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Box 2.10: John Witherspoon

John Witherspoon was a Presbyterian minister, president of the College of NewJ “No mi

signer of the Declaration of Independence, and member of the Continental Congr ess. s Kidd W,-therspoon
rominent a role in the political rebellion as. .. John Witherspoon,” notes historian Thomad “The

“pelieved that only sincere Christianity could sustain the purity of the republic.”* I his May ical convi

Dominion of Providence Over the Passions " Wi ressed both spiritual an
of Men” Witherspoon exp press every hearef

In the first place, | would take the opportunity on this occasion, and from this subject, to d to be

to a sincere concern for his own soul’s salvation. There are times when the mind may be expecte A
more awake to divine truth, and the conscience more open to the arrows of conviction than at others.
season of public judgment s of this kind. Can you have a clearer view of the sinfulness of your nature, L
when the rod of the oppressor is lifted up, and when you see men putting on the habit of the warrior, and
collecting on every hand the weapons of hostility and instruments of death? | do not blame your ardor i
preparing for the resolute defense of your temporal rights; but consider, | beseech you, the truly infinite
importance of the salvation of your souls. ... [The middle y;art of the sermon pleads with people to seek
their eternal salvation, especially soldiers going into battle]

If your Ealoe Is just, you may look with confidence to the Lord, and entreat him to plead it as his own.

You a.lre all my witnesses, that this is the first time of my introducing any political subject into the pulpit.

At th's. e hf:v.vever, itis not only lawful but necessary, and | willingly embrace the opportunity of
declaring my opinion without any hesitation, that the cause in which America is now in arms, is the cause

of justice, of liberty, and of human nature. So far as we have hitherto proceeded, | am satisfied that the
confederacy of the colonies has not been the effect of pride, resentment, or sedition, but of a deep and
general conviction that our civil and religious liberties, and consequently in a great measure the temporal
and eternal happiness of us and our posterity, depended on the issue. The knowledge of God and his truths
have from the beginning of the world been chiefly, if not entirely confined to those parts of the earth where
some degree of liberty and political justice were to be seen, and great were the difficulties with which they
had to struggle, from the imperfection of human society, and the unjust decisions of usurped authority.
There is not a single instance in history, in which civil liberty was lost, and religious liberty preserved entire.
If therefore we yield up our temporal property, we at the same time deliver the conscience into bondage.
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* Thomas Kidd, The Great Awakening: The Roots of Evangelical Christianity in Colonial America (New Haven: Yale

University Press, 2007), 297.

Christians, despite substantial conflicts among
themselves, took for granted a fundamental
compatibility between orthodox Protestant
religion and republican [nonmonarchial] prin-

their God-given duty to remain loyal to the
Crown. Wesley believed that the king’s author-
ity came from God; therefore, rebellion against
the Crown was incompatible with Christian- £ :
ity. Likewise, European revolutionaries saw the ciples of government.”® Instead of seeing the
cross and the Crown as two sides of a coin. In  Christian faith as Wf:d-ded‘ to royd.power, many
the French and later the Russian revolution,  Americans saw Chns.tlam.ty as their ally againss
- bt to destroy Christianity along  monarchy. Nowhere is this st.ated more clearly
? B sougnt to Y than on a national seal devised by Jefferson,
with monarchy. : : Franklin, and others during the Revolutionary
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3 ; iblical symbolism was significant. It compared the Americ..
L any alliance of Revolution to the biblical story of the exodus, in which ch
¢ in England’ freed the Hebrew people from slavery in Egypt. The sea|
depicts the Hebrew slaves (now the Americans) in the upps
left. The large object in the upper center is the “pillar of clou
by day and the pillar of fire by night” that led God's people
through the wilderness. In the foreground, the Egyptian o
English) army is overwhelmed by the flood. The king withfs
sword and his crown (symbolizing monarchy) will soonbe
engulfed by the sea.

the Revolutionary era, written by the Purir.lfl
composer William Billings, captures the spit
of the times: “Let tyrants shake their iron 0
let slavery clank her galling chains! Wf? ({}Eﬂd
them not, we trust in God. New Englands?
rever reigns.”
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ot cause: But preaching to soldiers in

the p2 W battle was not like preaching
cam EurCh; historian Charles Royster notes
in adcrunkenness and profanity were rife in the
that Soldiers were often cold and ill-fed, and
s pattles brought defeat. Soldiers some-

rflaﬂz chowed their contempt for chaplains who

nr.r(liethat God was on their side.”?

sai )k of England clergy who served in
he colonies found themselves in a tough spot.
Anglican priests had vowed, at their ordina-

ons, O «naintain the King’s supremacy in

hrow,

‘combin’d. (* = British generals)

Church and State.” But during the Revolu-
tion, a minister who tried to keep that vow
(for example, by praying for the king during
Sunday worship) risked inciting mob violence.
Many Anglican ministers returned to England,
while Canada became a refuge for thousands
of Anglicans, lay and clergy. Of the colonial
churches, the Anglicans had the most to lose
in the Revolution. But Anglican loyalty to the
Crown was by no means a given. Many Angli-
cans, especially Virginians and South Carolin-
ians, supported the Revolution, and “more than
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ry American colonists push the bishop's
ship away from the dock. The colonists demand “No Lords
Spiritual or Temporal in New England”; and “Liberty and
Freedom of Conscience.” Several books are hurled (or about
to be hurled) at the bishop, including “Calvin’s Works” and
(the philosophy of] “Locke.” In the foreground is the motto
“Shall they [the colonists] be obligated to maintain bishops
that cannot maintain themselves?” The bishop clings to the
Tiggmg and prays, “Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart
in peace.”
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buildings were abandoned, destroy T
for military purposes. Parishes struggled a ; i
without pastors as clergy joined the army OLLS

to Canada or England. Farms were destroyed,
households were scattered, and trade was inter-
rupted. In a country that could scarcely feed
and clothe its army, resources Were scarce. The
war years are remembered as 2 low point for

church life in America.
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