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Abstract of Thesis 
 

 Baptists: North and South 
 
 

Baptists are often construed as a regionally based denomination, demarcated 

between Northern and Southern sects that adhere to disparate ideologies and theological 

principles. Baptist historiography and its often distinct regional focus helped develop this 

image. Baptist historical literature consists mainly of three distinct categories: English 

Baptists, Early American/Northern Baptists, and Southern Baptists. Through these 

separate areas of focus, the image of a disconnected denomination is perpetuated. 

The Baptists’ divide over the issues of slavery in the antebellum period is 

dominant in the literature as the principle cause of the split between the Northern and 

Southern Baptists. Prior to this period, however, historians have depicted the Baptists as 

two distinct denominations due to their initial, variant theological views. Schisms over 

the proper day of the Sabbath, the desirability of paid ministers, and adhering to 

prescribed confessions of faith are examples of challenging issues that faced the Baptists. 

These issues often reinforce the fallacy of insurmountable differences, which supposedly 

resulted in completely separate, disjointed groups of Baptists. 

By focusing on three prominent categories of Baptist life-theology, associations, 

and education-across both northern and southern regions, it becomes clear the Baptists 

were indeed a unified denomination. It was not until the controversy over slavery 

beginning in the 1840s that Baptists split into distinct northern and southern churches. 

Before then, through such shared theological pillars as believers’ baptism, autonomy of 

local churches, and strict adherence to scriptural authority, American Baptists belonged 

to a unified and singular denomination. 
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Introduction: Baptist Paths 
 
 

Since their establishment in England in the mid-sixteenth century, Baptists have 

had a history of demanding and settling for no less than complete religious freedom of 

conscience. This has perpetuated the ubiquitous image of a troublemaking group of 

nonconformists, who challenged the established order of state-supported churches in both 

New England and Virginia that relied on the compliance of congregants to continue their 

paradigm of societal stability. The Baptists’ journey to becoming one of the most 

influential and prevalent denominations in America demands investigation. 

Among the multiple reputations of the Baptists, one specious belief is that they 

are a convoluted denomination, consisting of various ideologies and sects. Numerous 

splits and schisms have undoubtedly occurred throughout their history, but most of these 

divisive issues occurred over practical church matters of proper modes of worship, as 

well as disagreements over the proper day of the Sabbath, and the custom and protocol of 

allowing membership to their denomination. 

Numerous historians have claimed in particular that variant ideologies between 

the Northern and Southern Baptists separated the church into two distinct regional 

denominations. While the issue of slavery did ultimately split the Baptists into northern 

and southern wings by the eve of the Civil War, scholars have identified the split 

prematurely, well before the 1840s. Historians such as E. Brooks Holifield, Robert 

Torbet, and Christine Leigh Heyrman have all highlighted numerous issues, ranging from 
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associations to the funding and support of itinerant ministers, as sources of profound 

divisions between the Northern and Southern Baptists prior to the 1840s.1 

Holifield stresses the different stances held by Northern and Southern Baptists 

regarding the propriety of adhering to a standard confession of faith, specifically the 

confession adopted by the Philadelphia Association, as a divisive issue. “In Virginia and 

the Carolinas they refused to subscribe to the Philadelphia Confession, a refusal,” 

Holifield explains, “that created tensions with the so-called Regular Baptists who favored 

subscription.”2 Torbet also details the variances between the New England Baptists and 

Southern Separates through their inhibitions towards associations: “Separate Baptists 

would not adhere to the Philadelphia Confession as did the Regular churches, but insisted 

that the Bible alone served as the platform to their beliefs.”3 Associations were created to 

provide uniformity amongst the numerous Baptist congregations in various regions. They 

consist of local member churches, which all adhered to standardized doctrines and 

prescribed articles of faith put forward by their association. The initial inhibitions 

Separate Baptists held toward adhering to the prescribed doctrinal standards and 

theological principles imbued by associations’ confessions of faith did indeed become an 

impediment to Baptist uniformity. This divisive issue also, in fact, did disrupt the 

denomination’s ability to act in complete unison, but was ultimately not substantial 

enough to impart a view of the Baptists consisting of two regionally based 

denominations. 

1 E. Brooks Holifield, Theology in America: Christian Thought from the Age of the Puritans to 
the Civil War (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003); Robert Torbet, A History of the 
Baptists (Valley Forge: Judson Press, 1950); Christine Leigh Heyrman, Southern Cross: The 
Beginnings of the Bible Belt (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997). 
2 E. Brooks Holifield, Theology in America: Christian Thought from the Age of the Puritans to 
the Civil War (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 275. 
3 Torbet, A History of the Baptists, 223. 
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Heyrman contends there were myriad differences between northern and southern 

cultures that explain the regional demarcation between Baptists, including views on 

education, funding of ministers, and familial structures in the home. According to 

Heyrman, the discrepancy over the funding of itinerant ministers was a major cause of 

division. While the Northern Baptists utilized their associations to incorporate funding 

efforts to support their ministers, Southern Separates initially viewed this with enmity. 

“All such plans proposed by associations,” Heyrman writes, “were disposed of forthwith 

by the sovereign lay majority of the churches.”4 The fear of creating a corrupt band of 

salaried ministers was in fact a long held inhibition amongst the Baptists. Heyrman is 

correct in emphasizing disagreements over the funding of itinerant ministers between the 

northern and southern regions as a profound disruption to the unity of the Baptists. This 

discrepancy, however, is not means enough to purport a regional split dividing the 

denomination. 

This study contends that significant theological principles sustained their place in 

the Baptist catechism as a whole during the early American republic until the issue of 

slavery proved irreconcilable. The adamant adherence to believers’ baptism, autonomy of 

local churches, and their indefatigable pursuit of religious freedom, followed by all the 

various sects of Baptists, represented common ground. Also, their eventual bonding over 

the support of the advancement of higher education, associations, and their subscription 

to the pillars of theological ideologies, all suggest that Baptists, despite their 

characteristic proclivities to form separate churches that conform to distinct principles, 

belonged to a single denomination. 

 
 

4 Heyrman, Southern Cross, 109. 
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Despite this common ground, Baptist historiography still emphasizes the 

distinctions and divisions of the larger church. One type of literature concentrates on 

Northern Baptists, with a focus mainly on the English origins of the denomination and 

early American Baptists, which detail their tenuous beginnings, delineating their 

separations over theological principles that usually culminate in the Great Awakening 

revivalist period of the 1740s.5 

Another literature concentrates on Southern Baptists, which emphasizes their path 

in establishing a stronghold in the region from the mid eighteenth to nineteenth centuries. 

In the early years of Baptist historiography, the focal area of most historians was the 

North. Later years, beginning in the mid to late nineteenth century, most Baptist histories 

turned to the South. The sheer increase of Southern Baptists metastasizing throughout 

Virginia in the mid eighteenth century and the numbers of Baptists drastically dwindling 

in the North can explain the surge of focus aimed towards the South.6 This trend has 

contributed to the image of Baptist history being prominently engulfed and solely situated 

in the southern regions of the nation, with little to no attention on their Northern origins. 

This lack of focus confers the inability to properly distribute the role and impact of 

Baptists’ earliest days in New England and their tumultuous history. 

Baptist histories since the eighteenth century have focused on particular states and 

regions. Prominent works by Baptist ministers, Isaac Backus’s A History of New 

 
5 C.C. Goen, Revivalism and Separatism in New England, 1740-1800: Strict Congregationalists 
and Separate Baptists in the Great Awakening (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1962); Edwin 
S. Gaustad, The Great Awakening in New England (Chicago: Quadrangle Paperbacks, 1968); 
William G. McLoughlin, New England Dissent 1730-1833: The Baptists and the Separation of 
Church and State, Vol. 1 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971). 
6Heyrman, Southern Cross; Garnett Ryland, The Baptists of Virginia, 1699-1926 (Richmond: 
Baptist Board of Missions and Education, 1955); Thomas S. Kidd and Barry Hankins, Baptists in 
America: A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
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England: With Particular Reference to the Denomination of Christians Called Baptists 

(1777) and Morgan Edwards’ Materials Towards a Baptist History in America, published 

in part in 1770 but never fully completed, were among the first histories of the 

denomination.7 The purpose of these original works was to promote awareness of the 

denomination, which would encourage an increase in the rate of membership. 

Backus’s pioneering work set the tone for future Baptist histories, focusing on the 

salient issues faced during the period, such as the obstacles in religious freedom and 

divisions over theological disputes that resounded during the Great Awakening era of the 

1730s and 1740s. His history details the founding era of the Baptists in England and 

focuses on their trek across the Atlantic to New England in the early seventeenth century. 

This work has been republished and undergone numerous editions since its original 

publication in 1777. The years spent researching, as well as Backus’s role as a prominent 

Baptist minister offered him inimitable insight that provided A History of New England a 

sound and viable reputation and made it one of the most emulated works of Baptist 

history. 

Another prominent history of the Baptists was Robert Semple’s History of the 

Rise and Progress of the Baptists in Virginia (1810), which focuses on the persecution 

faced by the Baptists in the South.8 Semple’s work is one of the first to concentrate on the 

value of associations that were to become prevalent in the South. He attributes the growth 

of Baptists to their ability to unite and form organized meetings, which would suggest 

 

7 Morgan Edwards, Materials Towards a History of the Baptists (Athens: Heritage Papers, 1984); 
Isaac Backus, A History of New England with Particular Reference to the Denomination of 
Christians called Baptists (Newton: Backus Historical Society, 1871). 
8 Robert B. Semple, History of the Rise and Progress of the Baptists in Virginia (Richmond: Pitt 
and Dickinson, 1894). 
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proposals to aggrandize church membership, as well as confront and alleviate grievances 

held between the local churches. The tide of Baptist associations and their increasing 

influence in expanding the scope and representation of the denomination had reached its 

apex around the early nineteenth century, when Semple finished his work. His history 

stood alone for many years, breaking away from the trend of early Baptist historians who 

concentrated much of their focus on the Northern Baptists. Semple set his sights on their 

southern brethren, by doing so he allows for a broader scope of coverage and detailed just 

how expansive the Baptists were becoming after their trek to the South. 

Numerous Baptist histories throughout the middle to latter part of the twentieth 

century continued to share similar scopes of narrowly concentrating on New England. 

Common throughout these works is the focus on the English side of the origins of Baptist 

history and the group’s traversal across the Atlantic and establishment in New England 

colonies, mainly surfacing in the colonies of Rhode Island, Massachusetts, and 

Connecticut. Works such as Edwin S. Gaustad’s The Great Awakening in New England 

(1968), C.C. Goen’s Revivalism and Separatism in New England, 1740-1800: Strict 

Congregationalists and Separate Baptists in the Great Awakening (1962), and James E. 

Woods’ piece Baptists and the American Experience (1976), all provide detailed 

coverage of the complicated history of the origins of the Baptists in the New England 

region.9 While they elucidate the variant theological issues and thoroughly explain the 

matters of contention pertaining to the splits among the denomination during their 

foundational period to the Great Awakening, there is still a lack of detail on the national 

connections between the northern and southern sects of Baptists. The trend of 

9 Edwin S. Gaustad, The Great Awakening in New England (Chicago: Quadrangle Paperbacks, 
1968); Goen, Revivalism and Separatism in New England; James E. Woods Baptists and the 
American Experience (King of Prussia: Judson Press, 1976). 
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concentrating on the early foundational period of the Baptists, naturally led to a majority 

of the focus being highlighted on the Northern side of the denomination, leaving the 

southern story largely untold and under-investigated for decades. 

As previously mentioned, Torbet’s monumental work A History of the Baptists 

(1950), follows the trend of mid twentieth century historians by concentrating on the 

English Baptist history and detailing their origins in Spitalfields, London, in the early 

seventeenth century.10 Torbet also follows the path of the American Baptists in the New 

England and middle colonies beginning in their foundational period in the late 

seventeenth century. He, too, details the impact associations had in establishing a unified 

correspondence between the variant local Baptist congregations. Torbet explains how 

associations provided a key development in the path to uniformity and provided a 

platform to establish, not only a network of congregations to mollify grievances, but also 

a network to create funding for educational seminaries for the edification of ministers, as 

well as promoting missionary groups. Torbet is among the first to detail the theological 

issues, stemming from the Great Awakening movement, leading to the separation among 

the Congregational churches, which accounted for the surge of Baptist membership in the 

1740s and 1750s. 

Torbet’s work lacks detailed coverage of the connections between the Baptists in 

New England and those in the South. He focuses on the distinctions and disparities 

between English and Northern Baptists, which allows for an understanding of what 

theological and ideological issues they shared, such as the adherence to local church 

autonomy, believers baptism, and separation of church and state. By concentrating on the 

Baptists’ origins in England to their establishment in America, he bridges a connection 

10 Torbet, History of the Baptists. 
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across the Atlantic to evidence the similarities and show a unified Baptist denomination 

with shared principles and ideologies. Torbet provides a thorough explanation into the 

details of English and early American Baptists, but abruptly ends there, with minimal 

focus on the myriad issues separating the Northern and Southern Baptists. He covers how 

the Separate-Baptists of the South were wary of associations and details the differences 

between their style of preaching and sermons, but does not adequately detail the views of 

numerous other divisive issues, which leaves the question remaining of how connected 

both regions’ denominations were. 

The literature of Baptist history focusing on Southern Baptists, by prominent 

historians such as Thomas Kidd and Christine Leigh Heyrman, often detail the plight of 

the denomination in the latter term of the eighteenth century. Not until the mid to late 

twentieth century did Baptist histories begin to regularly evolve to incorporate new 

stances and concentrate their research on Baptists in the South, with a drastic increase 

occurring towards the latter decades of the twentieth century, with standout works such as 

Thomas R. McKibbens’ The Forgotten Heritage: Lineage of Great Baptist Preaching 

(1986) and Walter B. Shurden’s Not a Silent People: Controversies that Have Shaped 

Southern Baptists (1995).11 

Many authors with a Southern Baptist focus, such as Robert G. Gardner and 

William H. Brackney, seek to determine and discern the ways Baptists had such a 

 
 
 
 
 
 

11 Kidd and Hankins, Baptists in America; Heyrman, Southern Cross; Thomas R. McKibbens, 
The Forgotten Heritage: Lineage of Great Baptist Preaching (Macon: Mercer University Press, 
1986); Walter B. Shurden, Not a Silent People: Controversies that Have Shaped Southern 
Baptists (Macon: Smyth and Helwys Publishing, 1995). 
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dramatic increase of membership.12 They account the reasons that a seemingly diverse 

group, making their way to the South and competing with an established Anglican 

Church with a rich past and imbedded traditions, could possibly overcome such obstacles 

and become one of the most influential denominations in the South. The adherence to 

associations and the Baptists’ patriotic fervor in the American Revolution are consistent 

themes interned throughout the various histories of Southern Baptists as explanations to 

their success and expansion of denominational numbers.13 

As mentioned, Heyrman’s Bancroft-winning history, Southern Cross: The 

Beginnings of the Bible Belt, published in 1997, not only helped shift the focus of 

historiography from the North to the South, but exemplified brand new explanations as to 

the drastic ascendance of evangelicals in the mid eighteenth century across the southern 

and western periphery of the country. 

Heyrman argues the acquiescence to southern lifestyles and society is the true 

explanation of Baptist ascendance in the eighteenth century. She departs from the 

standard arguments of historians who have contended Baptist patriotism and utilization of 

associations were the causes of the drastic increase of evangelicals in the South. She 

argues it was more the amenable nature of the Baptists and their ability to adapt to 

southern societal structures that led to their increase in numbers. Her work covers the 

path of both Baptist and Methodist foundations and their takeover of the established 

Anglican Church. 

 

12 Robert G. Gardner, Baptists of Early America: A Statistical History, 1639-1790 (Georgia 
Baptist Historical Society, 1983); William H. Brackney, The Baptists (New York: Greenwood 
Press, 1988). 
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Her work is an inimitable history of southern evangelicals. Southern Cross 

provides a complete and thorough focus on numerous aspects of Southern society, which 

elucidate the reasons Southerners were hard pressed initially to accept the Baptist 

denomination. The new Baptist church governance system would allow for women to 

have a larger role in church life, as well as African slaves. This threat to the familial and 

hierarchical societal structure of southern life created major consternation and odious 

feelings among southern men towards these northern evangelicals. Heyrman sufficiently 

explains how both Baptists and Methodists were able to overcome these obstacles. 

Her work details the southern societal landscape and its history of reverencing 

both patriarchal and hierarchical tradition, in order to instill the difficulties of overcoming 

such diverse and initially seemingly impossible impediments. Instead of focusing on 

Baptist patriotic fervor, she details the Anglican Church’s connection with the British 

crown leading to its being displaced in the by the Episcopalian Church in 1789. She 

argues this left many southerners devoid of religious establishments available, which 

allowed for the evangelicals to step in to fill the gap. 

Heyrman also tackles the role of education and the place of evangelicals in the 

South. She addresses the nuances and stages of acceptance of education between both the 

Baptists and Methodists. The adamant disapproval of any type of ministerial training is 

shown to be the initial reaction to any suggestion of educating Baptist preachers. These 

firmly placed ideals were soon dissipated and the Baptists’ amenability was reflected, 

once again, in their acceptance of education with the eventual realization of its efficacy 

and necessity in garnering a respected image and degree of notoriety in the South, which 

would increase the numbers of their denomination. The Methodists, on the other hand, 
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steadfastly held their beliefs that education was inimical to their principles. Numerous 

histories with a focus on ministerial training and education often tend to be pigeonholed 

in the works concentrating on the Northern sects of Baptists, including William H. 

Brackney’s 2008 history Congregation and Campus: Baptists in Higher Education, as 

well as Donald D. Schmeltekopf and Dianna M. Vitanza’s work The Future of Baptist 

Higher Education published in 2008. This often leads to the misrepresented image of 

Southern Baptists maintaining an anti-education standpoint. By narrowly focusing on the 

acceptance of education and highlighting only the northern acceptance, this exacerbates 

the imbedded reputation of Southern Baptists being strictly anti-education, and therefore 

leads to the image of a higher degree of separation between both regions’ denominations. 

My goal is to bridge the supposed gap between Northern and Southern sects of 

Baptists by concentrating on three prominent themes prevalent in the historiography of 

Baptist literature: theology, associations, and education. All three categories reflect 

prominent and omnipresent issues of the Baptists during the early to mid eighteenth 

century. My first area of concentration is on the theological disparities between the 

Northern and Southern sects of Baptists. By tracing the original variances and causes of 

schisms between denominations of the early Baptists in New England, I can determine 

which theological principles were maintained collectively and which principles were 

eschewed by the denominational splits that occurred shortly after the Baptist founding in 

America. I also concentrate on the Great Awakening revivalist movement, in order to 

determine the theological principles these new denominations adhered to for them to be 

considered Separate-Baptists. By denoting which doctrines and practices were practiced 
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by both the Northern and Southern sects of Baptists, the ability to view them as a single 

denomination is ascertainable. 

My next chapter focuses on the position of associations in Baptist life. By 

concentrating on associations, another example of the connectedness between both 

Northern and Southern Baptists is elucidated. Both regions shared initial concerns as to 

the propriety and viability of forming associations. The lack of footing in scripture was 

enough to cause consternation amongst the denomination as a whole, due to their 

adamant adherence of following only scriptural standards in directing their church life 

and structure. Soon the Northern Baptists realized the efficaciousness of utilizing 

associations to further their agendas in the political and religious realm. The Southern 

Baptists soon followed suit, which provides another example of major similarities 

between both regions. 

The third chapter explores the role of education in Baptists’ lives. The focus by 

historians on the North’s extensive tradition of espousing the values of education, has 

contrasted with the South’s reputation for being anti-education. This feature in the 

historiography shrouds the fact that both the North and South were initially wary of the 

education of their ministers and the gradual acceptance of ministerial erudition. By 

concentrating on both the New England and southern sects of Baptists, a clearer image of 

how each region came to view education is possible. The North’s establishment of 

numerous colleges and the South’s promotion of travel funding for Baptists to attend 

ministerial training reflect both regions’ acceptance of education. 

Through comparison between the variances and disparities of both ideological and 

theological principles between both regions’ denominations, the deep-seated original 
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disagreements can be seen as reflecting subtle differences, rather than insurmountable 

conflicts creating irretrievable loss of Baptist unity. By following the history of both 

regions, focusing on the period between the Great Awakening revivals to the beginning 

years of the nineteenth-century, I pinpoint what exactly the causes of the splits were, and 

by doing so, a clearer understanding of what constituted these splits among the 

denominations emerges. I concentrate on the New England and Mid-Atlantic states to 

gain an understanding of the Northern sects of early Baptists and compare their plight to 

the south by using Virginia as the main case study. There are clear reasons why historians 

have shaped Baptist history into a northern and southern dichotomy, but this approach 

ignores the more overwhelming factors that ultimately unified Baptists. 



14  

Baptist Theology: More and the Same 
 
 

On October 7, 1779, the 28-year-old itinerant minister Elehan Winchester, fresh 

off a preaching sojourn that led him across New England and a tour of the southern 

states, took the helm of the First Philadelphia Baptist Church. With the Revolutionary 

War in full swing, the effects and reverberations were felt in all aspects and spheres of 

colonial life. Soldiers off fighting for independence created a dearth of manpower, which 

became tangible in most aspects of life, including the pulpits. 

First Baptist Church of Philadelphia was one such case, experiencing a want of 

preachers and lack of manpower to adequately sustain the number of congregants 

assembling weekly in the church. The church’s rich history and reputation had been 

established through its series of prominent ministers, such as Morgan Edwards, who 

accepted his first ministerial role in America with First Philadelphia Baptist in 1761. 

First Philadelphia Baptist called on the Warren Association, a group consisting of 

churches in the New England area to provide support and guidance for their member 

churches, for help in providing available preachers. They soon responded and sent 

Winchester, perhaps due to his renowned skillful oratory and experience gathered in 

travelling to various Baptist ministries. What the church may not have known while 

welcoming Winchester to their congregation was his newly acquired adoption of the 

doctrine of general redemption, which was against the prescribed faith of the Second 

London Baptist Confession, the practiced articles and accepted theology of First 

Philadelphia Baptist since its founding in 1698. 

The Baptists experienced numerous schisms and internecine arguments pertaining 

to various theological disparities, leading to separations between the established churches 
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in New England in the early eighteenth century. The case of Winchester’s disregard for 

First Philadelphia Baptist’s practiced principles and the subsequent splintering of the 

congregation over their beliefs of proper Baptist doctrine is a prime example of just how 

easily and frequently splits could occur. Winchester’s case will highlight examples of 

ubiquitous theological principles held by the variant denominations of Baptists in 

colonial New England. One prominent theological disparity represented in the case of 

Winchester’s experience was the deviation between General and Calvinistic standards of 

redemption. General Baptists held the belief that all Christians could be saved, while 

those known as Particular Baptists adhered to the Calvinistic doctrine that only a select 

few were worthy of redemption. 

Most theologically-based issues were venial, stemming from operational 

standards of church practices, such as hymn singing, which was promoted by Particular 

Baptists, but seen as overtly theatrical and unnecessary by General Baptists, as well as the 

proper day of worship, which led to a schism between congregations of early eighteenth 

century Baptists in Rhode Island. Despite the myriad theological issues causing strife and 

disorder amongst the established Baptists, they continued, through all of the schisms and 

splintering of congregations, to share and maintain core principles and theological 

doctrines that were fundamental to Baptist ideology, such as believer’s baptism, strict 

adherence to scriptural authority, and autonomy of local churches. These foundational 

principles bound the Baptists together and maintained an indelible sense of unity through 

their schisms and separations during the foundational period in New England in the late 

seventeenth century, to the drastic increase and spread of Baptist congregants to the 

South following the Great Awakening revivalist movement of the 1740s. 
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Mere weeks after Winchester’s arrival, fellow congregants began noticing certain 

adverse practices to Baptist doctrine being introduced by the newly arrived minister: 

“Popular applause, the idol which too many worship, was soon discovered to be an object 

zealously fought for, and courted by Mr. Winchester . . . persons were every week hastily 

admitted to baptism, upon the slightest examination”14 Baptists have held adamantly that 

Baptism and membership to the church required a rigorous and arduous path in which a 

person needs to make clear their wish to join the church, which consists of living a 

continuous life of proper Christian lifestyle, both inside and out of the congregation. The 

hasty admittance of church members by Winchester was believed to spoil the purity of 

the congregation by allowing superficial believers in and those who weren’t truly saved. 

This issue was promptly addressed, but was not considered deserving of dismissal from 

the church if the preacher would act recondite and profess to discontinue the odious 

practices that were considered against proper Baptist doctrine. 

Soon after this original issue was addressed, new “totally repugnant” principles 

applied by Winchester became too much for a number of the congregants to bear. “Mr. 

Winchester . . . held the doctrine of a final restoration of bad men and angels from hell; 

that the whole of Adam’s progeny, yea the devils themselves. . .would be delivered from 

their torment, and made completely happy,” according to a contemporary account.15 

Winchester’s adoption of general redemption and subsequent maelstrom of irritated 

congregants evidenced the importance Baptists felt in adhering to doctrines of the church. 

 
 
 

14 An Address from the Baptist Church, in Philadelphia, to their Sister Churches of the same 
Denomination, Throughout the Confederated States of North America (Philadelphia: Robert 
Aitken, 1781), 5. 
15 Ibid., 3. 
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The congregation had followed the Calvinistic theological practices written in the Second 

London Confession since 1742 when the Philadelphia Association adopted the articles. 

Winchester’s promotion of the General Baptist principle caused major strife 

among the congregants with some members labeling it as “a wicked tenet” which 

contradicted the practices and doctrines of the Baptist faith contained in the Philadelphia 

Confession: “The doctrine of universal restoration . . . is now openly avowed by some of 

the members, to the great disorder and confusion of our church, and wounding the hearts 

of the brethren, contrary to our Confession of Faith . . . We protest against the same, as a 

most dangerous heresy.”16 

This led to fighting within the church with some members accepting the newly 

introduced tenet, while others were so stricken with anger that they threatened to leave. 

The issue could not be ignored and was soon addressed by a committee of church 

members. The committee appointed to vote on Winchester’s future at the church, 

captured the argument and issue that uprooted the church, writing “the doctrine of 

universal restoration of bad men and angels from hell, is a fundamental deviation from 

the above articles of Faith: That those of the said church, who had adopted to said error, 

have departed from the foundation principles of the Baptist society.”17 The committee 

made a final and affirmative decision and stated that the doctrines of general redemption 

were against the faith and doctrine of the church and Baptist denomination. 

Soon after the ruling, supporters of Winchester refused and made clear their 

willingness to leave the congregation to pursue the doctrines they felt were right. The 

members of the church agreed that they should separate, stating, “We could not in 

 

16 Ibid., 6. 
17 Ibid. 
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conscience, consider the favorers and supporters of so dangerous a principle, as any 

longer belonging to our body.”18 This split over theological issues was nothing new to the 

Baptists and certainly was not the last of its kind to occur. 

From the earliest Baptist church on English soil, founded in 1611 by Thomas 

Helwys, after his and John Smyth’s expedition to Amsterdam from England in 1608 to 

escape persecution under the Stuart Monarchy, certain doctrines were espoused from the 

Mennonite Anabaptists of Amsterdam. From the beginning, Baptists became reputed for 

their strict separation of church and state, believing that the only authority to define the 

scripture fell on the person themselves, with no influence from any outside authority 

claiming divine right to prescribe and detail how the scripture should be read. Helwys 

immediately began the precedent of freedom of religion and the right to worship with no 

influence or interruption from the king. Historian O.K. Armstrong addressed the 

important precedent Helwys began by writing of his intrepid movement towards freedom 

of religion and how Helwys “said the king was mortal and wasn’t the authority on 

matters of religion and civil rule.”19 

Helwys brought with him to England the practice of total immersion baptism, 

which was a feature of the Anabaptists since the sixteenth century. The Baptist Catechism 

delineates the standard methods of worship and church doctrine and explains how 

baptism is to be practiced: “Baptism is rightly administered by immersion, or dipping the 

whole body of the party in water . . . and not by sprinkling or pouring of water . . .after 

 
 
 
 

18 Ibid., 13. 
19 O.K. Armstrong, Indomitable Baptists: A Narrative of Their Role in Shaping American History 
(New York: Doubleday, 1967), 39. 
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the tradition of men.”20 The practice of believer’s baptism was adhered to among all sects 

of Baptists. Its inclusion in the Baptist Catechism evidences its place in being one of the 

fundamental practices espoused by the denomination. 

Helwys also adopted the Anabaptists’ revision of Calvinist thought of general 

redemption, the belief that everybody can be saved and not merely a select few. 

Historian Bill Leonard writes of the distinction between general and selective 

redemption. Leonard explains the General Baptist view, writing, “ . . . these Baptists 

believed that Christ died for the entire world, not simply for an elect chosen before the 

world’s foundation.”21 This General Baptist view would become the initial standard for 

the original Baptist denomination in America. With his founding and establishment of a 

church in Spitalfields in 1612, just outside the city of London, came the first Baptist 

church in England, as well as the rooted principles that would become the practice of 

Baptists for centuries. 

By the 1630s a new group of Baptists, practicing the Calvinistic doctrine of 

predestination, emerged in England. Leonard again details the details and differences 

between General and Particular doctrines of redemption: “They were known as Particular 

Baptists because of their belief that Christ died for a particular group of people, the elect, 

chosen out of God’s mercy before the foundation of the world.”22 Despite adopting 

differing doctrines concerning salvation, these distinct groups of Baptists still shared a 

number of features requisite for being characterized as the Baptist faith, including the 

 
 
 

20 The Baptist catechism, or, A brief instruction in the Principles of the Christian Religion 
(Philadelphia: Robert Aitken, 1786), 16. 
21 Bill Leonard, Baptists in America (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 9. 
22 Ibid., 10. 
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doctrine of believer’s baptism, separation of church and state, and strong autonomy of 

individual churches. 

The Particular Baptists of England were the first to have developed the practice of 

full immersion baptism in 1641, though all Baptists believed in only performing baptisms 

on professed believers, the demonstration of baptism was through affusion, the pouring 

on of water in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit since the first Baptist 

congregants arrived in London in 1608.23 

Following the introduction of Baptist doctrines in England, converts to the faith 

eventually made their way across the Atlantic. The first Baptist congregation in America 

can be traced to the establishment in Providence, Rhode Island, in 1638. Roger Williams 

was the founder of the church and brought with it the Calvinistic doctrine of selective 

redemption. The church followed the practice of believer’s baptism and Calvinist 

doctrine until William’s departure the following year in 1639. The original Baptist 

congregation in America, however, continued meeting and eventually began following 

General Baptist theological practices that were the same doctrines espoused by Thomas 

Helwys in the Spitalfields church he established in 1611. The congregation had members 

who practiced both General and Calvinistic beliefs and practiced open communion where 

they worshipped in relative harmony while in the early years of the church’s founding. 

Eventually, tensions began to develop as questions regarding the proper mode of worship 

and redemption became conspicuous and a feature of the church that could no longer be 

avoided. 

First Baptist of Providence switched to Calvinistic doctrines under James 

Manning’s leadership in 1771, and the issue between general and selective redemption 

23 Ibid., 9. 



21  

remained as divisive an issue as it ever had been over a century after the founding of the 

church. An example of a congregant practicing the doctrine of General redemption is 

found in the minutes of the First Baptist Church of Providence dated from February 29, 

1776, with the recommendation that they be suspended from communion for expressing 

their support of the doctrine: “ . . . he is still tenacious of and firmly established in those 

sentiments of Universal Redemption &c. which this Church solemnly and explicitly 

disavow. It is therefore thought to be the duty of this Church that Bro. Simmons should 

be suspended Communion till he renounces his sentiments & express a desire to be 

reinstated as a member of the church . . .”24 The Five Principle Particular Baptists soon 

faded out of Providence and moved to other parts of Rhode Island to establish churches. 

Theologically, the General Baptists practiced the Six Principle Doctrines, rooted 

in Hebrews 6:1-2. These principles were repentance, faith, baptism, laying on of hands, 

resurrection, and eternal judgment. The Particular Baptists practiced every principle of 

the Six Doctrines, except the article regarding the laying on of hands, which gave them 

the designation of Five Principle Baptists. This practice was vehemently opposed by 

Particular Baptists and maintained its polemical nature for generations. The disagreement 

over whether the principle was scripturally based continued to be argued over for a 

century. Oliver Hart, pastor of the Hopewell Baptist Church in Hopewell, New Jersey, 

addressed the matter in a sermon given in 1791: “I look upon the laying on of hands as a 

mere formal rite, not founded on scripture.”25 The practice of laying on of hands was a 

reflection of the beliefs of the General Baptists and not indicative of how the Particular 
 

24 First Baptist Church minutes, Providence, RI., February 29, 1776, in J. Stanley Lemons, 
Baptists in Early North America: First Baptist, Providence (Macon: Mercer University Press, 
2013), 60-65. 
25 Oliver Hart, A Gospel Church Portrayed, and her Orderly Service Pointed Out, Philadelphia, 
October 4, 1791 (Trenton: Isaac Collins, 1791). 
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members believed the church should be run. The adoption of all Six Principles evolved 

into a growing concern amongst the First Baptist of Providence and led to its first schism 

in 1652, which drove the Particular Baptists to separate and begin their own church 

where they wouldn’t be made to participate in a doctrine they disagreed with. 

An example of the variety of churches established in the seventeenth-century was 

the Second Baptist church of Newport, which was founded in 1644 by John Clarke. The 

church was a denominationally Five-Principle Particular church. This was a mixed 

congregation as well, which also eventually succumbed to theologically divisive issues, 

which led to the separation and splitting of the church. Eventually the General Baptist 

principle of laying on of hands created a split among the Newport congregation in 1656. 

A new branch of Baptists, the Seventh Day Baptists, who had their roots in 

England in the 1650s, emerged in America in the Second Newport Baptist Church. This 

group, by comparison to the numbers of General and Particular, was minute, but 

contained enough members to begin their own congregation after separating from the 

Newport church in 1671. The Seventh Day Baptists held to the Calvinistic posture and 

believed in selective redemption, but their theological reasoning behind leaving the 

Newport Church consisted of disagreeing over the proper day of worship. The day of the 

Sabbath was a matter of great importance to the Baptists and was addressed in the Baptist 

catechism of 1689: “God appointed the seventh day of the week to be the weekly 

Sabbath, and the first day of the week ever since, to continue to the end of the world, 

which is the Christian Sabbath.”26 This example details the degree of issues that were 

culpable in disrupting the denomination’s unity. Splits could occur over fundamental 

 
 

26 The Baptist catechism, 11. 
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theological beliefs, such as the selectivity of the saving of souls, to which day of the week 

is scripturally rooted as the proper day of worship. 

The Great Awakening period opened the door for monumental growth of the 

Baptist denomination, which simultaneously led to more divisive issues to be decided 

upon by the newly established congregations. As Baptist historian Scott Bryant 

explained, “Prior to the Great Awakening Baptists were theologically diverse on issues 

including, the necessity of laying on of hands for church membership, practice of open or 

closed communions, and whether Sunday or Saturday was the true Sabbath.”27 Prior to 

the Great Awakening the Baptists had a generally innocuous presence, but this revivalist 

phenomenon completely shifted the religious landscape of America and acted as a 

catalyst in expanding the influence and regional sphere of the Baptists. 

An immense increase of Baptist churches developed as a result of the Great 

Awakening movement. Prominent Baptist historian William McLoughlin writes of the 

unprecedented catalyst of the Separate-Baptist growth, explaining that the revivals 

created a major increase in separating congregations that “became known as the Separate 

Movement, by the middle of the 1750s there were 125 Separate churches in New 

England.”28 The dramatic increase was not resultant from detracting members of the 

already existing congregations of Baptists in New England, but consisted of converts 

straying from the Congregational churches that had been enveloped into the wave of 

evangelical fervor of the Awakening. As historian C.C. Goen explained in his work 

Revivalism and Separatism, the Baptists existent prior to the Great Awakening barely 

 
 

27 Ibid., 59. 
28 William G. McLoughlin, Soul Liberty: The Baptists’ Struggle in New England, 1630-1833 
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participated in the movement, “Few of the twenty-five Baptist churches in existence at 

the time of the Great Awakening participated in the revival.”29 

The Separate Movement led to the creation of one hundred twenty-five Separate 

Baptist churches in New England. The Separates left the Congregational churches due to 

a number of theological reasons, including the question of church purity and the lack of 

vigor shown by Congregational preachers. Historian William McCoughlin explains, 

“Probably as many as fifty percent of the Separates eventually became Baptists and from 

1750 onward whole churches of Separates reconstituted themselves as Baptist 

churches.”30 Not all Separates became Baptists, but a sizeable group of them adopted the 

Baptist doctrines of believers’ baptism and were against infant baptism because they 

didn’t believe it was supported in the scriptures. Isaac Backus, one of the most prominent 

and influential Baptists in the eighteenth century, expressed these sentiments in the 1773 

sermon “An Appeal to the Public for Religious Liberty”: “It is well known, that infant 

baptism is never expressed in the Bible, only is upheld by man’s reasonings.”31 The 

practice of believers’ baptism is one of the hallmark characterizations of Baptist 

ideologies. 

A number of reasons for the splitting of Congregational churches were rooted in 

conflicts between members and ministers over the induction of members to the church. 

Not until later on were other issues, often associated with the Baptists, to come about. 

The dilemma of providing a pure church was the prominent issue that initiated the split of 

the Separates from the Congregational churches. 
 

29 C.C. Goen, Revivalism and Separatism in New England, 1740-1800: Strict Congregationalists 
and Separate Baptists in the Great Awakening (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1962), 236. 
30 William G. McLoughlin, New England Dissent 1630-1833: The Baptists and the Separation of 
Church and State, Vol. 1. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971), 425. 
31 Isaac Backus, An Appeal to the Public for Religious Liberty (Boston: Boyle, 1773), 17. 
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This matter is often overshadowed by the Baptists’ reputable doctrinal issues 

described by McLoughlin as “the right of itinerant preaching, the power of compulsory 

taxation, the necessity of infant baptism.” Through properly understanding just which 

theological disparities divided the Baptists during the Separate Movement following the 

Great Awakening, it can be understood that the most significant theological principles 

still maintained their presence in nearly all occurrences of outbreaks of divisions. 

The laxity of admission requirements perpetuated by a number of Congregational 

churches in New England was viewed by Separate-Baptists as inimical to proper 

Christian doctrine. They believed in the importance of providing a church where only 

those expressing belief would be baptized and admitted. In Baptist churches, prior to 

baptism the congregant would explain to the entire church body their promise to live by 

the church and explain why they wished to be baptized. This would ensure that the person 

was truly willing to be saved for what they viewed as the right reasons, because they truly 

wanted to be saved and not because of any beneficial purposes of church membership. 

Another characteristic of Separate-Baptists was their adamancy for closed communion 

and insistence of only worshiping with fellow believers. Historian C.C. Goen explained 

how the standards of church membership was a main driver in the Separatist movement, 

detailing the “issue of the Separates of the Great Awakening was the Halfway Covenant 

of the Puritans which the Separates said diluted the purity of the church”32 This again 

puts forward the idea that the Separate-Baptists, even though geographically distant from 

their New England brethren, still maintained and stringently held to the strict belief of 

believer’s baptism, which again provides the image of a unified denomination as a whole. 
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The doctrines of the Baptist church in England were adapted from the English 

Confessions of Faith, which were eventually revised and adopted by Baptists in America. 

The Five Principle doctrines of the Particular Baptists were incorporated in the 

Westminster Confession of Faith of 1644, which was adapted and revised by Particular 

Baptists in England in 1688, eventually becoming known as the Second London 

Confession. In 1742, reformed General Baptists in America revised and added two 

articles, the laying on of hands and the singing of hymns, to the Confession making it 

from then on known as the Philadelphia Confession, due to its being adopted by the 

Philadelphia Baptist Association. Since being adopted by the Philadelphia Association, it 

became the mainstay practice of worship among the General Baptists in the North for 

nearly a century.33 The purpose of the confession was to provide a standard practice and 

an imbedded theology used to instill a unified theological approach to the multiplicity of 

Baptist churches. 

One major issue following the split between Northern and Southern Baptists, was 

the Separate-Baptist reluctance in adopting the Philadelphia Confession of Faith, which 

was the standard practice of church worship adopted by the Baptists of the North. 

Historian Robert Ryland wrote the Separate-Baptists “feared also, that they might be too 

much bound by a Confession of Faith, such as the Regulars held to, parts of which the 

Separates found questionable. A majority of the Regulars favored union, but some of 

them wished . . .the adoption by the Separates of the Philadelphia Confession.”34 The 

Separate-Baptists had objections about the adoption of these subscriptions because they 

feared it would disrupt the connection between the members of the church and God. 

33 McLoughlin, New England Dissent 1630-1833. 
34 Garnett Ryland, Baptists of Virginia, 1699-1926 (Richmond: Baptist Board of Missions and 
Education, 1955), 46. 



27  

Also, the particular branches of Baptists that emerged from the Great Awakening, 

found the laying on of hands addition to the Philadelphia Confession suspicious. The 

sixth principle had been the reason for splits among the Baptists since the first established 

Baptist church in Providence. The laying on of hands and the fear of usurpation of power 

of centralized control and directions of how to aptly run the Baptist churches were the 

main factors leading to the fears of Separate-Baptists towards adhering to Confessions of 

Faith. 

They also feared becoming beholden to a confession allowed for too much 

centralized power and a direct reduction of the democratic principles and independent 

church autonomy that was the original ideologies practiced by Baptists since their 

beginnings in America. Historian Robert Torbet captures this central argument against 

confessions, writing, “Separate Baptists would not adhere to the Philadelphia Confession 

as did the Regular Baptists, but insisted that the Bible alone served as the platform of 

their beliefs.”35 The incompatible ideologies of the Baptists towards the propriety of 

adopting confessions created a seemingly irreparable split between the Northern and 

Southern Separate-Baptists in the nascent years of Separate-Baptist emigration to the 

South. 

In sum, there is an argument for two distinct sects of Baptist denominations, one 

southern and one northern, due to the Baptists differing doctrines and lack of 

commonalities as a result of the low participation of the General Baptists during the Great 

Awakening. Yet, a closer look into the distinct issues causing the separations reveals that 

there were more commonalities and shared theological principles than differing ones. 

Both Northern and Southern sects of Baptists stringently held and shared foundational 
 

35 Robert G. Torbet, A History of the Baptists (Valley Forge: Judson Press, 1950), 223. 
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Baptist principles, including maintaining local church autonomy, believer’s baptism, and 

adherence to scriptural authority. 
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Baptist by Associations 
 
 

The Baptists were a persistent and intrepid group that were able to develop from a 

miniscule sect of separates in New England in the early seventeenth century, to becoming 

a full-fledged, respected denomination situated throughout America. The ability of the 

Baptists to become such an influential denomination was in large part due to their 

utilization of associations. The growth of the Baptists created the need for associations to 

unite and provide order to their increasing numbers, which some Baptists readily 

accepted as a necessity and positive device, while others looked upon suspiciously as a 

threat to the democratic and autonomous power of local congregations and lay members. 

Associations were one of the main harbingers of Baptist success in their 

development and numerical expansion from the North to the South. Without the 

formation of such groups to devise set standards of doctrinal practice, alleviate 

grievances among the local congregations, and create a sense of uniformity among the 

denomination as a whole, the Baptists may very well have had a much different history. 

Due to the Baptists’ zeal for individual liberty and absolute freedom from any 

interference or disruption to local church autonomy, there were soon conspicuous, 

divisional obstacles amongst the Baptists towards the viability and propriety of 

associations. Many Baptists in both the North and South initially viewed them as being 

inimical to their ideologies and principles. A prime example was the standardized 

doctrines that would need to be followed by member churches of associations. In order to 

officially become a member of an association, a congregation would need to adhere to the 

set doctrines and principles delineated in any association’s adopted Confessions of Faith. 

This led to their being viewed as a threat to local church autonomy by taking away the 
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democratic nature of allowing the congregation to decide how exactly they would 

worship and which theological principles they would follow. Due to the fact that the 

Baptists were often split into various congregations, practicing their own individual 

standards of church practice, it was nearly impossible for associations to be accepted by 

all. 

The lack of scriptural founding provides another example of the impediments in 

the initial acceptance of associations by both Northern and Southern Baptists. Both 

regions’ denominations shared the viewpoint that church standards and practices needed 

to be based on scripture with textual backing to support the practice. These original 

obstacles in finding theological grounding were eventually overcome. Associations 

created a strong sense of denominational unity and established foundational support for 

expanding education and missionary projects. Northern and Southern Baptists soon 

realized the efficaciousness of forming associations. Their eventual acceptance of 

associations demonstrates how both northern and southern sects of Baptists acted as a 

unified denomination. The question of how Baptists were able to overcome such strong 

theological impediments against associations can be answered through their ability to 

eventually look beyond local grievances of parochial differences, and become focused on 

the big picture of unification. 

By creating associations, Baptists were able to provide solutions to disagreements 

over doctrinal and practical church issues. The prominent Baptist minister Oliver Hart 

reflected in a sermon given at the opening of the Philadelphia Baptist Association 

meeting in October of 1791 the original goals of forming associations. He proclaims, 

“The design of this institution is to keep the church pure, regulate its concerns, remove 
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disorders, and, as much as may be, prevent their taking place.”36 Despite all the benefits 

and opportunities proffered by grouping into associations, many Baptists held inhibitions 

towards the idea. 

From the earliest days of Baptist foundations in Rhode Island there had been 

meetings between Baptist churches commencing in the late seventeenth and early 

eighteenth centuries. The earliest congregations in Rhode Island would gather 

sporadically and discuss issues they viewed salient enough to seek advice for. This is 

often considered the earliest example of interchurch meetings, but is not designated as the 

official start of Baptist associations, due to the informal basis and unofficial practices of 

the gatherings. These meetings were not given the title of official Baptist associations due 

to the lack of set standards to address recurring grievances of local churches. 

The first official Baptist association formed in America was the Philadelphia 

Baptist Association established in 1707. This association is generally given the accolade 

of being the original, due to the rate of their quarterly assemblies and consistence of 

meetings creating standard practices for their member churches. Historian William 

Lumpkin explains, “The first Baptist association formed in America was the Philadelphia 

Association, organized by five churches in the Philadelphia area in 1707”37 This group 

originally consisted of only five churches from Delaware, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania, 

but steadily expanded eventually consisting of hundreds of churches and thousands of 

members by the end of the eighteenth century. 
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Soon the need to standardize and instill a sense of order out of the amalgamation 

of church congregations in New England became evident. To do this, the Philadelphia 

Association adopted the Second London Confession in 1742, which had been adapted by 

the Particular Baptists in London from the Westminster Confession of Faith of 1646. The 

Philadelphia Association accepted the Confession nearly entirely, adding only two 

articles to reflect Baptist doctrinal principles. Historian Bill Leonard details the 

Confession being adopted by the Philadelphia Association: “By 18th century reformed 

Baptists in America had appropriated the Second London Confession; they added only 

two articles to create the Philadelphia Confession. The first permitted the singing of 

hymns, along with the traditional Psalms. The second made optional the laying on of 

hands at baptism.”38 Adoption of the Confession set the standard for all its member 

churches to follow. The northern General Baptists were not initially accepting of the 

adoption of the Second London Confession of the Particular Baptists due to its promotion 

of Calvinistic doctrines. 

Many General Baptists of New England, those adhering to the doctrine of general 

redemption and the ability of all Christians to be saved, were wary of associational 

groups because they believed the association’s promotion of seminaries and a learned 

clergy would corrupt ministers and take away the spirit of the scripture replacing it with 

disingenuous college learning. The promotion of a learned clergy and standardized 

doctrines imbedded with Calvinist practices, help elucidate the initial slow progression of 

associational reform being adopted by General Baptists of New England in the early 

eighteenth century. Historian Walter Shurden details the slow progression of 

associational growth: “After a full century of activity in colonial America, Baptists had 

38 Bill J. Leonard, Baptists in America (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 16. 
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organized only two associations . . . the reason attributed to this slow development was 

the Baptist stress on local church independency and the corresponding fear of extra-local 

ecclesiastical organizations.”39 The inhibitions Northern Baptists held towards 

associations were evidenced through their uncertainties of the propriety of the doctrines 

that came with associations. The Baptists of New England initially refused to participate 

in associational groups. The benefits, however, soon began to outweigh the negative 

images of associations and the Philadelphia Baptist Association eventually progressed to 

become an influential group in the North through its promotion of educational institutes, 

which were soon understood to lead to long-term benefits of the denomination. 

The Philadelphia Baptist Association also acted as a paradigm of the 

efficaciousness of associations and was used as a model for a second, extremely 

influential and prodigious group that provided innumerable benefits to the Baptist 

denomination, the Warren Association. The Warren Association included churches from 

New England and was established through the efforts of the Philadelphia Association in 

1767 becoming indispensible in its ability of providing Baptists unity and benefits that 

could only be acquired through the grouping of various congregations. The Warren 

Association was constituted of member churches from Connecticut, Rhode Island, and 

Massachusetts. The Warren Association was viewed as a requisite in providing a base of 

support to the New England states. It was based off the Philadelphia Association and 

intended to mirror their ability to unify the disparate congregations of the middle 

colonies. The association also adopted the Second London Confession, which was then 
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renamed the Philadelphia Confession in 1742, due to the additional articles adopted by 

the Philadelphia Association of singing hymns and laying on of hands. 

Associations often acted as legislative bodies answering concerns and grievances 

of the member churches. They addressed issues in order to provide a consensus and 

uniform path followed by the member churches. A Boston periodical from 1819 detailed 

the typical business associations would often perform: “ . . . the Association met at the 

Baptist Meeting House, where the letters from the churches were read. These 

communications from the churches exhibited evidence of their continued stability in the 

truth . . .”40 Reviewing letters and messages from member churches was one of the main 

duties of the associations and a prime method of acting as an adhesive body to create 

connections among the churches from disparate localities. 

Many types of grievances were brought forward to the association, including 

issues ranging from standards of how church sermons should be delivered to questions 

regarding the proper interpretation of Bible passages. Historian Robert Torbet details the 

myriad issues often addressed: “Queries included matters of communion, baptism, church 

membership, ordination, the place of women in the church, musical instruments in the 

service, gambling and slavery.”41 The standards for resolving and procuring answers to 

grievances brought to light major disquiet among member churches of the Warren 

Association. This reflected how continuing the democratic nature of the Baptists was 

among the strongest inhibitions Baptists in New England held against associations. The 

chance of the association abrogating the inherent rights of a democratic church was too 

much for member churches to ignore and sit idly by. 

40 “Boston Baptist Association” Christian Watchman (1819-1848) Sep. 18, 1819; (Boston: True 
and Weston). 
41 Robert G. Torbet, A History of the Baptists (Valley Forge: Judson Press, 1950), 231. 
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The prominent fear of associations usurping the democratic standards of local 

churches of voting on all operations undergone at the church were made evident through 

the Warren Association’s rules pertaining to addressing grievances of member churches. 

James Manning, the main author of these standards, wrote a rule stating that when 

receiving questions, the committee members would look first to the scripture to find if 

there was an answer provided, and if there were a clear answer, then no vote would be 

necessary of the rest of the members. Historian Robert Semple details the rule: “All 

matters brought before the Association for their advice to be determined by a majority of 

voices, except what from the clearness of Scripture light, forces conviction to all; then 

there is no necessity for putting it to the decision of votes.”42 

The underlying issue of this rule was the implication that only the learned clergy 

would have the ability to address questions, this was seen as taking away the voice of the 

majority, which would remove the democratic nature of the church. An 1816 newspaper 

op-ed titled, “A View of the Religious State of New England,” reflects the attempts by 

not only the association, but also of its supporters ability to participate and assert support 

in hopes to mollify the fears many Baptists shared: “This body claims no ecclesiastical 

authority over churches or individuals. Its object is to promote harmony and mutual 

intercourse among the ministers of Christ”43 The Warren Association also attempted to 

placate the concerns of the Northern Baptists. They strongly asserted how they held no 

authority over the churches, but were merely voluntary bodies that provided suggestions 

for the churches to address their grievances. 
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There were multiple theological bases for the refusal of New England Baptists 

becoming members of associations. One prominent example was the ostensible 

usurpation of the rights of lay people of the churches. The fear of associations acting as 

the governing body and arbiter of the member churches was enough to steer many New 

England Baptists away. One of the Baptists’ foundational principles was the local 

autonomy of the individual church in following their own parochial church practices 

based off individualist exegesis of the Bible. A nearly ineluctable deal breaker was any 

threat to the democracy of congregations. 

The lack of scriptural foundation for associations was also a reason for the dearth 

of approval with associations. Goen again reiterates the reason for the incredulous view 

held by New England Baptists, writing, “New England also saw nothing in the Bible that 

allowed for such governance.”44 One of the founding tenets of the Baptists was the belief 

in the sole adherence to the scripture as the single provider of instructions on how to 

structure the church. Northern Baptists adamantly questioned the viability of actions that 

could not be backed up by quotations or examples from the Bible. 

An additional issue extending from proper Baptist doctrine leading to suspicion of 

associations was the fact that associations would engender a group of learned ministers, 

which would take away from the spirit of preaching. One prime example of the New 

England view of how salaried ministers could succumb to venality is found in the 

publication Herald of Gospel Liberty, edited by Elias Smith, a Connecticut born minister 

who was ordained by Baptist ministers in 1792. In an 1809 issue, Smith detailed how the 

itinerant preachers have had a history of traveling and preaching the gospel with no pay, 

which he viewed as working efficiently. He asserted things had changed when they began 

44 Goen, Revivalism and Separatism in New England, 278. 
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to be reimbursed and had funds provided for their travels. He demurs, “the ministers, 

though poor, traveled and preached from place to place; sinners were then converted to 

God under their preaching . . . Within a few years, they have left off travelling in a great 

measure” becoming “hirelings in practice, slothful in business: going where the greatest 

sum of money is raised for them”45 Smith’s views reflect how even decades later, the 

reluctance of paying ministers remained a strong encumbrance to the Baptists in joining 

associations, due to their support of this measure. 

Eventually, though, a rise in gradual acceptance of associations became visible 

after benefits were illuminated through the increased numbers of ministers, a unified 

voice encapsulating the disparate congregations, and the increased respectability obtained 

through the establishment of Baptist colleges. The associations in the North became 

palatable to most Northern Baptists and drastically expanded. The inhibitions of the 

Northern Baptists were quelled after it was proven that the associations had no intentions 

of usurping power or autonomy away from local congregations. 

Associations began in the South as early as the mid-eighteenth century. Shubal 

Stearns, a Connecticut preacher who travelled to Virginia in 1754, began visiting local 

churches in North Carolina and is credited with forming the first official association in 

the south, named Sandy Creek Association.46 The member churches of the Sandy Creek 

Association soon evolved to include churches in South Carolina, North Carolina, and 

Virginia. Southern Separate-Baptists held numerous concerns against the formation of 

 

45 Elias Smith, “Baptist Association” Herald of Gospel Liberty (Portsmouth), September 29, 
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46 Garnett Ryland, The Baptists of Virginia, 1699-1926 (Richmond: Baptist Board of Missions 
and Education, 1955), 38. 
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associations, mirroring the same fears of Northern Baptists, such as the suspicion of 

educated ministries and the loss of local church autonomy. Initial development of 

Southern associations was equally slow as it was in the North. The necessity of 

associations became clear, though, after the increase of Baptists brought with them 

concomitant variations of differing beliefs and doctrines of proper church worship. 

The initial lull in Separate-Baptists’ acceptance of associations also stemmed 

from concerns pertaining to the ministry. Inhibitions towards associations included the 

belief that the efforts made to pay ministers went against Baptist principles and would 

corrupt the ministry through making the role of minister a profession, rather than a 

natural calling. Associations’ support and practice of providing funding for ministers was 

rooted in the Northern idea that Baptists should pay the preachers as an incentive and also 

as a way for them to survive the peripatetic lifestyle instead of requesting food and 

shelter and relying on the kindness of strangers while proselytizing. 

The spirit and independency of the Separate-Baptists, stemming from their Great 

Awakening revivalist influence, was another impediment in the initial growth of 

associations. Separate-Baptists were fiercely loyal to local church autonomy. They 

believed adherence of Confessions of Faith took away from the agency of the lay people 

and autonomy of the church through accepting standard rules and uniform beliefs, which 

they viewed as a similitude of government instituted practices, in effect forcing them to 

adhere to standards they had no say in. Since members of the local church itself did not 

vote on these standard doctrines, they viewed them as outside influences, too close 

resembling state instituted doctrinal beliefs and a threat to the autonomy of the local 

church. 



39  

These obstacles, initially preventing the forming of associations were soon 

eclipsed by the reassurance and beneficial experiences seen by member churches that did 

join associations. One positive aspect of associations came to light through the example 

of Baptists petitioning against a Virginia Assembly law requiring the payment of taxes to 

provide support for churches, of any choosing, by all Virginians. The General Committee 

of Baptists of Virginia was formed along with four other associations in 1784. This 

committee sent out petitions to the Virginia localities voting on the matter and urged for 

the denial of the proposed legislation. It organized and printed petitions to be brought to 

the counties considering the proposed legislation of incorporating a tax for the support of 

religious teachings in Virginia, in order to persuade them to vote against it. The 

association’s views against the interference of civil authority with the church reflected the 

general beliefs of Baptists as a whole. Eminent Baptist minister and historian Isaac 

Backus explained how church and state should be bifurcated and not overlap. He took up 

the issue in a sermon given in Boston in 1773, insisting that, “Now who can hear Christ 

declare, that his kingdom is, not of this world, and yet believe that this blending of church 

and state together can be pleasing to him?”47 This legislation was defeated thanks in large 

part to the Baptists’ organized ability to focus on a collective goal and come together as 

one, which was accomplished through the unifying nature of the association. 

This example details how the need for a uniform base to provide a sound 

platform, could be used to unify Baptist voices and make drastic changes to the religious 

landscape of the southern regions. Eventually, the benefits of participating in associations 

were shown to provide a clear view, that through associations, the Baptists could unite 

and develop into a formidable and respected denomination, shedding the image instilled 

47 Isaac Backus, An Appeal to the Public for Religious Liberty (Boston: Boyle, 1773), 7. 
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over the years of being cast as zealous others located on the periphery of religious 

society. 

The shared grievances and inhibitions held by Southern Baptists mirrored those of 

their northern brethren. The common discrepancies and initial issues felt by the Northern 

Baptists towards associations were similar to the inhibitions held by the southern sect. 

Associations served as a bridge between both regions’ denominations, transferring from 

the North, major Baptist ideologies such as local church autonomy and the distrust of the 

ostensible intrusion of any type of interference of church life through civil laws. Similar 

to how the Great Awakening brought forth the Separate-Movement in the 1750s, which 

engendered a massive movement of Separate-Baptists to the South, the associations 

formed by northern church groups brought with them to the south, standard Calvinistic 

ideologies through the adopted Confessions of Faith. In conclusion, both Northern and 

Southern branches of Baptists can be viewed as a singular denomination through their 

common apprehensions and shared inhibitions towards associations. These concerns 

reflected age-old practices and theological beliefs stemming from the origins of Baptists 

in America. 
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Baptist Education: Distilled or Enlightened Ministers 
 
 

Baptists are renowned for displaying fervent, histrionic styles of preaching. The 

making of great preachers and the ability to attract and captivate throngs of crowds is no 

easy task. A magnetic personality and inimitable zeal no doubt contributed to the success 

of many Baptist preachers of eighteenth-century America. Yet, these acts alone could 

only attract the ephemeral attention and interest of many colonists; charisma was often 

not enough to connect or create a foundation of converted, loyal congregants. Most often, 

ministers needed to display that they held sound judgment and were perspicacious in their 

understanding of the scriptures in order to earn the trust and reverence of congregants. In 

order to ascertain these skills, a background of training, either in a seminary or 

apprenticing under the wing of an established minister, could be avenues of providing an 

understanding and background of skills required to attain the respect and admiration of 

local parishes. 

The imbedded tendency to view Baptists as stringently anti-education has one of 

its origins in the Southern Separate-Baptist ideology that education debases the 

spirituality of ministers by removing their zeal and replaces it with a stagnant reliability 

on college learning. Having spirituality rooted in books and classic learning was 

understood by most Separate-Baptists as inimical to true Baptist ideology, where one 

should have a direct connection with God that was based on one’s own inner prowess and 

not the level of education received. 

It was also perceived that education would create a hireling spirit and instill a 

formal, more prosaic technique of spreading the gospel. A fervent and firebrand style of 

preaching, reflecting the insurmountable levels of emotion was seen as the proper way to 



42  

worship. This was not a southern idiosyncrasy, but rather a reflection of the attitudes held 

by most Baptists in America, for Northern Baptists also questioned the propriety of 

learned ministers in the colonial era. Ultimately, however, Baptists in the North and 

South came to accept that ministers needed at least some education and training. 

The role of education was at once a salient and polemical issue among the 

Baptists from their start in America in the late seventeenth century. The distinct 

proclivities of Northern and Southern Baptists are reflected in their views towards 

education. In order to compete against the standing order of the established churches, and 

survive in a world that treated the Baptists as outsiders, it became evident that change in 

the Baptist system and negative views towards educated ministers had to be redressed in 

order for them to survive and prosper in America. Through investigating the role of 

education in the lives of the Baptists and considering its consignment by both regions, 

light will be shed on the degree of connectedness between both Northern and Southern 

sects of Baptists. As evidenced by the North’s establishment of numerous colleges, to the 

Southern Baptists’ support and funding for ministers to receive ministerial training, views 

on education connected the variant sects and distant regions of Baptists in America. 

Despite the rhetoric and past thought of Baptists being ingrained with anti- 

educational feelings, there has always been a base that has in fact supported education 

and promoted its inclusion into the everyday lives of Baptists. There had been a rich 

history of an educated ministry in New England with numerous Baptist ministers 

attending the elite colleges of the Northeast and Middle colonies during the early 

eighteenth century. 
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Baptists had mostly been self-trained or studied under the wing of established 

ministers to receive training and comprehension of Bible studies during the late 

seventeenth century. The only available colleges were established by variant 

denominations that practiced theologically adverse principles that were in contrast to 

Baptists doctrinal beliefs: Harvard (1636) and Yale (1701) having Congregationalist 

rooted foundations; College of New Jersey (1746) being Presbyterian; University of 

Pennsylvania (1740); King’s College (1754); and William and Mary (1693) under 

Episcopalian leadership; and finally Rutgers College (1766) founded under Dutch 

Reformed Church auspices.48 Having no Baptist led college of their own, until the 

establishment of Rhode Island College (1764), Baptists had few options or resources for 

ministerial training. 

Elisha Callendar became the first American Baptist to receive a college education. 
 
He graduated from Harvard University in 1710 and was soon followed by a number of 

peers in the ensuing years with a cavalcade of Baptists attending elite universities, 

regardless of the established denomination of the college. Jeremiah Condy also attended 

Harvard graduating in the class of 1726 and received his M.A. in 1729. John Comer 

attended Yale University, but became ill in 1724 and was forced to quit before 

completing his degree. Edward Upham was the last Baptist minister to attend college for 

the next few decades, graduating from Harvard in 1734. In total, seven Baptist ministers 

attended college in colonial New England. Historian Thomas R. McKibbens argues that 

the ostensibly low number of college educated Baptist ministers was actually relatively 
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high when taking into account there only being ten Baptist churches and roughly three- 

hundred members in New England around the turn of the eighteenth century.49 

This high rate of educated Baptist ministers in New England reflects their original 

involvement with education. This level dropped precipitously during the Great 

Awakening era of the 1730s and 1740s. The revivalist movement, engendering a drastic 

increase of Baptists separating from the established Congregationalist churches, led to a 

shift in the ratio of ministers to congregants, creating a dearth of ministers available to 

keep up with the expansion of new Baptists. The lack of available preachers was one 

factor that brought forth the realization of the need to plan the establishment of Baptist 

colleges. 

An additional reason for the influence and promotion of Baptist-instituted 

colleges was the rampant discrimination and mistreatment of Baptist students. Although 

there were stipulations in the charters of universities prohibiting the exclusion of students 

in regards to religious beliefs, many Baptist students found themselves receiving 

disparate treatment among their peers. Also, the chance of Baptist students straying from 

their theological principles while attending religiously diverse colleges was a viable 

concern. Many believed living in close quarters and being in the presence of ministers on 

a daily basis pontificating differing religious doctrines for four years may lead to pariahs 

of the Baptist denomination. 

The case of Jeremiah Condy exemplified these fears. Condy was the ordained 

pastor of Boston Baptist on February 14, 1738, with his ordination speech given by 

Harvard’s ex-president, Increase Mather, while fellow Congregationalists were in 

 
49 Thomas R. McKibbens Jr., The Forgotten Heritage: A Lineage of Great Baptist Preaching 
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attendance. After the first stirrings of the Great Awakening became palpable across New 

England, Condy’s preaching was immersed with warnings and abhorrence towards the 

overzealous nature of the itinerant preachers, including the most infamous among them, 

George Whitefield. Condy wanted the church to remain steadfastly staid in order to 

maintain a respectable air, through keeping with traditional church standards, such as the 

minister leading his parishioners with no outbursts of emotions or paroxysms. Members 

of Boston Baptist, like many church members in New England in the midst of the 

revivalist spirit of the 1740s, began questioning the legitimacy of Condy and feared he 

was devoid of the spirit and zeal needed in order to for ministers to lead their 

congregations. These feelings were due to his resistance in adhering to the revived 

spiritual nature of preaching, as well as accusations of his maintaining a liberal theology 

of Arminianism, pressing the ability for all to be saved and not just the elected few. Many 

members of his church believed his educational background and training at 

Congregationalist-led Harvard College was to blame.50 

A college education began to not only become unimportant, but regarded as a 

negative attribute to most New England Baptists in the colonial period. The ingrained 

vision of educated ministers being corruptible and straying from the true spirit of God 

was a long held inhibition by the Baptists in New England. The Great Awakening 

movement exacerbated these feeling with the overwhelming spirit and iconoclastic ideals 

of questioning authority, especially in the cases of established ministers with college 

educations. No longer was it required to have an understanding of Greek and Latin or a 

background in the classics to properly conceptualize scripture. The true qualifications to 
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lead congregations was the possession and driven nature of the spirit and assurance of the 

calling to preach, which was acquired from inner circumspection and stringent adherence 

to the scripture, not through the curriculum of elite universities. 

Eventually these imbedded beliefs against educated ministers began to lose their 

muster. After decades spent surrounded by numerous universities and the concomitant 

benefits shared by the founding denominations, Baptists could not ignore education. They 

soon realized in order to achieve their full potential and become a cohesive denomination, 

they had to redress certain past practices that were beginning to be seen as impediments 

to their denomination, such as their lack of support for educated ministries. Soon Baptists 

realized, in order to establish a respectable image and become a serious contender of the 

established churches, they needed to support ministerial education. As evidenced in a 

report given by the Massachusetts Baptist Education Society in 1820, the link between 

education and aggrandizing the respectability of the Baptists was a prominent idea that 

continued to be influential in supporting the erudition of ministers: “It has been our 

desire, that their literary course should not abate the ardour of their pious affections, and 

we indulge the belief that their situation and studies are highly favourable to devotion and 

to enlarged attainments in personal religion.”51 

The support for a Baptist-led school was beginning to make a resounding clamor 

in New England. Appeals were made to look not only at the current colleges of the 

colonies, but to look to the past and the footing of education in history. Prominent 

minister of Hopewell Baptist Church, Oliver Hart, exclaimed in a sermon delivered to the 

Philadelphia Baptist Association meeting in October 1791, detailing the history and 
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import of educational institutions: “In ancient times, there were schools for prophets; and 

they were not less needed now. May such institutions be encouraged . . . It is a pity we 

should be reluctant in this.”52 The first Baptist-sponsored institute for education in 

America was founded following the encouragement of the Philadelphia Association. The 

Hopewell Academy, located in Hopewell, New Jersey, was established in 1756, under the 

tutelage of Baptist minister, Isaac Eaton. The academy represented a drastic shift in 

traditional thought in the era of anti-educational feelings of the Baptists. Hopewell 

Academy was a secondary educational institute, meaning it did not offer a collegiate level 

of training. The academy trained students in scripture and focused on Bible studies, rather 

than on the variant curricula offered in universities. 

The academy acted as a paragon of Baptist colleges to come. After its foundation, 

Baptists could look to their own academic institution’s benefits as inspiration to further 

the scope of their intellectual landscape and break down imbedded educational barriers. 

Many of the academy’s first graduates, such as James Manning, went on to have 

indispensable roles in the founding of the Baptist’s first and most successful educational 

institute, the College in the English Colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations. 

Rhode Island College (today Brown University) came into fruition thanks to the support 

and promotion of the Warren Association. Baptist minister Morgan Edwards pushed 

forward the idea of establishing a college during a 1762 meeting of the Association and 

argued the need of founding a denominationally Baptist college that would provide a 

place for Baptist ministers to receive biblical training and a college education. 
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Rev. James Manning was elected to compose the original charter of the school. 

The college’s board and trustees expected a difficult process in the passing of the charter 

and ultimate approval of the college by the Rhode Island assembly, and sought to lend 

support to Manning to construct a charter the Assembly would find palatable. The 

Philadelphia Baptist Association appointed Ezra Stiles, a prominent Congregationalist 

minister and future president of Yale University, to assist in the composition. 

Controversy arose stemming from the makeup of the college’s board and structure of the 

institutes system of governance. The college was founded for the purpose of being a 

Baptist-led institute, which would instill their ideologies and doctrinal principles in the 

education of ministers, but Rev. Ezra Stiles’ wording of the charter provided 

Congregationalist supremacy in the college’s board, which would take away the Baptist 

majority and in effect, erase the purpose of the college. The Philadelphia Association 

directed the authors to change the wording and provided guidelines that would allow for a 

perpetually led majority of Baptist board members and perennially Baptist President. The 

final charter of 1764 decreed, “the number of trustees shall and may be thirty-six, of 

which twenty-two shall forever be elected of the denomination called Baptists . . .” It also 

contained the stipulation “The President, when hereafter elected who shall forever be of 

the denomination called Baptists.”53 This would accomplish the goal of making the 

college a distinctly Baptist institute. The Rhode Island General Assembly approved of the 

charter in their session at East Greenwich on March 2 and 3, 1764. The governor then 
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soon signed the document, officially establishing Rhode Island College on October 24, 

1765.54 

Rhode Island College, officially renamed to Brown University in 1804, reflected 

Baptist ideologies through the egalitarian practice of accepting students of any 

denomination. This was also stipulated in the charters of numerous colleges in existence 

in the colonial era, including the College of New Jersey, Harvard, and Yale, so it was not 

a solely Baptist practice, but it helped further their principles in support of religious 

freedom.55 Stiles and Manning instilled this idea in the charter: “And furthermore, it is 

hereby enacted and declared that into this liberal and catholic institution shall never be 

admitted any religious tests: But, on the contrary, all the members hereof shall forever 

enjoy full, free, absolute, and uninterrupted liberty of conscience.”56 Although, similar to 

numerous universities of the time, neither atheists or deists were initially admitted to the 

college, this practice soon was relaxed under the presidencies of Jonathan Maxcy and Asa 

Messer in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 

In order to raise the esteem of the Baptists and garner respect from the established 

churches of New England, the college included classical training in their curriculum, 

consisting of the translation of Latin and Greek and the studying of advanced classical 

authors. In the later years of a students’ college career they would also study moral 

philosophy, geometry, and British literature.57 The college persistently attempted to 

maintain the respectability and image of a college that was up to par with the elite 

universities of New England and the middle colonies. Following the lead of Harvard and 
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Yale, significant changes to the curriculum occurred in the late eighteenth century, 

including the incorporation of natural philosophy courses and addition to more scientific 

focused courses, which took place under the presidency of Asa Messer.58 

Southern views regarding education shared a similar trajectory as in the North. 

The acceptance of educated ministers developed at a slower pace, though, in part due to 

the disparate amount of colleges between both regions. By the end of the colonial era 

both New England and the Middle colonies were home to numerous colleges. Being 

encompassed by numerous elite universities, the northern states had persistent reminders 

of the benefits surrounding college education towards various ministries, such as the 

increased amount of ministers produced who were then available to preach to the 

growing population, as well as the respectable image garnished through completion of 

one’s college degree. 

Echoes of the transference of variant theological beliefs from New England to 

Virginia during the Great Awakening are evident again, this time with regards to the role 

of education in the South’s religious landscape. The migration of Separate-Baptists, 

caught up in the whirlwind of the revivalism of the Great Awakening, acted as a bridge in 

transporting the ideas and beliefs of Northern Baptists, not only pertaining to 

theologically rooted disparities, but ideas on educated ministries as well. At the time of 

what has been labeled the Separate-Movement of the 1750s, the flood of Separate- 

Baptists making their way to the South, there was still major contention against the 

education of ministers among the Baptists in the North. The transference of anti- 

education ideologies held by many Baptists in New England during the 1750s, soon 

became indelible views held by Southern Separate-Baptists. Learned ministers became 

58 Ibid. 
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viewed as not having the true spirit and education was seen as distilling the zeal of 

ministers, which was required to have eligibility to convert believers. 

These beliefs soon subsided, however, and made way towards a different 

understanding and appreciation of education. In a sermon given in Baltimore, Maryland, 

in August 1818, the southern view of education is detailed through the request of answers 

from Baptists against the training of ministers: “Is it not the interest of the churches that 

their individual guides possess every possible qualification for advancing their 

knowledge of divine subjects? Have not the churches, already, realized many important 

advantages from the literary institutions which exist in our connextion?”59 Just like in the 

North, there were still many Baptists in the South who were adamantly against a trained 

ministry and remained espoused to the belief that educated ministers were not properly 

devout. 

Similar to the path of negative views aimed at educated ministers, the eventual 

gradation from these thoughts by Northern Baptists soon made their way to their 

Southern brethren, which shifted the takes on education. The view pertaining to the 

corruptibility of educated ministers eventually dissipated after the success of Northern 

colleges became evident. William McLoughlin explains, “after the first graduates began 

preaching in New England and the South and showed themselves as no less devout and 

spirit-filled than their uneducated predecessors did the average Baptist in rural areas 

begin to appreciate the college.”60 
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The fact that Southern Baptists in Virginia were up against the established 

Anglican Church in a struggle to gain denominational members reflects similar 

tribulations faced by New England Baptists. They both shared a struggle for fair 

treatment in the face of unjust legislation rooted in civil laws aimed at supporting 

established churches. The belief that education could provide a refined, sophisticated 

image soon became ingrained in the thoughts of Southern Baptists. They hoped that after 

they earned a reputable image, local governments would recognize and adhere to their 

voices in matters of concern. In the South, as well as the North, education was seen as an 

indispensible avenue in achieving these goals. Not all southern evangelicals adhered to 

the understanding or took to the profitable aspects of education. Methodist ministers and 

missionaries also initially were adamantly against the edification of their brethren. 

Methodists firmly held the stance that education would lead to lackluster sermons and 

take away from a spiritually ingrained church service, but more importantly, they 

believed, similar to the Baptists, that education led to the distilling of the spirit. Focus on 

book learning would inevitably lead to less concern for their congregants and leave them 

devoid of a valid minister, capable of saving them. The lack of educational support 

amongst the Methodists has only exacerbated the image of all Southern evangelical sects 

being prominently anti-education. 

The fallacy that Southern Baptists were collectively anti-education can be 

dispelled through the fact of support and funding provided by Southern Baptist 

Associations to ministerial education. Historian Arthur L. Walker explains that “within 

the Charleston Baptist Association . . . a ‘General Committee’ charged with receiving 

funds to underwrite the education expenses of appropriate candidates for the ministry” 
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was established.61 This committee began in 1755 with a General Committee, proposed in 

1791, with the purpose of raising funds to support ministerial training. A nineteenth 

century periodical recaps the details of the society’s founding: “A Society was instituted 

in Charleston, S.C. in 1755 . . . and was highly useful in aiding several young men, by 

furnishing them with the means of pursuing studies preparatory to the ministry.” The 

paper also states, “In 1791 an Education Fund was commenced having for its object the 

gratuitous education of pious young men for the ministry.”62 

This was one of the first efforts of southern support for education. The money 

raised was not intended, however, to begin a southern college for educating the ministry, 

but instead was proposed for sending ministers to Brown University for ministerial 

training. The end goal was to provide a means for educating ministers, which they viewed 

as the most effective means to properly engage and convert future members of the 

denomination. In a report given by the Charleston Baptist Association, it is argued that 

ministers should not be sent to preach without first attaining Biblical training: “Men 

should not, ordinarily, be sent out to preach, without going through such a course of 

studies, as will fit them to stand as intelligent witnesses to God’s Truth, and to 

communicate real instruction to both saints and sinners.”63 

The amount of funding and support in the South did not reach the same vigor as in 

the northern states, who often sent promoters overseas to procure assets for the colleges. 

In this case, the slow progression of educational institutions founded in the South is 
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reflected as a pecuniary, rather than philosophical issue. Historian Robert Semple insists, 

“the plan to establish educational seminaries was not brought into fruition due to the 

foreseeable lack of funding . . . not because members of the Separate Baptist General 

Committee were anti-education.”64 This again evidences the fact that Southern Baptists 

were not the steadfastly, anti-educational group they are often portrayed. 

A prominent reason for Baptist success in gaining the respect and their exuberant 

denominational expansion was in large part due to their embracing education. Historian 

Christine Heyrman aptly details this in her work Southern Cross, writing “Respectability 

required, by the likes of the younger generation, a Baptists clergy whose dress, manners, 

and command of polite learning would make them worthy matches for the Presbyterians 

and Anglicans.”65 Either the acceptance or aversion to education was understood in both 

the North and South as being a requisite to the efficaciousness of the Baptist 

denomination. The similarities and shared tribulations experienced by the Baptists can be 

viewed as creating a sense of unity among both northern and southern regions. Despite 

going through multiple splits and degrees of separation, both regions still shared key 

ideological principles. 
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Conclusion: Baptists in Contemporary America 
 
 

The distinctions and disparities among the variant sects of colonial Baptists, 

pertaining to both their ideological and theological doctrines, should not be construed as 

creating a disjointed denomination. This study has focused on three major areas of 

Baptist life: theological beliefs, stances on associations, and views on education. Taken 

together, the Baptists were able to develop from a miniscule sect of dissenters in New 

England in the early seventeenth century, to progress into one of the most dominant 

denominations in America by the twenty-first. 

During the Baptists’ nascent years in New England, doctrines were collectively 

adhered to, or were either eschewed or maintained by certain sects. The question of the 

proper day of the Sabbath, the adherence to the General or Calvinist doctrine of 

redemption, and the admittance of laying on of hands after Baptism, are examples of 

prime theological disparities that spanned from the New England founding of the 

Baptists, to the Great Awakening revivalist movement in the 1730s and 1740s. These 

divisive doctrines suggest that there were numerous schisms and separations of 

congregations, but the shared features acted as pillars of Baptist doctrine. The adherence 

by both Northern and Southern Baptists to the pillars of the denomination’s catechism, 

such as believer’s baptism, adamant loyalty to the authority of the scripture, and the 

autonomy of local churches, unified followers into one common denomination. 

Though Baptists in contemporary times are nearly universally associated with the 

South, this has led to the misunderstanding that Northern and Southern Baptists have 

always been divided. Historians have identified multiple theological and ideological 

principles amongst the Baptists that they contend are responsible for creating a 
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discernable bifurcation. Christine Leigh Heyrman and Robert Torbet are examples of 

scholars who have intimated numerous issues have created strife and tension within the 

denomination, which inevitably led to two distinct groups holding incompatible ideals. 

The Southern Separates saw the North’s funding for itinerant ministers as inimical to the 

Baptist faith, which would result in a group of peripatetic preachers who would succumb 

to venality and lose their credibility as preachers. Associations were a point of contention 

as well. The Northern adherence to forming groups of local churches with delineated 

principles and set theological doctrines, awakened the fear of Southern Baptists of 

overreaching governance that would diminish the autonomy of local congregations. 

Although the Baptists eventually overcame these issues and began to form 

associations, as well as fund ministers, these impediments explain how historians came to 

view them as two distinct churches. The reprobation against edifying their ministers soon 

abated as well. The establishment of Rhode Island College in 1764, along with the 

promotion of ministerial training by Southern associations, shows the importance of 

education in both regions. By forming concurrent opinions pertaining to ministerial 

training, a bridge was developed to overcome the distance and degrees of separation 

between the Baptists. 

The turn of the nineteenth century brought with it a renewed zeal for Baptist 

missionary work. During the 1840s, the issue of slavery was permeating the air in both 

the North and South, and began to become an issue in the Baptist missionary societies. 

Northern Baptists societies refused on numerous occasions to allow any slaveholder to 

act as a missionary, which led Southern Baptist leaders to discuss how to address the 

situation. The unofficial day of the Baptist split between the North and South is May 8, 
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1845. This is the day Baptist leaders of the South met in Augusta, Georgia, and 

determined it was in their best interest to create a completely separate Baptist body for 

the purpose of garnering missionary efforts. This initial split over missionary work was 

reinforced by disagreements over the types of associations and societies incorporated by 

both the North and South, and created an irreconcilable divide between both regions. 

On the road to the contemporary era, the Baptists have multiplied into dozens of 

various sects and have held innumerable, variant positions, both political and ideological. 

Contemporary Baptist associations have expanded to nearly unrecognizable sizes since 

their origins in the colonial era. Major organizations include the Southern Baptist 

Convention (1845) with approximately 16 million members, the General Association of 

Regular Baptist Churches (1932) with over 130,000 participants and American Baptist 

Churches USA (1959) with nearly 1.5 million members. These robust numbers are only a 

few examples of the multitude of variant organizations and Baptist conventions formed 

from the Baptist founding to the modern era. 

There are myriad differences between these organizations, largely based on 

locale, with major variances between their political and theological principles. Yet, 

despite these opposing viewpoints pertaining to regional, political, and ideological 

beliefs, the main pillars of Baptist identity are still imbedded in these associations. 

Despite their regional and political differences, Baptists have become one of the most 

influential denominations in America and across the globe. The Baptists entered the 

twenty-first-century with over 34 million members, which quickly grew to 36 million a 

decade later.66 

 

66 Thomas S. Kidd and Barry Hankins, Baptists in America: A History (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2015), 248. 
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Throughout their tumultuous history, there have been several periods and 

definitive political issues that caused undeniably profound divisions within the 

denomination, including the Civil War and Civil Rights Movement. Divisions are 

apparent between the Northern and Southern Baptists through distinguishable, regionally 

based beliefs and ideological principles that undoubtedly showcase concrete, differing 

views. The numbers of Baptists in America are not distributed evenly throughout the 

country. The Southern Baptist Convention holds the prominent majority of Baptists in the 

nation, meaning that most the modern-day Baptists reside in the South. 

Still, to this day, all Baptists adhere to common theological doctrines, which 

refutes the idea of two distinct Baptist churches. Despite their seemingly insurmountable 

differences in political and regional realms, the Baptists ability to grow into the 

numerically second highest denominational group in the United States, behind Roman 

Catholics, would not have been possible if there was no degree of connectedness or 

inherent commonalities within the denomination. 
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