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LESSON THIRTY-FIVE – The Salem Witch Trials, Cotton Mather & Summary of 

Puritanism 

 

The Salem Witch Trials 

- The events in Salem in 1692 were but one chapter in a long story of witch hunts that 

began in Europe between 1300 and 1330 and ended in the late 18th century. 

- The “hunts” were efforts to identify witches rather than pursuits of individuals who 

were already thought to be witches.  

- Witches were considered to be followers of Satan who had traded their souls for his 

assistance.  

- The process of identifying witches began with suspicions or rumors. Accusations 

followed, often escalating to convictions and executions.  

- The Salem witch trials and executions came about as the result of a combination of 

church politics, family feuds, and hysterical children, all of which unfolded in a 

vacuum of political authority. 

- There were two Salems in the late 17th century: a 

bustling commerce-oriented port community on 

Massachusetts Bay known as Salem Town, which would 

evolve into modern Salem, and, roughly 10 miles inland 

from it, a smaller, poorer farming community of some 

500 persons known as Salem Village.  

- The village itself had a noticeable social divide that was exacerbated by a rivalry 

between its two leading families—the well-heeled Porters, who had strong 

connections with Salem Town’s wealthy merchants, and the Putnams, who sought 

greater autonomy for the village and were the standard-bearers for the less-

prosperous farm families.  

- Squabbles over property were commonplace, and suing each other was rampant. 

- In 1689, through the influence of the Putnams, Samuel Parris, a merchant from 

Boston by way of Barbados, became the pastor of the village’s Congregational 

church.  

- He brought to Salem Village his wife, their three children, a niece, and 

two slaves who were originally from Barbados—John Indian, a man, 

and Tituba, a woman.  

- Parris had shrewdly negotiated his contract with the congregation, but 

relatively early in his tenure he sought greater compensation, including 
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ownership of the parsonage, which did not sit well with many members of the 

congregation.  

- Parris’s orthodox Puritan theology and preaching also divided the congregation, a 

split that became demonstrably visible when he routinely insisted that nonmembers 

of the congregation leave before communion was celebrated. In the process Salem 

divided into pro- and anti-Parris factions. 

- Probably stimulated by voodoo tales told to them by Tituba, Parris’s daughter Betty 

(age 9), his niece Abigail Williams (age 11), and their friend Ann Putnam (about age 

12), began indulging in fortune-telling.  

- In January 1692 Betty’s and Abigail’s increasingly strange behavior came to include 

fits. They screamed, made odd sounds, threw things, contorted their bodies, and 

complained of biting and pinching sensations. 

- Given the subsequent spread of the strange behavior to other girls and young 

women in the community and the timing of its display, physiological and 

psychological explanations are not very convincing.  

- In February, unable to account for their behavior medically, the local doctor, William 

Griggs, put the blame on the supernatural.  

- At the suggestion of a neighbor, a “witch cake” (made with the urine of the victims) 

was baked by Tituba to try to ferret out the supernatural perpetrator of the girls’ 

illness. Although it provided no answers, its baking outraged Parris, who saw it as a 

blasphemous act. 

- Pressured by Parris to identify their tormentor, Betty and Abigail claimed to have 

been bewitched by Tituba and two other marginalized members of the community, 

neither of whom attended church regularly: Sarah Good, a grumpy beggar, and 

Sarah Osborn, an elderly bed-ridden woman who was scorned for her romantic 

involvement with an indentured servant.  

- On March 1 two magistrates from Salem Town, John Hathorne and Jonathan Corwin, 

went to the village to conduct a public inquiry.  

- Both Good and Osborn protested their own innocence, though Good accused 

Osborn. Initially, Tituba also claimed to be blameless, but after being repeatedly 

badgered, she told the magistrates what they wanted to hear—that she had been 

visited by the devil and made a deal with him.  

- In three days of vivid testimony, she described encounters with Satan’s animal 

familiars and with a tall, dark man from Boston who had called upon her to sign the 

devil’s book, in which she saw the names of Good and Osborn along with those of 

seven others that she could not read. 

- The magistrates then had not only a confession but also what they accepted as 

evidence of the presence of more witches in the community, and hysteria mounted. 

- Other girls and young women began experiencing fits, among them Ann Putnam; her 

mother; her cousin, Mary Walcott; and the Putnams’s servant, Mercy Lewis. 

- Significantly, those that they began identifying as other witches were no longer just 

outsiders and outcasts but rather upstanding members of the community, beginning 

with Rebecca Nurse, a mature woman of some prominence.  

- As the weeks passed, many of the accused proved to be enemies of the Putnams, and 

Putnam family members and in-laws would end up being the accusers in dozens of 

cases. 
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- On May 27, 1692, after weeks of informal hearings accompanied by imprisonments, 

Sir William Phips, the governor of Massachusetts Bay Colony, interceded and 

ordered the convening of an official Court of Oyer (“to hear”) and Terminer (“to 

decide”) in Salem Town.  

- Presided over by William Stoughton, the colony’s lieutenant governor, the court 

consisted of seven judges. The accused were forced to defend themselves without 

aid of counsel.  

- Most damning for them was the admission of “spectral evidence”—that is, claims by 

the victims that they had seen and been attacked (pinched, bitten, contorted) by 

specters of the accused, whose forms Satan allegedly had assumed to work his evil.  

- Even as the accused testified on the witness stand, the girls and young women who 

had accused them writhed, whimpered, and babbled in the gallery, seemingly 

providing evidence of the specter’s demonic presence.  

- Those who confessed—or who confessed and named other witches—were spared 

the court’s vengeance, owing to the Puritan belief that they would receive their 

punishment from God.  

- Those who insisted upon their innocence met harsher fates, becoming martyrs to 

their own sense of justice.  

- On June 2 Bridget Bishop—who had been accused and found innocent of witchery 

some 12 years earlier—was the first of the defendants to be convicted.  

- On June 10 she was hanged on what became known as Gallows Hill in Salem Village. 

On July 19 five more convicted persons were 

hanged, including Nurse and Good.  

- George Burroughs, who had served as a minister 

in Salem Village from 1680 to 1683, was 

summoned from his new home in Maine and 

accused of being the witches’ ringleader.  

- He too was convicted and, along with four 

others, was hanged on August 19. As he stood on 

the gallows, he recited the Lord’s Prayer perfectly—something no witch was 

thought to be capable of doing—raising doubts about his guilt for some in 

attendance, though their protests were refuted.  

- On September 22, eight more convicted persons were hanged, including Martha 

Corey, whose octogenarian husband, Giles, upon being accused of witchcraft and 

refusing to enter a plea, had been subjected to peine forte et dure (“strong and hard 

punishment”) and pressed beneath heavy stones for two days until he died. 

- As the trials progressed, accusations spread to individuals from other communities. 

On October 3 Cotton Mather’s father, Increase Mather, an influential minister and 

the president of Harvard, condemned the use of spectral evidence and instead 

favored direct accusations: 

“The devil never assists men to do supernatural things undesired. When, therefore, 

such like things shall be testified against the accused party, not by specters, which 

are devils in the shape of persons either living or dead, but by real men or women 

who may be credited, it is proof enough that such a one has that conversation and 

correspondence with the devil as that he or she, whoever they be, ought to be 
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exterminated from among men. This notwithstanding I will add: It were better that 

ten suspected witches should escape than that one innocent person should be 

condemned.”1 

- On October 29, as the accusations of witchcraft extended to include his own wife, 

Governor Phips once again stepped in, ordering a halt to the proceedings of the 

Court of Oyer and Terminer.  

- In their place he established a Superior Court of Judicature, which was instructed 

not to admit spectral evidence.  

- Trials resumed in January and February, but of the 56 persons indicted, only 3 were 

convicted, and they, along with everyone held in custody, had been pardoned by 

Phips by May 1693 as the trials came to an end. Nineteen persons had been hanged, 

and another five (not counting Giles Corey) had died in custody. 

- In the years to come, there would be individual and institutional acts of repentance 

by many of those involved in the trials.  

- In January 1697 the General Court of Massachusetts declared a day of fasting and 

contemplation for the tragedy that had resulted from the trials.  

- That month, Samuel Sewall, one of the judges, publicly acknowledged his own error 

and guilt in the proceedings. In 1702 the General Court declared that the trials had 

been unlawful.  

- In 1706 Ann Putnam, Jr., apologized for her role as an accuser. Twenty-two of the 33 

individuals who had been convicted were exonerated in 1711 by the 

Commonwealth of Massachusetts, which also paid some £600 to the families of the 

victims.  

- In 1957 the state of Massachusetts formally apologized for the trials. It was not until 

2001, however, that the last 11 of the convicted were fully exonerated.  

Cotton Mather (1663-1728) 

- Cotton was born on February 12th, 1663, into a distinguished family dynasty. His 

grandfather, Richard Mather fled to New England after being suspended from 

ministry for his nonconformity.  

- In 1636, Richard helped found the church in Dorchester, Massachusetts. Cotton’s 

father, Increase Mather, was called to pastor the Second Church in Boston (also 

known as Old North Church), where he served for nearly six decades until his death 

in 1723.  

- Cotton was a bright young boy, he quickly learned Hebrew, Greek and Latin, with 

the latter being his favorite.  

- In 1675, at age 11, he was admitted to Harvard College, the youngest student to ever 

be enrolled there.  

- Cotton began keeping a diary in 1681 at the age of 18, but it is apparent that he 

wrestled his entire life with the realities of his own spiritual condition. Cotton was 

keenly aware of his own sinfulness. Lamenting his own condition constantly, he was 

wracked with guilt and shame. However, at age 16, Cotton recalled,  

“I perceive now no other way for my salvation, but only by ye Lord JESUS CHRIST; 

refuge fails elsewhere on every hand.” The constant refrain on nearly every page 
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of his diary is the beauty and all-sufficiency of Jesus Christ. “I behold a fulness and 

a bounty in ye Lord JESUS CHRIST. He is worth loving, worth prizing, worth 

following hard after Him.”2 

- While Cotton’s heart and mind were set on pastoral ministry, he was stricken with a 

terrible stutter.  

- However, one of his teachers encouraged him to devote himself to singing that by 

“prolonging your pronunciation you will get a habit of speaking without hesitation.” 

- Cotton worked hard at his enunciation and was eventually able to train himself to 

speak with dictation and eloquence.  

- He started preaching publicly and got several pastoral invitations but turned them 

down to minister alongside his father at the church in Boston.  

- Cotton was soon invited by the congregation to be the pastor-preacher with his 

father staying in the position of teacher.  

- He engaged in discipleship and counseling, the catechizing of children, Bible study, 

door-to-door evangelism, and mercy ministry.  

- Cotton’s reputation as a powerful preacher grew very quickly, but not just because 

of his gifted speaking; he set the precedent for being an orthodox and Christ-

centered preacher.  

- By the time the news of witchcraft in Salem arrived at Cotton’s doorstep, it was 

already a growing controversy.  

- Cotton had prior personal dealings with the suspected witchcraft in 1688 when the 

Goodwin family brought their afflicted children to be ministered to.  

- Cotton’s gentle and attentive treatment of the Goodwin children, even taking their 

daughter into his own home to be ministered to by himself and his wife resulted in 

the recovery of all the children.  

- With Salem, Cotton at first recommended the kind of healing program he employed 

with the Goodwin children, having their lives regulated with the aid of spiritual 

ministry, Scripture reading and prayer, not accusations and examinations. Rick 

Kennedy surmises: 

“If Cotton’s advice had been followed, it is safe to assume that matters in Salem 

would have turned out better.” 

- But the 29-year-old minister was ignored and the trials ensued. Cotton believed that 

the surest test of witchcraft was a credible confession, not using “spectral evidence.”  

- Cotton never visited Salem during the trials and had no authority over the 

proceedings but he did write about them and he warned the court that if they 

continued to execute the accused citizens on the basis of spectral evidence, “a door 

may be thereby opened for the devils to obtain from the courts in the invisible 

world a license to proceed unto the most hideous desolations upon the repute 

and repose,” of those who were otherwise innocent.  

- The most vicious and relentless critic of Cotton Mather was a local merchant named 

Robert Calef (1648-1719).  

- While a respected man in his own right, he believed Cotton was exploiting the 

witchcraft trials for his own notoriety. Furthermore, Calef was skeptical of the 

existence of the supernatural realities written about by the Mathers.  



  Angela Ketterhagen 

6 
 

- In 1700 Calef published a book a full-length book against Cotton and other 

ministers. While most of those ministers ignored the book and its outlandish claims, 

Cotton took it personally and for good reason.  

- Calef claimed that, during their treatment of the “bewitched” girl named Margaret 

Rule, Increase and Cotton both sexually assaulted the girl.  

- Despite dozens of witnesses present during the incident, Calef maintained his 

uncorroborated story.  

- Calef was arrested on charges of libel but was released due to the fact that no one 

believed him in Boston and thought his claims were outrageous.  

- However, after Cotton’s death, his enemies seized on Calef’s account to tarnish his 

name.  

- Modern scholars now discount Calef’s claims but unfortunately in their own day 

these salacious accusations by Calef against Cotton circulated through Europe and 

the Americas and tarnished Cotton’s reputation for the next three centuries.  

- Mather’s most famous work was undoubtably his 1710 work Bonifacius, or Essays to 

Do Good. Not only was his book popular – it reflects Cotton’s own commitment to 

personal sanctification.  

- Cotton does not advocate for a vague sense of moralism or good for its own sake.  

“Mather rarely mentions goodness without qualifying the term theologically and 

spiritually. Believers are to do good in order that ‘the Great God and His Christ 

may be more known and served in the world.”3 

- Cotton’s concern for the poor and underprivileged was profound. He personally 

gave money, collected wood for their fires in winter, provided clothes and raised 

money for education. He founded schools for poor and orphaned children as well as 

a school for teaching and catechizing African-American children, which he paid for 

out of his own pocket for a number of years.  

- Cotton frequently boxed up books and sent them to poor or young ministers serving 

on the frontier. He was committed to evangelistic mission to the Native Americans 

and other unreached people.  

- In 1686 Cotton married Abigail Phillips. Together they had nine children. As a 

parent Cotton was mild and amiable seeking to train and correct his children 

lovingly.  

- To his great sadness, Abigail died of breast cancer in 1702. Cotton remarried the 

widow Elizabeth Clark in 1703. She bore him 6 children. Elizabeth died of the 

measles in 1713, as well as three of their children.  

- Cotton was devastated by their loss. Unfortunately, his third marriage to Lydia 

George was marked by contention and strife as Lydia struggled with severe bouts of 

depression and insanity.  

- Despite suffering so much loss, Cotton had grown accustomed with grief but labored 

to subject his heart to the sovereign purposes of God. Writing in his diary in August 

1724, Cotton confessed: 
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“My Savior yet affords me this light in my darkness, that He enables me, to offer up 

all the sacrifices He calls me to! And as for the continual dropping which I suffer in 

my family, I freely submit and consent unto it, that the Glorious Lord should continue 

the sorrows of it upon me all the few remaining days of my pilgrimage and never give 

me any release until I die; only let me obtain this one thing of Him; a soul full of a 

Christ! A mind, not only assured of His being my Savior, but also sensible of His 

gracious and quickening influences and continually irradiated with the precious 

thoughts of Him.”4 

- On February 13th, 1728, Cotton Mather died peacefully in his 

home at the age of 65. The true legacy of Cotton Mather is one of 

an adoring husband, a gentle father, a loving pastor, a 

passionate preacher, a prolific writer, a generous philanthropist, 

a political figure, a soul-winning evangelist, a helpless sinner 

and a sincere Christian.  

Summary of Puritanism 

Theology 

- As we saw there was diversity in Puritan theology but the majority of Puritans were 

Calvinists who affirmed the Canons of Dort. Covenant theology was also a central 

theme in Puritan theology.  

- Covenant theology made individual salvation deeply personal. It held that God's 

predestination was not "impersonal and mechanical" but was a "covenant of grace" 

that one entered into by faith.  

- Therefore, being a Christian could never be reduced to simple "intellectual 

acknowledgment" of the truth of Christianity.  

- The process by which the elect are brought from spiritual death to spiritual life 

(regeneration) was described as conversion.  

- Early on, Puritans did not consider a specific conversion experience normative or 

necessary, but many gained assurance of salvation from such experiences.  

- Over time, however, Puritan theologians developed a framework for authentic 

religious experience based on their own experiences as well as those of their 

parishioners.  

- Eventually, Puritans came to regard a specific conversion experience as an essential 

mark of one's election.  

- The Puritan conversion experience was commonly described as occurring in 

discrete phases. It began with a preparatory phase designed to produce contrition 

for sin through introspection, Bible study and listening to preaching.  

- This was followed by humiliation, when the sinner realized that he or she was 

helpless to break free from sin and that their good works could never earn 

forgiveness.  

- It was after reaching this point—the realization that salvation was possible only 

because of divine mercy—that the person would experience justification, when the 

righteousness of Christ is imputed to the elect and their minds and hearts are 

regenerated.  
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- Some Puritans attempted to find assurance of their faith by keeping detailed records 

of their behavior and looking for the evidence of salvation in their lives. Puritan 

clergy wrote many spiritual guides to help their parishioners pursue personal piety 

and sanctification.  

Worship and the Sacraments 

- In the 17th century, Sunday worship in the established church took the form of the 

Morning Prayer service in the Book of Common Prayer. This may include a sermon, 

but Holy Communion or the Lord's Supper was only occasionally observed. 

- Puritans were concerned about biblical errors and Catholic remnants within the 

prayer book.  

- They also objected to bowing at the name of Jesus, the requirement that priests 

wear the surplice, and the use of written, set prayers in place of improvised prayers.  

- The sermon was central to Puritan piety. It was not only a means of religious 

education; Puritans believed it was the most common way that God prepared a 

sinner's heart for conversion.   

- Puritan churchgoers attended two sermons on Sundays and as many weekday 

sermons and lectures they could find, often traveling for miles. Puritans were 

distinct for their adherence to Sabbatarianism.  

- Like all Protestants, Puritans taught that there were two sacraments: baptism and 

the Lord's Supper.  

- Puritans agreed with the church's practice of infant baptism. However, the effect of 

baptism was disputed. Puritans objected to the prayer book's assertion of baptismal 

regeneration.  

- In Puritan theology, infant baptism was understood in terms of covenant theology—

baptism replaced circumcision as a sign of the covenant and marked a child's 

admission into the visible church.  

- It could not be assumed that baptism produces regeneration. Puritans wanted to do 

away with godparents, who made baptismal vows on behalf of infants, and give that 

responsibility to the child's father.  

- Puritans also objected to priests making the sign of the cross in baptism. Private 

baptisms were opposed because Puritans believed that preaching should always 

accompany sacraments.  

- Puritans embraced the Reformed doctrine of real spiritual presence, believing that 

in the Lord's Supper the faithful receive Christ spiritually.  

- They criticized the prayer book service for being too similar to the Catholic mass.  

- Puritans also criticized the Church of England for allowing unrepentant sinners to 

receive communion.  

- Puritans did not believe confirmation was necessary and thought candidates were 

poorly prepared since bishops did not have the time to examine them properly.  

- The marriage service was criticized for using a wedding ring and having the groom 

vow to his bride "with my body I thee worship", which Puritans considered 

blasphemous.  
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- In the funeral service, the priest committed the body to the ground "in sure and 

certain hope of resurrection to eternal life, through our Lord Jesus Christ." Puritans 

objected to this phrase because they did not believe it was true for everyone.  

- They suggested it be rewritten as "we commit his body [etc.] believing a 

resurrection of the just and unjust, some to joy, and some to punishment."  

- Puritans eliminated choral music and musical instruments in their religious services 

because these were associated with Roman Catholicism; however, singing the 

Psalms was considered appropriate.  

- Church organs were commonly damaged or destroyed in the English Civil War 

period, such as when an axe was taken to the organ of Worcester Cathedral in 1642.  

Ecclesiology 

- While the Puritans were united in their goal of furthering the English Reformation, 

they were always divided over issues of ecclesiology and church polity.  

- Puritans divided between supporters of episcopal polity, Presbyterian polity and 

congregational polity.  

- The Episcopalians were conservatives who supported retaining bishops if those 

leaders supported reform and agreed to share power with local churches. They also 

supported the idea of having a Book of Common Prayer, but they were against 

demanding strict conformity or having too much ceremony.  

- In addition, these Puritans called for a renewal of preaching, pastoral care and 

Christian discipline within the Church of England.  

- Like the Episcopalians, the Presbyterians agreed that there should be a national 

church but one structured on the model of the Church of Scotland.  

- They wanted to replace bishops with a system of elective and representative 

governing bodies of clergy and laity (local sessions, presbyteries, synods, and 

ultimately a national general assembly).  

- The Westminster Assembly proposed the creation of a Presbyterian system, but the 

Long Parliament left implementation to local authorities.  

- Congregationalists or Independents believed in the autonomy of the local church, 

which ideally would be a congregation of "visible saints.” 

- Members would be required to abide by a church covenant, in which they "pledged 

to join in the proper worship of God and to nourish each other in the search for 

further religious truth".  

- Such churches were regarded as complete within themselves, with full authority to 

determine their own membership, administer their own discipline and ordain their 

own ministers. Furthermore, the sacraments would only be administered to those in 

the church covenant.  

- Most congregational Puritans remained within the Church of England, hoping to 

reform it according to their own views.  

- The New England Congregationalists were also adamant that they were not 

separating from the Church of England.  
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- However, some Puritans equated the Church of England with the Roman Catholic 

Church, and therefore considered it no Christian church at all and became 

Separatists. 

Family Life 

- Based on Biblical portrayals of Adam and Eve, Puritans 

believed that marriage was rooted in procreation, love, and, 

most importantly, salvation.  

- Husbands were the spiritual heads of the household, while 

women were to demonstrate religious piety and obedience 

under male authority.  

- Furthermore, marriage represented not only the relationship between husband and 

wife, but also the relationship between spouses and God.  

- Puritan husbands commanded authority through family direction and prayer. The 

female relationship to her husband and to God was marked by submissiveness and 

humility.  

- The paradox created by female inferiority in the public sphere and the spiritual 

equality of men and women in marriage, then, gave way to the informal authority of 

women concerning matters of the home and childrearing.  

- With the consent of their husbands, wives made important decisions concerning the 

labor of their children, property, and the management of inns and taverns owned by 

their husbands.  

- While Puritans praised the obedience of young children, they also believed that, by 

separating children from their mothers at adolescence, children could better sustain 

a superior relationship with God.  

- A child could only be redeemed through religious education and obedience. Girls 

carried the additional burden of Eve's corruption and were catechized separately 

from boys at adolescence.  

- Boys' education prepared them for vocations and leadership roles, while girls were 

educated for domestic and religious purposes. The pinnacle of achievement for 

children in Puritan society, however, occurred with the conversion process.  

- Puritans viewed the relationship between master and servant similarly to that of 

parent and child.  

- Just as parents were expected to uphold Puritan religious values in the home, 

masters assumed the parental responsibility of housing and educating young 

servants.  

- Older servants also dwelt with masters and were cared for in the event of illness or 

injury. African-American and Indian servants were likely excluded from such 

benefits.  
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Behavioral Regulations 

- Puritans in both England and New England believed that the state should protect 

and promote true religion and that religion should influence politics and social life. 

Certain holidays were outlawed when Puritans came to power.  

- In 1647, Parliament outlawed the celebration of Christmas, Easter and Whitsuntide. 

Puritans strongly condemned the celebration of Christmas, considering it a Catholic 

invention and the "trappings of popery" or the "rags of the Beast".  

- They also objected to Christmas because the festivities surrounding the holiday 

were seen as impious. 

- During the years that the Puritan ban on Christmas was in place in England, protests 

occurred over the repressiveness of the Puritan regime. Pro-Christmas rioting broke 

out across England, semi-clandestine religious services marking Christ's birth 

continued to be held, and people sang carols in secret.  

- Following the restoration in 1660, when Puritan legislation was declared null and 

void, Christmas was again freely celebrated in England.  

- Christmas was outlawed in Boston from 1659. The ban was revoked in 1681 by the 

English-appointed governor Edmund Andros, who also revoked a Puritan ban on 

festivities on Saturday nights.  

- Attempting to force religious and intellectual 

consistency on the whole community, civil and religious 

restrictions were most strictly applied by the Puritans of 

Massachusetts which saw various banishments applied 

to enforce conformity, including the branding iron, the 

whipping post, and the hangman's noose.  

- Swearing and blasphemy were illegal. In 1636, Massachusetts made blasphemy—

defined as "a cursing of God by atheism, or the like"—punishable by death.  

- Puritans were opposed to Sunday sport or recreation because these distracted from 

religious observance of the Sabbath. In an attempt to offset the strictness of the 

Puritans, James I's Book of Sports (1618) permitted Christians to play football every 

Sunday afternoon after worship.  

- When the Puritans established themselves in power, football was among the sports 

that were banned: boys caught playing on Sunday could be prosecuted. Football was 

also used as a rebellious force: when Puritans outlawed Christmas in England in 

December 1647 the crowd brought out footballs as a symbol of festive misrule. 

- Puritans were universally opposed to blood sports such as bearbaiting and 

cockfighting because they involved unnecessary injury to God's creatures.  

- While card playing by itself was generally considered acceptable, card playing and 

gambling were banned in England and the colonies, as was mixed dancing involving 

men and women—which Mather condemned as "promiscuous dancing"—because it 

was thought to lead to fornication.  

- Puritans condemned the sexualization of the theater and its associations with 

depravity and prostitution.  
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- A major Puritan attack on the theater was William Prynne's book Histriomastix 

which marshals a multitude of ancient and medieval authorities against the "sin" of 

dramatic performance.  

- Puritan authorities shut down English theaters in the 1640s and 1650s—

Shakespeare's Globe Theater was demolished—and none were allowed to open in 

Puritan-controlled colonies.  

- With the end of Puritan rule and the restoration of Charles II, theater among other 

arts exploded, and London's oldest operating theater, Drury Lane in the West End, 

opened in 1663.  

- Puritans were not opposed to drinking alcohol in moderation. However, alehouses 

were closely regulated by Puritan-controlled governments in both England and 

Colonial America.  

- Laws in Massachusetts in 1634 banned the "abominable" practice of individuals 

toasting each other's health.  

- Enjoying sexuality within the bounds of marriage, was a gift from God. Spouses were 

disciplined if they did not perform their sexual marital duties, in accordance with 1 

Corinthians 7 and other biblical passages.  

- Women and men were equally expected to fulfill marital responsibilities. Women 

and men could file for divorce based on this issue alone.  

- In Massachusetts colony, which had some of the most liberal colonial divorce laws, 

one out of every six divorce petitions were filed on the basis of male impotence. 

- Puritans publicly punished drunkenness and sexual relations outside marriage. 

Couples who had sex during their engagement were fined and publicly humiliated. 

- Men, and a handful of women, who engaged in homosexual behavior, were seen as 

especially sinful, with some executed.  

- While the practice of execution was also infrequently used for rape and adultery, 

homosexuality was actually seen as a worse sin.  

- Passages from the Old Testament, including Lev 20:13., were thought to support the 

disgust for homosexuality and efforts to purge society of it.  

- In 1636 the Plymouth Colony adopted a set of laws that included a sentence of death 

for sodomy and buggery.  

1 https://www.britannica.com/event/Salem-witch-trials/The-trials 
2 The American Puritans, Benge, Dustin & Pickowicz, page 184 
3 The American Puritans, Benge, Dustin & Pickowicz, page 198 
4 The American Puritans, Benge, Dustin & Pickowicz, page 200-201 
 

                                                


