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The American Revolution:
The Fight for Freedom

The American Revolution

The Stamp Act

In 1765, as the American colonies erupted into controversy over the
Stamp Act, a law that was imposed by the British parliament in an
attempt to generate more tax revenue from the colonists, perhaps no

one was more indignant about this than 29-year-old John Adams of
Braintree, Massachusetts.

The young lawyer was finding the rhetoric he needed to advance the cause that would
define his life: the liberty of the American people. He met regularly with other agitators
against the Stamp Act, including his cousin, Samuel Adams.

Adams would emerge as one of the key intellectual and political
defenders of resistance when he penned the Braintree Instructions in
September 1765.

These directives to the legislative representative from Adam’s hometown insisted that
the colonists should not be taxed from Parliament because they were not represented

there.

Adams’ Braintree Instructions were read out publicly and called on the Massachusetts
colonial leaders to stand against British tyranny. Forty towns in Massachusetts endorsed
Adams’ protest.

Adams’ warned Americans that the threat posed by British power and its minions was
not simply political but also religious.



Modern Church History Angela Ketterhagen

In A Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal Law he told colonists that the Stamp Act
revealed a conspiracy within the British government to destroy the colonist’s precious
liberties.

Adams’ anticipated that the British would use not only the power of taxation but the
might of the Anglican Church to subdue the colonists.

Such an assertion spoke to the very core of the motives that had led so many of his
fellow Americans to the shores of this continent.

Adams’ estimation of the value of human liberty was explicitly theological:

“Liberty must at all hazards be supported,” he avowed, because all people had “a right to it,

derived from our Maker.”?

Adams personally loathed the Massachusetts clergymen, mostly the ministers of the
Church of England, who were trying to consolidate and advance the authority of the
British government by telling colonists to obey the new tax law.

In Puritan New England, the religion and politics were not strictly separated realms, for
the best kind of government enabled people to live good, godly lives in orderly freedom.
Such theology held that rulers — including kings — deserved respect and obedience
unless they promoted immorality or tyranny. When that happened, the people had the
right to resist or even rebel.

By 1765 the political domination of Puritanism had ended because of growing religious
toleration and diversity of the colonies, but many of the Puritan ideals about politics and
resistance persisted.

According to Adams, the “spirit of liberty” had brought down Charles | and James Il and
he believed history might be repeating itself with the colonist’s resistance to the Stamp
Act. It was too early to tell, he realized, but perhaps this crisis would bring down George
Il too.

As for the Stamp Act, Adams worried that if Americans did not remain vigilant, a corrupt
few in the British government would push through similar laws levying oppressive taxes
and then use spurious religious notions of unconditional obedience to justify them.

In 1763, at the end of the Seven Years War, colonists had celebrated the British defeat of
the French in North America.

Taxation without Representation

Bitter rivalry between the British and French had exploded in the mid-1750s into a war
to determine which European nation would control eastern North America.

British colonists in America fought alongside the British regular army to secure the
victory.
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Many Americans predicted in 1763 that the British Empire would enter an
unprecedented era of peace and prosperity, with an increasingly important role for the
American colonies.

Yet in 1765, the relationship between the British and their American colonists began to
fall apart. The key to the disagreement was the British government’s desire to generate
tax revenue from the colonies to help pay off the massive debt incurred during the
Seven Years War.

Accordingly, Parliament passed the Stamp Act, which stipulated that goods from
newspapers to playing cards had to be printed on paper bearing a royal stamp, reflecting
the tax paid.

Colonists were instantly indignant at the new tax and began to devise means to resist it.
Led by Patrick Henry and the Virginia legislature, Americans argued that Parliament did
not have the right to tax them to raise revenue.

In October 1765, delegates from nine colonies met in New York and passed an
unprecedented resolution decrying the Stamp Act and demanding its repeal.

In the cities, colonists harassed British stamp agents so mercilessly that by the end of the
year, the new law had become unenforceable.

At a 1766 meeting of the Sons of Liberty in Boston, an anonymous speaker compared
two English earls (proponents of the Stamp Act in England) to the monstrous beasts of
the book of Revelation.

By accepting paper with the royal stamp, he warned, colonists would “receive the mark
of the beast.”

History had shown Americans that good rulers preserved the sacred trust of political and
religious freedom, whereas evil rulers used political power and religious rationalization
to destroy a people’s freedom.

The colonists’ worldview had prepared them to interpret the Stamp Act as an early
warning signal that the spirit of tyranny might be afoot again in the British government.

The Seven Years War and the Great Awakening

The Seven Years War following immediately upon the massive Christian revivals of the
Great Awakening in the 1740s, prepared Americans to interpret the American Revolution
as the next great contest in the course of prophetic history as revealed in the Bible.

The Great Awakening and the Seven Years War i ih. ”
forged a bond among Protestantism, anti- - 3 ,
Catholicism and liberty.

To many Americans who were Congregationalists or
Anglicans, as well as those belonging to other
denominations not sanctioned by the state, the overall Protestant faith represented



Modern Church History Angela Ketterhagen

spiritual and political freedom, whereas Catholicism or what was called the spirit of
popery, represented tyranny and bondage.

In the 1750s, the long-standing conflict between the French and British finally erupted in
a major war over control of the Ohio River valley, the rich, arable land that lay directly
between the British and French territories in North America.

As British settlements pushed rapidly west into the Ohio River valley in the early 1750s,
France responded by building a new chain of forts to secure the region for itself.

The English colonies, especially in Virginia, organized efforts to combat the French
presence in the valley, which precipitated the Seven Years War.

Britain was primarily a Protestant nation and France was primarily a Catholic nation.
Protestants have traditionally associated Catholicism or popery with evil figures in the
Bible, particularly the book of Revelation, including the antichrist and the beast.

This was still very common in the colonial era with many pastors expressing anti-Catholic
statements and the French settlers who were primarily Catholic.

The small Catholic community in North America, outside of Quebec, would come to
support the American Revolution, despite the bitter anti-Catholicism of the Patriot
movement.

Catholics saw the war as a possible way to alleviate the widespread discrimination
against them in America.

Catholics played a significant role in the Revolution, especially in Maryland. Maryland
was originally founded as a Catholic refuge but had come under Protestant domination a
century later.

Charles Carroll, a Catholic, was elected to the Annapolis Convention in 1774 and became
the first Catholic to hold political office in Maryland since the 17t" century.

In 1776, he served as a member of the Continental Congress and signed the Declaration
of Independence — the only Catholic to do so.

The Quest for Religious Freedom

Many of the original colonists had come to America to escape the threat of Catholicism
or any religious tradition that smelled like it — including the Church of England.

Because they publicly criticized the established Church of England, many fell under
persecution and some decided in the 1630s to leave England and make a new start in
America.

Conflict with Native Americans started almost as soon as the first colonies were settled.
At various times, it threatened to wipe out entire Native American groups, the English
colonists or both.

Even worse for many Protestant settlers, some of the Native attackers found allies
among the Catholics.
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- Inthe 1720s, for instance, a French Jesuit named Sebastian Rale, at a missionary station
in Maine, began telling the Wabanakis that they
should fight against the English to maintain their land
rights.

- The subsequent brutal war on the frontier of
northern New England solved nothing and it ended
with Father Rale being shot and scalped by the

Massachusetts militia.

- Pastors began telling their churches that their troubles with the Natives and Catholics
would end only when the colonists repented.

- By the 1720s, many pastors had begun to pray for “revivals.” As the revivalist movement
began to emerge, many church leaders put increasing focus on the individual’s
experience of salvation.

- Church leaders such as George Whitefield and Jonathan Edwards, focused intensely on
the idea of the new birth — for them, the only spiritual question that mattered.

- The Awakening’s influences on the culture of revolutionary America were deep.
Revivalist preachers pioneered a new style of rhetoric in which leaders appealed directly
to the people in a homespun style filled with Biblical allusions.

- Revolutionary writers and orators like Patrick Henry and even religious skeptics like
Thomas Paine self-consciously employed an evangelical style to motivate their
audiences.

- In 1765, the legacy of revivalism was one element of the religious zeal funneling the
controversy with Britain over the Stamp Act.

- American colonists saw the series of wars from the 1740s to the 1770s, leading up to the
American Revolution, as divinely designed to vindicate both liberty and Protestantism.

- Inearly 1763, the European powers signed the Treaty of Paris, formally ending the
Seven Years War. In North America, the treaty eliminated the official French presence in
Canada and the Ohio River valley.

- For their part, the colonists emerged from the Seven Years War with optimistic
expectations about their material and spiritual prospects.

- Such high expectations are easily disappointed. Even though the British government had
just saved the colonists from the despised French and Spanish Catholics, the period
immediately following the Seven Years War was primed with frustration and conflict.

- The Americans anticipated more freedom and prosperity, while the British wanted
effective control of North America and tax revenue to pay off debts from the war.

- By 1763, American viewed infringements on their liberty as having wicked origins.

- The colonists realized that the postwar years were not going to be the paradise they had
expected.
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More Taxation without Representation

Parliament soon introduced a new system of taxes that would require the colonists to
share the burden of the war deficit.

. ) ;| [
The Sugar Act of 1764 imposed new duties on a range of e o8 ¥
consumer goods including (besides sugar) cloth, coffee and s

wine. <~ - =

The new law also sought to alleviate the major problem of

tax evasion in the colonies by reducing the duty on imported molasses but rigorously
enforcing its collection.

Some colonists murmured against the Sugar Act, primarily merchants and politicians
directly affected by it.

A few leaders began to piece together an argument against taxation without
representation: Parliament had no right to pass tax laws on the colonists, because tax
laws should only be passed by a people’s elected representatives.

If Parliament could pass laws like the Sugar Act, asked the Massachusetts legislature,
“are we not reduced from the character of free subjects to the miserable state of
tributary slaves?”

Massachusetts legislator James Otis penned the most aggressive response to the Sugar
Act. According to Otis, Parliament had supreme authority in imperial affairs but did not
possess the right to tax the colonists.

He argued that the government principles put forth by William and Mary in the Glorious
Revolution protected British citizens from such laws.

Otis believed that God had chosen William as the “glorious instrument of delivering this
kingdom from popery and arbitrary power.” Unjust laws like the Sugar Act flouted the
spirit of the Glorious Revolution, he insisted.

Although Otis and several legislatures registered disapproval of the Sugar Act, the British
government could not have envisioned the firestorm that the passage of the Stamp Act
in 1765 would ignite.

Part of the reason for the widespread unrest was that the relatively mild protests against
the Sugar Act had come to nothing, and frustration with Parliament began to compound.
There existed a religious aspect to resistance against the Stamp Act. British officials
commented that non-Anglican Christians seemed particularly outraged by the Stamp
Act.

Governor William Franklin of New Jersey wrote to his famous father Benjamin Franklin
that “Presbyterians” in New England had tried to spread the unrest to all the colonies.
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- Anangry stamp distributor in Philadelphia, John Hughes, also reported that
Presbyterians there had begun to question the authority of the king, declaring they
would honor “No King, but King Jesus.”

- Parliament decided to repeal the Stamp Act, realizing there was no point in risking civil
war over the issue.

- But to the colonists, the repeal only offered a reminder to be vigilant in their defense of
Christian liberty against the tyrannical spirit of this new manifestation of Antichrist.

- One Connecticut account of the new repeal shows how deeply the colonists had come to
associate political tyranny with the spirit of Antichrist.

- When word arrived of the repeal in 1766, a crowd composed largely of evangelicals
celebrated saying “that victory was gained against the beast and over his mark...[and]
we can yet buy and sell without the mark or the name of the beast or the number of
his name.”

- They called the king’s supporters papists. Pastor Joseph Emerson of Pepperell,
Massachusetts, speaking at the thanksgiving service celebrating the repeal, noted that
the protesters believed that their “civil and religious privileges” were both jeopardized
by the act.

- If the Parliament was not bound to respect the colonists’ rights in the matter of taxation,
then what would become of their religious liberty?

- Inthe years after 1763, Americans were embracing a new kind of civil spirituality, that is,
a spirituality that put a heavy emphasis on political values.

- Civil spirituality needs saints and for many Americans, no one deserved more praise in
the cause of civil and religious liberty than George Whitefield, who died during his last
visit to America in 1770.

- In a eulogy for Whitefield, Pastor Nathaniel Whitaker of Salem, Massachusetts, declared
that George Whitefield was “greatly concerned for the liberties of America, and under
God it was in no small measure owing to him, that the Stamp Act, that first attack
upon our liberties in these colonies was repealed.”

- Whitaker gave no evidence for this extravagant claim but he undoubtably meant that
Whitefield had revived evangelical faith in America, and by definition, reviving
Protestantism meant reviving liberty.

- John Adams wrote in 1767 that liberty’s friends must always be vigilant to protect it, for
malevolent forces always sought to destroy political and religious freedom.

- The religious and military experiences of the decades before the American Revolution
primed colonists to employ apocalyptic ideas to understand the crisis with Britain.
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Religious Freedom

The persecution of John Waller

- John Waller, known to friends as “Swearing Jack,” was a typical
Virginia gentleman — brawling and vulgar — until he encountered
the Baptists.

- At first Waller despised the radical evangelical sect because it

stood against the profanity and violence that characterized
Virginia’s elite society.

- As alawyer, Waller had participated in the prosecution of one of these annoying
preachers, Lewis Craig. But when he encountered Craig in court, something about him
caught Waller off-guard.

- The minister possessed a quiet strength and fortitude that Waller had never beheld. His
curiosity stoked, Swearing Jack began attending the Baptists’ meetings and after seven
or eight months he became convinced that God loved him and would save him from an
eternity in hell. Accepting Christ’s offer of forgiveness, he was publicly baptized.

- After paying off his gambling debts, Waller began preaching. But in Virginia, preaching
was illegal without a state license.

- The onetime gentleman lawyer was arrested for the first time in 1768 for disturbing the
peace, thanks to his habit of confronting people with passages from the Bible.

- Now known as a troublemaker by the authorities he had once represented, Waller finally
incurred the full wrath of Virginia’s establishment in 1771, when he was preaching at an
outdoor meeting in Caroline County.

- The sheriff confronted Waller in the company of the local Anglican minister, who
reportedly jammed the end of the horsewhip in Waller’'s mouth, after which the sheriff’s
posse hauled Waller out of the meeting and brutally whipped him.

- They left him covered in blood but Waller cleaned himself off, returned to the stage and
continued preaching.

Madison’s & Jefferson’s reaction to the persecution

- James Madison, a bookish and idealistic twenty-two-year-old
graduate of the College of New Jersey in Princeton, watched and
worried as the persecution of Baptists like Waller unfolded in
Virginia.

- He wrote to a friend in Pennsylvania in 1774 asking him to pray for

that liberty of religious conscience would be given to all citizens of
the colonies.

- Madison had grown up in a traditional Anglican family and in the early 1770s he seemed
to still accept and practice the faith of his birth.
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He did not, however, approve of the Anglican Church’s treatment of evangelicals like
Waller, which he saw as a “diabolical, hell-conceived principle of persecution.”
Madison embraced notions about church-state relations that had emerged from the
Enlightenment, with its emphasis on toleration and pluralism, but his theories about
religious freedom were put to a practical test when he monitored the persecution of
Virginia’s evangelicals.

On the issues of church and state, Madison and many other founders of the American
Republic were profoundly influenced by the 17th century English philosopher John
Locke, who argued that civil authorities should never try to coerce people into holding
uniform religious opinions and should only regulate religious practices in the interest of
the state’s well-being.

Madison believed that Virginia’s civil authorities had trespassed from their proper
jurisdiction by policing the private beliefs of the evangelicals.

He reported in disgust to his Pennsylvania friend that five or so Baptist pastors remained
in local jails, simply for unlicensed preaching of essentially orthodox Christianity.
Madison wrote that wild stories promulgating the “monstrous effects” of evangelical
dissent were derailing of efforts to promote religious freedom.

The colonial Virginia government supported the clerics and parishes of the Anglican
Church with tax funds and legal protection, and the established Church’s defenders did
not look kindly on the evangelical interlopers.

Madison lamented that many of the legislators were so devoted to the Anglican
establishment that they would not “hear of the toleration of dissentients.”

James Madison and Thomas Jefferson were the best-known advocates for religious
freedom in the revolutionary period.

Enlightenment writers such as Locke played a major role in framing the ideal of religious
liberty for these famous founders, but it was mainly the evangelical dissenters from the
established churches who fought on the front lines of the struggle for freedom to
worship God in their own way.

They were the ones who suffered humiliation, fines, and imprisonment and their
tribulations helped Jefferson and Madison solidify their convictions against religious
oppression.

Toleration and Persecution within the Colonies

The revolutionary era, then, saw an unlikely alliance of evangelicals, Enlightenment
liberals and deists working together to win religious freedom.

In this coalition, Jefferson and Madison were the best political advocates, but to give
weight to their cause they relied on the masses of evangelical believers in Virginia.
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- As the revolutionary crisis began to unfold, Madison, Jefferson and the evangelicals all
speculated that it might represent their opportunity to establish unequivocal religious
freedom in Virginia.

- In the medieval period, Europeans had simply assumed that a union between church
and state and the persecution of those who challenged it, was a natural, even God-
sanctioned state of affairs.

- The law changed somewhat in 1689, when Britain adopted the celebrated Act of
Toleration, a law that should have freed dissenters from state persecution, allowing
them to be “tolerated,” if not completely free.

- The law offered them only second-class status in English society and politics. Dissenters
in the colonies also remained under a variety of legal restrictions; they also often had to
pay taxes to support the established church, even though they did not attend it.

- Now, in the years leading up to the American Revolution, Enlightenment liberals and
dissenters were clamoring for full religious liberty — which meant the elimination of
official state churches, religious taxes and religious tests for public office.

- Protestants in colonial America normally did not believe in religious liberty. They
believed that the state should support a particular Christian denomination — either
Anglican or Congregationalist — and should ban non-Christians and heretics from holding
public office.

- Pennsylvania did provide religious freedom in a sense that we would recognize today, as
Quaker leader William Penn refused to make Quakerism the official church of the colony
and freely allowed all kinds of Christians, as well as Jews, to settle in the colony.

- Maryland, too, practiced an early kind of religious liberty.

- But America’s original founders did not typically come to the continent’s shores to
establish religious liberty in the modern sense.

- With the institutionalization of a particular denomination, many of the colony’s
legislatures banned religious outsiders.

- Early Virginians, for example, outlawed Quakers, who were perceived as dangerous,
heretical visionaries by many English Protestants.

- Virginia also barred Catholics from holding office and forbade “popish priests” from
entering the colony.

- Asaresult, Maryland became a land of exiles for a variety of Christian groups, many of
whom had left Virginia because of the colony’s attempts to enforce conformity to the
Church of England.

- Anglicans, Baptists, Quakers and Catholics were all unwelcome in 17t century
Massachusetts or Connecticut.

10
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Neighboring Rhode Island became a stew of sectarianism, full outcasts and refugees
from fleeing Puritan justice, and it was so notorious for its dissension that for the
Puritans the terms “Rhode Islandism” became synonymous with religious disorder.
The Great Awakening ramped up the religious conflicts as more people began leaving
the established churches for more evangelical churches, particularly the Baptists.

The Virginia Declaration and Rights

James Madison and Thomas Jefferson were two of the Enlightenment liberals who
rallied to the cause of the harshly persecuted Baptists.

Even skeptics like Jefferson joined evangelicals and rationalist Christians to support
disestablishment; they could all agree that their colony’s treatment of religious
dissenters was deplorable.

In early 1776, as the move toward American independence grew in urgency, Jefferson
and Madison began to collaborate with the evangelical dissenters.

During the months before the July Declaration of Independence, Virginia and other
American colonies began to organize governments free of British sponsorship.

The new government needed statements of basic liberties and Madison helped craft
Virginia’s that May.

The Virginia Declaration of Rights became the basis for a governmentally sanctioned
effort in Virginia to shed its establishment and abandon its tradition of persecution.
Although delegate George Mason had proposed that the Declaration of Rights should
provide full toleration of dissenters, Madison persuaded the convention to approve an
even more expansive statement of the “free exercise of religion” for all.

7 [

Mason’s “toleration” implied that the government still wielded authority over the
conscience, but Madison’s “free exercise” implied a natural right to religious liberty that
was not subject to changing political winds.

Madison also tried to insert language in the Declaration of Rights that would have
prevented anyone from receiving any “peculiar emoulments or privileges” on the basis
of religion, but the clause was rejected.

Patrick Henry, who introduced Madison’s proposal, was asked directly whether it meant
to disestablish the church and he denied that it would have done so.

At this point in the revolutionary era, most of Virginia’s political leaders still wanted to
foster the coexistence of an Anglican establishment and the free exercise of religion,
which in practice meant a halt to the active persecution of the Baptists.

In late 1776 Jefferson and Madison worked on a committee that addressed the petitions
for religious freedom from Baptists and others, which flooded the Virginia legislature
after the adoption of the Declaration of Rights earlier that year.

Jefferson, recognizing the profound effect of the evangelical moment in his home state,
would recall that:

11
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“by the time of the revolution, a majority of the inhabitants had become dissenters from the
established church, but were still obliged to pay contributions to support the pastors of the
minority. This unrighteous compulsion to maintain teachers of what they deemed religious
errors was grievously felt during the regal government, and without hope of relief. But the
first republican legislature which met in 76 was crowded with petition to abolish this spiritual
tyranny. These brought on the severest contests in which | have ever been engaged.”?

- Jefferson and Madison helped end legal penalties against dissenters and temporarily
stop state funding for the Church of England.

- Support for some kind of religious establishment remained strong in Virginia and the
moment for establishing full religious freedom in the state did not come until ten years
later, in 1786 when Madison and the Baptists won approval for the Bill for Establishing
Religious Freedom.

- Even though Jefferson and Madison eagerly cooperated with evangelicals in the name of
religious freedom, no one should mistake either of the two founders as evangelicals.

- Although Madison was quite serious about his Anglican faith during the early years of
the Revolution, he drifted toward deism or Unitarianism later in life.

- Jefferson would also make clear his skepticism about the Bible and traditional doctrines
such as that of the Trinity.

- Nevertheless, these two religious rationalists were so appalled by Virginia’s persecution
of dissenters that they mobilized on their behalf to advocate for religious liberty in their
state and nationwide.

- Even before the advent of the American Revolution and the Virginia Declaration of
Rights, the stage had been set for the cooperation of evangelicals and more liberal
Christians, not only in the Patriot cause but also in the struggle to disestablish the state
churches.

- The evangelicals wanted disestablishment so they could freely preach the gospel; the
rationalists and deists wanted disestablishment because they felt an enlightened
government should not punish people for their religious views.

John Dickenson and Samuel Adams

- In 1767 the British Parliament imposed another round of taxes, the Townshend Duties —
levied on imported tea, glass, paper, and paint — and the colonies erupted with new
appeals for resistance, including refusal to import the taxed goods.

- Unrest in the colonial towns, especially Boston, convinced the British to send four
regiments of British troops to America.

- The colonists were apoplectic, believing that the presence of a “standing” army in
peacetime signified the next stage of the assault on their freedom.

12
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John Dickinson’s Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania (1767) articulated the colonists’
grievances against the Townshend Duties.

Dickinson was no farmer, or at least, not a common farmer, he studied law at the Middle
Temple in London in the 1750s, became a wealthy lawyer in Philadelphia, served in both
the Delaware and Pennsylvania assemblies, and established himself as one of the largest
landowners in Delaware.

Like many Americans, Dickinson had a great deal to lose, politically and financially, if the
British successfully enforced the collection of the new taxes.

Dickinson’s Letters argued that Parliament had no right to impose taxes meant to
regulate the flow of commercial goods.

His compelling polemic against parliamentary taxation made the Letters the most
influential American pamphlet before Thomas Paine’s Common Sense.

Dickinson’s tone was direct but measured — befitting his pacifist Quaker family
background — but Samuel Adams of Boston believed that Dickinson had not fully
plumbed the depths of the British threat to liberty.

Adams was raised as a Calvinist in Boston and unlike his second cousin John, he would
maintain that faith throughout his life. Samuel graduated with an M.A. from Harvard in
1743, writing affirmatively on the question:

“Whether it be lawful to resist the supreme magistrate if the commonwealth cannot be
otherwise preserved.”?

Samuel Adams entered Boston politics in the 1750s and embraced his true calling
promoting American liberty and virtue and fighting political and religious tyranny.
Adams thought it was unfortunate that Dickinson would give so much attention to the
financial and political issues of taxation without representation but largely ignore the
threat against Americans’ religious liberty.

Adams identified those who supported the royal government in Massachusetts as
potential proselytes for the Catholic Church.

He also believed that the Stamp Act and the Townshend Duties were intended to soften
Americans’ resolve and to prepare them for the ultimate tyranny of religious oppression.
As the revolutionary crisis developed, many colonists like Samuel Adams applied their
longtime aversion to the Catholic Church to a new enemy, perceiving the dark forces of
Roman Catholicism behind the political actions of the British and believing that their
freedom as Protestants was in jeopardy.

Strife over political and economic concerns certainly caused much of the controversy
between Britain and the American colonies, but religion also played a major role in
precipitating the Revolution.

13
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Anglican Power in the Colonies and the Quebec Act

Between 1761 and 1775, matters of religious power arose around two key questions
that would spark the tinderbox of British-American relations: the potential appointment
of an Anglican bishop for America and the welcoming British policy towards Catholics in
Canada that was reflected in the 1774 Quebec Act.

These two issues raised fears among many American Protestants that Britain would take
away their religious liberty and replace their churches with new Anglican state
establishments or, worse, the kind of Catholic rule that Britain had experienced in earlier
centuries.

To Americans, the prospect of the loss of religious liberty was intimately connected to
the loss of civil liberty.

Many Congregationalists believed that “High-Church- Anglicanism would commandeer
their New England churches if they could.

The Congregationalist’ Puritan forefathers had functionally left the Anglican Church
when they migrated to New England in the 1630s, a time when the Puritans tightly
controlled both Connecticut and Massachusetts churches.

Until the 1680s, New Englanders did not have to tolerate the public meetings of
Anglicans or any other non-Puritan churches.

As part of the toleration forced upon them following the Glorious Revolution (1688-
1689), Puritans had to accept Anglican churches and missionaries in New England.

In 1722, Congregationalists were shocked when the rector and two tutors at Yale College
became Anglicans — “Yale Apostates” — snatched from one of Congregationalism’s
citadels.

In the decades after those conversions, Congregationalists feared the Anglican Church’s
incursion in America.

They worried especially about the possible attempt by the Church of England to foist an
Anglican bishop on the colonies, which they viewed as the critical step in forcing an
Anglican establishment on New England.

Many Anglican clergymen really did desire to send a bishop to America, in order to
strengthen the church and to provide a ready means for confirmation and ordination.
But to many Anglican laypeople, the quest for a bishop seemed designed to aggrandize
Britain’s religious and political power in America.

The fear of the loss of religious liberty by the imposition of a bishop was one of the most
sensitive issues among Americans, including evangelicals and Anglican laypeople, in both
the North and the South.
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- To many, attacks on political liberty — such as the Stamp Act and the Townshend Duties —
were just the secular version of the threats they face against their right to worship God
as their Bibles instructed them to do.

- Hostility toward Anglican clergy was also brewing in the South, even though most of the
southern colonies afforded official status to the Anglican Church.

- One example of the growing tension was the controversy over the 1759 repeal of
Virginia’s Two Penny Act.

- That act was intended to help relieve inflation in the price of tobacco, which had shot up
dramatically because of debilitating drought.

- Many debts in Virginia were paid in tobacco, including the salaries of Anglican parsons.
But when Virginia’s legislature allowed debts to be paid in cash instead, which
functionally represented a pay cut for the ministers, a few Anglican clergy complained
about the act to the British Privy Council, which was responsible for reviewing colonial
laws.

- The council struck down the act, and some clergy sued to collect the full value of their
wages in tobacco.

- The repeal engendered hostility among many Virginians, including the young lawyer,
Patrick Henry.

- In 1763 he defended Hanover County against one of the ministers’ lawsuits, and he
turned his argument into an assault on the clergy and British government generally.

- The judge and the jury were convinced and the exasperated parson was awarded the
insulting sum of one penny in damages.

- Henry, although an Anglican himself, had burst onto the political stage by denouncing
the clergy and their royal backers.
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