is more, the weapons 

56 
of the civil state are inadequate for the task of fighting spiritual battles. 

When the civil state attempts to engage in a spiritual battle with only its 

physical weapons, the only possible result is civil strife and bloodshed, 

neither of which is it the object of the state to provide,^ In the garden 

of Gethsemane J esus would not allow his followers to fight for him with 

material weapons, insisting that the will of God must be accomplished and 
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also adding that oivil weapons have no effect in the spiritual realm.^ 

In attempting to uphold Christ with a physical sword, or by fighting 

against a person who is of a different conscience, one will invariably 

end up by fighting the very Christ that he is trying to defend. Just 

consider this thing! If a man persecutes everyone who is of a different 

opinion than himself, he is almost certain to persecute someone who is 

closer to God than himself. In other words, how can a man know that he 

is right when everyone else, though of a different opinion, thinks that 

KQ 
he is right also.,^7 To conclude, matters of the conscience must be left 

to the realm of the spirit. Any efforts of the civil state in these 

matters are worse than useless. In soul matters only weapons of the 

spirit are effective, and besides that, no civil state in history has 

ever been successful in fighting spiritual battles. 

Roger Williams lists the magistrates of the nation of Israel as 

exceptions to his rule about magistrates having power only in one order, 

the order of the spirit or the order of nature. The civil government of 

Massachusetts Bay was patterned after the model of the nation Israel in 

the Old Testament. But in Israel the nation and the church were the same 

thing, the law of God applying equally in both spheres. Massachusetts was, 

like Israel, a theocracy. Williams' rejection of this idea can be illus¬ 

trated by the peculiar interpretation which he gave to the Old Testament, 

an interpretation that is referred to as typology. Typology is not 

iller, Roger Williams. 33-36. 
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peculiar to Williams. It has been used as a means of explaining certain 

parts of the Bible even as far back as the Church Fathers, and it was 

quite common among Puritan thinkers of Williams’ day. Typology is an 

allegorical treatment of the Bible wherein some things become identified 

as antitypes and others as types of a certain antitype. That is to say, 

the things or events that are classified as antitypes have a greater 

significance than those which are called types. The antitype is the 

pattern or exemplar of which the types are mere examples or imitations. 

For instance, there is in the Old Testament the story of Jonah. This 

appears to be the innocent account of a man who was swallowed by a whale 

and who was three days later coughed up alive and proceeded to preach the 

message that God had given him. To the typologist this is not the true 

significance of the story. The true significance is that this is a type 

of the death and resurrection of Jesus, which is the antitype. The story 

of Jonah is important primarily in that it tells the story of Jesus, who 

was buried in the earth for three days as was Jonah buried three days in 

belly of the whale. Most typologists used this method of interpretation 

to demonstrate the unity of the Bible story, but for Roger Williams it was 

a means of dividing the Bible into two distinct parts, the Old Testament 

and the New. For him the Old Testament had no significance whatsoever 

except in that it contained various types of which the antitypes were 

contained in the New Testament. The men of Massachusetts used the Church 

and State of Israel as the antitype of a perfect theocracy, and they 

attempted to make Massachusetts a perfect type of this antitype. This 

explains their union of church and state, and it accounts for the state 

enforcing the laws of the church. Williams denied this use of typology 

insisting that there were no antitypes in the Old Testament, only types. 
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He said that the Church and State of Israel could not be used as patterns 

of the earthly state and church, for Israel itself was but the type of 

the New Testament Church of Christin other words, Israel was the 

earthly type of the Church, the spiritual antitype. The real importance 

of this is that it enabled Williams to deny the Massachusetts ministers 

the grounds which they sought for the justification of their theocracy. 

Also, he removed the only true church into heaven, and denied that there 

was any true pattern for either an earthly church or an earthly state. 

There being no true pattern for a state, any form which man chose was just 

as good as any other provided it worked satisfactorily in performing its 

function as a civil state. Therefore, no state may be justly referred 

to as being Christian, for states are in their very nature civil only, 

and the word, ”Christian," cannot be used to describe anything that is in 

the natural order, but in the order of the spirit only. 

Thus far this chapter has been an attempt to show that Hoger Williams 

did not confuse the several covenants. He always remembered the distinction 

between the heavenly City of God and the earthly churches, and he kept them 

both separate from the civil state. To the extent I have shown, they were 

separate and distinct? however, they were not completely detached from one 

another. This is evident from an examination of Williams' view of history, 

which was prophetic and millenarian.^ What this means is that Williams 

understood all history to be in the hands of God. It had its beginning 

in God's act of creation, and its culmination would be somewhere in future 

time. Everything that had ever happened came to pass according to the 

62 
fi. C. P„ III, 239. 

63 
Williams, Hireling Ministry. 164. 

64 
Calamandrei, Neglected Aspects. 248? N. C. P., V, 143. 



61 

plan of God. The calling out of Abraham, the giving of the Ten Command¬ 

ments to Moses, the Incarnation, Crucifixion and Resurrection of Christ, 

and the covenant plan for the salvation of man were all parts of God’s 

plan for the world. And there is ju3t as definite a plan for all future 

history, which will be worked out with just as much care and precision 

as there has been in the history of the past. Everything will be accom¬ 

plished at its own proper time. First the Antichrist, the great enemy 

of Christ and his Church, will be destroyed. Then the ministers of God 

will go and preach his Word to the parts of the world that have not yet 

heard of the name of Jesus. Finally Christ will return in triumph and 

commence his millenial reign on earth. ' 

The world and its institutions must be examined and understood in 

the light of the place at which Williams thought man stood in history. 

This point was somewhere between the malting of the Covenant of Grace, 

which was in the death and Resurrection of Jesus, and the destruction 

of the Antichrist, which was the first step that must be accomplished 

before the second coming of Christ could be realized. In this perspective 

it is seen that the heavenly City of God was the only true church in ex¬ 

istence, and that it had an existence that was in heaven only though some 

of its members were still living on the earth. The earthly churches were 

at best mere human imitations, and the only true ministers were the pro¬ 

phetic ministers who had been sent by the Holy Spirit, and who had no 

necessary connection with any church that was on earth. Though God was 

in control of history, Williams understood history to be accomplished by 

means of the actions of men. The Antichrist was to be destroyed by the 

Williams, Hireling Ministry. 163, 170-71, 179 
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greatest of spiritual weapons, the Word of God, but the Word of God must 

be preached by human ministers here on earth. The civil states, though 

they are completely separate from the Church of God, and though they are 

to refrain from interfering in matters that pertain to the spirit, are 

nevertheless essential for the accomplishment of God's purpose in history. 

If the Word of God is to be preached, God's ministers must be provided 

the freedom to preach it in. Therefore, though the state is entirely 

secular, it has a purpose in history that is just as providential as that 

of the Church. It must provide the peaceful and secure society in which 

the Word of God may be preached and the prophetic end of history thus 

accomplished. 

In the Hireling Ministry Williams spoke of the positive ditties of 

civil magistrates. First, they are to remove all of the civil restrictions 

of freedom of conscience that exist in the state. Second, an absolute 

freedom of conscience must be maintained for all citizens, even the Jews 

and the Papists. This is to be done in order that the ministers may 

accomplish the end of their preaching, which is the destruction of the 

Antichrist, and from thence proceed to the conversion of the heathens, 

which task it is useless to attempt until the first goal has been reached. 

Liberty is seen not as a positive virtue, but as the means of accomplishing 

a desired end. Civil rights ere not absolute rights, but rights only 

within the civil state, which itself does not have any absolute existence 

outside of the providential governance of God. In a civil state the 

citizens that arc heathens are to be given freedom of conscience because 

66 
Ibid.. 178-79. 

67 
Miller, Roger Williams. 29. 



63 

it is realized that God's grace cannot be forced by physical means. 

A man must accept the Covenant of Grace voluntarily; it is impossible 

to force a man to believe in God. Physical force will not produce a 

single Christian. What is more, the duty of the state is not the saving 

of souls, but the providing of peace and security, the medium in which 

the Word of God may be successfully preached. Each Christian must find 

God for himself. Here again is an aspect of the Seeker ism of Williams. 

He believes that finding God is an individual matter and that the Covenant 

/Lr> 

of Grace is a contract between God and individuals. 

Williams was not a Seeker in the matter of the existence of God 

and the inward truths of theology, but only in the outward forms of wor¬ 

ship and religious practice. What he was seeking was the proper outward 

expression and the accomplishment of the will of God on this earth. It 

was this desire to do the will of God that first of all separated him 

from the Church of England. His outburst of Separatism, at Salem was 

primarily an attempt to put into practice his conviction that the earthly 

church must conform as nearly as possible to the Church of God in heaven. 

He was attempting to make one perfect congregation. This is why he was 

so adamant in his insistence upon strict separation from the other churches 

and from the jurisdiction of the civil state. When he became disillusioned 

about his chances of making the church in Salem perfect, he separated him¬ 

self from it also. By the time he reached Providence, and certainly by 

the time he left the Baptist church there, he was convinced that there 

could be no true church on earth until Christ should return to earth and 

reinstitute one. At the present time the only true representatives of 
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Christ on earth were the few prophetic ministers whom Christ himself 

had chosen and among whom Roger Williams undoubtedly thought himself to 

be numbered. 

In the present situation something was wrong. God's plan for history 

was not proceeding as rapidly as it ought to be. What was the matter? 

Williams placed the blame for this slowness on the civil governments 

which were restricting the preaching of the Word of God, which was the 

only spiritual weapon by which the enemies of the Church might be destroyed. 

At this point there is a striking similarity between Williams and the 

more orthodox preachers of the Bay Colony as typified by John Cotton. 

The similarity is that both of them needed the state for the accomplish¬ 

ment of God's plan for the world. The church of the theocracy required 

a somewhat larger push than did the church of Roger Williams, but the point 

is that they both needed a push that would be just sufficient to accomplish 

the will of God as they saw it. Williams was really not so much of a 

radical after all, but a seventeenth century Puritan, albeit with a few 

interesting idiosyncracies. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE MYTH 

Roger Williams is one of the legendary figures of American history. 

He emerges gallantly from the pages of history textbooks; he is held up 

as the immortal champion of liberty to succeeding generations of young 

Americans; he appears as a heroic figure in historical novels; he is the 

ideal Christian minister in plays which Sunday school children enact for 

the edification and enjoyment of their fellows. A popular myth has grown 

up around the name of Roger Williams, and that myth has become almost a 

part of the common folklore of the American people. This chapter is an 

attempt to examine this popular north, to discover its origin and histor¬ 

ical development, and to compare the Roger Williams of popular and schol¬ 

arly thought of today and yesterday with the historical Roger Williams. 

An examination made at this time might, of course, be found wanting in 

the light of another age when Williams will be understood in yet another 

fashion. Nevertheless, each generation must write its own history, which 

each individual must attempt to understand for himself. 

Actually, one should not wonder that Roger Williams has been made 

a hero by the American people. It cannot be denied that he possessed 

many of the attributes which seem essential to the American heroic ideal. 

He was an individual who reasoned to his own conclusions, and who fear¬ 

lessly published his convictions. He was persecuted for his beliefs to 

the extent of being banished from his home in the midst of winter. Yet 

he prospered amidst hardship and adversity, and finally concluded success¬ 

fully by establishing a settlement of his own, where others who like him- 
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self had been oppressed for thoir beliefs might take refuge. He was the 

friend of the Indians, and he treated all men with the same regard. 

These things are of little question. What more could be required to fill 

the mold of the classic American heroic character? It is not denied that 

the events of Roger Williams* life provide sufficient reason for him to 

be regarded as a hero. Yet much that is popularly believed about him has 

very little in common with his actual life and thought, but rather has 

come into existence in the years between his age and the present. 

Williams is usually understood in terms not of the seventeenth century 

in which he lived, but rather in the context of the time which is present 

to the person doing the understanding. This chapter is intended as a 

historiographical study of uhat may be conveniently called the myth of 

Roger Williams. It will perhaps reveal the origin of much that is 

commonly believed about him, and perhaps even something of the nature of 

historical thought in America in the past three centuries. 

The two preceeding chapters have attempted to place the life and 

thought of Roger Williams in the perspective of the century in which he 

lived. It was concluded that he x/as a product of the seventeenth century, 

that the cast of his mind had very definite theological overtones, and 

that his thought and action were determined ultimately by his religious 

convictions. In short, he was a man of God; more particularly, he was a 

seventeenth century English Protestant and Puritan. Nevertheless, he was 

a unique individual, and, as an independent thinker, he thought and acted 

in a manner identical to no other man. But different though he was, it 

is a difference that can be understood only in terms of the century in 

which he lived. For this reason it is essential to know something about 
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the age in xjhich he lived and also about the opinions which his contem¬ 

poraries held of him. Perhaps they were too close to him to recognise 

his true worth, or on the other hand, by their possession of thoughts 

and desires similar to his, they may have understood him better than any¬ 

one has sinee. In any event, an examination of what people have thought 

about Roger Williams must begin with a discussion of his contemporaries. 

The most important thing to remember when examining the contemporary 

thought of Roger Williams is the fact that he vras banished from Massachu¬ 

setts. Massachusetts was the largest, the most prosperous, and the most 

influential of the New England settlements. The fact that Williams had 

alienated himself from this colony could not help but be reflected in what 

people thought about him. The point is that the majority of the people, 

both inside and outside of the Bay Colony, felt that Williams had been 

justly banished. In their own minds, the action of the Court in Boston 

had been perfectly legal and completely comprehensible. According to the 

thought of the ministers and magistrates of Massachusetts, all personified 

in the arch-theocrat, John Cotton, the Word of God was so clear and so 

simple that if it were but rightly explained it could not possibly be 

misunderstood. If someone held an opinion trhich differed from the orthodox, 

it meant simply that he did not understand, and that he lacked instruction. 

Once a person had been properly instructed in the truth, he could not 

honestly hold a wrong opinion. If, however, he remained adamant in his 

heresy, it xjas not because he was following his conscience, but rather 

that he was disobeying his conscience. His conscience was assumed to have 

been convinced by the instruction; it \tras now only his unruly will that 

prevented Mm from agreeing with what he knew in his conscience to be 



68 

true. This was the situation of Roger Williams when he was brought be¬ 

fore the Court in Boston and confuted by Thomas Hooker. The real trouble 

came when Williams failed to respond to this instruction and instead 

remained firm in his old unorthodox opinions. The Court believed him to 

have been sufficiently instructed for his conscience to understand the 

truth. Therefore, ho could not possibly be acting in accordance with 

his conscience, but rather he was acting in disobedience to his own 

conscience, which by this time, with the aid of Thomas Hooker's instruc¬ 

tion, could not help but understand the truth. Furthermore, since 

Williams was sinning against his own conscience, he might justly be 

punished. Thus was the action of the Court justified and the sentence 

of banishment against Williams demonstrated to be perfectly legal. 

But Roger Williams was not the only person ever to be banished from 

the Massachusetts Bay Colony. There were numerous others, including the 

equally famous case involving Mistress Anne Hutchinson. In fact, on the 

very day that the Court read its sentence against Williams, it also ban¬ 

ished another man, a certain John Smith of Dorchester, for reasons very 

similar to those in the case of Williams, "For dyvers dangerous opinions 

1 
wch he holdeth & hath dyvulged.” The point is this; Roger was a man who 

had been ordered out of the colony, and therefore he naturally gained the 

reputation that went with this dishonorj but, on the other hand, his case 

was not singular enough to make him either completely hateful or pitied 

as a martyr. 

There are several other factors which must also be considered when 
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one is attempting to assess tho opinions which Williams' contemporaries 

held of him. First of all, he was universally recognised as Hew England's 

most successful ambassador to the Indians. It seems that Williams had 

made a special effort to know and to understand the Indians even as 

early as his stay in Plymouth Colony. When he was banished from the 

Massachusetts 3ay, he lived the remainder of the winter with the Narra- 

gansetts. Williams' familiarity with the language and habits of the 

Indians can be seen in the book he wrote concerning these things, A Key 

into the Language of Worth America. More than once his negotiations 

saved the English from the necessity of fighting the Indians, and, in the 

end, may have saved much if not all of the English settlements from 

total destruction. The Indians trusted him as they trusted no other 

white man. He was the only interpreter of treaties that the Indian 

chiefs invariably trusted, Canonicus, the aged sachem of the Harragan- 

setts, when he was on the point of death, paid Williams a supreme honor 

by requesting that he be present for what he knew were his last hours. 

Second, Williams lived peaceably for more than forty years as a neigh¬ 

bor of the colony that had banished him, and during this time he carried 

on a lively and friendly correspondence with such men as John Wlnthrop, 

the governor of Massachusetts, and later with his son, John Wlnthrop, Jr., 

of Connecticut. Williams’ contemporaries knew these things, and this 

helped to counterbalance the less favorable ideas which had been generated 

by his banishment. Williams, in spite of his opinions, which could on 

occasion arouse the stubbornest opposition, nevertheless seemed to possess 

a certain quality that made people like him. This is true not only of 

the people who knew him personally, but also of those who come in contact 
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with him several centuries later by means of his writings. All of these 

characteristics can be seen in varying degrees in the things that 

Williams’ contemporaries wrote about him. 

The first, most logical place to look for references to Williams is 

in John Winthrop’s History of Hew England, which is written in the form 

of a journal. On the arrival of Williams in Massachusetts in the winter 

of 1630-31, Winthrop referred in him as f,a godly minister,” but with 

time his opinions changed. This can be seen from several other refer¬ 

ences made about Williams and his settlement. Winthrop said in 1638, 

"At Providence, also, the devil was not idle," in 1639, "At Providence 

things grew still worse," and again, "At Providence matters went after 

the old manner." 

Governor William Bradford gave a good and fairly orthodox account 

of the popular opinion of Roger Williams in his history, Of Plymouth 

Plantation: 

Mr. Roger Williams, a man godly and zealous, having many precious 

parts but very unsettled in judgment, came over first to the Massa¬ 

chusetts} but upon some discontent left that place and came hither, 

and exercised his gifts amongst them and after some time was ad¬ 

mitted a member of the church. And his teaching well approved, for 

the benefit whereof I still bless God and am thankful to him even 

for his sharpest admonitions and reproofs so far as they agreed 
with the truth. He this year began to fall into some strange 

opinions, and from opinion to practice, which caused some contro¬ 

versy between the church and him. And in the end some discontent 

on his part, by occasion whereof he left them something abruptly. 

Yet afterward sued for his dismission to the church of Salem, which 

was granted, with some caution to them concerning him and what care 

they ought to have of him. But he soon fell into more things there, 

both to their and the government’s trouble and disturbance. I shall 

not need to name particulars} they are too well known to all, though 

for a time the church here went under some hard censure by his 
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occasion from some that afterward smarted themselves. But he is to 

bo’.pitied and prayed for j . and so I shall leave the msitter and desire 

to the Lord to show him his errors and reduce him into the way of 

truth and give him a settled judgment and constancy in the same, 

for X hope he belongs to the Lord, and that He will show him mercy.3 

In a letter written in March 1636 to John Winthrop, Sir William 

Martin of Essex expressed his regret on hearing of Roger Williams’ ban¬ 

ishment, but he added that he was hardly surprised, for he, himself had 

written to Williams advising him to submit to the judgments of the colony 

in which he was residing. Martin requested Winthrop to show Williams 

whatever favor he could without disobeying the law or doing damage to 

the well-being of the colony. He admitted that Williams’ character was 

"passionate and precipitate, which may transport him into error," but he 

believed that Williams* integrity and good intentions might at last bring 

him to the way of the truth. He had no doubts that Williams was in the 

wrong, but still he liked him and prayed that God would bring him to a 

correct way of thinking and back into the favor of the Massachusetts Bay 

Colony.^- 

William Hubbard, who was a member of Harvard College's first grad¬ 

uating class in 1642 and later the president of Harvard, wrote his 

General History of Hew England about the time of Roger Williams’ death. 

His account of Roger Williams, \jhile it is similar to the preceeding ones, 

is different in that it was written some years after those of Bradford 

and Winthrop and by a member of a later generation. He placed more 

emphasis on the nature of Williams* later life, though his earlier ban- 

3 
William Bradford, Of Plymouth Plantation (New York, 1952), 257. 

^Prince Society, Publications. I, 106, cited in Edmund J. Carpenter, 

Roger Williams: A Study of the Life, Times and Character of a Political 

Pioneer (New York, 1919), 124-25. 



72 

ishment was by no means forgotten. He stated that on 

February the 5th, 1630, arrived Mr. William Peirse at ITantasketj 
with him came one Mr. Roger Williams, of good account in England 

for a godly and zealous preacher, but after he came here he soon 
discovered himself. He had been some years employed in the min¬ 

istry in England. He was one of whom it may be affirmed by all 

that knew him, that he had zeal, and great pity it was that it 
could not be added, according to knowledgej for then, by one and 

by the other, he might have been of great use in the church of 

God, wherever his lot had been cast. But for want of the latter, 

the more judicious sort of Christians, in Old and Hew England, 

looked upon him as a man of a very self-conceited, unquiet, tur¬ 

bulent, and uncharitable spirit.... Under this cloud of darkness 

did this child of light walk, for above forty years after in Hew 

England, at which time he did a little recover himself in his 

zealous defending of the fundamental truths of the Christian 

religion against the Quakers, in a book of his, published in 

about the year 1677, wherein he shewed that his root had not 

gone up as rottenness, nor his blossom as dust, as might too 

truly be said of many of his neighbors, but that the root of 

the matter was still in him all that long winter season of his 

departure from the communion of his Christian friends, and also 

by the fruits of good works that appeared in his life and con¬ 

versation, , especially in his faithfulness to the English of the 

Massachusetts, by whom he might have accounted he had been so 
severely handled.^ 

Almost a generation after the death of Roger Williams, Cotton Mather 

wrote his quaint but magnificent Magnalia Christi Americana. Mather was 

perhaps the most orthodox of all the New England Puritans, and though 

his account of Williams was not exactly current, it was in the same 

tradition. It is interesting to notice that he regard*! Williams as 

being dangerous, but not nearly so dangerous once he was safely outside 

the bounds of the theocracy. Williams was not considered important 

enough to have a chapter all to himself, but rather was jammed into a 

chapter entitled ’’Little Foxes," which included accounts of several 

heresies which had at one time or another annoyed the Bay Colony. 
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Mather began with one of his typical metaphors: 

In the year 1654, a certain Windmill in the Low Countries* -whirling 
round with extraordinary violence, by reason of a violent storm 
then blowing; the stone at length by its rapid motion became so 
intensely hot, as to fire the mill, from whence the flames, being 
dispersed by the high winds, did set a whole town on fire. But I 
can tell my reader that, about twenty years before this, there was 
a whole country in America like to be set on fire by the rapid 
motion of a windmill, in the head of one particular man. Know, 
then, that about the year 1630, arrived here one Mr. Roger Williams; 
who being a preacher that had less light than fire in him, hath by 

. his own sad example, preached us into the danger of that evil which 
the apostle mentions in Rom. x. 2 s "They have a zeal, but not 
according to knowledge.” ... There was always a good correspondence 
always held between him and many worthy and pious people in the 
colony, from whence he had been banish'd, tho' his keeping still so 
many of his dangerous principles kept the government, unto whose 
favour some of the English nobility had by letters recommended him, 
from taking off the sentence of his banishment. And against the 
Quakers he afterwards maintained the main principles of the Protes¬ 
tant religion with much vigour in some disputations ... It was more 
than forty years after his exile that he lived here, and in many 
things acquitted himself so laudably, that many judicious persons 
judged him to have the !!rpot of the matt or” in him, during the long 
winter of his retirement.” 

A generation later Daniel Neal in his History of New England emphasized 

what Cotton Mather had already said about Williams and then concluded 

that, "In a word, if he had never dabbled in Divinity, he would have been 
rr 

esteemed a great and useful man.”' 

The first period of American historical writing came to a practical 

conclusion just prior to the American Revolution with Thomas Hutchinson's 

History of Massachusetts-Bay. Thomas Hutchinson was a direct descendant 

of the banished Mistress Anne Hutchinson, but with the passage of time the 

family became more conservative and more respectable. Thomas Hutchinson, 

the last royal governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, wrote the best 

6 Cotton Mather, Hagnalia Christ! Americana (Hartford, 1853), II, 495, 499. 
7 
Daniel Neal, The History of New England (London, 1747), I, 161. 
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eighteenth century history of the American Colonies. In his treatment 

of Williams, Hutchinson generally followed the secondary sources and 

merely repeatedwhat other men had already said. However, he concluded 

his discussion vith a favorable commentary on the latter half of Williams' 

life, in which he lived peacefully as a neighbor of the colony that had 

banished him, and also in which he proved so useful to all the colonies 

in New England by his knowledge of the ways of the Indians and by his 

ability to negotiate successfully with them. Finally, people were begin¬ 

ning to forget Williams' banishment, and here was a historian able to 

place his final emphasis on the peaceful conclusion of Williams’ life 

rather than on its tumultuous beginning. 

Thus it is seen that the main body of colonial writers formed their 

opinions of Williams from the fact that he was a banished man, and there¬ 

fore, they concluded that he was somewhat dangerous. They were, however, 

never completely denunciatory in their comments; they were always able 

to see in him something that was good in addition to the evils of heresy, 

schism and rebellion. A century after Williams' banishment, Thomas 

Hutchinson was able to end his comments on a note that was quite favor¬ 

able. 

Roger Williams was, of course, something more of a hero in his 

native colony of Rhode Island. Unfortunately, there are no writers of 

note in Rhode Island until quite some time after Williams’ death. Rhode 

Island's first real historian was John Callender, who wrote An Historical 

Discourse on the Civil and Religious Affairs of ... Rhode Island in 1739, 

8 
Thomas Hutchinson, The History of the Colony and Province of I-Iaosachu- 

setts-Bay (Cambridge, 1936), I, 35-36. 



75 

more than a hundred years after Williams had established his settlement 

at Providence. John Callender was a Baptist preacher at Newport, Rhode 

Island, and he evidently felt that he must defend his position as a member 

of a small and persecuted sect in a settlement that was usually treated as 

something of an outsider by the other New England colonies. At any rate, 

much of this book was devoted to explaining the origin and nature of the 

religious controversy that lay behind the founding of Rhode Island. Roger 

Williams, of course, occupied a central position in this narrative, but he 

escaped being made a hero for the simple reason that Callender could see 

that he was not a true Baptist. Williams fell short in Callender's esti¬ 

mation because he refused to accept the authority of a congregation to 

elect its minister, which was the normal, means by which a Baptist church 

chose its minister. Nevertheless, he did give Williams, along with John 

Clarke.? who was a more respectable Baptist preacher, great credit for 

establishing a settlement on a firm foundation of free worship. He 

called them the "two Fathers of this Colony." and he credited them with 

being the first two men to proclaim that Jesu3 was the king of his ova 

kingdom and that he needed no help from the civil state to its manage¬ 

ment. He then concluded that, "Mr. Williams appears, by the Course and 

the Tenour of his Life, and Conduct here to have been one of the most 

Q 
disinterested Men that ever lived, a most oious & heavenly minded Soul."7 

Much more liberal in its praises Df the free institutions of Rhode 

Island and of Roger Williams as their originator was an "Account of Prov¬ 

idence, R. I.," which appeared in the Providence Gazette to the early 

9 
John Callender, An Historical Discourse on the Civil and Religious 
Affairs ... of Rhodelaland t Bo ston. 1747), 17, reprinted to Early 
American Imprints. Evans No. 4347. 



months of 1765, The Massachusetts Historical Society attributed the 

authorship of this series of articles to Stephen Hopkins, who vas at the 

time the governor of Rhode Island, but xiho achieved greater fame in the 

following decade as one of the signers of the Declaration of Independence, 

The author carefully traced the origin of the free institutions of Rhode 

Island back to the days of Roger Williams, when in 1656 he refused to 

follow the example of the other Mew England colonies and persecute the 

Quakers, and also to the Rhode Island Charter, which was granted by 

Charles II in 1663, Rhode Island was a noble experiment, which Governor 

Hopkins was more than willing to proclaim to the world a resounding suc¬ 

cess.^® He reported that Providence had been founded by the "renouned 

and worthy Mr. Roger Williams and his twelve poor suffering companions."^ 

These men were folly sensible to the sin of persecution, and therefore, 

they founded their settlement with a "universal liberty of conscience." 

Hopkins had apparently learned something from the new ideas of the 

Enlightenment, for he said that this was a "natural right of all man- 

kind." Then, to be sure that his readers were fully aware of what he 

had just written, he added a few pages later that "Roger Williams justly 

claims the honor of having been the first legislator, in the world, in 

its later ages, that fully and effectually provided for and established 

a free, full, and absolute liberty of conscience." Hopkins appears to 

be the first writer to use this expression in exactly this way, but before 

10 
Stephen Hopkins, "Account of Providence, R. I.," Mass. Hist. Soc., 
Collections. XIX (1832), 192, 195. Reprinted from the Providence 
Gazette. Nos. 117-18, 120-22, 126, 128, (January 12 - March 30, 1765). 
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long it became a popular one as an estimation of Williams' importance.. 

Isaac Backus, who published his History of New England in 1777, used 

almost exactly these same words: ”ROGER WILLIAMS justly claims the honor 

of having been the first legislator in the world in its later ages, that 

fully and effectually provided for and established a free, full and 

absolute LIBERTY OF CONSCIENCE.”13 This book was primarily a history of 

the Baptists in America, and therefore, the treatment of Williams x;as 

quite extensive. In William Gordon's The History of the Rise. Progress 

and Establishment of the Independence of the United States of America, 

which was written in the following decade, Williams played a very minor 

role, but this now famous commentary was nevertheless repeated: "Mr. 

Williams justly claims the honor of having been the first legislator 

in the world, in its later ages, who effectually provided for, and estab¬ 

lished, a free, full, and absolute liberty of conscience.”1^ 

The intellectual atmosphere of the nineteenth century was very 

different from that of the seventeenth and eighteenth, and the opinions 

which people held of Roger Williams was altered accordingly. The men 

of the seventeenth century had the same intellectual background that 

Williams didj yet, the fact that they were so close to his banishment 

prevented them from seeing him except in the light of this separation. 

A general attitude of distrust and suspicion remained the predominant 

one even a3 late as the writing of Hutchinson's History of Massachusetts- 

13 
Isaac Backus, A History of Hex-; England, xrith Particular Reference to 

the Denomination of Christians Called Baptists (Boston, 1777), I, 95, 

reprinted in Early American Imprints. Evans Ho. 15240. 
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William Gordon, The History of the Rise, Progress, and Establishment 

of the Independence of the United States of America (Hew York, 1789), 
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Bay. The writers who were Baptists did not hold him suspect on account 

of his banishment, but still they did not accept him wholeheartedly into 

their ranks because they could see that he was not a true Baptist. 

Nevertheless, they did recognise the importance of his maintenance of 

freedom in religious matters. Stephen Hopkins, who in his own life become 

more important politically than ecclesiastically, was the first writer to 

become really enthusiastic about Williams* greatness. However, Hopkins 

was a native of Rhode Island, and at this time Rhode Island was by no 

means the intellectual leader of the colonies. But it was Hopkins’ ideas 

about Williams that won out in the nineteenth century. The Baptists, who 

were the first group to take up the cry for Williams* greatness, had by 

this time largely forgotten the importance of Williams’ having broken 

with their church as promptly as he had joined it. Wor did they realise 

what was involved in his being a Seeker. They did not realise that he 

insisted on a ministry that was chosen by God rather than men. They did 

not understand his providential and millenarian ideas about history. To 

them Williams was a Baptist preacher, identical to the Baptist preachers 

of the nineteenth century. To them he was opposed to an established 

church and to any form of government regulation of religion. In their 

eyes Williams was in favor of all the reform movements that the Baptists 

were- prohibition, abolition, and fair treatment of the Indians. 

But the Baptists were not the only ones who now endorsed the great¬ 

ness of Roger Williams. The new ideas of the Enlightenment came to 

America in the eighteenth century, and by the time of the American Revo¬ 

lution they were firmly established as a part of American thinking. The 

Declaration of Independence was written in terms of the rights of man 
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and of the freedom of the individual, ideas quite foreign to Roger Williams 

and the Puritanism of the seventeenth century. Victory in the war with 

England and later the successful establishment of the federal union 

seemed to justify the validity of these ideals. America had become 

humanistic in its outlook. The old ideas of the Puritan oligarchy, which 

placed supreme emphasis on God and the performance of his will, were sup¬ 

planted by human ideals and by ideas :of national greatness. The great¬ 

ness of America and the ability of man to realise this greatness became 

more important in American thinking than reliance on an omnipotent God 

and the working out of one's personal salvation. The election of Andrew 

Jackson to the presidency in 1328 proclaimed the importance of the com¬ 

mon man in the American democratic system, and the historian, George 

Bancroft, wrote his history in the light of thi3 proclamation. It was 

no longer respectable to be an aristocrat. The Puritans of Massachusetts 

had lost their place of prominence, and it was now respectable to be a 

Unitarian or a Methodist or a Baptist. In this shuffling of American 

ideals Roger Williams' place in the minds of Americans also changed. 

He was no longer a man who had been banished because he could not be 

tolerated by society, but rather he was an enlightened individual who 

had been persecuted by a powerful and self-righteous aristocracy. Roger 

Williams became identified with the ideal of the nineteenth century; he 

became the self-reliant common man who had been wrongly oppressed for 

his liberal and democratic convictions. 

The Baptist biographers are the first and the loudest in their un¬ 

restrained praise of Roger Williams. His first full length biography, 

Memoir of Roger Williams, was written by James Knowles in 1834. Knowles 
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began by quoting the well known passage from Stephen Hopkins, and from 

there he proceeded to present Williams as a champion of fair treatment 

of the Indians and finally to describe him as the only public figure in 

his day who was "entirely consistent." ^ Knowles described Williams’ 

political principles as being very liberal, thus making all ideas of 

monarchy and established church repugnant to him. For holding these ideas 

he was forced to leave England. Once in America, his conscience kept him 

from abiding by the narrow-minded regulations of the Puritans, and, on 

being banished, his original idea was to go and live with the Indians. 

But his "generous and liberal mind" prompted him to change his plans and 

instead to establish a settlement where others like himself might find 

1 6 
refuge from prosecution by less enlightened men. He concluded his ac¬ 

count with the speculation that Williams’ ideas of freedom would continue 

to expand all over the world until all bigotry was vanquished. Knowles 

ended his account of Williams with this encomiums "He is dead, but his 

principles survive, and are destined to spread over the earth. The state 

17 
which he founded is his monument." 

Another common theme was expounded by Lorenzo Johnson in his Spirit 

of Roger Williams, which appeared in 1839, only five years after the 

biography by James Knowles. On the very first page Johnson announced 

that "Roger Williams was a man who lived and labored for all coming time. 

... The people of his own time did not understand him..." In other 

15 
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words, Williams would have been more at home in the nineteenth century 

than in the seventeenth. From here Johnson went on to speculate that 

Williams, if he could return to earth in that day, would chide mankind 

for supporting war, for endorsing slavery, for allowing intoxication, and 

for permitting all manner of other things which Baptist ministers love 

to preach against. In the 1850’s Borneo Elton and William Gammell each 

wrote a Life of Roger Williams, in which the theme was the same as that 

in the biographies by Knowles and Johnson except that it was now sung 

with even greater volume and enthusiasm. Emphasis was now placed on the 

hardship that Williams was forced to endure in the winter of his banish¬ 

ment. In Elton’s book this reached a ridiculous height. He said that 

Williams' "wanderings were in a dense forest, covered with the deep snows 

of winter, tracked by wild beasts, where the scream of the panther, the 

yell of the tiger, and the howl of the wolf, were often heard.He 

was unrestrained in his praise, stating that though Williams may have 

had some defects that "whatever these defects may have been, they were 

less than those of his contemporaries, and cast no blemish on his heroic 

20 
character." 

Though his father was a Unitarian minister, George Bancroft was not 

interested in Roger Williams as a religious figure so much as a pioneer 

exponent of the great American ideals of liberty and democracy. Roger 

Williams seems to fit this mold very well when he is looked at superfi- 

ially and from a distance of several centuries, and Bancroft did not lose 

this opportunity to discover and popularize a new American hero. For 

^Romeo Elton, Life of Roger Williams (Providence, 1853), 38. 

20 
Ibid.. 23. 



Bancroft, Williams is on the verge of being a good Jacksonian Democrat. 

He wrote: 

Roger Williams asserted the great doctrine of intellectual liberty, 
and made it the cornerstone of a political constitution. It became 

his glory to found a state upon that principle, and to stamp him¬ 
self upon its rising institutions, in characters so deep that the 

impress has remained to the present day, and can never be eraced 

without the total destruction of the work.... He was the first 

person in modern Christendom to establish civil government on the 

doctrine of the liberty of conscience, the equality of opinions 

before the law? and in its defense he was the harbinger of Milton 

and the precursor of Jeremy Taylor. For Taylor limited his toler¬ 

ation to a few Christian sects? the wisdom of Williams encompassed 
mankind. Let, then, the name of Roger Williams be preserved in 

universal history as one who advanced mora^ and political science, 

and made himself a benefactor of the race. 

The respect which the nineteenth century had for Roger Williams 

can also be seen from the fact that learned societies promoted the re¬ 

publication of many of his writings. In 1848 the Hanserd Knollys Society, 

which was devoted to publishing important writings of the early history 

of the Baptists, contained a reprinting of The Bloudy Tenent of Persecu¬ 

tion. Hot quite twenty years later the Karragansett Club was formed for 

the specific purpose of reprinting the entire works of Roger Williams. 

Between 1866 and 1874 it published six volumes, which contained most of 

his published works and correspondence. Heedless to say, this organisation 

which had its home in Providence, Rhode Island, was enthusiastic about the 

greatness of its hero. Very significant is the quotation which appeared 

on the first page of the biographical introduction in the first volume. 

It is taken from the book, Introduction to the History of the Nineteenth 

Century, written by a German historian, Georg G. Gervinus. It serves 

here not only to illustrate what the Karragansett Club thought of Williams, 

21 
George Bancroft, History of the United Staton of America (Mew York, 1887) 

I, 254-55, 256. 
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but also to demonstrate that his fame had spread even to Europe. The 

stated that Williams founded? 

a small new society in Rhode Island, upon the principles of entire 

liberty of conscience, and the uncontrolled povjer of the majority 

in secular concerns. The theories of freedom in church and state, 

taught in the schools of philosophy in Europe, were here brought i 

into practice in the government of a small community. It was 

prophesied that the democratic attempts to obtain universal suffrage, 

a general elective franchise, annual parliaments, entire religious 

freedom, and the Miltonic right of schism, would be of short dura¬ 

tion. But these institutions have not only maintained themselves 

here, but have spread over the whole union. They have superceded 

the autocratic commencements of Carolina and of Hew York, the high- 

church party of Virginia, the theocracy of Massachusetts, and the 

monarchy throughout America; they have given lavra to a quarter of 

the globe, and, dreaded for their moral influence, stand in the 

background of every democratic straggle in Europe. 

More moderate and more sensible approaches to Roger Williams can be 

seen in the writings of David Masson and Francis W. Palfrey. Masson was 

an Englishman, who wrote a monumental Life of John Milton in six volumes, 

of which the publication dates cover the whole second half of the nine¬ 

teenth century. Although this work was primarily about John Milton, it 

went into great detail about the intellectual background of the seven¬ 

teenth century, and it gave a good analysis of the different religious 

ideas of the Puritans. Masson understood the importance of the fact that 

Williams was a Seeker. Masson understood the seventeenth century defini¬ 

tion of this term, and did not make the mistake that most of the other 

writers of the nineteenth century did of equating it with a search for 

God. He correctly understood it to be a searching, not for God, but for 

the proper outward form of worship. His lack of enthusiasm for Williams 

can be explained partly by the fact that he was an Englishman rather than 

22 
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an American, and perhaps also by the fact that he had a better knowledge 

of the literature of the seventeenth century than did anyone else who 

was writing about Williams*2^ Francis Palfrey, who \n>ote his History of 

Hew England in the middle of the nineteenth century, was, like most other 

Americans who were writing then, interested in the theme of liberty and 

democracy, but he avoided making a hero out of Williams because he could 

see in him some weaknesses, the foremost of which was his love of argu¬ 

ment. But Palfrey*s interpretation of Williams fails partly because of 

an overemphasis of this one point. He saw Williams* whole life as being 

influenced by his propensity to argue, and he sometimes saw little other 

motivation for his conduct.2^ Edmund Carpenter, who wrote a biography of 

Williams early in the twentieth century, borrowed this idea from Palfrey 

and gave it even greater emphasis as a determining factor in the career 

of his subject.2"1 

A reaction to the writing glorifying Roger Williams came in 1876 

when Henry M. Dexter wrote As to Roger Williams and his “Banishment” from 

M2 Massachusetts Plantation. Dexter was a Congregationalist minister, 

who liked neither Baptists nor Unitarians; he accused both of these groups 

of having distorted the historical record in order to present Williams as 

their own special hero. Nor did; he think it just to maintain that Roger 

Williams had been banished form the Massachusetts Bay Colony on account 

of his religious beliefsi'-'His thesis was that Massachusetts Plantation 

23 
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was not a state but a corporation under the English Crown, the same as 

the Plymouth Company and the London Company except that its charter and 

its management were resident in America rather than Britain, as was the 

normal practice. The government of the colony was actually the manage¬ 

ment of a corporation and its governors were a board of directors whose 

primary task was to look out for the safety and welfare of the corpora¬ 

tion. When Williams began preaching ideas that were harmful to the 

corporation, the governors were perfectly justified in removing him from 

a position where he could do them harm. In fact, they were obliged to 

do this since the safety of the corporation demanded it. All this time 

Dexter maintained that he was not trying to discover the differences 

between the thought of Williams and that of the other colonials, nor to 

evaluate them, but only to show that the banishment of Williams had been 

caused by his preaching, which was dangerous to the colony, and that the 

Court was perfectly justified in the action vihich it took against him. 

This book is, in its own x;ay, just as biased as those of the Baptist 

biographers, but it is refreshingly different in that it presents an op¬ 

posite point of view. Also, it is very carefully footnoted. Except for 

that of Masson, this is certainly the most scholarly work that was done 

PA 
on Williams in the whole nineteenth century. 

The romantic writing on Koger Williams abated somewhat in the last 

quarter of the nineteenth century, but this was probably not the result 

of Dexter’s work so much a3 it was the natural death of a movement that 

had grown sick from its own excesses. Or perhaps it was simply overcome 

26 
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by the general movement toward a more scientific history. Several minor 

biographies of Williams were written in the early years of the twentieth 

century, but there was no major new interpretation until Vernon L. Par- 

rington's Main Currents of American Thought appeared in the mid 1920's. 

This was the beginning of a new school of thought on Roger Williams, 

which flourished for about a generation, and which is the basi3 of most 

of the popular thought on Williams today. Besides Farrington, this move¬ 

ment included James Ernst, Samuel H. Brockunier, John Dos Passos, and 

several other lesser names. The primary difference between this new 

romantic version of Williams and the old one that obtained in the nine¬ 

teenth century is that the more recent one has the appearance of being 

scientific and objective, whereas it is, in its own way, just as subjective 

as anything that was written in the nineteenth century. And being more 

pretentious, it is also more dangerous, for it has the appearance of the 

truth. 

Vernon L. Parrington was primarily a student not of history but of 

literature. The Main Currents of American Thought was an attempt to trace 

the development of American thought by means of an analytical account of 

the writers and writings which Parrington considered to be typical and 

significant in the growth of American ideas. Parrington was born and 

raised on the plains of the American Midwest, and perhaps it is not too 

nuch to suggest that the ideals which he learned there affected his later 

critical thinking. Parrington was a Jeffersonian, and he was not ashamed 

of being one. Nor was he ashamed of using his Jeffersonian principles as 

the basis of his judgment when he set about to evaluate the ideas of the 

various American authors. In this light it is easy to understand his dis- 
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like for Puritans and Hey Englanders. Anything that hinted of aristocracy, 

privilege or religious discrimination was categorically bad, and anything 

that promoted liberty, democracy or individualism was categorically good. 

Measured against a standard such as this John Cotton and Thomas Hooker 

did not fare too well. Farrington’s liking for Williams can be largely 

understood in terns of his distaste for the Puritans. Williams was per¬ 

secuted by the Puritans; therefore, he must have thought differently than 

they did. And since Parrington did not think as the Putitans did, he 

concluded that Williams must have thought exactly as he did. This is not 

too sound a syllogism, but it demonstrates the practical effect of Par- 

in gt on’s thinking, whether or not it expresses correctly the conscious 

means by which he arrived at his conclusions. Parrington began his 

section on Williams by criticising the ”ecclesiastical historians” for 

placing their emphasis on Williams’ defense of religious toleration, and 

for making this a religious principle rather than one based on his convic¬ 

tions about the nature of man. In other words, Parrington viewed Williams 

in terms that were humanistic. He made man the basis of Williams’ consid¬ 

eration. In his political thought the object of the civil state became 

the well-being of mankind. Parrington saw Williams as being in the 

intellectual tradition of the eighteenth century Enlightenment, certainly 

not as an active participant in the political and theological debates of 

the seventeenth century Puritan Revolution. As a consequence, Parrington 

completely secularised all of Williams' thought and rendered a conclusion 

27 that was anything but historical. 
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James Ernst was the disciple of Vernon L. Farrington, and as a 

student he learned his lesson well, so veil that he learned little else. 

This is a strongo statement, but it is, nevertheless, hardly an exaggera¬ 

tion to say that Ernst did little more than obediently search for and 

cleverly find proofs for the theories of Farrington. Ernst vrote a 

doctoral dissertation entitled The Political Thought of Roger Williams, 

which agrees substantially with what Farrington was at that time writing 

into the Main Currents of American Thought, Ernst, like Farrington, 

attacked the "ecclesiastical historians" for their neglecting to see 

that Williams1 ideas of liberty of conscience were deduced from his ideas 

on political theory and the nature of nan, rather than from his religious 

convictions. Once he had torn down the ideas which he considered to be 

wrong, Ernst began his own construction of Williams' thought. According 

to the thinking of Ernst, Williams used the individual man as the basis 

of society and government. The sole purpose of the secular state was to 

provide men with civil peace and liberty, which were the natural rights 

of all mankind. Society and civil government were purely secular, and 

the church was nothing more than a civil corporation within a civil state. 

Neither Ernst nor Farrington saw further into the thought of Williams 

than the earthly church and the earthly state. Neither of them saw the 

heavenly City of God peopled with the saints and existing only in the 

order of grace. Therefore, Williams appeared as the contemporary man 

whom they believed him to be, Ernst went on to say that Williams was the 

"Tom Paine of the seventeenth century," and that he was "the most original 

thinker of colonial. America and a pioneer of American thought." That is 

to say, he placed Williams in the tradition of the Enlightenment rather 
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than that of the seventeenth century in which he belonged.* 

In 1940 Samuel H. Brockunier wrote a biography of Roger Williams 

entitled The Irrepressible Democrat, in which he used a somewhat different 

approach to the subject. However, he came to the same general conclusion 

as the preceeding authors, that Williams was very modern in his thinking 

and justly deserving praise. Brockunier intended his biography to be 

very objective and very scientific, being based on Williams’ life rather 

than on his intellectual speculation. It was to interpret him in terms 

of his actions rather than his thought, as most of the previous accounts 

had done. The most striking innovation of Brockunier’s interpretation 

was his conclusion that Williams wa3 a champion of the common man. He 

could see several instances in Williams’ life which helped to determine 

his bent in this direction. The first occurred at Cambridge, where 

Williams smarted because he was not a member of the highest of the social 

classes into which the students were placed according to the status of 

their fathers and their ability to pay the increased fare. The second 

came a few years later when the class-conscious guardian of the girl 

Williams wished to marry looked at his middle class background and refused 

to allow the wedding to take place. As a result of this, Williams emerged 

as a champion of social justice and a leveller of all class distinctions. 

In religion Brockunier interpreted Williams’ being a Seeker as equivalent 

* 

to his being a modern agnostic. He said that Williams* faith was the 

"certainty of the uncertain, disbelief of the unproved.” Like Farrington 

and Ernst, from whom he obviously received many of his ideas, Brockunier 
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saw Williams through the eyes of the Enlightenment, but also through the 

eyes of the social gospel. Where the former had seen Williams place his 

emphasis on the individual as the basis of society and government, 

Brockunier was more interested in the common man. Lawrence C. Wroth, 

who wrote a review of this book for the Rhode Island Historical Society, 

criticized Brockunier severely on this point. He said that he believed 

Williams to be a champion of mankind rather than of the common man only. 

He resented the implication of Brockunier that Williams received his 

ideas of toleration and of freedom from his bitterness over wrongs that 

he may or may not have endured. He continued, MI like my heroes to be 

of the heroic mould; I want my liberals to be moved to action by the 

large qualities of love and reason rather than prejudice and resentment.! 

It is possible that the war, that had already begun in Europe, and the 

dictatorships with their totalitarian ideals were having their effect 

on American thought. In any event, Roger Williams became a convenient 

instrument on which to sound the theme of America's greatness and of the 
Of) 

ideals that were thought to be uniquely American.-' 

In this same vein is.John Dos Bassos' The Ground We Stand On, which 

was witten in the following year, and which went further than any pre¬ 

vious book to make Roger Williams the epitome of American idealism. He 

was depicted as the counterpart of Thomas Jefferson, for, as Jefferson 

became president just in time to save American ideals from the self- 

29 
Rhode Island Historical Society, Collections. XXXI? (April, 1941), 59. 

3° 
Samuel II. Brockunier, The Irrepressible Democrat. Roger Williams (Hew 
York, 1940), 123, 283-84. 

29 
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seeking of the Federalist politicians, so did Williams save his country 

from the misguided beliefs of a theocracy, and guarantee for all future 

generations the right of freedom in religion and thought. Indeed, he 

says that it is Impossible that self-government could have taken root at 

all had it not been for "the long life of fiery preaching and canny 

31 
negotiating and good-natured hardihood of Roger Williams. 

This,: then,;;is something of the origin and development of the myth 

32 
that is popularly associated with Roger Williams. It is somewhat dif¬ 

ferent than the account and evaluation that appear in the two proceeding 

chapters of this work. In spite of the interpretations which appear in 

in this chapter, it still seems reasonable to say that Roger Williams was 

a man more at home in the century in which he lived than in any other. 

The most outstanding characteristic of Williams’ thought is that it was 

firmly grounded in the theology of the seventeenth century. Williams was 

John Dos Passos, The Ground We Stand On (New York, 1941) , 18-19. 

32 
In the past several decades, Puritanism has become a much more respect¬ 

able subject for historical study than it was formerly considered to 

be. For this, great credit may be given to Perry Killer, Herbert W. 

Schneider, William Bailor and A. S. P. Woodhouse. With the rediscovery 

of the Puritans, there also came a reappraisal of Roger Williams. He 

has become recognized as a Puritan, and he is interpreted in terms 

of the century in which he lived. But to these men Williams has gener¬ 

ally appeared as a more or less typical left wing Puritan. Though this 

is better treatment than he has received at the hands of Bancroft and 

Parrington, it is, nevertheless, not a really true interpretation of 

Williams, for Williams contained eccentricities which do not fit the 
mold of the Puritans. Indeed, perhaps there Is no typical Puritanl 

Mauro Calamandrei, in his article, "Neglected Aspects of Roger Williams’ 
Thought," has pointed out this fact. Since then Ferry Miller has pub¬ 

lished a book of excerpts from Williams' writings with long introductions 

and explanatory material. Alan Simpson has published an article asking 

"How Democratic Was Roger Williams?" And Ola Elizabeth Winslow has 
published a full length biography, which gives a good coverage of the 

details of his life, though it does not give an adequate analysis of 
his thought. These hooks and articles were very helpful in the prep¬ 
aration of this work, especially chapter III. 
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not a humanist, but a theist. He believed that the foundation of all 

things was in God, and that God kept watch over the world and all that 

was in it, Williams viewed all history as being providential and raille- 

narian, of which the beginning, the end, and all of the intervening parts 

were in the hands of God. The church and the state were separate, but 

this was no absolute separation. They were separated by the nature of the 

immediate duties which they were to perform, but they were united in that 

these present duties were alike a part of God's purpose, and, as such, 

they were both equally working toward the same ultimate goal. Civil 

rights were nothing more than civil rights; that is, they were not abso¬ 

lute rights. Freedom of belief was not a right which had an absolute 

existence; it was a right at that moment only because it was then re¬ 

quired for the accomplishment of God's eternal plan for the world and 

for mankind, Williams cannot be understood correctly outside of this 

consideration. 

It seems that historians and biographers of Roger Williams have made 

the universal, yet heinous and regrettable, sin of looking at history in 

terms of the present time, rather than in terms of the century, or age, 

in which it was actually accomplished, Roger Williams lived in the seven¬ 

teenth century, and his thoughts were thought in terms of the ideas of 

that century. To see him as anything different is to distort the facts 

and to interpret him incorrectly. Nevertheless, in the writing of Ban¬ 

croft there is a certain amount of the nineteenth century as well as the 

seventeenth, and in Farrington there is an undercurrent of the early 

twentieth century superimposed upon the original. And likewise, the 

author of this work is undoubtedly writing a certain amount of himself 



93 

and the present age into this very paragraph. 

But what of Roger Williams? His contemporaries saw him in the 

light of his own time. They understood his theology, which today is 

largely neglected for want of patience and understanding, hut their 

proximity to him and the disturbances he created colored everything 

they said about him. Roger Williams was not a hero in his own time. 

The eighteenth century had very little to say about Williams that was 

not merely copied form what someone had written earlier. But the eight¬ 

eenth century brought the Enlightenment, and this was the knell of the 

Puritan theology upon which the thought of Roger Williams was so care¬ 

fully constructed. In the place of the theologically oriented seven¬ 

teenth century stood the eighteenth with its philosophy of humanism and 

natural rights. The important consideration had ceased to be God, and 

had become man. The American Revolution impressed these ideas upon the 

American people, scholar and layman alike. The established religions 

broke down, and the sects, which were formerly thought of as the lunatic 

fringe of Protestantism, became more respectable. The Baptists looked 

into their inglorious past and discovered Roger Williams, who appeared 

to have ideas that were very modern and supremely respectable. At first, 

it bothered them that Williams should have left their church almost as 

soon as he joined it, but they soon conveniently neglected this fact, 

and Roger Williams became the hero of the Baptist biographers. But still 

another movement was afoot. In 1765, Stephen Hopkins, the governor of 

Rhode Island, wrote a glowing account of Williams as the first legislator 

of religious freedom. Starting from accounts such as this which origi- 

atedin Rhode Island, and \ri.th the publicity given him by the Baptists, 
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Williams gradually became a national figure. Bancroft accepted this view 

of him and represented him as possessing all the good that the Puritans 

did and considerably more besides. Bancroft wrote the first great 

national history of the United States, and he was also the first national 

historian to eulogise Roger Williams. 

Scientific history and Henry Dexter turned the tide against Roger 

Williams for several decades around the beginning of the twentieth 

century, but Parrington soon started Williams on another episode of 

glory. Then came the works of Ernst, Brockunier and Dos Passos in 

quick succession. Today Roger Williams is generally accepted on these 

terms, as an important historical figure. This is not altogether unde¬ 

served, but it is something of a pity that he should be remembered more 

for what people thought about him after he was dead, than for the true 

greatness that is legitimately his own. 
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