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The Congregational Lecture

‘ ){ 4 hen the Congregational Library was founded in 1831, it
promoted the Annual Lecture, first given in 1833. The original
stated purpose of the lecture was that it should be on subjects

of importance to Congregationalists. Over the years since then, the lectures

have not been given continuously and have varied from a single printed
lecture to a series of lectures published in book form.

In recent years there has been a revival of the lectures and a list of these is
printed on the back cover. When the lecture was revived the Library Committee
added to the original purpose, which they endorsed, that it should be an
opportunity for younger scholars to do research and contribute to the thinking of
those of our tradition. It is hoped that the lecture will also add to the theological
thought of the whole Church.



Dr David Wykes is currently a Senior Fellow of the Institute of Historical
Research, University of London. He was the Director of Dr Williams’s Trust
and Library and the Congregational Librarian from 1998 until he retired in
March 2021. Before 1998 he was a Senior Research Lecturer in History at
the University of Leicester. He is a Fellow of the Royal Historical Society,
an Honorary Vice-President of the Church of England Record Society, and
an Honorary Member of the International John Bunyan Society. His first
degree was in Geography from the University of Durham, and his PhD in
History was awarded by the University of Leicester.

He has written on a wide range of subjects connected with late seventeenth and
early eighteenth-century Dissent, and eighteenth and early nineteenth-century
Rational Dissent and Unitarianism, including most recently ‘Rational Dissent,
Unitarianism, and the closure of the Northampton Academy in 1798’, Journal of
Religious History (2016), ‘“The Early Nineteenth-Century Unitarian Campaign to
change English Marriage Law’, Studies in Church History: Rites of Passage (2023),
and ‘After 1662: Ejected Ministers and the Support for Nonconformity, the
first decade revisited” (forthcoming). He was an associate editor of the Oxford
Dictionary of National Biography, and has contributed fifty-five articles including
Daniel Williams, Edmund Calamy, Matthew Henry, and Geoffrey Nuttall. With
Stephen Taylor he co-edited Parliament and Dissent (2005), a special issue of
Parliamentary History; with Isabel Rivers Joseph Priestley, Scientist, Philosopher, and
Theologian (2008) and Dissenting Praise: Religious Dissent and the Hymn in England
and Wales (2011); and with Clyde Binfield and Grayson Ditchfield Protestant
Dissent and Philanthropy in Britain, 1660—1914 (2019). His article ‘Laurence Lee’s
memoirs and his account of nonconformity in Godalming’, Congregational History
Society Magazine (2016), examines Lee’s memoirs, a manuscript he purchased
on behalf of the Congregational Library.



Eighteenth-century English
Presbyterianism and
Congregationalism reconsidered’

his lecture addresses a subject that has been long misunderstood. It
concerns the history of English Presbyterianism, its departure from
doctrinal orthodoxy and adoption of anti-Trinitarian opinions.
Historians have accepted that late eighteenth-century Presbyterian
congregations had become Unitarian in doctrine, and have therefore looked
for evidence of these changes in the early eighteenth century, rather than
evaluating the available evidence objectively. It is generally argued that
Presbyterian congregations in England became Unitarian in the eighteenth
century. Except they didn’t. More Presbyterian congregations became
Congregational Churches during that century than remained Presbyterian,
and there are no examples of Presbyterian congregations becoming Unitarian
before the early nineteenth century.> Most meetings in the countryside
or in small towns, which were originally Presbyterian, had appointed a
Congregational minister, and become Congregational Churches including
adopting a Church covenant, by the late eighteenth century.
With the exception of Theophilus Lindsey’s Essex Church, which opened in
London, close to The Strand, in 1774 (and it can be argued that Lindsey was not

1 I wish to express my thanks to the Library Committee and Council of the
Congregational Memorial Hall Trust for the invitation to give the 2022 Congregational
Lecture, and to the Trustees of Dr Williams’s Library for permission to quote from records
in their keeping. I am also very grateful to Professor G. M. Ditchfield for his comments
on an earlier draft.

2 Jeremy Goring, ‘1662 and the Unitarians’, Christian World, 23 Nov. 1961, p. 10; C.
Gordon Bolam, Jeremy Goring, H. L. Short and Roger Thomas, The English Presbyterians:
From Elizabethan Puritanism to Modern Unitarianism (London, 1968), pp. 18—19. See also the
record office handlists for many Congregational and United Reformed Church deposits
which include the archives for the earlier Presbyterian congregation.
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really a Dissenter, but a non-subscribing Anglican),’ there were no Unitarian
congregations in England in the eighteenth century. Indeed it is not possible to
talk of congregations being Unitarian before the early nineteenth century; both
for reasons of terminology (the label unitarian was not used by congregations
to distinguish themselves), and more importantly, because a majority of those
attending had not embraced unitarian opinions before that date. From the
evidence it is clear claims that Presbyterian congregations and their ministers
had adopted Arianism, or any other form of anti-Trinitarianism, have been
exaggerated, and made for far too early a period in the eighteenth century.

Too often ministers and congregations who had departed from strict Calvinism
were condemned as Arians, even as Socinians, though there is no evidence
they had adopted anti-Trinitarian opinions. As late as 1795, Thomas Best, the
Independent minister at Cradley, who was hardly a sympathetic commentator,
in response to the accusation by the vicar of Old Swinford, Staffordshire, that
all Dissenters were Unitarian, had the following to say:

In Birmingham, where the proportion of their number [that is of
Unitarians| to the rest of the Dissenters is greater than in any other
Town in the Kingdom, it appears from Dr Priestley’s account of the
matter, that those called Orthodox are nearly three to one.*

Five years earlier, in December 1790, Priestley himself told Lindsey that at
Birmingham ‘we have thoughts of opening another and proper unitarian
Chapel’, presumably because he did not consider that Old Meeting or
his own congregation New Meeting, were Unitarian chapels.5 There
certainly were individuals before the mid-eighteenth century who held
Arian opinions, for example Joseph Hallett—father and son, James Peirce,
and others at Exeter in 1718, and, more generally, even a very few who
were accused of being Unitarians, such as Thomas Emlyn, but they were
notorious because they were so exceptional. The horror of heresy among
contemporaries was undoubtedly real; it struck at the heart of orthodox
Christian belief and threatened religious chaos. But as is often the case, it was

3 G. M. Ditchfield, The Letters of Theophilus Lindsey and the Cause of Protestantism in Late
Eighteenth-Century Britain. Friends of Dr Williams’s Library, Fifty-Ninth Lecture (London,
2007), p- 30.

4 T. Best, A True State of the Case, or, a Vindication of the Orthodox Dissenters, from the
Misrepresentations of the Revd Robert Foley, M.A. (Stourbridge, 1795), p. 36. The dispute was
in connection with the Priestley Riots.

s Dr Williams’s Library [hereafter DWL], MS 12.12, fos 183—4, Joseph Priestley,
Birmingham, to Theophilus Lindsey, 23 December 1790.
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the fear of such heresy spreading, rather than the evidence that it had spread,
which so alarmed contemporaries.

The prevailing interpretation maintains that English Presbyterianism was in
serious decline in the eighteenth century, and that this decline was principally
due to the adoption of anti-Trinitarian ideas in some form or other. Many
joint congregations consisting of both Presbyterians and Congregationalists,
after meeting together during the years of persecution, divided in the decades
after 1689. Alan Sell claimed that ‘the long eighteenth century is characterized
by a considerable number of secessions within Nonconformity, many of them
inspired at least in part by Christological considerations’: Christology being
the study of the person, nature, and role of Christ.% There is, however, little or
no evidence that doctrinal differences, and particularly involving the Trinity,
were responsible for these divisions, at least before the middle of the eighteenth
century. While there are examples of joint congregations of Presbyterians
and Congregationalists dividing during the first decades of the eighteenth
century, they involved (as will be discussed shortly) matters of church order and
disputes over the method of choosing a new minister. There are also examples
of Presbyterians and Congregationalists continuing to meet together as late as
the mid-eighteenth century, and even, in a few cases, into the early nineteenth
century.” Those writing on the subject have been too ready to attribute the
extinction of a Presbyterian congregation, or the secession of members to form
a new Congregational church, to doctrinal changes; and, generally without
serious investigation, to the Presbyterian meeting having adopted anti-Trinitarian
opinions. Descriptions such as Arminian, Arian, and Socinian were applied
loosely by contemporaries, and often as terms of abuse. They have been too
readily adopted by later historians. The standard of much of the evidence used in
existing studies does not bear serious scrutiny. Too often studies rely on secondary
sources and the labels applied by hostile contemporaries or nineteenth-century
denominational historians, who lacked modern standards of historical rigour.
Much of what has been written by Unitarians, particularly in the histories of
individual congregations, has been no better. They have been ready to accept

6 Alan P. F. Sell, Christ and Controversy. The Person of Christ in Nonconformist Thought
and Ecclesial Experience, 1600—2000 (Eugene, OR, 2011), p. 61.

7 A Congregational Church was not formed at Leicester until 1800, and then the
new Church did not involve a secession from the Great Meeting congregation, but was
founded by members of the Church at Market Harborough who had come to live in
Leicester: J. Wilford, ‘Gallowtree Gate Chapel’, Leicester Chronicle, 20 Dec. 1873, p. xi;
Rev. Thomas Robinson, Vicar of St Mary’s, Leicester, to [Rev. George Gill, Minister of
the Market Harborough Congregational Church]|, 16 Dec. 1800, Congregational Magazine,
ns 2, (1826), p. 191.
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statements by historians hostile to Unitarianism, that ministers and congregations
were Socinian (that is Unitarian) because it offered a longer and more impressive
history for the denomination. They too have had little understanding of the
nature of English Presbyterianism and its relationship to Unitarianism.8

What was English Presbyterianism? It should not be mistaken for Scottish
Presbyterianism. Nor was it an attenuated or illegitimate form of the latter. It is
common to suggest that because English Presbyterians after 1662 did not have
presbyteries, synods, and general assemblies, the use of the term Presbyterian
is somehow improper or misleading. Jeremy Goring dismissed such arguments
over fifty years ago, pointing out that Scottish Presbyterianism was not the only
variety of Presbyterianism.® Contemporaries used the label Presbyterian to
describe the body of moderate Puritans in England who could not accept the
terms for conformity in 1662. The use of the term recognised the commitment
of English Presbyterians to a national church, and their desire for an orderly
succession of educated and qualified ministers. Presbyterians were the largest,
wealthiest, and most influential body of English Dissenters after 1662." The
situation is further complicated by the creation of the Presbyterian Church of
England in 1876, which brought together the Scottish Presbyterian Churches in
England, and which in 1972 joined with the Congregational Church in England
and Wales to form the United R eformed Church. To add an extra complication,
as noted earlier, a great many early eighteenth-century English Presbyterian
congregations were already Congregational Churches before the end of the
century. In turn, Unitarianism did not only draw upon English Presbyterianism.
There were significant additions from the General Baptists (Old Connexion),
and also many new causes established as a result of the work of the Unitarian
Society and its itinerant missionaries in the early nineteenth century. It should
also be noted that in the eighteenth century most Congregationalists used, and
were generally known by, the term Independent.

This lecture will begin by considering the Happy Union, the attempt to
forge an accommodation between Presbyterians and Congregationalists in the
early 1690s, followed by the evidence for the early divisions between the two
denominations, before briefly discussing the 1719 Salters’ Hall controversy.
Attention will then be given to the arguments for the decline of the Dissenting
interest in the 1730s, a period not much studied by recent historians of Dissent,
to see whether there is evidence that it was due to the growth of religious

8 Bolam et al, English Presbyterians is an important exception.

9 ibid, pp. 19—20.

1o David L. Wykes, ‘Religious Dissent and the Penal Laws: An Explanation of Business
Success?’, History, 75 (1990), pp. 39—40.
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heterodoxy. It will conclude with a postscript to suggest that even in the late
eighteenth century, while a variety of opinions can be found in most wealthy
Presbyterian congregations, there is little evidence that they were unitarian.

Disputes within Dissent before Salters’ Hall

Religious disputes between English Presbyterians and Congregationalists
can be found before the eighteenth century, for example their bitter rivalry
during the 1640s and ’sos, and, following the Restoration, their differences
over whether to seek toleration from or accommodation with the Church
of England. But shortly after the passing of the 1689 Toleration Act both
bodies resolved to cooperate more closely. Persecution had helped to bring
them together and to conclude that their differences were not so great,
while the failure of comprehension had largely ended Presbyterian hopes of
being readmitted to the Church of England. The Happy Union, involving
cooperation between the two denominations, was exceptional, since unlike
later agreements, the two churches were not brought together by the threat
of persecution or by political expediency. The earliest practical result was
the setting up of the Common Fund in 1690, financed by the wealthy
London congregations, to make grants to poor ministers, congregations, and
ministerial students in the provinces. But within months the Happy Union
had collapsed in London amid considerable bitterness, and in less than four
years, with the withdrawal of the Congregationalists from the Common
Fund and the setting up of the Congregational Board and its Fund, all
cooperation had ceased between the London-based leaders of the two
denominations."" In contrast, Presbyterians and Congregationalists continued
to cooperate in the provinces, sometimes for decades after all relations had
ended in London.™

The differences between the two denominations at this date still largely
involved matters of church order, and in reality the Happy Union succeeded
in uniting Presbyterians and Congregationalists because, with the exception of
ordination, the agreement papered over the differences. It left such questions
as church government, membership, and discipline to individual churches to
settle.’3 Both denominations were still Calvinist in doctrine, though they had
begun to diverge in how rigorously they upheld the principal tenets, which in

11 idem, ‘After the Happy Union: Presbyterians and Independents in the Provinces’,
Unity and Diversity in the Church: Studies in Church History, 32 (Oxford, 1996), p. 283.

12 Wykes, ‘After the Happy Union’, pp. 283f.

13 R. Thomas, ‘The Break-up of Nonconformity’ in The Beginnings of Nonconformity:
The Hibbert Lectures (London, 1964), pp. 36—7.



DAVID L. WYKES

time led to strikingly divergent views. The Congregationalists were to uphold the
teachings of Calvin strictly, and included High Calvinism, even Antinomianism.
The Presbyterians came to moderate Calvinism under the influence of the
great Puritan Richard Baxter."# The doctrinal changes which occurred in
English Presbyterianism were labelled Armininan, after the Dutch reformer
Jacob Arminius, who challenged the Calvinist doctrine of predestination. Too
often the Arminianism of eighteenth-century Presbyterianism has been seen
by historians as a form of Arianism. The distinction was not about the person
of Christ but about the nature of man, and therefore it was not Athanasius’s
scheme but Calvin’s which was under threat."’

Historians from the nineteenth to the beginning of the twenty-first century
have drawn attention to a series of early disputes within congregations, which
led to the secession of members and the setting up of a new church usually
on Congregational principles.'® Among the disputes identified by historians
as being caused by doctrinal differences is Upper Chapel, Sheflield. A close
examination of the evidence does not support this interpretation. When the
minister Timothy Jollie died in 1714, the congregation divided over the method
of appointing a successor, leading to a secession and the setting up of a new
Congregational Church, subsequently known as Nether Chapel. This was the
earliest and most important dispute between Presbyterians and Congregationalists
in the north of England. It involved questions of church government and
membership over which Presbyterians and Congregationalists had historically
disagreed. At Sheftield it centred on who had the right to choose the new
minister. The Congregationalists believed it was the Church (the regularly
admitted communicants), and the Presbyterians the trustees and seat-holders,
who paid for the minister and settled the running costs of the meeting. The
Church and the elders named Jollie’s assistant, John De la Rose. The trustees and
the majority of the seat-holders opposed him, and despite the efforts of De la
Rose’s supporters, called a general meeting of all the congregation. The meeting
invited John Wadsworth, the minister at Rotherham, to succeed Jollie.'” By
identifying De la Rose as a high Calvinist and Wadsworth as an Arian, there have

14 Bolam et al, English Presbyterians, pp. 22—23, 103—4, 134—40; ‘Introduction’ in Dissent
and the Bible in Britain, c.1650—1950, ed., Scott Mandelbrote and Michael Ledger-Lomas
(Oxford, 2013), pp. 22—23.

15 David Steers, ‘Arminianism amongst Protestant Dissenters in England and Ireland in
the eighteenth century’ in Anminius, Arminianism, and Europe. Jacobus Arminius (1559/60—
1609). Brill’s Series in Church History, 39 (Leiden, 2009), pp. 159—79.

16 Alan Sell provided a list, though incomplete, of these disputes and ruptures in his
Christ and Controversy, Chapter 4.

17 Wykes, ‘After the Happy Union’, pp. 287-8.

10
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been attempts to argue that the rupture was prompted by doctrinal differences.
There is however little to establish Wadsworth’s opinions, and the argument for
his supposed heterodoxy seems to derive largely from the assumption that if De
la Rose was orthodox Wadsworth must have been heterodox.'®

The secession from the meeting in Broad Street, R eading, following the death
of the minister, Samuel Doolittle, in April 1717, has also been used as early
evidence for heterodoxy opinions amongst Presbyterians. According to Summers,
in his history of Congregationalism in Berkshire, shortly before Doolittle’s
death George Burnett was appointed his assistant, afterwards succeeding him
as minister. From Doolittle’s funeral sermon, Summers noted that the last years
of his ministry were marked by serious divisions within the congregation. A
number of the congregation accused Doolittle of being unsound ‘as to some of
the Points controverted between the Calvinists on one Side and the Arminians on
the Other, as if he somewhat leaned to the Latter’, which his friend of forty years,
James Waters, strenuously denied.’® The year after Doolittle’s death a separation
took place. The Presbyterians withdrew to form a new church in Sun Lane,
to which they called Richard Rigby to be their minister. Summers observed
that Rigby was a non-subscriber at Salters’ Hall, and that it was therefore ‘at
least likely that the new church was characterised by Unitarian tendencies from
the first.”?° A closer look throws doubt on Summers’ conclusions, not least his
assumption that the non-subscribers were heterodox.

Two pieces of evidence in particular challenge Summers’ interpretation.
Doolittle’s widow, Elizabeth, was among those who left the Broad Street
Meeting. In her will, dated February 1719, she gave £ 100 in trust, the income
to be used towards the maintenance of a minister for the new Presbyterian
meeting in Sun Street. It is clear she supported Rigby, for he was to have the
allowance for as long as he was minister.>" Two years later, in October 1721, John

18 For evidence of De la Rose’s Calvinism, see John de la Rose, A funeral sermon
occasion’d by the death of the Reverend Mr. Timothy Jollie, late pastor to the Congregational
Church at Sheffield. (London, 1715), p. 27.

19 James Waters, The Christian’s Life, a hidden life. Being a sermon, lately preach’d
at Reading; occasion’d by the death of the Reverend Mr. Samuel Doolitell (London, 1717),
pp. 31—2.

20 Except for the trust deeds no early records survive for Broad Street or Sun Street.
W. H. Summers, History of the Congregational Churches in the Berks, South Oxon and South
Bucks Association (Newbury, 1905), pp. 161-63. R. Tudur Jones, Congregationalism in
England, 1662—1962 (London, 1962), pp. 124—25, misinterprets the entry for Reading found
in the Evans List, failing to realise that Rigby was not Burnett’s successor, but minister of
the new church.

21 National Archives, London (hereafter TNA), PROB 11/576/492, Elizabeth
Doolittle, Reading, Berkshire, wid., dated 21 Feb. 1718/9; proved 24 Nov. 1720.



DAVID L. WYKES

Stamp of Hoxton made his will, leaving the bulk of his very substantial estate
for the support of Presbyterian and Congregational ministers. He specifically
named three congregations he wanted to benefit. They included Broad Street,
but only ‘when Mr George Burnett has left it’.>> There is some anecdotal
evidence to indicate that Burnett was the cause of the rupture. A later minister
at Broad Street, Archibald Douglas, recorded that ‘It has been said that he was
chosen only as an assistant, but by some duplicity got himself to be considered
as co-pastor, and at length supplanted Mr. Doolittle.?3 The evidence therefore
points to a dispute similar to the case at Shefhield, over how Doolittle’s successor
was chosen, and not, as Summers assumed, because of the heterodox opinions
of the Presbyterian members who left.

Not all disputes between Presbyterians and Congregationalists ended in
separation. In at least two cases an accommodation was reached between the
two parties and they settled their differences. At Chesterfield, under the terms of
the trust deed for the new meeting-house completed in 1694, the two ministers
were to be chosen by a majority of ‘the usual auditors, being housekeepers’. By
1703 differences had arisen between the two groups over the management of
the meeting. Although the dispute involved the minister and his ‘Audittors att
& resorters to the said meeting house who are of the presbyterian perswasion’
and those of ‘the Congregationall perswasion’, the issues were practical and
financial not doctrinal. The disagreement concerned the support for maintaining
the meeting-house, but the settlement involved changes in how the ministers
were to be chosen. Instead of being determined by a majority, as set out in
the original trust deed, it was agreed that each denomination should choose a
replacement for their own minister if he should die or leave. It is clear the two
denominations met together on Sundays, with each minister taking his turn
on alternate weeks, though presumably they divided to receive communion.>*

A similar agreement was made at Leicester. In 1708 the joint congregation of
Presbyterians and Congregationalists built a substantial brick meeting-house.
They met together for public worship, but separated for communion. Differences
over the management of the meeting and its buildings had to be resolved by
arbitration in 1716. A major part of the agreement involved apportioning the

22 TNA PROB11/584/30, John Stamp, Hoxton parish of Shoreditch, dated 12 Oct.
1721; proved 30 Mar. 1721/2. Burnett remained until his death in 1740. Stamp’s bequest
to support the Dissenting ministry, was substantial, but it was lost when his will was
challenged in the Court of Chancery because of his widow’s jointure.

23 Summers, History, p. 163; William Legg, Historical Memorials of Broad Street Chapel,
Reading (London & Reading, 1851), pp. 20—2T.

24 Derbyshire Record Office, ELD 7—9, Records of Elders Yard Unitarian Chapel,
Chesterfield, Lease and release, 26, 27 Dec. 1695; ELD 11-12, Agreement, 5§ Nov. 1703.

12
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debt between the two parties. Like the earlier agreement for Chesterfield, it
was concerned with the practical issues of finance and organisation, but the
existence of two parties is clear from the references to the Presbyterian ‘Mr
Gee’s friends’ and the Congregational ‘Mr Greene’s friends’.?’

Interestingly, at a time when individual congregations of Presbyterians and
Congregationalists were separating after many years of meeting together, nationally
the two denominations were forced to work more closely by the worsening
political situation. As a result of the strengthening hostility towards Dissent
during Queen Anne’s reign, the Presbyterians and Congregationalists together
with the Baptists joined to form the ‘Committee of the Three Denominations’,
to oversee the political interests of Dissenters generally.2® By the beginning of
George I’s reign, relations between the two denominations had so improved
as a result of this enforced cooperation that there was a strong belief that the
Happy Union might actually be restored. Edmund Calamy, in the account of
his life, wrote that

And had they been Duly Cautious and well Advised, they might
easily enough have Perceived that this was a Proper Time to have
Come to a Closer Union among themselves; and that no season
could have been more Proper than this for that Purpose. And it must
be owned that the Thoughts of Several were Working that Way, and
Somewhat of that Nature had been Actually under the Consideration of
Some among them, and some Previous Steps had been taken in Order
to it.*7

But all hopes of a union were blasted by the Salters’ Hall dispute, though
the Presbyterians and Congregationalists continued to cooperate with the
Baptists on political issues and in making loyal addresses to the Crown until
the 1830s.28

25 A. Hermann Thomas, A History of the Great Meeting, Leicester, and its Congregation
(Leicester, 1908), pp.31—6; TNA, C11/898/9 (15 Jan. 1718).

26 According to Benjamin Stinton the ‘Committee of the Three Denominations’
was formed at the beginning of Queen Anne’s reign: DWL MS 38.17, ‘A Journall of
the Affairs of the Antipaedobaptists Beginning with the Reign of King George, whose
Accession to ye Throne was on ye First of August, 1714’, fo. 16.

27 BL, Add MS 50959, Manuscript Autobiography of Edmund Calamy, D.D., p. 180.
Roger Thomas pointed out that the original manuscript is ‘fuller and more definite’ than
Rutt’s printed version, see Bolam et al, English Presbyterians, p. 167 n. 1, and Edmund
Calamy, An Historical Account of My Own Life: With Some Reflections on the Times I Have
Lived in, ed. J. T. Rutt, 2 vols (London, 1830), II, p. 401. The additional words found in
the original manuscript are given in italics.

28 Bolam et al, English Presbyterians, pp. 250—51.

13
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The Salters’ Hall Controversy

The origins of the Salters’ Hall Controversy are well known. It began in
November 1716, when the heterodox opinions of some former ministerial
students in Exeter became public knowledge, and James Peirce and Joseph
Hallett, two senior ministers, also came under suspicion. The orthodox
party, fearful of the growth of Arianism, sought to require all ministers
to make a subscription in favour of the Trinity to clear themselves from
any charge of heresy. A number of ministers, including Hallett and Peirce,
refused. The orthodox party then appealed to the leading ministers in
London for advice.? In London a general meeting of ministers was held at
Salters” Hall, but it broke down in acrimony into two parties, who between
them published over 30 pamphlets. It proved immensely damaging to the
reputation of Dissent, but more importantly it destroyed the accord among
Dissenters which had developed as a consequence of the political jeopardy
they had faced during Queen Anne’s reign. There were valid reasons why
ministers refused to subscribe. Some were so scrupulous that they could not
accept any form of words not found in Scripture, but it must be understood
that resistance to all types of compulsory subscription was a major principle
on which Dissenters separated from the Church of England. Unfortunately,
those who refused to subscribe for reasons of conscience or principle were
always vulnerable to the accusation that they rejected the Trinity.3° Isaac
Wiatts, however, did not know of anyone who ‘was present in that meeting
who is enclined to arianism, & I'me perswaded almost all of them believe
the athanasian d[octrine]| to be true’; in other words that they still held to the
Doctrine of the Trinity.3"

It is also clear that Presbyterians and Congregationalists continued to cooperate
in the provinces. In Leicestershire, John Jennings, though a Congregationalist,
clearly worked closely with his Presbyterian colleagues in the ministry: formally
through the twice-yearly meetings of the county association of local ministers,
and more informally by exchanging pulpits with neighbouring ministers and
examining students before their admission to the ministry. Outside London, it is
clear ministers of both denominations and their supporters disliked subscription

29 Allan Brockett, Nonconformity in Exeter, 1650—1875 (Manchester, 1962), pp. 80—89;
American Antiquarian Society, Worcester MA, Dr Mather’s copies of his own letters, Box
5, folder 2, Cotton Mather to “Your Honour’, 29 iv [Jun] 1719.

30 David L. Wykes, ‘The 1719 Salters” Hall Debate: its Significance for the History of
Dissent’, in Trinity, Creed and Confusion: The Salters’ Hall Debate of 1719, ed. Stephen L.
Copson (Centre for Baptist Studies in Oxford, 2020), pp. 46—7.

31 Massachusetts Historical Society [hereafter MHS], Boston, Coleman Papers 61.G.4.,
Isaac Watts to [Cotton Mather|, 11 Feb. 1719/20.

14
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on principle and largely avoided doctrinal questions.3* Jennings was minister at
Kibworth (and later Hinckley), where he conducted a Dissenting academy from
about 1715 until his death in 1723. According to his most celebrated student,
Philip Doddridge, he saw Scripture as ‘the only standard of orthodoxy’. He
therefore refused to follow ‘the doctrines or phrases of any particular party’,
encouraging ‘the utmost freedom of inquiry’ amongst his students. He sought
to instil a catholicism in their beliefs and to inculcate them ‘against that zeal,
which is not according to knowledge’.33 Doddridge followed his tutor’s principles
always refusing to subscribe to any doctrine or articles of faith.

Roger Thomas, in his essay to mark the bicentenary of Doddridge’s death,
pointed out that Doddridge’s theological position was that of ‘moderate
orthodoxy’, “where the moderation consists not so much in a reduced orthodoxy
as in a reduced dogmatism’.3* The London Congregational minister John Hurrion,
told his aunt ‘I am Moderately Congregationall but desire to Love all gracious
persons of all denominations’, a distinction which was not without significance
in London where the doctrinal divisions were much more pronounced. Hurrion
seemed to lose none of his influence by it.33 Jennings, Doddridge, Hurrion, and
others represented a strain of moderate Congregationalism that put love of all
God’s people before party zeal. When Job Orton, who was Doddridge’s assistant
at Northampton, returned to his native Shrewsbury as minister in 1741, the
small Congregational Church joined the Presbyterian High Street congregation.

32 See the example of William Bilby’s attempt to draw up a covenant for his
congregation, Wykes, ‘1719 Salters’ Hall Debate’, pp. 48—9.

33 Philip Doddridge to his friend and mentor Samuel Clark, Sep. 1722 in The
Correspondence and Diary of Philip Doddridge, ed. J. Doddridge Humphreys (London, 1829),
I, pp. 155—6; Doddridge to his brother-in-law, John Nettleton, 27 Feb. 1723, ibid, pp.
198—9.

34 Roger Thomas, ‘Philip Doddridge and Liberalism in Religion’ in Philip Doddridge,
1702—51; his Contribution to English Religion, ed. Geoffrey F. Nuttall (London, 1952),
p-134. See also Geoffrey F. Nuttall, Richard Baxter and Philip Doddridge: A study in a
tradition. Friends of Dr. Williams’s Library, Fifth lecture (Oxford, 1951); A. Gordon,
‘Philip Doddridge and the Catholicity of the Old Dissent’ in his Addresses Biographical and
Historical (London, 1922), pp. 182—237 (I owe the last reference to Professor Ditchfield).
Robert Strivens accepts Doddridge’s own description that he was ‘in all the most
important points, a Calvinist’, and argues that moderate Calvinism is a valid form of
Calvinism, see his Philip Doddridge and the Shaping of Evangelical Dissent (Abingdon, 2015),
p- 45.

35 MHS, Miscellaneous Bound, Grace Denny, Haughley, to her son-in-law Thomas
Prince, 11 Feb. 1731/2. See the comments following Hurrion’s death of his influence
amongst the London Congregational ministers, ibid. ‘John Hurrion, (1676-1731),
Independent minister and religious writer’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography [hereafter
ODNBJ (2004).
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Orton later wrote that the distinction between Presbyterians and Independents
or Congregationalists was ‘idle & insignificant everywhere. But where there are
two meetings in some towns these names are kept up for distinction’s sake; &
if they mean anything—independent with the vulgar signifies calvinistical 30

The Decay of the Dissenting Interest?

Many Dissenters saw the years after Salters’ Hall as a period of decline, in
terms both of numbers and religious vitality. They were concerned greatly
by the loss of many younger ministers to the Church, especially during the
late 1720s.37 At least 19 Dissenting ministers conformed between 1721 and
1730, and a contemporary suggested perhaps as many as 50 in the period
since 1714.3% An Engquiry into the Causes of the Decay of the Dissenting Interest,
published anonymously in 1730, gave voice to these concerns and prompted
a major debate in the press. The author was Strickland Gough, a young
Presbyterian minister, who almost immediately conformed.3?

Historians have accepted without any real questioning Gough’s claim that the
Dissenting interest was declining by 1730, though Gough himself only discussed
the loss of ministers as a result of conformity. Michael Watts’s book, The Dissenters
(1978), still provides the principal interpretation for the history of Dissent in this
period. Watts called his fourth chapter, covering the period 1690-1730, ‘A Plain
called Ease’; a direct reference to Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. For Watts, Bunyan’s
allegorical account contrasted the heroic age of persecution before 1689, with
‘the material prosperity yet spiritual decline of the early eighteenth century’
that followed toleration. Watts believed toleration encouraged a materialism

36 DWL, Walter Wilson Biographical Collection, quoted by R. K. Webb, ‘The
Emergence of Rational Dissent’ in Enlightenment and Religion: Rational Dissent in
Eighteenth-Century Britain, ed., Knud Haakonssen (Cambridge, 1996), p. 28.

37 Calamy, Historical Account, 11, pp. §00—506.

38 https://www.qmul.ac.uk/sed/religionandliterature/research/surman-index/
‘Surman Index Online’, s.v. ‘Conformed to Church of England’; cf Some observations
upon the present state of the Dissenting interest, and the case of those who have lately deserted it:
wherein something further is suggested for its support and strengthning, occasioned by some late
pamphlets concerning the decay of that interest (London, 1731), pp. s, 10. It was no new thing.
The Presbyterian Fund Board had been greatly concerned at the number of students
they supported who conformed on completing their studies, see DWL, MS ODG68,
Presbyterian Fund Board minutes, 5 Feb. 1694/5—4 Jun. 1722, vol. 2, p. 75 (s Feb.
1699/1700).

39 https://theclergydatabase.org.uk/ ‘The Clergy of the Church of England Database
1540-1835°, ID 61033, Strickland Gough was ordained deacon 21 Nov. 1730, and priest
16 Jan. 1730/ 1. Some Observations, p. 26.
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‘which threatened to sap the spiritual zeal of Dissent’.4° This interpretation
is misleading in a number of ways. The decades that followed the Toleration
Act, were years of growth not decline, and it is clear this growth was driven by
evangelical preaching. There are three main pieces of evidence: the Common
Fund Survey for the period 1690—92, which can be compared with another
major survey on the state of Dissent, the well-known Evans List, made 25 years
later, and the registration of meeting-places made under the Toleration Act,
which though incomplete can be used to provide a running commentary on
the number of meeting-places registered decade by decade.

An examination of the Common Fund Survey makes clear that in 1690 Dissent
was still emerging from nearly three decades of persecution. Not surprisingly,
the picture was one of considerable disruption. A large number of meetings
were without a minister, and those with a minister often could not raise a
proper stipend. Moreover, those ejected ministers still active in the ministry
were aged and often infirm, and many were soon to depart as a result of death or
ill-health. Although joined by a younger generation, who had begun preaching
since 1662, there was clearly a shortage of ministers. In turn many ministers,
particularly those who had only recently entered the ministry, did not have the
support of a regular meeting; a consequence of the intense persecution of the
last years before toleration. While there were meetings in many of the main
towns and parts of the countryside, they were often personal meetings, loyal
to a particular minister and lacking the permanent organisation and structures
associated with Dissent after 1689. More positively, the Survey also disclosed
that there were many ‘Places yt haue had & where there may be opportunity
of Religious assemblyes’. 4"

Comparison with the Evans List, drawn up between 1715 and 1717, reveals in the
twenty-five year period that followed the Common Fund survey, religious dissent
had been transformed. In county after county a network of settled meetings can be
found, with meetings in most of the market towns and much of the countryside;
the great majority served by their own minister. This transformation included
more than the settling of existing meetings. It is clear many new congregations
were established, each with their own minister, meeting-place, and organization.
Too little is still known about the changes Dissent underwent at the local level. But
there is clear evidence for Cheshire, Leicestershire, Northamptonshire and parts
of Lancashire, evidence which can undoubtedly be repeated in other areas, such

40 Michael R. Watts, The Dissenters. Volume I: From the Reformation to the French
Revolution (Oxford, 1978) I, pp. 263, 386.

41 Freedom after Ejection: a Review (1690—1692) of Presbyterian and Congregational
Nonconformity in England and Wales, ed. Alexander Gordon (Manchester, 1917).
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as Devon, Somerset, Warwickshire, and Staffordshire, for the setting up of lectures
and the gathering of new meetings. What is more, much of this was achieved
during the politically difficult years of Queen Anne’s reign, when Dissent was
under severe attack from the High Church supporters and their allies in Parliament.
It involved the education and training of great numbers of young ministers, not
only to replace those who had died or who were superannuated, but to supply
the new meetings established after 1689. In Cheshire, by 1715, there was only one
Dissenting minister who had been ordained before 1689, the rest had all entered
the ministry after that date.**> Nor was the education they received in any way
perfunctory. In the case of the Presbyterian ministers, we have evidence of the
standard of education they had attained. Candidates were examined both before
they were first allowed to preach in public, and subsequently before they were
ordained, for evidence of their learning.+3

It is clear, when examining the pattern of meeting-place registrations made
as a consequence of the Toleration Act, this was a major evangelical phase of
Dissent, since it involved growth, development and the formation of many
new congregations in the decades after 1689. It was the result of sustained
enthusiastic preaching, comparable with the peak in registrations found in the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the result of the better known
Evangelical Revival. The militant evangelism of Richard Davis of Rothwell in the
early 1690s is a familiar story, but there were other ministers actively preaching:
for example William Bagshawe, who gained the title ‘the Apostle of the Peak’
because of his itinerant preaching in north Derbyshire from 1662 until his death
in 1702; the celebrated Matthew Henry of Chester, who maintained a weekly
preaching circuit of some thirty miles around the city until he was called to
Hackney in 1712; his friend and biographer, William Tong, who when minister
at Coventry (1690—1702) preached in neighbouring villages and market-towns,
and by his efforts ‘laid the foundation of several societies of protestant dissenters
in those places, where there were none before.#+ There are many less familiar

42 A. G. Matthews, Calamy Revised. Being a revision of Edmund Calamy’s Account of the
Ministers and others Ejected and Silenced, 1660—2 (London, 1934), p. 163; DWL, MS38.4,
‘John Evans List of Dissenting Congregations and Ministers in England and Wales, 1715—
29’, pp. 12—13.

43 David L. Wykes, ““The Minister’s Calling”: the Preparation and Qualification of
Candidates for the Presbyterian Ministry in England, 1660-89’, Dutch Review of Church
History, 83 (2003), pp. 271—80.

44 Watts is wrong to see Davis as exceptional, Watts, Dissenters, p. 389. John Rylands
University Library, Manchester, BAG/25/7/3, Diary of Rev William Bagshawe, 1696-8;
W/(illiam] T[ong], An Account of the Life and Death of Mr Matthew Henry (London, 1716),
pp- 184-85s; John Newman, A Funeral Sermon, Occasion’d by the Death of the Reverend Mr.
William Tong (London, 1727), pp. 37-8.
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figures, for example, Michael Matthews of Mountsorrel in Leicestershire. It was
reported in 1709 that he ‘Baptizes all about’. According to the returns made
for Bishop William Wake’s episcopal visitation, he was preaching almost to the
four corners of the county; places as far apart as Barwell and Earl Shilton near
Hinckley, Desford near Market Bosworth, and Frisby near Melton Mowbray,
as well as places in between.*3 It is the registration details where they survive
that provide evidence for the growth of Dissent in most parts of the country.4®
Even if the High Church cry of ‘the Church in Danger’ during Anne’s reign
can largely be dismissed as political rhetoric, it is evidence of the bitterness and
(perhaps justified) anxiety of the Church and it supporters at the growth and
development of Dissent and the loss of Anglican authority in many parishes.
Ralph Stephens has recently demonstrate how resentful the Anglican clergy
were concerning toleration and the competition they faced at the parish level
from Dissent.47 In the decades after 1689 Dissent was clearly developing rapidly
in many parts of the country.4® Nonetheless, it looks as if the beginning of
George I’s reign may well have been the high-water mark for the growth of
Dissent in the early eighteenth century. This point will be considered shortly.

The evidence for a decline in the number of ministers is clear from the
difficulties that congregations had in getting and supporting a minister. After
1714 Presbyterians and Congregationalists struggled to obtain ministers to
replace those who had died or retired, particularly in the case of the smaller
rural meetings. In Suffolk, there were considerable difficulties in finding a
minister for the Battisford meeting near Stowmarket. In 1731 Grace Denny told
her son in law that the meeting had declined so much since the death of the
minister Mr Beaumont that it was almost lost.4#? Six months later she reported
better news, and that Beaumont’s second son ‘Repeat[s| his fathers sermons
on Lords days’. The meeting was fortunate. The following year John Miller,

45 Bishop Wake’s Summary of Visitation Returns from the Diocese of Lincoln 1706—1715, part
2, ed. John Broad (Oxford, 2012), pp. 741, 748, 754, 816, 846.

46 Graphs in David L. Wykes, ‘“The Tercentenary of the Toleration Act of 1689:
A Cause for Celebration?’, in Papers from the 1989 International Symposium on Truth and
Tolerance, McGill University, ed., E. J. Furcha (Montreal, 1990), 82a-d.

47 Ralph Stevens, Protestant Pluralism: The Reception of the Toleration Act, 1689—1720
(Woodbridge, 2018).

48 Dr Bennett also made this point, though his reliance on the published registration
details is not reliable: G. V. Bennett, The Tory Crisis in Church and State, 1688—1730. Career
of Francis Atterbury, Bishop of Rochester (Oxford, 1976), pp. 12—13.

49 MHS, Miscellaneous Bound, Grace Denny, Haughley, to Thomas Prince, Boston,
20 Sep. 1731; C. C. Denny, Genealogy of the Denny Family in England and America.
Descendants of John Denny of Combs, Suffolk, England, in 1439 (Leicester MA, 1886), p. 66
(20 Sep. 1731). Punctuation added. Beaumont has not been identified.
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who is described as a former servant of one of the large farmers, became the
preacher. Denny had ‘heard a person say that he delivered such good matter and
in such handsome language and with such a good voyce as it might be thought
almost a miracle considering what he was a few years back’.5° Generally, it was
easier for the Congregationalists to find pastors, because they believed that the
gathered Church (that is the communicant members) alone had the authority
to choose and ordain their ministers. As a consequence their preachers were
‘gifted’ brethren, possessing the inspiration to preach, most of whom usually
worked during the week at a craft or trade, and generally lacked any formal
education. Presbyterians on the other hand placed a far higher emphasis on the
minister being educated in an attempt to keep the unqualified out of the pulpit.
Unlike the ‘gifted’ preacher who supported himself from his work during the
week, an educated minister expected a salary commensurate with his learning,
though in reality many had to supplement their stipends by teaching.

Clearly the cost of a minister, particularly one trained at an academy, became
an increasingly serious commitment. After the death of John Wilkinson, a
wealthy London haberdasher, Denny feared ‘a great blow to [the] Stow meeting’
because of the financial support Wilkinson had given.5" With the shortage of
ministers, it was increasingly common for rural meetings to share a minister
and the costs: for example Battisford and Bidleston, where Miller preached on
alternate Sundays. The Evans List provides many other instances, such as Castle
Donington in Leicestershire and Melbourne in Derbyshire; and Loughborough
and Shepshed both in Leicestershire. In 1772 Thomas White, the Presbyterian
minister at Friar Gate Derby, told Josiah Thompson that

There are several Small Congregations & Places drop[p]ed since the
List taken in 1715 [ie the Evans List] and other Places will drop in
a few Years by the Decease of some principal Members and were
it not that two or three are sometimes supplied, by one Minister
and ye assistance from ye Fund, they could not be kept up, nor the
Ministers supported.3?

Yet, Derbyshire was better placed than many counties, and the survival
of so many rural meetings in Derbyshire, and also in Northamptonshire,

50 Denny, Genealogy, p. 70 (14 Sep. 1733).

51 MHS, Miscellaneous Bound, Denny, Haughley, to Prince, 2 Feb. 1730/1.
‘Wilkinson can be identified from his will: TNA, PROB 11/642/131, John Wilkinson of
London, haberdasher, dated 30 Jan. 1727/8; proved Prerogative Court of Canterbury, 21
Jan. 1730/1.

s2 DWL, MS38.5, “The State of the Dissenting Interest in the several Counties of
England and Wales collected in the Years 1715 & 1773 The first Part’, fo.12r.
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in the second half of the eighteenth century, can be attributed to the
support that Ebenezer Latham’s Academy at Findern, near Derby, and
Philip Doddridge’s celebrated Academy at Northampton were able to give.
Crucially both Academies provided a stream of students to preach at local
meetings without a minister. David Jennings attributed the strength of dissent
in Northamptonshire in the mid-1730s to Doddridge’s Academy for this
reason.>3

Rural congregations also could not compete with larger, wealthier urban
meetings. The Presbyterian congregation at Nantwich in Cheshire tried
desperately to hold on to their minister, William Vawdrey, after he was approached
by the Congregational Church at Tucker Street, Bristol, in early 1728. Vawdrey
had been minister at Nantwich since 1718, and they had built a new meeting-
house for him in 1726. Katherine Tylston complained to her brother that the
numbers at Bristol ‘are so little if any more than ours & ours on ye increase’.
The congregation had also built a manse for Vawdrey ‘just finish’d to go into’,
and his salary was ‘near doubled since he came, & ’twas before he was invited
away ye TIst time’. She feared ‘if we lose him we are like to lose some othrs who
will go off & several say they’d not give to anothr wt they do to Mr V54 Sarah
Savage, the sister of Matthew Henry, and aunt of Katherine Tylston, wrote to
Samuel Bury, the Presbyterian minister in Bristol, for his help. Bury had been
a fellow student of Matthew at Doolittle’s academy in the 1680s. She told Bury
‘though many of the old stock are gone off by death, yet our congregation is
growing as to numbers, and comes near, if not equal, to the Bristol people in
numbers, if not in wealth; and you’ll own the souls of the poor are as precious
as those of the rich’. Nantwich was a large town, and Vawdrey ‘is the only
support of the interest here’. They could not match the salary offered by Bristol,
but it was ‘much more than we can pretend to raise for another, he being so
universally beloved’.33

Provincial Dissent, and rural Dissent in particular, depended upon the
Presbyterian and Congregational Funds to help needy congregations, using the
money collected by the wealthy London congregations at the meeting-house
door, or in subscriptions and individual gifts from leading ministers and gentry
patrons. The Funds were also important in terms of the support they gave for

53 David Jennings, [London], to Doddridge, 11 Mar. 1735/6, Doddridge,
Correspondence, 111, p. 186.

s4 Record Office of Leicester, Leicestershire and Rutland, DE 1274/56, K|atherine]
T[ylston] to her brother John Tylston, Chester, 4 Mar [1727/8].

55 Sarah Savage, Wrenbury Wood, to the Rev. Samuel Bury, Bristol, [?March]
1727/8, Congregational Magazine, ns 1 (1825), p. 633; J. B. W/illiams|, ‘Extracts from the
unpublished papers of Mrs Savage’, ibid, ns VII (1831), pp. 70—1.
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the education of ministers and to academy tutors. Unfortunately the requests for
assistance began to outstrip the ability to help. In November 1710 it was decided
to admit no more students on the Presbyterian Fund for the present because
of the state of the finances. An attempt a year later to reverse the order failed
because of the financial situation.’® The Presbyterian Fund received unexpected
relief, when in 1712 the Lady Hewley Trust took responsibility for the support
of the seven northern counties, thereby releasing additional funds for the rest
of the country, though it only postponed a growing problem.37

The inability of the Presbyterian Fund to support the education of students
for the ministry was potentially catastrophic, since it occurred at a time when
there was already a growing shortage of ministers. The Managers of the Fund
therefore agreed to allocate a set proportion of the funds which had been
collected to ministerial training, and later to accept only an agreed number of
students.5® Expenditure continued to outstrip income. By December 1722 the
Managers of the Presbyterian Fund were so concerned about the state of the
funds they appointed a sub-committee to investigate. Their recommendations,
involving reductions in many grants, even the striking off of congregations, were
agreed by the General Committee. It was also agreed that no students were to
be taken on the Fund for the year 1723.59 In November 1725, the Managers
resolved in a further effort to control costs, only to support students at the
academies in Findern and Taunton in England and Carmarthen in Wales.®® By
1740, the Managers, having combed through the accounts, had identified 15
congregations which had failed to claim their grant for at least three years, half
for more than ten years, and one not for fifteen years.%! With the exception of
Windsor and Harwich, they were all in small towns or rural parishes, illustrating
the difficulties Presbyterians had in sustaining rural congregations. Michael Watts
also concluded from his analysis of the Evans List, that eighteenth-century Dissent
was becoming increasingly urban, with Presbyterians in particular experiencing
the loss of many rural congregations.%?

Nevertheless, the decline in Dissent, and particular Presbyterianism, has been
overstated. David Some, the Congregational minister at Market Harborough,
Doddridge, and other defenders of the Dissenting Interest in the 1730s, while

56 DWL, OD68, pp. 202, 211 (13 Nov. 1710; 3 Mar. 1711/2).

57 Richard Potts, Dame Sarah’s Legacy: A History of the Lady Hewley Trust (n.p., 2005),
pp- 38, 122; DWL, ODG68, pp. 203, 213, 214, 238.

58 DWL, OD68, pp. 235, 237, 258.

59 DWL, OD69, pp. 2—3 (3 Dec. 1722, 7 Jan. & 4 Feb. 1722/3).

60 Ibid, p. so (Nov. 1725).

61 Ibid, p. 299 (s May 1740).

62 Watts, Dissenters, pp. 285—88.
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accepting that Dissent had declined in some areas, particularly the old clothing
areas of the south and south-west, could point to its continued vitality in many
other parts of the country.3 Further examples can be found, such as Nantwich
discussed earlier. Though not explored systematically for this lecture, the number
of congregations that built new meeting-houses after 1715, even in southern
England, is striking. Relying upon Christopher Stell’s inventory of meeting-
houses, which only includes the small number of buildings that have survived to
the modern period, there are a surprising number of dating from the late 1720s
and the 1730s.% The cost of building a meeting-house was a very considerable
commitment for any congregation. Clearly if Dissenters were building new
meeting-houses in Bath in 1726, Middle Lambrook and Claverham in 1729,
Wellington in 1730, and Tancred Street, Taunton, in 1732, it suggests they were
prospering in those towns.

Though it is possible to demonstrate by the beginning of George I's reign,
that there were practical and financial reasons for the decline of Dissent, and
especially the Presbyterians, in the countryside, is there any evidence for a
decline in godliness, and in particular for the growth of Arianism? Supporters
of the Dissenting Interest were fearful by the 1730s of a general falling away
from serious godliness. They pointed to the poor attendance by many at public
worship, and they feared that ‘family prayer, the private methods of religious
instruction, and the exercises of secret devotion, are either wholly omitted, or
performed in a very cold and formal manner’.s David Some attributed the decay
of religion to the loss through death of ‘Many who were pillars in the temple
of the Lord, the ornaments and the supports of their respective Societies’.%¢

Doddridge, Some, and others involved in the controversy with Gough about the
state of Dissent in the 1730s, expressed their concern at the decline in godliness,

63 [Philip Doddridge], Free thoughts on the most probable means of reviving the dissenting
interest: Occasion’d by the late enquiry into the causes of its decay. Address’d to the author of that
enquiry (London, 1730), p. 31; [Abraham Taylor|, A letter to the author of An enquiry into the
causes of the decay of the dissenting interest. Containing an apology for some of his inconsistencies;
with a plea for the dissenters, and the liberty of the people. To which is added, a short epistle to
the reverend Mr. Gough, Occasioned by his taking Orders in the Church of England (London,
1730), p. 4: Some observations upon the present state of the Dissenting interest, and the case of those
who have lately deserted it: wherein something further is suggested for its support and strengthning,
occasioned by some late pamphlets concerning the decay of that interest (London, 1731), pp. 28,
30-1.

64 Christopher Stell, An Inventory of Nonconformist Chapels and Meeting Houses in South
West England (London: HMSO, 1991).

65 David Some, The Methods to be Taken by Ministers for the Revival of Religion consider’d,
in a Discourse on Rev. III. 2 (London, 1730), p. 7.

66 Ibid.
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not at the growth in heterodoxy. It was the lack of a new generation of committed
Christians, and the growing indifference towards religion, which they believed
lay at the root of the problem: in other words a failure in evangelism, and not the
growth of Arianism, or some other form of anti-Trinitarianism. The exception
was the anonymous ‘View of the Dissenting Interest in London’ by a staunch
Congregationalist. The manuscript survey covers the period 1695 to 1731, and
is now in Dr Williams’s Library. The author was clearly unsympathetic towards
Presbyterians, and as a Congregationalist dismissive of their efforts to maintain
their communion: they ‘admit all sorts of persons that will but say they are
Christians into their communion, be they arminians, Calvinists, free thinkers,
arrians, or socinians, it is all one to them, and their pulpits to[o] are ready to
receive ministers of the same make’.%7 But his criticism can be interpreted as
the difference between Congregationalists, who believed in a gathered church
of true believers, and Presbyterians who

thought in terms of the parish and were prepared to admit to
Communion not just those who could give a satisfactory account
of their religious experience but all those in the neighbourhood
who had some understanding of the Christian faith and had not
disqualified themselves by evil living.®

In any case it was not the spread of Arianism, but of Arminianism with
which the anonymous author was concerned. There are very few references to
Arianism in the manuscript. Roger Thomas, in the conclusion to his chapter in
English Presbyterians (1967) examining the legacy of the Salters’ Hall controversy,
argued that Presbyterians became increasingly Arminian in outlook, though he
pointed out it is the charge of Arianism which has stuck. He continued ‘but if
we ask what” was meant by the term Arian, ‘we find that it [was] applied not
so much to those’ who spread the ideas of Samuel Clarke’s Scripture-Doctrine of
the Trinity, which was condemned by his opponents as Arian, ‘as to those who
did not propagate Calvinism’.® In the introduction to the same book, Jeremy
Goring argued that the Trinity was not a major doctrinal issue until the last
quarter of the eighteenth century, when Joseph Priestley began to preach a
militant Unitarianism.”°

67 DWL, MS38.18, ‘A view of the Dissenting Interest in London of the Presbyterian
and Independent Denominations from the year 1695 to the 25 of December 1731, p. 87.

68 Bolam et al, English Presbyterians, p. 21.

69 Ibid, p. 173.

70 Ibid, p. 22.
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English Presbyterianism and Rational Dissent

A number of historians have drawn attention to the doctrinal changes
which occurred in English Presbyterianism during the second half of the
eighteenth century. Many individual Presbyterians after a careful study of the
Bible, came to reject the orthodox doctrines of the Trinity, predestination,
and justification by faith alone, as unsupported by Scriptural evidence. As
a result they found the Trinitarian formulas in prayers, liturgies, and hymns
increasingly unacceptable.”’ A majority of anti-Trinitarian opinions held
before the last decades of the eighteenth century were Arian, with the
insistence on the worship of God the Father alone, regarding the Son as
subordinate, although still divine. The development of these ideas, though,
was slow and uneven, depending upon individuals and circumstances. As
a consequence, by the end of the century a variety of rationalist opinions
can be found in most wealthy English Presbyterian congregations, but it is
often impossible to identify or establish when these changes took place.”?
The term Rational Dissent has been applied to these opinions. Some
historians have identified Rational Dissenters as doctrinally heterodox, but
the evidence points to a broader interpretation. Rational Dissent sheltered a
wide variety of opinions, orthodox as well as heterodox, united not by the
issue of doctrinal heterodoxy, but by the principles of non-subscription and
the right of personal conscience in matters of faith.”3 Professor Ditchfield has
shown that as a result of the influence of Priestley’s ideas, the earlier Arian
form of anti-Trinitarianism was replaced by a more open and aggressive
unitarianism, which, with its insistence on the humanity of Christ, was
deeply offensive to those who were orthodox.7+ For many Rational
Dissenters, being orthodox in the fundamental principles of religion was
ultimately more important than preserving a non-subscribing tradition.”’
Professor R. K. Webb argued that the series of controversial works Priestley
published during the 1770s and 1780s, advancing Unitarian ideas, convinced many

71 For an account of this transformation, see Bolam et al, English Presbyterians, pp.
134—40, 145—50; G. M. Ditchfield, ‘Anti-Trinitarianism and Toleration in late Eighteenth-
Century British Politics: The Unitarian Petition of 1792’, Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 42
(1991), pp. 39-67.

72 G. M. Ditchfield, ‘The Parliamentary Struggle over the Repeal of the Test and
Corporation Acts, 1787—1790°, English Historical Review, 89 (1974), pp. $53—54, 504,
$72-73.

73 David L. Wykes, ‘Rational Dissent, Unitarianism, and the closure of the
Northampton Academy in 1798’, Journal of Religious History, 41 (2017), pp. 5—0, 18.

74 Ditchfield, ‘Anti-Trinitarianism’, p. 44.

75 Wykes, ‘Rational Dissent’, pp. 20—1.
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of his readers, including a generation of younger ministers and students.”® Thomas
Belsham, while Theological Tutor at Daventry Academy during the 1780s, in
an attempt to give his students an impartial view of the major controversies,
found to his dismay that he converted most of them to Unitarianism, including
eventually himself. One of his students estimated all but six or so of the forty
divinity students had become Unitarians by the time Belsham resigned as tutor
in 1789.77 In the past, historians have claimed that Dissenting Academies were
responsible for the spread of heterodox ideas within English Presbyterianism; that
ministers, having adopted heterodox opinions at their academies, descended upon
unsuspecting congregations and proceeded to carry them into Unitarianism.7®
While there is evidence that ministers influenced by Priestley and others were
to adopt such ideas when studying for the ministry, it is clear there was very
little support for Unitarianism among congregations or more generally. In 1777,
John Watson, a tanner at Selby in Yorkshire, told William Turner of Wakefield
that ‘I have not one individual in this place, with whom I can pursue my
enquiries after truth. He had formed his opinions through his friendship with
a Mr Turner, ‘a dissenter, a worthy, honest man’. When they first met, Turner

was an Arian, but sometime before his death, (which happened
about two years ago) we both of us yielded to what we thought
clearer evidence in favour of what is generally stiled Socinianism.
We were indeed to change our sentiments by what we read in
the Theological Repository, and in other earlier, and subsequent
publications, particularly Cardale’s True Doctrine of the New
Testament.””

76 Webb, ‘Emergence of Rational Dissent’, p. 36.

77 A Daventry Student, ‘Recollections of Mr Belsham, at Daventry’, Christian Reformer,
16 (1830), pp. 100—101. The student might have been Isracl Worsley, see his Observations
on the State and Changes in the Presbyterian Societies of England during the last half century
(London, 1816), pp. 41—42.

78 Watts, The Dissenters, pp. 465—67; A. P. F. Sell, ‘Presbyterianism in Eighteenth-
Century England: The Doctrinal Dimension’, Journal of the United Reformed Church History
Society, IV, No. 6 (1990), pp. 378—82. The claims are unfounded, see David L. Wykes,
‘The Contribution of the Dissenting Academy to the Emergence of Rational Dissent’ in
Enlightenment and Religion, ed. Haakonssen, pp. 9off.

79 DWL, MS12.44 (29), John Watson, Selby, to William Turner, Newcastle upon
Tyne, 2 Jan. 1777. The Theological Repository (1769—1771) was founded and edited by
Priestley. [Paul Cardale], The True Doctrine of the New Testament concerning Jesus Christ,
considered (London, 1767). Concerning Cardale’s influence, Alexander Gordon argued that
‘To him, more than to any other, is due the early prevalence of Socinian as distinct from
Arian views among the latitudinarian dissenters of that district’, see ODNB.
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Belsham’s student at Daventry recalled, that during the 1780s and 1790s the
expectations for a young minister who had embraced Unitarianism were
‘peculiarly disheartening’. The number of congregations sympathetic to
Unitarianism was very small, and remained so until the early nineteenth
century.®® Eighteenth-century Unitarianism has therefore proved difficult to
pin-down because it was a diffuse, non-denominational set of beliefs adopted
by individuals rather than congregations. It was not until the first decades of
the nineteenth century that a recognizable denomination began to emerge,
with clearly associated congregations.

The last decades of the eighteenth century were increasingly difficult for
Rational Dissenters. The success of the evangelical revival in revitalising Dissent
had closed many churches to those who were not strictly orthodox. There were
also an increasing number of clashes with orthodox Dissenters and Evangelicals,
who saw Unitarianism as the curse of Christianity, but also because of the
worsening political situation. The French Revolution, and the violence of
the Priestley Riots in July 1791 in particular, were devastating, and there were
defections of both ministers and supporters.®* Dr Valerie Smith has recently
provided a more reliable chronology for these changes. She identified the 1790s
as a turning point in the evolution of Rational Dissent. She also confirmed the
rise in orthodox attacks in the 1780s and ’9os on those holding anti-Trinitarian
opinions.%?

The religious life of the country was transformed by a series of evangelical
revivals in the second half of the eighteenth century. They involved a dramatic
awakening and revitalizing of personal faith, both by existing churchgoers as well
as those previously untouched by religion. As a result of this intense religious
experience, individuals placed Christ and his sacrifice at the centre of their lives.
The Congregationalists were to benefit the most in England and Wales from
this transformation. Growing from about 9oo congregations at the end of the
eighteenth century, they had reached about 2,000 by 1831, and an astonishing
3,200 or thereabouts in 1851. The Baptists were also to experience considerable
growth, though it took place in the late 1830s, with further growth in the early
1850s. They numbered around 2,400 churches by 1869.%3 English Presbyterians

80 ‘Recollections of Mr Belsham’, pp. 102—3

81 David L. Wykes, ““The Spirit of Persecutors Exemplified”: The Priestley Riots and
the Victims of the Church and King Mobs,” Transactions of the Unitarian Historical Society
[hereafter TUHS], 20 (1991), pp. 22—23, 25—26, 27—28.

82 Valerie Smith, Rational Dissenters in Late Eighteenth-Century England: ‘An ardent desire
of truth’ (Woodbridge, 2021), Chapter 7.

83 Isabel Rivers and David L. Wykes, ‘Introduction’ in Dissenting Praise: Religious
Dissent and the Hymn in England and Wales, ed. Rivers and Wykes (Oxford, 2011), p. 9.
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failed to gain from the extraordinary evangelical revival of the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, as they had done earlier in the decades after the
Glorious Revolution. Nevertheless a major part of this loss (and Congregational
gains before 1800) had been among the Presbyterian meetings in small towns
and rural areas, which had either died out, joined with other neighbouring
meetings, or in many cases called a Congregational minister and adopted a Church
covenant. By the final quarter of the eighteenth century, the majority of the
surviving Presbyterian congregations were in the major industrial and commercial
towns, such as Manchester, Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, Leicester, Newcastle
upon Tyne, and Nottingham, which were such a feature of nineteenth-century
Unitarianism. John Seed found that these congregations ‘were dominated by
families of substantial merchants and manufacturers, some of them on the edges
of county society and occasionally serving on the magistrate’s bench, plus a
scattering of professional men, especially physicians.$+

Changes in late eighteenth-century
Presbyterian congregations

It 1s clear that before the second half of the eighteenth century there were
few if any who openly expressed Unitarian views. For example in the
neighbourhood of Leeds, only a handful of ministers had departed from
orthodoxy and Calvinism by the 1740s. Priestley, when he was growing
up, could only recall William Graham of Warley near Halifax and Thomas
Walker of Leeds, who were considered ‘the most heretical ministers of the
neighbourhood’, and George Haggerston of Keighley (who taught Priestley
mathematics) who was a Baxterian.%s Priestley’s own experience shows that
while the numbers had not grown greatly, the hostility towards those who had
adopted heterodox opinions increased sharply. When starting out as a minister
at Needham Market, Suffolk, after leaving Daventry Academy in 1755, he
avoided preaching on controversial subjects from the pulpit, but many in his
congregation were ‘attentive to nothing but the soundness of my faith in the
doctrine of the Trinity’. It was what he left out rather than what he said that

84 John Seed, ““A set of men powerful enough in many things”: Rational Dissent and
political opposition in England, 1770- 1790" in Enlightenment and Religion, ed. Haakonssen,
p- 148.

85 The Theological and Miscellaneous Works of Joseph Priestley, ed., J. T. Rutt, 25 vols
(London, 1817-35s), I i, pp. 11, 12, 15.
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revealed his departure from orthodoxy.®® By the 1760s, when Priestley was a
tutor at Warrington Academy, while he and the other tutors were Arians, the
only Socinian, or militant anti-Trinitarian, in the neighbourhood was John
Seddon of Manchester, ‘and we all wondered at him’.%7

Evidence for Yorkshire can be used to illustrate the changes that took place
in eighteenth-century Presbyterian congregations. According to Joseph Hunter
there were 59 Presbyterian congregations in the county in 1715.8% The majority
were in the West Riding. By about 1730 they had already declined to little
more than 40.%9 The losses were mainly among rural congregations, and were
comparable with those for other parts of the country.9° The reasons were also
largely financial; the inability of rural congregations to maintain a minister,
and a shortage of ministerial candidates. The pattern changed in the second
half of the eighteenth century. Over a period of fifty years, beginning with
the death of Evan Stock, minister of Cleckheaton in 1763 and ending with
that of Robert Logan of Ayton in 1813, 27 congregations which had originally
been Presbyterian became Congregational following the appointment of
Congregational minister; a majority during the 1780s and 1790s. The earliest
evidence, dating from the 1760s, involved the congregations at Cleckheaton,
Delph and Hopton, and suggests the changes were not simply denominational,
but that a heterodox minister was replaced by an orthodox one. There is no
certain evidence concerning the opinions of Evan Stock, the last Presbyterian
minister at Cleckheaton, who died in 1763, but Stock’s successor, William

86 David L. Wykes, ‘Joseph Priestley, Minister and Teacher’ in Joseph Priestley, Scientist,
Philosopher, and Theologian, ed. Rivers and Wykes, (Oxford, 2008), p. 28.

87 Theological and Miscellaneous Works, 11, p. 59; John Seddon (c. 1719-1769), minister
of Cross Street, Manchester, is not to be confused with John Seddon (1725—-1770),
minister of Cairo Street, Warrington, Secretary, later Rector, of Warrington Academy.

88 This figure is derived from the Evans List, 1715—17, see DWL, MS 38.4, pp.
128—34. Hunter included two or three Independent congregations which he described as
‘verging to the Presbyterian character’.

89 Joseph Hunter, The Attorney-General versus Shore. An historical defence of the trustees of
Lady Hewley’s foundations, and of the claims upon them of the Presbyterian ministry of England
(London, 1834), pp. 24—5.

90 Compare the Evans List with a series of later eighteenth-century surveys:
Archbishop Herring’s Visitation Returns, 1743, eds S. L. Ollard & P. C. Walker, Yorkshire
Archaeological Society Record Series, 5 vols (1929—31), used by Ernest Axon, “Yorkshire
Nonconformity in 1743°, TUHS, V (1933), pp. 244—261; Archbishop Drummond’s Visitation
Returns 1764, eds. C. Annesley & P. Hoskin, Borthwick Texts and Calendars, 21, 23,
26 (1997, 1998, 2001); DWL, MS 38.6, Josiah Thompson, ‘A State of the Dissenting
Interest in the several Counties of England & Wales begun to be collected Octr 1772 and
continued’.

29



DAVID L. WYKES

Armitage, a Congregationalist, was clearly orthodox.”" George Haggerston
was undoubtedly heterodox, and when he left Hopton in 1765 his successor
was Luke Prattman, who had just left the orthodox James Scott’s Academy at
Heckmondwike. Prattman only stayed two years at Hopton before moving to
Cotherstone and later Barnard Castle, where he had a lengthy ministry from
1769 until 1804. A short first ministry was not uncommon, but preaching
to a congregation where the leading members were heterodox in sentiment
cannot have been easy for a young minister.9* Presbyterians never succeeded
in educating enough candidates for the ministry. The failure of the Unitarians
later was even more serious.?? As a result congregations were forced to apply
to one of the orthodox academies for a minister, though members may still
have favoured someone with liberal sentiments similar to those of their former
minister. The replacement of a heterodox minister by an orthodox one should
therefore be seen more as a matter of supply and demand, and not as evidence
of the congregation’s rejection of heterodoxy, since the new ministers were all
Congregationalists and therefore orthodox.

The Presbyterian interest at Knaresborough had always been small, but by
the mid-eighteenth century the chapel had been shut up for some years. It was
reopened in 1764 by James Cunningham, Presbyterian minister at Ellenthorpe
near Boroughbridge, who continued to serve both congregations. From 1778
Cunningham was assisted by William Howell, a Congregationalist. Under
Howell the two congregations revived. A new chapel was built at Knaresborough
through the patronage of the wealthy evangelical philanthropist John Thornton.
Although the new building was registered for Presbyterian use, Howell had
already reconstituted the congregation as a Congregational church in 1779.94 At
Pontefract John Coppock ‘went into the Socinian Scheme’. He is said to have
had ‘a respectable congregation & preached it away’. By the time of his death
in 1782 there were only a handful of families still attending his ministry. His

o1 J. G. Miall, Congregationalism in Yorkshire: A Chapter of Modern Church History
(London, 1868), p. 249; Walter Wilson MS, 65G, fo. 47v; D. C. T[incker|, Providence Place
Congregational Church, Cleckheaton: A brief review of the growth of Independency in Cleckheaton
(Cleckheaton, 1922), pp. 9—15.

92 H. N. Pobjoy, A History of Mitfield: a West Riding Town (Driffield, 1969).

93 David L. Wykes, ‘Educating students for the Unitarian ministry in the early
nineteenth century’, TUHS, 26 (2015), pp. 82, 94.

94 ‘State of the Dissenting Interest’, fo. 87v; J. J. ‘Sketch of the ancient dissenting
chapel at Ellinthorpe, near Boroughbridge, Yorkshire’, Congregational Magazine, ns VII
(1831), p. 710; ‘The Memoir of the late William Howell, pastor of the independent
Church, Knaresborough, Yorkshire’, Evangelical Magazine, ns XX (1842), pp. 434, $73—80.

30



EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY ENGLISH PRESBYTERIANISM AND CONGREGATIONALISM

successor William Tapp, educated at Heckmondwike, revived the congregation.®
There are examples of congregations wanting a more orthodox minister, in
some cases leading to the removal of an unpopular man. David Simpson after
two years at Eastwood near Halifax, ‘staid in opposition to the wishes of his
people, who deserted him, he being suspected of Arianism. Disturbances
ensued & he was at length compelled to give up the pulpit before a Justice of
the peace’.9% Most changes were uncontentious, a Congregational minister was
chosen in the place of a Presbyterian one. Not every example of a declining
congregation can be attributed to having been preached away by a heterodox
minister. Elderly ministers on modest stipends had little opportunity to retire
or indeed to provide an assistant. As a consequence a young energetic minister
could often revive the fortunes of the congregation.

Conclusion

Michael Watts also discussed the wider issues suggested by the title of
Gough’s pamphlet, the Decay of the Dissenting Interest, but he placed the
decline earlier, contrasting the religious enthusiasm of the period before
1689 with what he saw as the materialism and flagging zeal of the decades
following toleration.®7 He suggested Dissent in the north of England
benefitted from a weak parochial structure, with its vast parishes and
limited Anglican presence, but he did not explain how Dissenters took
advantage of this opportunity. Indeed he dismissed the principal reason, the
evangelizing of these parishes by Dissenters, arguing that Richard Davis of
Rothwell and a group of Baptist preachers in the north of England, whose
activities he also noted, were exceptional.?% Watts also attributes the decline
of Presbyterianism to the doctrinal changes dating from the Salters’ Hall
Controversy, though he accepted that it was a slow process.??

This lecture examines the history of English Presbyterianism from the passing
of the Toleration Act until the end of the eighteenth century. Though a number
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490.
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of joint congregations, made up of both Presbyterians and Congregationalists,
did divide in the years after toleration, there is little evidence that doctrine was a
significant factor. Presbyterians, it is clear, experienced considerable growth and
expansion, driven by evangelical preaching, in the decades before the Hanoverian
succession. Whilst there is evidence that the long period of evangelical growth
was coming to an end, the extent of this decline, particularly when it involves
comparing the period under persecution before toleration and a ‘Plain called
Ease’, has been seriously overplayed. The main Presbyterian losses occurred
after 1714, and largely in the countryside and smaller towns. Some of these
meetings died, but most appear to have appointed a Congregational minister,
and thereafter formed a Congregational church. Much of the change can be
explained by financial factors, the inability of rural congregations to support a
minister, and a shortage of ministers to fill vacancies. During the second half of
the eighteenth century doctrinal issues became more significant. The evidence
for Yorkshire suggests that though there were cases where ministers had preached
away their congregations, there were also examples of congregations which
only reluctantly accepted a Congregational minister because of the absence
of a Presbyterian alternative. Unlike the Congregationalists the Presbyterians
did not benefit from the religious awakening associated with the evangelical
revival, and failed to replace their earlier losses. On the other hand, as John
Seed has pointed out, the majority of the surviving Presbyterian meetings were
congregations of great wealth and influence, located in the main industrial and
commercial towns. Even in the early eighteenth century some dispute between
Presbyterians and Congregationalists was always likely, since they were separate
denominations with a long history of disagreement and rivalry. If the available
evidence is examined objectively, indeed dispassionately, it is clear English
Presbyterianism deserves a history of its own rather than being seen through
the distorting lenses of Unitarianism. Without such a history we will be unable
to understand fully eighteenth-century religious Dissent.
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