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Evangelical Revolt: The Nature of the Baptists
Challenge to the Traditional Order in
Virginia, 1765 to 1775

Rhys Isaac*

countryside during the decade before the Revolution. Two eye-
witness accounts may open to us the nature of the conflict.
First, a scene vividly remembered and described by the Reverend James
Ireland etches in sharp profile the postures of the forces in contest. As a
young man Ireland, who was a propertyless schoolmaster of genteel origin,
had cut a considerable figure in Frederick County society. His success had
arisen largely from his prowess at dancing and his gay facility as a satiric
wit. Then, like many other young men at this time (ca. 1768), he came
deeply “under conviction of sin” and withdrew from the convivialities of
gentry society. When an older friend and patron of Ireland heard that
his young protégé could not be expected at a forthcoming assembly, this
gentleman, a leader in county society, sensed the challenge to his way of
life that was implicit in Ireland’s withdrawal. He swore instantly that
“there could not be a dance in the settlement without [Ireland] being
there, and if they would leave it to him, he would convert [him], and
that to the dance, on Monday; and they would see [Ireland] lead the ball
that day.” Frederick County, for all its geographical spread, was a close
community. Young James learned that his patron would call, and dreaded
the coming test of strength:

q N intense struggle for allegiance had developed in the Virginia

When I viewed him riding up, I never beheld such a display of pride
arising from his deportment, attitude and jesture; he rode a lofty elegant

* Mr. Isaac is a member of the Department of History, La Trobe University,
Australia. He would like to thank all those who helped this study with encourage-
ment and critical advice, particularly Stephen G. Kurtz, Thad W. Tate, Allan
Martin, John Salmond, Inga Clendinnen, and Greg and Donna Dening. A deep
debt of gratitude is owed to the Virginia Baptist Historical Society and the Virginia
State Library for their cooperation in making available microfilm of the Baptist
church books.
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horse, . . . his countenance appeared to me as bold and daring as satan
himself, and with a commanding authority [he] called upon me, if I were
there to come out, which I accordingly did, with a fearful and timorous
heart. But O! how quickly can God level pride. . . . For no sooner did
he behold my disconsolate looks, emaciated countenance and solemn
aspect, than he . . . was riveted to the beast he rode on. . .. As soon as
he could articulate a little his eyes fixed upon me, and his first address was
this; “In the name of the Lord, what is the matter with you?”*

The evident overdramatization in this account is its most revealing fea-
ture for it is eloquent concerning the tormented convert’s heightened
awareness of the contrast between the social world he was leaving and
the one he was entering.

The struggle for allegiance between these social worlds had begun with
the Great Awakening in the 1740s, but entered into its most fierce and
bitter phase with the incursions of the “New Light” Separate Baptists
into the older parts of Virginia in the years after 1765.2 The social conflict
was not over the distribution of political power or of economic wealth,
but over the ways of men and the ways of God. By the figures in the en-
counter described we may begin to know the sides drawn: on the one
hand, a mounted gentleman of the world with “commanding authority”
responding to challenge; on the other, a guilt-humbled, God-possessed
youth with “disconsolate looks . . . and solemn aspect.”

A second scene—this time in the Tidewater—reveals through actions
some characteristic responses of the forces arrayed. From a diary entry
of 1771 we have a description of the disruption of a Baptist meeting by
some gentlemen and their followers, intent on upholding the cause of
the established Church:

1James Ireland, The Life of the Reverend James Ireland . . . (Winchester, Va,,
1819), 83, 84-85.

2 For a valuable account of the triumph of evangelicalism in Virginia, 1740 to
1790, see Wesley M. Gewehr, The Great Awakening in Virginia, 1740-1790 (Durham,
N. C,, 1930). The rate at which the Separate Baptists were spreading may be seen
by the following summary: 1760—7 churches, 3 north of the James River; May
1771—14 churches (1,335 members); May-Oct. 1774—54 churches (4,004 members);
24 north of the James River. 1bid., 117. In the manuscript notes of Morgan Edwards
references to at least 31 disruptions of meetings, by riot and/or arrest, occurring
before 1772 can be identified; 13 of these appear to have been plebeian affairs,
8 gentry-led, and 10 unspecified. Morgan Edwards, Materials toward a History of
the Baptists in the Province of Virginia, 1772 passim, MS, Furman University
Library, Greenville, S. C. (microfilm kindly supplied by the Historical Commission,
Southern Baptist Convention, Nashville, Tenn.).
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Brother Waller informed us . . . [that] about two weeks ago on the
Sabbath Day down in Caroline County he introduced the worship of
God by singing. . . . The Parson of the Parish [who had ridden up with
his clerk, the sheriff, and some others] would keep running the end of
his horsewhip in [Waller’s] mouth, laying his whip across the hymn book,
etc. When done singing [Waller] proceeded to prayer. In it he was vio-
lently jerked off the stage; they caught him by the back part of his neck,
beat his head against the ground, sometimes up, sometimes down, they
carried him through a gate that stood some considerable distance, where
a gentleman [the sheriff] gave him .. . twenty lashes with his horsewhip.
... Then Bro. Waller was released, went back singing praise to God,
mounted the stage and preached with a great deal of liberty.?

Violence of this kind had become a recurrent feature of social-religious
life in Tidewater and Piedmont. We must ask: What kind of conflict was
this? What was it that aroused such antagonism? What manner of man,
what manner of movement, was it that found liberty in endurance under
the lash?

The continuation of the account gives fuller understanding of the
meaning of this “liberty” and of the true character of this encounter. Asked
“if his nature did not interfere in the time of violent persecution, when
whipped, etc.,” Waller “answered that the Lord stood by him . . . and
poured his love into his soul without measure, and the brethren and sisters

about him singing praises . . . so that he could scarcely feel the stripes
. . rejoicing . . . that he was worthy to suffer for his dear Lord and
Master.”

Again we see contrasted postures: on the one hand, a forceful, indeed
brutal, response to the implicit challenge of religious dissidence; on the
other, an acceptance of suffering sustained by shared emotions that gave
release—“liberty.” Both sides were, of course, engaged in combat, yet their
modes of conducting themselves were diametrically opposite. If we are
to understand the struggle that had developed, we must look as deeply
as possible into the divergent styles of life, at the conflicting visions of what
life should be like, that are reflected in this episode.

3John Williams’s Journal, May 10, 1771, in Lewis Peyton Little, Imprisoned
Preachers and Religious Liberty in Virginia (Lynchburg, Va., 1938), 230231. A
similar account by Morgan Edwards indicates that the men were mounted and
mentions who the principals were. Materials, 75-76.

4 Williams, Journal, in Little, Imprisoned Preachers, 231.



348 WILLIAM AND MARY QUARTERLY

Opposites are intimately linked not only by the societal context in
which they occur but also by the very antagonism that orients them to
each other. The strength of the fascination that existed in this case is evi-
dent from the recurrent accounts of men drawn to Baptist meetings to
make violent opposition, who, at the time or later, came “under con-
viction” and experienced conversion.® The study of a polarity such as we
find in the Virginia pre-Revolutionary religious scene should illuminate
not only the conflict but also some of the fundamental structures of the
society in which it occurred. A profile of the style of the gentry, and of
those for whom they were a pattern, must be attempted. Their values,
and the system by which these values were maintained, must be sketched.
A somewhat fuller contrasting picture of the less familiar Virginia Bap-
tist culture must then be offered, so that its character as a radical social
movement is indicated.

The gentry style, of which we have seen glimpses in the confrontation
with Baptists, is best understood in relation to the concept of honor—the
proving of prowess.® A formality of manners barely concealed adversary
relationships; the essence of social exchange was overt self-assertion.

Display and bearing were important aspects of this system. We can
best get a sense of the self-images that underlay it from the symbolic im-
portance of horses. The figure of the gentleman who came to call Ireland
back to society was etched on his memory as mounted on a “lofty . . .
elegant horse.” It was noted repeatedly in the eighteenth century that
Virginians would “go five miles to catch a horse, to ride only one mile
upon afterwards.” This apparent absurdity had its logic in the necessity
of being mounted when making an entrance on the social scene. The role
of the steed as a valuable part of proud self-presentation is suggested by
the intimate identification of the gentry with their horses that was con-
stantly manifested through their conversation. Philip Fithian, the New
Jersey tutor, sometimes felt that he heard nothing but “Loud disputes

5 For examples see Edwards, Materials, 34, 54, 55, 73.

8 For the sake of clarity a single “gentry style” is here characterized. Attention
is focused on the forms that appear to have been most pervasive, perhaps because
most adapted to the circumstances of common life. It is not, however, intended to
obscure the fact that there were divergent and more refined gentry ways of life.
The development within the genteel elite of styles formed in negation of the
predominant mores will be the subject of a full separate analysis. I am indebted to
Jack P. Greene for advice on this point.

7J. F. D. Smyth, quoted in Jane Carson, Colonial Virginians at Play (Williams.
burg, Va., 1965), 103-104. See also the comments of Hugh Jones and Edward
Kimber, ibid., 103.
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concerning the Excellence of each others Colts . . . their Fathers, Mothers
(for so they call the Dams) Brothers, Sisters, Uncles, Aunts, Nephews,
Nieces, and Cousins to the fourth Degree!”®

Where did the essential display and self-assertion take place? There
were few towns in Virginia; the outstanding characteristic of settlement
was its diffuseness. Population was rather thinly scattered in very small
groupings throughout a forested, river-dissected landscape. If there is to
be larger community in such circumstances, there must be centers of ac-
tion and communication. Insofar as cohesion is important in such an
agrarian society, considerable significance must attach to the occasions
when, coming together for certain purposes, the community realizes itself.
The principal public centers in traditional Virginia were the parish
churches and the county courthouses, with lesser foci established in a
scatter of inns or “ordinaries.” The principal general gatherings apart
from these centers were for gala events such as horse race meetings and
cockfights. Although lacking a specifically community character, the great
estate house was also undoubtedly a very significant locus of action. By
the operation of mimetic process and by the reinforcement of expecta-
tions concerning conduct and relationships, such centers and occasions
were integral parts of the system of social control.?

The most frequently held public gatherings at generally distributed
centers were those for Sunday worship in the Anglican churches and
chapels. An ideal identification of parish and community had been ex-
pressed in the law making persistent absence from church punishable.
The continuance of this ideal is indicated by the fact that prosecutions
under the law occurred right up to the time of the Revolution.®

8 Hunter Dickinson Farish, ed., Journal & Letters of Philip Vickers Fithian
1773-1774: A Plantation Tutor of the Old Dominion (Williamsburg, Va., 1957),
177-178.
¢ 9] am unable to find a serviceable alternative for this much abused term. The
concept has tended to be directed toward the operations of rules and sanctions, the
restraint of the pursuit of self-interest, and the correction of deviant motivation.
See International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, XIV (New York, 1968), 381-
396. A different emphasis is adopted in this article, drawing attention to more
fundamental aspects, namely, those processes by which cultural criteria of “proper”
motivation and “true” self-interest are established and reinforced in a particular
society. Closely related are the mechanisms whereby individuals’ perceptions and
valuations of their own and others’ identities are shaped and maintained. My
conceptualization derives from the ideas of “reality-maintenance” (almost of con-
tinuous socialization) which are fully developed in Peter L. Berger and Thomas
Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of
Knowledge (Garden City, N. Y., 1966), 72-73, 84, 166-175, and passim.

10 Little, Imprisoned Preachers, 265266, 291.
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Philip Fithian has left us a number of vivid sketches of the typical
Sunday scene at a parish church, sketches that illuminate the social na-
ture and function of this institution. It was an important center of com-
munication, especially among the elite, for it was “a general custom on
Sundays here, with Gentlemen to invite one another home to dine, after
Church; and to consult about, determine their common business, either
before or after Service,” when they would engage in discussing “the price
of Tobacco, Grain etc. and settling either the lineage, Age, or qualities
of favourite Horses.” The occasion also served to demonstrate to the com-
munity, by visual representation, the rank structure of society. Fithian’s
further description evokes a dramatic image of haughty squires trampling
past seated hoi polloi to their pews in the front. He noted that it was “not
the Custom for Gentlemen to go into Church til Service is beginning,
when they enter in a Body, in the same manner as they come out.”*!

Similarly, vestry records show that fifty miles to the south of Fithian’s
Westmoreland County the front pews of a King and Queen County church
were allocated to the gentry, but the pressure for place and precedence
was such that only the greatest dignitaries (like the Corbins) could be
accommodated together with their families; lesser gentlemen represented
the honor of their houses in single places while their wives were seated
farther back.*

The size and composition of the ordinary congregations in the midst
of which these representations of social style and status took place is as
yet uncertain, but Fithian’s description of a high festival is very suggestive
on two counts: “This being Easter-Sunday, all the Parish seem’d to meet
together High, Low, black, White all come out.”’® We learn both that
such general attendance was unusual, and that at least once a year full
expression of ritual community was achieved. The whole society was
then led to see itself in order.

The county courthouse was a most important center of social action.
Monthly court days were attended by great numbers, for these were also
the times for markets and fairs. ‘The facts of social dominance were there
visibly represented by the bearing of the “gentlemen justices” and the re-
spect they commanded. On court days economic exchange was openly
merged with social exchange (both plentifully sealed by the taking of

11 Farish, ed., Journal of Fithian, 29, 167.

12C, G. Chamberlayne, ed., The Vestry Book of Stratton Major Parish, King
and Queen County, Virginia, 1729-1783 (Richmond, Va., 1931), 167.

13 Farish, ed., Journal of Fithian, 89. See also 137.
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liquor) and also expressed in conventional forms of aggression—in banter,
swearing, and fighting.'*

The ruling gentry, who set the tone in this society, lived scattered across
broad counties in the midst of concentrations of slaves that often amounted
to black villages. Clearly the great houses that they erected in these settings
were important statements: they expressed a style, they asserted a claim
to dominance. The lavish entertainments, often lasting days, which were
held in these houses performed equally important social functions in
maintaining this claim, and in establishing communication and control
within the elite itself. Here the convivial contests that were so essential
to traditional Virginia social culture would issue in their most elaborate
and stylish performances.'®

The importance of sporting occasions such as horse racing meets and
cockfights for the maintenance of the values of self-assertion, in challenge
and response, is strongly suggested by the comments of the marquis de
Chastellux concerning cockfighting. His observations, dating from 1782,
were that “when the principal promoters of this diversion [who were
certainly gentry] propose to [match] their champions, they take great care
to announce it to the public; and although there are neither posts, nor
regular conveyances, this important news spreads with such facility, that
the planters for thirty or forty miles round, attend, some with cocks, but
all with money for betting, which is sometimes very considerable.”’® An
intensely shared interest of this kind, crossing but not leveling social
distinctions, has powerful effects in transmitting style and reinforcing the
leadership of the elite that controls proceedings and excels in the display.

Discussion so far has focused on the gentry, for zhere was established in
dominant form the way of life the Baptists appeared to challenge. Yet
this way was diffused throughout the society. All the forms of communica-
tion and exchange noted already had their popular acceptances with varia-

14 Charles S. Sydnor, American Revolutionaries in the Making: Political Practices
in Washington’s Virginia (New York, 1965 [orig. publ. Chapel Hill, N. C,, 1952]),
74-85. This is the incomparable authority for the nature and function of county
court days, and for the rank, etc., of the justices. Chap. 4 makes clear the impor-
tance of liquor in social intercourse. That the custom of gentlemen establishing
their “liberality” by “treating” their inferiors was not confined to the time of
elections is suggested by Col. Wager’s report “that he usually treated the members
of his militia company with punch after the exercises were over.” Ibid., 58.

15 Farish, ed., Journal of Fithian, passim; Carson, Colonial Virginians at Play,
passim.

16 Quoted in Carson, Colonial Virginians at Play, 160 and passim. For evidence
of genteel patronage of the sport see #bid., 156-157.
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tions appropriate to the context, as can be seen in the recollections of the
young Devereux Jarratt. The son of a middling farmer-artisan, Jarratt
grew up totally intimidated by the proximity of gentlemen, yet his marked
preference for engagement “in keeping and exercising race-horses for the
turf . .. in taking care of and preparing game-cocks for a match and main”
served to bind him nonetheless into the gentry social world, and would,
had he persisted, have brought him into contact—gratifying contact—with
gentlemen. The remembered images of his upbringing among the small
farmers of Tidewater New Kent County are strongly evocative of the
cultural continuum between his humble social world and that of the
gentry. In addition to the absorbing contest pastimes mentioned, there
were the card play, the gathering at farmhouses for drinking (cider not
wine), violin playing, and dancing.’”

The importance of pastime as a channel of communication, and even
as a bond, between the ranks of a society such as this can hardly be too
much stressed. People were drawn together by occasions such as horse
races, cockfights, and dancing as by no other, because here men would
become “known” to each other—“known” in the ways which the culture
defined as “real.” Skill and daring in that violent duel, the “quarter race”;
coolness in the “deep play” of the betting that necessarily went with racing,
cockfighting, and cards—these were means whereby Virginia males could
prove themselves.® Conviviality was an essential part of the social ex-
change, but through its soft coating pressed a harder structure of contest,
or “emulation” as the contemporary phrase had it. Even in dancing this
was so. Observers noted not only the passion for dancing—“Virginians
are of genuine Blood—They will dance or die!”—but also the marked
preference for the jig—in effect solo performances by partners of each
sex, which were closely watched and were evidently competitive.® In
such activities, in social contexts high or low, enhanced eligibility for mar-
riage was established by young persons who emerged as virtuosos of the
dominant style. Situations where so much could happen presented power-
ful images of the “good life” to traditional Virginians, especially young

17 Devereux Jarratt, The Life of the Reverend Devereux Jarratt . . . (Baltimore,
1806), 14, 19, 20, 23, 31, 42-44. It is interesting to note that although religious
observance played a minimal part in Jarratts early life, the Bible was the book
from which he (and other small farmers’ sons presumably) learned to read. A base
was thereby prepared for evangelical culture. 15:d., 20-21.

18 Carson, Colonial Virginians at Play, passim. For an intensely illuminating
discussion of the social significance of “deep play” in gambling see Clifford Geertz,
“Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight,” Daedalus, CI (Winter, 1972), 1-37.

19 Farish, ed., Journal of Fithian, 177; Carson, Colonial Virginians at Play, 21-35.
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ones. It was probably true, as alleged, that religious piety was generally
considered appropriate only for the aged.?

When one turns to the social world of the Baptists, the picture that
emerges is so striking a negative of the one that has just been sketched that
it must be considered to have been structured to an important extent by
processes of reaction to the dominant culture.

Contemporaries were struck by the contrast between the challenging
gaiety of traditional Virginia formal exchange and the solemn fellowship
of the Baptists, who addressed each other as “Brother” and “Sister” and
were perceived as “the most melancholy people in the world”—people
who “cannot meet a man upon the road, but they must ram a text of
Scripture down his throat.”?* The finery of a gentleman who might ride
forth in a gold-laced hat, sporting a gleaming Masonic medal, must be
contrasted with the strict dress of the Separate Baptist, his hair “cut off”
and such “superfluous forms and Modes of Dressing . . . as cock’t hatts”
explicitly renounced.??

Their appearance was austere, to be sure, but we shall not understand
the deep appeal of the evangelical movement, or the nature and full ex-
tent of its challenging contrast to the style and vision of the gentry-oriented
social world, unless we look into the rich offerings beneath this somber
exterior. The converts were proffered some escape from the harsh realities
of disease, debt, overindulgence and deprivation, violence and sudden
death, which were the common lot of small farmers. They could seek
refuge in a close, supportive, orderly community, “a congregation of
faithful persons, called out of the world by divine grace, who mutually
agree to live together, and execute gospel discipline among them.’?

20 Jarratt wrote of “Church people, that, generally speaking, none went to the
table [for communion] except a few of the more aged,” Life, 102; and Ireland,

“I ... determined to pursue the pleasures . . . until I arrived to such an advance
in years, that my nature would . . . enjoy no further relish. . . . A merciful
God . . . would accept of a few days or weeks of my sincere repenting,” Life, 59.

Likewise it may be noted that religiosity only enters markedly into the old-man
phase of Landon Carter’s diary. Jack P. Greene, ed., The Diary of Colonel Landon
Carter of Sabine Hall, 1752-1778, 2 vols. (Charlottesville, Va., 1965), passim.

21 David Thomas, The Virginian Baptist . . . (Baltimore, 1774), 59; Robert B.
Semple, 4 History of the Rise and Progress of the Baptists in Virginia, ed. G. W.
Beale (Richmond, Va., 1894), 30.

22 Farish, ed., Journal of Fithian, 69; Upper King and Queen Baptist Church,
King and Queen County, Records, 1774-1816, Sept. 16, 1780. (Microfilm of this and
subsequently cited Baptist church books kindly provided by the Virginia Baptist
Historical Society, Richmond.)

28John Leland, The Virginia Chronicle (Fredericksburg, Va., 1790), 27. See
also Thomas, The Virginian Baptist, 24-25.
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Entrance into this community was attained by the relation of a personal
experience of profound importance to the candidates, who would cer-
tainly be heard with respect, however humble their station. There was
a community resonance for deep feelings, since, despite their sober face
to the outside world, the Baptists encouraged in their religious practice a
sharing of emotion to an extent far beyond that which would elicit crush-
ing ridicule in gentry-oriented society.** Personal testimonies of the ex-
periences of simple folk have not come down to us from that time, but
the central importance of the ritual of admission and its role in renewing
the common experience of ecstatic conversion is powerfully evoked by
such recurrent phrases in the church books as “and a dore was opened
to experience.” This search for deep fellow-feeling must be set in contrast
to the formal distance and rivalry in the social exchanges of the traditional
system.?

The warm supportive relationship that fellowship in faith and ex-
perience could engender appears to have played an important part in the
spread of the movement. For example, about the year 1760 Peter Cornwell
of Fauquier County sought out in the backcountry one Hays of pious
repute, and settled him on his own land for the sake of godly companion-
ship. “Interviews between these two families were frequent . . . their con-
versation religious . . . in so much that it began to be talked of abroad as
a very strange thing. Many came to see them, to whom they related what
God did for their souls . . . to the spreading of seriousness through the
whole neighbourhood.”?®

A concomitant of fellowship in deep emotions was comparative equal-
ity. Democracy is an ideal, and there are no indications that the pre-Revo-
lutionary Baptists espoused it as such, yet there can be no doubt that these
men, calling each other brothers, who believed that the only authority
in their church was the meeting of those in fellowship together, conducted
their affairs on a footing of equality in sharp contrast to the explicit pre-
occupation with rank and precedence that characterized the world from
which they had been called. Important Baptist church elections gen-

2¢ The Baptists, it was sneered, were “always sighing, groaning, weeping.” To
which Thomas replied, “It is true lively Christians are apt to weep much, but that
is often with joy instead of sorrow.” The Virginian Baptist, 59.

25 Chestnut Grove Baptist Church, or Albemarle-Buck Mountain Baptist Church,
Records, 1773-1779, 1792-1811, passim. Ireland tells how, when he had given the
company of travelers to the Sandy Creek Association of 1769 an account of “what
the Lord had done for my soul. . . . They were very much affected . . . so much
so that one of the ministers embraced me in his arms.” Life, 141.

26 Edwards, Materials, 25-26.
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erally required unanimity and might be held up by the doubts of a few.
The number of preachers who were raised from obscurity to play an epic
role in the Virginia of their day is a clear indication of the opportunities
for fulfillment that the movement opened up to men who would have
found no other avenue for public achievement. There is no reason to
doubt the contemporary reputation of the early Virginia Baptist move-
ment as one of the poor and unlearned. Only isolated converts were
made among the gentry, but many among the slaves.??

The tight cohesive brotherhood of the Baptists must be understood
as an explicit rejection of the formalism of traditional community organi-
zation. The antithesis is apparent in the contrast between Fithian’s ac-
count of a parish congregation that dispersed without any act of worship
when a storm prevented the attendence of both parson and clerk, and
the report of the Baptist David Thomas that “when no minister . . . is
expected, our people meet notwithstanding; and spend . .. time in praying,
singing, reading, and in religious conversation.”?®

The popular style and appeal of the Baptist Church found its most
powerful and visible expression in the richness of its rituals, again a total
contrast to the “prayrs read over in haste” of the colonial Church of En-
gland, where even congregational singing appears to have been a rarity.?
The most prominent and moving rite practiced by the sect was adult bap-
tism, in which the candidates were publicly sealed into fellowship. A scrap
of Daniel Fristoe’s journal for June 15-16, 1771, survives as a unique con-
temporary description by a participant:

(Being sunday) about 2000 people came together; after preaching [I]
heard others that proposed to be baptized. . . . Then went to the water
where 1 preached and baptized 29 persons. . . . When I had finished we
went to a field and making a circle in the center, there laid hands on the
persons baptized. The multitude stood round weeping, but when we sang
Come we that love the lord and they were so affected that they lifted up

27 Thomas, The Virginian Baptist, 54. See also Semple, History of the Baptists in
Virginia, 29, 270, and Leland, Virginia Chronicle, 23. 1 have not as yet been able
to attempt wealth-status correlations for ministers, elders, deacons, and ordinary
members of the churches. It must be noted that the role which the small group of
gentry converts played (as one might expect from the history of other radical
movements) assumed an importance out of all proportion to their numbers. See
Morattico Baptist Church, Lancaster County, Records (1764), 1778-1814, passim,
and Chesterfield Baptist Church, Lancaster County, Records, 1773-1788, for the role
of the “rich” Eleazer Clay.

28 Farish, ed., Journal of Fithian, 157; Thomas, The Virginian Baptist, 34.

29 Farish, ed., Journal of Fithian, 167, 195.
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their hands and faces towards heaven and discovered such chearful count-
enances in the midst of flowing tears as I had never seen before.®®

The warm emotional appeal at a popular level can even now be felt in
that account, but it must be noted that the scene was also a vivid enact-
ment of 4 community within and apart from ke community. We must
try to see that closed circle for the laying on of hands through the eyes
of those who had been raised in Tidewater or Piedmont Virginia with the
expectation that they would always have a monistic parish community
encompassing all the inhabitants within its measured liturgical celebra-
tions. The antagonism and violence that the Baptists aroused then also
become intelligible.

The celebration of the Lord’s Supper frequently followed baptism, in
which circumstances it was a further open enactment of closed com-
munity. We have some idea of the importance attached to this public dis-
play from David Thomas’s justification:

... should we forbid even the worst of men, from viewing the solemn repre-
sentation of his [the LORD JESUS CHRIST’s| dying agonies? May not
the sight of this mournful tragedy, have a tendency to alarm stupid crea-
tures . . . when GOD himself is held forth . . . trembling, falling, bleeding,
yea, expiring under the intollerable pressure of that wrath due to [sin].
. . . And therefore, this ordinance should not be put under a bushel, but
on a candlestick, that all may enjoy the illumination.®!

We may see the potency attributed to the ordinances starkly through the
eyes of the abashed young John Taylor who, hanging back from baptism,
heard the professions of seven candidates surreptitiously, judged them not
saved, and then watched them go “into the water, and from thence, as
I thought, seal their own damnation at the Lord’s table. I left the meeting
with awful horror of mind.”?

More intimate, yet evidently important for the close community, were
the rites of fellowship. The forms are elusive, but an abundance of ritual

30 Morgan Edwards, Notes, in Little, Imprisoned Preachers, 243. See also Leland,
Virginia Chronicle, 36: “At times appointed for baptism the people generally go
singing to the water in grand procession: I have heard many souls declare they
first were convicted or first found pardon going to, at, or coming from the water.”

31 Thomas, The Virginian Baptist, 35-36; Albemarle Baptist Church Book,
June 18, 1774.

32 John Taylor, A History of Ten Baptist Churches . . . (Frankfort, Ky,

1823), 296.
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is suggested by the simple entry of Morgan Edwards concerning Falls
Creek: “In this church are admitted, Evangelists, Ruling Elders, dea-
conesses, laying on of hands, feasts of charity, anointing the sick, kiss of
charity, washing feet, right hand of fellowship, and devoting children.”
Far from being mere formal observances, these and other rites, such as the
ordaining of “apostles” to “pervade” the churches, were keenly experi-
mented with to determine their efficacy.?®

Aspects of preaching also ought to be understood as ritual rather than
as formal instruction. It was common for persons to come under convic-
tion or to obtain ecstatic release “under preaching,” and this established
a special relationship between the neophyte and his or her “father in the
gospel.” Nowhere was the ritual character of the preaching more ap-
parent than in the great meetings of the Virginia Separate Baptist As-
sociation. The messengers would preach to the people along the way
to the meeting place and back; thousands would gather for the Sunday
specially set aside for worship and preaching. There the close independent
congregational communities found themselves merged in a great and
swelling collective.** The varieties of physical manifestations such as cry-
ing out and falling down, which were frequently brought on by the ritual-
ized emotionalism of such preaching, are too well known to require de-
scription.

Virginia Baptist sermons from the 1770s have not survived, perhaps
another indication that their purely verbal content was not considered of
the first importance. Ireland’s account of his early ministry (he was or-
dained in 1769) reveals the ritual recurrence of the dominant themes ex-
pected to lead into repentance those who were not hardened: “I began first
to preach . . . our awful apostacy by the fall; the necessity of repentance
unto life, and of faith in the Lord Jesus Christ . . . our helpless incapacity
to extricate ourselves therefrom I stated and urged.”®

As “seriousness” spread, with fear of hell-fire and concern for salva-

33 Edwards, Materials, 56; Albemarle Baptist Church Book, Aug. 1776; Semple,
History of the Baptists in Virginia, 81.

34¢Ireland, Life, 191; Taylor, History of Ten Baptist Churches, 7, 16; Semple,
History of the Baptists in Virginia, 63; Garnett Ryland, The Baptists of Virginia,
1699-1926 (Richmond, Va., 1955), 53-54.

35 Ireland, Life, 185. Laboring day and night, “preaching three times a day very
often, as well as once at night,” he must have kept himself in an exalté, near
trance-like condition. His instruction to those who came to him impressed with
“their helpless condition” is also illuminating. “I would immediately direct them
where their help was to be had, and that it was their duty to be as much
engaged . . . as if they thought they could be saved by their own works, but not
to rest upon such engagedness.” 54d., 186.
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tion, it was small wonder that a gentleman of Loudoun County should
find to his alarm “that the Anabaptists . . . growing very numerous . . .
seem to be increasing in afluence [influence? |; and . . . quite destroying
pleasure in the Country; for they encourage ardent Pray’r; strong and
constant faith, and an intire Banishment of Gaming, Dancing, and Sab-
bath-Day Diversions.”*® That the Baptists were drawing away increasing
numbers from the dominant to the insurgent culture was radical enough,
but the implications of solemnity, austerity, and stern sobriety were more
radical still, for they called into question the validity—indeed the pro-
priety—of the occasions and modes of display and association so im-
portant in maintaining the bonds of Virginia’s geographically diffuse
society. Against the system in which proud men were joined in rivalry
and convivial excess was set a reproachful model of an order in which
God-humbled men would seek a deep sharing of emotion while repu-
diating indulgence of the flesh. Yet the Baptist movement, although it
must be understood as a revolt against the traditional system, was not
primarily negative. Behind it can be discerned an impulse toward a
tighter, more effective system of values and of exemplary conduct to be
established and maintained within the ranks of the common folk.

In this aspect evangelicalism must be seen as a popular response to
mounting social disorder. It would be difficult—perhaps even impossible—
to establish an objective scale for measuring disorder in Virginia. What can
be established is that during the 1760s and 1770s disorder was perceived
by many as increasing. This has been argued for the gentry by Jack P.
Greene and Gordon S. Wood, and need not be elaborated here. What
does need to be reemphasized is that the gentry’s growing perception of
disorder was focused on those forms of activity which the Baptists de-
nounced and which provided the main arenas for the challenge and re-
sponse essential to the traditional “good life.” It was coming to be felt
that horse racing, cockfighting, and card play, with their concomitants
of gambling and drinking, rather than serving to maintain the gentry’s
prowess, were destructive of it and of social order generally. Display might
now be negatively perceived as “luxury.”®’

Given the absence of the restraints imposed by tight village commun-

36 Farish, ed., Journal of Fithian, 72.

37 Greene, ed., Landon Carter Diary, 1, 14, 17-19, 21, 25, 33, 39, 44, 47, 52-53;
Gordon S. Wood, “Rhetoric and Reality in the American Revolution,” William and
Mary Quarterly, 3d Ser., XXIII (1966), 27-31; Jack P. Greene, “Search for Identity:
An Interpretation of the Meaning of Selected Patterns of Social Response in
Eighteenth-Century America,” Journal of Social History, 111 (1969-1970), 196-205.
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ity in traditional Virginia, disorder was probably an even more acute
problem in the lower than in the upper echelons of society—more acute
because it was compounded by the harshness and brutality of everyday
life, and most acute in proportion to the social proximity of the lowest
stratum, the enslaved. The last named sector of society, lacking sanctioned
marriage and legitimated familial authority, was certainly disorderly by
English Protestant standards, and must therefore have had a disturbing
effect on the consciousness of the whole community.®

As the conversion experience was at the heart of the popular evangelical
movement, so a sense of a great burden of guilt was at the heart of the
conversion experience. An explanation in terms of social process must
be sought for the sudden widespread intensification and vocal expression
of such feelings, especially when this is found in areas of the Virginia
Piedmont and Tidewater where no cultural tradition existed as precon-
ditioning for the communal confession, remorse, and expiation that char-
acterized the spread of the Baptist movement. The hypothesis here ad-
vanced is that the social process was one in which popular perceptions of
disorder in society—and hence by individuals in themselves—came to be
expressed in the metaphor of “sin.” It is clear that the movement was
largely spread by revolt from within, not by “agitators” from without.
Commonly the first visit of itinerant preachers to a neighborhood was
made by invitation of a group of penitents already formed and actively
meeting together. Thus the “spread of seriousness” and alarm at the sin-
ful disorder of the traditional world tended to precede the creation of an
emotional mass movement “under preaching.”®® A further indication of
the importance of order-disorder preoccupations for the spread of the new
vision with its contrasted life style was the insistence on “works.” Con-
version could ultimately be validated among church members only by a
radical reform of conduct. The Baptist church books reveal the close con-
cern for the disciplinary supervision of such changes.*

38 Gerald W. Mullin, Flight and Rebellion: Slave Resistance in Eighteenth-
Century Virginia (New York, 1972), passim. This article owes an incalcuable debt
to Mullin’s powerful and creative analysis of the dominant Virginia culture.

39 Edwards, Materials, 25, 69, 89, 9o; Semple, History of the Baptists in Virginia,
19-20, 25, 26, 32, 33, 227, 431.

40T have closely read the following Baptist church records for the period up to
1790: Broad Run Baptist Church, Fauquier County, Records, 1762-1837; Chesterfield
Baptist Church, Recs.; Chestnut Grove/Albemarle Church, Recs.; Hartwood-Potomac
Baptist Church Book, Stafford County, 1771-1859; Mill Creek Baptist Church,
Berkeley County, Records (1757), 1805-1928; Mill Swamp Baptist Church, Isle of
Wight County, Records (1774), 177%-1790; Morattico Baptist Church, Recs.; Smith’s
Creek Baptist Church, Shenandoah and Rockingham counties, Records, 1%779-1809
(1805) ; Upper King and Queen Baptist Church, Recs.
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Drunkenness was a persistent problem in Virginia society. There were
frequent cases in the Baptist records where censure, ritual excommuni-
cation, and moving penitence were unable to effect a lasting cure. Quarrel-
ing, slandering, and disputes over property were other endemic disorders
that the churches sought patiently and endlessly to control within their
own communities.*' With its base in slavery, this was a society in which
contest readily turned into disorderly violence. Accounts of the occasion,
manner, and frequency of wrestling furnish a horrifying testimony to
the effects of combining a code of honor with the coarseness of life in
the lower echelons of society. Hearing that “by appointment is to be fought
this Day . . . two fist Battles between four young Fellows,” Fithian noted
the common causes of such conflicts, listing numbers of trivial affronts
such as that one “has in a merry hour call’d [another] a Lubber, . . . or a
Buckskin, or a Scotchman, . . . or offered him a dram without wiping
the mouth of the Bottle.” He noted also the savagery of the fighting,
including “Kicking, Scratching, Biting, . . . Throtling, Gouging [the
eyes], Dismembring [the private parts]. . . . This spectacle . . . generally
is attended with a crowd of People!” Such practices prevailed throughout
the province.*> An episode in the life of one of the great Baptist preach-
ers, John, formerly “swearing Jack,” Waller, illustrates both prevailing
violence and something of the relationship between classes. Waller and
some gentry companions were riding on the road when a drunken butcher
addressed them in a manner they considered insolent. One of the gentle-
men had a horse trained to rear and “paw what was before him,” which
he then had it do to frighten the butcher. The man was struck by the
hooves and died soon after. Tried for manslaughter, the company of
gentlemen were acquitted on a doubt as to whether the injury had indeed
caused the butcher’s death.*® The episode may have helped prepare Waller
for conversion into a radically opposed social world.

Nowhere does the radicalism of the evangelical reaction to the domi-
nant values of self-assertion, challenge, and response of the gentry-oriented
society reveal itself so clearly as in the treatment of physical aggression.
In the Baptist community a man might come forward by way of con-
fession with an accusation against himself for “Geting angry Tho in Just

4 Upper King and Queen Baptist Church, Recs.,, Jan. 20, 1781; Morattico
Baptist Church, Recs., May 30, 1781, e seq.; Mill Swamp Baptist Church, Recs.,
Sept. 17, 1779; Broad Run Baptist Church, Recs., July 27, 1778.

42 Farish, ed., Journal of Fithian, 183; Carson, Colonial Virginians at Play, 164-
168.

43 Edwards, Materials, 2.
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Defence of himself in Despute.” The meeting of another church was in-
formed that its clerk, Rawley Hazard, had been approached on his own
land and addressed in “Very scurrilous language” and then assaulted, and
that he then “did defend himself against this sd Violence, that both the
Assailant and Defendent was much hurt.” The members voted that the
minister “do Admonish Brother Rawley . . . in the presents of the Church
. . . saying that his defence was Irregular.”**

A further mark of their radicalism, and without doubt the most sig-
nificant aspect of the quest for a system of social control centered in the
people, was the inclusion of slaves as “brothers” and “sisters” in their
close community. When the Baptists sealed the slaves unto eternal life,
leading them in white robes into the water and then back to receive the
bread and wine, they were also laying upon them responsibility for godly
conduct, demanding an internalization of strict Protestant Christian values
and norms. They were seeking to create an orderly moral community
where hitherto there had seemed to be none.

The slaves were members and therefore subject to church discipline.
The incidence of excommunication of slaves, especially for the sin of
adultery, points to the desire of the Baptists to introduce their own stand-
ards of conduct, including stable marital relationships, among slaves.*
A revealing indication of the perception of the problem in this area is
found in the recurrent phrase that was sometimes given as the sole reason
for excommunication: “walking disorderly.” Discipline was also clearly
directed toward inculcating a sense of duty in the slaves, who could be
excommunicated for “disobedience and Aggrevation to [a] master.”*¢

44 Chestnut Grove/Albemarle Baptist Church, Recs., Dec. 1776; Morattico Bap-
tist Church, Recs., Feb. 17, 1783.

45 Mill Swamp Baptist Church, Recs., Mar. 13, 1773.

46 Morattico Baptist Church, Recs., Oct. 8, 1780. The role of the slaves in the
18th-century Baptist movement remains obscure. They always carried with them
their slave identity, being designated “Gresham’s Bob” or the like, or even “the
property of.” Yet it is reported that the slaves of William Byrd’s great estates in
Mecklenburg County were among the first proselytes to the Separate Baptists in
Virginia. “Many of these poor slaves became bright and shining Christians. The
breaking up of Byrd’s quarters scattered these blacks into various parts. It did not
rob them of their religion. It is said that through their labors in the different
neighborhoods . . . many persons were brought to the knowledge of the truth, and
some of them persons of distinction.” Semple, History of the Baptists in Virginia,
291-292. The valuable researches of W. Harrison Daniel show that hearing of
experience, baptism, and disciplining of whites and blacks took place in common.
Black preachers were not uncommon and swayed mixed congregations. “In the
1780’s one predominantly white congregation in Gloucester County chose William
Lemon, a Negro, as its pastor.” Segregation of the congregation does not begin to
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The recurrent use of the words “order,” “orderly,” “disorderly” in
the Baptist records reveals a preoccupation that lends further support to
the hypothesis that concern for the establishment of a securer system of
social control was a powerful impulse for the movement. “Is it orderly?”
is the usual introduction to the queries concerning right conduct that
were frequently brought forward for resolution at monthly meetings.*’

With alarm at perceived disorder must also be associated the deep
concern for Sabbath-day observance that is so strongly manifested in auto-
biographies, apologetics, and church books. It appears that the Virginia
method of keeping the Sabbath “with sport, merriment, and dissipation”
readily served to symbolize the disorder perceived in society. It was his
observation of this that gave Ireland his first recorded shock. Conversely,
cosmic order was affirmed and held up as a model for society in the setting
aside on the Lord’s Day of worldly pursuits, while men expressed their
reverence for their Maker and Redeemer.*8

When the Baptist movement is understood as a rejection of the style of
life for which the gentry set the pattern and as a search for more power-
ful popular models of proper conduct, it can be seen why the ground on
which the battle was mainly fought was not the estate or the great house,
but the neighborhood, the farmstead, and the slave quarter. This was a
contemporary perception, for it was generally charged that the Baptists
were “continual fomenters of discord” who “not only divided good neigh-
bours, but slaves and their masters; children and their parents . . . wives
and their husbands.” The only reported complaint against the first preach-
ers to be imprisoned was of “their running into private houses and mak-
ing dissensions.”® The struggle for allegiance in the homesteads between
a style of life modeled on that of the leisured gentry and that embodied
in evangelicalism was intense. In humbler, more straitened circumstances
a popular culture based on the code of honor and almost hedonist values
was necessarily less securely established than among the more affluent
gentry. Hence the anxious aggressiveness of popular anti-New Light feeling
and action.*

appear in the records until 1811. Daniel, “Virginia Baptists and the Negro in the
Early Republic,” Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, LXXX (1972),
62, 60-69.

47 Mill Swamp Baptist Church, Recs., Mar. 13, June 9, 1778; Hartwood-Potomac
Baptist Church, Recs., 1776, 9-10.

48 Ireland, Life, 44; Thomas, The Virginian Baptist, 34-35.

49 Thomas, The Virginian Baptist, 57: John Blair to the King’s Attorney in
Spotsylvania County, July 16, 1768, in Little, Imprisoned Preachers, 100-101.

50 Jarratt, Life, 23, 31, 38; Farish, ed., Journal of Fithian, 73; Semple, History of
the Baptists in Virginia, passim.



EVANGELICAL REVOLT 363

The Baptists did not make a bid for control of the political system—
still less did they seek a leveling or redistribution of worldly wealth. It
was clearly a mark of the strength of gentry hegemony and of the rigidi-
ties of a social hierarchy with slavery at its base that the evangelical revolt
should have been so closely restricted in scope. Yet the Baptists’ salvation-
ism and sabbatarianism effectively redefined morality and human rela-
tionships; their church leaders and organization established new and more
popular foci of authority, and sought to impose a radically different and
more inclusive model for the maintenance of order in society. Within the
context of the traditional monistic, face-to-face, deferential society such
a regrouping necessarily constituted a powerful challenge.

The beginnings of a cultural disjunction between gentry and sections
of the lower orders, where hitherto there had been a continuum, posed a
serious threat to the traditional leaders of the community; their response
was characteristic. The popular emotional style, the encouragement given
to men of little learning to “exercise their gifts” in preaching, and the pre-
ponderance of humble folk in the movement gave to the proud gentry
their readiest defense—contempt and ridicule. The stereotype of the
Baptists as “an ignorant . . . set . .. of . . . the contemptible class of the
people,” a “poor and illiterate sect” which “none of the rich or learned
ever join,” became generally established. References in the Virginia Ga-
zette to “ignorant enthusiasts” were common, and there could appear in
its columns without challenge a heartless satire detailing “A Receipt to
make an Anabaptist Preacher”: “Take the Herbes of Hypocrisy and Am-
bition, . . . of the Seed of Dissention and Discord one Ounce, . . . one Pint
of the Spirit of Self-Conceitedness.”*

An encounter with some gentlemen at an inn in Goochland County
is recorded by Morgan Edwards, a college-educated Pennsylvania Baptist
minister. He noted the moderation of the gentry in this area, yet their
arrogant scorn for dissenters in general, and for Baptists in particular, is
unmistakable from the dialogue reported. Since Edwards had just come
from Georgia, they began with ribald jests about “mr Whitefield’s chil-
dren ... by the squaw” and continued as follows:

Esq[uire] U: Pray are you not a clergyman? ..
Capt. L: Of the church of England I presume?

51 Little, Imprisoned Preachers, 36; Thomas, The Virginian Baptist, 54. See also
Semple, History of the Baptists in Virginia, 29; Leland, Virginia Chronicle, 23;
Virginia Gazette (Purdie and Dixon), Oct. 31, 1771.



364 WILLIAM AND MARY QUARTERLY

Nforthern] MJinister]: No, Sir; I am a clergyman of a
better church than that; for she is a persecutor.

Omnes: Ha! Ha! Ha! ...

Esq. U: Then you are one of the fleabitten clergy?

N. M.: Are there fleas in this bed, Sir?

Esq. U: I ask, if you are a clergyman of the itchy true
blue kirk of Scotland? ..

Capt. L. (whispers) : He is ashamed to own her for fear you
should scratch him ‘Squire.” . . .

[When they have discovered that this educated man, who shows

such address in fencing with words, is a Baptist minister,

they discuss the subject bibulously among themselves.]

Esq. U: He is no baptist . . . I take him to be one of the
Georgia law[ye]rs.

Mr. G: For my part I believe him to be a baptist minister.
There are some clever fellows among them. . ..

Major W : I confess they have often confounded me with their
arguments and texts of Scripture; and if any other people but
the baptists professed their religion I would make it my
religion before tomorrow.5?

The class of folk who filled the Baptist churches were a great obstacle
to gentry participation. Behind the ridicule and contempt, of course, lay
incomprehension, and behind that, fear of this menacing, unintelligible
movement. The only firsthand account we have of a meeting broken up
by the arrest of the preachers tells how they “were carried before the
magistrate,” who had them taken “one by one into a room and examined
our pockets and wallets for firearms.” He accused them of “carrying
on a mutiny against the authority of the land.” This sort of dark suspicion
impelled David Thomas, in his printed defense of the Baptists, to reiterate
several times that “We concern not ourselves with the government . . .
we form no intrigues . . . nor make any attempts to alter the constitution
of the kingdom to which as men we belong.”®

Fear breeds fantasy. So it was that alarmed observers put a very crude
interpretation on the emotional and even physical intimacy of this in-
trusive new society. Its members were associated with German Anabap-

52 Edwards, Materials, 86-88.
53 John Waller to an unknown fellow Baptist, Aug. 12, 1771, in Little, Imprisoned
Preachers, 276; Thomas, The Virginian Baptist, 33, 36.
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tists, and a “historical” account of the erotic indulgences of that sect was
published on the front page of the Virginia Gazette.5*

Driven by uneasiness, although toughened by their instinctive con-
tempt, some members of the establishment made direct moves to assert
proper social authority and to outface the upstarts. Denunciations from
parish pulpits were frequent. Debates were not uncommon, being sought
on both sides. Ireland recalled vividly an encounter that reveals the pride
and presumption of the gentlemen who came forward in defense of the
Church of England. Captain M’Clanagan’s place was thronged with peo-
ple, some of whom had come forty miles to hear John Pickett, a Baptist
preacher of Fauquier County. The rector of a neighboring parish at-
tended with some leading parishioners “who were as much prejudiced
... as he was.” “The parson had a chair brought for himself, which he
placed three or four yards in front of Mr. Pickett . . . taking out his pen,
ink and paper, to take down notes of what he conceived to be false doc-
trine.” When Pickett had finished, “the Parson called him a schismatick,
a broacher of false doctrines . . . [who] held up damnable errors that
day.” Pickett answered adequately (it appeared to Ireland), but “when
contradicted it would in a measure confuse him.” So Ireland, who had
been raised a gentleman, took it on himself to sustain the Baptist cause.
The parson immediately “wheeled about on his chair . . . and let out a
broadside of his eloquence, with an expectation, no doubt, that he would
confound me with the first fire.” However, Ireland “gently laid hold of
a chair, and placed . . . it close by him, determined to argue.” The con-
test was long, and “both gentlemen and ladies,” who had evidently seated
themselves near the parson, “would repeatedly help him to scripture, in
order to support his arguments.” When the debate ended (as the narrator
recalled) in the refutation of the clergyman, Ireland “addressed one of
the gentlemen who had been so officious in helping his teacher; he was
a magistrate . . . ‘Sir, as the dispute between the Parson and myself is
ended, if you are disposed to argue the subject over again, I am willing
to enter upon it with you.” He stretched out his arm straight before him,
at that instant, and declared that I should not come nigher than that

5¢ Va, Gaz. (Purdie and Dixon), Oct. 4, 1770. Thomas states that there is no
evil which “has not been reported of us.” The Virginian Baptist, 6. There is in a letter
of James Madison a reference to the “Religion . . . of some enthusiasts, . . . of such
a nature as to fan the amorous fire.” Madison to William Bradford, Apr. 1, 1774,
in William T. Hutchinson and William M. E. Rachal, eds., The Papers of James
Madison, 1 (Chicago, 1962), 112. See also Richard J. Hooker, ed., The Carolina
Backcountry on the Eve of the Revolution (Chapel Hill, N. C., 1953), 98, 100-104,
113-117, for more unrestrained fantasies concerning the emergent Southern Baptists.
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length.” Ireland “concluded what the consequence would be, therefore
made a peaceable retreat.”®® Such scenes of action are the stuff of social
structure, as of social conflict, and require no further comment.

Great popular movements are not quelled, however, by outfacing, nor
are they stemmed by the ridicule, scorn, or scurrility of incomprehension.
Moreover, they draw into themselves members of all sections of society.
Although the social worlds most open to proselytizing by the Baptists
were the neighborhoods and the slave quarters, there were converts from
the great houses too. Some of the defectors, such as Samuel Harris, played
a leading role in the movement.’® The squirearchy was disturbed by the
realization that the contemptible sect was reaching among themselves.
The exchanges between Morgan Edwards and the gentlemen in the
Goochland inn were confused by the breakdown of the stereotype of
ignorance and poverty. Edwards’s cultured facility reminded the squires
that “there are some clever fellows among [the Baptists]. I heard one
Jery Walker support a petition of theirs at the assembly in such a manner
as surprised us all, and [made] our witts draw in their horns.”" The pride
and assurance of the gentry could be engaged by awareness that their
own members might withdraw from their ranks and choose the other
way. The vigorous response of Ireland’s patron to the challenge implicit
in his defection provides a striking example.

The intensity of the conflict for allegiance among the people and,
increasingly, among the gentry, makes intelligible the growing frequency
of violent clashes of the kind illustrated at the beginning of this article.
The violence was, however, one-sided and self-defeating. The episode of
April 1771 in which the parson brutally interfered with the devotions of the
preacher, who was then horsewhipped by the sheriff, must have produced
a shock of revulsion in many quarters. Those who engaged in such actions
were not typical of either the Anglican clergy or the country gentlemen.
The extreme responses of some, however, show the anxieties to which
all were subject, and the excesses in question could only heighten the ten-
sion.

Disquiet was further exacerbated by the fact that the law governing
dissent, under which the repressive county benches were intent on acting,

55 Ireland, Life, 120-134.

56 Although Samuel Harris, renouncing the world, gave up his newly built
country seat to be a meetinghouse for his church, the role of patron died hard. He
would kill cattle for love feasts that were held there. Edwards, Materials, 57.

57 [bid., 88. The scene was concluded by the genteel Baptist being offered and
accepting hospitality. He finally left the neighborhood with an assurance from his
host “that he would never talk any more against the Baptists.” I5:d., 8.
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was of doubtful validity, and became the subject of public controversy
in the fall of 1%71.%8 This controversy, combined with the appalling scenes
of disorder and the growing numbers of Separate Baptists, led the House
of Burgesses to attempt action in its spring 1772 session. The Separates had
shown renewed tendencies to intransigence as recently as May 1771, when
a move was strongly supported to deny fellowship to all ministers who
submitted to the secular authority by applying for permission to preach.
The fact that eight months later the House of Burgesses received a peti-
tion for easier licensing conditions was a sign that a compromise was at
last being sought. Nevertheless, prejudices were so strong that the bill that
the Burgesses approved was considerably more restrictive than the English
act that had hitherto been deemed law in the colony.’®

The crisis of self-confidence which the evangelical challenges and the
failure of forceful responses were inducing in the Virginia gentry was
subtly revealed in March 1772 by the unprecedented decision of the House,
ordinarily assertive of its authority, not to send the engrossed bill to the
Council, but to have it printed and referred to the public for discussion.
Nearly two years later, in January 1774, the young James Madison, exultant
about the progress of the American cause in the aftermath of the Boston
Tea Party, despaired of Virginia on account of religious intolerance. He
wrote that he had “nothing to brag of as to the State and Liberty” of his
“Country,” where “Poverty and Luxury prevail among all sorts” and “that
diabolical Hell conceived principle of persecution rages.” In April of
the same year he still had little hope that a bill would pass to ease the
situation of dissenters. In the previous session “such incredible and ex-
travagant stories” had been “told in the House of the monstrous effects
of the Enthusiasm prevalent among the Sectaries and so greedily swal-
lowed by their Enemies that . . . they lost footing by it.” Burgesses “who
pretend too much contempt to examine into their principles . . . and are
too much devoted to the ecclesiastical establishment to hear of the Tolera-
tion of Dissentients” were likely to prevail once again.®® Madison’s forebod-
ing was correct inasmuch as the old regime in Virginia never accomplished
a legal resolution of the toleration problem.

The Revolution ultimately enshrined religious pluralism as a funda-

58 Vg, Gaz. (Purdie and Dixon), Aug. 15, 22, 1771; Va. Gaz. (Rind), Aug. 8,
1771,
5 Vg, Gaz. (Rind), Mar. 26, 17772. Especially severe were provisions designed to
curb activities among the slaves.

60 Madison to Bradford, Jan. 24, Apr. 1, 1774, in Hutchinson and Rachal, eds.,
Madison Papers, 1, 106, 112.
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mental principle in Virginia. It rendered illegitimate the assumptions
concerning the nature of community religious corporateness that underlay
aggressive defense against the Baptists. It legitimated new forms of con-
flict, so that by the end of the century the popular evangelists were able to
counterattack and symbolize social revolution in many localities by
having the Episcopal Church’s lands and even communion plate sold at
auction. But to seek the conclusion to this study in such political-constitu-
tional developments would be a deflection, for it has focused on a brief
period of intense, yet deadlocked conflict in order to search out the social-
cultural configurations of the forces that confronted each other. The
diametrical opposition of the swelling Baptist movement to traditional
mores shows it to have been indeed a radical social revolt, indicative of
real strains within society.

Challenging questions remain. Can some of the appeal of the Revolu-
tion’s republican ideology be understood in terms of its capacity to com-
mand the allegiance of both self-humbled evangelicals and honor-uphold-
ing gentry? What different meanings did the republican ideology assume
within the mutually opposed systems of values and belief? And, looking
forward to the post-Revolutionary period, what was the configuration—
what the balance between antagonistic cultural elements—when confron-
tation within a monistic framework had given way to accommodation in
a more pluralist republican society? These questions are closely related
to the subject that this study has endeavored to illuminate—the forms and
sources of popular culture in Virginia, and the relationship of popular
culture to that of the gentry elite.



