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PREFACE

IF to most readers ecclesiastical is less interesting than civil history, a
Christian should attach the highest value to the records of the Church,
which is the empire of minds and of religion and though a particular
section of the Christian pale may appear to Christians in general of
inferior moment, those who belong to that section must read its annals
with peculiar interest.

To Dissenters themselves, therefore, their own history can need no
recommendation. The review of a century and a half of quiet enjoyment
of privileges for which their forefathers laboured and struggled, suffered
and bled, cannot fail to interest every one who, having adopted their
principles, inherits their spirit. Their enemies ventured to predict, that
the Non-conformist churches would die with their founders, or would,
if suffered to drag out a sickly life, be productive of nothing but mischief.
Time, that great investigator of truth, has pronounced a far different
verdict—several generations having now passed away, and the dissenting
churches not only existing in full vigour, but in increasing numbers and
energy. But the earlier records are beginning to perish, and we are
warned to snatch an instructive history from the oblivion with which it
is threatened.

To the study of the mere historian the following pages have a strong
claim, because they present to view a case which has no parallel in the
records of nations. The Protestants of France were something more than
a religious dissent. They formed a political party under the guidance of
nobles and princes of the blood, defended by armies and entrusted with
garrison towns. Nor have they produced on their country that effect
which has followed from the existence and exertions of the English
Dissenters. In Holland, religious liberty was promptly and generously
conceded to those who differed from the established religion, which
never formed a body so splendid and powerful as the national hierarchy
of England. The United States of America, indeed, contain myriads who
have inherited or adopted the principles of the dissenting churches; but
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not having had to contend against the influence of a dominant clergy, it
cannot be known how they would have come out from the furnace of
such a trial. But here we record the history of those who have, through
various fortunes, acquired a legal charter for their religious rights, which
they have maintained unrelaxed by the sunshine of prosperity, as they
had before been unbroken by the storms of cruel persecution.

To the British patriot our history commends itself, by the
consideration that the Dissenters have been confessed, even by those
who were hostile to their religious principles, to have been the people
who cherished the precious spark of that liberty which forms the glory
of our isle. Those who have differed from a dominant religion have
usually contended for the liberty of worshipping God according to their
own views, because these were assumed to be right; but the great body
of the English Dissenters have long maintained, and have at last taught
the world to admit, that all who conduct themselves as peaceful subjects
of the state have a right to the uncontrolled exercise of their religion,
and that the magistrate should neither oppress, nor establish, but simply
protect the church.

There are many reasons why the history of Dissenters should be
written by themselves. If they are in danger of partialities in favour of
their theme, others are equally exposed to hostile prejudices; and while
we may be expected to be better informed, facts have proved that those
who view us at a distance are unacquainted with the more minute
features and nicer shades of character, which are essential to a faithful
portrait. Our very errors may give instruction to the world; for they
will show, by the tinge which our minds have received, the distinguishing
colour of the communion to which we belong.

It has, however, been our aim to weigh the men and the actions of all
parties in the even balances of truth. Our faith is dictated by no human
authority; we have never sworn, as some others, to be always of our
present opinion; nor are we bound to adhere to any imaginary standard
of perfection, which forbids us to profit by increasing light, or to be wiser
than our forefathers. It is our happiness to know that the faults which
we have detected in Dissenters, we may publish, with the hope that our
fidelity may improve our friends, and rescue them from the just censure
of our foes. We have, indeed, undertaken our work, from attachment to
the subject, as well as from a conviction that it was an important
desideratum in the literature of our country. We have, therefore, not
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scrupled to animate our pages with the affections of our hearts, as well
as to illuminate them with the sentiments of our minds, not affecting a
philosophical indifference, which would have argued moral torpor rather
than mental dignity. The principles and tempers which form the
imperishable essence of religion demand peculiar attention in a history
of dissent, which is founded solely on principle, and stands unsupported
by pecuniary resources or physical force. We have, therefore, departed as
widely from the secularity of Mosheim, who often gives the history of
anything but religion, as from the clear frosty light of Campbell, and the
good-humoured candour and nonchalance of Jortin.

For the censures we have pronounced on the different bodies of
Dissenters, or on the established communion, we must expect to be
censured in our turn; for such is the infirmity of human nature, that
we fancy we diminish our own faults, or revenge ourselves for offensive
reproofs, by retorting on our censors. It had been easy to pay
compliments to all parties and expose the faults of none. But where
would have been the profit? If history should be philosophy teaching by
examples, ought it not to lead men to seek a cure for their faults? If we
are blamed by all parties, we shall at least have the consolation of
knowing that we have been the flatterers of none.

We cannot, however, admit that censures on the conduct of
individuals constitute a sentence of condemnation on the communion
to which they belong. No church can be responsible for the actions of
every one within its pale. In proportion as any denomination becomes
numerous and respectable, it is exposed to the intrusion of hypocrites
or self-deceivers, who hope to shelter their own characters under that
of the body, to profit by its friendship, and shine by the lustre of its
renown. But then only are the rest of the community dishonoured by
the faults of the guilty party, when, from morbid tenderness for their
own credit, they attempt to justify the offender, or resent the censures
levelled at him, as if aimed at the whole. We have not wished to make
the children offenders for their fathers’ crimes. Communities change
character, as well as the individuals of which they are composed; and
sects, which in their origin betrayed puerile follies, or depraved passions,
have outgrown their faults, and ripened in wisdom and goodness, as
much as in years, till at length their early vices are contrasted, if not
expiated, by exalted worth.

The history of an oppressed and persecuted dissent could scarcely
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have been written by a friend, without the interspersion of severe
censures on the dominant church. We have, indeed, not hesitated to
brand cruel tyranny with the infamy which it deserves. We have,
however, been far from insinuating, either that every member of the
Anglican church once burned with the furious lust of domination which
the ruling party displayed, or that none of her clergy have derived any
improvement from the lapse of time and the discipline of events. On
the contrary, we have the happiness to be acquainted with ministers of
the established church, whose enlightened minds, liberal principles,
virtuous lives, and benevolent labours, would do honour to any
communion of Christians which now exists, and would have reflected
no disgrace on the first and purest ages of the church. There are hearts
within the established pale, which echo to the severest censures we could
pronounce on the arbitrary measures that drove the Puritans to plant
churches in the transatlantic deserts, or to pine away in loathsome jails.
The beneficed clergyman who wrote the Plea for the Non-conformists
declares his full conviction of the truth of Judge Hale’s weighty remark,
“that the bishops, in silencing so many excellent preachers when there
were none to supply their places, punished, not so much the ministers,
as their flocks.” Of the Dissenters, Jortin says, “Qui tales sunt utinam
essent nostri!”—Such they are that I wish they belonged to us.

As, however, the love of rule over conscience is not confined to one
denomination, but burns and rages wherever selfishness and pride feed
the fire, we have had occasion to hold it up to infamy when it has broken
out among Dissenters. If, on these occasions, we have indulged in the
language of abhorrence, we deem it a sufficient apology to say, that by
unnecessary restraints on liberty of thought or speech, and by
persecution for conscience sake, the highest honours of the only
Sovereign of conscience are invaded, and the dearest interests of the
human race endangered. In a state church, there is, indeed, more scope
for the exercise of this pernicious spirit, which is therefore often
canonised for a virtue; but persecuting Dissenters are guilty of sinning
against their own avowed sentiments, and imitating the rigours of that
rule from which they have fled.

It is not improbable, that many of our dissenting readers may be
disappointed at not meeting with minute circumstances of local interest,
such as the records of a particular church, or the name and virtues of a
favourite pastor. But it was our duty to consider what influence each
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circumstance, or individual, had upon the whole body, and to choose,
amidst a multiplicity of objects, that which had the first claim to
prominence, or could afford the most profitable lessons to posterity. We
were, therefore, compelled to omit many names which our partialities
would have recorded with honour; because there were others which had
still higher claims. At the first and the last of the periods into which
our history is divided, we were called to make the most frequent
sacrifices to historic proportion. Many of the two thousand ejected
ministers, dying before the revolution, did not belong to our province;
and several ministers who have recently entered into their rest, though
their names breathe a fresh and sacred fragrance over the scene of their
labours, could not have been mentioned, without converting a history
into mere biography, or without giving barren catalogues of names and
dates, instead of instructive sketches, that might stimulate survivors
to “follow those who through faith and patience inherit the promises.”
We have, therefore, chosen to promote the edification of all, and to satisfy
the just expectations of the more reflecting part of our readers, even at
the risk of disappointing not a few.

Though this second edition has been conducted through the press by
the solitary labours of the surviving author, he has been guided by the
previous arrangements made with his venerable departed coadjutor and
friend. With him it was agreed to compress the work into two volumes,
and to improve, in some respects, the arrangement of the materials; but
that which is omitted is almost entirely reflections that had run out into
dissertations, or historical passages which did not strictly belong to the
records of dissent. The work terminates with the year 1808, when the
first edition was published; for no further could it be said to be a joint
production; but a continuation to the present time is in progress, and
will form a volume so arranged, as to render it capable of being appended
to the first edition in four volumes, or to the present edition in two.1

Preface

1 It is this second edition that is here re-printed and retypeset as volumes I
& II. The additional volume, produced by James Bennett, forms volume III of
this set.—The Publishers.
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HISTORY OF DISSENTERS

CHAPTER I.—INTRODUCTION

SECT. I.—Sketch of the History of Christianity in Britain
to the Revolution

WHILE Britons are employed in benevolent missions to evangelise the
distant nations, it is highly interesting to inquire how we ourselves first
received the religion of Christ. But the introduction of the Gospel to
our isle is enveloped in the darkness of a remote antiquity. We discover,
indeed, the gloomy horrors of the long night in which our ancestors
wandered, before the beams of divine revelation darted on us from the
East. The naked bodies and savage manners of the ancient Britons,
which Roman historians have described, were less disgraceful than the
besotted minds and depraved hearts that lurked within. Were we to
give full credit to the narrative of Cæsar, we should believe that our
forefathers maintained a community of wives, elevated but little above
the promiscuous intercourse of brutes. The rude lords exercised over
their women and children an absolute power of life and death. Prisoners
taken in war, or condemned criminals, they enclosed in wicker cages,
and burned alive as sacrifices to their gods, or at the funerals of the
deceased, to appease their departed spirits. Britain is said to have been
the chief seat of the Druids, who taught the warlike inhabitants to
despise death, from the persuasion that their souls would then pass
into other bodies.1  But enough of a scene where the horrid gloom is
interrupted only by the glare of infernal fires, which just serves to make
the darkness visible.

Has Infinite Wisdom thrown an impenetrable veil over the
introduction of the Gospel into many countries, that we might learn to
adore, not the missionary who brings, but the God who sends the
blessing? That the benign religion of Jesus was introduced into Britain
at a very early period, when nations nearer to Judea had not yet heard

1 Cæsar de Bello Gallico, lib. i.
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the joyful sound, seems probable; but that the thirty-seventh year of
Tiberius, or the fourth after the death of Christ, was, as some affirm,
the auspicious era, we will not venture to assert. To Peter, James, and
Paul, among the Twelve; to Simon Zelotes and Aristobulus, apostolic
men, has been given the title of apostle to the British isle, with equal
strength of confidence and want of proof.2  But the monkish legends
assign this honour to Joseph of Arimathea, who was long supposed to
have founded the church at Glastonbury, and planted its holy thorn. It
is, however, more lately affirmed, that Caractacus, being conquered by
the Romans, and carried, with his father Bran or Branus, and his wife
and children, captive to Rome, there heard the Gospel. Bran and others
of the family became converts to the Christian faith, and on their return,
introduced it into their native country. On this account Bran is called
one of the three blessed sovereigns of Britain, and Cyllin, son of
Caractacus, who is supposed to have received the Gospel at this time, is
styled St. Cyllin. Eigen, the daughter of Caractacus, is recorded as the
first British female saint. This noble family is said to have returned
from Rome in the seventieth year of the Christian era, and to have
brought over Ilid, a Christian Jew, and Cyndav, a brother, to propagate
the Gospel in Britain.3  We still, however, leave this question in the
uncertainty in which it is likely always to remain; for whoever scattered
the first seeds of divine truth in our island, left them to be watered
with the dew of heaven, and departed, probably, to find his name in a
nobler volume than that of fame.

But why should everything be ascribed to the efforts of one
individual? Might not the intercourse maintained between this country
and Gaul, by means of the travelling merchants, have brought hither
Christians at different periods, who may have contributed to diffuse
the Gospel in various parts of our island? Wonders are related of the
numbers and dignity of the first Christian converts. The Claudia,
mentioned by Paul,4  is said to have been a British Christian, wife to
Pudens, a Roman senator; but this, if true, proves nothing concerning
the history of religion in Britain, as she might have believed on Christ
by hearing his gospel at Rome.

2 Fuller’s Church History of Britain, book i.
3 This is asserted on the authority of the Welsh Triads.
4 2 Tim. iv. 21.
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The second century of the Christian era furnishes no materials for
the religious history of our country, except the supposed conversion of
Lucius, a British king, be thought worthy of attention. But his kingship,
if not imaginary, was very diminutive, amounting to little more than a
provincial government under the Romans. His conversion is said to have
been effected by the lustre of miracles, and by means of aim embassy
from Rome; both which render it suspicious.5  Though it is triumphantly
asserted, that the example of this royal convert was so effectual that,
in a little time, not an unbeliever remained,6  we know what kind of
converts they usually are that are caught by shoals.

The subsequent age commenced auspiciously; for Christians had now
filled the Roman empire, being found in all the cities, villages, and
camps. Tertullian and Origen glory that places in Britain, inaccessible
to the Roman arms, yielded to the triumphant banner of the cross.
Several of the Roman emperors were either liberal enough to leave the
Christians to what they deemed their obstinate humour, or too much
occupied with war or pleasure, to find leisure to trouble a despised sect.
At other times, when persecution raged in Gaul, our island was the
asylum of religious liberty. Diocletian boasted of having blotted out the
Christian name; but Gildas, our most ancient historian, merely says,
“In that bloody time, Christianity almost disappeared in some parts;”
and there were, after this desolating period, many in Britain who bore
the Christian name. At this time, the Gospel is supposed to have been
first introduced into Scotland, or Ireland, and king Donald to have been
converted. Now, also, the Popish legends tell us, St. Ursula and eleven
thousand virgins were martyred for the Gospel. But St. Alban is called
our proto-martyr. His kindness in sheltering a Christian preacher from
the fury of persecution, by giving him an asylum in his house at Verulam,
a Roman colony near London, was rewarded by his conversion to the
faith of Christ. He sealed his profession with his blood; and the town of
St. Alban’s derived its name from the martyr.7  Though the persecution
which raged in Britain was short, heavy complaints were made of the
places of worship being demolished, the sacred Scriptures burned, and
the ministers of religion forced to hide themselves from the storm. But

5 Spanhemii, Introductio ad Historiam sacram.
6 Ita ut in brevi nullus infidelis remaneret.—Bede.
7 Fuller.
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toleration was soon restored; and Constantius, the father of Constantine
the Great, even while professing to execute the imperial decree for
persecution, reigned in Britain with a gentle sway. Helena, the wife of
Constantius, is renowned as an eminent saint, but not till after her
departure from Britain, and the supposed conversion of her son. Our
country has been pronounced happy, beyond all others, in giving birth
to Constantine, the first Christian emperor. It is not, however, pretended
that he became a believer during his residence in Britain. Having
hastened to York, to receive the injunctions of his dying father, he was
there invested with the imperial purple, and shortly after marched to
Rome, to meet Maxentius, who opposed his elevation. On the eve of the
decisive battle, he is said to have seen in the heavens the figure of a
cross, with the inscription, “By this conquer.” But, after all that has
been said on both sides, it still remains an awful doubt whether
Constantine ever possessed any other than a political religion. By this
event, however, the British churches enjoyed profound peace during the
former half of the fourth century; though they are charged with a portion
of the Arianism which, at this era, generally infected the church.

But, in the fifth century, our island produced other tares. The famous
heresiarch, Pelagius, seems to have been a Welshman, called Morgan;
for both these names signify maritime birth or residence. His favourite
disciple, who was most zealous in support of the heresy, was Celestius,
a Scotchman. These two, who were equally celebrated for talents and
industry, adopted sentiments which somewhat resembled the system
afterwards called Arminianism. They maintained that death was not
the consequence of sin, but of an original law of our creation; that the
crime of Adam affected himself only, so that there was no original sin,
nor human depravity; that the grace or favour of God was given
according to human deserts; and that our free-will, not divine influence,
is the source of virtue.8  To wipe off from us the odium of this heresy, it
has been observed, that Pelagius the prophet, without honour in his
own country, was compelled to travel, in order to disseminate his errors.
In Africa, he was opposed by the renowned Augustine, by whose means
those sentiments were condemned. At St. Alban’s, a synod was held to
suppress this heresy, which had been propagated widely by Agricola.
The ecclesiastical historians exult in the decision: and, as it is said that

8 Spanhemii Introd. ad Hist., vol. i. p. 479.
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