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CONVERSION AND BACKSLIDING IN SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY ENGLAND:
FROM PURITAN MILLENARIANISM TO THE GREAT PLAGUE

A. Lloyd Moote
The Witnesses that stood before the God of the earth, and had power to plague the
earth; having finished their testimony, the Beast ascends out of the bottomless pit and
makes war againgt them and kill[s] them, and their dead bodies lay in the Streets of the
great Citty Spiritudl Sodome and Egypte, where our Lord was crucified; and this
scripture was fulfilled in mein the year according to account, 1648.

William Dewsbury, The Discovery of the Great Enmity of the Serpent against the Seed of the
Woman...From the Common Gaol in Northampton. 1655.

The passage is apocayptic, but the Second Coming here concerns the second birth of a Quaker: "The
coming of Chrigt Jesus, who in the gppointed time of the Father gppeared to my soule, as the lightnings
from the East to the West." Asthis converson narrétive continues, Dewsbury sees "the abomination thet
maketh desolate, which is spoken by Danid the Prophet, slanding in the holy place where is ought nat;
and then | was led by the Spirit into the wildernesse and tempted of the Devil, that the Scripture might
be fulfilled, Luke 4.1." Then comes his awakening:

The spirit of life from God entered into the Witnesses and they stood upon their feet.

Then greet fear fell upon dl that saw them; and the Temple of God was opened in

Heaven, and | saw in the temple the Ark of the Testament, and there were lightnings,

voyces, thunder, earthquakes, and greet hail.

Plague was missing from this millenarian son et lumiere. It was surdly a chance omission.
Adrologicd predictions of an annus mirabilis routindy included the pestilence among its catastrophic
events. Almanacs invariably listed the last great plagues of London in their calendar of remarkable
events since the Creation.A bubonic plague epidemic had occurred in the British 1des gpproximately
every fifteen years snce the Black Degath of 1348. In popular imagination, plague was associated with
human sins and divine judgment. God was punishing humankind for collective Sns. The just and unjust,
godly and reprobate, were carried off without distinction by God's Destroying Angel.

1. Frd Things
At the end of the sixteenth century there existed in England what | will cal a"holy space of conversion.”



It was distinguished by intense Bible reading, prayer and meditation, constant soul-searching, and
looking for sgns of God's providentid interventions in persona, communa and netiond life. Persons
who had struggled to obey the Ten Commandments and avoid the seven deadly sins contributed
elaborate accounts of their tortuous path to “"convincement,” and their enormous sense of rdlief and
happiness that followed.

Beyond this protective holy zone lay the conventiond world of the "once born” thet the
converted had left behind. The godly might wish to walk through life as a pilgrim and stranger as earlier
Chrigtian saints had, but they till had to live in the world. The Puritan preacher Thomas Taylor made the
best of the chdlengesin his funerd sermon on the life of an early Puritan saint, Mary Gunter. He took as
histext apassage in Psdm 39: "I am a stranger with thee, and a sojourner, asal my Fathers.” But in his
published narrative, The Pilgrims Profession, he dwelled on her trids as wdl as her triumphs. “She
kept a Catdogue of her daily dips, and set downe even the naughty thoughts which she observed in her
sife”

On the one hand, energy gained from the assurance of being among God's elect could be
channdlled into expanding the holy zone. Bdlievers beckoned towards family, friends, neighbors, and
grangers with godly lives, godly conversation, godly tracts and godly sermons. On the other hand,
engaging the conventiona world involved arisk of reverting to the ways one had converted from.
Manuals sought to help the converted stay on the straight path. Converts kept diary accounts of a
never-ending battle againgt relgpses. The tension between "conversion” and "backdiding” was pa pable.
The term "backdiding" itsdlf, referring to the risk and the redlity of dipping back into old ways, appears
in anumber of autobiographica works.

When | began my search for relgpses and backdiding | found few indexesin secondary
literature that came close to these terms. Sin was there, of course, but even it was thinly referenced. It is

easer for scholars to be drawn to converts favorite engagement with the world--witnessing with their



pious acts and godly lives--than plunging into the maelstrom of converts endless anxieties over fdling
back into sin. Isn't perfectionism what conversion isal about, with alogica outlet being the targeting of
those whose worldly ways they once shared?

There would seem to be some truth in the truism: "no zed like that of the neophyte.” Persecuting
Saul convertsto Chrigt on the road to Damascus and becomes the prosdytizing St. Paul. Augutine will
not tolerate his fellow-Chrigtians accommodating the ways of pagans, as Peter Brown explored in last
year's opening Davis Center presentation. Converts during the later middle ages and early modern times
struggle with accommodating versus battling their former co-religionists, as we learned from Elisheva
Carlebach and Mercedes Garcia- Arend at last year's seminar conference on Conversonsin Old and
New Worlds. Similarly Puritanism in England from Elizabeth's accession in 1558 to the Restoration of
Charles |l in 1660 is quite properly seen as "an amagamation of contrary impulses...to withdraw from
the world and yet reform it too.”® As Peter Lake concludes in his study of moderate Puritans and the
Elizabethan church:

What was involved in puritanism...was the ingstence on the transformative effect of the

word on the attitudes and behaviour of al true believers. It was this, gpplied to the

public sphere...that lay behind puritan campaigns for further reformation in church and

state and the concomitant attempts to purge the social order of its sins and corruptions.”

Y et the subject of backdiding will not go away. It is an obvious complement to the themes of
combatting, accommodating and fleeing from old ways. The "converts' of seventeenth-century England
are epecidly inviting exemplars on three grounds. Firgt of dl, they operated in a new sacramenta world
from which the old sacrament of penance had been removed. There could be no comforting of the guilt-
ridden penitent by a priest who took confession, administered absolution and assigned a penalty--
permitting the rdieved individud to go out into the world again, fal into Sn yet another time, and come
back for another penitentia round. Hence the gpped of being committed to an intense version of

Chridtian faith that promised an dternative, namely the assurance of forgiveness that needed no

mediator. This saving grace was al the more gppeding because relgpsing into sinful acts or at least



thoughts was an inevitable result of being the son of Adam or daughter of Eve. A second atraction to
studying these seventeenth-century English converts is the sheer volume of autobiographica writings on
their spiritud ups and downs.

Thirdly, and most crucidly for my argument, the context of these challenges changed
dramaticaly between the death of Elizabeth | in 1603 and the Great Plague of London in 1665.
Divorced from the changing fortunes of godly groups, these autobiographical and biographical narratives
of the ascent from the abyss and the fear of backdiding look remarkably aike in Sructure, srategies,
and details. But if we place their backdidings in the context of the greet religious, politica, and culturd
aterations of the time, we may be able to see something else at work.”

Thisisavery large and chalenging subject. There are enormous difficulties in getting beneeth the
skin of "sdf-fashioning” converts and "representations’ by their contemporary biographers. Y awning
gaps exis in my generdist knowledge of the hundreds of conversion narratives. All-too-inviting traps
such as the "Puritan Revolution” would lead us astray from our main concern; | will Say as clear as
possible from the socia and politica agendas of godly people during the 1640s and 1650s--subjects
that have found amaster in Christopher Hill.® My focus will be on what conversion meent to the
believers, their self-proclaimed hopes and fears vis-avis the conventiona world, and how these were
affected by changesin that world.

Coming asit did after the failure of the godly to transform the sinful world through revolution, the
Great Plague of 1665 was an unusua test of godliness. How the godly responded to this "litmus test”
could be asubject in itsdf. Thar plague narratives in |etters, diaries, commonplace books, and
autobiographies are tantdizingly short but pregnant with meaning on the symbiatic relaionship of
conversion and backdiding. Less ussful for our investigation are the prescriptively oriented plague tracts,
public-hedlth orders, and officid worship services, aswell as detailed parish records on burying the

dead and serving the sck and unemployed.



The"hour of one's death" was conddered by godly persons adimax of lifdong struggling
againg snning. The nature of plague and beliefs about it enormoudy intensfied this battle to die well.
Human reactions to the threat of plague could range from courageous succor to hedonist abandonment.
Thelegendary leanings of plaguetime behavior towards "a very barbarous concluson” are well known,
thanks to Thucydides account in The History of the Peloponnesian War on the Plague of Athensin
the fifth century before the common era, and the opening passages of The Decameron by Boccaccio
on the Black Desth in the fourteenth century of the common era. We shdl see how the godly peoplein
1665 whom Dorothy Moote and | have discovered in our research on this Great Plague measured up to
their own standards.

2. Converting and Backdiding

On the surface, early Reformation England appeared to be infertile ground for anything resembling a
religious conversion. The Reformation was largdly initiated and hugdly shaped by poalitica concerns, and
individua religious zed was generdly frowned upon by the secular authorities. Furthermore during the
first century of Protestant and Catholic reform movements, England's rulers consstently permitted a
snglelegd confesson: nationa Catholic under Henry VIII; nationd Protestant under Edward VI and
Elizabeth I; internationa Catholic under Elizabeth's immediate predecessor and older haf-sister, Mary.
In such an exclusive church environment how would one convert, and to whet?

Especidly under Elizabeth, whose broad religious settlement comprehended most of the
available varieties of rdigious experience. Catholic recusants could keep their old faith if they were quiet
about it and peaceful. The new movement of Puritanism to a congderable degree grew within the
bounds of the officid Church of England; indeed it has been plausibly argued by such authorities as
Petrick Collinsonthat Cavinism, with its predestinarian benchmark which was at the core of Puritan
belief and practice, congtituted the mainstream of the Elizabethan settlement.” In the Thirty-nine Articles

of the Elizabethan Settlement, predestination is referred to as "full of sweet, pleasant and unspeskable



comfort to godly persons, and such asfed in themsdlves the working of the spirit of Chrigt, mortifying
the works of the flesh.”®

Y et we must speak of conversions, for conversions there were--an entire wave of them in
Elizabeth's last three decades, roughly 1670-1603. It was then that the first Sizable generation of Puritan
saints experienced God in an intense, persond way that most of their family, friends, and neighbors
could scarcely comprehend. | would liken the intengity of their newfound religiosity to the "converson’
phenomenon that John VVan Engen described in his Davis Center paper last year among medieva men
and women, especidly in the early fifteenth century. His English Lollards and followers of the New
Devation in the Low Countries took on amore intense rdigious life without inditutiondizing it.

Something like that happened under Elizabeth | and James |, with few Puritan converts opting
for agoiritud life outsde the Church of England, hoping instead to move it further in a Cavinigt
direction. Then came arush towards "gathered church” settings in reaction to Charles I's turning the
Church of England towards free-will and other "Arminian” tendencies. An explosion of separatist
movements accompanied the civil wars of the 1640s, and the takeover of church and state by Oliver
Cromwdl and hisfdlow-Puritans. Puritanism had many inditutiond varieties-from Richard Baxter's
Presbyterianism to John Milton's Congregationalism and John Bunyan's Baptist persuason. On the
radica fringe were the civil-war and Cromwell-era"sects" mainly George Fox's and Elizabeth Fell's
Society of Friends or Quakers, but aso Muggletonians, Seekers, Ranters, Familists. A thousand
flowers bloomed.

Despite the fissures within the expanding holy space, hopes were high. Many thought Sn would
be driven from the land; there could be no more backdidings The Book of Reveation held the key to
an imminent destruction of the Beast of the Apocaypse and the Whore of Babylon and their followers.
The four empires described in the Book of Daniel--Babylon, Persa, Greece and Rome--werein the

past or closetoit. Victory over King Charles might lead to the fal of the Roman Antichrist, the Pope.



Chrigt would return as the fifth monarch and reign for a thousand year years, leading to a climactic Last
Judgment of the godly and the reprobate.

Sometimes the zed ots confused their chronology; judgments overlapped; Danid and Reveaion
merged. It mattered little. Blissit was for true believersto be dive. For this was an extraordinary time.
Compare what was happening across the English Channel, where converson to a more intense
Cathalicism was rdaively subdued and inward-looking among the dévots and Jansenists, and later the
Quidtigts led by Jeanne Guyon. Where these French exemplars looked outward, their movements
lacked the fire and promise of Puritanism and its offshoots, as| have suggested e sewhere. The Fronde
was no Puritan Revolution; Mme. Guyon and her friends stood marginaized in the shadows of the Court
of the Sun King.”

There was just enough similarity between the two sides of the Channd to perplex Ronad Knox
in his remarkable study, Enthusiasm. A Chapter in the History of Religion.”® We could go on, adding
the Illuminati or Alumbrados of early seventeenth-century Spain, the mid-century Spanish mydtic,
Molinos, and the Dutch enthusiast, Hans de Ries. But England's Golden Age of conversions, without
Cathalic penance and with the driving force of millenidism, does seem specid to me, as a chapter in the
history of tension between conversion and backdliding. ™

Sin! Could these English converts ever get away from it? It is a question that will pursue usto
the end of this paper. Conversion itsdf was rooted in the fear of never escaping from the clutches of
Satan. Thetypica Puritan had been brought up in a Chrigtian environment, with an awareness of the
danger to onesimmortal soul from sinning and a desire to be freed from its grip. The Snner turnsto
manuas and sermons, the Bible and suggestions from others. The more he or she tries, the greeter the
walowing in Sn seems to become (at leasst by later recollections). Human reason and will are not
aufficient to the task; indeed they are counter-productive. God has led the individual to despair asa

preparation; there may have been thoughts of suicide. Then in adramatic moment, or gradualy, the



heart takes over from the head. A remark by passershy, afiery sermon on Damnation and Hell, the
example of afamily member or friend who had dready converted, isacatays for seeing the truth.

The future Puritan leeder William Perkins, later tradition held, was "profane, reckless and
addicted to drink." His awareness of God's saving grace was said to begin with hearing awoman in the
gtreet admonish her unruly child with the words: "Hold your tongue, or | will give you to drunken
Perkins yonder." For the self-admitted swearer and blasphemer, John Bunyan, conversion was a
succession of phases, with severd dramétic turning points of awareness. He began with "some outward
Reformation, both in my words and life, and did set the Commandments before me...and as | thought
did keep them pretty well sometimes, and then would have some comfort.” It did not lagt. In Grace
Abounding to the Chief of Snners, first published in 1666, he saw the conversion process as "the
work of God upon my own Soul...with castings down, and raisings up; for he woundeth and his hands
make whole*®

The struggle to advance on one's own ceased--or S0 it felt. The convert was caught up in the
transformative knowledge that God aone saved snners, irrespective of their sins. It was Luther's
judtification by faith, Calvin's giving dl credit, power, and glory to God. God eected the sinner to eterna
sdvation; the Snner began the process of sanctification by living out agodly life.

The "converson” experiences of St Paul, Augustine and Perkins were especiadly relevant to
these new Puritans, for dl three were, in effect, "converted” by God againgt their will. (That will cause
them some soul-searching and questioning when their saving deity unleashes the Destroying Angel during
the Great Plague.) Just as, in Karl Morrison's words, "convert and conversion were part of
Augustine's meticuloudy planned witness to God's supernatura acts of grace, especialy towards
himself,"* these Puritans thought in smilar terms. They shied away from spesking of their “conversion,”
or themselves as converts; the operative word was "convincement.” God caled them; and they became

the "godly," to use afavorite Puritan expresson. Thomas Goodwin affirmed: " God took me aside, and



asit were privately said unto me, do you now turn to me, and | will pardon al your sins though never so
many, as | forgave and pardoned my servant Paul, and convert you to me™ Ignatius Jordan
acknowledged that at age fifteen God "did by his grace effectively cal and convert him." Margaret
Charlton was smilarly converted at seventeen or eighteen. Her later husband, Richard Baxter, records
her recollection of the event. She had read Isaiah 27: 11, and was so moved that "the doctrine of
converson was received on her heart asthe sedl of wax." Like so many of the newly converted, she "fell
to saf-judging, and to frequent prayer, and reading, and serious thoughts of her present state, and her
sdlvation.®

Further trids lay ahead, however. Every human was born into sin and until the end of oné's days
on earth it would always tempt the godly. Furthermore, even if one believed in the doctrine of eection, it
was difficult for some Puritans to have the assurance that it applied to themselves. There could be fase
sggns. One might be a"hypocrite’ or "reprobate’ rather than truly eected. Only God knew for certain.
Hence "the feverish search for signs of dection in one's spiritua and outward life" continued.™” It is not
surprising that William James refers to a "morbid-minded, "sick soul” religious type, quating extensively
from John Bunyan's Grace Abounding.™® Bunyan was forever on an emotiond roller-coaster, with
moments of ecstasy dternating with the depths of despair. Eventudly he was reedy to do without the
assurance of grace:

| am for going on, and venturing my eternd state with Christ, whether | have comfort

here or no; if God doth not comein, thought I, | will legp off the Ladder even blindfold

into Eternitie, snk or swim, come heaven, come hell; Lord Jesus, if thou wilt catch me,

do; if not, I will venture for thy Name.™
Elizabeth Wilkinson after years of fear and searching into her own heart was given evidence by the Lord
of "achange wrought in my heart, will and affections, notwithstanding the remainders of sn and
corruption, which gtill encompassed me about.” Eleanor Stockton continued to worry "whether | was

4till in the state of nature or in alapsed and back-diding condition.

The Puritans had an elaborate support-system in ther fight againg backdiding and faling into



despair, with the ultimate reiance being the Bible. Still, predestination could dide into the sin of
presuming too much with perhgps a touch of the antinomianism that Puritans accused radicals like the
Quakers and Ranters of engaging in. Alternately there was the dippery dope towards self-defeating free
will that came from trying too hard and coming up short. William Perkins formidable if popular "Golden
Chain" was aforbidding, amost incomprehensible chart of the unfolding of two sides of double
predestination--election and damnation. The circle of "relgpse" isfar down the right side of the diagram
leading to "Degth eterndl in Hell," linked with everything from "The decait of sSnne" to "Apostasie.”
Conversdly, the "Remission of snne’ comesin the bewildering middle of cross-referencing circles
pointing toward "Repentance” and "Life eterndll.” Little wonder than many Puritan clergy had trouble
agreeing with parts of the chart.* [Seeillustration]

Backdiding posed similar and different problems for converts to more "radicd™ Protestantism.
Quakers, Ranters, Seekers, Familigs, et d., exemplified Erngt Trodtsch's " sect type” movements as
opposed to "church type" Christianity,? by placing individua inspiration above scriptura and ingtitutional
authority. They could fall back into sin just as easly as Puritan converts, but they tended to dwell on
other dangersto their faith. Consdered "enthusiagts' in the literal sense of being full of God, pejoratively
drunk with the divine” they were spiritual and social outcastsin the eyes of awide range of religious
and intelectua |eaders. The millenarian Cambridge Platonist, Henry Moore published Enthusiasm
Vanquished in 1659. The Presbyterian Baxter said that the Quakers "acted the Parts of Men in
Raptures,” the Seekers taught "that our Scripture was uncertain,” and the Ranters " set up the Light of
Nature, under the name of Christ in Men,”* Their spiritua journey had often taken them through a
varigy of religious persuasions as they moved from the sdf-examining "experimentdism” of many
Puritanism to the indwdling Holy Spirit of the Ranters or Quakers. At each step they could be accused
of gpogtasy. Added to this was the freedom from the sense of sin that this inner light gave them, resuiting

in charges of immordlity.
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Jane Turner bore the brunt of both charges as she moved from mainstream sdlf-examining,
"experimenta” Puritanism to the inner light of Quakerism and part way back, settling into the "free
grace" of Baptist Puritanism. Her assurance of salvation without constantly worrying about her behavior
seemed presumptuous and dothful to some Puritans, she was surdly on the path to pandering to "carnd
liberty." From the other end of the conversion spectrum, the Friends took exception to her published
remarks that despite their "Angd-like appearance,” these former Quaker associates followed their inner
spirit even when it clashed with the precepts of Scripture. They struck back: far from moving steadily
from Babylon to Sion as she clamed, she had dipped backward as an apogtate to her origind sinful
City.”

The Friends came late to the holy space of conversion, Fox making hisfirst convertsin 1648.

Y et they played a powerful role in the evolution of converting and backdiding during the seventeenth
century. Others could fal into Sin or apostasy, they believed; their problems were different. Self-
examining Puritans, the Quaker Richard Baker declared, could fed "no Freedom from Sin on thisside
of the Grave." How different it was for these Friends, thanks to the true light "which lighteth every man
that cometh into the world," varioudy described as "the seed of God," "the righteous principle” "the
witness of God in me" and especidly "the inner Light." Once they submitted to thislight, the historian
Owen Watkins writes, "al evil in [oneself] was destroyed and alife free from sin became possible*®

If human perfection was attainable for a spirit-filled Friend, James Nayler's behavior was a
dramatic example. Nayler's PAm Sunday like passage through the streets of Bristol on adonkey in
1655 to the shouts of "Haly! Holy! Holy! Lord God of Isragl! Hosanna in the highest!" was alogical
acting out of the liberating inner light, though his behavior and judtification brought a rebuke from George
Fox. What imperfections were |eft to drag down the convert to this Society of Friends? The answer for
the first generation was giving in to the conventions of society that these Quakers found ungodly,

inegditarian, and demeaning--notably taking an oath and paying tithes, removing their hat in deference,
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cdling the authorities and ingtitutions of state and church anything but so-called judges, so-caled priests,
and steeple houses.

Asthe authorities turned on them with prosecution and jail, and the rest of society joined in with
derision and persecution, Quakers spoke of their "sufferings' as a badge of courage. We read thisterm
over and over--in letters, tracts, conversations, meetings. The Friends Library in London isfull of these
sufferings of the seventeenth-century Quakers. A brisk ten-minute walk to Dr. Williams Library brings
usto the very different sounding Puritan anguish of Owen and Mary Stockton over their sins of
commission and omission; and the autobiography, tracts and correspondence of Richard Baxter, whose
spiritua casuidtry (not a pegorative term) grappled with when one could compromise with religious and
secular authority.”’

For the Quaker, it was gpostasy to run away from the authorities rather than taking a tand in
their presence and being imprisoned. When the Puritan Milton fled from London's plague to a country
haven provided by the Quaker Thomas Ellwood, their meeting had to be postponed. Ellwood was
witnessing to his sufferingsin thelocd jal! The only two extended confessions of backdiding by
early Quakers are ingructive. Anthony Tomkins' Faithful Warning to all Backdliders (1669), referred
to his "reasoning part” that led him to invent excuses for paying tithes to the church. Nayler, in jall after
the Brigtol incident, wrote of losing the light and being "taken captive under the power of darknessee
[through reason| to some things which in themsdaves had no seeming evil [but] little by little drew out my
mind after trifles, vanities." There is not much to go on here. Nayler tantaizingly suggested that others
had "fled the Cross" One wondersin what way.”®

3. Apocaypse Aborted

Helping to sugtain the convertsin their godly ways were the eschatalogica beliefs and millenarian hopes
of the time. John Foxe's immensaly popular Acts and Monumentsor "Book of Martyrs," placed the

millennium in the past from Emperor Congtantine to around 1300, while ingpiring many English subjects
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under Elizabeth, James |, and Charles | to take a second look at the books of Daniel and Revelation for
prophetic insight into the future® Foxe's successors, mainly Brightman and Mede, pushed the millennia
years forward. John Brightman suggested a second millennium unfolding from 1300 to 2300. Joseph
Mede, who was Newton's tutor and influenced his later intellectud pursuit of the millennium, dotted the
i'sand crossed the t's of millennid symbols, times, and events. What was so often associated with
turning the world upside down was now "a sober pursuit for the highest minds" the millenium "made
respectable” William Lamont assures us.> Christopher Hill makes an equally elocuent, complementary
case "It wasin a scientific spirit that scholars approached Biblica prophesy. Mathematicians and
chornologers... believed in the possibility of establishing a science of prophesy.* Whatever the
motivation, this was a golden age of prophesying, aremarkable addendum to the prophetic tradition
traced in Norman Cohn's dlassic, The Pursuit of the Millenium.*

Converson itsdlf, as we saw in the opening quotation, could be framed as a persond
gpocaypse and last judgment. But the godly--whether Puritan or Friend--were adso driven to bring
othersinto their holy space. They looked forward to atime when the godly would take over the earth.
Millenarianism was dearly an ingpiration and possibly a driving force behind that god. While only God
could choose and know who were the chosen, the godly might prepare the way for the Second Coming
of Chrigt and Last Judgment by reaching to dl and sundry with their own messages of hope. Many
snners were converted on their deathbed or in a prison. Others held back from giving in to saving
grece, fearing aredgpse. They could be worked on. "Thelife of a Chrigtian is a hidden life," The Puritan
Philip Henry wrote. "Therefore judge not, for without al doubt many whom we now take to be godly
shdl at the Last Day be found hypocrites and many whom we now condemn as hypocrites shal be
found godly.™

There was a more persond, partly subconscious reason for merging the expansion of the holy

gpace of converson with the coming of the millenium. The caseis best put by Christopher Durston and
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Jacqueline Edles. Not only were Puritans scanddized by the behavior of the world around them; "they
believed that the bad example of the ungodly might tempt them into sinning and thus wesken their own
sense of assurance of salvation.” In the words of William Hunt, "a Puritan who minds his own businessis
acontradiction in terms.®

The pace of conversions quickened and hopes of agodly rule grew with the rapid changesin
church and state after Charles I's accession to the English throne in 1625. Puritanism, Petrick Collinson
argues persuasively, "was not a thing definable in itself but only one half of a stressed relationship.® A
generation of parliamentary leaders were converted to an dienated and restive type of Puritanism by the
Caroline retreat from predestination to Arminian, high-church advocacy--what some today might cdl a
hi-jacking of their church.® Charles | ceased to be the hoped for godly prince, an Emperor of the Last
Daysin the making.

In the 1630s Oliver Cromwel's conversion, some time in the making, came about as
Archbishop Laud was turning out Puritan lecturers from his and other parish communities. "Oh, | lived in
and loved darkness, and hated the light. | was the chief, the chief of anners™ herecdled in aletter in
1638. The king's physician, Dr. Mayerne, described him as "extremely melancholy,” his country
physician added hypochondria. Cromwell surdly fitted William James convert-type, the "sick soul.”
Cromwell saw his conversion as "the riches of [God's] mercy.”

Might there have been a blending of individua converson and palitical millenarianism here?
Cromwell had been fond of Queen Elizabeth, and three women in his life were called Elizabeth--his
mother, wife, and favorite daughter. It is a coincidence that only Christopher Hill could have made full
use of. Y et Elizabeth was the hope of John Foxe's work, a second Constantine. Cromwell knew Foxe
via his schoolboy teacher, Thomas Beard, whose Theatre of Gods Judgmentswas an update of Foxe,
hinting darkly that "the grestest and mightiest of princes are not exempt from punishment for their

iniquities” Laud's Godly prince was not Cromwel's. Had he transferred some of his sdlf-loathing onto
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the bad prince, agent of Antichrist?’

Around the time of Cromwéll's conversion, a self-proclaimed Puritan prophet, Arise Evans,
went to Whitehd| with a message that had come to him from random Bible readings and an appearance
by an angdl: the king and kingdom were about to be destroyed. He was turned out of hislodgings by an
offended landlord, returned home to Wales and confined to his room by his parents who thought he had
gone mad. But was he? If 0, his madness had a greet ded of rdigious and intellectual company.
Charles | wasincreasingly associated with the papa Antichrigt. Millenarian musings on the consequence
of acollapse of roya and papa power were on many atongue. Arise Evans and Oliver Cromwell had
much to share when they met for an extended discussion while religious and politica changes swirled
about their heads.

England was God's Elect Nation with a specid place in the divine plan. Of the five kinds of
millenarianism identified by Richard Baxter, the literdl variety came to the fore. Its appedl lay in
associating prophetic passages in the Bible with persons and eventsin their own day.* When the
"Puritan Revolution” began in 1640, this kind of millenarianism had afield day. Of the 111 ministers who
published three or more works between 1640 and 1653, 77 have been identified with millenarian
leanings™ There must have far more converting than backdliding in this heady atmosphere. Indeed, the
opposite of backdiding was surely in vogue. The Revolution of Saintstook aim at sin and doth. If there
ever was amovement that came close to the "reign of virtue' in Crane Brinton's scheme of phases within
major revolutions, thiswasit.*

The demoalition of the Church of England asit had been known, and the execution of Charles|
in 1649, creeted a void ready made for millenarian interpretations and action. In 1644, Milton had
written in Areopagitica: "Now once again by al concurres of sgns, and by the generd ingtinct of holy
and devout men...God is decreeing to begin some new and great period in his Church." He began to

think of Jesus as "shortly-expected King." In 1658, the last year of Cromwdl'slife, John Bunyan was
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till hopeful: "The Judgment Day is a Hand."** It was the time of the Fifth Monarchists, who sought by
agitation to hasten the second coming of King Jesus.

The Puritan vicar of Earls Colne in Essex, Raph Josselin, whom we will meet again during the
Great Plague, began reading millenarian tracts in 1648, when Cromwell and Fairfax completed the
Roundhead military triumph over the Royaligts, and two sympathetic astrologers, Lilly and Booker,
were at the Siege of nearby Colchester with Fairfax. Jossdlin kept up his reading until 1657, the year
before Cromwadl's death began an unravelling of the Rule of the Saints. One of his sources suggested
that Cromwell would conquer the Turks and overthrow the Pope. Only the conversion of the Jews,
another key event in the march from Babylon to Sion, was omitted.™ Josselin marked the celebration of
Queen Elizabeth's Accesson Day on November 17, 1650 with atelling diary entry: "My thoughts [are]
much that God was beginning to ruine the kingdome of the earth, and bringing Christs kingdome in, and
wee English should bee very instrumentall therein.™

This was heady wine for a person whose own congregation could stand some extra
encouragement to swel the godly fold. The vicar divides his parishioners into three categories: those
who "sddom hear" his preaching; "my deepy hearers, and "our society.” It was dso persondly uplifting
for avillage vicar who was forever obsessed with his own sinful thoughts and acts, and unnamed
contentions within alarge family that by the early Restoration included eight surviving children. "The
Lord affect me with the vileness of my nature,” he wrote in his journd. "l gtick in the mire, Oh Lord pul
me out."™

Puritans of one persuasion or another who took over parish churches were not alone in their
excitement about a godly rule and godly people encompassing the entire land. The varieties of
Puritanism were joined in the millenarian quest by the proliferation of Civil War sects and Cromwell-era
religious innovation. The Ranters continued to rant and the Seekers to seek, while restless devotees of

both movements were attracted to George Fox's Quakers. These Quakers searched for the evils of the
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world that represented the Whore of Babylon and Beast of the Apocaypse in Revelation. George Fox
had to rebuke a follower, James Milner, for predicting that the end of the world wasin sght. Unlike
most millenarians, he had the time down to the day: December 1, 1652.

Thanksto the work of William Lamont and Michael McKeon, we know that millenarian beliefs
played on alarge stage. It was not just "the lundtic fringe of society™ that thought of godly rule and last
things with the help of the books of Danidl and Revelation, Lamont states convincingly.*® McK eon's
literary-higtorica work on Dryden's dramatic poem on the year 1666, Annus Mirabilis, shows the
poet's words and beliefs to be "broadly characteristic of dl contemporary groups, royaist, Anglican,
Preshyterian, sectarian, republican.”’

How millenarianism was interpreted during the Puritan period and after the Restoration,
however, depended on the perspective of the beholder. Arise Evans, after foretelling the collapse of
Charles I's regime sang a different tune when his prophesy of a Caroline collapse came true. Now he
hoped the millenium might be ushered in by the king's namesake and heir, Charles 1. He clung to this
view until it became obvious &fter the Restoration that Charles 11's easy virtue made him completdly
miscast as agodly prince. Other royaist-Anglican writers of dmanacs and rdigious tracts joined Evans,
drawing on prophetic literature going back to the fourth-century Sibylline Tiburtina, which introduced
the figure of the Emperor of the Last Days.*®

Most persons of a millenarian persuasion opted for a contrary reading of current events during
the turbulent decade of the 1650s. Godly rule, they argued, would more likely be helped dong by godly
people than agodly prince. Signsin the heavens and scripture were combined, fusng the cydica view
of eventsimbedded in popular dmanacs with the linear Judeo-Chrigtian march from Crestion to the Last
Judgment. To the old pagan idea of a past Golden Age was added a future one of peace and plenty.
Joachim of Fiore's twelfth-century division of history into the three ages of the Father, Son, and the

expected Holy Spirit was thrown into the prognosticating. So was the time-honored view of the world
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lasting seven thousand years. A Jewish version by Rabbi Elias, featured the find thousand years as a
"sabbatical" era. The Hartlib Circle's precursors of the Roya Society (founded in 1662), added to the
chiliadtic fervor by combining astrology, magic and religion with scientific inquiry into the secrets of
God's Creation.*

Many signs pointed towards a specific year when a chain of events would begin that would lead
to thefdl of Antichrig, the second coming and thousand year reign of Christ, and Last Judgment. The
most popular dates on the horizon were 1656 and 1666. The Flood was said to have occurred in the
year of the world 1656; therefore a great apocalyptic upheava would comein 1656 A.D. Or 1656
would mark the beginning of a"sabbatica revolution,” with the converson of the Jews coming
somewheat later, and towards the end of the century the "wonderful birth of the fifth monarchy.” The year
1666 was even more popular, because it included the number of the Beast of the Apocalypse, 666, in
Revelation 13: 18.° The date aso figured prominently in numerological calculations of Hebrew
scriptura exegesis. From the Levant, Sabbatai Sevi's second prediction of the arrival of the Messiah (in
1666 this time instead of 1648) touched off aflurry of millenarian pamphletsin England.™

The eschatalogica hopes were not redlized; the signs began to point in the opposite direction.
The unravelling of the politica Rule of the Saints began with Oliver Cromwell's desth, followed by the
miserable failure of his son Richard. Then came the Restoration of the Stuart monarchy and the Anglican
church; it was engineered by Generd Monck, who as Lord General Albemarle would sent millenarian
Quakersto the plague-ridden Black Eagle prison ship in 1665. Its destination was not Sion but Jamaica

Providentid warnings and ominous signsin the mora and culturd spheres were an even grester
blow to hopes of amillenium. Josselin bewailed his inability to purge his village and parish of pagan
customs. Baxter admitted that his efforts to eradicate ungodliness had only split hisparishin
Kiddermingter into two camps-—-the ungodly and godly. The mora and culturd revolutions of the 1650s,

that had aimed a purging the ungodly cycle of life from baptism to burid, the pagan cdendar of
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celebratory events, and everything from aehouses to adultery, faled long before the palitica
revolution.”

In the not-so-wonderful year of 1656, the long-suffering Puritan mayor of Sdisbury excoriated
the locdl justices for having failed their God-given cdling. "Y ou are posting to the grave every day, you
are dwelling upon the borders of eternity,” he warned darkly. "How dreedfull will adieing bed beto a
negligent magistrate. Wheat is the reward of adothful servant? Isit not to be punished with everlasting
destruction from the presence of the Lord?" In Norfolk, the parliamentary eections that year turned out
the Puritans and dected "common swearers.” From Hyde Park to Coventry May Day was back in
fashion, where "much sin was committed by wicked meetings with fiddlers, drunkenness, ribaldry and
the like™

The whed of fortune continued to turn as Charles |1 returned to England from the continent, and
Fifth Monarchigts led by Thomas Venner failed in alagt-ditch attempt to prevent his coronation in 1661.
Venner's little band swept through London's streets with amillennidist cry for "King Jesus™ He and
twelve followers were executed. The Quakers, Baptists, and Independents protested being tarred with
the same brush as the Fifth Monarchisgts to no avall. All the dissenting groups fdt the full weight of the
Clarendon Code that made even their household worship servicesillegd. [Seeilludration.]

What could be salvaged of the holy space of conversion? Clergy who would not conform to the
new Prayer Book were gected from their parish livings, between one and two thousand Puritan clergy
were ousted. Municipa councils were smilarly purged. Worshipping in non-Anglican "conventicles' was
prohibited. In 1665, fears of pro-revolutionary uprisings amid the confusion of the Great Plague caused
Parliament to enact a Five-Mile Act; ousted clergy could not come within five miles of places where
they had officiated before the Restoration. The holy ground was being taken from under their very feet!

Josselin managed to Stay on as avillage vicar without using the surplice or prayer book, but with

anguish in his soul. Baxter turned down a bishopric and aternated between worshiping &t the local
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church in Acton, west of London, and attending illicit conventicles. No Quaker that | know of was able
to somach conformity; they suffered mightily. The once hopeful passagesin Reveation of the long-
suffering remnant of the faithful being rescued amidst cataclysmic events a the end of time seemed
irrdlevant to the beleaguered ranks of the godly in England after 1660. Apocaypse, | would argue, had
not just been delayed, but was aborted. Some other mental framework to make sense of what was
happening to the godly and their holy space had to be found.™

Of course there were dill individuals eager to view future disagters in apocayptic terms. The
London-based Puritan remembrancer, George Wither, who had cast the Great Plague of 1625in a
millenarian mold, aluded to the Second Coming in a autobiographica poem published during the
epidemic of 1665. Across London bridgein Southwark, an gected minister in exile since 1662 from
Rye near the English Channel, John Allin, combined astrological forecasting and adchemica search for a
cure for diseases with brooding eschatalogical thoughts.® Others had an itchy quill pen waiting for the
next disaster. Nevertheless millenarian dlusions were rare in the dozens of plague tracts that appeared
suddenly with the pestilence in 1665.”” One a'so looks far and wide before finding eschata ogical
leanings in the annua dmanacs that gppeared between the gection of dissenting minigtersin 1662 and
the expected annus mirabilis of 1666.”

By and large, the standard projection of the early 1660s was an annus mirabilis without the
echatalogicd ending. The siress was on " catastrophes and eminent mutations' that called for immediate
repentance:

Afford thy Gracious Spirit, mighty God
Teach usto fear thy name and hear thy Rod

Lets humbly to thee turn and flyefrom sn,
Which op'd the doore to let thy judgmentsin:
Deservedly thy Plagues and furies be

Let loose to scourge us for our surquedrie.”

This shift of focus from millenarian imaginings to periodic testings of faith and mords by life-
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threatening acts of God fitted well with another cultura change which had begun centuries before. This
phenomenon, Philippe Ariés writes, "condsted of suppressing the eschatdogica time between [one's]
death and the end of the world, and of no longer situating the judgment in space at the Second Coming
but in the bedchamber, around the desth bed.” Instead of the drama of the diesilla, the "last day” of the
world, there was the "hour of desth,” featuring the ars moriendi--the art of dying well.*

A large body of literature was available on proper death-bed attitude and behavior. For
Puritans and other godly persons, this was a moment when the tension between belief and backdiding
reached a second climax, one as intense as during the first one of converting. To be sure, Puritans hed
taken much away from the rituaizing of dying and burid. However they retained the death-bed scene of
asking forgiveness of their crestor and fellow-cregtures for their Sns of omisson and commission, and
stressed the accompanying last contest with the Devil.**

Shorn of eschatalogica hopes, and facing judgment in the here and now without the consolation
of the Catholic sacrament of Extreme Unction, the godly folk of the early Restoration reveded a greet
dedl about their struggle with sin and backdiding when the next annus mirabilis arrived. To the surprise
of most persons, the year was not 1666, but 1665.

4. Plague and Providence

Instead of the Beast of the Apocaypse, the godly faced the poisoned arrows of God's Destroying
Angd. Before the Great Plague of 1665 was over in London, it would claim 20% of grester London's
estimated population of close to 500,000. In the rest of the country, another 100,000 would fdl vicim
to the unknown microorganism, Yersinia pestis, during 1665 and 1666. What people saw were the
body 's wel-known signs and symptoms, from the swellings of the lymph nodes called buboes to the
dreaded tokens of death, red marks that they said looked like flegbites. Death could come in amatter of
days dfter their gppearance. The naturd or "second causes' of this"visitation” were associated with

poisonous "miasmas’ in the soil and air, and "contagion” passed on by dogs, cats, humans and even the
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paper on which persons wrote letters to friends. Universaly the ultimate "first cause’ was said to be
God, acting directly or through nature with this killing disease as in other times with a bountiful harvest.

The Vigtation of 1665 was more chalenging to the godly than previous ones. They were
emotionaly drained and disheartened by failure to expand the holy space and conquer snin one
guantum legp. What remained of their holy ground was hopeesdy fractured by competing holy groups.
Sects were backbiting againgt sects, calling each other Judases, hypocrites, trouble-makers. Arise
Evans had thundered in vain: "Backdide Not!" Sin was King, and not only at the notorioudy libertine
court of Charles1l. An astrologer in a philosophical mood opined in 1665: " Saints turn into Snners,
snners saints. The holiest are subject to mutation like others®

"God for our ansisaTerrour to us dl," Richard Baxter wrote. "O how is London, the place
[that] God hath honoured with his Gospe above al places of the earth, laid low in Horrours, and
wasted dmogt to Desolation, by the wrath of God." Some who took pride in their holiness assumed the
poisoned arrows and sword of God's Destroying Angd would miss them. Baxter knew better: "At first
the Religious sort had so few dead and became puffed up and boasted of the greet difference whiijch
God did make. But quickly after, they dl fell dike."

How could the faithful remnant of the Lord dedl with such a God-given caamity? Baxter tried to
explain: "Therighteous are...taken away as from greater Evil yet to come." Then he added: " Thousands
of the sober, prudent, faithful Servants of the Lord are mourning in secret, and waiting for his Sdvation.
In Humility and Hope they are staying themselves on God, and expecting what he will do with them.®

But in fact deciding how to respond was much more complicated than that. The temptation was
great to save onesdf and one's family. Religious tracts urged merchants and masters, ministers and
magidtrates to remain at their posts. London's working people depended on these privileged persons for
their spiritud, medica and materid sustenance. To flee was not only immora but futile; God's arrows

could find their mark in the country as eadily asin the stricken capitd.
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There was amass exodus in late June and early July by those who had the resources, including
the roya family and most courtiers. Up to 200,000 or two-fifths of the population departed in the end, if
the estimate of the day's leading demographer of previous epidemics can be believed.** Many of the
Anglican clergy were among them, leaving their pul pits open to gected dissenter ministers. Less known
isthe flight of some godly brethren, induding the Puritan divine, Baxter.

He had moved with his bride west of London to Acton after losing his city parish in 1662. The
plague reached the village in late July of 1665. We catch up with Baxter on September 28:

Leaving most of my family at Acton compassed about with the plague, a the writing of

this through the mercy of my dear God and Father in Chrigt, | am hither to in safety and

comfort, in the house of my dear beloved and honoured friend, Mr Richard Hampden

of Hampdenin Buckinghamshire...whaose person and family the Lord preserve, and

honour them that honours Him, and be their Everlasting Rest and Portion.®

When | read this passage, | could not believe the words. | am just as mydtified today.
Something is surdy missing in the narrative, something thet will explain thisinverson of the usud pettern
of the wife and children leaving, while the mae breadwinner stays behind. Had Richard redly left
Margaret and their servants behind while he sped to a safe and inviting haven? His sympathetic
biographer, Frederick J. Powicke, affirms that this was S0, while dismissng the charge that thiswas "a
sgn of sdfish cowardice.” There was no backdiding here, Powicke is certain, because Baxter wrote
with "frank smplicity,” an indication that he "was conscious of nothing wrong in his conduct.” Thiswasa
man, we are told, whose love "of God and goodness as he conceived them...made him so honest in self
examinaion, so humblein sdf judgment.” Surely Baxter's wife must have indsted on his going, because
his delicate heelth made him more likely to dieif he contracted the infection.*® But why, we wonder, did
he go without her? He says nothing; instead he praises his Puritan hogt, son of a heroic leader of the
early fight for Parliament and Puritanism againgt Charles |. Baxter's behavior was the most perplexing

act that Dorothy Moote and | met during the plague. It complicated our reexamination of the often-

discussed subject of plague and providence®
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Baxter echoed the diarist Samuel Pepys statement that the plague had made people crud and
insendtive. Pepys never redly left London during the Great Plague, and had ample opportunity to
observe bodies being left for hours unburied. Baxter fled and cast agpersions on othersin the
countryside who were fearful of anyone coming to their houses. "How they would shut their Door
againg their Friends...O how unthankful are we for our quiet Societies, Habitations and Hedth!" When
Baxter returned to Acton after the plague had subsided, he found his family al well, and was struck by
the plowed ground of the churchyard (perhaps covering one of the monstrous plague pits that contained
hundreds of uncoffined bodies).®

Theinterna debate over fleeing versus staying that is missing in Baxter's account was an open
book in the reflections of a dissenter couple in Colchester. Owen and Mary Stockton had set up a
clandestine conventicle in town after Owen was gected from aloca pulpit in 1662. Their faith was
grong. In atime of grief, Mary Stockton wrote of the "sickness and death of my dear and first borne
child which God was pleased to take away about the 19 yeare of her age...a very hopeful child but
awaise under some bodily affliction.”® The roya soldiers did not intimidate Owen Stockton. "I
considered yt Chrigt took it as an act of love to feed his sheep (John 21.15) and exposed him sdfeto
death to save me."

Plague was another matter; it carried away between 40% and 50% of the 10,000-12,000
resdents of the thriving provincia center. The Stocktons were in adilemma. Why should they Stay ina
town which had ousted him from its pulpits and made it virtualy impossible to earn aliving? There was
a0 the hedth of the children to be consdered. On the other hand, wasiit right to flee those whom he
served clandegtingdy?

On the surface, their consciences seemed clear. Weread in their essay on fleeing al the stock
arguments againg flight and the scriptural assurances that it isthe right thing to do:

Objection: The pedtilenceis ye hand of God and is avayn thing for aman to think he
can fleefrom ye hand of God.
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Answer: If by fleeing from ye hand of God be meant a going to any place where aman

should think God should not be able to find him out and follow him with his judgments,

thisisindeed avayn thing. For in this sense no man can fly from ye hand of God. Psalm

139: 7,8,9,20.

If by fleeing from Gods hand is meant an endeavouring to avoid the judgments and

inflictions which come upon ye places where we live thisis not a vayn thing to flee from

Gods hand in this sense when wicked men persecute us we are to look upon this as

Gods hand. Proverbs 17: 13,14.

Asfor the objection from Psalm 91 that "we have promises yt God will preserve us from ye Pestilence,
therefore thereis no need [to] flee," it was answered that God allowed his chosen people to flee from
other infectious diseases and famine and the sword, which were aso his providentid doing. Why not
then from the plague as well”? Passages were cited or quoted from Jeremiah, Numbers, 11 Kings,
Matthew and Luke.”

Y et Owen Stockton was one of those perpetua worriers, who looked for every possible sign
from the Lord to guide him to a decision, and afterwards was full of doubts and second-thoughts. He
had come to the decision in a proper way. "One evening | was meditating on God's promise yt he made
to Jacob when in aflying condition: Genesis 28.15." The message seemed clear: "I am with thee and will
keep theein dl places wither thou goest.” He turned to Isaiah 26.20-21, just to be sure. The passage
reed: "Hide thy sdfefor alittle moment till ye indignation be ovr past.”" Stockton's mind was made up: "It
gave great satisfaction about my removal."”

His orded was far from over, however. At every stop in the Essex countryside the "signs’ from
the Lord raised new doubts. One conventicle he found to be a"dry place’ with an indifferent
congregation. Another was more welcoming, but this triggered remorse about his fleeing from his home
congregation. The monthly Fast Day for the stricken in London and the countryside came, and as
Stockton conducted the service, he had afeding that he was not in the proper mood of humiliation. It

was a premonition. On leaving the service he learned that a son of his had fdlenill. The following day,

Stockton wrote in his journd:
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September 7. My wife and | went over to see and fetch home our child, and after we

had been with it about 5 or 6 hoursit died about 5 of ye clock in ye afternoon being

Thursday. He died very suddenly and quietly and was gone before | could be caled in,

being about afurlong of[f] from the house.

Owen could nat help thinking he had sinned by fleaing from Colchester; God was punishing him
by taking away his son. Then a consoling passage of Scripture came to him: "'l was comforted in
recalling God's dedling with Jacob. Lamentations 3.24.”." He knew the passage by heart: "The Lord, |
say, isdl that | have therefore | will wait for him patiently.”

Faith and courage helped many of the godly to decide to stay on in plague-ridden London.
Some did not survive. The rector of Covent Garden parish, Symon Patrick, listed severd Anglican
clergy who died. The gected minister of Rye, John Allin, now living across London bridge in
Southwark, had hisown list of dissenters who died serving their conventiclesin London, as did Richard
Baxter. Meanwhile less godly Londoners, like the high navy officid Samud Pepys, took the same
risks with only conventiond redligious balast, and survived. It was very confusing to those who
considered themsel ves the servants of God.

The godly oneswho wrote about their experiences provide us with some insght into their
physica and spiritud struggles. | sumbled upon the remarkable plague experience of a teenage son of
Puritan parents in the lucrative packing trade, Looking back on hislife many years later, George
Boddington recaled his mother's seadfast faith, which she had ingtilled in her children, one by one. His
father's commitment had been more to public service and private profit. At the Restoration he had
happily welcomed Charles |1 until he discovered he was a"'secret papist.” The senior George trimmed
his sails enough to take high officesin the loca parish church. His desthbed scene in 1671 was not a
happy one. Y oung George treated his father's excruciating pain from akidney stone and stoppage of his
water with a garlic concoction washed down with wine. A hdf-inch stone passed in an hour, but the
father scolded George for not saving hislife by giving him the medication three months before.

When the plague began in London George senior and Hannah sent their two younger sons and

26



two daughters to boarding houses north of the city. George junior was a precocious fifteen year old who
snce the age of even had done the bookkeeping for the family's business. He was dready firmly
converted to a Puritan faith, dthough it would take thirteen more years before he formaly joined "in
fellowship with a church that | conceived walked most according to the Apostles.” "My father and
mother resolving not to remove, they were ernest | should,” he explained. He talked them out of it:

| being willing to resgne my soule to him that hed given it, having had in through the

abounding Grace of God by the ministry of Mr Nesse preaching from the Epistle of

John [chapter and verse | eft blank] binn convinced and contrition wrote wihijch | hope |

may say ended in a sincere convertion.

What especidly attracted young George were the Lord's Day services and the Fast Day
observances every Wednesday by roya decree as penitentid acts to till the Destroying Angel's hand.
The lad experienced "abounding consolation” and enjoyed the sermons by the dissenter ministers who
had taken over the pulpit at St. Katherine Cree and other nearby Anglican churches. He dso went into
the countryside every weekend to vigt his ssters and brothers. He said he was not disturbed when he
saw upwards to sixty bodies being carried to the grave, "haveing had sutable cons derations thereon
without any amazemen|t in relation to my owne desolation, looking on the Plauge [sic] to be the Arows
of the Almighty and directed by him."

Was there no recollection of backdiding in his remembrances of that frightening time, no
suggestion of wavering faith? Thetruth is, few godly persons who wrote about their plaguetime
experiences admitted to having a criss of faith or guilt over Sns of omisson or commission. However in
the commonplace book of George Boddington we catch one godly person a a moment of wavering.

He had been out to see his siblings on a Friday, and at the Baxters plague infested village of
Acton he encountered his neighbors, the Gardners. They had been turned back by fearful country
people from seeing their daughter, who boarded with the Boddington girls. George made it to his
dedtination, shared amed with his sblings and returned home. He had been richly blessed by God's

gpecid providence. The following Wednesday he entered the church where the weekly fast was being
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held. What trangpired next is remarkable enough to be quoted verbatim:

Just asthe clarke was going to set the Psalme, | being in the Pue wihi]ch was Mr

Gardners he came into it in degp mourning. | sayd to him [I] hoped he and hiswere dl

well. He answerd yes but his wiffe was dead of the plague and buryed last nite. On

wlhi]ch | was somewnhat affrited and was about to goe out, but remembered my sdfe

and attended all Day dureing the service thereoff (to my great comfort).”

The persecuted Quakers faced the greatest pressures to fal back during this epidemic. William
Caton had been experiencing the terror of the plague in Holland with his Dutch converts. He haestily
wrote to his fellow Quakersin Colchester and London to say he knew they were "tryed and exercised,
partly through the Lord's remarkable vistation upon some of ye places where you are, and partly
through ye fury of unreasonable men." He tried to assure them that the epidemic was for them not a
judgment, but atria, "spurs of God's mercy and love to provoke you to watchfulness, to obedience and
faithfulness to the Almighty.""®

From outside their sacred space, these Friends looked less afraid of plague than any other godly
group. So great was the reputation of their resolve that the royal authorities systematicaly broke up their
mestings and imprisoned their women and men en masse, out of fear they would rise up under cover of
the contagion.”’ The young Quaker George Whitehead typified their faith. " had not the
freedom, satisfaction or peace to leave the city or Friends in and about London, in that time of such
great caamity,” he said. He recaled going to meetings around the city, his night cap ready in case he
should be thrown into an infected prison. At their First Day gatherings, these Friends shared stories of
their "sufferings” and organized relief for their spirituad ssters and brothers who were sick and dying, the
unemployed and thosein jail. Donations from country Friends helped. At the Black Eagle, Whitehead
found his co-rdigionigts "crowded on board, and the distemper bresking out amongst them.” He
proceeded to infected households to offer solace, and found himsalf spiritualy uplifted by the courage of

the sick inmates "when they were very low in the outward man and...upon their death beds.""®

Of course there was some backdiding, difficult though it is to detect. Caton hinted at thiswhen

28



he acknowledged that without the support of God's right hand of righteousness, "many would faint, and
fal away, and might through ye temptations of Satan for alittle liberty and peace, love and friendship of
yeworld, be brought to bow to their knees to sacrifice and conform to that wihi]ch they had renewed
and abandoned as dumb Idols, and yetraditions of men." Caton had seen courageous help to the
stricken by his Dutch converts, but he had a'so witnessed others among them "wax cold."” This may
explain the pains that he went to in stressing the snares of fear and doulbt that faced his English Sgters
and brothers. "I know these things [plague and persecution] are not joyous, but rather grievous and
therefore would many be freed from them. But let such learn to say with Chrigtian redlity to the Father--
Thy Will Be Done." If they weretruly "prepared,”he wrote, those taken away "from this present
cdamity [were] freed from ye hand of Evil to come." Preparation was crucid, for the desthbed
encounter could come unexpectedly.

Caton did not see the plague time as amartyrdom (as Rev. Petrick's friend, Elizabeth Gauden
feared he was inviting by staying). In fact, it was an opportunity to emulate the Good Samaritan by
providing abalm for the body and soul of snners. "What shal become of your persecutors? What shdl
become of ye ungodly?' he exclaimed. "It isagood hour for Friends to work in, for now ye witness be
sooner and easier reeched, in their calamity, and sore affliction, than it could in their fulness and
prosperity, in wihi] ch they were as without God in the world."®

At St. Paul's cathedral, the saff informed the absent dean of a"comely congregation” Sunday
after Sunday, Wednesday after Wednesday. Rev. Symon Patrick noticed the crowds at his Covent
Garden church despite the flight of his peers, gentry and "better tradesmen.” Hyperbole aside, there was
truth to what Thomas Vincent said of the plague's peak in September when 10,000 died in aweek:

Now thereis such vast concourse of people in the parishes churches where these

[dissenting] ministers were to be found, that they cannot many times come near he

pulpit-doors for the press, but are forced to climb over pewsto them. And such aface

is now seen in the Assemblies, as seldom seen in London; such eager looks, such open

ears, such greedy attention, asif every word would be easten which dropt from the
ministers mouth.”*
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"What dreadful fears do there possess the spirits" Thomas Vincent began, "especidly of those
whose consciences are full of guilt and have not made their peace with God?" It was the voice of the
most inspirational preacher of the Great Plague, who had preached at St. Katherine Cree on that
Wednesday when George Boddington dmost fled in fear and doubt (and who was later visited by this
Spiritual protege on his degthbed). Vincent knew how to reach the wavering, the fearful and the sinful
who flocked to hear him. In afunera sermon in September, he drew their attention to the printed
weekly bills of mortdity, the coffins, the shut-up infected households with their red crossesand "Lord
Have Mercy Upon us' posted on their doors. "Sinner: Some of the righteous themsalves do fal, and if
God spareth not his own people, how can you think of preservation?...He may smite you while you St in
those pews...Hark do you hear the knellswhich are ringing in every place for your dying friends, and
fdlow snners. The next knell may be for you."

Vincent also took direct aim at the doubts of the godly in the pews. "Are the righteous ligble to
death?' he asked rhetoricdly, dluding to the morta nature of humans. "L et none wonder then if some of
the righteous fell by the plague.” One's days were numbered by God; the difference between the end for
the godly and the ungodly was that the chosen ones "are conveyed by Angelsinto the Heavenly
Paradise.

That may have been true, but there was an even more hopeful message in the psams that
needed to be explained to Vincent's listeners. It was the passagesin Psalm 91 that the Stocktons had
wrestled with in Colchester: "He shdl cover thee with his feathers, and under his wings shdt thou trust/
There shdl no evil befdl thee, neither shal any plague come nigh thy dwelling.” Vincent's reading was
quite different from theirs, for they were trying to justify fleeing the plague, and he was wrestling with the
Psalm's gpparent message that plague would not touch God's people. His interpretation ranks with the
best of twentieth-century decongtruction. "I'm not sure," he said in his funerd oration, "our pestilenceis

the same as the ancient one." Probably ours is much more gradua and lasting, he continued. Therefore
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God's Destroying Angel could not discriminate as easily between the righteous and the wicked, and
cover the godly with hiswings, as when the plague came swiftly and |eft soon.

Symon Patrick dso struggled with the text. His was a more conventiond reading of the psam
than that offered by these Puritans, as one would expect from an Anglican priest. Y et we haveto linger
amoment with thisrector, for we can detect traces of Caviniam in hislife and writings. As with other
gtaunch Anglicans such as John and Mary Evelyn for example, and possibly even the pleasure loving
Samud Pepys, the long period of Puritan influence in English culture hed left its mark. Patrick was as
wedded to providence as the most convinced Puritan, and may have experienced something like a
"converson” as God took him through one crigs after another, from a near-fata illness as a child to
failing to secure a high academic post at Cambridge, leading him to aholy calling as a priest.®*

When the Great Plague broke out in London, the convaescing Petrick returned from a Midland
gpato be with his poorer parishioners who could not flee with their socid "betters.” To hisfriend in the
country, Mrs Elizabeth Gauden, Patrick's repeated message was. "We are in the hands of God and not
of men." "'l have had many thoughts of immortdity,” he informed her as the contagion carried off up to
thirty parishioners aweek. "l should be at quite alosse were it not for the benefit of the Chrigtian
religion.”® For those shut up in infected houses and others who were fearful and wavering in their faith
he printed little homilies and a specid prayer. Of the 91t Psalm'’s promise, he reassured his readers.
God will not give us more than we can bear; if we are not saved from the Destroying Angdl, itisfor a
good reason which heaven should not overrule®

Petrick and Vincent had no intention of letting up their call to virtue and repentance when the
epidemic subsided. In October, as the death toll went down sharply in London, Patrick preached a
sermon on the "remembrance we ought to have of the time of affliction when God restores [our city] to
prosperity.” Taking histext from Psam 39, "O Lord, rebuke me not in thy wrath," he asked his

congregants "to set down in writing al that they had found observable in thet late time of danger, their
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thoughts, their promises of vows, their good resolutions, their deliverances.®” In his fiery tract written
after the Great Plague of 1665 and Gresat Fire of 1666, Vincent listed twenty-five common sins, and
admitted to having falen into sn himsalf. He urged his readers to compare his descriptions with the lines
written in the book of their conscience® [See Vincent's List of London's Sins]

4. Last Things

Every blow, from the Great Plague to the renewa of persecution, from persond illness

to children's disobedience, was interpreted by dissenters as God working out his

purpose. However, dthough divine providence ruled the world, it no longer seemed to

many dissenters that God was about to bring about the rule of the saints on earth. The

millenarianism which had been such afeature of puritanism was transmuted into amore

introgpective, politically passive conviction that only through persona transformation of

sinners would the world be remade.

John Spurr, "From Puritanism to Dissent, 1660-1700." (1996)%

Higtorica demographers have recongtructed the family rebuilding and in-migration from the countryside
that followed England's early modern plague epidemics, and concluded that stricken towns and cities
"recovered” quickly.”® In things spiritud if not materid, thisis less plausible. The Great Plague of 1665
was not a bad dream soon forgotten, with afairy tde ending in which everyone lived happily ever after.
The godly talied up the spiritua credits and debits of thistime of persond trid and divine judgment, just
asthey did their spiritua and materid ledger a the end of each caendar year. Often they found
themselves wanting.”

On the credit sde many of them had shown incredible fortitude. Those who survived took this
experience with them as they faced new struggles and temptations. Let us be till and quiet in ye Lord,"
William Caton had said with atouch of the old millenarian zed, "who will overturne principdityes,
thrones and dominions [that] he aone may reign, whose right it is*** John Allin, viewing the open plague
pit from his rooms, uttered a cry of anguish: "I have no place of retiring neither in the city nor country,
none in heaven nor earth to goe unto, but God ondy." He continued bravely, "The Lord lodge meein

the bosome of his love and then | shalbee safe what ever betides™ Symon Patrick wondered why
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God had spared him. It must have been for a purpose, he decided. He would dedicate the rest of hislife
to helping others in thanksgiving for the providential care that God had given him.**

However there was a debit Side to some spiritud tallies from the plague. It had not been easy to
contemplate death by the hand of on€e's savior, even with reassurances of divine grace articulated by
George Boddington, Symon Patrick and William Caton that spanned the confessional spectrum.
Edifying storiesin Thomas Vincent's sermons of youths welcoming their end were inspirationd, but how
many persons could be saintly on their death-bed, in agony and fear and possibly alone as they faced
the Devil and God? If agodly person avoided the sickness and the 60% to 80% mortdlity that it
brought, one of the twenty-five sins on Vincent's lis might be preying on his or her conscience. For
some who had fled, guilt lingered despite scripturd assurances. If it did not haunt Baxter, it probably did
Owen Stockton.

The debit sde of their ledgers was not the only legacy of this Great Plague that could not be
eadly baanced by godly folk. They dso had to make sense of ungodly persons being drawn to
repentance and perhaps converson in thistime of peril and then falling back. Others had been the "hard
hearted" sort, resisting any thought of remorse for their sins. "Y ou see how desirous dl are of some
token for good,” Symon Patrick told Elizabeth Gauden, "But the best sign of dl, | doubt, is much
wanting, and that is the reformation of men's manners, of which | heare little, unlesse that those come to
church who did not before® "My soule recordsthy kindneswith meltings for thy mercy,” Ralph
Jossdin exclamed. But he could not fathom God's laying low London and Colchester, "yett Colne,
anful Colne spared.” "The publique fast [is held] and the calamities [are] greet,” he wrote, "yet oh how
few mind the hand of God that islifted up, but goe on in their vain wayes."®

Like the latter day converts to Mao's Red Book whose "culturd revolution” failed to gain
permanency over profane backdiders and sinners, the Rule of the Saints had failed to redize the fina

triumph promised in the books of Daniel and Revdation. The fallure of the Grest Plague to change the
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hearts of the ungodly had confirmed this failure. Where did that |eave the converted and their godly
cause? Some of the ungodly thought they knew. Just before it was clear that an epidemic was unfolding
in the capita, a Quaker lord had knedled at Charles 11's bedside, and told him that “the end of the world
would be this yeare, and therefore desired his Mgesty to prepare for it." The profligate monarch
responded with an offer of seven years purchase for the Earl of Pembroke's manor, since he would not
need it. The upstaged peer departed amid gales of laughter by the courtiers, muttering that he would die
with his own land.*” Eschatology was going out of style, and not just at court. Had the godly been
laughed off the stage of thisworld, their intense conversions rendered irrdevant, their sruggle againgt
backdiding afootnote to history? Or had something € se happened that we do not see?

In the last century the influentia intellectud historian, Paul Hazard, placed "lacrisedela
conscience Européenne’ between 1680 and 1720. One day, he wrote, everyone talked like Bishop
Bossuet; the next day they thought as Voltaire: "It was a Revolution.®® Bossuet's Universal History
had stretched from the Creation to the Last Judgment; Voltaire's secular histories started later, and
ended earlier. Bossuet's theme of human sin and divine judgment had disappeared. What could have
brought about such a dramatic change? We keep searching for new answers.

In Religion and the Decline of Magic, Keith Thomas suggests that belief systems like magic
could be fundamentally dtered only "from outside the system dtogether,” and he posits the "mechanica
revolution” which replaced providence with the workings of the naturd world as the outside
challenger.*® But when religion triumphed over magic, he acknowledges, it was religion with a
difference."® Here Thomas stresses a Deus absconditus, the Devil "banished to Hell," a"natural

ul01

theology breaking down the "association between guilt and misfortune.™ | would add another

symbiotic relationship, that between converson and backdiding. And | would look insde religion as
102

well as outside for ingght into what was happening to their relationship.

What happened after the Great Plague of 1665 to the symbiosis of conversion and backdiding
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lies beyond the subject of this paper and my limited research. However | would offer the possibility that
the Puritans tenson between grace and guilt could not last. With millenarianism aborted in the 1650s
and godlinessfaling short in 1665, a new look had to be taken at sin and perhaps a conversion.

The post-plague godly did not give up the struggle againgt sin and backdiding. However many
of them softened their gpproach to these inevitable agpects of human living, taking a more mdiorist
gpproach with less guilt-ridden zedotry. The Great Plague experience did not cause this, but it had been
the ultimate litmus test of agodly perfection that defied redity.'”

Perhaps something was happening at the other end of this grace-guilt nexusaswell. The
converson experience which gave the believer the promise of being saved in spite of her or hissins had
not been easy on the godly. Instead of joy and release from worry about salvation that Luther's
judtification by faith promised, Cavinigt predestination had seemed to make the godly fed dl the more
guilty. Might God be experienced in alessintimideting way a converson?

Within the medica world, the divine spark of wisdom in humans that Robert Boyle and his
devout sgter, Lady Katherine Ranel agh, detected was an encouragement to understand diseases and
combat them while recognizing they were part of God's world.** Within the spiritua resim, there may
have been something pardld to this, a softening of the awesome double predestination that placed
enormous burdens on the dect and the damned. It would be interesting to look at conversion
experiences in the decades after 1665. With assurances of a softer, gentler, more enabling God, the
divine spark in the Puritan and Quaker could help them go quietly about the business of making
themsalves better persons and the world a better place. It was aturning avay from a
millennialism that George Wither could not join, wedded as he was to the past, but which John Milton
embraced." When Thomas Ellwood got out of jail in 1665 and Milton showed him Paradise Lost, the
Quaker friend remarked: "Thou hast said much here of Paradise Logt; but what hast thou to say of

Paradise found?' When the two met some time later, Milton handed Ellwood a copy of Paradise
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Regained, saying "Thisis owing to you, for you put it in my head by the question you put to me a
Chalfont.® That béte noire of the Puritans, the Devil, so prominently festured in Milton's greatest

work, was tamed in the sequdl.
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