John Winthrop on
Founding New England, 1630

LTHOUGH THIS DOCUMENT WAS NOT SIGNED OR DATED, historians assume that

Puritan leader John Winthrop wrote it during his 1630 voyage to New Eng-
land on the Arabella or perhaps just before leaving England. Because he was on
his way to serve as governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, he was particularly
concerned about his colony’s purpose. Most of the European accounts you have
read so far have been from Catholics. Like John Eliot, Winthrop was a Protestant
who believed in the importance of individual access to the Bible.

Christian Charity: A Model Hereof

We are a company professing ourselves fellow members of Christ. . . . For the
work we have in hand, it is by a mutual consent through a special overruling
providence, and a more than ordinary approbation of the churches of Christ
to seek out a place of cohabitation and consortship under a due form of gov-
ernment both civil and ecclesiastical. . . .

The end is to improve our lives, to do more service to the Lord, the comfort
and increase of the body of Christ whereof we are members, that ourselves
and posterity may be the better preserved from the common corruptions of
this evil world to serve the Lord and work out our salvation under the power
and purity of his holy ordinances.

For the means whereby this must be effected, . . . we must not content our-
selves with usual ordinary means; whatsoever we did or ought to have done
when we lived in England, the same must we do and more also where we go.
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98 Section II1

That which the most in their churches maintain as a truth in profession only,
we must bring into familiar and constant practice, as in this duty of love, we
must love brotherly without dissimulation, we must love one another with a
pure heart fervently, we must bear one another’s burdens,! we must not look
only on our own things, but also on the things of our brethren, neither must
we think that the lord will bear with such failings at our hands as he doth from
those among whom we have lived, and that for 3 reasons:

1. In regard of the more near bond of marriage, between him and us,
wherein he hath taken us to be his after a most strict and peculiar man-
ner which will make him the more jealous of our love and obedience so
he tells the people of Israel, you only have I known of all the families of
the Earth therefore will I punish you for your transgressions.>

2. Because the lord will be sanctified in them that come near him. We know
that there were many that corrupted the service of the Lord, some set-
ting up altars before his own, others offering both strange fire and
strange sacrifices also; yet there came no fire from heaven, or other sud-
den judgment upon them as did upon Nadab and Abihu who yet we may
think did not sin presumptuously.?

3. When God gives a special commission he looks to have it strictly ob-
served in every article. When he gave Saul a commission to destroy -
Amaleck he indented with him upon certain articles, and because he
failed in one of the least, and that upon a fair pretence, it lost him the
kingdom, which should have been his reward, if he had observed his
commission.* Thus stands the cause between God and us: we are entered
into covenant with him for this work, we have taken out a commission,
the Lord hath given us leave to draw our own articles. . . . Now if the Lord
shall please to hear us, and bring us in peace to the place we desire, then
hath he ratified this covenant and sealed our commission [and] will ex-
pect a strict performance of the articles contained in it, but if we shall
neglect the observation of these articles which are the ends we have pro-
pounded, and dissembling with our God, shall fall to embrace this pres-
ent world and prosecute our carnal intentions, seeking great things for
ourselves and our posterity, the Lord will surely break out in wrath
against us, be revenged of such a perjured people, and make us know the
price of the breach of such a covenant.
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Now the only way to avoid this shipwreck and to provide for our posterity
is to follow the counsel of Micah, to do justly, to love mercy, to walk humbly
with our God,’ for this end, we must be knit together in this work as one man,
we must entertain each other in brotherly affection, we must be willing to
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abridge ourselves of our superfluities, for the supply of others’ necessities, we
must uphold a familiar commerce together in all meekness, gentleness, pa-
tience and liberality, we must delight in each other, make others’ conditions
our own, rejoice together, mourn together, labor, and suffer together, always
having before our eyes our commission and community in the work, our
community as members of the same body, so shall we keep the unity of the
spirit in the bond of peace,® the Lord will be our God and delight to dwell
among us, as his own people and will command a blessing upon us in all our
ways, so that we shall see much more of his wisdom power goodness and truth
than formerly we have been acquainted with. We shall find that the God of Is-
rael is among us, when ten of us shall be able to resist a thousand of our ene-
mies, when he shall make us a praise and glory, that men shall say of succeed-
ing plantations: the lord make it like that of New England. For we must
consider that we shall be as a City upon a Hill,” the eyes of all people are upon
us, so that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have under-
taken and so cause him to withdraw his present help from us, we shall be
made a story and a by-word through the world,? we shall open the mouths of
enemies to speak evil of the ways of God and all professors for God’s sake; we
shall shame the faces of many of God’s worthy servants, and cause their
prayers to be turned into curses upon us till we be consumed out of the good
land where we are going. . . . Beloved there is now set before us life and good,
death and evil, in that we are commanded this day to love the Lord our God,
and to love one another, to walk in his ways and to keep his commandments
and his ordinance, and his laws, and the articles of our covenant with him that
we may live and be multiplied, and that the Lord our God may bless us in the
land whither we go to possess it. But if our hearts shall turn away so that we
will not obey, but shall be seduced and worship other Gods, our pleasures, and
profits, and serve them; it is propounded unto us this day, we shall surely per-
ish out of the good Land whither we pass over this vast Sea to possess it.?

From John Winthrop, Winthrop Papers (Boston, 1931), 2: 282-95.




