
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

The Language of Dissent: The Defense of Eighteenth-Century English Dissent 
in the Works and Sermons of James Peirce 

 
Bracy V. Hill II, Ph.D. 

 
Chairperson:  William L. Pitts, Jr., Ph.D. 

 
 

This biographical dissertation argues that the thought of James Peirce (1674-

1726), the Presbyterian minister whose controversial theology was the catalyst for the 

division of Dissent in 1719, must be considered in relation to his hermeneutic of 

history.  For Peirce, history was the telling of truth or events, but an inherently 

rhetorical recounting, fashioned by the historian to express the “sense” of the “original” 

in the language necessary to convince the audience.  In this way, history proved to be 

malleable and increasingly corrupted the more it was distanced from the original.   

Peirce’s understanding of the past was linked closely to his identification of the 

authority and proper explication of Scripture, the integral interpretive role of reason, 

and the definition of the Dissenting community.  In his early career, Peirce applied his 

theory of history to the classics and the traditions of the Church—both being subject to 

the sullying emendations of human invention.  Late in his life, however, Peirce was 

convinced that this same hermeneutic of history was applicable to Scripture, which he 

previously considered inviolate.  Despite the assertions of friends and antagonists, 



 
 

Peirce did not ‘convert’, but rather he logically followed his earlier commitment to a 

traditional hermeneutic of history.   

This thesis asserts that although James Peirce was primarily a polemicist, he 

was also a Nonconformist historian who posited definitions of Christianity and Dissent 

which evolved with his changing ideas.  In his late works, Peirce proposed a positive 

definition of Dissent, delineated by its primary emphasis on religious toleration.  This 

study demonstrates that Peirce’s The Western Inquisition (1720) should be considered 

the first major history of Nonconformity to define the movement according to religious 

toleration, thus supplanting Daniel Neal’s The History of the Puritans (1732-1738) 

which commonly has been thought to be the first major history to promulgate such a 

position.   

Historically employed as either heretic or hero (or something in between), 

Peirce has defied careful classification.  He was a man in transition: a man of his times, 

a man in philosophical, social, and economic change, and his changing perspectives on 

truth were integrally tied to his own historical formation. 
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PREFACE 
 
 

Throughout this study, I have attempted to retain as much of the original source 

material as possible, emending texts only for the sake of lucidity. As the Gregorian 

calendar (with its initial day being January 1) was introduced in England in 1752, some 

primary sources considered in this text reflect either Gregorian dates, Julian dates 

(which began the year on March 25), or both.  Whenever possible, all dates referring to 

years have been adjusted to the modern practice of beginning the year with January 1.  

Ambiguous dates have been represented as they appear in the original documents.  

Dates referring to days of the month, however, have not been adjusted to reflect 

contemporary dating practices. 

Punctuation, spelling, and names that appeared in manuscripts or printed 

materials have been preserved whenever possible. Any modifications for clarity have 

been noted by editorial marking.  Capitalization and italicization present in the sources 

have been retained to communicate the emphases of the authors.  When possible and 

for the sake of future research, the original pagination of manuscripts has been used in 

citations.  Unless otherwise noted, the handwritten number has been retained and ‘b’ 

was used to refer to the reverse of the previously numbered page.  If, however, a page 

number was stamped by an archivist, the modern system of pagination has been 

communicated. 

Information regarding the variants in the spelling of names frequently has been 

noted to prevent confusion.  Numerous permutations exist for the spelling of the 



 

xi 
 

surname of James Peirce, e.g., Pierce, Pearse, and Pierse.  Except when appearing in a 

quotation, ‘Peirce’ has been used to represent the surname of all members of the Peirce 

family.  Names that have appeared in an abbreviated form in primary texts have been 

expanded when the name could be identified.   

Current practice is to avoid the use of capitals except in personal nouns, like 

personal names, town names, street names, and well-defined denominations and 

religious movements.  Despite its loose structure, English Presbyterianism has been 

capitalized in this study.  The capitalized ‘Meeting House’ has been reserved for the 

particular name of a Dissenting meeting house or chapel.  The names of particular 

congregations similarly have been capitalized.  The capitalized ‘Church’ was reserved 

for reference to the established Church of England or the universal Church, and 

‘church’ was reserved for references to particular Dissenting congregations, meeting 

houses, or chapels.  As Dissent was treated as a diverse, yet somewhat unified, 

movement during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the term was 

capitalized. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

James Peirce, Hero and Villain: An Introduction and Historiography 
 

“These being the last of Mr. Peirce’s papers which are likely to see the light, it 
may perhaps be expected that they should be accompanied with some Memoirs 
of the life of this great and good man. . . . Memoirs, lives, and narratives of that 
kind are generally filled with circumstantial relations of such weighty 
particulars as these: and Mr.  Peirce thought, as I do, that the world is very little 
concerned in the private circumstances of any man’s life.”  

—Dr. Benjamin Avery, Preface to James Peirce’s Fifteen Sermons (1728)1 
 

 
In 1726, when the widow of James Peirce, the Dissenting minister and 

apologist, approached the Anglican rector of their parish (St. Leonard’s outside of 

Exeter) with two guineas for an inscription and vault for her recently deceased 

husband, her money was taken and her requests subsequently denied.2  Richard Gay, 

the rector, rejected a grandiose Latin epitaph constructed by Peirce’s friends, and he 

maintained their desired laudatory terms “reverend, learned and pious” did not belong 

to the theologically heterodox Peirce.3   Gay only allowed the words, “Mr. James 

                                                 
1 Benjamin Avery, “Preface” in James Peirce, Fifteen Sermons on Several Occasions, Eight of 

Which Were Never Before Printed (London: Printed for John Clark, et al., 1728), iv. 
 
2 Robert Dymond, History of the Suburban Parish of St. Leonard, Exeter (Exeter: James 

Townsend, 1873), 30, 33. 
 
3 The epitaph appeared in the preface to the posthumously published collection of Peirce’s 

sermons in Fifteen Sermons which was introduced and presumably edited by Dr. Benjamin Avery.  The 
authorship of the epitaph is uncertain.  A notation in Dr. Williams’s Library (DWL) maintained that 
Avery composed the lines, but the well-informed Alexander Gordon did not name the author of the Latin 
text in his article in the Dictionary of National Biography (DNB).  Alexander Gordon, “Peirce, James 
(1674?-1726)” in The Dictionary of National Biography, ed. Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1937; repr., 1981), 15:681-685; “I. b. 13, 1708-13 ( + 1850s or earlier, James 
Peirce,” Note regarding “Correspondence, Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS 
I.b.13. 
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Peirce’s Tomb, 1726” to be inscribed on a simple slab monument.4  A memorandum by 

Gay in the church books stated that the money given by Mrs. Hanna (Hannah) Peirce 

had instead “been laid out toward ye charge of erecting a ffont and new seat in ye 

Church, and new laying ye Church ffloor.”5  In response to this rebuff, Peirce’s 

disappointed congregation placed a eulogistic tablet in their Mint Meeting House in 

honor of the “Reverend, Pious, and Learned Mr James Peirce, a most worthy, and 

indeared Pastor . . . a rational, judicious, and affectionate Preacher; a very laborious, 

and sagacious Interpreter of the holy Scriptures; a sincere Lover and Strenuous 

Defender of truth, a courageous Sufferer . . . for maintaining the doctrines of the 

Gospel of CHRIST, and for asserting the Liberties of Christians.”6 

Peirce’s monuments are now faded or gone: St. Leonard’s Church and its floor 

burned down, Peirce’s tomb with its “massive stone monument . . . surrounded by iron 

rails” is now gone, the meeting house built for Peirce was vacated in 1810 and 

subsequently destroyed, and the meeting’s plaque now hangs in the back room of a 

                                                 
4 Benjamin Avery, “Preface” in James Peirce, Fifteen Sermons, iii-ix. 
 
5 “1726 April 1 James Peirce ‘MEMORANDUM.—Mrs.  Hannah Peirce, Relict of ye above 

written Mr.  James Peirce, gave two Guineas in consideration of a Vault being made in ye Church-yard 
for her late husband aforesaid, to be buried in, and a Tomb being erected over the said vault, which sum 
hath been laid out toward the charge of erecting a ffont and new seat in ye Church, and new laying ye 
Church ffloor.  – R.  Gay.’” Dymond, History of the Suburban Parish of St. Leonard, Exeter, 30.   

 
6 Dymond noted the history of the tablet: “On the refusal of the Rector of St.  Leonard to admit 

an inscription designed for his tomb, his friends placed in their chapel a tablet to his memory, bearing a 
laudatory description of his virtues, and recording his death on the 30th March, 1726, in his 53rd year.  On 
the transfer of the building in the Mint to the Wesleyan Methodist Society in 1812, the tablet was 
removed to its present position in George’s Meeting House, in South Street.  –Chalmer’s Biog. Dict. 
vol., xvi. Oliver’s Exon. Biog. All the Year Round, Oct., 1865.” Dymond, History of the Suburban Parish 
of St. Leonard, Exeter, 30n.; Robert Spears, Memorable Unitarians, Being a Series of Brief Biographical 
Sketches (London: British and Foreign Unitarian Association, 1906), 69. For a nineteenth-century 
eyewitness account of the tablet and an incomplete transcription of the engraving, see William Harding, 
“An Account of Some of the Ancient Ecclesiastical Edifices of Exeter, Part II,” Transactions of the 
Exeter Diocesan Architectural Society 4 (1853): 270-271.   
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pub.7  Peirce’s lasting monuments proved to be his printed defenses of Dissent, his 

reformulation of the history and definition of Dissent in the latter part of his career, his 

legendary status among nineteenth-century Unitarians as a hero for reasonable 

scripture-based Christianity and freedom for “tender consciences,” and the label of 

“Arch-Heretic” (ascribed by his fellow Dissenters and Anglicans alike) for his 

subordinationist theology.8   Demonized by orthodox Anglicans and Dissenters, 

canonized by the dissenting Dissenters, James Peirce was the epicenter for the storms 

that raged through early eighteenth-century British religion.  Peirce’s story was a 

poignant chapter in the history of the integration of faith and reason in Christianity, a 

chapter characterized by dissension, persecution, and the evolution of theories 

regarding the toleration of theological and religious diversity.  The story of James 

Peirce has only partially been told, and how he told it has been underanalyzed.   

 
An Introduction to James Peirce 

James Peirce (1674-1726), a leading Presbyterian minister and Dissenting 

controversialist, played significant roles in the struggles of English Nonconformity for 

                                                 
7 The tomb was extant in May 1852, but was not readily identifiable: the tomb could only be 

identified by the sexton and the inscription was illegible.  Officials at St. Leonard’s church and personal 
investigation by the author have confirmed that the tomb no longer exists.  Harding, “An Account,” 271; 
John Bowring, Autobiographical Recollections of Sir John Bowring (London: Henry S. King, 1877), 38; 
email correspondence, Mel Mullen, St. Leonard’s Church Secretary, May 16, 2008; Brian Le Messurier, 
A History of the Mint Methodist Church Exeter (Trustees of Mint Methodist Church, 1962), 10-11.  The 
memorial tablet now resides in a rear dining area of George’s Meeting House (a J. D. Wetherspoon pub) 
at 38 South Street in Exeter, Devon.  The brass plaque next to the tablet included inaccuracies in 
transcription of the engraving as of August 10, 2008 when it was observed by the author.   
 

8 John Checkley, John Checkley;Or the Evolution of Religious Tolerance in Massachusetts Bay, 
1719-1774, 2 vols. (Boston: The Prince Society, 1897), 1:175; William L. Joyce. "Checkley, John" in 
American National Biography Online (Feb. 2000), http://www.anb.org/articles/01/01-00157.html 
(accessed May 11, 2010).  In this study, “subordinationism” denotes a belief in the three divine 
‘persons’, namely the Father, the Son, and the Spirit, but one that asserts a distinction of gradation in 
powers or, in a more radical form, being among the three. “Subordinationist” is an adjective applicable 
to such a graduated scheme or a person who maintains such a theology.   
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recognition as a legitimate expression of Christianity, for the full enfranchisement of 

all Protestants and the eradication of the Test and Corporation Acts, and against 

increasing restrictions imposed by the government during the perilous reign of Queen 

Anne.9  Peirce’s international education and his noted erudition propelled him to the 

forefront of the debate between the Established Church and Nonconformity, and his 

many published treatises, pamphlets, and open letters provided the English Dissenters, 

who were declining in number, with both narrative and systematic apologias.  Peirce 

produced ‘defences’ that were intended to vindicate Nonconformity, and likely also 

were designed to stem the growing desertion of Dissenters to conformity.  For students 

of English Dissent, James Peirce is best known as the Presbyterian minister whose 

subordinationist theology prompted an appeal from Devon congregations for advice 

from their London brethren in early 1719.  The resulting debate among the ministers of 

the Three Denominations over whether the Exeter churches should demand satisfaction 

of orthodoxy from Peirce and his fellow ministers devolved into the Salters’ Hall 

controversy that divided the Dissenting Interest over subscription to creedal statements.  

In the days following, Dissenters throughout London and the West Country attacked 

each other in print and in the meeting houses.  Peirce and several Devon ministers were 

ejected by their congregants, and Peirce spent his last six years serving a breakaway 

meeting house in Exeter.10 

                                                 
9 In this study, “Dissenters” and “Nonconformists” will be used interchangeably for adherents 

to English Protestant movements (designated as “Dissent” or “Nonconformity”) outside the Anglican 
Church.  The broader term “nonconformists” implies all Protestant Dissenters as well as Roman 
Catholics who were outside of the Church of England and were therefore denied full civil rights and 
were subject to penal laws.   
 

10 Allan Brockett, Nonconformity in Exeter, 1650-1875 (Manchester, UK: Published on behalf 
of the University of Exeter by Manchester University Press, 1962), passim. 
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In addition to being the catalyst to the implosion of Dissent, Peirce is a window 

through whom and through whose published works the transformation of early 

eighteenth-century Dissent may be observed.    The first period of Peirce’s life, viz. of 

his familial history, early education, and emergence as a Dissenting apologist, has 

received only the briefest attention by historians.  The second period, which included 

the infamous theological and ecclesial controversies in Exeter and London, has been 

narrated from various perspectives for centuries.  This study intends to add 

considerable detail to the first period and new analysis of the second. 

Born more than a dozen years before the Toleration Act of 1689, James Peirce 

inhabited a world of social, religious, and economic diversity.  Peirce was reared in an 

Independent household, and upon being orphaned, he was maintained in the home of 

his pastor who provided him with an education by Dissenting tutors.  Upon his return 

to London from the Dutch universities of Utrecht and Leiden, Peirce became a member 

and preacher in London Independent congregations.  After four years in the city, Peirce 

was persuaded by London Presbyterian ministers to receive Presbyterian ordination 

and to assume the ministry of a mixed Dissenting congregation.  Peirce’s erudition and 

prolific published defenses of Nonconformity in the first two decades of the eighteenth 

century garnered him ministerial positions in southern England and praise as one of the 

most learned Dissenting divines of his day.11  

                                                 
11 For Peirce’s sole autobiographical sketch, see James Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account of 

What Was Transacted in the Assembly at Exon, Lately Publish’d by Their Order (London: Printed for 
John Clark, et al., 1719), 42-45; David L. Wykes, “Peirce, James (1674–1726),” in Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 
449-452; Alexander Gordon, “Peirce, James (1674?-1726)” in The Dictionary of National Biography, 
ed. Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee (London: Oxford University Press, 1937; repr., 1981), 15:681-685. 
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Between 1706 and 1718, Peirce demonstrated an irenic approach in intra-

Dissenting debates, while he directed his polemical energies against external attacks.  

Peirce’s first defense of Dissenting principles consisted of eight letters (published in 

multiple editions) to Dr. Edward Wells (1667-1727), a clergyman and polemicist for 

the Established Church against Presbyterianism.  The printed debate, which began in 

1706, ended when Peirce, now the notorious “champion” of Dissent, penned his final 

response in 1708.  In the series, Peirce adamantly argued for religious toleration and 

for Christian worship defined by the will of God as expressed in Scripture.  Peirce’s 

arguments, however, extended beyond the interpretation of Scripture and employed 

Church Fathers (including Ignatius, Augustine, and Chrysostom), events from the 

recent reformations in Christianity, and contemporary histories by authors such as 

Bishop Gilbert Burnet and the Dissenter Edmund Calamy. 

The apogee of Peirce’s defense of Dissent from 1706 to 1718 was the printing 

in 1717 of the first edition of the translation, complete with revisions, of his previously 

published Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium (1710).  The original edition (with a body 

of 450 pages of Latin text) had been encouraged by Dissenting leaders in response to 

William Nicholls’s Defensio Ecclesiae Anglicanae (1707), an attempted discrediting of 

Nonconformity and an appeal for a final evaluation on the validity of English Dissent 

by continental Reformed arbiters.  Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium was well received 

by Dissenting parties, and Peirce was encouraged to produce a vernacular version of 

his work when a translation of Nicholls’s work was produced posthumously.  Peirce’s 

A Vindication of the Dissenters (1717; second edition, 1718) presented a thorough and 

systematic case for Dissent, and this pivotal work also reflected the growing emphasis 
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on the construction of Dissenting histories in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 

centuries and the mounting tensions over a new and troublesome theology within 

Nonconformist circles.  A Vindication built on Edmund Calamy’s An Abridgment of 

Mr. Baxter’s Narrative (1702), and it foreshadowed the later monumental historical 

works of Dissent by Calamy (Continuation of the Account, 1727), Daniel Neal (The 

History of the Puritans, 1732-1738), and Thomas Crosby (The History of the English 

Baptists, 1738-1740).  Unfortunately, for James Peirce and for English Dissent, the 

year of A Vindication’s publication also brought a significant crisis and a shift in 

fortunes.   

Peirce’s legacy went beyond his polemics for the vindication of Dissent and 

included participation in a theological controversy that would divide Nonconformists 

and provide fuel for critics from the Established Church.  Despite continuing pressure 

from a conservative Anglican Church, the first decades of the eighteenth century were 

a time of intellectual fertility among the Dissenters.  Influenced by the works of 

William Whiston and Samuel Clarke, Peirce’s convictions on the authorities for 

Christianity moved him in the latter third of his short life to embrace a subordinationist 

understanding of the Godhead and definitions of the Almighty drawn only from 

scriptural formulae.   

Most accounts of the second period of Peirce’s life begin with his disinclination 

to profess these heterodox leanings publicly in the mid-1710s and the eventual charges 

of disingenuity and connivance from within the Dissenting movement.  A growing 

disruption in Exeter over Presbyterian ministers supposedly holding ‘Arian’ theology 

led to Peirce’s public profession of a subordinationist view of God in 1718.  The 
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ensuing debate among the Dissenters in Exeter and London proved disastrous for 

attempts in Parliament to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts in late 1718 and 

threatened the repeal of the Schism and Occasional Conformity Acts in the first months 

of 1719.  Eventually, the controversy led to the Salters’ Hall debate of 1719 which 

ushered in a growing division between orthodoxy and heterodoxy in English Dissent.  

In Exeter, the controversy concluded with the ejection of Peirce and others from the 

Presbyterians and the foundation of Mint Meeting House in December 1719. 

Leading the newly formed independent meeting in Exeter, Peirce continued to 

publish treatises and sermons on Dissent, but he also turned his attention to composing 

commentaries and paraphrases of Pauline epistles and Hebrews.  His last years were 

spent in self-imposed suburban exile having allowed his orthodox opponents “to break 

his heart.”12  He died a reportedly unhappy man in his fifty-third year. 

 
Problems of Interpretation 

Making historical sense of Peirce has been a problem for centuries.  For the 

careful historian, systematizing Peirce’s thought from the thousands of pages and 

dozens of works in Latin and English which he produced over a span of thirty years 

was a challenging task.  Thoroughly identifying the historical context of each treatise 

for the sake of interpretation has been complicated by the paucity of personal 

information provided by the prolix Peirce who was uncharacteristically silent about 

periods of his life.  The greatest challenge, however, in analyzing Peirce has been that 

                                                 
12 John Fox, “Seventh Report of the Committee on Devonshire Records: The Fox Memoirs,” 

Report and Transactions of the Devonshire Association 28 (July 1896): 161-162; Allan Brockett, 
Nonconformity in Exeter, 1650-1875 (Manchester, UK: Published on behalf of the University of Exeter 
by Manchester University Press, 1962), 114. 
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he changed his mind throughout his career, a fact which he reluctantly admitted late in 

life.  No historian has attempted to treat critically the corpus of Peirce’s writings or to 

answer how Peirce could move logically from asserting in his defense of Dissent in 

1707, “That Aerius was an Heretick, I grant, for he was an Arrian . . . Aerius the 

Arrian, I detest as an Heretick,” to a position of ardent ‘Arianism’ (or so his opponents 

claimed) among his former Dissenting brethren in the years after 1718.13   

Historically, the question has been answered simply by stating that Peirce 

‘converted’ to a new idea or ideal that proved crucial for future generations.  For 

example, a nineteenth-century Unitarian recalled Mint Meeting House as “the first 

temple erected in the British dominions expressly for Unitarian worship,” and Peirce 

among those who were called “by the voice of reason and the voice of God” to 

determine “the meaning of Scripture, the truths of Christianity, and the analogy of the 

Faith.”  For the Unitarian writer, the transition that began with Peirce was rooted in 

men and women expressing a new dedication to reason, Scripture, and liberty.14  

Although this interpretation has some merit, it painted Peirce as a one-dimensional 

partisan crusader, a characterization that failed to account for the variations in Peirce’s 

opinions before the controversy and afterwards.  By choosing a particular and static 

“Peirce,” polemicists and historians have molded James Peirce into a desired image 

and ignored the complexity of his evolving thought. 

                                                 
13 James Peirce, An Eighth Letter to Dr. Wells: Being a Continuation of the Defence of the  

Remarks on His Letters. In Answer to His Numb. III (London: Printed by J. Humfreys, 1707), 12. 
 

14 “Sketches of the History of English Unitarianism, No. VIII,” The Unitarian Magazine and 
Chronicle 2 (1835): 228-229. 
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Was Peirce’s conversion to the “new scheme” of theology just a matter of being 

intellectually convinced by a compelling argument, or was his rational religion and 

defense of ‘liberty’ a symptom of the grander transformation of society?  Challenges to 

such a simplistic interpretation of the transition have come from radically different 

quarters.  In the twentieth century, H. Richard Niebuhr acknowledged the contributions 

of Max Weber and Ernst Troeltsch in identifying the social constructs of a religious 

movement and its theology, and he called for a broader search for causality when 

contemplating the emergence of new denominations and theology: 

What is true of ethics and polity is true of theology.  Less directly, but none the 
less effectively, theological opinions have their roots in the relationship of the 
religious life to the cultural and political conditions prevailing in any group of 
Christians.  This does not mean that the religious life is so interwoven with 
social circumstances that the formulation of theology is necessarily conditioned 
by these.15 
 

If Niebuhr was correct, then the historian must take seriously Karl Marx’s conclusion 

that the change to rational religion was the result of the “death battle with the then 

revolutionary bourgeoisie . . . and the sway of free competition within the domain of 

knowledge.”16  If Niebuhr and Marx were correct, then Peirce’s theological changes 

might be attributed not only to intellectual shifts in society, but also economic and 

cultural alterations.   

Responses to these questions and challenges in regards to Peirce’s defenses and 

his theological transitions have yet to be attempted with any degree of scholarly 

detachment.  In the nineteenth century, critical works primarily focused on Peirce’s 

                                                 
15 H. Richard Niebuhr, The Social Sources of Denominationalism (Cleveland: World 

Publishing, 1957), 15-17. 
 

16 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto, trans. Samuel Moore (New 
York: Penguin Books, 1967, repr. 1983), 103. 



 

11 
 

later espousal of a scriptural definition of God and his denial of Trinitarian theology.  

Unitarian works elevated Peirce to heroic status, first for his theological conclusions 

and later for his campaign for religious freedom.  Orthodox positions criticized his 

supposed duplicity and endangerment of English Dissent.  Neither camp carefully 

considered Peirce’s intellectual and social origins and attempted to trace their 

influences in the course of his life. 

The relevance of this project is that it provides, through a controversial 

individual, an examination of a theologically and historically fecund period in the 

history of English Dissent when Independents, Presbyterians, and Baptists faced 

internal and external crises that threatened to undermine their very existence.  The 

tenuousness of the situation was attested in a letter from Daniel Neal (a London 

Congregational minister and historian) to Benjamin Colman of Brattle Street Church, 

Boston, in September, 1718.  Neal claimed, “We are in danger of falling to pieces 

among ourselves, about the principles of Dr. Clark, in his scripture account of the 

Trinity, unless some of our considerable men come to a better temper than they seem to 

be in at present.”17  The challenges to eighteenth-century Christianity continue to 

confront the modern church; historic tensions between faith and reason, Scripture and 

Tradition, individual and communal interpretation of authorities, and orthodoxy and 

religious liberty are latent in debates within, and sometimes between, Protestant and 

Roman Catholic communities of faith.  In the eighteenth century, James Peirce was one 

of the “considerable men” who did not come to a better temper, and the debate over 

                                                 
17 “A Letter from the Rev. Daniel Neal to the Rev. Benjamin Colman, of Boston; Dated 

London, Sept.  19, 1718,” in Collections of the Massachusetts Historical Society, for the Year 
M,DCC,XCVIII (Boston: Printed by Samuel Hall, 1798; repr., Boston: By John H. Eastburn, 1835), 199-
200. 
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God-language and subscription to creedal formulations divided Nonconformity.   

Peirce’s prolific publications and unpublished manuscripts provide vivid insight into 

the crises of conscience present in early eighteenth-century Dissent and the language 

used to defend it against persecution from traditional foes and former friends.  This 

study attempts to articulate in Peirce’s words and from Peirce’s worlds likely 

touchstones in the transformation of the man, his ideas, and his society.  This 

dissertation will not render the final answers to the issues raised by Peirce’s life, but it 

does attempt to provide insights that may be useful in informing modern deliberation 

on these thorny issues. 

 
Historiography 

“The name of James Peirce will ever occupy a conspicuous place in the annals 

of religious liberty.”18 William Turner’s introduction to his hagiographic biography of 

James Peirce was hyperbolic, and it demonstrated the common limited perception of 

Peirce in the subsequent histories of English Dissent.  Although Turner emphasized 

Peirce’s connection to the campaign for “religious liberty,” other historians have seen 

Peirce variously as the disseminator of heresy, a progenitor of Unitarianism, and even 

an early proponent of the application of textual criticism to Scripture.  In particular, 

histories published in the last two centuries have referenced Peirce almost exclusively 

in relation to his important role in the Exeter controversy; his life and career prior to 

1713 when he accepted the call to Exeter, however, have received scant attention.  This 

project’s focus on Peirce’s early life and publications vis-à-vis his later works attempts 

                                                 
18 William Turner, Lives of Eminent Unitarians: With a Notice of Dissenting Academies 

(London: Unitarian Association, 1840), 89. 
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to fill a portion of the considerable lacunae in the scholarship.  In order to supply the 

necessary context for these works, this account will be biographical as well, providing 

new material for future research on the life and work of James Peirce. 

James Peirce has figured, at least tangentially, in three types of history over the 

last two hundred years: (1) intellectual histories, (2) denominational histories, and (3) 

histories of Dissent.  Of these studies, only the denominational histories and histories 

of Nonconformity have treated the life of Peirce at any depth, and then only the events 

surrounding the controversy over the doctrine of God and the resulting schisms in 

Exeter and at Salters’ Hall.   

 
Intellectual Histories  

James Peirce has been allotted minor roles in key intellectual histories of the 

last century.  Olive Griffiths’s Religion and Learning (1935) has proven to be a 

foundational work for subsequent analyses of rational Dissent as the text provided a 

critical study of the education and intellectual formation of Nonconformists, 

particularly the English Presbyterians, in the seventeenth and early eighteenth 

centuries.  Griffiths made connections between many of the leading Dissenters who 

took a more radical path and their education at continental universities or at Dissenting 

academies which allowed considerable liberalism in their textbooks and instruction.  

Griffiths attempted to make a direct link between the instruction received by the elite 

Presbyterians in Holland and the influence of Arminianism and Cartesianism that 

eventually led to liberalism.  Griffiths recounted the familiar story of the Exeter 

controversy, putting emphasis on the education in the local academy of Joseph Hallett 

II that had prompted some students and young ministers to move to ‘Arianism’.  
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Griffiths’s summary of the theology of the Exeter ‘Arians’ was insightful, but was 

inherently weakened by the attribution of works to James Peirce which he did not 

compose.  Furthermore, her claims for the necessary influence of continental Arminian 

thinkers upon the “Arian Presbyterians” lacked documentary evidence.  Her problems 

with sources led her to create a composite perspective of the heterodox theology, and 

thus, an inaccurate view of Peirce’s thought.19  

In The Eighteenth-Century Commonwealthman (1961), Caroline Robbins 

portrayed mid-eighteenth-century Dissent as a liberty-loving movement, marked by 

such benevolent personalities as Isaac Watts and Philip Doddridge.  This Dissent was 

underrepresented in Commons, declining in wealth and social status, atrophying in 

number due to second and third generation Nonconformists conforming, and divided 

by theological schisms.  In her critical study, Robbins made few references to Peirce.  

She acknowledged that Peirce’s A Vindication, as with the histories of the Independent 

minister Daniel Neal and the tracts of Samuel Chandler, agitated for greater civil rights 

for Dissenters, and that Peirce’s heterodoxy sparked “a great divide in nonconforming 

history” in the form of the Salters’ Hall meeting in February 1719.20 

 
Denominational Histories 

Peirce has received the greatest attention in the nineteenth-century histories of 

the Unitarians, and more recently, in the histories of the English Presbyterians.  An 

                                                 
19 Olive M. Griffiths, Religion and Learning: A Study in English Presbyterian Thought From 

the Bartholomew Ejections (1662) to the Foundation of the Unitarian Movement (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1935), 34, 54, 112-131. 
 

20 Caroline Robbins, The Eighteenth-Century Commonwealthman: Studies in the Transmission, 
Development and Circumstance of English Liberal Thought from the Restoration of Charles II until the 
War of the Thirteen Colonies (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1961), 221-236. 
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History of the Corruptions of Christianity (1782) of Joseph Priestley and An Historical 

View of the State of the Unitarian Doctrine and Worship (1783) of Theophilus Lindsey 

argued that the Unitarian movement was the rightful heir to early Christianity which 

had been not been Trinitarian.  The Church that emerged out of the fourth century grew 

progressively corrupt in its theology until the Socinians of Poland revived the truth 

which had survived among a persecuted remnant.  As this dissertation will 

demonstrate, the idea that true Christianity was corrupted during the third and fourth 

centuries was not original to Priestley and Lindsey but merely an adaptation of that 

formulated by James Peirce and others.   

Lindsey’s argument for a genetic history for Unitarianism, which stretched 

from early Christianity until the present and which might be identified by its ‘Arian’ 

theology and persecution by the ‘orthodox’, built on the interpretations of the history of 

the first centuries of Christianity of William Whiston, Samuel Clarke, and James 

Peirce.  In Lindsey’s genealogy of Unitarianism, Peirce figured as one of the stalwart 

ancestors.  The Dissenter Thomas Emlyn was remembered as a victimized standard for 

Unitarianism, as was “the learned Mr. James Peirce of Exeter, eminent also for his 

writings, and sufferings in the same cause, amongst the dissenters.”21  In a later work, 

Lindsey listed some of the recent eminent bearers of Unitarian belief, including “Mr. 

Locke, . . . Sir Isaac Newton, Whiston, Clarke, Hoadley, Emlyn, Peirce, Lowman, 

Lardner, &c.”22  Lindsey did note that Samuel Clarke and James Peirce failed to 

                                                 
21 Theophilus Lindsey, The Apology of Theophilus Lindsey, M. A. on Resigning the Vicarage of 

Catterick, Yorkshire (London: Printed for J. Johnson, 1774), 66-67; Russell E. Richey, “The Origins of 
English Unitarianism” (PhD diss., Princeton University, 1970), 33-39. 
 

22 Theophilus Lindsey, A Sequel to the Apology of Resigning the Vicarage of Catterick, 
Yorkshire (London: Printed for J. Johnson, 1776), 9. 
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recognize the true humanity of Jesus, concluding, instead, that Christ was a being 

between God and humanity.23  For Lindsey, and for the Unitarians of the late 

eighteenth century, it was Peirce’s non-Trinitarian theology that marked him as an heir 

of true Christianity. 

In the nineteenth century, William Turner blazoned James Peirce as a defender 

of religious liberty in his Lives of Eminent Unitarians (1840). Although Turner also 

found Peirce’s unitarianism somewhat lacking, he dedicated more than thirty pages to 

Peirce’s life, with particular attention to the persecution which the minister endured 

during the Exeter controversy and in the years following his ejection.  Turner did 

allocate almost ten pages to Peirce’s education and ministry prior to his time in Exeter, 

although most of the text was given to identifying passages in A Vindication and events 

in Peirce’s life prior to Exeter that demonstrated his bent toward religious liberty and 

heterodoxy.  As to the substance of Turner’s history, he basically paraphrased material 

found in the preface to A Vindication, the autobiographical note in Peirce’s Remarks on 

the Account (1719), and the memoirs of William Whiston.24  For Turner, the 

distinguishing marks of an early Unitarian were the worship of the one God and the 

defense of religious freedom. 

The work of Alexander Gordon marked a transition in the histories of English 

Unitarianism as his studies demonstrated greater research into the actual workings of 

the eighteenth-century doctrinal controversy, extensive treatment of archival evidence, 

and a knowledge of the printed literature produced by Peirce, as well as that related to 

                                                 
23 Theophilus Lindsey, An Historical View of the State of the Unitarian Doctrine and Worship, 

From the Reformation to our Own Times (London: Printed for J. Johnson, 1783), 331. 
 
24 Turner, Lives of Eminent Unitarians (1840), 89-122. 
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the contentious events in London between 1718 and 1720.  Gordon’s publications also 

strayed from the hagiographic, and expressed polite skepticism of some of the 

motivations and actions that took place in Exeter and London.  Gordon wrote the entry 

for Peirce in the 1895 edition of the Dictionary of National Biography, and his article 

became the standard for later biographies.  The entry evinced the greatest knowledge to 

date of the details of Peirce’s involvement in the doctrinal controversy and it provided 

a critical bibliography in which Gordon expressed his skepticism of some works 

commonly attributed to Peirce.25   

Recent studies of Unitarianism, like David Young’s F. D. Maurice and 

Unitarianism (1992), have continued to allocate space for a short narrative describing 

the declension in Dissent at Salters’ Hall.  Invariably, Peirce is mentioned in the 

context of his heterodoxy (and that of Joseph Hallett II) being foundational to the 

emergence of religious liberty and later eighteenth-century Unitarianism.26 

Peirce has received minimal treatment in the histories of Congregationalism.  

Alexander Mackennal’s Sketches in the Evolution of English Congregationalism 

(1901) alluded to Peirce only as he was embroiled in the Salters’ Hall debate.  

Mackennal argued that there was an underlying theological difference between the 

Congregationalists and the Presbyterians that eventually brought an unhappy end to the 

Happy Union, and he asserted that the division over Trinitarian theology was pivotal to 

                                                 
25 Gordon included mention of Peirce in several of his publications, including Gordon, “Peirce, 

James (1674?-1726), ” DNB, 15:681-685; Alexander Gordon, Heads of English Unitarian History, with 
Appended Lectures on Baxter and Priestly (London: Philip Green, 1895), 32-34; Alexander Gordon, ed., 
Freedom After Ejection: A Review (1690-1692) of Presbyterian and Congregational Nonconformity in 
England and Wales (Manchester: University Press, 1917); Alan Ruston, “Gordon, Alexander (1841–
1931),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: 
OUP, 2004), http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/37470 (accessed February 1, 2010). 
 

26 David Young, F. D. Maurice and Unitarianism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 23-24. 
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the separation of Independents, who held to Calvinism, and Presbyterians, who 

maintained non-Trinitarian theologies, in the eighteenth century.27  Robert W. Dale’s 

History of English Congregationalism (1907) provided greater detail regarding the 

events in Exeter leading up to 1719 and laid greater emphasis on the role of religious 

liberty in the platform of the non-subscribers.28  Peirce was discussed under the telling 

title, “Theological Ferment,” in R. Tudur Jones’s Congregationalism in England, 

1662-1962 (1962).  In Jones’s account, Peirce appeared briefly as the stimulus for 

unrest in Exeter and for the subsequent meetings at Salters’ Hall.  The London debate 

was a matter, according to the perspective of Isaac Watts, of significant doctrine but 

also a question of unnecessary imposition.  For Jones, the Independent hero who would 

save Congregationalism was Philip Doddridge, whose combination of evangelical 

energy and piety, intellectual religion, tolerance, and resistance to subscription 

breathed life into Congregationalism.29 

Histories of English Presbyterianism have devoted more attention to the 

controversy in Exeter as the crucial moment in the movement’s transition (depending 

upon the perspective of the author) to rational religion, heterodoxy, Unitarianism, etc.  

Jerom Murch’s A History of the Presbyterian and General Baptist Churches In The 

West of England (1835) presented an eminently readable narrative of the rise of 

heterodoxy in Exeter and the resulting split among the Presbyterians, but like previous 

                                                 
27 Alexander MacKennal, Sketches in the Evolution of English Congregationalism (London: J. 

Nisbet, 1901), 116-119. 
 

28 R. W. Dale, History of English Congregationalism (New York: A. C. Armstrong and Son, 
1907), 532-538. 
 

29 R. Tudur Jones, Congregationalism in England, 1662-1962 (London: Independent Press, 
Ltd., 1962), 133-143. 
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works, Murch’s history of Peirce began with his arrival in Devon in 1713.  Murch’s 

summary of the events and the literature surrounding the uproar was exceptional as it 

was based upon Peirce’s autobiographical postscript in Remarks Upon the Account 

(1719), the biographical sketch by John Fox (1693-1763), and excerpts from Peirce’s 

publications.  Murch’s thorough account of the controversy in Exeter and his outline of 

Peirce’s life would prove to be the standard for histories of Presbyterianism for almost 

a century.  According to Murch, the orthodox ministers in Exeter were guilty of 

underhanded dealings and the heterodox turned “to unworthy compromises.”  The 

faults of the heterodox ministers, however, were eventually dismissed by Murch as 

their cause of religious freedom, individual pursuit of truth, and Scripture-based 

religion was virtuous.30   

In History of the Presbyterians in England (1889), A. H. Drysdale contended 

that the seeming demise of Presbyterianism was the result of the failure of 

Presbyterians to establish true presbyterian polity (thus placing the control of the 

meeting houses in the hands of the congregations) and to provide a control over the 

education or theological standing of their ministers.  These weaknesses allowed the 

“dangerous controversy” of “Semi-Arianism” to arise in Exeter, which in turn led to 

the Salters’ Hall schism.  For the critical Drysdale, Peirce and the Exeter affair were 

symptomatic of the infirmities of eighteenth-century English Presbyterianism which 

                                                 
30 Jerom Murch, A History of the Presbyterian and General Baptist Churches in the West of 

England With Memoirs of Some of Their Pastors (London, 1835), 373-401, 422-431. 
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permitted heterodoxy to make inroads among the non-subscribing ministers who were 

open to “new ideas” of any kind.31 

Peirce received mention in the exceptional study, The English Presbyterians 

(1968), which was edited by C. G. Bolam, Jeremy Goring, H. L. Short, and Roger 

Thomas.32  Goring set the thesis in the introduction by arguing that Unitarianism 

emerged out of English Presbyterianism, but that the transition was not one of 

Athanasianism to Arianism, but Calvinism to a second-generation Arminianism—a 

rational religion that focused on a return to “primitive Christianity” and assumed 

justification by obedience.33  In Roger Thomas’s insightful essay, “Presbyterians in 

Transition,” Peirce was recognized as part of the “spark” that brought the issue of 

subscription and liberty to the foreground through the debate at Salters’ Hall.  

Following the thesis of the book, Thomas concluded that the debate in London divided 

the participants neatly down denominational and (as he assumed relative theological 

homogeneity among Independents and Presbyterians, respectively) Arminian and 

Calvinistic lines.  Although Thomas presented a short, but excellent, synopsis of the 

Salters’ Hall debate, his treatment of Peirce was very shallow.  In Thomas’s essay, 

Peirce was a one-dimensional character who proved to be a fine example of a 

rationally-inclined Dissenter, disposed to use his reason to dispel the possibility of the 

miraculous, and who was convinced that Clarke, Locke, and presumably Whiston, “had 

                                                 
31 A. H. Drysdale, History of the Presbyterians in England: Their Rise, Decline and Revival 

(London: Publication Committee of the Presbyterian Church of England, 1889), 499-507. 
 
32 Roger Thomas, “Presbyterians in Transition,” The English Presbyterians: From Elizabethan 

Puritanism to Modern Unitarianism, ed. C.G. Bolam, et al. (London: Allen & Unwin, 1968), 113-174. 
 

33 Jeremy Goring, “Introduction,” in The English Presbyterians: From Elizabethan Puritanism 
to Modern Unitarianism, ed. C.G. Bolam, et al. (London: Allen & Unwin, 1968), 17-28. 
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the better of the Scriptural argument.”  In the narrative, Peirce was the stepping stone 

to Salters’ Hall and thus to Presbyterianism’s growing (when compared to the 

Congregationalists) rational and tolerant heterodoxy. 34 

 
Histories of Dissent 

In the first decades of the twentieth century, scholars from Nonconformist 

traditions produced considerable studies of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 

Dissent, including preliminary studies of the events surrounding the Salters’ Hall 

debate.   T. G. Crippen’s study of Nonconformist academies was significant in 

providing some context for the rise of rational religion among the Dissenters, but it 

provided little information about Peirce as he was educated abroad.  Crippen’s work on 

the academies would be complemented by that of Griffiths who wrote on the general 

content of the education in the academies, and updated by David Wykes in the last 

decade of the century.35  A number of papers were published on the Salters’ Hall 

debate, adding greater clarity from documentary evidence to the narratives of the 

previous century.36  H. W. Clark’s A History of English Nonconformity (1913) 

similarly included the obligatory sketch of the controversy in Exeter as the prelude to 

                                                 
34 Thomas, “Presbyterians in Transition,” in Bolam, et al., The English Presbyterians, 137-138, 

155-156. 
 

35 T. G. Crippen’s research was published in numerous articles in the Transactions of the 
Congregational Historical Society.  For examples, see T. G. Crippen, “Early Nonconformist 
Academies,” TCHS 3, no. 5 (May 1908): 272-290; Crippen, “Early Nonconformist Academies: Sheriff 
Hales,” TCHS 3, no. 6 (October 1908): 387-398; and, Crippen, “Early Nonconformist Academies,” 
TCHS 6, no. 5 (April 1915): 291-296.  

 
36 For examples see, Fred J. Powicke, “Arianism and the Exeter Assembly,” TCHS 7, no. 1 

(May 1916): 34-43; Powicke, “The Salters’ Hall Assembly and the Advices for Peace,” TCHS 7, no. 4 
(October 1917): 213-223; and Alexander Gordon, The Story of Salters’ Hall (Nottingham: H. B. Saxton, 
1902). 
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Salters’ Hall, Dissent’s division over liberty, and Presbyterianism’s decline into 

heterodoxy.37 

Peirce’s ideas also have been considered in studies of heterodox theologies 

within broad English Nonconformity.  J. H. Colligan’s The Arian Movement in 

England (1913) dedicated a useful chapter to “The Exeter Controversy,” in which the 

events leading up to Peirce’ ejection were narrated, clearly with a great indebtedness to 

Peirce’s The Western Inquisition (1720) and Inquisition-Honesty Display’d (1722).  

Unfortunately, Colligan provided no background information about Peirce before the 

controversy in 1718.38  

At the end of the century, Maurice Wiles’s Archetypal Heresy: Arianism 

Through the Centuries (1996) provided excellent sketches of the thought of Samuel 

Clarke and William Whiston, and offered a skilful summary Peirce’s late theology.39  

Wiles concluded that Peirce upheld “a relatively conservative subordinationism” from 

his scriptural exegesis, but that the Devon minister was most concerned with liberty.  

Wiles’s synopsis of Peirce’s thought was somewhat weakened, however, by its use of a 

significant work (i.e., Propositions Relating to the Controversy, 1720) of questionable 

authorship.  In Wiles’s estimation, Peirce was “a Presbyterian ‘Arian’” whose authority 

                                                 
37 Henry W. Clark, History of English Nonconformity From Wiclif To the Close of the 

Nineteenth Century, 2 vols. (London: Chapman and Hall, 1911-13), 2:193-194. 
 
38 J. Hay Colligan, The Arian Movement in England (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 

1913), 44-52; James Peirce, The Western Inquisition: Or, A Relation of the Controversy, with has been 
Lately Among the Dissenters in the West of England (London: John Clark, 1720); James Peirce, 
Inquisition-Honesty Display’d, Or, the Western Inquisition Defended Against the Pretended Answer To 
It (London: Printed for J. Noon, 1722). 
 

39 Maurice F. Wiles, Archetypal Heresy: Arianism Through the Centuries (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1996), 93-134, 137-140. 
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was Scripture but who understood the scriptures to be “too ambiguous” to be useful in 

defining a doctrinal test on a theology of God.40 

The most extensive treatments of Peirce’s life and the events in Exeter that led 

to the Salters’ Hall debates were written by Allan A. Brockett, a librarian of the 

University of Exeter.  Brockett’s research first appeared in an article in 1958, which he 

later expanded into the book, Nonconformity in Exeter, 1650-1875 (1962).41  Brockett 

utilized his access to the archives of the University of Exeter, the Exeter Cathedral 

library, Dr. Williams’s Library (London), and the collections of the Devon and Exeter 

Institute (DEI) to compose a readable and well-founded study of Nonconformity in the 

county.  Like the previously reviewed studies, Brockett gave only passing notice of 

Peirce’s history prior to Exeter, but he devoted dozens of detailed and invaluable pages 

to “The Exeter Arian Controversy” in Nonconformity in Exeter..42   Brockett also was 

responsible for editing and publishing the records of The Exeter Assembly in 1963.  

Although informative as to the workings of the Assembly, little information about 

Peirce appeared in the records, as the notes of Isaac Gilling (ca. 1663-1725) concluded 

in September 1717 just as the affair over doctrine and subscription was escalating.43   

                                                 
40 Wiles, Archetypal Heresy, 126-127, 137-140. 
 
41 Allan A. Brockett, “Nonconformity in Devon in the Eighteenth Century,” Transactions of the 

Devonshire Association for the Advancement of Science, Literature and Art 90 (1958): 31-59; Allan 
Brockett, Nonconformity in Exeter, 1650-1875 (Manchester, UK: Published on behalf of the University 
of Exeter by Manchester University Press, 1962). 

 
42 Brockett, Nonconformity in Exeter, 64-98. 
 
43 The Exeter Assembly: The Minutes of the Assemblies of The United Brethren of Devon and 

Cornwall, 1691-1717, As Transcribed by the Reverend Isaac Gilling, ed. Allan A. Brockett (Torquay, 
UK: The Devonshire Press Ltd., 1963); Alexander Gordon, “Gilling, Isaac (bap. 1663, d. 1725),” rev. 
David L. Wykes, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison 
(Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/10748 (accessed July 27, 2010). 
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Apparently inclined toward organization, Brockett made two valuable 

contributions to the future research of the controversy:  (1) Brockett compiled a 

chronological bibliography of the pamphlets published in the print-war that started in 

1718 which he left in an annotated typewritten document now residing in the DEI, and 

in an abbreviated list in an appendix of Nonconformity in Exeter (1962), and (2) he, 

according to anecdote, was responsible for organizing the pamphlets of the controversy 

extant in the archives of the DEI and having them bound in eight volumes under the 

title “Exeter Arian Controversy.”44   It should be noted that this dissertation concludes 

that some of Brockett’s conclusions about chronology and the attribution of authorship 

were erroneous, but his service to the study of events in Exeter between 1713 and 1722 

has been unrivaled. 

Russell E. Richey’s studies of English Unitarianism and Dissent built upon The 

English Presbyterians (1968) and Brockett’s Nonconformity in Exeter (1962) to render 

very accessible summaries of the historiography of the denominational, social, and 

theological histories of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Presbyterians and 

Unitarians.  Richey emphasized the changes wrought from the Salters’ Hall dispute, 

but he focused his research on the latter part of the eighteenth century.  Although he 

perhaps overstated the case, Richey maintained that Unitarianism was a product of 

rational Dissent, rather than an exponent of eighteenth-century Presbyterianism, and 

that the significant differences in Dissent were not denominational but theological and 

ideological.  Richey gave little attention to Peirce or his theology, alluding significantly 

                                                 
44 Allan A. Brockett, “The Exeter Arian Controversy, 1718-1719,” Typescript, Devon and 

Exeter Institution (DEI), Exeter, UK.; Brockett, Nonconformity in Exeter, Appendix A, 235-237. 
 



 

25 
 

only to A Vindication of the Dissenters as a defense of “moderate Nonconformity” 

which followed the model of Edmund Calamy’s arguments from the previous decade.45 

Richey’s work was followed in the same decade by Michael R. Watts’s 

magisterial The Dissenters (1978) which was published in two volumes.  The first 

volume addressed English Nonconformity from the Reformation until 1789, and only 

made the briefest allusion to Peirce in the context of the division of Nonconformity 

around the Salters’ Hall events.  Watts’s summary was based heavily upon information 

provided by Murch and Brockett, and perpetuated the scheme of The English 

Presbyterians (1968) that Dissent divided along denominational and 

Calvinistic/Arminian divides and on the issue of subscription to creeds of human 

origin.  The debate was about liberty and Scripture not a doctrine of God.  Watts, 

however, did not see the denominational constructs in 1719 to have determined that 

Presbyterianism would be the host of Unitarianism.  He maintained, rather, that the 

differences between the dominant ecclesiologies, patterns of church discipline, polity, 

and wealth of the Independents and Presbyterians incubated certain proclivities that 

congruently engendered Calvinistic orthodoxy among the Congregationalists and free-

thinking heterodoxy among the Presbyterians by the end of the eighteenth century.  

Things could have turned out differently, but they did not.46   

                                                 
45 Russell E. Richey, “The Origins of English Unitarianism” (PhD diss., Princeton University, 

1970); Russell E Richey, “Did the English Presbyterians become Unitarian,” Church History  
42, no. 1 (March 1973): 58-72; Russell E. Richey, “From Puritanism to Unitarianism in England: A 
Study in Candour.” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 41, no. 3 (September 1973): 371-385; 
Russell E. Richey, “The Origins of British Radicalism: The Changing Rationale for Dissent.”  
Eighteenth-Century Studies 7, no. 2 (Winter 1973-1974): 179-192. 
 

46 Michael R. Watts, The Dissenters from the Reformation to the French Revolution (Oxford: 
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The most recent and scholarly work on James Peirce has appeared in the many 

studies of English Nonconformity produced by David L. Wykes, the director of Dr. 

Williams’s Library.  Wykes has contributed as an author and editor to several 

collections of essays which address rational religion in Britain during the eighteenth 

century, and he had made significant studies of the Dissenting academies and the 

relationship of Nonconformity to the politics of the early eighteenth century.  In 

regards to James Peirce, Wykes wrote the article on Peirce in the Oxford Dictionary of 

National Biography in 2004 which integrated additional documentary evidence into the 

outline provided by Gordon’s pioneering article of 1895.  Wykes’s chapter in 

Enlightenment and Religion (1996) presented a much needed treatment of the 

Dissenting academies, which had proven so crucial to the propagation of the ideas of 

John Locke, William Whiston, and Samuel Clarke, particularly in Devon.47  Much of 

Wykes’s work has provided information about the political and social contexts of the 

Salters’ Hall debate.48  Wyke’s recent essay on the repeal of the Occasional Conformity 

and Schism Acts in February 1719 demonstrated that the controversy in Exeter fueled 

concerns over heresy and incited attempts in Parliament to place additional restraints, 

including subscription to the Thirty-nine Articles by lay office-holders, on the act for 

repeal.49  Wykes’s ODNB essay on the Salters’ Hall meetings of 1719 was also an 

admirable synopsis of events.50 

                                                 
47 David L. Wykes, “The Contribution of the Dissenting Academy to the Emergence of Rational 

Dissent,” in Enlightenment and Religion: Rational Dissent in Eighteenth-Century Britain, ed. Knud 
Haakonssen (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 99-139. 
 

48 For example, see Stephen Taylor and David L. Wykes, ed., Parliament and Dissent 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press for the Parliamentary History Yearbook Trust, 2005). 
 

49 David L. Wykes, “Religious Dissent, The Church, and The Repeal of the Occasional 
Conformity and Schism Acts, 1714-1719,” in Religion, Politics and Dissent, 1660-1832: Essays in 
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Finally, John Seed’s Dissenting Histories (2008) and his earlier article, 

“History and Narrative Identity” (2005) have provided excellent introductions to the 

Dissenting histories and historians of the eighteenth century, particularly Edmund 

Calamy and Daniel Neal who were contemporaries of James Peirce.  Although Seed 

made only passing comments regarding the historical character of Peirce’s A 

Vindication of the Dissenters, his research provided a vivid background against which 

Peirce’s contributions to Dissenting history might be ascertained.51 

 
Outline of the Study 

Facing accusations that he had believed and disseminated heterodox theology 

from the time of his arrival in Exeter, James Peirce contended in 1720 that he had come 

to reject the common doctrine of God in 1713, prior to his call to Devon: “I was by this 

time throughly [sic] convinc’d that the common doctrine was not according to the 

scriptures.”52  Peirce did not articulate unambiguously what compelled him to his 

radical belief and practice, although he acknowledged that he had concluded that the 

post-Nicene and Chalcedonian Christological models were erroneous after reading 

works by William Whiston and Samuel Clarke.  He was, however, clear that before 

                                                                                                                                              
Honour of James E. Bradley, ed. Robert D. Cornwall and William Gibson (Burlington, VT: Ashgate 
Publishing Co., 2010), 165-184. 
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being influenced by the opinions of Whiston and Clarke, he had begun to develop his 

own questions about the traditional theology of God when he compared his reading of 

Scripture to the works of Novatian and Basil, whom he determined were not 

“orthodox.”  The Ante-Nicene Fathers, he determined, “never came up to my 

[common] notion.”53  Peirce consistently asserted in his publications that the 

foundation for Christian belief and practice was Scripture, but something convinced 

him to move from reading “my Bible under the common influence of a prejudice in 

favour of the common opinion” and reading “the Bible with more care” so that he was 

“soon convinc’d the common opinion could not reasonably be esteem’d a fundamental 

article of the christian faith.”54  But if Scripture provided the essentials of faith, what 

hermeneutical shift took place so that Peirce not only determined that the traditional 

doctrine of God was not an essential of faith, but that the “common doctrine was not 

according to the scriptures”? 

This study maintains that the apologetics and theology of James Peirce must be 

considered in relation to Peirce’s hermeneutic of history, especially how his 

understanding of the past and its retelling was linked to his identification of the 

authority and proper interpretation of Scripture, the integral role of reason, and the 

definition of the Dissenting community.  By focusing on history as the hermeneutical 

key, this project strives to render a systematic interpretation of a sometimes 

unsystematic thinker over the course of his intellectual life.  This dissertation asserts 

that James Peirce was a man of his times, a man in philosophical, social, and economic 

transition, and his perspectives on Scripture, reason, and Dissent were necessarily tied 
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to his own historical formation.  Although Peirce’s understanding of history was 

foundational to his interpretation of Scripture, reason, and Dissent, a change in 

perspective on any of these topics naturally affected the others.  Based upon this  

explanation of Peirce’s thinking, this study suggests that perhaps Peirce did not 

‘convert’ to a new theology, but rather he simply followed his commitment to a 

traditional hermeneutic of history to its logical implications.   

Finally, this study argues for a reinterpretation of the historiography of 

eighteenth-century Dissenting histories.  The thesis asserts that although James Peirce 

was primarily a polemicist, he was also a historian of Dissent who shaped how 

following generations would perceive Nonconformity.  By considering Peirce’s 

dynamic social and religious milieus during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 

centuries, the study demonstrates that Peirce’s ‘negative’ identification of Dissent in 

his first histories was heavily dependent upon the influences of existing models of 

Dissent early in his career, but that there was a radical transformation of his definition 

of Dissent corresponding to his espousal of a heterodox Christology and his eventual 

ejection.  Peirce’s later ‘positive’ definition of Dissent with its primary emphasis on 

religious toleration predated Daniel Neal’s The History of the Puritans (1732-1738) 

which has been designated by John Seed and Laird Okie as the first major Dissenting 

history to promulgate such a position.   

In order to provide structure to the investigation of Peirce, this study focuses on 

the development of prominent themes within Peirce’s historical arguments in his 

apologetics throughout the different significant stages of his career.  The project will 

follow two major themes throughout the text: the correlations between the history, 
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Scripture, and reason in Peirce’s apologetics and polemics; and secondly, his 

demarcation and defense of Dissent according to articulated ‘Rules’ and ‘Principles’.  

These two themes will be traced chronologically through representative dialogues 

between Peirce and those who were within his definition of Dissent and those without. 

In regards to presentation and method, this study attempts to balance the 

necessity of argument and the value of narrative.  As historians write about the 

probability of events in history and provide significance by the selection and 

arrangement of data, histories should be ordered as arguments for a clear interpretation 

of the presented data.55  For this author, however, the initial appeal of history lies not in 

academic argument but in the power of narrative and its incitement of the imagination.  

Therefore, as arguments are made in each chapter and an over-arching thesis is 

asserted, the dissertation also provides information about the historical settings to 

support the case of the study and in hopes that through newly constructed biographical 

details the characters of this history will become more vibrant (and relevant) to the 

reader. 

Broadly, this project considers James Peirce in the rarely explored contexts 

before the Exeter controversy and after his ejection.  It analyzes much of Peirce’s 

apologetical corpus and many of the writings of his opponents for the sake of 

distinguishing patterns and development from 1706 until 1726.  Special attention will 

be given to the development in Peirce’s thought in his treatment of history in 

Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), his Letters to Dr. 

Edward Wells (1706-1708), Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium (1710), A Vindication of 
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the Dissenters (1717 and 1718), Remarks Upon the Account of What Was Transacted 

in the Assembly at Exon (1719), and The Western Inquisition (1720).   

The body of the dissertation is divided into four sections.  This first chapter has 

provided a brief introduction to James Peirce and a historiographical survey of 

depictions of Peirce from the last two centuries.  The first section describes the 

political, social, and religious contexts of Peirce’s formative years, his rise to fame, and 

his life in Exeter.  In particular, the second chapter introduces the worlds of English 

Dissent at the turn of the eighteenth century with a focus on the political, social, 

economic, and philosophical contexts for the debate between the Established Church 

and Nonconformity. 

The second section, comprised of the third and fourth chapters, identifies 

Peirce’s familial and religious backgrounds and singles out influences in his 

intellectual formation.  The third and fourth chapters analyze the autobiographical 

sketch that Peirce published in Remarks Upon the Account of 1719, and by 

distinguishing the underlying arguments in his self-depiction offer a sketch of Peirce’s 

childhood and education abroad and the influences on his early career as a minister and 

apologist.   

The third section examines Peirce’s apologetical works published during his 

early career, and identifies trajectories in Peirce’s thought as identified by ‘Rules’ and 

‘Principles.’  The fifth chapter analyzes the published exchanges between Peirce and 

Edward Wells, Peirce’s sermons and letters on the validity of Presbyterian worship and 

ordination, and the relationship of Dissent to the political situation, particularly the 

argument over the Test and Corporation Acts.   
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The fourth section analyzes Peirce’s writings and life during more than a 

decade of intellectual and religious transitions which concluded with the crisis in 

Exeter and Peirce’s expulsion.  The sixth chapter explores three histories published by 

Peirce between 1710 and 1720, viz., Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium (1710), A 

Vindication of the Dissenters (1717 and 1718), and The Western Inquisition (1720).  It 

investigates the motivations for his move to Exeter in 1713, his increasing influence in 

the West Country, the timing of his ‘conversion’, and possible reasons for his 

reluctance to tout his new theological conclusions prior to 1718.  The chapter pays 

particular attention to how Peirce used his histories to demarcate Dissent during this 

tumultuous period, and how he employed his hermeneutics of Scripture and history in 

these works.   

The seventh chapter considers Peirce’s theological positions in the wake of his 

ejection, and posits the relevance of his hermeneutic of history on his rejection of the 

common Trinitarian theology of God.  The penultimate chapter scrutinizes The 

Western Inquisition (1720), some of Peirce’s sermons given at Mint Meeting House, 

The Security of Truth (1721), Inquisition-Honesty Display’d (1722), Peirce’s biblical 

commentaries, and his posthumous An Essay in Favour of the Ancient Practice of 

Giving the Eucharist to Children (1728).  This dissertation closes with a conclusion in 

Chapter Eight and supplementary appendices.  

 
The Challenge 

When James Peirce died in March 1726, his death must have resulted in diverse 

prognostications for the future of the heterodox party in Devon.  Andrew Brice (1692-

1773), an Exeter printer who sympathized with the adherents at Mint Meeting, clearly 
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thought that Peirce had left a vital legacy.  On April 1, 1726, Brice wrote, “On 

Wednesday last deceased the Rev. Mr. James Peirce, so famous by his Works, that his 

Name perhaps will never die.”56  Brice was right.  As the review of historiography 

from the last centuries has demonstrated, Peirce’s actions and works did preserve for 

him a place in history. 

This dissertation attempts to identify this historical and multidimensional man, 

not just as a pioneering champion of liberty, but one who was conservative, always 

looking backwards in pursuit of the original, the pure, and the simple.  He was a man 

of a Principle, a man of learning, a man of means, a man seeking acceptance and 

attention, a man of a religion of the word and of the mind, a man in transition.  Most 

important for this study, James Peirce was a man of history.  A man who seems to have 

hidden his origins, Peirce constantly appeared to be seeking the Origin.  He was an 

orphan seeking his Father.  In short, this dissertation contends from the analysis of 

those “Works” that Peirce’s constant orientation to the past influenced his evolving 

thought with great implications for the future. 
                                                 

56 Brice’s Weekley Journal no. 47 (Friday, April 1, 1726), 2 [sic; 3]. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
The Contexts of English Dissent in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries 

 
“‘Twas the observation of Bishop Parker and Dr. Goodman, that the inhabitants 
of cities and market towns were more commonly addicted to our principles, 
than those who dwelt in country villages.   And upon a diligent inquiry into the 
abstruse reasons of this difficult point, they at last concluded, this must be 
owing to the too great increase of trade in the nation.” 

—James Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters, 2nd ed., 17181 
 
 
“There is great Danger . . . for of [sic] your doing the Dissenting Interests great 
Disservice and . . . by your Non-Acceptance. . . . Should we divid in this City, it 
would have a mischievous Influence upon all this West-Country.  . . . We have 
in this City a Cathedral, & so a numerous Clergy, who endevour all they can to 
weaken our Interests.” 

—Letter from Joseph Hallett II in Exeter to James Peirce, March 14, 17132 
 
 

Any critical evaluation of Peirce’s role as a historian of Dissent must place both 

Peirce and his contributions to the history of Dissent in their own historical contexts.  

Histories, theologies, and religious movements are not born ex nihilo.  This chapter 

builds on the acknowledgement by social historians of the last two decades that 

environments are essential in the formation of ideas and language, and it takes 

seriously Karl Marx’s challenge that the intellectual and theological transitions of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were related to economic and social shifts.3  

Reared in an immigrant home of the rising merchant ‘class’, accepted as a member of 

                                                 
1 James Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters: In Answer to Dr. William Nichols’s Defence of 
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an Independent church in a London suburb, educated by London Dissenting ministers, 

matriculated at the continental universities of Utrecht and Leiden, and forced to 

continue his studies unofficially at Oxford and Cambridge, the young Peirce embodied 

the formative influences of Dissenting life in the Restoration and post-Act of 

Toleration eras.  As a young Dissenting minister and apologist, Peirce modeled the 

increasing affluence and security of Dissent within English towns and cities during the 

Hanoverian period.  In his later life, Peirce exemplified a Dissent committed to the 

Enlightenment principles of reason, candour, and freedom of inquiry, as well as the 

freedom of conscience even to the rejection of traditional, orthodox Christian doctrines 

and the eventual rending of Dissent.4  Peirce was both a product of his age and an agent 

of change rendering new chapters in the history of Dissent. 

In his three-hundred-page history of Nonconformity in A Vindication of the 

Dissenters (1717 and 1718), James Peirce depicted Dissent as a rich and complex 

historical movement with a heritage extending more than three hundred years.  Peirce 

understood himself to be a member of a British minority oppositional movement, 

derived in reaction to religious and political innovation that had failed to acknowledge 

Scripture as the Primary Rule for Christian polity and worship.  For its refusal to accept 

non-scriptural innovations and to subscribe to human oaths and parliamentary acts, 

Dissent was a persecuted entity, suffering the greatest abuses from English prelates.5  

                                                 
4 References to candor abound in the literature surrounding the Exeter Controversy.  For a 

discussion of “candour” as an evolving tenet of Dissent, see Russell E. Richey, “From Puritanism to 
Unitarianism in England: A Study in Candour,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 41, no. 3 
(September 1973): 371-385; Alan Saunders, “The State as Highwayman: From Candour to Rights” in 
Enlightenment and Religion: Rational Dissent in Eighteenth-Century Britain, ed. Knud Haakonssen 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 241-271. 

 
5 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters, 2nd ed. (1718), 55-56, 66. 
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In regards to its social context, Peirce agreed that Dissent did exist in rural 

environments, but he identified himself with a coherent Dissenting movement in urban 

centers that was associated with literacy, mercantilism, and intellectual discourse.6  

Starting with Wyclif, Peirce’s reconstruction moved through the Tudor period 

identifying “Nonconformists” and “Dissenters” whose predecessors would “meet 

together to worship God, in the manner appointed in his word,” hold to the primary 

authority of Scripture, and suffer great persecution by power-hungry bishops.7  Yet, for 

all its storied past, Dissent did not have a “genetic history”: Dissenters always “wish’d 

for a perfect Reformation” in Britain, but lived as members of an ongoing, incomplete, 

non-continuous “Reformation” that suffered ecclesiastical and state oppression in its 

attempt to live according to Christ’s plan.8  In his loosely structured typology of 

Dissent in A Vindication, Peirce recognized three important factors essential to 

understanding the Dissent which had formed him and in which he participated: (1) the 

ongoing negative critique originating with the puritans, (2) the importance of the 

complex relationship between the state and Church and the Dissenters following the 

Restoration, and (3) the fecund environment of capitalistic towns in which Dissent 

prospered. 

 
The Argument of the Chapter 

This chapter contends that Dissent underwent significant changes during the 

life of James Peirce.  The most notable alteration was the move from Dissent struggling 

                                                 
6 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters, 2nd ed. (1718), 211-212. 
 
7 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters, 2nd ed. (1718), preface, 9. 

 
8 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters, 2nd ed. (1718), 10, 11, 71; quote, 49. 
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for survival in Restoration England to it seeking respectability during the prosperous 

reigns of Anne and George I.   The desire for social respectability coincided with and 

was directly related to the increasing prosperity of Dissenters who had gravitated to 

urban environments.   As eighteenth-century Dissenters attained social respectability, if 

not enfranchisement, Nonconformity lost its essential negative identity and suffered 

entropy and eventual division.   

English Dissent was protean in appearance and in definition.  Dissent 

descended from the negative critique of the puritans of the sixteenth century and was 

formalized in the refusal to conform to the Acts of Uniformity and the limens of the 

liturgy and episcopal polity of the established church in England.  After 1689, 

Nonconformity experienced an age of prosperity marked by increasing influence in the 

growing towns, increasing numbers of constituents, and increasing wealth resulting 

from economic growth in industries associated with Dissenting adherents.  

Nonconformity defied its mixed composition and sought the unification of disparate 

Dissenting movements by means of unions, associations and assemblies for the 

purpose of the defense of common interests, for the formation of an educated clergy, 

and for the eradication of codified restrictions on Dissenters.  Finally, Nonconformists, 

barred from educating their intellectual and economic elite at British universities, 

founded academies which in the early eighteenth century embraced Enlightenment 

ideals and rigorous training in languages and philosophy.  These academies served as 

the ‘breeding ground’ for the next generation of Dissenting leaders, and even a handful 

of conformers who would hold prestigious public offices.  While not without continuity 

in its persistent adaptation to shifting social, legal and theological stimuli, Dissent 
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changed during this period in how it was externally defined, how it identified itself, 

and in its form and composition.  Predictably, Peirce’s own definition of Dissent 

underwent transformation over the course of three decades, and his defense of Dissent 

correspondingly was adapted to meet new external and internal challenges.  This study 

will turn to these changes in Peirce’s thought in subsequent chapters. 

 
Background: The Emergence of Dissent 

The transformation of Dissent within the lifetime of James Peirce was in part 

the result of the change in the relationship between Nonconformity and the state.  In 

1630, ‘Dissent’ was an inchoate mass of religiously-oriented movements within 

English society that did not fully accept the terms of the Elizabethan settlement of the 

1560s and 1570s and were resultantly persecuted as ‘other’ through penal laws and 

social restrictions.  Among the non-conformists were the Roman Catholic recusants, 

who after the Northern Rebellion of 1569 and the excommunication of Elizabeth 

through Regnans in Excelsis (1570), were assumed by the establishment to be disloyal 

to the state and consequently were persecuted under penal laws.9  ‘Nonconformist’ was 

applied to those who did not wholly accept the precepts of the Prayer Book of 1559.  

Broadly defined, this title encompassed Roman Catholics and the later Quakers, as well 

as the ejected Richard Baxter, who used this title as a self-appellation.10  Protestant 

                                                 
9 Philip Hughes, The Reformation in England, rev. ed., (New York: Macmillan, 1963), 3:272ff; 

Peter Marshall, Reformation England, 1480-1642 (London: Arnold Publishers, 2003), 174ff; From 
Persecution to Toleration: The Glorious Revolution and Religion in England, ed. Ole P. Grell, J. I. 
Israel, and Nicholas Tyacke (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 4; K. J.  Kesselring, The Northern 
Rebellion of 1569: Faith, Politics, and Protest in Elizabethan England (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2007), 147-178. 

 
10 Michael R. Watts, The Dissenters from the Reformation to the French Revolution (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1978), 1; From Uniformity to Unity, 1662-1962, ed.  Geoffrey F. Nuttall and Owen 
Chadwick (London: SPCK, 1962), 157-158.  Allan Brockett provided a useful definition for 
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English Dissent, however, had roots in the puritan movement of the late sixteenth 

century which had evinced a Protestant heritage in its espousal of the authority of 

Scripture over tradition and in its having been greatly influenced by Genevan 

theology.11  Puritans bore a conviction of personal, unmerited salvation from God, 

attempted to live a life of personal piety, participated in a worshipping body 

constructed on a New Testament model, and were dedicated to actively transforming 

the world into a Christian society.12  While puritans were united with the members of 

the Established Church in opposition to the toleration of Roman Catholicism,13 

puritans’ refusal to accept fully the Thirty-nine Articles and their willingness to 

participate in alternative worship practices soon placed them and existing sundry 

                                                                                                                                              
Nonconformity and Dissenters: “Nonconformity is . . . a refusal on the part of some members of the 
nation to accept the idea of being compelled to attend services and accept religious rites with which they 
were not in agreement. . . . It is more correct to use the name Dissenters for those Protestants who refuse 
to conform to the usages of the Church of England.” Allan A. Brockett, Nonconformity in Exeter, 1650-
1875 (Manchester, UK: Published on behalf of the University of Exeter by Manchester University Press, 
1962), 5. 
 

11 Watts asserted that “English Dissent” emerged from two sources: radical Protestantism with 
roots in fourteenth-century Lollardy and sixteenth-century English Anabaptism, and sixteenth and 
seventeenth-century Calvinistic Puritanism.  As the influence, definition, and cohesion of Lollardy 
outside the fourteenth century are circumstantial and hotly debated, and the existence and identification 
of sixteenth-century English Anabaptists similarly was controversial, the puritan ancestry of sixteenth- 
and seventeenth-century Dissent is the most defensible and reasonable explanation.  Watts, Dissenters, 
8-14.  For arguments for a Lollard or radical ancestry to sixteenth-century Protestantism and Dissent, see 
A. G. Dickens, The English Reformation (New York: Schocken Books, 1964), 36; Christopher Haigh, 
English Reformations: Religion, Politics, and Society under the Tudors (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 
6-7, 51-53.  For a more skeptical account, see Richard Rex, The Lollards (New York: Palgrave, 2002), 
115-116.   

 
12 John Spurr, English Puritanism, 1603-1689 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998), 1-8. 

 
13 Brian H.  Crosby, “Toward a Definition of ‘Puritan’ and ‘Puritanism’: A Study of Puritan 

Historiography,” Churchman 122 no.  4 (2008): 297-314; David Loades, Revolution in Religion: The 
English Reformation, 1530-1570 (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1992), 58-59; Marshall, 
Reformation England, 1480-1642, 114-115, 136-141; Peter Lake, “Defining Puritanism—Again?” in 
Puritanism: Transatlantic Perspectives on a Seventeenth-Century Anglo-American Faith, ed.  F.  J.  
Bremer (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1993); C. H. George, “Puritanism as History and 
Historiography,” Past and Present 41 (December 1968): 77-104; William M.  Lamont, “Puritanism as 
History and Historiography: Some Further Thoughts,” Past and Present 44 (August 1969): 133-146. 
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movements under the penal laws by the 1590s.14  By 1630, Dissent fell under the 

negative category of ‘separatism,’ a term describing an array of Protestants with 

radically divergent thought including General Baptists, emerging Particular Baptists, 

derivatives from Continental Anabaptism, Brownist Separatists and 

Independents/Congregationalists.15  By the end of the century, however, the 

predominant self-appellation of Nonconformists was that of “dissenter” over that of 

“non-conformist” as Dissenters jettisoned the desire for comprehension and became 

more assertive in their self-determination.16 

The Interregnum was a period of great vivacity and diversity in the Dissenting 

movements.  The Solemn League and Covenant (1643) briefly aimed to establish 

Presbyterianism17 as the religious polity of the state, but de facto religious toleration 

                                                 
14 The persecution and execution of Separatists occurred as early as the 1590s under the 

Elizabethan Conventicle Act of 1593 which was also used against Dissenters after the Restoration.  
Addressed against “seditious sectaries and disloyal persons,” the Act of 1593 applied to adults who 
refused to participate in the “divine service established by her majesty’s laws and statutes” or who 
participated in religiously associated gatherings not related to the Church of England.  “The Act Against 
Puritans, A.D.  1593, 35 Elizabeth, Cap.  1,” in Documents Illustrative of English Church History, ed. 
Henry Gee and William John Hardy (New York: Macmillan, 1910; repr., New York: Kraus Reprint 
Corporation, 1966), 492-498; Hughes, The Reformation in England, 3:338-42; Watts, Dissenters, 224. 
 

15 For a discussion of the contemporary usage of “Congregationalists” and “Independents,” see 
John Spurr, “From Puritanism to Dissent, 1660-1700,” in The Culture of English Puritanism: 1560-
1700, ed. Christopher Durston and Jacqueline Eales (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1996), 234-265; 
Watts, Dissenters, 94-99; Edmund S. Morgan, Visible Saints: The History of the Puritan Idea (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 1963), 13-14, 13n19. 
 

16 N. H. Keeble, The Literary Culture of Nonconformity in Later Seventeenth-Century England 
(Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1987), 40-44; Martin Sutherland, Peace, Toleration and Decay: 
The Ecclesiology of Later Stuart Dissent (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2003), 7. 

 
17 The term “Presbyterianism” is used to denote ‘English Presbyterianism’ as distinct from 

Scottish Presbyterianism.  English Presbyterians did not institute universal church courts or systems of 
classes after the Restoration, nor did they embrace the Independents’ emphasis on the essential authority 
of, or the administration of the church by, the members of the meeting.  English Presbyterian ministers 
joined in voluntary assemblies and associations (without members of the laity) for the purpose of 
counsel, determining requirements for ordination, and examining and ordaining candidates.  Jeremy 
Goring and Michael Watts contended, in opposition to R. Tudur Jones, that English Presbyterians never 
intended to institute the institutional structures of synods and presbyteries characteristic of 
Presbyterianism in Scotland.  Jeremy Goring, “Introduction,” in The English Presbyterians: From 
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facilitated a preponderance of Dissenting movements (i.e., movements that rejected 

Presbyterian polity), of which many members worked closely with the government of 

Oliver Cromwell.18  The plan for a Presbyterian organization of ‘classes’ and 

assemblies was never fully implemented during the Commonwealth,19 and liberated 

presses poured forth Dissenting pamphlets during the period of “glorious flux and 

intellectual excitement” from 1641 till 1660.20 

 
Dissent from the Restoration to the Act of Toleration, 1689 

The establishment of the Church of England at the Restoration and Glorious 

Revolution failed to unite the nation after years of religiously associated war.  The 

sixteenth-century Elizabethan Settlement had attempted to unite the nation with Acts of 

Uniformity and the standardization of worship by the Book of Common Prayer, but 

                                                                                                                                              
Elizabethan Puritanism to Modern Unitarianism, ed. C.G. Bolam, et al. (London: Allen & Unwin, 
1968), 19-21; Watts, Dissenters, 290-291; R. Tudur Jones, Congregationalism in England, 1662-1962 
(London: Independent Press, 1962), 110.  Earlier recognition of the distinction between Scottish and 
English Presbyterianism was not uncommon.  As the author of Memoirs of the Life and Eminent 
Conduct of . . . Daniel Williams, D.D. observed in relation to the ordination process of the Scottish 
Church and presbyterians elsewhere, “The Scots . . . in the exact execution of the Discipline of their 
Church, out-do all the World.” [Daniel Defoe?], Memoirs of the Life and Eminent Conduct of . . . Daniel 
Williams, D.D. (London: Printed for E. Curll, 1718), 49.  In the nineteenth century, Walter Jeremy 
asserted that while the Presbyterians might have had a preference for a presbyterian structure at 
Restoration, “their own societies never became thoroughly Presbyterian, but the name stuck to them. . . . 
Unlike the exotic plant brought to London from Scotland at an early date, and which is rightly called 
Presbyterian.” Jeremy claimed that there were no major theological differences between the 
Presbyterians and the Independents in the years soon after Restoration, so that the two movements were 
like two flowers from the same English plant, except for the “certain odour of heresy” which hung about 
the Presbyterians.  Walter D. Jeremy, The Presbyterian Fund and Dr. Daniel Williams’s Trust (London: 
Williams and Norgate, 1885), vi-viii. 

 
18 For extensive treatment of the civil wars and the diversity of religious expressions during the 

wars, Commonwealth, and Protectorate, see, Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside Down: Radical 
Ideas During the English Revolution (New York: Viking Press, 1972); Keith Lindley, The English Civil 
War and Revolution: A Sourcebook (New York: Routledge, 1998); J. F. McGregor and Barry Reay, eds., 
Radical Religion in the English Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1984). 
 

19 Allan A. Brockett, “Nonconformity in Devon in the Eighteenth Century,” Transactions of the 
Devonshire Association for the Advancement of Science, Literature and Art 90 (1958): 32. 
 

20 Hill, The World Turned Upside Down, 14, 17. 
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Dissent and recusancy survived.  The use of similar mechanisms in the establishment 

of the Restoration Church only enlarged existing fissures in the religious and social 

scapes, soon hardening differences into divisions.  Through establishment, the Church 

was rendered a privileged and exclusive institution that served as a conservative 

symbol of national unity and stability, so concerned with the protection of its 

prerogatives and orthodoxy that it proved to be incapable (or perhaps unwilling) to 

adapt readily to a relationship with a state not clearly Protestant or to incorporate fully 

internal reform movements.21 

It was the Act of Uniformity (1662) and the Act of Toleration (1689) that 

solidified the Dissenting movement.  Charles II’s declaration of toleration from Breda 

(April 4, 1660) had promised “relief to tender consciences” in matters of religion, but 

the outcry against “popery” by Presbyterians, Independents, and churchmen alike 

prompted its failure in Parliament.22  Furthermore, the failure of the Worcester House 

                                                 
21 For an opposing position, see Robert Ingram who contested claims that the Church was 

“inflexible,” as its goals of “conservation, affirmation and restoration—necessarily required flexibility, 
adaptation, negotiation, and change.  In short, no reform, no orthodoxy.” Robert G. Ingram, Religion, 
Reform and Modernity in the Eighteenth Century: Thomas Secker and the Church of England 
(Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 2007), 14-15. 
 

22 The perceived foremost enemy of the state and true religion during the long eighteenth 
century was Roman Catholicism, depicted as contentious Jesuits, Irish malcontents, and the armies of 
French monarchs.  As long as competing nations embraced Roman Catholicism, the Established Church 
was committed to a very public anti-Catholic bent, fully supporting the state’s restrictions of Roman 
Catholics.  Yet even while shared Protestantism and anti-Catholic sentiments held English and Scottish 
societies together against the menace of foreign domination in politics and religion, it proved insufficient 
cement for the fissures caused by the exclusivity of establishment.  Paul H. Hardacre, “Genesis of the 
Declaration of Breda, 1657-1660,” Journal of Church and State 15, no. 1 (Winter 1973): 65-82; Ingram, 
Religion, Reform and Modernity, 12; Tim Harris, “Introduction: Revising the Restoration,” in The 
Politics of Religion in Restoration England, ed. T. Harris, P. Seaward, and M. Goldie (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1990), 13; J. Scott, “England’s Troubles: Exhuming the Popish Plot” in Harris, Seaward, and 
Goldie, The Politics of Religion, 107-131; Doreen Rosman, The Evolution of the English Churches, 
1500-2000 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 178ff; Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the 
Nation, 1707-1837 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992), 36.  For the failure of the Toleration 
Bill in 1660, see Richard E.  Boyer, English Declarations of Indulgence, 1687-1688 (The Hague: 
Mouton & Co., 1968), 11-15. 
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negotiations in 1660 had demonstrated the diversity, if not division, among the 

Dissenters particularly on matters of ecclesiastical polity.23  In 1662, Parliament’s Act 

of Uniformity (i.e., Bill for the Uniformity of Public Prayer and Administration of the 

Sacraments) received royal approval, and the Act established the formal relationship 

between the Church and the government of England, thereby rendering England a 

constitutional Protestant state from the Restoration and into the nineteenth century.24  

The Act constrained all worship in churches, universities, and chapels of England and 

Wales to that of the newly revised Book of Common Prayer and fixed the order of 

ordination for bishops, priests, and deacons.  Furthermore, the Act demanded that all 

clergy conduct services according to the Book of Common Prayer and take a 

prescribed public oath of “unfeigned assent and consent to the use of all things in the 

said book contained and prescribed” by St. Bartholomew’s Day of 1662.   

The Act of Uniformity assumed that all members of English society were 

members of the Church of England unless delineated by passive or active resistance.  

Through resistance to participation in the Restoration church, all non-Anglican 

Protestants including the once established Presbyterians became amalgamated into 

‘Dissent’.  While Presbyterians had worked within the English Church since the 

Elizabethan Settlement, the “unfeigned assent and consent to all and everything” in the 

Prayer Book and the demand for episcopal ordination stymied attempts at Presbyterian 

                                                 
23 Sutherland, Peace, Toleration and Decay, 2-4, 3n5-6; C. G. Bolam and J. Goring, 

“Presbyterians in Separation: The Cataclysm” in Bolam, et al., The English Presbyterians, 73-112. 
 
24 Keith Robbins, History, Religion, and Identity in Modern Britain (London: Hambledon Press, 

1993), 87; Nigel Yates, Eighteenth-Century Britain, 1714-1815 (Harlow, UK: Pearson, 2008), 27; 
Brockett, Nonconformity in Exeter, 20. 
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comprehension.25  Nearly two thousand Presbyterian ministers were ejected between 

1660 and August 24, 1662.  In Devon alone (the future home of James Peirce), 121 

ministers were ejected.26  

In 1674, James Peirce was born into a Dissenting London family that attended 

the Independent meeting in Stepney.  It was a time in which Dissenters were 

experiencing moments of hope for the comprehension of Presbyterians (and even 

Independents) and the cessation of persecution after years of harsh abuse.  The 

Toleration Act of March 1672 had brought expectation that persecution would cease, 

but the revocation of the Act less than a year later reinstituted state-sanctioned 

persecution.  Dissenters, including those in Stepney, who had once rejoiced in the right 

to worship publicly, were once again threatened with fines, mob violence, and public 

punishment.27  Not only was the Conventicle Act of 1670 still valid, but a Parliament 

(irritated by Charles II’s attempt at usurping the authority of Parliament by personally 

annulling the penal laws) passed the Test Acts (1673 and 1678)28 as addenda to the 

                                                 
25 Gee and Hardy, Documents, 600-619; Keeble, The Literary Culture of Nonconformity, 6-9; 

Nuttall and Chadwick, From Uniformity, 11-13. 
 

26 For a very brief, but recent, summary of Dissent during the reign of Charles II, see John 
Spurr, The Post-Reformation: Religion, Politics and Society in Britain 1603-1714 (Harlow, UK: 
Pearson, 2006), 144-154; A. G. Matthews, ed., Calamy Revised, Being a Revision of Edmund Calamy’s 
Account of the Ministers and Others Ejected and Silenced, 1660-2 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1934, 
repr., 1988), xii-xiv; Watts, Dissenters, 218-219. 
 

27 T. Wilson Booth, The First 150 Years of the Stepney Meeting Independents from 1644 to 
1796 (T. Wilson Booth, Ltd: London, c. 1913), 8-11.  For a very detailed, though dated, description of 
the years around the Declaration of Indulgence of 1672, see Frank Bate, The Declaration of Indulgence 
1672: A Study of the Rise of Organised Dissent (London: Archibald Constable and Co., 1908; repr., 
Farnborough, UK: Gregg International Publishers Ltd, 1968); Sutherland, Peace, Toleration and Decay, 
6-8, For a description of ongoing persecution under Charles II, see John Coffey, Persecution and 
Toleration in Protestant England, 1558-1689 (New York: Longman, 2000), 166-179. 
 

28 Projected as a means to avoid internal dangers from “popish recusants,” the Test Act of 1673 
required those holding offices in the military and civil spheres to take the sacrament of the Lord’s 
Supper in an Established Church and provide a credible certificate from witnesses to the court.  Office 
holders also were to publicly renounce transubstantiation.  The sacramental test, however, did not apply 
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Five Mile Act (1665)29 and Conventicle Act (1670) of the ‘Clarendon Code,’ thereby 

further restricting the enfranchisement and municipal involvement by Dissenters.30  

Renewed persecutions in 1682 eradicated attempts at unity between Dissenters, 

inaugurating a new era of fear for many of them.31  In 1718, James Peirce still vividly 

recalled his home (likely that of his guardian, Matthew Mead) being broken open by 

government forces in 1682.32  Dissenters, (as many now preferred the appellation to 

‘Nonconformists’) suffered their greatest persecution to date in the years from 1681 

until 1686.  For the Stepney congregation, these were years in which their pastor was in 

                                                                                                                                              
to Members of Parliament thereby allowing numerous Dissenting M.P.s (including Presbyterians, 
Independents, and Baptists) to serve in the House of Commons.  The Test Act of 1678 reiterated the 
sacramental test and enlarged the requisites of M.P.s to include the public taking of the oaths of 
supremacy and allegiance, and the public repudiation of the doctrines of transubstantiation, the cult of 
the saints, and the adoration of Mary.  After 1678, Dissenting M.P.s generally maintained their office 
through occasional conformity.  The Test Acts were not revoked until 1828.  Gee and Hardy, 
Documents, 632-640; David L. Wykes, “Introduction,” in Parliament and Dissent, ed. Stephen Taylor 
and David L. Wykes (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005), 3-5; G. F. Nuttall, 
“Nonconformists in Parliament, 1661-89,” Transactions of the Congregational Historical Society 20 
(1970), 335, 337; D. W. Bebbington, “Baptist M.P.s in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,” 
Baptist Quarterly 28 (1980), 245, 248, 252, 253, 261-262; Watts, Dissenters, 251-252. 

 
29 The Five Mile Act of 1665 responded to the growing positive appraisal of the Dissenting 

clergy in the wake of the outbreak of plague in London in 1665.  The Act required the Nonconformist 
clergy to take an oath never to take up arms against the monarch or seek to change the government of the 
Church or state.  Failure to take the oath resulted in the Nonconformist being barred (under penalty of a 
fine of £40) from approaching within five miles of any place where he had previously ministered in 
either church or conventicle, as well as from any location that was represented in Parliament.  
Nonsubscribers also were prohibited from providing instruction to students in any school or who were in 
the guise of boarders.  Watts, Dissenters, 226; Gee and Hardy, Documents, 620-623. 
 

30 The Corporation Act of May 1661 demanded that all holders of offices of magistracy 
renounce the Solemn League and Covenant, swear loyalty to the monarch and promise not take up arms 
against him, and take the Lord’s Supper “according to the rites of the Church of England.” Gee and 
Hardy, Documents, 594-600; Watts, Dissenters, 223-224; Boyer, English Declarations of Indulgence, 
1687-1688, 17-18. 
 

31 A History of the Union Between the Presbyterians and Congregational Ministers In and 
About London, and the Causes of the Breach of It, 2nd ed. (London: Printed for J. Marshal, 1698), 1.   

 
32 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters, 2nd ed. (1718), 252. 
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exile on the continent, the church was forcibly entered and vandalized, and the records 

of church activities were few.33 

The end of forced conformity came with the Declaration of Indulgence (1687) 

of James II.  Heralding a new era without persecution, some Dissenting congregations 

(which now unquestionably included the Presbyterians) built new meeting-houses and 

began more public worship.34  But rejoicing was limited as the same freedom was 

granted to Roman Catholics, the arch-enemies of true religion.  The solidarity between 

Anglicans and Dissenters (against the Roman Catholics) yielded concessions to the 

Dissenters after the Glorious Revolution of William and Mary, but despite schemes for 

rapprochement in the years 1688 and 1689, comprehension failed in Parliament just as 

had similar attempts with Richard Baxter and Presbyterian divines in 1662.  In 1689, 

the year that James Peirce left to study at Utrecht, Dissenters were experiencing a 

tenuous ‘toleration’.35  

                                                 
33 Richard L.  Greaves, “Meade, Matthew (1628/9–1699),” in Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography, ed.  H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford Univ.  Press, 2004), online ed., 
ed.  Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/18466 (accessed March 
15, 2009).  “A booke for church affaires att Stepney: Stepney Meeting Church Book, 1644-1894,” 
Records of the Stepney Meeting House, London, Borough of Tower Hamlets Archives, W/SMH/A/1/1, 
7b-8, 157, 197b; Sutherland, Peace, Toleration and Decay, 8. 
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 The Act of Toleration (1689) confirmed the co-existence of religious 

movements alongside the Established Church, thereby raising the issue of how 

Anglican clergy were to deal with Nonconformity.36  Reactions ranged from Henry 

Sacheverell’s resistance to occasional conformity and the Dissenting academies to 

Benjamin Hoadly’s latitudinarian calls for comprehension.37  Dissent, even with the 

addition of the Presbyterians after 1662, was still very much a minority in English 

religion of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; Anglicanism still claimed 

approximately ninety percent of the population during the eighteenth century.38  

Additionally, the Church still held the rights to marry and bury, a point that frequently 

arose when a Dissenter who had proved distasteful to the local vicar was to be buried 

in the churchyard.  While foreign influence might threaten from the continent or 

troubles might arise in Ireland, it was Dissent and its openness to personal scriptural 

interpretation, its critique of episcopal polity, and appeals to English sensibilities that 

posed the greatest perceived threat to the Church of England.  Dissent’s continuing 

                                                 
36 The Act of Toleration (1689) brought relief to Dissenters who were willing to subscribe to 

thirty-six of the Thirty-Nine Articles.  The execution of the “pains and penalties” of the penal laws was 
suspended if one willingly took the prescribed oaths before the local justice of the peace; the laws 
themselves were not repealed.  All Nonconformists were required to pay tithes, but exceptions to the 
subscription of the Articles of Religion were made according to Dissenting theology.  Presbyterians and 
Independents had to subscribe to all of the Articles of Religion but the thirty-fourth regarding the 
traditions of the Church, the thirty-fifth regarding the necessary reading of the second book of Homilies, 
and thirty-sixth regarding the consecration of bishops and ministers.  Baptists were granted relief from 
taking the entire twenty-seventh Article regarding infant baptism, and Quakers were exempted from 
taking an oath.  Gee and Hardy, Documents, 654-664; Nuttall and Chadwick, From Uniformity, 259; 
David L. Wykes, “Introduction” in Parliament and Dissent, 4-8; “Articuli XXXIX.  Ecclesiae 
Anglicanae A.D. 1562” in The Creeds of Christendom, With a History and Critical Notes, 6th ed., ed. 
Philip Schaff; revised, David S. Schaff (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2007), 3:486-516. 
 

37 Henry Sacheverell, The Political Union (Oxford: Leonard Lichfield, 1702); Benjamin 
Hoadly, The Common Rights of Subjects, Defended: And the Nature of the Sacramental Test, etc.  
(London: W. Wilkins, 1719); Ingram, Religion, Reform and Modernity, 114ff. 

 
38 Michael Mullett, “Radical Sects and Dissenting Churches,” in A History of Religion in 

Britain: Practice and Belief from Pre-Roman Times to the Present, ed. Sheridan Gilley and W. J. Sheils 
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public presence in polemical print, in meeting houses, heterodoxy, and appeals for 

freedom diverted an inordinate amount of the Church’s energy outward in polemics, 

rather than inward to reform and maintenance.   

 
Reasons for the Prosperity of Dissent After 1689 

By 1706, as James Peirce wrote his letters from Newbury to the Anglican 

polemicist Dr. Edward Wells, Dissent had grown into a robust minority movement that 

was generally externally unified in the quest for continued toleration, the eradication of 

the Test and Corporation Acts, and for institutions for the sustaining of Dissenting 

worship and an educated clergy.39  Dissent was, however, a fragile movement webbed 

with fissures from theological differences.40  In England, the 1690s had been years of 

change.  For James Peirce, it had been a decade in which he traveled to the continent 

for an advanced education, he returned to England to continue his education and to 

begin his ministry, and he became a member of Stepney Independent church.  England 

had experienced economic growth, domestic political stability, international expansion 

through foreign wars, and intellectual fecundity during the decade, and the Dissenting 

Interest had witnessed corresponding increases in numbers, affluence, and national 

influence.    

                                                 
39 Nuttall and Chadwick, From Uniformity, 261-262.   
 
40 Sutherland argued that an ecclesiology which diminished ecclesiastical institutions, even 

more than existing differences between Calvinistic and Arminian theology, undercut attempts to stabilize 
post-Toleration Dissent.  Dissent was destined to falter.  Sutherland, Peace, Toleration and Decay, xx-
xxi. 
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A Conservative Church of England 

The enlargement of the Dissenting Interest was integrally tied to the defensive 

unity sought by Dissent, to the growth of urban centers in England, to the economic 

boom in market shares associated with Dissent, and to the failure of the Established 

Church to provide effective leadership in both the sanctuary and the parliament house.  

The Act of Uniformity (1662), in conjunction with the Clarendon Code and the Act of 

Toleration (1689), ensured a seemingly inextricable alliance between the Church and 

the state, a partnership in which the state proved to be the less committed.41  By 1700, 

Parliament had passed acts that had guaranteed only active participants in the Church 

of England might serve as magistrates, government officers, and military officers or 

might be associated with the universities at Cambridge or Oxford.  Those outside the 

Church were entitled only to varying degrees of freedom in gathering for worship 

(Conventicle Acts of 1664 and 1670), verbal and written expression (Licensing Act, 

1662), and education.42  The government and laity continued to make appointments to 

ecclesiastical offices, and in turn, members of the episcopacy sat in the House of Lords.  

Yet, this privileged role of the Church would diminish by the nineteenth century with 

the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts (1828) and with the passing of the Act for 

Catholic Emancipation (1829), as well as with the rapid proportional growth of 

Nonconformist churchgoers and with the Church’s challenging relationship with a 

government no longer exclusively Protestant. 

                                                 
41 Yates, Eighteenth-Century Britain, 17. 
 
42 Rosman, The Evolution of the English Churches, 117-118, 123; Smyth, The Church and the 

Nation, 126. 
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In the wake of the ‘Puritan Revolution’ (1640-1660) the Church understood 

itself to have been preserved by divine Providence in order to serve as the bastion for 

orthodox English religion and English national identity.43  With the restoration of the 

Church and state, God had responded to the cries of the exiles of Zion, deposing the 

usurpers,44 and “the Revival of Christianity” came with “the Restoration of Monarchy 

and Episcopacy to the English Nation.”45  The Church assumed a self-imposed role as 

the center of national reflection vis-à-vis threats from without and within, concluding 

that the unifying elements of “moderation and restraint” and uniform liturgy would 

lend stability to the nation.46  This basic notion was expressed in 1790 by “an 

Ecclesiastic” (a minister named Bradshaw) in his less-than-irenic A Scourge for the 

Dissenters, and the core sentiments differed little from those of Thomas Arnold whose 

vision fifty years later of a more comprehensive, nineteenth-century Church still 

included the responsibility of defending English morality from that of the base morality 

                                                 
43 David Hempton, Religion and Political Culture in Britain and Ireland: From the Glorious 

Revolution to the Decline of the Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 12; John 
Spurr, “‘Virtue, Religion and Government’: The Anglican Uses of Providence,” in Harris, Seaward, and 
Goldie, The Politics of Religion, 29-47; John Spurr, Post-Reformation: Religion, Politics and Society in 
Britain 1603-1714 (Harlow, UK: Pearson, 2006), 149. 

 
44 A Scourge for the Dissenters (London: J. Parsons, etc., 1790), 15-16.  Daniel Neal, the 

Independent minister and historian, also attributed national events to divine providence: the war with the 
Dutch and the Great Plague and Fire of London were all expressions of divine judgment against the 
corruption and persecution of the godly under Charles II.  Not surprisingly, Providence was cited in the 
removal of James from the throne and in the Glorious Revolution, but not in the Restoration of Charles 
II.  Daniel Neal, The History of the Puritans or Protestant Nonconformists from the Reformation in 
1517, to the Revolution in 1688, 2nd ed., corrected, 2 vols. (London: Printed for J.  Buckland, etc., 
1754), 2:vii-viii, 378, 382, 651, 656, 791-794. 
 

45 Preface to An Illustration of Mr. Daniel Neal’s History of the Puritans (Durham, 1736). 
 
46 William Gibson, The Church of England 1688-1832: Unity and Accord (New York: 

Routledge, 2001), 2-3. 
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of Irish immigrants.47  As the divinely chosen defender of orthodoxy and English 

nation and culture, the Church was naturally defensive, pressing its energies into 

contests with enemies of the nation and of right religion. 

Explanations for establishment and the roles of the state and church varied in 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but by the end of Peirce’s life a more erastian 

view of the Church serving the state and the state protecting the Church was rising to 

prominence.48  An exposition of this relationship appeared in Alliance Between Church 

and State (1736) by William Warburton, the future bishop of Gloucester and a protégé 

of Bishop Francis Hare (1671-1740).49  In exchange for the labors of the Church on 

behalf of the nation, the Church received benefits: “a public endowment for its 

ministers . . . a place for her superior Members in the Court of Legislature, which with 

                                                 
47 A Scourge for the Dissenters (1790), 29, 53-54; Robbins, History, Religion and Identity, 88; 

Thomas Arnold, Principles of Church Reform, ed. M. J. Jackson and J. Rogan (London: S.P.C.K, 1962).  
Thomas Arnold, Miscellaneous Works of Thomas Arnold (London: T. Fellowes, 1858), 5-66. 

 
48 Yates, Eighteenth-Century Britain, 22-23; Ingram, Religion, Reform and Modernity, 161-162.  

For a discussion of various explanations of the relationship between state and the Established Church, 
see Robert Hole, Pulpits, Politics and Public Order in England, 1760-1832 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989), 12-21; E. R. Norman, Church and Society in England 1770-1970: A Historical 
Study (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976), 15; Anthony M. C. Waterman, Political Economy and Christian 
Theology Since the Enlightenment (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 41-43, 56-60; David 
Nicholls, God and Government In An “Age of Reason” (London: Routledge, 2003). 
 

49 A survey of the works of Dr. Francis Hare (1671-1740), Bishop of Chichester, demonstrates 
the scattered focus of some of the contemporary ecclesiastical leadership and the breadth of their 
concern.  The non-exhaustive posthumous collection of his works included one treatise on the Classics, 
at least three treatises and anti-Dissenting sermons related to the Bangorian Controversy and the proper 
interpretation of Scripture, one sermon for the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, one sermon for 
the Societies for the Reformation of Manners, at least three sermons and treatises directly dealing with 
church authority in relation to the state, seven sermons and treatises commemorating state military 
victories or monarchical accession, and two entire volumes comprising eleven treatises on British 
foreign affairs.  The Church’s defense of the church-state relationship and the established Church are 
evinced in Hare’s career as chaplain to the duke of Marlborough during the War of Spanish Succession, 
his rise to the prelacy and his pluralism, his support of the government policies, and his rejection of 
Dissent.  Evidence as to his ministry in his own diocese and his spiritual leadership outside of London is 
scant.  Francis Hare, The Works of the Right Reverend and Learned Dr. Francis Hare, Lord Bishop of 
Chichester, 4 vols. (London: E. Owen, 1746); Alexander Pettit, “Hare, Francis (1671–1740),” in Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004), 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/12298 (accessed March 26, 2009). 
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us, is the Bishop’s Seat in Parliament . . . [and] a jurisdiction assisted by coactive 

Power, for Reformation of Manners.” 50  All these benefits existed in a colloid of 

responsibility and prerogative. 

The Church of England also became a bastion for the influence of the 

aristocratic minority.  The political ascendancy of the aristocracy during this period has 

been sufficiently attested, and the conservative nature of this ascendancy was expressed 

in the Church through the number of the gentry and aristocracy who served as clerics, 

through lay patronage, and through the ratification of Church policy through 

Parliament.51   Control by the aristocracy and the state was demonstrated by the 

prorogation of Convocation in 1717 when it countered Bishop Hoadly’s erastian 

opinions as expressed in a sermon before George I.  The Bangorian Controversy may 

well have been the excuse of the state, particularly the Whig ministers, to silence 

church reform and the lower ranks of clergy.  That greater protest was not lodged 

against the silencing of Convocation for more than a century has been attributed to the 

continuing influence of the malleable twenty-six bishops who still retained influence in 

the Lords.52  Despite periods of resistance to the Whig government by the prelates in 

the House of Lords (particularly in attempts to grant relief to Dissenters), the pattern of 

                                                 
50 William Warburton, The Alliance Between Church and State, 4th ed. (London: A. Millar, and 

J. and R. Tonson , 1766), 93-97, quoted in Nigel Yates, Eighteenth-Century Britain, 22-23;  
 
51 See, G. E. Mingay, English Landed Society in the Eighteenth Century (London: Routledge 

and Kegan Paul, 1963); William Doyle, The Old European Order, 1660-1800 (Oxford: Oxford 
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prelates protecting their privileges despite the forced silence of the lower clergy 

evinced the predominance of a conservative and aristocratic church during the period.53 

Yet, in the 1690s the Church had already “lost control of the initiative” to 

reform manners (even if it was listed as one of Warburton’s ‘benefits’) to the 

leadership of the laity and the Nonconformists.54  This loss was the beginning of 

Norman Sykes’s “laicization of religion” in which the centrality of the Church’s life 

shifted from an organized clergy to an active laity.55  Within a decade the laity of the 

Church became involved in shaping society through the Societies for the Reformation 

of Manners and by emphasizing Christian education and protection from Roman 

Catholicism through the Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge (SPCK; 

established, 1698) and Society for the Propagation of the Gospel (SPG; established, 

1701).56  Laypeople supported the foundation of church libraries for the purpose of 

educating the masses (and of dissuading them from following Dissent), as well as 

lectureships like those of sixteenth-century England and Switzerland.57 Similarly, 

Societies for the Reformation of Manners took the place of the church courts in 

                                                 
53 Norman Sykes, Church and State in England in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1934), chapter 2; Clyve Jones and David Lewis Jones, ed., Peers, Politics 
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55 Gordon Rupp, Religion in England, 1688-1791 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), 493; 
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encouraging sabbath observance, temperance in alcohol consumption, and the 

avoidance of taverns.  Demonstrating the lack of oversight by the Church and the broad 

appeal among concerned citizens, Dissenting ministers even joined Anglican clergy in 

giving lectures for the societies.58  Daniel Neal, an Independent minister, delivered a 

sermon to the London Societies in which he declared it the duty of ministers and good 

persons to “make a publick stand against the workers of iniquity” whom he then 

characterized as lewd women, those who cursed, and those who gambled.  Together, 

ministers, magistrates and “good Protestants therefore of every denomination” could 

eradicate the disease of vice through personal reform, prayer, vigorous endeavors, and 

financial contributions to worthy societies.  According to Neal, “The cause of 

reformation of manners is the cause of God.”59  Unfortunately, the efforts of the 

Societies of “good Protestants,” both Anglicans and Dissenters alike, proved rather 

ineffective in this cause of God.60 

 
Dissenting Drive for Unity, In Spite of Diversity 

Being viewed externally as a single legal entity, orthodox Dissent actively 

sought unity for the sake of its own survival.61  The laws against the Dissenters were 

not repealed; merely many of the penalties were suspended, and it was not until the 

                                                 
58 Rosman, The Evolution of the English Churches, 142-143. 
 
59 Daniel Neal, A Sermon Preach’d to the Societies for the Reformation of Manners at Salters-

Hall; on Monday June 25, 1722 (London: Eman. Matthews, 1722), 24. 
 

60 Rupp, Religion in England, 295-298. 
 
61 Explicitly excluded from toleration were Roman Catholics and those who denied the doctrine 

of the Trinity.  Wykes, “Introduction” in Parliament and Dissent, 11. 
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Hanoverian era that Dissenters appeared assured of future toleration.62  In response to 

the continuing concern that recently gained liberties might be lost, the Dissenters of 

London and abroad sought unity in the institutions of unions, assemblies, funds, and 

academies in the early-1690s.  Theological differences continued to exist between 

Dissenting groups, but denominational distinctions were subject to the dominant 

definition of Dissent.  Denominational lines were increasingly porous outside of 

London for ‘Dissent’ was the common denominator of Baptists, Independents, and 

Presbyterians, the three movements that came to be regarded as “Old Dissent.”63 

As toleration became more sure, Dissent naturally fell to division.  In the 

absence of a common antagonist in post-Toleration Britain, Presbyterians, 

Independents, and Baptists were unable to maintain a union more than a couple of 

years. 64  In the early eighteenth century, the antagonistic climate of the reign of Queen 

Anne may have smelted the factions, but the relative calm of the Hanoverian era 

allowed Dissenters to return to internal conflict over theological and cultural issues. 

Indicative of the struggle for unity after toleration was the short-lived Happy 

Union of the Dissenters.  In 1691, London Dissenting ministers from the Independents 

and Presbyterians joined in the Happy Union, issuing the “Heads of Agreement,” a 

                                                 
62 Grell, Israel, and Tyacke, From Persecution, 389-391; R. K. Webb, “The Emergence of 

Rational Dissent” in Haakonssen, Enlightenment and Religion, 22-23. 
 

63 Russell E. Richey, “The Origins of English Unitarianism” (PhD diss., Princeton University, 
1970), 50, 105-122.  The Quaker transition to quietism and their pursuit of particular allowances granted 
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64 Barry Hankins noted a similar process with American Baptists in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries.  Hankins concluded that Southern Baptists and Northern Evangelicals failed to establish an 
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respective cultures,” and they failed to establish a common opponent.  Barry Hankins, “Southern 
Baptists and Northern Evangelicals: Cultural Factors and the Nature of Religious Alliances,” Religion 
and American Culture 7, no. 2 (Summer 1997): 271-298. 
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vague statement (that gravitated more to the Independent side) espousing a catholic 

Church comprised of independent, particular congregations of visible saints and 

endorsing a competent and respected ministry which would assemble to consider the 

most weighty controversies.65  The movement for unification was led on the 

Presbyterian side by John Howe, then pastor of the church in Silver Street, London.66  

The leader among the Independents was Matthew Mead (d. 1699) who had recently 

returned from exile in the Netherlands to continue serving the Independent church in 

Stepney as their pastor.67  Mead delivered the celebratory sermon, The Excellency of 

Unity, at the inauguration of the Happy Union on April 6, 1691.  Addressing the eighty 

ministers of the association as “The Dissenting Ministers of London, Formerly called 

Congregational and Presbyterian, But now known by the Name of United Brethren,” 

Mead assured his auditors that through the Union, God had removed the division that 

had been a stumbling blocks for conversion for some.  Furthermore, the Union 

“intitled” its members to a lasting association, to the sanctifying presence of the Holy 

Spirit, to a closer covenant union with God, and to participation in the advancement of 
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the Kingdom of Christ.68  Unfortunately, these blessings remained unrealized.  The 

Happy Union dissolved as a result of theological disputes following the reprimand by 

Presbyterians of the Independent Richard Davis and the publication in 1690 of the 

writings of the late Dr. Tobias Crisp (d. 1643).  Accusations of antinomianism were 

thrown against the Independents, and the Presbyterians (and their champion Daniel 

Williams) were charged with Arminianism.  The management of the Common Fund for 

the education and support of ministers, which had been the impetus for the union, 

dissolved after June 26, 1693 into the Presbyterian Fund and the Independent or 

Congregational Fund.  Pulpits and lectures no longer were shared: the Presbyterians 

moved their lectures to Salters’ Hall, while the Independents remained at Pinners’ 

Hall.69  Yet, personal attempts at unity continued.  When Mead died in 1699, the 

Presbyterian John Howe preached his funeral sermon, hailing Mead as an “affectionate 

Husband, a tender Father, a vigilant Pastor, and a pleasant Friend.”70 

The failure of the London Happy Union, however, did not ensure division 

throughout England.  One example of a successful intra-Dissenting union was in 
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Devon with the formation of the Exeter Assembly in March 1691.  Born of the efforts 

of John Flavell (d. 1691), the “United Brethren” circumvented theological division by 

avoiding subscription to a creed or doctrinal statement.  Not a true presbytery (as it was 

comprised only of ministers and candidates for ministry), the Assembly grew rapidly 

from fifteen ministers in 1691 to thirty-one ministers and thirteen candidates in 

September 1701.  In May 1713, in the prelude to the ‘Exeter Arian Controversy’, 

membership in the Assembly reached its pinnacle with fifty-seven ministers and 

thirteen candidates.71  Unfortunately, the controversy would devastate the membership 

and function of the Assembly, never to be resurrected to its former vitality. 

The Salters’ Hall debate of 1719 illustrated the weakness of the union of the 

Dissenters.  The fissures in Nonconformity have been variously categorized, with the 

most popular representations of the conflicts being ‘Rationalists vs. Hyper-

Calvinists,’72 ‘Rational Dissent vs. Calvinism and the need for spiritual regeneration,’73 

‘Subscription vs. Liberty,’ and ‘Arminian vs. Calvinist’.74  Identifying the oppositional 

camps within Dissent is problematic as it was never monolithic; Nonconformity always 
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English Protestantism, c. 1530-1700 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001), 320-329; Watts, 
Dissenters, 454-456; William H.  Brackney, Genetic History of Baptist Thought (Macon, GA: Mercer 
University Press, 2004), 146-149. 
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bore an inherent complexity derived from forced amalgamation.  It was an increasingly 

‘rational’ element within Nonconformity, however, that was integral to its changes 

after Toleration, and it is against the backdrop of ‘rational’ Dissent that James Peirce 

and his contribution must be considered. 

Traditionally, historians have understood the rationalists, having been greatly 

influenced by John Locke (1632-1704) and Sir Isaac Newton (1642-1727),75 to have 

gained momentum by the 1730s, the period in which Dissent was sliding to its nadir.  

The rationalists called for a common human civilization marked by charity, economic 

improvement, practical religion, and scientific exploration and explanation.  

Rationalism in religion was a reaction against the enthusiasms of Roman Catholicism, 

those of the Interregnum, and those of the later evangelicals,76 who determined the 

skepticism of the rationalists to have emptied religion of true faith.77  Indeed, the 

Rational Dissenters of the late eighteenth century would reject Calvinism, the demand 

of evangelicals (and Independents) for spiritual regeneration, and for many, the 

doctrines of the Trinity and the divinity of the Son of God.  By the French Revolution, 

                                                 
75 Gerald R. Cragg, Reason and Authority in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1964); Basil Willey, The Eighteenth Century Background: Studies on the Idea of 
nature in the Thought of the Period (Boston: Beacon Press, 1961); Roland N. Stromberg, Religious 
Liberalism in Eighteenth-Century England (London: Oxford University Press, 1954). 

 
76 For the sake of clarity, “evangelical” is used in reference to those Protestants, both Anglican 

and Dissenting, who were dedicated to “serious religion,” exhibiting such qualifying marks set forth by 
D. W. Bebbington in his so-called, “Quadrilateral.”  The specific appellation, “Evangelical,” is reserved 
for those adherents or movements within the eighteenth-century Established church after 1730 who 
similarly exhibited the four-fold qualities in their “serious religion.” D. W. Bebbington, Evangelicalism 
in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s (New York: Routledge, 1989), 2-19; Grayson 
Carter, Anglican Evangelicals: Protestant Secessions from the Via Media, c. 1800-1850 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), xiv. 

 
77 Haakonssen, “Enlightened Dissent” in Haakonssen, Enlightenment and Religion, 2-4, 18; 

Timothy C. F. Stunt, From Awakening to Secession: Radical Evangelicals in Switzerland and Britain, 
1815-35 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000), 8-9. 
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Protestantism in England was divided between an activist strain associated with 

evangelicalism and a ‘rational’ strain which championed the Age of Reason and 

focused on “moralistic propositions,” defying traditional formulations of Christology 

and the doctrine of God.78  

The ‘rational’ Dissenters from the first half of the century, however, are more 

difficult to categorize.  Knud Haakonssen has distinguished an earlier generation of 

Dissenters who imbibed Enlightenment principles “without committing themselves to 

quite so stark a choice between inspiration and reason as their guide to the Word.”79  

Identifying the philosophy of John Locke as the “greatest motor of change” in the 

eighteenth century, D. W. Bebbington has demonstrated that both later evangelicals 

and the ‘rationalists’ appealed to Lockean philosophy and enlightenment precepts of 

experimentation and rational belief.80  Excluded from English universities, Dissenting 

students were encouraged to question common assumptions and to formulate their own 

conclusions based upon reason and argument.81  The curriculum of Dissenting 

academies emphasized classical and biblical languages, while incorporating the study 

of contemporary philosophy with natural science and implementing experimentation in 

                                                 
78 Norman, Church and Society in England, 38-39. 

 
79 Haakonssen, “Enlightened Dissent,” in Haakonssen, Enlightenment and Religion, 4. 
 
80 Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain, 53-54, 55-60, 74.  For a summary of the 

importance of relationship of reason and religion in the philosophy of Locke, see G. A. J. Rogers, “John 
Locke: Conservative Radical” in The Margins of Orthodoxy: Heterodox Writing and Cultural Response, 
1660-1750, ed. Roger D. Lund (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 97-116. 
 

81 Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain, 55; Watts, Dissenters, 366-371.  John Fox 
stated that Samuel Clarke’s Scripture Doctrine of the Trinity (1712) was one of the texts read in the 
academy of Joseph Hallett II in Exeter.  For references to the curriculum of the academies in Exeter from 
which the Exeter Arian Controversy began, see Brockett, “Nonconformity in Devon,” 48-51; Brockett, 
Nonconformity in Exeter, 78-81. 
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laboratories.82  Many of the students emerging from the academies at the beginning of 

the eighteenth century were the forerunners of the shift to heterodox theology that 

exploded into controversy.83  Leading Dissenting ministers among the Presbyterians 

and the Independents had been educated in Dissenting academies and while there had 

imbibed those writings of John Locke which had argued for religious toleration and the 

separation of the church and state.84  ‘Enlightened Dissent’, therefore came to be 

characterized by “a determination to combine reason and faith and by a will to tolerate 

different ways of doing so.”85  By its individual nature, its willingness to be affected by 

subsequent information, and its toleration of potentially differing schemas, 

‘Enlightened Dissent’ was subject to a multiplicity of expressions and to constant 

change.  The commitment to defend the “intimacy of the individual with his Maker,” in 

turn moved “to concern for the privacy of conscience, whatever the latter was 

conscientious about.”86 

                                                 
82 David A. Reid, “Science for Polite Society: British Dissent and the Teaching of Natural 

Philosophy in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,” in Mordechai Feingold ed., Histories of 
Universities vol.  21/2 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 133-150. 

 
83 Jeremy, The Presbyterian Fund, x-xi. 
 
84 For a thorough treatment of the Dissenting academies, see David L. Wykes, “The 

Contribution of the Dissenting Academy to the Emergence of Rational Dissent,” in Haakonssen, 
Enlightenment and Religion, 99-139, esp. 118-121.  Dissenting academies were the bastions of free 
enquiry and the breeding ground for heterodoxy.  Decrying the subscription of the Thirty-Nine Articles 
required by the Act of Toleration (1689), Dissenting ministers and tutors sought an exemption from any 
creedal statement.  Bills were circulated in Commons in 1772 and 1773 for this relief, but protection was 
not granted to the ministers and tutors until 1779.  After this time, ministers and tutors had to assert that 
they were Protestants and that they “accepted the Scriptures.” James Bradley, Religion, Revolution, and 
English Radicalism: Nonconformity in Eighteenth-Century Politics and Society (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990), 60; Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain, 54-55. 
 

85 Haakonssen, “Enlightened Dissent,” in Haakonssen, Enlightenment and Religion, 5.   
 
86 Haakonssen, “Enlightened Dissent,” in Haakonssen, Enlightenment and Religion, 7. 
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Any hopes by the Dissenters for halcyon days after 1689 were dashed by threats 

from the High Tories and Established churchmen during the reign of Queen Anne.  The 

Tory distaste for Dissent was palpable, and the bill against Occasional Conformity 

(1711) and the Schism Act (1714) were intended to cut deeply into any inroads 

Dissenters might make in local or national government and into Dissenting attempts at 

maintaining an educated clergy.87  The Exeter Controversy sparked the Salters’ Hall 

debate which projected the issues of a reasonable doctrine of God and the import of 

subscribing to creeds into Dissenting circles and onto the national stage.88  The 

ostentatious display of non-Trinitarian theology in Exeter threatened the toleration of 

the Dissenters and placed Dissent in danger.  The exclusions of the Act of Toleration 

(1689) and the penalties of Blasphemy Act of 1697 were still relevant for those who 

denied the Trinity. 

Despite the specter of heterodoxy the Dissenters proved a valuable interest 

group in politics, thereby reinforcing the increasing security of Dissent under the 

                                                 
87 Grell, Israel, and Tyacke, From Persecution, 391-394.  For a discussion of the Schism Act 

and Dissenting academies, see Wykes, “The Contribution of the Dissenting Academy,” in Haakonssen, 
Enlightenment and Religion, 99-139; Rupp, Religion in England, 172-179. 
 

88 The tenuousness of the situation was attested in a letter from Daniel Neal to Benjamin 
Colman of Brattle Street Church, Boston in September, 1718.  Neal claimed, “We are in danger of 
falling to pieces among ourselves, about the principles of Dr. Clark, in his scripture account of the 
Trinity, unless some of our considerable men come to a better temper than they seem to be in at present.” 
“A Letter from the Rev. Daniel Neal to the Rev. Benjamin Colman, of Boston; Dated London, Sept. 19, 
1718” in Collections of the Massachusetts Historical Society, for the Year M,DCC,XCVIII (Boston: 
Printed by Samuel Hall, 1798; repr., Boston: By John H. Eastburn, 1835), 199-200.  The General 
Baptists were also agitated by the debate.  A fast was called at the meeting at Glass House Yard Goswell 
Street on May 20, 1719 soon after the Salters’ Hall debate: “The Sinking State of Religion being 
Considered & Diverse things of that kind veriously thought of It was Concluded all the Churches should 
about Midsumer Next or before Keep a Day of ffast to God &c.” Minutes of the General Assembly of the 
General Baptist Churches in England, ed. W. T. Whitley (London: Baptist Historical Society, 1910), 
1:135. 
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Hanoverians.89  In the face of continuing resistance to rescinding the Test and 

Corporation Acts, the Dissenters capitalized on their potential political significance by 

forming the “Protestant Dissenting Ministers of the Three Denominations residing in 

and about the Cities of London and Westminster” in 1727.  Dedicated to addressing the 

Crown and maintaining the government support for the Toleration Act, the “Protestant 

Dissenting Ministers” extended their energies to the (unsuccessful) repeal of the Test 

and Corporation Acts.  From the “Protestant Dissenters” emerged the “Lay Deputies” 

(1732), concerned with the protection of the rights of Dissenters in the vicinity of 

London.  The efforts of the Deputies for repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts were 

finally successful in 1828.90 

While Dissenting attempts to have the Test and Corporation Acts repealed 

would be frustrated in the eighteenth century, the Whig government succeeded in 

repealing the Occasional Conformity and Schism Acts in 1719.91  Indemnity Acts 

which pardoned Dissenters for taking municipal and government offices without 

proper qualifications (i.e., for Dissenters, the required reception of the sacrament of the 

                                                 
89 E. D. Bebb, Nonconformity and Social and Economic Life, 1660-1800 (Philadelphia: 

Porcupine Press, 1980), 74; Grell, Israel, and Tyacke, From Persecution to Toleration, 393-4; Nuttall 
and Chadwick, From Uniformity, 257-258. 
 

90 Bradley, Religion, Revolution, and English Radicalism, 28-30; Bebb, Nonconformity, 72; 
Grell, Israel, and Tyacke, From Persecution, 398; Webb, “The Emergence of Rational Dissent,” in 
Haakonssen, Enlightenment and Religion, 24. 
 

91 David L. Wykes, “Religious Dissent, The Church, and The Repeal of the Occasional 
Conformity and Schism Acts, 1714-1719,” in Religion, Politics and Dissent, 1660-1832: Essays in 
Honour of James E. Bradley, ed. Robert D. Cornwall and William Gibson (Burlington, VT: Ashgate 
Publishing Co., 2010 ), 165-184; Nuttall and Chadwick, From Uniformity, 296; James Bradley, “The 
Public, Parliament and the Protestant Dissenting Deputies, 1732-1740” in Taylor and Wykes, Parliament 
and Dissent, 71-90; Webb, “The Emergence of Rational Dissent” in Haakonssen, Enlightenment and 
Religion, 24. 
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Lord’s Supper) were given nearly every year after 1726.92  Persecution by the 

established church in most towns then consisted of an occasional requisite sermon 

against the Dissenters by the parish priest.  Dissenting ministers even joined with local 

authorities to determine who within the town had not attended a place of worship on 

Sunday.93  By the early eighteenth century, Dissenters were establishing themselves in 

English society and religion, producing a venerable history for those who challenged 

them as upstarts.94 

 
Towns and Cities: Estuaries for Dissent 

Dissent was more than a theological movement.  Dissent was a social 

phenomenon externally shaped by such forces as politics, war, philosophy, and 

economics.  Previous studies have investigated Dissent through its institutions of the 

meeting house, the academies, or the assemblies, but such approaches (while valid) fail 

to account for the broader influences on Dissenters.  Although each of these institutions 

will be considered in the course of this study, it is the ‘town’ or the city (which 

contained a cathedral) that proves to be a useful and inclusive context for the Dissent of 

James Peirce.   

The context of the life and work of James Peirce was the towns and cities of 

southern and southwestern England.  Although Dissent was present in rural England, 

the survival and eventual prosperity of the Dissenting Interest in the early eighteenth 

century was integrally tied to the transformation of society through the unprecedented 
                                                 

92 K. R. M. Short, “The English Indemnity Acts 1726-1867” Church History 42, no. 3 
(September 1973): 366-376. 
 

93 Nuttall and Chadwick, From Uniformity, 293-294, 297. 
 

94 Nuttall and Chadwick, From Uniformity, 305. 
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growth of towns in England from 1660 to 1760.95  While the unquestioned center of 

Dissent in England was London, the Dissenting Interest of counties in the southwest, 

particularly Devon, challenged it in numbers and in prestige.  After the Act of 

Toleration (1672), more licenses were sought in the four southwestern counties by 

Presbyterians than in the city of London.  During the Interregnum, Devon 

Presbyterians had joined in an assembly of ministers that met in Exeter, and the later 

Exeter Assembly including the Presbyterians and a minority of Independents and 

Baptists would long outlive the Happy Union of London ministers.  By the beginning 

of the eighteenth century, as much as twenty percent of the population in Devon was of 

the Dissenting Interest with a concentrated presence in the Devon towns.  In the market 

city of Exeter, Dissenters may have comprised as much as one-third of the population 

at the turn of the eighteenth century.96  In March 1713, the Exeter Presbyterian minister 

Joseph Hallett II assured James Peirce, “the Dissenting Interest in this country is 

greater than in any other county in England.”97  It was the burgeoning Dissenting 

                                                 
95 The definition of ‘town’ has been strongly debated.  Peter Clark and Paul Stack asserted five 

characteristics of English pre-industrial towns: “first, an unusual concentration of population; second, a 
specialist economic function; third, a complex social structure; fourth, a sophisticated political order; and 
fifth, a distinctive influence beyond their immediate borders.” Peter Clark and Paul Slack, English 
Towns in Transition, 1500-1700 (London: Oxford University Press, 1976), 7.  Also see, Peter Borsay, 
The English Urban Renaissance: Culture and Society in the Provincial Town, 1660-1770 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1989), 3; Penelope J. Corfield, The Impact of English Towns, 1700-1800 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1982), 4-9, 15-16.  Historians have emphasized either the stability (e.g., Daniel 
A. Baugh and J. C. D. Clark) or the protean character of the era (e.g., Penelope Corfield).  Daniel A.  
Baugh, “Introduction: The Social Basis of Stability” in Aristocratic Government and Society in 
Eighteenth-Century England: The Foundations of Stability, ed. Daniel A. Baugh (New York: New 
Viewpoints, 1975).  For objections to any significant change in English society due to the growth of 
towns, see J. C. D. Clark, English Society, 1660-1832: Religion, Ideology and Politics during the Ancien 
Regime (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 462ff. 
 

96 Brockett, “Nonconformity in Devon,” 32-34. 
 
97 “Letter from Joseph Hallett II to James Peirce, March 14, 1713,” in “Correspondence, 

Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.236. 
 



 

66 
 

populations of these two cities, London and Exeter, which would shape the future story 

of Dissent. 

In 1718, Peirce agreed with his opponent, Dr. Nicholls, that Dissenters were 

generally from cities and market towns with a fewer adherents in the villages.  Peirce 

noted that Dissenters in the cities were frequently associated with mercantile interests 

and given to reading and education, while the rural folk were in “their imployment and 

conversation . . . not commonly very quick and ingenious; nor so apt thoroughly to 

consider and examine things foreign to their ordinary callings.”98  The Dissenting 

patriarch Richard Baxter previously had noted the positive influence of towns on the 

populace of England: Dissenting “freeholders and tradesmen . . . were the strength of 

religion and civility in the land” and “their constant converse and traffic with London, 

doth much promote civility and piety among tradesmen.”99  The eighteenth-century 

playwright Oliver Goldsmith viewed towns with far less approval.  In She Stoops to 

Conquer, Mr. Hardcastle credited the increase of vanity, affectation, and follies in the 

country to trips to the insidious towns, particularly London.100  Indeed, the theological 

debates that marked Peirce’s life (which some equated with folly) spread quickly 

across southern England through exchanges in conversations, sermons, 

                                                 
98 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters, 2nd ed. (1718), 211-212. 
 
99 William Orme, The Life and Times of the Rev.  Richard Baxter: With a Critical Examination 

of His Writings, 2 vols.  (Boston: Crocker & Brewster, 1831), 1:117; J. M. Lloyd Thomas, ed., The 
Autobiography of Richard Baxter, Being the Reliquae Baxterianae (London: J.M. Dent & Sons, Ltd, 
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100 In She Stoops to Conquer, Mrs. Hardcastle’s desire to “take a trip to town, now and then, to 

rub off the rust a little” receives the rebuff that such visitors of towns “bring back vanity and affectation 
to last them the whole year.  I wonder that London cannot keep its own fools at home.  In my time, the 
follies of the town crept slowly among us, but now they travel faster than a stage-coach.  Its fopperies 
come down, not only as inside passengers, but in the very basket.” Oliver Goldsmith, She Stoops to 
Conquer, Or The Mistakes of a Night (London: Printed for F. Newberry, 1773), 1. 
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correspondence, pamphlets, and books.  Towns and cities were like estuaries, the 

muddied, brackish waters where waters and rich, organic materials mix providing a 

frequently rank, but fertile environment for new generations of life and future 

biodiversity. 

Cities like London and Exeter were centers of exchange, but not just 

commercial trade.  Cities and towns were cauldrons for the mixing of migrating 

peoples and settings for economic gain and social ascension.  Cities and towns were 

estuaries for ideas.  They provided printing presses for polemics and a ready audience 

for books, pamphlets, and sermons.  It was not happenstance that the controversy that 

divided Dissent would be set in two of England’s largest cities.  Both London and 

Exeter were ‘port’ cities open to international trade and international ideas.  While 

magistrates and clerics frequently oppressed Dissenters in towns, these same towns 

were the fertile urban estuaries which provided sufficient populations to people 

meeting houses, an educated Dissenting elite capable of training Dissenting leaders, 

and a literate constituency interested in debating the finer points of doctrine.  Peirce 

was a product of such towns: born into an immigrant family with mercantile ties, James 

was reared in the rising (although poorer) London suburb of Stepney, he was a minister 

in London and Newbury, and he spent the last half of his life in the burgeoning city of 

Exeter, all the while continuing to frequent London for shopping, conversation, and 

new books.101  Finally, it was in towns that Peirce’s fiercest literary detractors resided, 

and it was in London that the great Salters’ Hall debate of 1719 transmogrified Dissent.   

                                                 
101 Congruent with claims of Peirce’s erudition and love for books were accounts of his forays 

to the London booksellers and his specific bequeathing in his will of his precious library to his son 
James.  William Whiston, Memoirs of the Life and Writings of Mr.  William Whiston, 2nd ed.  (London: 
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Towns, Exchanges for Goods.  The town and country were not antithetical; they 

existed in a symbiotic relationship which allowed for exchanges in commerce, 

materials, migration, and ideas.  English towns initially provided large markets for 

goods produced by country agriculturalists or in home industry, and the increased 

commercial traffic in the growing eighteenth-century towns (perhaps attributable to the 

decline of the control by guilds and the expansion of areas of manufacture) elicited 

greater organization and efficiency, and eventually consolidation and specialization.102  

The movement toward acquisitiveness in the towns spread to country landowners who 

saw profit in selling agricultural surpluses to the towns.  The increasing concentration 

of the population in towns further stimulated the agrarian and mining economies which 

supplied the food, fuel, and raw materials necessary for sustaining the population and 

industry.  Improved methods of transportation of these surpluses also increased the 

ease of travel and the exchange of goods and ideas.103  Growing towns resulted in 

greater demand for food, and significant agricultural improvements in the East and 

                                                                                                                                              
Printed for J. Whiston and B. White, 1753), 121-125; Will of James Peirce, Minister of the Gospel of 
Exeter, Devon (22 Sept 1721), 01 September 1726, TNA: PRO, PROB 11/611. 

 
102 No definitive cause of the change in population distribution and the gradual growth in 

overall population is agreed upon by historians.  The growing population may have provided a larger 
market for goods as well as a work force capable of producing such goods.  Britain’s enlarging colonies 
provided new raw materials for manufacture and new markets for goods made in England.  Additionally, 
Britain’s wars with France encouraged the development and dependence on locally made products and 
English raw materials.  C. P. Hill, British Economic and Social History, 1700-1982, 5th ed. (London: 
Edward Arnold, 1985), 22-23; J. H. Plumb, “The Public, Literature & the Arts in the 18th Century,” in 
The Triumph of Culture: 18th Century Perspectives, ed. Paul Fritz and David Williams (Toronto: A. M. 
Hakkert, 1972), 37; Will Coster, Family and Kinship in England, 1450-1800 (London: Longman, 2001), 
104.   

103 As the country sought to produce surpluses to meet the demands of the towns, transport was 
improved to bring these surpluses more efficiently to town markets.  In the late seventeenth century, 
transport of heavy goods (e.g., cattle and coal) was achieved first by sea travel and secondly by inland 
waterways.  Initial improvements were made to coastal ports and then the inland dock and canals.  Need 
to transport agricultural products and raw materials for industry eventually prompted the growth of 
turnpikes as improvements to the abysmal English road system.  The first Turnpike Act was passed in 
1663 and hundreds were passed by 1750.  Hill, British Economic, 45-53; Corfield, Impact, 96; Roy 
Porter, English Society in the Eighteenth Century, rev. ed. (London: Penguin Books, 1990), 39. 
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South (where the majority of corn was produced) led to greater efficiency in 

agricultural production.104  Corresponding to the increase in consumer demand and the 

specialization of markets in towns was the specialization of industry.  Supplementing 

agricultural incomes, local home industries became less diversified around increasingly 

specialized market centers and populations began to concentrate on ports as coastal and 

international trade increased.105  

For Exeter in Devon, the years after 1689 were the most prosperous in 

centuries.  The land in the eastern Devon was rich and produced corn prolifically 

during the next decades, and the movement of grain into Exeter and the export of this 

grain and the textiles from the highly productive factories of Exeter was aided by the 

building of new roadways within Devon and by the dredging of the Exe to allow ships 

up to the recently expanded quay at Exeter.106  Telling were the observations of Celia 

Fiennes, a late seventeenth-century traveler: 

There is an Increadible quantity of them [serges] made and sold in the town.  
There market day is Fryday with supplys with all things Like a faire almost; the 
markets for meate, fowle, ffish, garden things and the Dairy produce takes up 3 
whole streetes besides the Large Market house… and the whole town and 
country is Employ’d for at Least 20 mile round in spinning, weaveing, dressing 
and scouring, fulling and Drying of the serges. 
 

                                                 
104 The development of new farming implements (e.g., Jethro Tull’s seed drill and horse hoe), 

the development of new crop rotations (e.g., the Norfolk Four Course Rotation), and the promotion of 
stock-breeding (e.g., the methods of Robert Bakewell and Charles and Robert Colling) resulted in 
unprecedented yields, further facilitated by the process of enclosure.  E.  P. Thompson, “The Moral 
Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century,” Past and Present 50 (February 1971): 79; 
Porter, English Society, 41; Hill, British Economic, 15-20. 

 
105 Corfield, Impact, 22, 34; Paul Glennie, “Town and Country in England, 1570-1750” in Town 

and Country in Europe, 1300-1800, ed. S. R. Epstein (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 
141-143. 
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Clearly, the expanding trade of Exeter was built on a close relationship to the 

countryside.107 

The growth of towns brought specialization in industry, and specialization in 

industry brought greater opportunities for employment, the migration of people, and 

‘new’ towns.  The lure of economic betterment resulted in new heterogeneous 

populations in England and a thinning of population in the countryside.108  The result 

was that many towns were now inhabited by relatively new residents, even if the 

overall numbers demonstrated only a gradual growth.  By 1757 an estimated two-thirds 

of the London population had been born elsewhere.109  Commenting on London, the 

largest city in Western Europe, Daniel Defoe (a Dissenter) bemoaned, “The 

neighborhood of London sucks the vitals of trade in this island to itself.”110  By 1750, 

London still dominated English political and economic life, but its percentage of the 

                                                 
107 Celia Fiennes, Through England On A Side Saddle In the Time of William and Mary 

(London: Field & Tuer, The Leadenhall Press, 1888), 207. 
 
108 There were numerous motivations for the migration of people to towns.  First, predominately 
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overall urban population had dwindled with the dramatic increase in inhabitants living 

in towns with populations of 10,000 to 20,000 people.111  In 1600, only six towns 

numbered over 9,000 inhabitants, and the greatest of these were London, Norwich, and 

York.  In 1688, Exeter’s population had swelled to approximately 13,000 making it one 

of the five largest cities in England.  Immigration to Exeter was not limited to that from 

within England, for the large Dissenting community and the textile trade appealed to 

Protestant immigrants from the Continent.  By 1750, numerous towns counted more 

than 9,000 inhabitants and the leading towns following London were Bristol and 

Norwich.112  By the end of the century, however, industrial transformation had left only 

venerable London and Bristol among the largest five cities in England; the new 

industrialized towns of Manchester, Liverpool, and Birmingham had supplanted the old 

leaders.113  By 1801, England was second only to the Netherlands in regards to being 

an urbanized country.114 

 
Towns, Exchanges for Wealth. The most contentious effect of the growth of 

towns is that of the growth of a middle class and the existence of porous social borders 

allowing class migration.115  By the end of the seventeenth century newly developed 
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industrial towns had given rise to a fresh urban hierarchy which included those who 

were attaining significant wealth through trade and industry.116  Daniel Defoe, Gregory 

King, David Hume, and Thomas Parnell described the social world which they 

observed into terms of classes or categories, frequently dividing the social world into 

three strata or categories—the middle being one of expanding wealth or social status.117  

It is in this middle stratum, the “middling sort,” that most Dissenters seem to have 

resided, although Dissent had numerous adherents in the lower class and a few in the 

highest.118  The aristocratic stratum, however, maintained tight ranks and continued to 

hold sway over government and national policy.119  Despite their small numbers, peers 

held the control of the most senior positions in the military, judiciary, and the Cabinet 

from the reign of William III through the eighteenth century.120  The Dissenting 

masses, however, were confined to lobbying for change and liberty from the outside of 

the national power structure. 
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Dissent benefited from an economic boom of the late seventeenth century and 

early eighteenth century.  Donald Davie’s claim that Dissenters melded with England’s 

eighteenth-century “bourgeois culture” may have been hyperbolic, but many Dissenters 

could be found among the ‘middling sort’ and in prosperous towns.121  Seventeenth-

century and early eighteenth-century Dissent was closely tied to professions which 

allowed leisure time for or were physically accommodating to reading and discussion.  

In the 1680s, John Aubrey observed that individuals employed in dairy-related 

enterprises were far more inclined to be divisive and fanatical than individuals 

occupied by hard labor or herding.  Similarly, Richard Baxter observed that weavers 

and individuals employed in textile production frequently had opportunity to read 

while working, and were given to reading or conversing about “holy things.” 122  The 

research of David Rollinson determined that those who worked with cloth between 

1660 and 1680 in Gloucester were more likely to own books than individuals in other 

professions.  Also, merchants associated with textile production and trade seemed to 

have had a higher than average inclination toward Dissent.  The author of A Letter to 

Mr. Steele (1714) expressed his fear that if the Schism Act (1714) passed, the 

Protestant Dissenters, who had brought knowledge from the continent of “how to 

Manufacture our own Wooll at home” would flee to France where the monarch would 

“make his Religion stoop to his Interest, and to encourage our Clothiers, our Hatters, 

our Silk-Weavers, and our Glass-makers, to settle.”  The Nonconformists were the 
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“chief Traders throughout the Kingdom in the Woolen Manufacture,” and their escape 

would debilitate the English economy as “Trade and the Landed Interest, are so 

inseparably join’d together (tho’ too many of our Country Gentlemen will not see 

it.)”123 

The tendency of English Dissenters to be employed in the textile market has 

been associated with their exchange of ideas, as well as goods, in the cities of Northern 

and Central Europe.124  Even trade within England served to move puritan and 

Dissenting ideas and literature from London and market towns along the roadways 

throughout England.  As previously noted, Baxter added, the trips by tradesmen to 

London only increased their “civility and piety.”  The seventeenth-century merchant 

Richard Heywood of Bolton regularly utilized his business travels to attend sermons by 

preachers in towns and to acquire theological treatises and books on his trips to 

London.  In juxtaposition to these professions, Baxter observed that farmers rarely had 

such time or opportunity, or even the spare money to purchase a book.125  

By 1670, Dissenters could be found in all social and economic strata.  A survey 

of Hearth Tax reports from the 1670s found that one third of the surveyed Dissenters 

likely lived in poverty, but the remaining two-thirds were in the ‘middle’ or ‘upper’ 

classes.  The “Open Baptists” were the poorest of the lot, with Quakers, Independents, 

and General Baptists usually paying for two hearths, and the Presbyterians, 

demonstrating considerably more wealth than the rest, averaging three hearths.  Urban 
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Dissenters appear to have been wealthier than the average citizens and rural Dissenters 

appear to have been poorer.126  

Despite disparaging contemporary commentaries, evidence suggests that post-

Restoration Dissenters frequently held municipal positions, supported the poor, 

circulated in all social strata, socialized with non-Dissenters in public places and in 

business, and were frequently respected in the broader community.127  Wealth and 

Dissent were commonly found together and thus became the focus of ridicule.  The 

wealth of Exeter Dissenters was evinced by five Exeter Dissenters, each investing 

£1,199 in the stock of the South Sea Company in 1720.128  Similarly, James Peirce 

proved susceptible to the appeal of the ‘bubble,’ leaving his family with near-worthless 

South Sea stock in 1726.129  On the other hand, Sir John Blunt, a Dissenter of supposed 

great piety, was commonly held to be the author of the South Sea Company and 

initially profited from the investments of others.  For his professed Dissenting piety 

and for his observed avarice, Blunt lost his wealth and incurred the double wrath of 

Alexander Pope’s pen in 1730.130 
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Many of the Dissenters associated with the artisan and merchant classes found 

themselves in prosperous businesses and with great influence in English towns by 

1730.  In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the rising merchant and 

business classes made such significant changes in the English countryside by their 

acquisition of lands and wealth, that they comprised a ‘rising gentry’ that entered that 

class by coming “in by the door or over the door,” i.e., by effecting marriages with 

members of the upper stratum.131  The focus by the middle classes on achieving the 

status of landed gentry or aristocracy seems to have declined in the eighteenth 

century.132  The nouveaux riches of the eighteenth century likely did not purchase 

grand estates in the country, but rather more modest properties near provincial 

towns.133  By 1714, John Macky observed hundreds of homes on the outskirts of 

London that were dedicated as summer abodes for the families of wealthy 

businessmen.  Merchants in Bristol, Liverpool, Glasgow, and Newcastle also 
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purchased homes and modest estates in the neighboring country that allowed for 

commuting to the town.134  

Many Dissenters in Devon were active in the textile industry, and the peak in 

the clothing market in the eighteenth century corresponded to the prosperity and 

success of Dissent in the county.135  Devon’s serges produced cloth that was exported 

to Northern Europe and to London for finishing, and this export was facilitated by the 

River Exe which flowed down to the port of Topsham.136  When Daniel Defoe visited 

Exeter in 1724, he included glowing praise of the town as one “full of gentry, and good 

company, and yet full of trade and manufactures.”137  The considerable population of 

Dissenters in Exeter was evidenced by the more than one thousand Dissenters brought 

before the courts between 1670 and 1680 on charges of being in breach of the 

Conventicle Act.  The majority of these Dissenters were Presbyterians and although a 

variety of artisan occupations was listed, more than one-third of the men held 

occupations associated with the production or selling of cloth.138  It is not surprising 

then to find that James Peirce’s eldest daughter, Hannah, married a fuller, Hugh 

Bidwell, Jr.139 
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Predictably, the wealthy Dissenters became trustees of church property and 

came to seek greater social respectability for Dissenting religion: they built new 

meeting houses, established academies and rigorous examinations for the ordination of 

ministers, and called the most erudite ministers offering alluring financial 

recompense.140  Thus the affluence of the “rising sort” was transferred to many of their 

ministers.  With his substantial salary in Exeter, James Peirce was content to purchase 

a house along with many Dissenters in prosperous St. Leonard’s parish outside of 

Exeter from which he was able to commute regularly to the Mint Meeting.141  

 
Towns, Exchanges for Ideas.  The early eighteenth century was marked by a 

growing liberality in society evinced by a greater distinction between private and 

public spheres, an increasing multiplicity of expression of religion due to immigration, 

the exchange of ideas through printed media, and a common focus on Enlightenment 

ideals in educational spheres.  In the years following the Glorious Revolution, the 

mixing of religious traditions due to migration and the acquisitive culture of towns 

encouraged religious consumerism, pluralism, and laxity in English town society.  The 

Restoration of 1660 had only restored the pre-Civil War monarchy, not the Church: 

organized dissenting Protestant traditions, Roman Catholicism, and even Judaism 
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survived in towns.142  Protestant immigration from the continent and Scotland 

continued, with most Scots settling in London and Norwich.143  Yet, despite post-

Revolution persecutions and incomplete toleration, there were no uprisings from these 

segregated groups and immigration continued.144 

Occasions of public defamation and discipline in eighteenth-century England 

radically declined in towns and subsequently declined in the country, evincing a 

transformation in cultural identity.  The rejection of the use of public defamation as a 

mechanism for social control emerged from the middle and artisan classes that began to 

distinguish between the private behavior of the individual and his public behavior that 

was regulated by the rules of the state.  This change was directly related to the ever 

enlarging urban context in which neighbors were progressively familiar with one 

another at a public level, but had limited personal interaction and knowledge of private 

lives.145  By the early eighteenth century, churchwardens gradually halted bringing 

parishioners before ecclesiastical courts for moral issues.146  Gossip and rumor 

abounded in conversation and print; informal rules of public civility were stressed.  

Yet, the community no longer functioned as a regulator of private behavior.  The 

                                                 
142 Deprived of the rights of Protestants, Roman Catholics and Jews lived in segregated sections 

of towns.  Most Roman Catholic Irish immigrants settled in London in St.  Giles and Holborn, and 
London had a large Jewish population in the unregulated suburb of the East End.  Baugh, “Introduction,” 
in Baugh, Aristocratic Government, 6-7; Corfield, Impact, 68-69; J. C. D. Clark, English Society, 57-66. 
 

143 Corfield, Impact, 104. 
 

144 Baugh, “Introduction,” in Baugh, Aristocratic Government, 7. 
 

145 R. B. Shoemaker, “The Decline of Public Insult in London 1660-1800,” Past and Present 
169 (November 2000): 97-131. 
 

146 Speck, Stability, 87. 
 



 

80 
 

transformation in the citizen’s understanding of his community appeared first in large 

cities like London and York and was not noticeable in the country until the 1830s.147 

The separation between the private and public spheres, the heterogeneous 

context, and general religious toleration facilitated a choice in religious affiliation or 

even that of irreligion.  The early eighteenth century was marked by absenteeism in the 

Established Church which failed to maintain the infrastructure necessary to address the 

growing populations in towns, the seedbed for debate and, ironically, dissension.  The 

tenure of Sir Humphrey Edwin, lord mayor of London in 1697, served to bring the 

ambiguity of the contemporary Test Act and the issue of occasional conformity to the 

forefront of public debate.148  In Exeter, the debate over the Trinity went beyond the 

Dissenters to be seen as a threat to the most dedicated Anglicans.149  Even the 

Protestant Dissenters, who had become established among the urban bourgeois in 

London, Liverpool, Manchester and Chester, fell prey to general laxity and an inward 
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focus which characterized the towns.150  In 1731, John Wesley described London as 

“the worst Place, under Heaven, for preserving a Christian Temper.”151  

The publishing presses of the eighteenth century developed a mass audience, 

and utilized print for unprecedented commercial purposes.152  If one had sufficient 

funds, one could have most anything printed.153  Books and pamphlets on leisurely 

activities (e.g., dancing, art, theatre, and manners) proliferated in the market.154  

Dissent was noted for its literate, or at least literary focused, adherents.  For proliferous 

Dissenting authors, the press became the standard mechanism for airing grievances and 

for promulgating apologias.  Presses readily printed the fodder of the debates among 

the Dissenters and the debates with the Established clergy.  Peirce, like many other 

prodigious Dissenting authors, exclusively published his works with particular presses.  

With few exceptions, Peirce utilized the presses of the sympathetic Andrew Brice (a 

stalwart Whig once educated in a Dissenting academy) in Exeter and John Clark in 
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London, and these publishers were not reluctant to benefit from their authors’ work, 

even after their untimely demises.155   

James Peirce died on March 30, 1726.  By 1730, the urban Dissent that he had 

so strongly defended appeared to have lost momentum; it had become stolid.  While 

eighteenth-century Dissent was always a minority movement, it now was experiencing 

new rifts that threatened to rend it asunder.  External and internal observers noticed a 

recession of Dissenters to the Church of England and a general decline in the size of 

Dissenting congregations.156  A decline in the numbers of auditors at Presbyterian 

meeting houses was substantial.157  Numerous Dissenting pamphlets noted a decline in 

the commitment of congregants, a loss of Dissenters to the established church, and a 

general indifference among congregants to theological matters.  In 1733, an author 

critical of Dissenting claims for liberty noted “the noise which of late the Dissenters 

themselves have thought fit to make, concerning the Considerablness, of their Body, its 

Decay, and the most effectual Methods for reviving a Spirit of Dissent amongst us . . . 

awakened my Curiosity.”158  The anonymous author of Some Observations Upon the 

Present State of the Dissenting Interest of 1731 noted a migration of approximately 
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fifty Dissenting ministers to the Church of England since the accession of George I, 

and Edmund Calamy regretfully admitted that the conformers were respectable 

ministers.159  Decay was noticed among the Independents and Presbyterians, and the 

General Baptists recognized the “low & languishing State & Condition” of their 

churches which appeared to have “much Deadness & Indifference in Spirituall things.” 

The Assembly of General Baptists declared fasts for their churches in 1711, 1714, 

1719, and 1724 in hopes that “the Lord would look Down in Much Mercy upon them 

& revive & Restore the proffessors of Christianity,” thereby avoiding divine 

judgment.160  

In October 1746, Samuel Brewer assumed the pastorate of the Independent 

Stepney church.  Brewer found the once vibrant church to have declined to a 

membership of thirty-two individuals.  In its first year (1644), Stepney Meeting had 

boasted at least twenty-five members with an additional twenty-four added the 

following year.161  In 1712, when Peirce was in Newbury, the Stepney church counted 

more than 150 members and likely had numerous uncounted auditors.162  Yet, by the 

1720s the number of newly added members was declining dramatically.  In the whole 

decade of the 1730s, only eighteen members were added to the Stepney congregation.  
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The meeting house built after Charles II’s Declaration of Toleration (1672) and 

expanded after the Act of Toleration (1689) was quite empty on Sundays.163  

The decline plagued the Dissenters until the last decades of the eighteenth 

century.  In 1715, there were approximately 1,100 Dissenting congregations in 

England, but in 1773 only 1,080 were recorded.164  The recorded number of registered 

Dissenting places of worship in England sank after 1700, only returning to near similar 

numbers by 1790.  During the nadir from 1720 to 1750, registered Dissenting places of 

worship numbered only one-third to less than half of those at the beginning of the 

century.165  In particular, the Dissenting stronghold of Devon likely sustained a loss of 

more than fifty percent of its Dissenting auditors between 1715 and 1773.166 

Causes for the decline have been variously attributed.  Some have contended 

that Dissent simply passed through a process of institutionalization.167  The rise of 

heterodoxy among the Dissenters was both a symptom of the problem within Dissent, 

and also a cause of increasing division and defection.  Some members of Dissenting 

communities were alarmed at heterodox theology that became regnant in Dissenting 

circles after 1718 and sought the shelter and respectability of the Church of England.168  

                                                 
163 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,“14b-15b. 

 
164 Numbers are based on the survey of 1715 and collected in 1718.  The numbers were 

compiled in two reports, one by Dr. John Evans and the other by Daniel Neal.  The survey of 1773 was 
made by a Baptist, Josiah Thompson, who did not compile numbers of auditors.  Watts, Dissenters, 267-
276; Brockett, “Nonconformity in Devon,” 56; Bebb, Nonconformity, Appendix II, 175. 
 

165 Bebb, Nonconformity, Appendix 1, 174; Clark, English Society, 1668-1832, 137; J. Goring, 
“The Break-Up of Old Dissent” in Bolam et al., The English Presbyterians, 175-218; Sutherland, Peace, 
Toleration and Decay, 10. 
 

166 Brockett, “Nonconformity in Devon,” 56. 
 

167 Watts, Dissenters, 388-391. 
 

168 Brockett, “Nonconformity in Exeter,” 57. 
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Thus, one could argue that just as James Peirce was arguing for unprecedented 

religious freedom in Britain and an innovative and dynamic definition of Dissent in 

1720, his own theology was bringing about the fragmentation and decline of the 

Nonconformity which he had spent his life defending.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

“A Man of Great Parts and Learning”: 
The Emergence of James Peirce, the Respectable Dissenter 

 
“He was, without doubt, a man of great parts and learning, and as such, made a 
much greater figure among the Dissenters than any among them for many years 
before him. . . . He was quite a gentleman in his behavior, and understood and 
practiced good manners, and he knew how to behave himself to people of all 
ranks and parties without discovering any of that unpolite shyness, or mean 
sheepishness, with which most of his corps are infected for want of knowing 
and conversing with people better than themselves. . . . He had some very great 
acquaintances, particularly Lord Chancellor King and Dr. Clarke, and was 
really known and esteemed more by the world than any man of his character for 
a century before; and this was the occasion of his disgrace and trouble in the 
latter part of his life.”  

—John Fox, one-time Exeter Dissenter and contemporary of James Peirce 1 
 
 

James Peirce constructed several ‘accounts’ and histories in his prolific career, 

but four were notable as representative oeuvres: the histories of Dissent in Vindiciæ 

Fratrum Dissentientium (1710), A Vindication of the Dissenters (1717 and 1718), and 

his more personal histories found in Remarks Upon the Account of What Was 

Transacted in the Assembly at Exon (1719) and The Western Inquisition (1720).  Each 

history had a different function in the defense of Dissent and each was unique in form, 

language, and argument.  Each was a history of Dissent, but the latter two differed 

from the first in that the central character of the latter was James Peirce.  Of the four, 

                                                 
1 John Fox, “Memoirs of Himself, by Mr. John Fox . . . With Biographical Sketches of Some of 

His Contemporaries; and Some Unpublished Letters,” Monthly Repository 16, no. 186 (June 1821): 329, 
331. 
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only one treated the early life of James Peirce, namely the short autobiographical 

sketch found in the postscript of Remarks Upon the Account (1719).2   

Extensive accounts of the Exeter controversy, the Salters’ Hall debate, and 

Peirce’s actions relevant to both were produced contemporaneously and throughout the 

eighteenth century in the ensuing debate over theology and conscience.  Yet, 

knowledge of Peirce’s personal history prior to his arrival in Exeter remained limited.  

Buried in the “Postscript” of Remarks, Peirce’s autobiographical sketch had been 

elicited by varying reports during the controversy as to his place of origin and as to the 

location of his education and work prior to his ministry in Cambridge (from about 1706 

to 1713).3   

Memoirs were not uncommon in the early eighteenth century.  The late Roy 

Porter argued compellingly that the watershed in Western individualism was the turn to 

the ‘ego’ associated with the New Philosophy of Cartesianism. This shift to the ‘I’ was 

expressed in Locke’s vision of humans shaped by themselves (not God), arguments for 

inherent rights, and Romantic novels of ‘self-discovery’.4  The construction of histories 

in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were replete with autobiographical accounts 

                                                 
2 James Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account of What Was Transacted in the Assembly at Exon, 

Lately Publish’d by Their Order (London: Printed for John Clark, et al., 1719), 42-45 (henceforth, 
Remarks in the text).  It seems that some copies of the London edition might have omitted the 
“Postscript” as well as some pages.  The copy of Remarks Upon the Account extant in the second 
volume of the “Exeter Arian Collection” in the library of the Devon and Exeter Institute (Exeter, UK) is 
missing pages twenty-five through thirty-two, as well as the “Postscript” (pages forty-one through forty-
six) and the advertisements.  Other extant copies of Remarks Upon the Account, including that in the 
British Library (also a London, 1719 edition), contain the full text.  The DEI copy may have been 
deprived of its pages during rebinding, but the missing pages and advertisement were not observed 
elsewhere.  This omission of this important history in some editions may have elicited its reprinting 
months later. James Peirce, A Second Letter to Mr. Eveleigh, In Answer to His Sober Reply, &c. To 
Which is Added, A Confutation of a Slanderous Report (Exeter: Andrew Brice, 1719), 28-32. 

 
3 Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account (1719), 41-42; A Second Letter to Mr. Eveleigh (1719), 28-

29.   
 
4 Roy Porter, Flesh in the Age of Reason (New York: W. W. Norton, 2003), 6-12. 
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and personal portraits were the rage.  In England, the puritan diaries of the seventeenth 

century had documented the agency of God in the daily life of the believer.  But the 

New Philosophy brought an egocentricism that permeated human identification and 

expression.  As this study will argue, Peirce, his theology, and his historical 

hermeneutic evinced a blending of the Ancient and the Modern, the result of sitting 

upon the cusp of crisis.  Congruent with the era of the ego, Peirce espoused religious 

toleration, the primacy of individual interpretation of Scripture, and inalienable rights.  

He wrote numerous ‘defences’ of his theology and his own perspectives of the events 

surrounding his ejection.  Yet, unlike his fellow Dissenting historian Edmund Calamy, 

Peirce refused to sit for his portrait and he restricted knowledge of his life prior to his 

arrival in Exeter.  Admittedly, the construction of a memoir required an awareness of 

self-importance and a life which allowed opportunity for recollection.  Peirce clearly 

had the first, but his sudden death did not allow for the latter.5  Yet, Peirce was not 

reticent about all of his past.  After his ejection in 1719, he wrote extensively of his 

involvement in the Exeter controversy, freely expressing his opinions of others and his 

own inclinations in all kinds of matters.   

Ironically, the account of James Peirce fell to the conformist John Fox (1693-

1763) whose memoirs from later in the eighteenth century provided sketches, including 

that of Peirce, of notable Dissenters from his early life.  Fox recalled that although 

Peirce’s fame as a Dissenting apologist was well known by the Exeter congregations, 
                                                 

5 John Fox reported that Peirce’s death resulted from an aneurism in the lungs that led to such 
internal bleeding that he “died in two or three days.”  Fox recalled that Peirce had a theological aversion 
to portraits.  In Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium, Peirce expressed his distaste for images in churches, 
particularly within Protestant churches.  He maintained that the early Christians had not kept images 
(picturae) in their places of worship.  Fox, “Memoirs of Himself,” 330-331; James Peirce, Vindiciæ 
Fratrum Dissentientium in Anglia, Adversus V.C. Gulielmi Nicholsii, S.T.P. Defensionem Ecclesiæ 
Anglicanæ (London: J. Robinson, 1710), 75-76. 
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his personal life prior to his arrival in Devon was somewhat a mystery, limited to the 

information Peirce felt compelled to submit in 1719.6   A closer friend to Peirce than 

Fox, Benjamin Avery (ca. 1684-1764) affirmed Peirce’s reticence about his past: 

Peirce thought little of “memoirs, lives, and narratives.”  Avery asserted that those who 

knew Peirce were familiar with his personal history (although clearly Fox was not); 

those who did not know Peirce could consult the “extorted” account in Remarks.7  

Chapters Three and Four address the centuries-old silence regarding Peirce’s early life 

and provide a fresh look at Peirce’s autobiographical history. 

 
The History of the Historian 

Although the historical sketch in Remarks (1719) was less than four pages in 

length, it clearly was so important to James Peirce that he had it reprinted in his A 

Second Letter to Mr. Eveleigh of July 1719.8  The sketch was unique in the form of its 

argument.  As will be demonstrated in subsequent chapters, Peirce variously argued 

that he was a sincere (even quintessential) Dissenter based upon his approach to 

Scripture, to church polity, to the traditions of the Christian Church, or to religious 

toleration.  Identity was focus of many of his works, and it was the emphasis of the 

postscript in Remarks.  The identity in Remarks was fashioned from a ‘genetic history’ 
                                                 

6 “In one of his pamphlets he has given some account of his parentage and education, which is 
all I know of either, for he was quite a stranger to me before he came into this country. . . . He was 
always remarkably close and secret about his own affairs, and what is seldom, very incurious about the 
affairs of others.”  Fox, “Memoirs of Himself,” 329, 331. 

 
7 “And in this case there is the less need of it; because a particular account of his parentage, 

education, places of abode, acquaintance, studies, &c. was perfectly extorted from him while living.  
Memoirs, lives, and narratives of that kind are generally filled with circumstantial relations of such 
weighty particulars as these: and Mr. Peirce thought, as I do, that the world is very little concerned in the 
private circumstances of any man’s life.” Benjamin Avery, Preface to James Peirce, Fifteen Sermons On 
Several Occasions (Exeter: Printed for John Clark, et al., 1728), iv, ivn. 

 
8 Peirce, A Second Letter to Mr. Eveleigh (1719), 28-32. 
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by which Peirce attempted to parry the recent attacks upon his reputation.  Peirce’s 

self-projected identity in Remarks may be reduced to the categories of his kin-base, his 

social station, his religious association, and his physical location.  In sum, Peirce’s 

genetic history promulgated his pedigree as a respectable Dissenter through his 

association with established persons, cities, and towns of recent history.   

Peirce was explicit in his purpose for the sketch:  “My design in this Postscript 

is to give a brief account of myself, that I may save my enemies the trouble and sin of 

spreading such reports concerning me.”9   Peirce’s account responded to the accusation 

that he was “a Jesuit, enter’d into their Society . . . was for some scandalous crime 

expell’d their Society . . . [and] that I was born, some say in France, others in Spain.”10  

Certainly, Peirce understood his method to be that which he had posited in the main 

text: “When a matter of truth is concern’d, the fairest way is to make it clear by 

argument; and it carries in it a shew of some distrust of the evidence men have for a 

pretended truth, when they quit all pretence to argument, and betake themselves to a 

childish way of haranguing, and applying general expressions instead of it; for these, 

till the point is cleared to be a truth, may equally serve on either side.”11  For James 

Peirce, truth was derived by “argument,” and that made from incontrovertible evidence 

without the superficiality of rhetoric. 

The “evidence” that Peirce presented in his “argument” was most interesting for 

a historian.  The case had two intriguing elements: the complete absence of dates and 

                                                 
9 Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account (1719), 42. 
 
10 Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account (1719), 41. 
 
11 Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account (1719), 20-21. 
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the dominant evidence of character witnesses.  Dates were not uncommon in 

autobiographies as attested by the Calamy’s memoir, and Peirce would pepper his 

versions of events in The Western Inquisition (1720) and Inquisition-Honesty 

Display’d (1722) with allusions to specific days, months, and years.12  The absence of 

dates suggested that Peirce desired to segregate his own history from events transpiring 

contemporaneously.  The focus of his “account” was on individuals, not a time or stage 

in the history of England or the history of Dissent! 

An argument from character witnesses, however, was inherently dangerous in a 

Dissenting society torn by schism and in a British society which still considered 

Nonconformity to be a marginal phenomenon.  Thus, Peirce’s case was judiciously 

crafted to present eminent persons whose weighty testimony might appeal to all levels 

of society and to all sides after the Salters’ Hall schism, and might address potentially 

negative “evidence” that could arise in his opponents’ riposte.  Peirce’s pedigree was 

not mere “facts”; these facts and names formed a prudent “argument.” 

The intended audience of Remarks (1719), however, was less explicit.  Remarks 

was printed in 1719 during the summer heats of the post-ejection disputes in which the 

recently expelled ministers openly debated with their subscribing fellows.  At the time 

of publication, Peirce was in limbo: he had been locked out in February and had 

refused to subscribe in May, and the foundation of Mint Meeting was not until 

November.13  Furthermore, despite the division in Devon, Peirce still appeared to have 

                                                 
12 James Peirce, The Western Inquisition: Or, A Relation of the Controversy, with has been 

Lately Among the Dissenters in the West of England (London: John Clark, 1720), passim; James Peirce, 
Inquisition-Honesty Display’d, Or, the Western Inquisition Defended Against the Pretended Answer To 
It (London: Printed for J. Noon, 1722), passim. 

 
13 Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account was written in response to A True Account of What was 

Transacted in the Assembly of the United Ministers of Devon and Cornwal, Met at Exon, May 5. And 6. 
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been harboring hopes for some form of Dissenting comprehension, as well as the 

formation of a party of Dissenters from Exeter and London who were “friends of 

liberty . . . without any subdivision, being able to bear and join with one another, 

notwithstanding their different sentiments about abstruse matters, or modes of 

worship.”14  Printed in May 1719, A True Account of What was Transacted in the 

Assembly of the United Ministers of Devon and Cornwal had posited the orthodoxy of 

the majority of the Devon clergy, exposed the heterodoxy of the minority contingent 

that refused to subscribe to the first article of the Thirty-nine Articles (especially by 

attributing Peirce’s theology to the non-subscribers), and appealed to the laity to avoid 

a periculous state resulting from following the separated ministers.  Peirce’s response 

characterized the clerical authors of A True Account as Roman Catholics in Protestant 

clothing, as clergy who required a commitment to a humanly derived creed and who 

(by their inquisitorial actions) attempted to eradicate those who exercised liberty and 

refused any authority other than Scripture.  Deriding these “papist” Dissenters for 

having claimed to be “successors of the old Puritans,” Peirce concluded that the 

demand for uniformity through subscription was antithetical to puritan ideals.15  

Peirce’s criticisms of the Dissenting clergy must have stung, as many would have been 

familiar with the criticisms of “Papism,” namely the powerful established European 
                                                                                                                                              
1719. Publish’d by Order of the said ASSEMBLY to Prevent Misrepresentation (London: Printed for 
John Clark, 1719).  Exact publication dates for the various pamphlets issued from Exeter and London 
(with many of the editions differing between Brice’s and Clark’s publishing houses) issued in the 
barrage of literature following the Salters’ Hall debate are difficult to ascertain.  Remarks Upon the 
Account was likely published in late May 1719, as A True Account appears to have been published soon 
after May 6, 1719. 

 
14 James Peirce, A Defence of the Case of the Ministers Ejected at Exon. Being An Answer to a 

Pamphlet, Intitled, An Account of the Reasons Why Many Citizens of Exon Have Withdrawn &c. 
(London: Printed for John Clark, 1719), 23. 
 

15 Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account (1719), 7, 8, 10, 11, 24, passim. 
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clergy, by such scholars as Jean Le Clerc (1657-1736) and Samuel Pufendorf (1632-

1694) in the late seventeenth century.16   

Despite the harsh rejoinder, Remarks (1719) was unlikely to convince the 

subscribers of Salters’ Hall or the Exeter Assembly, nor was it likely to embolden 

further the non-subscribers.  A True Account (1719) had targeted the laity, encouraging 

them to question their affiliation with the non-subscribing clergy, and indirectly, A 

True Account proclaimed the orthodoxy of the subscribing party to the religious and 

political world of Britain.   In turn, Peirce’s argument was presented to the 

unconvinced laity, particularly those of the upper strata of society.  Peirce was 

exceptionally socially conscious, as his autobiography and many of his actions 

revealed.  That the vulgar might circulate rumors about his past was acceptable and 

expected.  When the privileged believed scandalous falsehoods about his character, 

however, Peirce was compelled to rectify the record:  

These kind of reports I despis’d at first, especially when I knew they were 
managed by some of ill fame, and spread only among the dregs of the people.  
But ‘tis quite otherwise now, when people of figure are pleased to talk after the 
same rate.17  
 

Peirce’s expression of his desire to set the record right for these “people of figure” is a 

caution to the historian who accepts Peirce’s conclusion: “Men are so prone to be 

partial in representing their own Case, that but little is to be presumed from hearing of 

one side only.”18  These were Peirce’s opening words in April 1719 to his A Defence of 

                                                 
16 Joris van Eijnatten, Liberty and Concord in the United Provinces: Religious Toleration and 

the Public in the Eighteenth-Century Netherlands (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 252-254. 
 
17 Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account (1719), 41-42. 
 
18 Peirce, A Defence of the Case of the Ministers Ejected (London: 1719), 3. 
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the Case of the Ministers Ejected at Exon, and they encouraged careful investigation of 

Peirce’s ‘case’. 

 
The Arguments of the Chapters 

Ideas and persons, it would seem, are not born in a vacuum. Writing in his 

Autobiography in 1725, the Neapolitan historian Giambattista Vico determined “with 

the candor proper to a historian . . . [to] narrate plainly and step by step the entire 

series of Vico’s studies, in order that the proper and natural causes of his particular 

development as a man of letters may be known,” and thus Vico retold aspects of his 

humble origins.19  Chapters Three and Four primarily argue that Peirce, in contrast to 

Vico, constructed the “history” in Remarks by way of a defensive genealogy so as to 

argue his case based upon (in order of importance) his respectable English heritage, his 

association and friendship with “people of figure,” his Protestant intellectual descent, 

and his irenic, ecumenical Dissenting background.  Peirce’s ‘genealogy’ focused less 

upon his identity as a Dissenter and more upon his being a respectable, enlightened, 

tolerant English Protestant.  The specter of Roman Catholicism had to be shaken by 

incontrovertible evidence, and the offense of partisanship had to be cast upon his 

detractors.  The following analysis demonstrates that Peirce used history in Remarks as 

effective, yet malleable, evidence in his argument to achieve his ends and convince his 

audience.  Furthermore, he intentionally excluded events and aspects of formative 

individuals that might be deemed controversial in the Hanoverian period and in the 

aftermath of the Salters’ Hall debate and his ejection.   

                                                 
19 Giambattista Vico, The Autobiography of Giambattista Vico, trans. Max Harold Fisch and 

Thomas Goddard Bergin (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Univ. Press, 1975), 7, 113. 
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Secondarily, these two chapters present the modern audience with an extended 

description of Peirce’s life prior to his career as the Dissenting apologist (elements of 

which may even have been unknown to many of his own contemporaries), and it 

introduces events and personalities likely formative (although unmentioned in 

Remarks) in Peirce’s thought.  When the information in the account in Remarks (1719) 

is combined with the information excluded, Peirce emerges as the epitome of the rising 

middle classes among urban Dissenters.  It becomes apparent, however, that Peirce’s 

meteoric rise to the Dissenting elite was preceded by the story of a rising family, not 

exactly “blue collar” in modern parlance, but a family that succeeded by means of 

economic venture and colonial adventure and then jettisoned its radical past for more 

genteel appearances.  From his descent from an anonymous middle-class father and an 

educated guardian with a spotted radical past to his acquisition of international fame as 

a controversialist, Peirce and his history—when supplemented with the lives of the 

previously unmentioned—become a man and a story for the age. 

 
The Organization of the Chapters 

As the order of Peirce’s argument must have been intentional, the analysis in 

Chapters Three and Four follows Peirce’s defense.  Peirce’s autobiographical 

information fell into five divisions, each emphasizing significant towns as context and 

individuals as witnesses: first, respectable progenitors in London and at the Stepney 

meeting; second, as initiated by Matthew Mead, a strong grammar education in 

England; third, an excellent, enlightened, and balanced education from Protestants and 

with Protestants in tolerant Utrecht and Leiden; fourth, an English education in 

Oxford’s Bodleian Library; and fifth, an orthodox Presbyterian ordination and irenic 
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ministry in London and Cambridge.  Each of these sections will be addressed in order 

to demonstrate Peirce’s argument for his respectability from history vis-à-vis the five 

aforementioned sections.  As significant amounts of original research will be presented 

regarding Peirce’s early life, this analysis is divided into two parts and two chapters.  

The first chapter (Chapter Three) addresses Peirce’s ‘genetic history’ within a middle-

class, urban Dissenting family.  The second part (Chapter Four) considers Peirce’s 

‘philosophical formation’, by exploring his international education and his reportedly 

early ecumenical ministry. 

 
Paladins of Propriety or Requisite Recalcitrants? 

The primary evidence in Peirce’s argument was the persons familiar with Peirce 

during his youth and his education and travels on the continent.  The first named 

among the witnesses was the sometime-radical, sometime-irenic Dissenter Matthew 

Mead (1628/9-1699).  Mead was followed by the (once-radical) tutor John Nesbitt, the 

professors of Utrecht and Leiden, and then Lord Thomas Foley (1673-1733; a 

consistent supporter of the Tories),20 John Shute Barrington (1678-1734; M.P. and later 

Baron Barrington of Newcastle and Viscount Barrington of Ardglass in 1720),21 “Mr.  

                                                 
20 Stuart Handley, “Foley, Thomas, first Baron Foley (1673–1733),” in Oxford Dictionary of 

National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. 
Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/9790 (accessed April 8, 
2009).  Thomas Foley was educated at the academy of John Woodhouse at Sheriff Hales, near Newport, 
Shropshire.  Other notable students of Woodhouse relevant to the life of James Peirce were Matthew 
Clarke, minister of Miles Lane, and William Tong, who was visible in the Salters’ Hall debate.  T. G. 
Crippen, “Early Nonconformist Academies: Sheriff Hales” Transactions of the Congregational 
Historical Society 3, no. 6 (October 1908): 387-398, 393-394. 

 
21 Barrington completed his education at Utrecht in 1696.  Album Studiosorum Academiae 

Rheno-Traiectinae,MDCXXXVI-MDCCCLXXXVI (Ultraiecti: J. L. Beijers and J. Van Boekhoven, 1886), 
column 96 ; Arthur H. Grant, “Barrington, John Shute, first Viscount Barrington (1678–1734),” rev. 
Philip Carter, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison 
(Oxford: OUP, 2004), http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/1531 (accessed May 6, 2009). 
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Justice” Daniel Dolins (d. 1728; knighted in 1722, and a member of the Commission 

For Building Fifty New Churches),22 the renowned Dr. Richard Mead (1673-1754; a 

Whig, who had “deserted” the Stepney meeting, conformed to the Church, and was 

considered by some to be a Deist),23 and a county doctor, George Mullens.24  This 

religiously and politically inclusive list appropriately concluded with the names of 

Dissenting clergymen like the Presbyterian Daniel Mayo (1672-1733),25 the 

                                                 
22 Dolins, who studied under Herman Witsius, finished at Utrecht in 1697.  Album Studiosorum 

Academiae Rheno-Traiectinae, column 97; Daniel Lysons, The Environs of London (London: Printed for 
T. C. Adells, Jun. and W. D. Wies, 1795), 2:506; The Commissions For Building Fifty New Churches, 
ed. M. H. Port (London: London Record Society, 1986), 34-37. 

 
23 Richard Mead was received into the Stepney church on December 15, 1691.  His entry was 

unique as it noted, “deserted,” not the usual “dismissed” or “withdrawn.” “A booke for church affaires 
att Stepney: Stepney Meeting Church Book, 1644-1894,” Records of the Stepney Meeting House, 
London, Borough of Tower Hamlets Archives, W/SMH/A/1/1, 8b; Anita Guerrini, “Mead, Richard 
(1673–1754),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison 
(Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/18467 (accessed April 8, 2009).  

 
24 The identity of “Dr. Mullins of Sarum” is uncertain.  It is possible that it is the same Dr. 

Mullins to whom the Rev. Arthur Collier paid more than thirteen pounds for books in September 1708.  
Perhaps a different George Mullens (“Mullens, Georgius, Anglus”) graduated from Leiden in February 
1696.  George Mullens took an M. A. from Exeter College, Oxford in June 1686 and then a M. D. from 
Oxford in July 1711.  Memoirs of the Life and Writings of the Rev. Arthur Collier, M. A., Rector of 
Langford Magna, in the County of Wilts from A. D. 1704 to A. D. 1732 (London: Edward Lumley, 
1837), 211; Edward Peacock, Index To English Speaking Students Who Have Graduated at Leyden 
University (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1883), 71; A Catalogue of Graduats (sic) in Divinity, 
Law, and Physick, And of all Masters of Arts, and Doctors of Musick: Who have Regularly Proceeded, 
or been Created, in the University of Oxford (Oxford: Henry Clements, 1705), 104; University of 
Oxford, Proceeders Between March the 29, 1705 and July 24, 1713 ([Oxford?]: [1713?]), 25. 
 

25 The Presbyterian Daniel Mayo, Jr. was minister at Kingston from 1696 until 1723.  Mayo 
subscribed at Salters’ Hall in 1719.  In 1723, he accepted the shared ministry at Silver Street in London.  
Mayo completed his studies at Utrecht under Van de Poll in 1696.  Album Studiosorum Academiae 
Rheno-Traiectinae, column 97; Alan Ruston, “Mayo, Daniel (1672–1733),” in Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. 
Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/18454 (accessed April 24, 
2009); Walter D. Jeremy, The Presbyterian Fund and Dr. Daniel Williams’s Trust (London: Williams 
and Norgate, 1885), 3; T. S. James, The History of the Litigation and Legislation Respecting 
Presbyterian Chapels and Charities in England and Ireland Between 1816 and 1849 (London: Hamilton 
Adams & Co., 1867),  711. 
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Independent Robert Bragge of London (ca. 1665-1738),26 and the Presbyterian John 

Hughes (1665-1728/29).27    

The order was important.  With the exception of the Stepney ministers Matthew 

Mead and John Nesbitt, Peirce presented his witnesses to the English audience in the 

order of social hierarchy: Peer first, ennobled Member of Parliament second, justice 

third, and Presbyterian and Independent luminaries fourth, all introduced with the 

names of noted teachers in order of fame from Utrecht and Leiden.  (The importance 

placed upon this order does not presume a prescient Peirce; rather, Peirce was 

sufficiently socially savvy to anticipate the imminent elevation of these men in rank.)  

Not only did Peirce claim acquaintance with these personages, for he still retained 

artifacts of their relationship and their good will in the form of correspondence.28   

                                                 
26 Robert Bragge, son of ejected Robert Bragge (d. 1704), was most likely “Mr. Bragge of 

London.”  Robert Bragge (1665-1738) was the minister of the Independent church in Paved Alley, Lime 
Street.  Bragge subscribed at Salters’ Hall and, being concerned with the growth of heresy in London, 
published A Brief Essay Concerning the Soul of Man Shewing What, and How Noble A Being It Is.  To 
Which is Added, A Short Answer to that Weighty Enquiry, Watchman, What of the Night?, 2nd ed. 
(London: Printed for Aaron Ward, 1725).  Bragge finished his degree at Utrecht in 1685.  Album 
Studiosorum Academiae Rheno-Traiectinae, column 81; James, The History of the Litigation and 
Legislation Respecting Presbyterian Chapels and Charities, 707; Walter Wilson, The History and 
Antiquities of Dissenting Churches and Meeting Houses in London, Westminster, and Southward, 4 vols. 
(London: Printed for the author, 1808-1814), 1:241-249; A. G. Matthews, ed., Calamy Revised, Being a 
Revision of Edmund Calamy’s Account of the Ministers and Others Ejected and Silenced, 1660-2 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1934; reissued 1988), 70; Andrew C. Thompson, Britain, Hanover, and the 
Protestant Interest, 1688-1756 (Woodbridge, Suffolk, UK: Boydell Press, 2006), 114. 

  
27 Likely John Hughes, son of the Presbyterian Obadiah Hughes.  John Hughes studied at the 

academy of Samuel Cradock and lectured at Silver Street, London.  He was a minster at Ware, 
Hertfordshire from approximately 1699 until 1728/29.  John Hughes of Ware did not subscribe at 
Salters’ Hall.  A “Georgius Hughes Anglus,” however, studied under Herman Witsius until 1686.  
Alexander Gordon, ed., Freedom After Ejection: A Review (1690-1692) of Presbyterian and 
Congregational Nonconformity in England and Wales (Manchester: University Press, 1917), 288; James, 
The History of the Litigation and Legislation Respecting Presbyterian Chapels and Charities, 705; 
Album Studiosorum Academiae Rheno-Traiectinae, column 82. 
 

28 “I have letters by me, which I received from some of these Professors in both universities.” 
Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account (1719), 43.  These intentionally retained letters, perhaps as an 
expression of self-importance, form the majority of “Correspondence, Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, 
Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.  These letters dating from 1702 to 1725 include correspondence with 
several Continental professors and Presbyterians, including copies in Peirce’s difficult handwriting of his 
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The import that Peirce placed upon social standing is apparent when his list of 

witnesses is compared to a similar list appearing in the autobiography of his 

contemporary Edmund Calamy.  Describing his arrival in Utrecht, Calamy noted that 

several of “our countrymen” were present, and he recorded them in the following 

order: Robert Bragge, Thomas Reynolds, Samuel Mead, Thomas Collins, a Mr. 

Wollaston, Samuel Moreland, Peter D’Aronda, and William Nokes.  Of the eight men, 

five were noted Dissenters, and seven were or had studied to be ministers (including 

one Anglican).  Only after providing the names of mostly well-known Dissenters, did 

Calamy name knights and Lord Mayors of London and each for his infamy in some 

domestic or political matter.29  Calamy accentuated his Dissenting heritage; Peirce did 

not. 

Furthermore, Peirce did not provide an exhaustive list of persons.  His language 

disclosed a far more subtle scheme in his presentation.  This study argues that the 

“famous” Matthew Mead and John Nesbitt were submitted despite their radical past 

and Nesbitt’s present contrariness because they could not be denied; the professors of 

Holland were evoked for proof of intellectual (and tolerant) orthodoxy; the English 

social luminaries for the sake of social respectability; and the ordaining brethren for 

the sake of theological orthodoxy.  Each was named for a reason.   

It was ironic, therefore, that although Peirce enumerated more than two dozen 

names in his autobiography, he chose to provide the briefest allusion to the 

                                                                                                                                              
own letters to them.  The letters are numbered from 209 to 236, implying a once larger collection.  Dr. 
David L. Wykes has posited that other letters in the collection may have been destroyed in a fire.  David 
L. Wykes, conversation with the author, August 15, 2008. 

 
29 Edmund Calamy, An Historical Account of My own Life, ed. John Towill Rutt, 2 vols. 

(London: Henry Colburn and Richard Bentley, 1829), 1:142-143. 



 

100 
 

Independent church of Stepney, the cradle of his social, theological, and religious 

formation, and to omit entirely the names and biographical information of his parents.  

Stepney Meeting was the religious center of Peirce’s life for his first twenty-six years.  

He was reared by his parents and subsequently by Mead within the Stepney 

congregation, joined the meeting in 1697, and apparently only broke his connection in 

1700 or 1701 with his acceptance of ministry at the Presbyterian meeting at Green 

Street, Cambridge.  In James Peirce’s argument, the names, occupations, and familial 

connections of his parents were irrelevant; however, their positions in society, 

accumulated wealth, and connections in the Dissenting community were paramount.  

Yet, this study contends that their occupations and connections were relevant, even 

dangerous, to Peirce’s present claim to irenic, tolerant Christianity. 

 
Respectable: The Dissenting Families in London 

I was, then, born at London in Wapping, of parents who lived in good fashion, 
and left a good reputation behind them for sobriety and works of charity.  They 
were both in communion with the famous Mr. Matthew Mead of Stepny.  By 
my mother who dy’d last, when I was about seven years old, I, with a brother 
and sister, who were both older than myself, was committed to Mr. Mead, as 
my guardian. . . . Thro’ the good providence of God, I was left by my parents in 
such circumstances, as never to need the contributions of any friend or fund 
toward my education.30  
 
James Peirce was born to John and Deborah Peirce of Wapping in 1674.31  By 

1681, James had been orphaned and was living in the home of Matthew Mead, the 

                                                 
30 Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account (1719), 42-43. 

 
31 The absence of information on Peirce’s past was demonstrated by the first major biographical 

work to name both of Peirce’s parents being the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography entry by 
David L. Wykes published in 2004, almost three hundred years after Peirce’s death.  David L. Wykes, 
“Peirce, James (1674–1726),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and 
Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004): 449-452.  The entry from 1895 by Alexander 
Gordon named John Peirce as the father of James.  Alexander Gordon, “Peirce, James (1674?-1726)” in 
The Dictionary of National Biography, ed. Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee (London: Oxford University 



 

101 
 

pastor of Stepney Meeting.32  Despite the brevity of the time that James spent with his 

parents, John and Deborah each appear to have left James with an especial inheritance 

that made possible his successful professional life.  John Peirce, of whom James likely 

had no memory, left James a social network of substantial London merchants that 

facilitated James’s entry into the Dissenting ‘middling sort’, a monetary inheritance 

sufficient to secure an international education, and a good name among the respected, 

ejected Dissenting clergy.  Deborah Peirce bequeathed an apparently undepleted estate 

to James and his siblings, as well as a network of family members and committed 

friends in the Stepney meeting, chiefly the pastor Matthew Mead.  Each parent 

modeled a key element of seventeenth-century Dissent: John represented the 

prosperous, urban Dissenters who lived in “good fashion”; Deborah was the Dissenter 

who left a “good reputation” in the close-knit community of the meeting house.  

Perhaps most importantly, his parents bequeathed him the cradle of his imagination—

the Independent church in Stepney on Bull Lane.  It was there that Peirce was shaped 

by a Nonconformist ‘family’—an urban, mercantile and maritime-focused community 

of middling sort, “new merchant radical,” covenanted Dissenters.33 

                                                                                                                                              
Press, 1937; repr, 1981), 15:681-685.  Jerom Murch’s thorough biographical sketch did not provide the 
names of James’ parents, but did note that James “together with a brother and sister, were committed to 
the care of Mr. Mead.  How his brother and sister were afterward disposed of, is uncertain.”  Jerom 
Murch, A History of The Presbyterian and General Baptist Churches in the West of England (London: 
R. Hunter, 1835), 421-422. 
 

32 For an image of the Mead house and description of the environs, see “Miscellanea,” The 
Baptist Magazine 17 (January 1825): 16-18. 

 
33 Robert Brenner has provided useful terminology for distinguishing between different aspects 

of the merchant economies of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.  In particular, Brenner 
focused on the shifts in London trade from cloth in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries to 
trade with the East Indies, the Levant, the Near and Far East and southern Europe to the new trade with 
the American colonies.  The Merchant Adventures of the Elizabethan and early Stuart era were 
surpassed by “representatives of the Levant-East India combine [who] had become preponderant with 
what might loosely be termed the City merchant establishment, which consisted of the top 
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Seventeenth-century Wapping and Stepney: Church, Meeting, and Radicalism 

Having noted that English cities were the seedbed of Dissent and a locus for the  

proliferation of learning, the arts, candor, and respectability, it is not surprising that 

James Peirce, the eminent Dissenter (or the arch-heretic), began his pedigree with his 

birth in the city of London in the hamlet of Wapping which lay in Stepney parish in 

Middlesex.  In 1656 the two riverside districts were blossoming with business related 

to the expanding maritime empire of England, marked by an enlargement of ‘middle-

class’ merchants and mariners and a boom in the industries of shipbuilding and the 

fitting of merchant vessels.34  By the Interregnum, the maritime character of the 

population was reflected in the parish lay leadership, of whom many had been to 

America and some to the Far East.35  As trade increased so did the population of 

Stepney.  In the year of James’s birth, the burgeoning parish of Stepney boasted a 

                                                                                                                                              
socioeconomic layers among London’s privileged company merchants, and had come to constitute the 
core of a recomposed City merchant political elite.”  While the London merchants were heterogeneous 
in opposition to the homogeny of the aristocracy, the requirements of their royal charters encouraged 
these privileged merchants to remain generally submissive to Royal demands.  The “new merchants,” 
however, were recruited from an underprivileged class in order to expand the unregulated and somewhat 
risky trade with the American colonies.  These “new merchants” who did not require Royal patronage 
for their enterprise frequently had close ties to Congregationalists in the American colonies, and the 
“new merchant” leaders in the market and in the pulpit were influential in the opposition to Charles I 
during the Civil War.  Although Brenner’s models for the Civil War may have been sometimes 
questionable, and his delineation of the merchant class divisions overstated, the “new merchant radical” 
is a useful model for understanding the ties between the radical politics, sincere religion, and overt 
capitalism of the Independent communities of the mid-seventeenth century.  Robert Brenner, Merchants 
and Revolution: Commercial Change, Political Conflict, and London’s Overseas Traders, 1550-1653 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993), 3-4, 400-410, 406n31, 426-427, 426n65, 520-521, 
passim. 

 
34  The Victoria History of the Counties of England: A History of the County Middlesex: Volume 

11: Early Stepney with Bethnal Green, ed. C. R. J. Currie (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 18-
19. 

 
35  For example, in the election of churchwardens for Stepney parish on April 13, 1658, the 

members of the vestry chose ten men to serve in the five districts: Ratcliff, Shadwell, Lymehouse, Mile 
End, and Popler.  Of these ten churchwardens, four bore the title of Captain.  Memorials of Stepney 
Parish; That is to Say The Vestry Minutes From 1579 to 1662, ed. G. W. Hill and W. H. Frere 
(Guildford: Billing & Sons, 1890-91),  222-223; The Victoria History of  . . . County Middlesex: Early 
Stepney with Bethnal Green, 18. 
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population of eight thousand residents and by 1711 Stepney (without Shadwell) had 

86,000 residents.36   

With the capitalistic endeavors and international trade came a radical streak.  

Towns and cities were the catchment of migrants and ideas, and the maritime-merchant 

economy of Stepney drew ideas and people from around the world.  In Wapping and 

Ratcliff of Stepney parish, Dissenters were still a minority, so that in 1676 conformists 

may have outnumbered nonconformists by a ratio of forty to one.37  But the 

nonconformists of Stepney were radical: more Dissenters were arrested in Stepney 

from the Restoration to 1689 than in any other area in Middlesex.38  The Stepney 

parishioners evinced their radical nature by petitioning parliament in September 1641 

to hire lecturers for Sundays and Thursdays at the parish’s expense.  The idea pleased 

Oliver Cromwell who sought a bill establishing the same right for every parish; the bill 

passed the Commons, but failed in the House of Lords.  Stepney, however, got its 

lecturers in the form of two “militant Independents” who had been ejected in 1636 and 

had recently returned from Rotterdam: William Greenhill and Jeremiah Burroughs.39  

Linked to the “new-merchant radicals” by the scholar Robert Brenner, Greenhill would 

be one of the few Independent divines of the Westminster Assembly and he was 

                                                 
36 Susan Hardman Moore, Pilgrims: New World Settlers & The Call of Home (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2007), 108; Michael Reed, “The Urban Landscape, 1540-1700,” in The 
Cambridge Urban History of Britain, ed. Peter Clark (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 
297; The Victoria History of  . . . County Middlesex: Early Stepney with Bethnal Green, 18-19, 75. 

 
37 The Compton Census of 1676: A Critical Edition, ed. Anne Whiteman and Mary Clapinson 

(London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1986), 65. 
 
38 The Victoria History of  . . . County Middlesex: Early Stepney with Bethnal Green, 18-19; 82. 
 
39 Brenner, Merchants and Revolution, 351-352, 407-408, 694-695; The Victoria History of  . . . 

County Middlesex: Early Stepney with Bethnal Green, 75. 
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financially associated with the Additional Sea Adventure to Ireland.40  By 1644, 

Greenhill was pastor of a gathered church within Stepney while lecturing at St. 

Dunstan and All Saints, the Stepney parish church.41  He was appointed vicar upon the 

death of Dr. Joshua Hoyle in 1654, and the Independent meeting gathered in St.  

Dunstan’s with many of its members holding positions of authority within the parish.42  

As Brenner asserted, the new-merchant leaders (like Richard Lawrence, William 

Greenhill, Joseph Caryl (1602-1673), George Griffith (1619-1691) and especially Dr. 

John Owen (1616-1683)) tended to embrace the Independent polity and theology, 

support the religious experiments in Holland and in New England, and willing to 

agitate for further reform.43  The gathered London congregations of the 1640s and 

1650s were committed and active, frequently shared economic ties to other 

“nonmerchant City radicals,” and wielded influence, disproportionate to their small 

numbers, due their economic importance and cohesive communities.44  

The Stepney congregation was a prime example of a radical merchant 

congregation.  Many of the members of the parish vestry were men of local 

prominence, associated with the maritime industry, and members of the Independent 

meeting.  John Hoxton, a Justice of the Peace and leader in Stepney Meeting, was 

elected a churchwarden from Ratcliff on March 26, 1649 and appeared among the 

                                                 
40 Brenner, Merchants and Revolution, passim; also see, Robert Brenner, “The Civil War 

Politics of London’s Merchant Community,” Past and Present 58 (February 1973): 53-107; A. T. Jones, 
Notes on the Early Days of Stepney Meeting, 1644 to 1689 (London: T. Wilson Booth, 1887), 9. 

 
41  “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 1. 
 
42 Jones, Notes on the Early Days, 34-35. 
 
43 Brenner, Merchants and Revolution, passim. 

 
44 Brenner, Merchants and Revolution, 416-420. 
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vestry on February 27, 1654 and as late as January 15, 1661/62.45  Samuel Truelove, a 

mariner, was a member of the vestry on September 19, 1660; he and Elizabeth, his 

wife, had been accepted into the Independent meeting in 1655.46  Thomas Wilkinson, 

Robert Hembricks, and the influential brewer Benjamin Andrews were listed as 

members of the vestry in April 1659 and were also leaders of the Stepney Independent 

church.47  Captain Arthur Bailey, who joined the meeting in 1654, was nominated to 

the office of deacon of the Stepney meeting in 1657.  He also was listed among the 

parish vestry from Ratcliff in February 1654 and appeared as a member from Shadwell 

as late as January 15, 1662, almost two years after Greenhill’s ejection in 1660.48   

Connections were everywhere.  Business, faith, and politics were inseparable.  

The commitment to radical religion and colonial trade was prevalent.  Although 

Brenner’s quintessential “new merchant,” the powerful Maurice Thomson 

(Thompson), was a churchwarden for the Stepney parish church, he did not join the 

Independent meeting; but his wife and daughter did, and his son was baptized there.49  

Thomson’s business partner, William Pennoyer, left a bequest to Greenhill and 

                                                 
45 Memorials of Stepney Parish, 192n3, 194-199, 202-203, 207-208, 213-215, 220-226; 238-

240; “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 192b, 198.  
 

46 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 3b; Memorials of Stepney Parish, 231-232n3; 
Jones, Notes on the Early Days, 53-54. 
 

47 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 1, 192, 192b, 193, 193b, 194, 198, 201, passim; 
Memorials of Stepney Parish, 227nn1, 2, 4: Jones, Notes on the Early Days, 20. 
 

48 Memorials of Stepney Parish, xiv-xv; 198n3, 202-203n5, 221, 222-225, 231-232, 238-240; 
“A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 3, 193b, [signature, “Arthure Bailey”] 198, passim.  Bailey 
also was categorized as “mariner” in the church books.  “Church Records of Stepney Chapel, Stepney”: 
Bull Lane (Independent), Births and Baptisms, 1644-1837, Marriages, 1646-1677, Burials, 1780-1837, 
TNA: GRO, RG4/4414. 

 
49 A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 3; “Church Records of Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” 

RG4/4414, 4; Brenner, Merchants and Revolution, 120, 123, 131, 423n59, passim; Memorials of Stepney 
Parish, xvii, 189, 189n1, 190-192, passim; Jones, Notes on the Early Days, 37-38. 
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Pennoyer’s wife joined the Stepney meeting in 1648.50  A relative of Thomson and a 

fellow merchant, Edward Thomson, was also a member along with his wife.51  In the 

year of the Restoration, Maurice Thomson transferred £3,000 of East India Company 

stock to his fellow Stepney vestry member, Capt. Arthur Bailey, who also attended the 

now separated Stepney Meeting and who had ownership in the Surat Merchant and the 

Humphrey and Elizabeth used by the East India Company.52  Of course, not all 

members were merchants or mariners.53  The roll of members and baptismal records 

also included grocers, servants, and even one person of title.54 

Entangled with the American colonies in trade and religion, the Stepney 

congregation had numerous members from New England.  As early as 1647, church 

                                                 
50 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 2; Brenner, Merchants and Revolution, 423. 

 
51 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 1b; Brenner, Merchants and Revolution, 423. 
 
52 Ethel Bruce Sainsbury, A Calendar of The Court Minutes etc. of the East India Company, 

1660-1663 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1922), 182-183,370, 373; Sainsbury, A Calendar of the Court 
Minutes etc, of the East India Company, 1668-1670 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1929), 82-83, 107, 142, 
149, 399, passim; Sainsbury, A Calendar of the Court Minutes etc, of the East India Company, 1671-
1673 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1932), 64,123,  255, 290, 300, 306, 308,  passim. 
 

53 The Stepney meeting’s roll of members was abounding with occupations related to seafaring.  
For example, in December 1656 not only was John Peirce admitted, but “Francis Ballard the wife of 
James Ballard of Wappen Wall mariner,” “Elizabeth Beamant of Wappen Wall the wife of William 
Beament mariner,” and “Mary the wife of John Harris junr of Lymehouse mariner” were as well.  That the 
congregants of Stepney church continued to have a similar background during the life of James Peirce is 
evidenced by the admission of “Edward Curtis mariner,” “Sarah ye wife of Capt Nehemiah Earning,” 
“Rebecca Bass wife of John Bass mariner,” “Mrs Priscilla King wife of Capt King Katcliff,” “Elizabeth 
ye wife of Bartholomew Pickard mariner,” “Mrs Sarah Goodlad wife to Capt William Goodlad,” and 
“Philipp Bennett of Limehouse mariner” in the years from 1678 to 1680.  “A booke for church affaires 
att Stepney,” 4, 6b-7. 
 

54 Included in the membership were “The Lady Theodosia Barker wife of Sr Richard Barker in 
Barbican” who was admitted on October 20, 1672, “Mary Girle servt to Mrs Miller” who was admitted 
on December 17, 1678, and “Mary Hansley servt to Mr Lawrence” who was admitted on September 9, 
1682.  “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 6, 7, 7b; “Church Records of Stepney Chapel, 
Stepney,” RG4/4414, passim. 
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records noted the admission of New Englanders into the church.55  Freeborn Balch, 

Robert Lord, and Samuel Higginson were all New Englanders and were either admitted 

as members or were auditors in the 1650s.56  Greenhill was even willing to baptize 

children whose parents were not members of the meeting, but were members of the 

church in Boston, Massachusetts.57   

Admittedly, the leaders of Stepney Meeting were not perceived as radicals by 

many during the Interregnum when Oliver Cromwell’s government allowed citizens 

considerable latitude in theological and religious matters.  The 1640s and 1650s, as 

Christopher Hill so wonderfully described, were revolutionary years.  This was the 

time of Pride’s Purge and the godly New Model Army, of Ranters and Quakers, 

Baptists and Fifth Monarchists.  The Independents were closer to the Establishment 

during the 1650s than they had been in the years before the civil wars and they would 

be after the Restoration.58  But Stepney Meeting contained a particular strain of 

Independent, one dedicated to republican government, one sympathetic to the 

American experiment, one inclined to trade, and one very committed to the godly life.  

The ‘radical’ character of Stepney Meeting was such that leaders within the 

Cromwellian military and regicides gravitated to the church, and it was a character that 

                                                 
55 For example, see the baptism of Hannah Pellam, the dauther of “Mr Pellam of New England” 

in 1647.  Hannah was only the sixth child to be baptized in the fledgling meeting.  “Church Records of 
Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” RG4/4414, 4. 
 

56 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 4, 192b. 
 
57 The daughter of “Capt. Edward Witheridge of Boston Church in New Engld” was baptized in 

1651.  “Church Records of Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” RG4/4414, 5. 
 
58 For vivid descriptions of the radical nature of England in the 1640s and 1650s, see 

Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside Down: Radical Ideas During the English Revolution (New 
York: Viking Press, 1972), passim. 
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led the Stepney congregation to harbor men of radical republican ideals after the 

Restoration. 

Some Stepney radicals even rose to the national scene during the Interregnum.  

Greenhill was noted for his active support of the republic, and he recruited “godly 

mariners” (many of whom were in the Stepney church) for positions within the 

Cromwellian navy.59  The Stepney meeting book bore names associated with the 

Cromwellian navy, including Nehemiah Bourne (1611-1691; “Major Bourne”) and his 

family members, and Richard Hutchinson, who may well have been the Treasurer of 

the Navy.60  Colonel John Okey (a merchant, Cromwellian commander and regicide 

who would be seized in Holland and hanged for his crimes in 1662) and his wife also 

joined the meeting in 1649, the year of the execution of Charles I.61  Even Matthew 

Mead, a lecturer in Stepney during the Interregnum and the pastor of Stepney Meeting 

from 1671 until 1699, had merchant and radical connections.  Given to enterprise, 

                                                 
59 Richard L. Greaves, “Greenhill, William (1597/8–1671),” in Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence 
Goldman, January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/11429 (accessed April 23, 2009). 
 

60 “Church Records of Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” RG4/4414, 5b; N. A. M. Rodger, The 
Command of the Ocean: A Naval History of Britain, 1649-1815 (London: Allen Lane/Penguin Group, 
2004), 51; Memorials of Stepney Parish, 214, 216, 223, 225; Jones, Notes on The Early Days, 37-39; 
Moore, Pilgrims, 108, 114-115; Isaac J. Greenwood, “Rear Admiral Nehemiah Bourne,” New England 
Historical and Genealogical Register 27, no. 1 (January 1873): 26-36; Brenner, Merchants and 
Revolution, 406n31. 

 
61 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 2. Okey married his second wife, Mary, in the 

Stepney church on July 15, 1659 just months before Charles II would return to England.  “Church 
Records of Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” RG4/4414, 70b.  For more on Okey, see William Winstanley, The 
Loyall Martyrology (London: Thomas Mabb, 1665), 122-123; H. G. Tibbut, Colonel John Okey, 1606-
1662, Publications of the Bedfordshire Historical Record Society, v. 35 (Streatley, Bedfordshire: 
Bedfordshire Historical Record Society, 1955); Brenner, Merchants and Revolution, 423n59, 521n40; 
Christopher Durston, “Okey, John (bap. 1606, d. 1662),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, 
January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/20666 (accessed May 6, 2009); Robert Ashton, 
Counter-Revolution: The Second Civil War and Its Origins, 1646-8 (New Haven, CN: Yale University 
Press, 1994),  418; and, Sean Kelsey, Inventing a Republic: The Political Culture of the English 
Commonwealth, 1649-1653 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997), 69-70, 175n145.  
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Mead held stock in the East India Company and partial ownership of the ship The 

Mathew [sic] at the time of his decease.62  Given to radicalism in politics and religion 

even after the Restoration, he would be repeatedly fined for infractions of the 

Clarendon code and was implicated in plots against the Crown. 

Indeed, change came quickly with the Restoration and Bartholomew Day 

ejections.  With some irony, Greenhill, who had supported the execution of Charles I 

and had served as the chaplain to the royal children, was replaced in 1660 by Dr. 

Emanuel Utye, the chaplain to both Charles I and Charles II.63  The vestry was 

reestablished with nominations by the bishop in 1662, spelling the end of the 

Nonconformists in the parish church.64  By 1669, the Independent congregation of 

Stepney was registered as meeting in William Greenhill’s home on Ocean Street, near 

St. Dunstan and All Saints.65  With Dissenters enduring the onus of the Corporation 

Act (1661), Act of Uniformity (1661), Conventicle Act (1664), and Five Mile Act 

(1665), the business transactions and admissions in the church book of the Stepney 

meeting were dramatically reduced from 1660 to 1668, with only baptisms continuing 

                                                 
62 Will of Matthew Mead, Gentleman of Stepney, Middlesex, (28 September 1699), 01 

December 1699, TNA: PRO, PROB 11/453. 
 
63 Francis Horton was appointed vicar on February 21, 1660 but his grant was revoked.  Utye 

was placed in the vicarage on April 8, 1661.  The Victoria History of  . . . County Middlesex: Early 
Stepney with Bethnal Green, 75; Memorials of Stepney Parish , 233-234, 233n1, 254; Jones, Notes on 
the Early Days, 12; Richard L. Greaves, “Greenhill, William (1597/8–1671),” in Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. 
Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/11429 (accessed April 23, 
2009). 

 
64 Memorials of Stepney Parish, 232, 242-243. 
 
65 The Victoria History of  . . . County Middlesex: Early Stepney with Bethnal Green, 81-83; 

George Lyon Turner, Original Records of Early Nonconformity Under Persecution and Indulgence 
(London: T. F. Unwin, 1914), 3:89-90; Jones, Notes on the Early Days, 40; T. Wilson Booth, The First 
150 Years of the Stepney Meeting Independents from 1644 to 1796 (T. Wilson Booth, Ltd: London, ca.  
1913), 6. 

 



 

110 
 

at nearly the previous number.  After the expiration of the first Conventicle Act, entries 

of admission and discipline resumed in the book, although with less frequency than in 

the 1640s and 1650s.66   

After the Restoration, the influence of the “new merchant radicals” diminished 

but it did not disappear.  In 1672, just two years before Peirce’s birth, a report to the 

Stuart monarchy on the factions within London deemed the Independents second to the 

Presbyterians in number, yet more troublesome, 

for their unity among themselves, & from the danger that may arrise [sic] from 
their evil Principles.  They are perfectly united among themselves.  There’s no 
devision [sic] between their Churches, nor in their Churches, between the 
particular members thereof. . . . They hate Monarchy; and that his Majesty 
would find, if they had but a fitting opportunity.  The heads of this party now 
alive are: Dr. Goodwyn, Dr. Owen, Mr. Phillipp Nye, Mr. Joseph Caryll, Mr. 
George Griffiths, Mr. Thomas Brookes, and Mr. Meade, who hath that 
Congregation that was Mr. Greenhill’s at Stepney. . . . These things, it is hoped, 
will prevail with his Majesty, though he indulge them, yet to keep a strick [sic] 
eye over them, and a strong Guard upon them.67 

 
The analysis of the anonymous commentator (whose position likely benefited from 

inciting anxiety within the government) might have been correct, and clearly his advice 

was taken by the government.  All of these listed men proved to be activists, and they 

and their congregations endured sporadic persecution until the Act of Toleration of 

1689.  In 1683, A List of the Conventicles or Unlawful Meetings, addressed to 

magistrates in the area of London, noted the Dissenting conventicles and their 

                                                 
66 For the records of church membership and vestry transactions, see “A booke for church 

affaires att Stepney.”  For records of baptisms, see “Church Records of Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” 
RG4/4414.  Also, see Jones, Notes on the Early Days, 41-44. 

 
67 Quoted from G. Lyon Turner, “The Religious Condition of London in 1672 as Reported to 

King and Court by an Impartial Outsider,” Transactions of the Congregational Historical Society 3, no. 
3 (September 1907): 197-200.  For more on the cooperation of the Independent churches at this time, see 
Francis J. Bremer, Congregational Communion: Clerical Friendship in the Anglo-American Puritan 
Community, 1610-1692 (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1994), 223-226. 
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preachers.  The majority of the meetings were not assigned a minister, but the twenty-

five names printed included the familiar names of the troublesome John Collins (ca. 

1632–1687),  John Knowles (ca. 1606–1685), John Owen, and Matthew Mead.68   

In the 1660s, Stepney Meeting (under the direction of William Greenhill) was 

deemed a dangerous Dissenting community noted for its strong Independent character.  

In the 1680s, the Stepney congregation was led by men like Matthew Mead, Richard 

Lawrence, and John Nesbitt who were associated with rebellion and partisanship.  In 

1691, Stepney Meeting House was the host of the Happy Union and a symbol of an 

ecumenism within Dissent.  Yet, in the two decades leading up to the Salters’ Hall 

debate, Stepney Meeting broadly rejected an ecumenical Dissent and sided with 

Independent polity and subscription to traditional orthodox doctrine.  The Stepney 

meeting of James Peirce’s life had too complex a history to serve as a witness—in fact, 

its present partisan position overshadowed its ecumenical past. 

 
John Peirce: The International Confluence of Mercantilism and Faith 

On April 4, 1674, John Peirce composed his will leaving his estate to his 

executrix and wife, Deborah, and to his children, viz. Deborah, John, and his unborn 

child, James.69  As John composed his will, he did so as the Captain and “Commander” 

of the East India Company (EIC) ship the Golden Fleece, which was preparing to 

                                                 
68 A List of the Conventicles or Unlawful Meetings Within the City of London and Bills of 

Mortality; With the Places Where They Are To Be Found; As Also, the Names of Divers of the 
PREACHERS, and the several Factions They Profess (London: Nat. Thompson, 1683), 1. 
 

69 Will of John Peirce, Mariner of Stepney, Middlesex, (4 April 1674), 14 June 1676, TNA: 
PRO, PROB 11/351. 
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embark within days for Surat.70   The respectable Peirce was working for the old guard; 

he was a member of Brenner’s “City merchant political elite,” who depended upon 

Royal favor and charters.  But this had not always been the case.  John Peirce had once 

been allied with the “new merchant radicals.”  That Peirce had joined the EIC after the 

Interregnum had not invalidated his commitment to religion; the change merely gave 

him the aura of respectability and substance.  Nor was he alone.  John Owen had 

recently enjoyed an audience with Charles II in order to offer thanks for the 

Declaration of Indulgence.  Even radicals like Greenhill, Caryl, Benjamin Bailey and 

John Owen now mixed with the former “new-merchants” Maurice Thompson and 

Thomas Bell in investing in the EIC.71 

As a commander and captain in the EIC, Peirce had been selected by the 

owners of the Golden Fleece and subsequently approved by the Company.72  To 

remain in command of a Company ship was a difficult task requiring strength in 

character, soundness in ethics, and wisdom in business affairs.  Responsible for 

maintaining a sober crew, the proper worship of God on the ship, and the good 

business and name of the Company, a commander was also obliged to avoid hostilities 

                                                 
70 Ethel Bruce Sainsbury, A Calendar of the Court Minutes, etc. of the East India Company, 

1674-1676 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1935), 16-18, 21, 25-26; John Fryer, A New Account of East India 
and Persia, Being Nine Years’ Travel, 1672-1681 (London: Hakluyt Society, 1912), 2n1; Will of John 
Peirce. 

 
71 For examples of the investment of these men in the EIC, see the following.  For Greenhill, 

see Sainsbury, A Calendar of the Court Minutes, etc. of the East India Company, 1664-1667 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1925), 206: From March 16,1666, “Mr. Northy acquaints the Court that of the 600l. 
subscription of Simon Smith, 200l. was in trust for the account of Mr. Greenhill, late vicar of Stepney, 
but that Smith’s executor refuses to transfer this.”  For Caryl, see Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1664-1667, 
429.  For Owen, see Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1664-1667, 432.  For Thomson, see Sainsbury, A 
Calendar . . . 1664-1667, 31, 84, 141, 148, 206, passim; 1668-1670, 555, 92, 188, passim. For Bell, see 
Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1664-1667, 427, 429.  For the thanks offered to Charles II by the Presbyterian 
“Dons,” see Turner, Original Records of Early Nonconformity, 3:200-202. 

 
72 For examples, see Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1674-1676, 15, 342. 
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with natives and with other Europeans (all the while making money for the Company 

and the owners of the ship, as well as some acceptable personal trade ventures).73  

Apparently John had been successful in his responsibilities.  He had commanded the 

Golden Fleece on international trading ventures for several years, and he had even 

distinguished himself in service to the Company and in the taking of the Dutch 

Mayboome (Meijboom) in 1672, during the recent war between the Netherlands and 

England.74  On April 4, the very day he composed his will, John was handsomely 

rewarded for his leadership in battle with £40; the other EIC captains who had been 

involved in the capture of the prize ship received no more than £20 each.75  On the 

celebratory day, John revised his will looking forward to the imminent birth of James.76  

Unfortunately, John was to miss the birth and baptism of James at Stepney Meeting in 

July 1674.   

Why did James Peirce not name his father in the pedigree?  Surely John was an 

English patriarch worthy of mention.  The problem was that John Peirce had been a 

well-known “new merchant radical,” an avid partisan supporter of Congregationalism, 

and a man whose wealth had been acquired recently from risky ventures and who had 

had a life outside of England, i.e., in New England.  He was, as a contemporary 

                                                 
73 Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1674-1676, x-xii, 121-122, 133, 391. 
 
74 Records of the Golden Fleece appear throughout the records of the East India Company.  For 

Sale at the East-India-House, November 10, 1673 (London, 1673), 4.  Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1671-
1673, 50, 51, 60, 108, 112, 151, 157, 184, passim.; Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1674-1676, vi, vii, 9, 14, 
16-17, 26, 31-32, 37, 39-40,  41, 43, 45,  passim. 

 
75 To place the reward in perspective, a “senior merchant” in the company (the highest of the 

offices of trust) received £40 per annum after 1675.  The war had concluded on February 9, 1674.  
Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1671-1673, xxiin3; Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1674-1676, iii, xxv-xxvi, 41, 
43.  

 
76 Will of John Peirce. 
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remembered, “[John] Peirce, a great fanatik.”77  A “fanatik” was the last thing (or 

person) James Peirce needed in his past as he was facing charges of heresy.  

Unfortunately, Peirce’s attempts to conceal his radical past required the deletion of a 

rich chapter from trans-atlantic Dissenting history—until now. 

John Peirce had joined the Stepney meeting in 1656, and his entry was 

informatively noted, “John Pearse of Wappen Marriner Late of new England.”78   

Among the meeting members, he was not unique in possessing these characteristics.  

As previously asserted, numerous members of this suburban meeting house were hailed 

as “Captain” or as “mariner,” and many of these members had migrated from New 

England.79  Perhaps as many as one in four immigrants to New England (and one in 

three ministers) returned to England, and those who returned shared common 

experiences and a wider understanding of the world.  In addition to his experience in 

New England, it was there that John acquired the foundation of his monetary substance 

sufficient to “live in good fashion” and it was there he regularly returned for economic 

gain and for religious principles.  He was a trusted member of that society of 

                                                 
77 “Then one Peirce, a great fanatik, [who] came first with news of the K[ings]’s Restoration wt 

ye K[ings]’s flag in ye mayne top. He brought Goffe [and] Whalley who call’d themselves Richardson 
[and] Stevenson (as their fathers were called).” “‘Papers About Captain Breedon’ concerning New 
England,” August 1678, TNA CO 1/42, no. 120; Calendar Reference: Item 782, vol. 10 (1677-1680), 
p.284-285; http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?url_ver=Z39.88-2004&res_dat=xri:csp-
us:&rft_dat=xri:csp:rec:V10-E000960 (accessed July 28, 2010). 
 

78 The historical reconstruction of John Peirce was dependent upon the treatment of English and 
colonial civil records and diaries.  For more on John Peirce and this reconstruction, see Appendix B.  “A 
booke for church affaires att Stepney,”4.  Susan Hardman Moore provided a very brief but splendid 
reconstruction of the London community of Dissenters who had emigrated from New England.  Moore, 
Pilgrims, 88, 88n65, 108-109, 108n41, 154, 176. 

 
79 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 4, 6b-7; Jones, Notes on the Early Days, 17; Will 

of Deborah Pierce, Widow Stepney, Middlesex, (19 May 1681), 15 June 1681, TNA: PRO, PROB 
11/367. 
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immigrants to New England who had chosen to return to England rather than to stay 

and build the New Israel—but he had not surrendered his zeal for commerce or faith.80 

Immigrating to New England with his parents in 1634, John Peirce was one of 

thousands who made the journey in the 1630s, a time of religious fervor and economic 

fever with many immigrants desiring to avoid Laudian ‘innovations’ and to acquire 

wealth in a new land.  By the early 1640s, more than 20,000 immigrants had come to 

New England; in 1635 alone, almost 5,000 people left London for America.81  Susan 

Hardman Moore centered her reconstruction of the lives of such immigrants on the 

testimony of Susanna Bell whose death-bed memoir of 1673 told the story of multiple 

trans-atlantic trips and a fortune acquired by her husband, Thomas Bell (d. 1672).  

Susanna and Thomas Bell left for New England in 1634 with “many of the people of 

God,” sought membership in the covenant community of Roxbury (Susanna’s initial 

request was rejected), and eventually amassed such a fortune through trade between 

New England and England that the Bells were one of the wealthiest families in 

                                                 
80 Moore, Pilgrims, 14.  For a thorough description of the process of immigration to New 

England and the demographics of those who left England around 1635, see Alison Games, Migration 
and the Origins of the English Atlantic World (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999) and 
David Cressy, Coming Over: Migration and Communication between England and New England In the 
Seventeenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987). 
 

81 International migration from Britain during the mid-seventeenth century may have numbered 
as many as 380,000 persons.  Migrants to Britain were significantly fewer. Cressy, Coming Over, 50; 
David Armitage and Michael J. Braddick, eds., The British Atlantic World, 1500-1800 (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 37; P. Griffiths, J. Landers, M. Pelling and R. Tyson, “Population and 
Disease, Estrangement and Belonging, 1540-1700,” in The Cambridge Urban History of Britain, II. 
1540-1800, ed. Peter Clark (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 200. 
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Roxbury by 1639.82  With the inauguration of peace in Interregnum England, the Bells 

returned to London by 1651 and were the neighbors of Samuel Pepys by 1660.83   

The history of John Peirce was similar to that of the Bell family.  John Peirce 

was likely born in the 1620s in England to Thomas (d. 1666) and Elizabeth Peirce 

(Pierce), prior to their immigration to New England in 1634-5.  The Peirce family 

settled in Charlestown, Massachusetts (which lay less than five miles to the east of 

Cambridge and just north of Boston on Massachusetts Bay), and the baptisms of John’s 

younger siblings were recorded in the church book of the First Church of Charlestown 

after 1638.84  A member of a respected family, John apparently had revisited London in 

the 1640s, but had returned to New England in 1648 as a “seaman” and “Marriner” in 

good financial stead.  Appearing after 1648 in the civil records, Peirce purchased land 

from his sister, Persis, a haylot adjacent to a property belonging to his father, and a 

house and garden in Charlestown.  He also was active in maritime commerce between 

New England and markets in Europe.85  John was trustworthy.  Commissioned as an 

                                                 
82 Moore, Pilgrims, 1-6, 6n18; Susanna Bell, The Legacy of a Dying Mother to Her Mourning 

Children (London: John Hancock, Senior and Junior, 1673), 45, 47-48. 
 

83 Moore, Pilgrims, 9-13; C. K. Dillaway, A History of the Grammar School, or “The Free 
Schoole of 1645 in Roxburie (Roxbury, MA: John Backup, 1860), 147-148. 

 
84 James F. Hunnewell, “The First Record-Book of the First Church in Charlestown, 

Massachusetts” The New England Historical and Genealogical 25, no. 2 (April 1871): 150.  For more on 
John and the Pierce family, see The Original Lists of Persons of Quality; Emigrants; Religious Exiles . . . 
Who Went from Great Britain to the American Plantations, 1600-1700, ed., John Camden Hotten 
(London: John Camden Hotten, 1874), 70; Frederic Beech Pierce, Pierce Genealogy, being the Record 
of the Posterity of Thomas Pierce, an Early Inhabitant of Charlestown, ed. Frederick Clifton Peirce 
(Worcester, MA: Charles Hamilton, 1882), xiv, 17-20; Genealogical and Personal Memoirs Relating to 
the Families of Boston and Eastern Massachusetts, ed. William Richard Cutter (New York: Lewis 
Historical Publishing Company, 1908), 3:1477-1478; Henry Whittemore, Genealogical Guide to the 
Early Settlers of America (Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Company, 1967), 422;  History of the 
Town of Dorchester, Massachusetts (Boston: Ebenezer Clapp, Jr., 1859), 71. 

 
85 Thomas Peirce had attained the status of freedman and the distinction of holding municipal 

offices in Charlestown and Woburn.  Colonial records have John purchasing a house and garden in 
Charlestown in August 1648, and subsequently selling the same house and land in September 1655, 
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attorney as early as 1650 in New England,86 John’s good reputation followed him to 

England for on March 17, 1656, Anne Palgrave (Palsgrave) of Stepney similarly 

granted “John Pierce, mariner of Wapping” and her son-in-law Edmund Haylet of 

Stepney power of attorney for her estate.  Like John, Anne Palgrave (the widow of the 

prominent Charlestown physician, Richard Palgrave) had only recently moved from 

New England to live with her daughter Sarah Alcock in Stepney.87  The family of 

Thomas Peirce and the Palgrave family had owned several pieces of neighboring land 

in Charlestown.  Anne must have reestablished the connection in Stepney knowing that 

John’s trading ventures between England and Massachusetts would facilitate his 

responsibilities.88   

The reasons for John’s return to England around 1655, whether religious or 

economic, are unknown, but the event must have been pivotal.  John’s migration to 

England coincided with the continued growth of the Cromwellian navy, in which one’s 

                                                                                                                                              
presumably in preparation for his departure for England.  A Report of the Record Commissioners 
Containing Charlestown Land Records, 1638-1802, 98-99, 137;  Thomas Bellows Wyman, The 
Genealogies and Estates of Charlestown, in the County of Middlesex and Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts, 1629-1818 (Boston: David Clapp and Son, 1879), 2:756.  Notary records from 1648 and 
1650 evince the involvement of “John Pierce” in the selling of commodities and the authorization of 
John to acquire a ship to move commodities for their owners from America to markets in England, 
Holland, or France.  A Volume Relating to the Early History of Boston Containing the Aspinwall 
Notarial Records from 1644 to 1651 (Boston: Municipal Printing Office, 1903), 156, 315-316. 
 

86 John was commissioned in 1650 as attorney by William Sayle in order to recover debts owed 
to Sayle’s estate.  The reference was to “John Pierce of Charls towne in New England mariner.”  A 
Volume Relating to the Early History of Boston Containing the Aspinwall Notarial Records from 1644 to 
1651, 320. 
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godly zeal was counted nearly equivalent to experience on the seas (John having both 

qualities) and New England colonists were recruited to offices within the navy.  In the 

wake of the defection of much of the Royal Navy by 1649, Republican-minded 

Independent merchants and shipowners were heavily recruited to fill the vacant ranks 

of naval officers.  Losses to the Dutch in the early 1650s forced the recruitment of 

officers from meritorious mariners of more humble background.89  Although it is likely 

that John served in the Cromwellian navy, no records were found of his service.  His 

name, however, appeared prominently in historical documents in 1660 as he ferried 

hopeful migrants to the New Israel.90  The Restoration had significant impacts on 

English gathered communities on both sides of the Atlantic, and John Peirce played 

vital roles in sustaining the Dissenting communities. 

For a decade, John Peirce served the Dissenting communities broadly by 

successfully transporting goods between England and New England, and in particular 

by ferrying new emigrants from Restoration England to the New Israel and conveying 

information between the oppressed radical congregations in England and their 

Congregational brethren in America.  A member of the church in Charlestown in 1652 

and a member of the gathered Stepney meeting soon after his arrival in England, John 

was a trusted member of the trans-atlantic brethren.91  His connections with London 

and the colony were evinced in 1658 by the unpaid debt of forty-five pounds which 

                                                 
89 For more on the navy of the Interregnum, see Rodger, The Command of the Ocean, 50-64. 
 
90 Genealogical and Personal Memoirs Relating to the Families of Boston and Eastern 

Massachusetts, ed. William Richard Cutter (New York: Lewis Historical Publishing Company, 1908), 
3:1477; Moore, Pilgrims, 85n65. 
 

91 “Record-Book of the First Church in Charlestown” The New England Historical and 
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Daniell King (of Massachusetts) owed Peirce for transporting goods to America from 

William Guy (a haberdasher of London).92  In the same year, William Peake (later Sir 

William Peake and Lord Mayor of London) sent a shipment of goods to George 

Corwin in Salem, Massachusetts by way of Peirce’s ship and the Prudent Mary.93   

By 1660 Peirce was noted for bringing letters and brethren from the England 

churches.  The most notable ‘goods’ transported by Peirce to the church in Boston that 

year were the first news of the Restoration of Charles II and the two absconding 

regicides, William Goffe and Edward Whalley, on July 27, 1660.94  John Davenport 

(ca. 1597-1670), the Congregational divine from New Haven, ignorant of the 

controversial cargo that Peirce would bring, expressed his worry to John Winthrop, Jr. 

for the safety of the sea-faring Peirce and the letters that he was to bring.  In response, 

John Winthrop, Jr. (1606-1676), the governor of Connecticut, expressed his own 

personal concern for Peirce: “For I perceive that he hath bene about a quarter of an 

                                                 
92 Records and Files of the Quarterly Courts of Essex County, Massachusetts, vol. 3, 1662-1667 
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yeare, in his voyage.  I wish that he be safe.”95  Davenport’s reply from August 11 

expressed joy in the arrival of Peirce and the brethren from the churches in England: “It 

is true also that Mr. Pierse is come.  Brother Rutterford also and Brother Alsop are 

come to us, and have brought with them our Teacher.”96  (Interestingly, Winthrop did 

not mention the regicides whom Davenport would eventually harbor.)  John Hull 

(1624-1683, merchant and mint master at Boston), noted Peirce’s arrival for the cloth 

he brought from England for sale in Massachusetts and for the news of the 

Restoration.97  Surprised by the news of the Restoration, Hull attributed the change to 

“a strange turn of Providence,” but he prayed, “The Good Lord make him [Charles II] a 

nursing father to the church, and fit him as he did David, by long affliction, to be an 

excellent shepherd to his English Israel!”   Peirce soon returned to Restoration England 

with the profits earned from the sale of cloth to the colonists, and with letters from the 

First Boston church calling Dr. John Owen to be its pastor.98    Hull would prove to be 

doubly disappointed: Charles II was no David and Owen would not come to Boston. 
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In the 1660s, Peirce, and godly captains like him, served the churches by 

transporting the faithful in the post-Restoration migration and by functioning as 

conduits for communication between the churches in England and America after 

postmasters were forced to demonstrate their conformity to the Church after May 

1663.99  In a letter to Increase Mather from June 1662, John Davenport reported, 

“Captain Pierce is coming with two or three hundred passengers” in addition to the 

recent arrival of forty immigrants.  Indeed, Peirce would arrive in Boston and among 

his passengers was Captain John Leverett, later the governor of Massachusetts and 

friend to Whalley and Goffe.  As courier for the churches, Peirce carried letters for the 

Boston congregation to Dr. John Owen, Thomas Goodwin, Joseph Caryl, and (his 

pastor) William Greenhill in August 1663, returning with letters (but not with the 

expected Dr. Owen) in the following years.100   Records of Peirce’s annual 

transportation of goods, migrants, and letters continued for several years,101  including 

his conveyance of letters from the colonists to Charles II, as well as more letters from 

First Church to Dr. Owen in 1665.102 

                                                 
99 Bremer, Congregational Communion, 215-217, 220. 
 
100 The Records of the Governor and Company of the Massachusetts Bay in New England, vol. 

4, Part 2: 97.  Bremer, Congregational Communion, 218-219; “The Diaries of John Hull,” 209-210.  
Francis J. Bremer, “Davenport, John (bap. 1597, d. 1670),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, Oxford: OUP, 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/7201 
(accessed May 30, 2010). 
 

101 Letters of John Davenport, 198; Cressy, Coming Over, 51, 109, 163; “The Diaries of John 
Hull,” 203, 204, 209; Dexter, “Memoranda: Edward Whalley and William Goffe,” 117-146, 125. 
 

102 “The Diaries of John Hull,” 22, 220-221; Joseph B. Felt, The Ecclesiastical History of New 
England (Boston: Congregational Library Association and Congregational Board of Publication, 1862), 
2:367; George Emery Littlefield, The Early Massachusetts Press, 1638-1711 (Boston: The Club of Odd 
Volumes, 1907), 1:233. 
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The transformation to respectability coincided with the death of John’s parents 

in 1666.  Designated as overseer of Thomas Peirce’s will, John would have been back 

in New England early in 1667 to settle the estate.  The lack of family evidence suggests 

that familial ties were severed soon afterward.  No evidence was found to demonstrate 

that any of John’s siblings emigrated from Massachusetts.  For the orphan James, this 

separation from his paternal family was important.103  When James Peirce alluded to 

staying with family members in London in the 1690s, he likely was referring to his 

own siblings or to extended family from his maternal side.104  Mention of “Master 

Peirce” and “Capt. John Peirce” ended abruptly in John Hull’s diary with the last 

recorded arrival of John Peirce from England on June 4, 1668.105  By 1669, John had 

returned to London and provided his last recorded service to the trans-atlantic 

Dissenting churches.   

The paucity of references to John in the Stepney meeting book was, no doubt, 

dependent upon his frequent absences from the congregation due to travels abroad.  

Deacons, elders, and leaders within the Stepney meeting rarely were designated as 

seamen, the exceptions being Capt. Arthur Bailey and Capt. James Conaway 

                                                 
103 Wyman, The Genealogies and Estates of Charlestown, 2:756-757. 
 
104 Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account (1719), 44; Will of John Peirce, 4 April 1674, TNA: 

PRO, PROB 11/351, sig. 70; Will of Deborah Pierce. 
 

105 “2d, 3d, came in John Fairweather, from London; and 4th of 3d, came in Master John Peirce, 
Master Hawes, and Master Tytherly, all from England.”  “The Diaries of John Hull,” 227.  A letter dated 
July 20, 1668 from Daniel Gookin, Thomas Danforth, John Levertt, and Francis Willoughby to the 
Commissioners of the English Navy noted that “Capt. John Peirce. Commander” of the Royale Exchange 
was carrying twenty-four masts to England in the ship.  From the endorsement on the invoice, it appears 
that Peirce reached England by late September 1668.  “Fr. Willoughby, Daniel Gookin, Thomas 
Danforth, and Jno. Leverett to the Commissioners of His Majesty’s Navy,” July 20, 1668, TNA CO 
1/23, no. 17, 17I; Calendar Reference: Item 1797, vol. 05 (1661-1668), p. 590-591; 
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?url_ver=Z39.88-2004&res_dat=xri:csp-
us:&rft_dat=xri:csp:rec:V05-E001990 (accessed July 28, 2010). 
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(Conway).106  Despite his journeys, John maintained numerous personal connections 

with the more radical London Dissenters with New England links after the Restoration.  

In his will, John left five pounds to John Knowles (ca. 1606–1685) and Harvard 

graduate John Collins (ca. 1632–1687), both ministers formerly from New England and 

presently preaching in the London area. 107  During the harsh persecution of the late 

1660s, when the clandestine Stepney conventicles met in a hidden attic or near William 

Greenhill’s home, Collins and Nicholas Lockyer preached to an Independent 

congregation in Bell Lane in Stepney parish.108  Knowles had close ties with the 

Stepney congregation, even having his daughter, Deborah, baptized there in early 1665 

and his other daughter, Ann, was married there in January 1674/5.109  Collins and 

                                                 
106 For references to James Conaway (Conway) as deacon, see “A booke for church affaires att 

Stepney,” 198, 199b, 201, 202, passim; “Lastly I do hereby appoint[,] constitute[,] and ordeyne my 
loveing friends Matthew Mead aforesaid and James Conaway[,] Mariner my sole Executors of this my 
last will and testament.” Will of Deborah Pierce; “My dear friends Capt James Conway.” Will of 
Matthew Mead. 
 

107 Will of John Peirce.  Collins was born in England, educated in New England at Harvard, and 
served as a chaplain for General Monck.  He served as minister first in Scotland and then in London.  
Matthew Mead and Edmund Calamy had high opinions of Collins.  Collins continued to serve as a 
strong advocate and informal agent for the Massachusetts colony.  John Knowles sailed for New Haven 
in October 1642, served as a minister in Watertown, Massachusetts until 1651 and was a London 
Nonconformist minister after 1660.  His daughter appears to have been married in Stepney Meeting 
House in 1674.  Will of John Peirce; Caroline L. Leachman, ‘Collins, John (1632?–1687)’, Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, Sept 2004; online edn, Jan 2008 
[http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/5942, accessed 14 March 2009]; Wilson, The History and 
Antiquities of Dissenting Churches and Meeting Houses in London, 1:225-228; Moore, Pilgrims, 66n60, 
70n85, 114n84, 158, 203; Roger Thompson, “Knowles, John (c.1606–1685),” in Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004), 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/15772 (accessed March 14, 2009); “Church Records of Stepney 
Chapel, Stepney,” RG4/4414, 71; Edward Waters, “A Study of the Virginia Census of A. D. 1624,” The 
New England Historical and Genealogical Register, 31 (October 1877): 399. 

 
108 Bremer, Congregational Communion, 212-213. 
 
109 Deborah, the daughter of John and Elizabeth, was baptized on “17 of the 2d month 1664.”  

“Church Records of Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” RG4/4414, 8b, 71. 
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Knowles would be well remembered for their services on both sides of the Atlantic by 

their former fellow New Englanders, the Bells and the Peirces.110 

John maintained a godly household, and lived a life which commanded the 

respect of the post-Restoration London Dissenting community.  Peirce employed the 

converted in his home, for according to the Stepney church book, “Richard Price servt 

to Bro: John Perse of Wappen” was admitted to the meeting in the early months of 

1659.111  (Deborah Peirce also maintained a servant, Elizabeth Small, but she was not 

recorded as a member of the congregation.)112  Although frequently absent on trips to 

New England, John Peirce remained a member of the meeting during the harsh 

persecution of the 1660s.  During this time, John provided the singular service of 

leasing the house in which the congregation worshipped.  Recognizing his leadership, 

the meeting selected Peirce in November 1669 to represent them as a church 

“messenger” along with Greenhill, Wilkinson, and Andrews, “to be present at the 

ordination of Mr  Rider” and “to give him the right hand of fellowship” at the 

                                                 
110 The “John Knolls” of John Peirce’s will presumably was the same “John Knowles” to whom 

Deborah Peirce also left a bequest of two pounds.  In 1671, Thomas Bell, Sr. had left “the sum of one 
hundred pounds to be distributed among poor necessitous men late ministers of the Gospel, of which 
number I will that Mr Knoles and Mr John Colling, both late of New England be accounted.”  As 
Thomas’ wife, Susanna Bell, left John Knowles a gift in her will and that John Knowles had a son 
named Samuel (corresponding to the “Mr Samuel Knolls” the son of John Knolls in Thomas’ will), it 
seems conclusive that the “Mr Knoles” was John Knowles, not Hanserd Knollys as claimed by Henry 
Waters. Will of John Peirce; Will of Deborah Pierce; Henry F. Waters, “Genealogical Gleanings in 
England,” The New England Historical and Genealogical Register 38 (1884), 62-63; Thompson, 
“Knowles, John (c.1606–1685),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and 
Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004), http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/15772 (accessed March 
14, 2009); Moore, Pilgrims, 108-109. 

 
111 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 4. 

 
112 Deborah Peirce retained Elizabeth Small, to whom she left a bequest in her will.  Deborah 

left twenty pounds to Small, the same sum she left to her sister Priscilla and a larger sum than that 
granted to her nephews.  Will of Deborah Pierce. 
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Independent church in Wapping.113  From that time on, however, the evidence supports 

an apparent end of John’s service to the London community.  Subsequently, references 

to John ceased in New England records or journals, and he appeared as the commander 

of the Golden Fleece and in the employ of the EIC after October 1670.   

On June 7, 1676, the Bombay brought news that “Captain Peerce” of the 

Fleece, and two other Company commanders had expired from the illness that was 

sweeping the country.114  The Fleece, possibly delayed in India by monsoon,115 

returned with “diamonds, musk, ambergris, and other fine goods,” as well as Surat 

calicoes;116 but not with the body of Capt. John Peirce.  John’s estate of “ready money, 

Leases, goods, [and] merchandises,” was left in Deborah’s competent hands to be 

managed so that “the growing proffitts of my said childrens portions [would be] for 

and towards their maintenance and bringing upp.”117   

Unlike his wife and son who would designate family members or fellow 

meeting members as witnesses to their wills, John had “Mr Thomas Bell of London 

Merchant and John Parkwood” witness his will.118  John’s apparent personal 

relationship with the wealthy Thomas Bell, Jr. (the son of Thomas and Susanna) 

demonstrated John’s position of importance in the London community of Dissenters 

                                                 
113 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 197; Jones, Notes on the Early Days, 45, 47. 
 
114 The Fleece arrived in Bombay in May 1676, but disease had already killed fourteen of the 

forty soldiers carried on board.  A. E. Mainwaring, Crown and Company (London: Arthur L. 
Humphreys, 1911), 58; Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1674-1676, 315, 319.     

 
115Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1674-1676, 390. 
 
116 Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1674-1676, 317, 329-330, 335. 
 
117 Will of John Peirce. 

 
118 Neither of these men appeared as members of the Stepney church or among the more than a 

dozen names appearing in the will of Deborah Peirce from seven years later.   
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formerly from New England, and his connections with notable merchants would have 

only increased with his involvement with the Company.119  The aforementioned 

Richard Hutchinson of the Navy and of Stepney parish church and meeting, also was a 

heavy investor in the East India Company and would have known John’s family from 

Company and church connections.120  The relationship between the Peirces and the 

families of Captain William Basse121 and Captain Edward Say122 was illustrative of the 

Peirces’ circle of friendship and influence.  These relationships, forged during John’s 

service to the Company and the war with the Dutch, were mutually maintained after 

John’s death in 1676.  Similarly, the Peirces’ relationship with Capt. Arthur Bailey 

                                                 
119 The elder Thomas Bell died in 1672, and John Peirce’s will was signed, “Tho: Bell, Jr.”  The 

younger Thomas, a successful London merchant, was born around 1633 in England and was carried by 
the Bells to New England in 1634.  Will of John Peirce.  For the wealth of the Bell family, see the will of 
Thomas Bell, Sr. in Henry F. Waters, “Genealogical Gleanings in England,” The New England 
Historical and Genealogical Register 38 (1884): 62-63; Moore, Pilgrims, 9n26, 104. 
 

120 Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1671-1673, 306, 313; Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1674-1676, 47, 
175, 230, 398, 401, 402. 

 
121 William Basse (d. 1689) was the influential commander of the Dunkirk, London, (and by 

1678) the Williamson, and the sometime Vice-Admiral and Admiral of the Company’s ships.  “A 
Journall keept by William Basse in ye good ship “London”, belonging unto ye Honble East India 
Company; in a Voyage to India.  God Allmighty dereckte us and steare our course in the year 1672.” 
Will of William Basse, (27 August 1687), 13 May 1689, TNA: PRO, PROB 11/395; Ethel Bruce 
Sainsbury, A Calendar of the Court Minutes, etc. of the East India Company, 1677-1679 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1938), 129-130; Rodger, The Command of the Ocean, 86; Clements Robert Markham, 
The Voyages of Sir James Lancaster, Kt., to the East Indies (London: Printed for the Hakluyt Society, 
1872), 274; Shafaat Ahmad Khan, Sources For the History of British India in the Seventeenth Century 
(Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1926), 241; Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1671-1673, vin2, xviii, 22, 163, 
195, 196, 202; Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1674-1676, ix, 64, 66, 68, 75, 105, 106, 114, 121, 130,  140, 
141, 153, 163, 268, 290, 371, 373; Rodger, The Command of the Ocean, 86; Will of Deborah Pierce. 

 
122 Capt. Edward Say, Basse’s son-in-law, was master of the Laetitia in the 1670s, merchant to 

William Williams of London during the 1670s and 1680s, and attended Stepney Meeting.  “Church 
Records of Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” RG4/4414, 12, 12b, 13b, 14; cf. reference to “Edmund Say, Esq.” 
from March 1696, “Church Records of Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” 14; Will of William Basse; “Letters 
and papers of William Williams of Rempstone, citizen and merchant taylor of London, Lincolnshire 
Archives, 30 December 1671 (2 PG 12/2/8), 8 March 1681/2 (2 PG 12/2/12), 18 March 1681/2 (2 PG 
12/2/13); “Navy Board,” 11 June 1696, TNA: PRO, ADM 106/482/131; Henry F. Waters, Genealogical 
Gleanings in England (Boston: New England Genealogical Society, 1889), 1:313-314. 
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which extended until the death of Deborah likely was formed through connections in 

the East India Company and perpetuated through membership in the meeting.123 

 
Deborah Peirce  

Little is known of Deborah Peirce.  Unlike Susanna Bell who left a deathbed 

memoir, Deborah left behind only her children and her will as evidence of her life.  In 

her will, Deborah expressed herself as a strong personality, a devoted participant in the 

Stepney meeting, a dedicated family member, and an affectionate friend.  Most 

importantly, Deborah’s will demonstrated the close-knit community of Stepney and the 

interconnectedness of the network of friends, family, and meeting members who would 

have known James and his siblings intimately. 

While the Peirce family grew in wealth and prestige, it also grew in number.  

When John sold several pieces of property in 1655, presumably in anticipation of his 

return to England, he did so for himself and “my wife, &c.”124  His wife whom he had 

presumably married in New England, however, was not named.  No record of the 

marriage was found.  Marriage records from First Church of Charlestown began in 

1687, and no documentation of the marriage between John and Deborah exists in the 

records of St. Dunstan’s parish or Stepney Meeting.125  No doubt John’s extensive 

                                                 
123 “Memorials of Stepney Parish, 202-203.  Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1671-1673, 64, 255, 

290, 306, 308,  passim; also see, Sainsbury, A Calendar . . .  1660-1663, 182-183, 370, 373; Sainsbury, 
A Calendar . . . 1674-1676, 209, 257, 258, passim; Will of Deborah Pierce. 

 
124 A Report of the Record Commissioners Containing Charlestown Land Records, 1638-1802, 

2nd ed. (Boston: Rockwell and Churchill, City Printers, 1883), 137. 
 

125 Hunnewell, “The First Record-Book of the First Church in Charlestown, Massachusetts,” 70; 
Cp. Marriage of John Peirce of Ratcliff, age 21 to Elizabeth Dryer(?) of Lymehouse, age 17, on July 23, 
1654 in Parish Registers, Saint Dunstan and All Saints, Stepney: Register of Mariages, October 1653-
August 1656, TNA: London Metropolitan Archives, P93/DUN/267. Also, see Parish Registers, Saint 
Dunstan and All Saints, Stepney: Register of Marriages, 1631-1686, TNA: London Metropolitan 
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travels in the late-1650s and early-1660s complicated any attempts to have children.  

But by October 1665, John and Deborah had their first child, Joshuah, who was 

baptized on October 25, 1665 and apparently died before John composed his will in 

1674.  The second child, Deborah, was baptized in December 1666 and survived to 

adulthood, but her sister Elizabeth (baptized in December 1669) also died in childhood.  

Baptized on January 15, 1672, John, (Jr.) was the first child to be christened by the new 

pastor, Matthew Mead.  James was baptized on July 20, 1674.126  Both surviving male 

children became members of the congregation: John was admitted in September 1691, 

and James in 1697 at the age of twenty-two years.127  No record exists of the women in 

the Peirce family ever joining the meeting.128 

There is no evidence that the Peirce estate depreciated between the death of 

John in 1676 and the demise of Deborah in 1681.  The wealth of the estate was such 

that Deborah bequeathed sizable monetary gifts to family members, meeting friends, 

and her female servant and still left enough upon which her children might live 

comfortably.  Deborah left monetary bequests to Priscilla Hubbard, her sister and 

fellow member of Stepney Meeting, who had recently been widowed when her mariner 

husband, Thomas, died in 1679.129  Deborah also left bequests to her nephews, James 

                                                                                                                                              
Archives, P93/DUN/266; “Marriages” (1646/47-1677) in “Church Records of Stepney Chapel, 
Stepney,” RG4/4414, 70-71. 
 

126 “Church Records of Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” RG4/4414, 8b, 9b, 10. 
 
127 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 8b, 9a. 

 
128 No reference to either Deborah Peirce, or any permutation of that name, was found in either 

“A booke for church affaires att Stepney” or the later compilation of meeting members.  “Member’s 
Roll. Stepney Meeting.” Membership Register of Stepney Meeting, 1644-1894, Records of the Stepney 
Meeting House, London, TNA: Borough of Tower Hamlets Archives, W/SMH/A/6/1. 

 
129 Priscilla Hubbard joined the membership of Stepney meeting on May 23, 1669.  “A booke 

for church affaires att Stepney,” 5.  Thomas Hubbard appointed “my loving Sister Deboria Peirce 
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and Joshua Ray.130  The entire estate included the particular allotments to the children 

of “my biggest silver tankard,” silver spoons, linens, bedding, furniture, and pewter in 

addition to the general estate of “leases, pounds money, plate, rings, goods” and 

household items.  Clearly, Deborah Peirce provided her children a substantial 

inheritance. 

Deborah also handed on to her children a network of friends and family 

interwoven between business connections from John’s career and from involvement in 

the Stepney meeting.  For example, Deborah apparently had developed a friendship 

with the previously mentioned Basse and Say families.  Demonstrating no abhorrence 

of jewelry or rings, Deborah left her diamond ring to her daughter and to “my loveing 

friends Edward Say and William Basse with both their wives both of them twenty 

shillings to buy them rings.”  The ship captains Say and Basse did not require the funds 

to purchase a ring for their spouses; the bequest was a kind expression among friends 

for remembrance.131  The relationship between Deborah and the Basse family, who 

                                                                                                                                              
widow” as an advisor to Priscilla, the executrix of his will.  Left with three children and pregnant 
(according to Thomas’s will), Priscilla apparently lost the child she was carrying as the child’s baptism 
was not listed in the church book.  When Deborah composed her will in 1681, she named only Thomas 
and Hannah as potential inheritors, excluding the older James who was not listed in the baptisms of 
Stepney meeting.    Will of Thomas Hubbard, Mariner of Wapping, Middlesex, 10 September 1679, 
TNA: PRO, PROB 11/360;  Will of Deborah Pierce; “Church Records of Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” 8b, 
9. 

 
130 James and Joshua likely were the sons of Thomas and Mary (Marie) Ray (Raie).  James was 

baptized in January 1662/3.  Joshua was baptized July 29, 1673.  Three other children, Timothy, 
Thomas, and a daughter Judah (baptized in 1666, 1668, 1670 respectively), presumably were no longer 
living when Deborah composed her will.  “Church Records of Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” 8, 8b, 9, 9b, 
10; Will of Deborah Pierce. 

 
131 Will of Deborah Pierce; Will of William Basse; Will of Matthew Mead.  For examples of 

bequests for the buying of rings and mourning rings from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, see 
Worth, “Some Devonian Items,” 323, 326-328; and, various wills in Henry F. Waters, “Genealogical 
Gleaning in England”, The New England Historical and Genealogical Register 52 (1898): 108, 114, 115,  
132-134, 140. 
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along with their extended family attended the Stepney meeting, must have been strong: 

it was Susanna Basse, the wife of William, who served as witness to Deborah’s will.132   

The widow, Deborah, must have had a keen connection to the members of the 

meeting despite never being listed as a member.  Aside from family members, (some of 

whom were also meeting members), almost all persons named in Deborah’s will as 

beneficiaries or executors appeared in the membership rolls or records of the meeting 

in Stepney: Matthew Mead (pastor to Stepney Meeting), Benjamin Andrews, and 

Arthur Bailey were allotted money to pay for Deborah’s funeral arrangements; the 

ministers John Knowles, Matthew Mead and Richard Lawrence were each left a 

bequest of money “as tokens of my love”; and, Matthew Mead and James Conaway 

were named her executors and were granted monetary gifts along with the future 

management of the estate.133  The list of names included ministers, elders and 

deacons.134  Yet, even as she was “weake in body,” Deborah still remembered John 

Knowles and her past connections to New England.135 

Clearly, James Peirce never forgot his Stepney origins.  In 1692, Peirce 

dedicated his thesis to Matthew Mead and James Conaway.  These “Viris Clarissimis 

                                                 
132 “A booke for church affaires att Stepny,” 6b, 7; cp. the entry for “Susana . . . Bass” in 1653, 

Ibid., 3; Will of William Basse; Booth, The First 150 Years of the Stepney Meeting Independents, 12-13; 
Gordon, Freedom After Ejection, 72.   

 
133 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 6b; Will of Deborah Pierce; Booth, The First 150 

Years of the Stepney Meeting Independents, 10-12. 
 

134 With the exception of the London minister John Knowles, the signatures of all the named 
men appeared on the renewed meeting covenant dated March 16, 1679.  “A booke for church affaires att 
Stepney,” 198.   

 
135 Susanna Bell also left John Knowles a gift in her will—twenty shillings per year for the rest 

of his life.  As Knowles lived twelve years after the death of Susanna Bell, her bequest would eventually 
surpass the two pounds left to Knowles by Deborah Peirce.  Will of Deborah Pierce; Moore, Pilgrims, 
108-109. 
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& Spectatissimis” were listed in the dedication before the esteemed doctors of the 

University of Utrecht.  Mead, named first, was identified as the most faithful 

interpreter of Scripture, and the most faithful pastor of the church.  James Conaway 

(Connaway) was remembered as a generous and most active naval commander.  Both 

were credited with having functioned as Peirce’s parents with the greatest amount of 

kindness and benevolence.136  After returning from studying at the universities in 

Holland, Peirce resided with his family in the London area.137  James might have lived 

with either his brother, John (a mariner who likely died in 1703), or with his sister, 

Deborah.138  Deborah was remembered fondly in a letter of 1709 by the Dissenting 

eminent, Matthew Clarke.  The allusion to Peirce’s sister and her children by Clarke 

suggested a familiarity with Deborah that probably resulted from James having lived 

with her family while he worked with Clarke in the late 1690s.139  It is feasible that 

James also spent time with his aunt Priscilla Hubbard or with the Ray families.140  

                                                 
136 “VIRIS Clarissimis & Spectatissimis, D. MATTHAEO MEAD, fidelissimo Oraculorum 

Divinorum Interpreti, Ecclesiaeque Pastori; D. JACOBO CONNAWAY, Praefecto navali generoso, 
strenuissimo; summo cum candore & benevolentia vicem Parentum gerentibus.” James Peirce, 
Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (Utrecht: Franciscus Halma, 1692). 
 

137 Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account (1719), 44. 
 

138 The last mention of John Peirce, Jr. in the records of Stepney meeting was the baptism of his 
son, John, on October 28, 1701.  John had previously appeared in the minutes of the church records for 
the occasions of his baptism, admittance to membership, and participation in the pastor search committee 
in October 1700.  John Peirce, Jr. may well have been the mariner, “John Pearce,” from Stepney who 
died in 1703 and left his estate to his beloved wife Elizabeth.  “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 
8b, 201; Will of John Pearce, Mariner of Stepney, Middlesex, 04 January 1703, TNA: PRO, PROB 
11/468. 

 
139 Letter from Matthew Clarke to James Peirce, November 17, 1709, “Correspondence, 

Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.214. 
 
140 A catalogue of living meeting members in January 1712 listed Priscilla as being the member 

with the earliest admission date.  A later notation put her decease at April 15, 1716.   “A booke for 
church affaires att Stepney,” 12b.  For records of the baptism of her children, see “Church Records of 
Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” RG4/4414, 9b, 10b.  James Ray, a boxmaker and who was more than ten 
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After moving to Exeter, Peirce returned to London regularly, but there is no evidence 

that he visited Stepney after he began to serve the congregation at Green Street in 

Cambridge.141   

Unlike his contemporary Daniel Neal (1678-1743), an Independent minister 

and historian, who looked to the New World with interest, Peirce consistently looked to 

the Old World for the façade of decorum, social acceptance, and intellectual rigor.  

Unlike Neal who regularly corresponded with pastors in America and wrote a history 

of New England, Peirce collected correspondence from esteemed European professors 

and English ministers who were abroad.  Indeed, Peirce’s support for Dissent in New 

England was limited.  In juxtaposition to Neal’s The History of New England (1720), 

Peirce gave only a minimal representation of the Independents in New England in his A 

Vindication (1717 and 1718).142  It was, therefore, unexpected to find that Peirce did 

look to the West once, but not surprisingly, to an institution of higher learning.  

Peirce’s grandfather, Thomas Pierce, had left twenty shillings to Harvard College, and 

Thomas named three overseers to his will (in addition to his son John) including 

Thomas Danforth, the Treasurer of Harvard College, whom John Peirce would have 

                                                                                                                                              
years older than James Peirce still had connections to Stepney meeting as late as 1705.  “Church Records 
of Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” RG4/4414, 13b, 14, 14b, 15b. 
 

141 The James and Hannah Pearce of Stepney who had their children, including those named 
Hannah and James, baptized at St. Dunstan’s were not James and Hannah Peirce.  Although the names 
and baptismal dates were relatively similar, James Pearce’s occupation was listed as “turner.”  For 
examples, see “St. Dunstan, Stepney, Baptisms 1710-1722,” TNA: PRO, P93/DUN/01, January 28, 
1712/3; “St. Dunstan, Stepney, Baptisms 1722-1730,” TNA: PRO, P93/DUN/02, January 21, 1723/4. 
 

142 James Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters: In Answer to Dr. William Nichol’s Defence of 
the Doctrine and Discipline of the Church of England (London: Printed for John Clark, 1717), 206ff, 
235. 
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known well through his business for the colony.143  James Peirce’s contribution to 

Harvard was the gift of an edition of Sir Isaac Newton’s Optics, or A Treatise of the 

Reflexions, Refractions, Inflexions and Colours of Light to the college library sometime 

after 1713.144  It was an appropriate gift from a rational Christian, as the first lines read, 

“My Design in this Book is not to explain the Properties of Light by Hypotheses, but to 

propose and prove them by Reason and Experiments.”145  As will be demonstrated in 

the next chapter, Peirce’s gift to the American institution was very congruous with his 

own education and his bent to Enlightenment empiricism acquired while studying in 

the Netherlands, where he first encountered the works of Newton.146  

                                                 
143 “Thomas Pierce’s Will” in Pierce, Pierce Genealogy, 19-20, 19n; .  “Fr. Willoughby, Daniel 

Gookin, Thomas Danforth, and Jno. Leverett to the Commissioners of His Majesty’s Navy,” July 20, 
1668, TNA CO 1/23, no. 17, 17I; Calendar Reference: Item 1797, vol. 05 (1661-1668), p. 590-591; 
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?url_ver=Z39.88-2004&res_dat=xri:csp-
us:&rft_dat=xri:csp:rec:V05-E001990 (accessed July 28, 2010). 

 
144 Peirce’s contribution was undated and catalogued as being previous to 1780.  Designated as 

a contribution by “Rev. James Peirce, of Exon” the date of the contribution must be dated after 1713.  
Josiah Quincy was not specific as to what version of the Optics was donated by Peirce.  Extant copies in 
the Catalogue of the library of Harvard University in 1830 that would fit the timeframe of Peirce’s 
presence in Exeter included Optics and Curvilinear Figures (London, 1704), Opticks, 3rd ed. (London: 
Printed for William and John Innys, 1721), and Optice. Latine reddidit S. Clarke, 2nd ed. (London, 
1719).  Other contemporary contributors to the Harvard library included Benjamin Avery (a Dissenting 
minister, physician, and editor frequently named in this study), Joseph Hill (possibly the pastor of the 
English Presbyterian church in Rotterdam and correspondent with Peirce in 1708), and the renowned 
Richard Baxter.  Josiah Quincy, The History of Harvard University (Boston: Crosby, Nichols, Lee, & 
Co., 1860) 2:530; A Catalogue of the Library of Harvard University in Cambridge, Massachusetts 
(Cambridge, MA: E. W. Metcalf and Co., 1830), 2:582; Benjamin Peirce, A History of Harvard 
University (Cambridge, MA: Brown, Shattuck, and Company, 1833), 108; David L. Wykes, “Hill, 
Joseph (1667–1729),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian 
Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/13284 (accessed April 23, 2009); “Letter from Joseph Hill  to 
James Peirce, November 12/13, 1708,” “Correspondence, Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, 
Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.228. 

 
145 Isaac Newton, Opticks, Or a Treatise of the Reflections, Refractions, Inflections and Colours 

of Light, 3rd ed. (London: Printed for William and John Innys, 1721), 1. 
 

146 Professor E. N. da C. Andrade possessed one of the rarer versions of Newton’s Philosophiae 
Naturalis Principia Mathematica with the signature of “Jacobus Peirce, ‘Lugd. Bat.’.” The text was 
published in 1687, but the signature and the designation of Leiden dates Peirce’s possession of the text to 
after 1692.  Considering the fact that Peirce went to Utrecht in 1689, it seems likely he did not discover 
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Respectable: Bringing Out the Skeletons and An English Education 

By my mother who dy’d last, when I was about seven years old, I, with a 
brother and sister, who were both older than myself, was committed to Mr. 
Mead, as my guardian.  The reader may guess whether I made a secret of this . . 
. For some time after my mother’s death I lived in Mr. Mead’s house, and was 
taught by the same tutors he kept for his own sons, one of which is still living, 
Mr. John Nesbitt, a minister well known in London; to whom, as well as to 
many of the people at Stepny, the manner of my education was well known.  
Afterwards, by Mr. Mead’s direction, I was put to other grammar schools, and 
at last sent to Utrecht.147 

 
Peirce’s education began in England and at the hands of Matthew Mead, the 

formidable minister of Stepney Meeting.  It was “the famous Mr. Matthew Mead of 

Stepny” (not John Peirce) who functioned as the patriarch in Peirce’s Protestant 

pedigree, providing a dynamic model of Dissent that shaped Peirce’s imagination and 

his future thought.  Interestingly, in his Remarks (1719), James Peirce implied that he 

had been accused of having “made a secret” of his connection to Mead.148  Rather than 

addressing the cause of such accusations, Peirce provided evidence of his previous 

release of such information in Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium (1710) and in A 

Vindication (1717 and 1718).  In A Vindication of 1717, Peirce appeared ready to 

acknowledge his relationship with Mead, if nothing else in order to dismiss claims that 

he might be prejudiced in his representation of those (namely Mead) suspected of post-

Restoration rebellion against the Crown.  But Peirce also played a close game of 

                                                                                                                                              
Newton until his studies at Leiden.  A second edition of the Principia was published in 1713.  E. N. da 
C. Andrade, “A Newton Collection,” Endeavour 12, no. 46 (April 1953): 70. 

 
147 Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account (1719), 43. 

 
148 “The reader may guess whether I made a secret of this, by looking into my Vindication of the 

Dissenters, p. 258. where having occasion to mention Mr. Mead, I take notice of his having been my 
guardian.  This was printed in the year 1717.  But the same may be met with p. 111, of the Latin edition 
which was printed in 1710.” Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account (1719), 42-43. 
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presenting his Nonconformists as the defenders of English liberties against tyranny, 

and exonerating Dissenting leaders, particularly Mead, of treasonous activity: 

[The accused conspirators of the Rye House plot, including John Owen, Mead, 
and George Griffith] consulted . . . how they might preserve their religion and 
liberties.  And that we are so far from being asham’d of, that with our 
Adversaries good leave we triumph and glory in it, that we were the first and 
forwardest of those, who laid the danger of our dear country to heart, and 
contriv’d for the preservation of it.  Let the action be fairly reported, and we 
will thank them for doing us the honour to own the share we had in it.149 

 
The named conspirators (whom Peirce absolved of guilt through Charles II’s discharge 

of Mead) were essential Dissenters in their desire to defend liberty and right religion, 

even though they were not apparently a part of a plot to kill the monarch.  The logic 

was baffling; but the objective was clear. 

For Peirce, Mead was “a worthy man . . . [and] that he was a Gentleman, and a 

Scholar, and a most excellent Preacher; and that his reputation was too well established 

among those who knew him, to be lessen’d by . . . reproaches.” 150  It was these three 

aspects that summarized Mead’s life and his influence upon Peirce: Mead the 

Gentleman, the Scholar, the Preacher.  If Mead was all these, why the “secret” 

reference to Mead? 

Mead was the learned cleric who lived well, achieved considerable wealth, and 

had notable friends, but the identifying characterization (and the most innocuous of the 

three) in the rhetorical Remarks was Mead as the “Scholar.”151  Peirce’s patriarch was 

                                                 
149 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters, (1717), 257-258. 
 
150 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters, (1717), 252-258. 
 
151 Mead’s wealth has been estimated to be greater than £2,800 at the time of his death.  Richard 

L. Greaves, “Meade , Matthew (1628/9–1699),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. 
G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2004), online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, 
January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/18466 (accessed March 15, 2009).   
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Mead the educator who was driven to learn and encouraged the same in others.  

Congruently, it was Matthew Mead to whom James Peirce dedicated his thesis written 

at the University of Utrecht in 1692.152  Mead’s personal emphasis on an excellent 

classical education influenced Peirce’s entire learning experience from his instruction 

by John Nesbitt in the Mead home to his following Mead’s sons to Utrecht and Leiden.   

Mead, however, was a complicated ancestor.  The aged Mead in whose house 

Peirce was reared was the prototypical Dissenting preacher: he was learned, ejected, 

sincere, and respectable and for years he had sought the solidarity of Dissent.153  

Despite Peirce’s protests in 1717, Mead clearly had had a radical approach to politics 

and religion which had placed his person, his family, and his congregation at the 

forefront of London Dissent and made them objects for abuse.  In the 1660s, Mead was 

calling his congregation to a struggle against sin and to the acceptance of suffering and 

persecution.154  In 1672, he was listed as a leading Independent minister and a threat to 

Charles II.155  Even his last published work was antagonistic to other Dissenting 

traditions, only increasing the chasms within Dissent.156  Mead had been a dominating, 

                                                 
152 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692); David L. Wykes, 

“Peirce, James (1674–1726),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and 
Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/21782 (accessed April 5, 2009). 

 
153 The will of Deborah Peirce did not name Mead as the guardian of the children.  Will of 

Deborah Pierce. 
 
154 Bremer, Congregational Communion, 210. 

 
155 Turner, “The Religious Condition of London in 1672,” 197-200.   

 
156 Matthew Mead, et al., A Declaration of the Congregational Ministers In and About London 

Against Antinomian Errours and Ignorant and Scandalous Persons Intruding Themselves Into the 
Ministry (London: Booksellers of London and Westminster, 1699). 
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powerful character, and it was this heritage of radicalism that Peirce appeared to evade 

in his history. 

 
Mead, The Radical Dissenter 

Matthew Mead was admitted to the meeting in Stepney on December 28, 1656, 

less than two months prior to the admission of John Peirce.157  A lecturer at St. Dunstan 

and All Saints in 1655, Mead’s ongoing relationship with the gathered church of 

Stepney and with William Greenhill, the vicar of Stepney parish and pastor of the 

Independent congregation, was so amiable that Mead was called to be Greenhill’s 

assistant in February 1669.158  At the same time, Mead demonstrated his inclusive 

approach to Dissent by his connection to an Independent church in Woburn, 

Bedfordshire, and to a mixed congregation of Dissenters at Sibson, Leicestershire.  

Upon the death of Greenhill (whom John Howe would later remember as “that eminent 

Servant of Christ”) in 1671,159 Mead was called by the Stepney meeting to be pastor, 

and he was ordained on December 14160 by the now-familiar Independent ministers 

                                                 
157 The following biographical sketch follows much of Richard Greaves’ biography of Mead.  

Richard L. Greaves, “Meade , Matthew (1628/9–1699),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2004), online ed., ed. Lawrence 
Goldman, January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/18466 (accessed March 15, 2009).  For 
a brief and sympathetic account of Mead’s life, as well as the manuscript notes of his sermons by 
Thomas Akers, see Joseph J. Green, “Matthew Meade, A.M., and his Sermons,” Transactions of the 
Congregational Historical Society 5, no. 2 (May 1911): 116-121. 

 
158 Memorials of Stepney Parish , xv; Richard L. Greaves, “Greenhill, William (1597/8–1671),” 

in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 
2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/11429 
(accessed April 23, 2009); “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 195b. 

 
159 Booth misapplied this quotation to Matthew Mead.  Booth, The First 150 Years, from 1644 

to 1796, 11-12; The Works of the Late Reverend and Learned John Howe, M.A. (London: Printed for 
John Clark, et al., 1724), 2:473. 

 
160 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 6, 197.   
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John Owen,161 Joseph Caryl,162 George Griffith,163 and John Collins.  By 1671, Mead 

had demonstrated his commitment to radical Dissent: he had been accused of sedition 

in 1660, he had been ejected from his lectureships by 1662, and he continued to be 

publicly defiant of the state’s attempts to censure him.164    

Mead’s status as a leading Dissenting minister was compounded by his 

continuing agitation for Nonconformity in the 1670s and 1680s.  Fined in 1678 for 

being in breach of the Five Mile Act, Mead was again penalized in 1681(along with 

John Owen and other ministers) for violating the terms of the Act.  Found to be in 

breach of the Conventicle Act in the fall of 1682, Meade was again fined.  In December 

1682, London Dissenting ministers were systematically targeted for persecution.  Their 

homes were entered and their goods distrained, while some also suffered 

imprisonment.  Mead’s home and Stepney Meeting House were raided by a magistrate 

                                                 
161 Matthews, Calamy Revised, 376-377; Richard L. Greaves, “Owen, John (1616–1683),” in 

Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 
2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/21016 
(accessed May 16, 2009).  For a summary of recent scholarship on Owen, see Tim Cooper, et al., “State 
of the Field: ‘John Owen Unleashed: Almost,’” Conversations in Religion and Theology 6, no. 2 
(November 2008): 226-257. 

 
162 Wilson, The History and Antiquities of Dissenting Churches and Meeting Houses in London, 

1:255-258; P. S. Seaver, “Caryl, Joseph (1602–1673),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. 
H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, January 
2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/4846 (accessed May 8, 2009). 
 

163 Griffith was suspected of rebellious activities and his house was sacked on June 22, 1671 
(just six months prior Mead’s ordination) in the search for evidence of his conspiring with or protection 
of Richard Cromwell.  Richard L. Greaves, Saints and Rebels: Seven Nonconformists in Stuart England 
(Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1985), 77-98, 92; Gordon, Freedom After Ejection, 275; 
Matthews, Calamy Revised, 236-237; Richard L. Greaves, “Griffith , George (1618?–1699x1702),” in 
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 
2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/39673 
(accessed May 8, 2009). 
 

164 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 6, 197b; Booth, The First 150 Years of the 
Stepney Meeting Independents from 1644 to 1796, 11; John Coffey, Persecution and Toleration in 
Protestant England, 1558-1689 (New York: Longman, 2000), 166-179. 
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and minions, and Mead’s goods were seized.165  Mead’s connection to radical Dissent, 

however, had just begun. 

Implicated in the Rye House plot of 1683, Mead was arrested trying to abscond 

abroad.  In his testimony, he admitted to housing the radical John Nesbitt and to his 

relationship with the known conspirator, Robert Ferguson.166  Following Mead’s 

release in the same year, radicals still sought his cooperation, and he remained the 

target of government crackdowns.167  His involvement with the Monmouth rebellion of 

1685, however, forced him to escape to the Netherlands, where he resided in 

Amsterdam and in Utrecht until his pardon by James II.  This was not the first time that 

Mead had fled to Holland; he had spent several years in Holland following his ejection 

in 1662.  Ecumenism between some Dissenters and continental Reformed churches 

was not uncommon.  Matthew Mead, an Independent, and John Howe, a Presbyterian, 

both traveled to the continent to study and to preach.168  While in the Netherlands 

                                                 
165 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters, 2nd ed., (1718), 252; Jones, Notes on the Early 

Days, 58-59. 
 
166 Nesbitt attended Stepney Meeting for some years (joining the membership in December 

1690) until he was dismissed on October 25, 1691 for service with George Cokayne (Mr. Cocayn) in 
Hare Court, Aldersgate Street.  The day after his dismissal, John and his wife Elizabeth (the daughter of 
Isaac Chauncey) had their son, John, baptized at the meeting house.  “A booke for church affaires att 
Stepney,” 8b, 325; “Church Records of Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” RG4/4414, 13; Jonathan H. 
Westaway, “Nesbitt, John (1661–1727),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. 
Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/19899 (accessed April 23, 2009); D. J. Milney, “The Results of 
the Rye House Plot and Their Influence Upon the Revolution of 1688,” Transactions of the Royal 
Historical Society, Fifth Series, 1 (1951): 91-108; Watts, Dissenters, 221-229. 

 
167 There were no recorded baptisms at Stepney meeting in the year 1683, this perilous year 

when Mead was restrained.  “Church Records of Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” RG4/4414, 12; Peirce, A 
Vindication of the Dissenters, 2nd ed., (1718), 258. 

 
168 Richard L. Greaves, “Meade , Matthew (1628/9–1699),” in Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2004), online ed., ed. 
Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/18466 (accessed March 15, 
2009); Bremer, Congregational Communion, 65, 215-216. 
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during the 1660s, Mead made the acquaintance of William of Orange, and his 

sympathy for the prince explained the exuberance at Stepney Meeting upon the arrival 

of William in 1688 and the mourning at the passing of Queen Mary.169 

Having repudiated perspectives endorsing violence against the monarchy for 

the sake of reform while in Holland, Mead received a royal pardon on March 19, 1687.   

He returned to England by November of that year.170  Not surprisingly, Mead, 

members of the Stepney meeting, and likely the young Peirce (soon to leave for 

Utrecht) celebrated the providential Revolution of William and Mary with hope.  In 

November, the meeting held a day of fasting and prayer on the occasion of William’s 

landing.171  Mead gave a grandiose lecture and sermon from Ezekiel on January 31, 

1689 in honor of William’s accession,172 and the meeting built new galleries in 1689 to 

accommodate the expected increasing number of auditors and members.173   

The remaining years of Mead’s career were marked by a new tenor, one of 

peaceable Nonconformity.  Recognized as a “martyr” for Dissent, Mead received 

financial compensation from the Stepney congregation for his pains during the 1680s, 

including the granting to Mead and his heirs of the house and garden adjacent to the 

                                                 
169 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 200; Bremer, Congregational Communion, 215. 

 
170 With Mead’s return, church activities as represented in the Stepney meeting records resumed 

with vigor.  In October 1688, new deacons were ordained by prayer and the laying on of hands by 
“Pastor & elder.”  “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 199b. 

 
171 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 199b. 

 
172 Matthew Mead, The Vision of the Wheels Seen by the Prophet Ezekiel Opened and Applied; 

Partly at the Merchants Lecture in Broad-street, and Partly at Stepney, on January 31, 1688/89, Being 
the Day of Solemn Thanksgiving to God for the Great Deliverance of This Kingdom from Popery and 
Slavery, by His Then Highness the Most Illustrious Prince of Orange: Whom God Raised Up To Be the 
Glorious Instrument Thereof  (London: Printed for Thomas Parkhurst, 1689). 

 
173 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 199b; Booth, The First 150 Years of the Stepney 

Meeting Independents, 10-12. 
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meeting house in which the family had lived.174  Realizing the need for the better 

education and support of Dissenting ministers, Mead joined John Howe in the 

leadership of the Happy Union (as described in Chapter Two), and it was in the 

recently renovated Stepney Meeting House (complete with new galleries) that Mead 

preached the organization’s inaugural sermon, Two Sticks Made One, in 1691.  Despite 

the eventual dissolution of the Happy Union, Mead maintained his relationship with 

John Howe and other Presbyterians.  It was Howe who, in his funeral sermon of 

October 1699, described Mead as an “affectionate Husband, a tender Father, a vigilant 

Pastor, and a pleasant Friend” who aimed “not so much . . . to proselyte Souls to a 

Party, as to Christ.”175  It seems that Mead was successful in keeping his own advice 

given to readers soon after his return from the Netherlands: “It is a great Work to dye, 

and to dye well is a greater; and no Work calls for greater Diligence than this, because 

the Errours of the first Work can never be corrected in a second.”176 

 
Perceptions of Mead in the Early Eighteenth Century 

Surely, Mead’s ‘last works’ had erased any specter of radicalism that might 

have haunted Peirce’s past.  Indeed, in the wake of Mead’s death, Dissenters were 

quick to champion Mead as the quintessential Dissenter, Calvinist, or preacher, 
                                                 

174 The acquisition of the property from the church was not well received in the community.  As 
late as 1699, a critic of Mead’s reminded his readers of Mead’s improper acquisition of the house and 
garden.  A Letter From a Gentleman to his Friend Concerning the Second Edition of the Declaration 
against Antinomian Errors, &c. (London: 1699), 10.  The description of the event was recorded in the 
Stepney meeting book, including the addition of an interesting addendum in a similar hand (presumably 
Mead’s) but different ink: “All which was done according to law.”  “A booke for church affaires att 
Stepney,” 199b. 
 

175 The Works of the Late Reverend and Learned John Howe, M.A., 2:474, 475. 
 
176 Matthew Mead contributed a “Prefatory Epistle” in June 1689 in the fourth book of Cotton 

Mather, Magnalia Christi Americana: Or the Ecclesiastical History of New-England (London: Printed 
for Thomas Parkhurst, 1702), 4:208. 
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somehow forgetting the possible offenses in his ‘first works.’  In his propaganda for 

polite and justified Dissent, An Abridgment of Mr. Baxter’s History of His Life and 

Times (1702), Edmund Calamy memorialized Mead and his predecessor in kind terms, 

deemphasizing Greenhill’s extremism and emphasizing Mead’s harmonious spirit: 

Mr. Greenhil [sic], (b) was one of the Assembly of Divines; and one of the 
Dissenting Brethren in that Assembly.  But a Worthy Man, and much valu’d . . . 
Mr. Mead, (c) was a Man of great Prudence, and an excellent useful Preacher.  
He had a large Congregation after he was Ejected, at Stepney; and no Man was 
more follow’d when he Preach’d in the City.  He Dy’d, Oct, 16, 1699.  His 
funeral Sermon was Preach’d by Mr. How [sic]; to which the reader is referr’d 
for his Character.177 
 

Mead’s role as a Dissenting preacher gained him the broadest fame as his sermons 

continued to be published in the decade after his death.178  Perhaps his greatest biblical 

exposition was of Ezekiel in The Vision of the Wheels, which even Jonathan Edwards 

employed.179  Furthermore, Mead’s reputation as a political radical was expunged by 

some, who went so far as to utilize Mead as an example of the appropriateness of the 

English legal system which had allowed him opportunity to convince the court of his 

innocence in 1683.180 

                                                 
177 Edmund Calamy, An Abridgment of Mr. Baxter’s History of His Life and Times. With An 

Account of Many Others of Those Worthy Ministers Who Were Ejected, After the Restauration of King 
Charles the Second (London: S. Bridge, 1702), 281. 

 
178 For examples, see Matthew Mead, The Young Man’s Remembrancer, and Youth’s Best 

Choice, 3rd ed. (London: Printed for John Marshall, 1701);  A Name In Heaven the Truest Ground of Joy 
. . . And The Power of Grace in Weaning the Heart From the World (London: Printed for Edmund 
Parker, 1707); and The Almost Christian Discover’d: Or, The False Professor Tried and Cast. Being the 
Substance of Seven Sermons, 12th ed. (London: Tho. Bunce, 1708).  His The Almost Christian 
Discover’d and The Vision of the Wheels would be published throughout the eighteenth century. 
 

179 Jonathan Edwards, The Exposition Given by My Lord Bishop of Sarum, of the Second Article 
of our Religion Examined (London: Printed for Tho. Bennet, 1702), 9. 
 

180 A Choice Collection of Papers Relating to State Affairs; During the Late Revolution 
(London: 1703), 1:383. 
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Not everyone in the first decades of the eighteenth century, however, was 

enamored with Mead.  Mead was still a controversial figure, particularly as the Whigs 

lost ground with Queen Anne and the Tories pushed for the Occasional Conformity 

(1711) and the Schism Act (1714).  Mead’s name still appeared in print, and not all 

press was good press.  In a pamphlet by a friend of Nonconformity, one of Mead’s 

most famous works was made synonymous with irrational Dissent.  In 1702, Daniel 

Defoe had satirically called for the purgation of society from Dissenters (which 

resulted in him being charged with sedition and censured by many Nonconformists) in 

his The Shortest Way with the Dissenters.181  Responding to the uproar, Defoe 

published additional pamphlets including A Dialogue Between a Dissenter and the 

Observator (1702) in which the Anglican interlocutor, confounded by the Dissenters’ 

illogical positions, mockingly exclaimed, “’Tis like Mr. Mead’s Wheel within a Wheel, 

and a further Testimony to the World that you [Dissenters] are a most unaccountable 

People whose ways are past finding out.”182  Although the snide remark was placed in 

the mouth of the Establishment, the danger of satire (which Defoe realized numerous 

times in his life) was that it would be taken without nuance—Dissent and Mead were 

unreasonable. 

After his death, Mead and his reputation as a great preacher were disparaged by 

truly antagonistic sources.  In 1704, Isaac Sharpe countered Calamy’s laudatory 

                                                 
181 Daniel Defoe, The Shortest-Way with the Dissenters; Or, Proposals for the Establishment of 

the Church (London: 1702); Ashley Marshall, “The Generic Context of Defoe’s The Shortest-Way With 
the Dissenters and the Problem of Irony,” The Review of English Studies New Series, 61, no. 249 (2010): 
234-258. 
 

182 Daniel Defoe, A Dialogue Between a Dissenter and the Observator, Concerning the Shortest 
Way with the Dissenters (London: 1702), 25; John J. Richetti, The Life of Daniel Defoe (Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 43-48. 
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description of Mead by making a strong case that his famous exposition of Ezekiel was 

shamefully and grossly plagiarized from an older work by William Greenhill.  

Although Mead may have been “wise in his Generation, as most Men of this World 

are” and he had “left an Estate behind him, educated his Children gentilely, and left 

them Fortunes,” he was “a Plagiarist” and a poor preacher who “deliver[ed] other Mens 

Works, without Improvement.”183  The publication of two of Mead’s sermons in 1707 

contained an unusual note from the editor: “It is enough to say of them [the sermons], 

that they are the genuine Issue of the Reverend Mr. Matthew Mead, from whom 

nothing little, nothing mean, was wont to proceed.”184  Apparently, Sharpe’s criticisms 

had hit home. 

In the years before A Vindication (1717 and 1718) and Remarks (1719), Mead’s 

reputation fared no better among many Englishmen.  Dr. Thomas Bennet used Mead 

and his Two Sticks Made One as the lance with which he skewered English 

Nonconformity for its separation from the Church, its own inconsistent principles, and 

its internal dissension.  In 1716, both Bennet’s A Discourse of Schism (in its fourth 

edition) and its Defence were published in response to Dissenting rejoinders.  In A 

Discourse, Bennet used Mead’s sermon to indict Nonconformity with the “damnable 

sin” of schism from the Church of England, and then ironically, with “so notorious, and 

sinful” a division between the Independents and Presbyterians after the failure of the 

Happy Union.185  In A Defense, Bennet refuted Nonconformists’ claims that preaching 

                                                 
183 [Isaac Sharpe], Animadversions on Some Passages of Mr. Edmund Calamy’s Abridgment of 

Mr. Richard Baxter’s History of His Life and Times (London: Printed by E. P., 1704), 49-51. 
 

184 “To the Reader” in Mead, A Name in Heaven (1707). 
 

185 Thomas Bennet, A Discourse of Schism, 4th ed. (London: M. J., 1716), 17-26; 43-47. 
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had deteriorated after the Bartholomew Day ejections; he maintained, however, that 

Dissenting preaching, which once had been inciteful of rebellion before the 

Restoration, now simply paled in comparison to that of Anglican ministers.  Starting 

with the strong language of the Interregnum sermons of Nicholas Lockyer (who had 

preached in Stepney in the 1660s), Bennet moved to Mead (whom he noted Calamy 

claimed as one of the “Preachers of the greatest Eminence among the Dissenters”) who 

had served up a “dish of Powder’d Peace” and “Entertainment” unworthy of the thanks 

of even a rural congregation, least of all the ministers of the Happy Union.186 

In the decade prior to the publication of Remarks (1719), the public was still 

being reminded of the radical Independents of London and of Mead’s relationship to 

them.  In 1710 (the year of the publication of Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium), A 

Sermon Preach’d . . . For the Deliverance of His Majesty’s Sacred Person . . . From 

the Late Hellish, Fanatick Conspiracy was reissued as a wonderful piece of Tory 

propaganda.187  The author Miles Barne reminded his audience of the “Turbulent Spirit 

of our Modern Pharisees the Presbyterians; who . . . have shewn their Hatred against 

Monarchs and Monarchy.”  Calvin had “Founded his Presbytry in Treason and 

Rebellion” which eventually “dissolv’d the Catholick Unity of Faith, and broke the 

                                                 
186 Thomas Bennet, A Defence of the Discourse of Schism: In an Answer to Those Objections, 

Which Mr. Shepherd Has Made in His Three Sermons of Separation, &c, 4th ed. (London: 1716), 79-
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187 Miles Barne, A Sermon Preach’d Before the University of Cambridge, on the 9th of 
September, 1683. Being the Day of Publick Thanksgiving for the Deliverance of His Majesty’s Sacred 
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Bond of Peace.”188  After Barne’s invective against these fanatics and his hyperbolic 

presentation of hypothetical results of a successful Rye House assassination (complete 

with cities filled “with the Cries of Widoes, and the Fatherless, with Murders, Rapins, 

Incests, Adulteries, Sacrilege, Massacres, and Conflagration”), he appended the 

declaration of Charles II which described the supposed plot and named the assumed 

conspirators, including Robert Ferguson, “ [——] Casteers, [——] Lobb, both Non-

Conformist Preachers.”189  As will be seen, the partially named Stephen Lobb (1647?-

99), and Mead would have an ongoing professional relationship. 

Mead’s standing as a peaceful, ejected minister was assaulted during the 

political contests that led to the Schism Act.  In response to Calamy’s eulogistic An 

Abridgment (1702), John Walker depicted Mead as a favorite of Major-General Packer 

who used his influence with Oliver Cromwell and the Commissioners for Approbation 

to obtain a living in Buckinghamshire for Mead.  When the rightful patron resisted 

Mead’s appointment, Packer sent a “Troop of Horse . . . [which] Seiz’d upon the 

Parsonage-House by force, breaking open the Door; turning out the Tenants, and . . . 

Seiz’d upon the Corn and Hay growing upon the Glebe.”190  According to Walker, 

Mead had been an ejector—not an ejectee. 

The decade also saw Mead’s radical extended family cast as one given to 

unruly extremism.  The case of William Mead, Matthew’s brother and a Quaker, who 
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had been tried with William Penn in 1670 for a riotous assembly at which they called 

for religious freedom, was published in several editions.191   

More explicit was the continuing influence of Thomas Sprat’s A True Account 

and Declaration of the Horrid Conspiracy, first published in 1683 and reissued in 

1696, which was the basis of later narratives including An Historical Account of all the 

Tryals and Attainders of High-Treason of 1716.  Reminding his audience of the 

dangers “of what tender Consciences the Men are, whom they [Dissenters] chuse for 

the principal Guides of their Consciences,” Sprat recounted the participation in the plot 

by “John Nisbet . . . the Leader of those Seditious Students, who rais’d a Tumult upon 

occasion of Burning the Pope in that City” and the implication of involvement by the 

“three famous English Conventicle-Preachers, Griffith, Mede, and Dr. Owen,” names 

now so familiar.192  Not only did An Historical Account (1716) summarize Sprat’s 

history (including mentions of Nesbitt), but it also contained the stories and speeches 

of such regicides as Colonel Okey, the late member of Stepney Meeting.193 

Not everyone acquitted Matthew Mead of Stepney of collusion in violence 

against the crown.  In the year after the publication of Remarks (1719), Mead’s history 

of association with extremism still damned him to a questionable legacy: 
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We have heard already, that the Duke of Monmouth told the King, that Dr. 
Owen, Mead, Griffen, and all the considerable Non-conformist Ministers knew 
of the Conspiracy, they are not asham’d of it, but still they are for patching up 
the lost Reputation of their Friends, tho’ with the most palpable Falshoods [sic]. 
 
[Regarding the Rye House Plot, the witness] Carstares adher’d to every Point 
of his former Deposition; adding among other Particulars, that he had 
communicated the Design on Foot, that is of raising a Rebellion, to Dr. Owen, 
Mr. Griffin, and Mr. Mead at Stepney, who all concurr’d in promoting of it, 
with much more to the same Effect.  On the 22d of December the same Year, 
Carstares confirm’d all the same Depositions upon Oath, and subscrib’d them, 
the Persons above-mention’d witnessing the same.  Now Dr. Calamy may tell 
us what he pleases of his Brother Holder-Forth; but it is likely no Man of the 
least Probity will the less believe that Carstares has sufficiently prov’d himself 
a Rebel by his own Confession; and that three Noblemen witnessing it, are a 
sufficient Testimony of the Reality of the same.194 

 
As Peirce constructed his biography, the radicals of Stepney still bore (at best) a 

tarnished reputation. 

Despite his efforts on behalf of the Happy Union, Mead was still associated 

with the conservative Calvinistic strand of Dissent that resisted Presbyterianism and 

that might be perceived as intolerant.  In his last year, Mead joined with George 

Griffith, Richard Taylor, Stephen Lobb, and John Nesbitt in writing a rejection of 

antinomianism and a defense of Congregational principles as expounded at the Savoy 

Conference of 1658: A Declaration of the Congregational Ministers In and About 

London Against Antinomian Errours and Ignorant and Scandalous Persons Intruding 

Themselves Into the Ministry (1699).195  By 1699, attempts at a unification of the 

Presbyterians and Independents were few.  John Howe seemed to have jettisoned 

confidence in a humanly facilitated alliance for the distant hope of one brought about 
                                                 

194 The History of King-killers; Or, The Fanatick Martyrology. Containing the Lives of Three 
Hundred Sixty Five Hellish Saints of That Crew, Infamous For Treason, Rebellion, Perjury, Rapine, 
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96. 

 



 

149 
 

through an intimate union of believers with God and an associated expression of divine 

charity among Christians.196  Now the Independent authors who had once embraced the 

Happy Union returned to partisan print.  Stephen Lobb (1647?-99), once a Presbyterian 

but then a Calvinistic Independent, had sat with Mead on the Congregationalist 

committee that had wrestled for the survival of the Happy Union in 1694.197  But the 

tenor changed.  For instance, in 1697 Lobb had authored The Growth of Error; or Rise 

and Progress of Arminianism and Socinianism.198  A Declaration of the 

Congregational Ministers (1699) continued to espouse a “Reformed” position 

proclaimed congruous with that of the Scottish and continental churches, without 

falling into the antinomianism for which the Independents had been accused by 

opponents.   A Declaration of the Congregational Ministers was not conciliatory, nor 

was it antagonistic; it was, however, still partisan.  No new Union followed in the next 

decades.  Indeed, the party contentiousness of Mead’s final days overshadowed his 

earlier ecumenical program, and the unrest seems to have pervaded the Stepney 

meeting.  After the loss of their charismatic pastor, the leaders of the Stepney 

congregation struggled to identify a new leader, but also to identify its place within 

divided Dissent.199    
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One poignant scene illustrated the division within Dissent and intimated a 

schism between the Stepney meeting and James Peirce, perhaps providing one reason 

for Peirce’s reticence about his Stepney past.  Two accounts exist in the church book 

describing a gathering of “the brethren” on either October 8 or 9, 1700 only one year 

after Mead’s death.  The brethren included “Mr Andrews Elder  Mr Symonds Mr 

Conway . . . Mr Jackson Mr Hasell, Mr Pearse,” viz.  John Peirce, Jr.200  The purpose of 

the meeting was to formulate the method of the election of the next pastor and to 

nominate ministers for the position.  The names rendered were “Mr  Right of Yarmouth, 

Mr Lewis of Bednalgreen, Mr Wallis of London, Mr James Peirce of Cambridge, Mr 

Gravener.”201  But the participants fell into dissension over Benjamin Grosvenor 

(1676-1758) and his recent migration to the Presbyterians:  

Mr Gravinour who was vigorously opposed by some, because he was under 
excommunication by Mr Keich & his Church,* & because had lately joyned 
himself, to A Church called Presbyterian, & asisted there, in Preaching; many 
words were wasted about him to no purpose, for it would not be yielded, that A 
Vote should be putt, whether he should preach or not, wch caused the meeting to 
be dissolved with out doing any thing.202 

                                                 
200 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 201.  John Peirce had been a member since 

September 9, 1691 and would have been in his late twenties at this time.  As of his admittance into 
membership, John’s residence was no longer Stepney or Wapping, but “London.”  “A booke for church 
affaires att Stepney,” 8b. 

 
201  “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 201.  The attribution of Cambridge to James 

Peirce appears twice in the church book: once in the margin (under which was written in a different hand 
“dismissed”) next to his entrance into the membership in 1697 and in this aforementioned locus.  The 
references to Cambridge are problematic and were likely anachronisms as Peirce did not take the 
position of pastor at the Green Street meeting until after Thomas Taylor’s death in November 1700.  
Based upon this conclusion, the second account (p. 204) that was dated October 1700 and made no 
reference to Cambridge was the earliest account.  The Stepney Members’ Roll included only 
“Cambridge” by the record “1696/7. Pierce – Mr James Pierce” when the records were transcribed in the 
nineteenth century. “Member’s Roll. Stepney Roll.” 
 

202 Grosvenor would be exonerated, but only after he no longer was a candidate.  Grosvenor was 
invited to preach on a Sunday afternoon in late May 1700, but the issue over his leaving of Keach’s 
church precipitated his rejection in October 1700.  A later note in a different hand (similar to that 
appearing in records from 1720 and 1721) was added in the margin: “It since appears in ye judgmt both of 
Congreg: & presbyt: minrs yt this censure of Mr Keach’s Church, passed upon Mr Gravenor was Rash, & 
unjust.”  “A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 200b, 204.  For the similarity in handwriting, see “A 
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This concern over the separation between Presbyterians and Congregationalists 

prohibited Grosvenor (who actually appears to have been Baptist) from attaining the 

position and split the congregation which refused the proposal to refer the matter of 

Grosvenor’s eligibility to a board of ministers.203  James Peirce would accept the call of 

Green Street Meeting sometime either in late 1700 or early 1701, and he would be 

ordained there by four Presbyterian ministers: Matthew Sylvester, John Woodhouse, 

John Shower, and Christopher Taylor.204  If Grosvenor, who had been ordained by 

John Nesbitt among others, was unpalatable to the congregants in Stepney, one can 

only imagine their distaste for the turncoat Peirce.  There is no further reference to 

either John or James Peirce in the transactions of the “vestry” church book.205    

James Peirce was not “dismissed” to serve a church as were other Stepney 

ministers like John King and John Nesbitt.206  When John Galpine (Galpin) was 
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205 A son, John, was born to man who appears to be “John Pearce Mariner,” and the child was 

baptized by John Galpine on October 28, 1701. No mention of the mother was included in the records.  
The dismissal of John Peirce was not listed in the “Dismissions” implying his removal by death.  
“Church Records of Stepney Chapel, Stepney,” RG4/4414, 14b; “Dismissions” in “A booke for church 
affaires att Stepney,” 325. 

 
206 In 1699, Mead, Nesbitt, et al. encouraged ministers to gain admission to a Dissenting 

gathering prior to taking pastoral positions as a means of ensuring the consistent doctrinal orthodoxy 
among pastoral candidates. It is possible that the failure to dismiss James Peirce properly may have 
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over Grosvenor, it was very unlikely, however, that the Stepney meeting would have dismissed Peirce to 
the Presbyterian meeting in Green Street.  The failure to dismiss Peirce to Matthew Clarke’s church in 



 

152 
 

ordained as Mead’s successor in 1700, the Independent character of the Stepney 

congregation was illustrated by the list of the visiting ministers who participated in the 

“solemnization.”  The list included the stalwart Independents Isaac Chauncey, John 

Nesbitt, Dr. John Singleton, and Matthew Clarke.  James Peirce apparently was not in 

attendance.207  Like many of the Independent ministers, Thomas Mitchell (the pastor at 

Stepney Meeting from 1713 to 1720) subscribed at Salters’ Hall. Grosvenor, then 

pastor of at Crosby Square, did not.208  The breach was now broad. 

 
Mead, The Scholar and Educator   

In Remarks on the Account (1719), Peirce claimed that his appeal to the 

Presbyterian Green Street meeting in Cambridge was in part that his education 

rendered him “not the most disagreeable person to the gentlemen of the university.”209  

This appealing education and erudition had begun under the direction of Matthew 

Mead.  The opportunity for taking a degree at an English university, once available to 

the young Mead, was denied his Dissenting family by the Test and Corporation Acts.  

Thus, James Peirce’s educational journey coincided with that of the male Mead 

children, particularly that of his contemporary and the later eminent physician, Richard 

Mead.  Dedicated to a life of continued learning, Matthew Mead taught the Mead 
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children in elementary Latin grammar and enlisted the assistance of other tutors.210   In 

Remarks (1719), James Peirce noted his instruction by John Nesbitt, who would be 

admitted into the Stepney meeting on December 16, 1690, and who later would attain 

distinction as a minister at the Independent church in Hare Court and a lecturer at 

Pinners’ Hall.  Peirce and the Mead children were likely tutored by Nesbitt between 

1681 (when he was forced to leave Edinburgh) and 1683 (when he was arrested on 

suspicion of involvement in the Rye House plot and subsequently escaped to Holland.)  

An accomplished classicist and scholar of the Church Fathers, Nesbitt had been 

educated at Edinburgh University.211  The curriculum for Peirce’s instruction from 

Nesbitt likely would have included a strong training in Greek and Latin as well as a 

very important introduction to the Church Fathers.  Unfortunately, the quality and 

relevance of Nesbitt’s understanding and use of the Fathers were questioned in his own 

day.212  Peirce would receive similar criticism for his own use of the early Church 

authorities. 
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 If Peirce’s first home had been “respectable,” his second was radical.  

Ironically, if his home was radical so was his school.  Peirce was exposed to this side 

of Dissent during the early 1680s when Nesbitt and Mead were reportedly activists.  In 

one of his rare printed personal recollections, Peirce recalled the persecution of 

Dissenters in the early 1680s and his own terror: 

MDCLXXXII. The persecutions therefore lay very heavy upon the Dissenters 
for several years afterwards.   And many Ministers were imprison’d, and their 
goods seiz’d and sold; and this without their having the least notice of any 
accusation, or receiving any summons to appear and answer for themselves, or 
their ever seeing the Justices or their accusers.  I forbear to mention the 
rudeness used toward women upon such occasions, and how they purposely 
frighted children; tho I shall not easily forget, how I was my self, being very 
young and in a Minister’s house, when it was broke open, put in great fear of 
my life by them; which together with what I then saw, begat in me such an 
aversion to their cruel and persecuting practices, as I hope will never wear 
off.213 
 

This powerful event coincided with Peirce’s instruction by Nesbitt and the presumed 

collusion of Nesbitt, Owen, and Mead with conspirators of the Rye House plot.  In 

December 1682, Sir William Smyth (Smith) invaded Stepney Meeting House with 

government troops at his disposal who pulled down the pulpit and further vandalized 

the meeting house.214  The activism of Nesbitt (and likely of Mead), however, had its 

limits.  Willing to challenge the government in the 1680s, Nesbitt would take on the air 

of respectability after 1689 by his guidance of the Congregational Fund with Mead, 

through his ministry at the meeting in Hare Court on Aldersgate Street, by his lecturing 

at Pinners’ Hall, and by subscribing at Salters’ Hall in opposition to his former 
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student.215  In fact, Nesbitt was a leader of the subscription party.  Identifying 

misquotations and misrepresentations of John Owen by Peirce in The Western 

Inquisition (1720), Thomas Bradbury appealed to Peirce’s former companions and 

leaders of the subscription party (viz. John Nesbitt, Matthew Clarke, and Robert 

Bragge) and to his own congregants not to relinquish “Truth” and “a Concern for the 

Salvation of Men” under the persecution of those who preached a gospel of liberty and 

union—it was “Error that makes Schism.”216  Nesbitt’s concern for liberty and 

Scripture, however tempered, was still strong in the years prior to the Salters’ Hall 

debate: “And therefore it hath justly been the Call of the most faithful Patriots of 

Religion and Liberty, by all proper Methods, to train up the Rising Generation in the 

Knowledge of the Written Word; esteeming it the strongest Barrier against Popery and 

its genuine Offspring, Civil Slavery.”217 

In 1683 and 1685, Nesbitt and Mead respectively fled England for safety in 

Holland.   The Mead and Peirce families were left behind.  While Mead was in exile, 

Richard and likely his peer James were enrolled in the school of a former master of 

Eton, Thomas Singleton (1618-1691), at Clerkenwell Close, Middlesex.  As this 

reputable school boasted approximately three hundred pupils and provided 

opportunities for education in the classical languages, history and drama, it is most 
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interesting that Peirce failed to mention it.218  Richard apparently circulated with Sir 

Thomas Pengelly (1675-1730) and his brother, James Mead; it seems likely that Peirce 

was in their company.219  Surely, in 1719 Peirce might have recalled some schoolboys 

who might have remembered him fondly and vouched for his education.  Peirce’s 

silence on this matter is puzzling. 

Assuming the pattern established in the treatment of Mead, Peirce might have 

felt compelled to expose the skeleton of the radical Nesbitt as he recognized that “the 

manner” of his education was known by those in Stepney, but also by the still-living 

Nesbitt.  Furthermore, Nesbitt had just aligned himself by subscribing in opposition to 

Peirce, and Peirce must have been convinced that were he to have excluded the 

mention of his former tutor, his lacuna would have been revealed as some form of 

disingenuity.220  Like Lemuel Gulliver (his literary contemporary and fellow resident 

of Wapping), Peirce anticipated possible accusations about his past.  For Gulliver, the 

matter was the disposal of his excrement!  For Peirce, it was the once-radical, partisan, 

                                                 
218 Alexander Gordon assumed Peirce was educated with Richard, although he did not provide 

references for this conclusion.  Alexander Gordon, “Peirce, James (1674?-1726)” in The Dictionary of 
National Biography, ed. Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee (London: Oxford University Press, 1937; repr., 
1981), 15:681-685; Anita Guerrini, “Mead, Richard (1673–1754),” in Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence 
Goldman, January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/18467 (accessed May 16, 2009); 
Zuckerman, “Dr. Richard Mead (1673-1754), 9-10; Matthews, Calamy Revised, 444; W. A. L. Vincent, 
The Grammar Schools: Their Continuing Tradition, 1660-1714 (London: Murray, 1969), 126; Wasey 
Sterry, Annals of The King’s College of Our Lady of Eton Beside Windsor (London: Methuen & Co., 
1898), 128-129; 136-137; John Cordy Jeaffreson, A Book About Doctors ( Charleston, SC: Bibliolife, 
repr., 2009), 1:294; Charles J. Robinson, ed., A Register of the Scholars Admitted Into Merchant 
Taylors’ School (Lewes: Farncombe & Co., 1882), 1:124n5; William J. Pink, The History of 
Clerkenwell, ed. Edward J. Wood, 2nd ed.  (London: Charles Herbert, 1880), 101; cf. M. Green, “The 
Following Extract,” The Gentleman’s Magazine 61, no. 5 (May 1791): 1:436. 

 
219 Zuckerman, “Dr. Richard Mead (1673-1754),” 10, 10nn31, 32. 

 
220 The Stepney congregation apparently sided with the moderate subscribers.  In “Feb. 2nd: 

1720,” the Stepney congregation, seeking advice on a thorny issue, consulted “Mr Nessbet & Mr Clarke.”  
“A booke for church affaires att Stepney,” 201. 
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subscribing Nesbitt—but perhaps the comparison is too bold.221  Memories of the once-

radical John and Deborah were likely dim in Stepney, and only their social status and 

wealth need be uncovered.  Mead was dead and his ghost might be covered up under 

sheets of learning and ecumenism.  Thomas Singleton, while a Dissenter, was safe and 

dead.  Nesbitt was alive and potentially dangerous.  But all these radical skeletons 

might be carefully immured and further hidden by an imposing heritage of tolerant and 

enlightened Protestant education in the company of respectable Englishmen. 

 
Chapter Summary 

In 1721, Peirce answered his critics who had considered his declaration of 

financial independence and continental education as an expression of vanity.  Peirce 

declared, “I am very thankful to God for such an advantage, and the rather, because 

neither my adversaries here, nor the dissenting interest in general, can twit me with any 

such obligations.”222  Independence had come at the cost, or better said, wealth of his 

parents.  Seemingly having identifying himself with the elite, Peirce contended that 

“persons of the greatest worth” could rise from humble origins, and he thought more of 

them for their struggles.  These “persons of the greatest worth” would also be proud of 

their difficult path: 

But then these men of worth . . . are not asham’d to own this, nor do they 
impertinently tax such with vanity, who are thankful for their not having been 
under the same difficulties.  They are humble and modest, remembering what 
they were, and dont [sic] bounce and swagger, and treat their neighbors with 
scurrility.  They are not lifted up with the happy alteration of their 
circumstances, nor do they magnify themselves above their real worth, or take 

                                                 
221 Jonathan Swift, Gulliver’s Travels (New York: Barnes & Noble Classics, 2003), 35. 
 
222 James Peirce, The Security of Truth, Without the Assistance of Persecution or Scurrility; 

Being an Answer to Mr. Enty’s Truth and Liberty Consistent and Maintain’d (London: 1721), 132. 
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upon them to judge the hearts of men, or to meddle with what they do not 
understand.”223   
 

One wonders if Peirce was thinking of his own origins, having nicely expunged 

elements of his “real worth.” 

In 1719, Peirce had chosen carefully what data to use in the construction of his 

se-history thereby meticulously composing a short, but effective, account that would be 

used to identify him for the next three centuries.  The third chapter in this study argued 

that James Peirce attempted to create an account that exonerated him from a heritage 

marked by extremism, either in his rearing, his education, or in his ministry.  A key 

element of the argument was that Peirce intentionally avoided allusions to the radical 

and Independent nature that characterized the foundation and growth of the Stepney 

meeting during the Interregnum and until the Glorious Revolution.  Essential to his 

argument was the exclusion of detailed references to his parents who personified the 

radical, and sometimes intolerant, gathered communities of the Interregnum.  Peirce 

was most concerned with expressing the social respectability of his parents and that 

their wealth insured his independent education.  Essential to the argument of this 

chapter was the demonstration that John Peirce was an active participant in the Stepney 

meeting and that he was at least a peripheral member of the “new merchant radicals” 

identified by Robert Brenner in Merchants and Revolution (1993), i.e., John 

participated in the risky trade with the North American colonies, exhibited a sympathy 

for an Independent polity and the correlated rejection of Presbyterian or Anglican 

models of established religion, and exhibited an ardent rejection of a Stuart monarchy 

sympathetic to Roman Catholicism. 
                                                 

223 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 133. 
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Peirce’s history ignored significant individuals or those aspects of their lives 

that might be perceived as being socially base or unacceptable to his moderate, 

educated Hanoverian reader.  Concerned with forming a party in the cities of London 

and Exeter that sought the defense of conscience and toleration, Peirce emphasized 

those attributes of his ‘witnesses’ that would convince his audience that he naturally 

emerged as a non-partisan and irenic Protestant Englishman who moved in socially 

acceptable circles. Faced with the challenge that many antagonistic and prominent 

personalities (or communities) might contradict his version of history, Peirce was 

obliged to acknowledge potentially damaging persons and congregations, but only 

through oblique reference or by accentuating their positive contributions to his 

formation as “a man of great parts and learning.”  In the following chapter, the 

exposition of Peirce’s autobiographical history continues with the analysis of the 

authorities whom Peirce explicitly credited with shaping his thinking, and upon whom 

we will have cause to reflect as Peirce’s later writings and histories are considered.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

“A Man of Great Parts and Learning”: 
The Emergence of James Peirce, the Enlightened and Tolerant Dissenter 

 
“I must own, I am for absolute liberty in matters of religion, and against any 
man’s being persecuted for the sake of his religious principles, that do not 
affect the civil state. . . . [A]nd I thought the Dissenters generally . . . had been 
of my mind. . . . I am very sorry to find myself now convinced, I have been in a 
considerable mistake concerning them; tho’ I own, and bless God for it, there 
are a great many Dissenters, and especially in London, who understand the 
foundations of their cause, and have shew’d themselves zealous for liberty.  But 
as to the rest, I frankly now declare my judgment, that they have forever 
stopp’d the mouths of all advocates for them and their cause, that will pretend 
to talk consistently; nor is it a possible thing for a man of sense to defend them; 
and I profess myself a dissenter from all such Dissenters; and I long to see the 
time, which these things seem working to, when the friends of liberty shall be 
form’d into one party, without any subdivision, being able to bear and join with 
one another, notwithstanding their different sentiments about abstruse matters, 
or modes of worship.” 

—James Peirce, A Defense of The Case of the Ministers Ejected, 17191 
 

In 1719, having been ejected from his church and ostracized by former 

colleagues and friends, James Peirce was forced to compose a short account of the first 

thirty years of his life in order to answer accusations that he was an heretical 

Englishman, perverted by foreign and Jesuitical influences.  His autobiographical 

defense in Remarks Upon the Account of What Was Transacted in the Assembly at 

Exon (1719) did more than provide a history of his first three decades; it made the 

argument that Peirce was an unquestionably irenic and enlightened English Protestant 

through the formulation of a ‘genetic history’ in which Matthew Mead functioned as 

                                                 
1 James Peirce, A Defence of The Case of the Ministers Ejected at Exon, Being an Answer to a 

Pamphlet, Intitled, An Account of the Reasons Why Many Citizens of Exon Have Withdrawn &c. 
(London: Printed for John Clark, 1719), 22-23. 
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patriarch and a ‘philosophical history’ that exhibited the influences which contributed 

to his later enlightened and tolerant ministry.2 

 
The Arguments of the Chapter 

This chapter further develops the history of James Peirce as the study analyzes 

the autobiographical information in Remarks (1719) regarding Peirce’s education at 

Utrecht and Leiden and his subsequent ministry in London and Cambridge.  The study 

finds that Peirce portrayed himself as having avoided controversy in the troubled 

arenas of continental academia and English Dissent.  By enumerating the scholars with 

whom he had studied, Peirce located himself between the embattled camps of Cartesio-

Cocceians and Aristotelio-Voetians as they struggled over issues of scriptural 

interpretation and the role of ‘philosophy’ (that singular blend of philosophy, political 

theory, and early science) vis-à-vis theology, and he represented himself as a derivative 

of both the Old and New Republics of Letters.  As for religion, he explicitly denied 

involvement in Nonconformity’s internecine strife in the wake of the implosion of the 

Happy Union, and he implied his acceptability to Anglican intellectuals while he 

resided at Cambridge.   

Besides evincing that Peirce had chosen a tolerant, middle way, the evidence 

from his years on the continent had to dispel the more radical rumors of his 

entanglement with the French or with Roman Catholicism.  England’s continuing 

contention with France, the Roman Church, and Jacobitism was a constant backdrop to 

                                                 
2 James Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account of What Was Transacted in the Assembly at Exon, 

Lately Publish’d by Their Order (London: Printed for John Clark, et al., 1719), 42-45 (henceforth, 
Remarks in the text.) 
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Peirce’s account.3  Nonconformity (least of all its non-trinitarian strains) by the very 

nature of being dissent, was suspected of being politically disordered.  In 1706, Peirce 

reminded Edward Wells that the Dissenters prayed for English success against the 

French king—but for Christ’s victory every week.4 

The chapter also explores Peirce’s intellectual heritage by investigating the list 

of didactics supplied in Remarks (1719) in an attempt to expand the knowledge of the 

philosophical contexts of the young James Peirce.  The task is a complicated one as 

Peirce, outside of Remarks, rarely made mention of the scholars under whom he 

studied and whose works he likely digested while in the Netherlands.  The great 

philosophical names of the seventeenth century were conspicuously absent from his 

publications.  Samuel Pufendorf, Gerard Noodt, Gerard De Vries, and other names 

familiar to Peirce’s erudite audiences were missing from his treatises.  Hugo Grotius 

(1583-1645) received occasional mention, but only in regards to his interpretations of 

scriptures, not his more philosophical works.5  The same was true for “the very 

                                                 
3 Andrew C. Thompson, Britain, Hanover, and the Protestant Interest, 1688-1756 

(Woodbridge, Suffolk, UK: Boydell Press, 2006), 42-46.  For more on the trans-Atlantic struggle 
between Roman Catholic and imperial France and Protestant England at the time of Peirce’s education in 
Utrecht, see Owen Stanwood, “The Protestant Movement: Antipopery, the Revolution of 1688-1689, and 
the Making of an Anglo-American Empire,” Journal of British Studies 46, no. 3 (July, 2007): 481-508. 
 

4 James Peirce, Remarks on Dr. Wells His Letter to Mr. Peter Dowley, In a Letter to a Friend, 
2nd ed. (London: J. Humfreys, 1706), 25. 

 
5 For examples of allusions to Grotius, see James Peirce, A Continuation of the Defence of the 

Remarks On Dr. Wells’s Letters, In a Fifth and Sixth Letter to the Doctor (London: J. Humfreys, 1707),  
9; James Peirce, A Defence of the Remarks on Dr. Wells’s Letter to Mr. Dowley. Part I, Being an Answer 
to the First PART of the Doctor’s Examination. In a Third LETTER to a Friend; Part II, Being an 
Answer to Part II, Sect. I. of the Doctor’s Examination, In a Fourth Letter, Addressed to the Doctor 
(London: J. Humfreys, 1707), 23; James Peirce, A Defence of the Dissenting Ministry, and Presbyterian 
Ordination, Part II (London: Printed for John Clark, 1717), 70, 106; and, James Peirce, A Vindication of 
the Dissenters: In Answer to Dr. William Nichol’s Defence of The Doctrine and Discipline of the Church 
of England (London: Printed for John Clark, 1717), 3:246. 
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learned” Jacob Perizonius whose lectures Peirce had attended at Leiden.6  Only John 

Locke (1632-1704) garnered (nearly) unfettered praise, and then in regards to his 

careful approach to Scripture.  Through inference (and sometimes admitted conjecture), 

the chapter seeks to identify the effects of the philosophies of the scholars, whom 

Peirce identified in Remarks, on his views of history, textual criticism, and religious 

liberty.  Most importantly, the chapter addresses Peirce’s thesis produced at Utrecht, 

his earliest extant publication, and the study identifies in Peirce’s ideas a blend of 

conservative Enlightenment empiricism and a reductionist view of history that found 

the ‘original’ to be the most simple which would inform Peirce’s thought for the rest of 

his life. 

 
Enlightened: A Respectable Education in Holland (With Respectable Englishmen) 

Afterwards, by Mr. Mead’s direction, I was put to other grammar schools, and 
at last sent to Utrecht, where I had my first academical institution, and heard 
such men as Witsius, Leydecker, Gravius, Leusden, De Vries, and Luyts; and 
was well known to the most famous Reland, lately dead, to the incredible loss 
of learning.  He was then my fellow student, but did me the honour, when he 
was afterwards Professor, to receive letters from me, and to write me, testifying 
the respect he had for me from our first acquaintance in the university.  The 
latter part of my time abroad I spent at Leyden, where I attended Perizonius, 
and Noodt especially, hearing Gronove, Mark, and Spanheim occasionally.  I 
have kind letters by me, which I received from some of these Professors in both 
universities.  There are many of my cotemporaries at these places dead; but 
there are several still living; who, if ask’d, will, I dare say, own, that I had there 
the reputation of being both sober and studious.  I might name several I had the 
honour to be known to then, and who I am persuaded have hardly forgot me 
since; as particularly, my Lord Foley; Mr. Barrington, now member of 
Parliament; Mr. Justice D. Dolins of Hackney; Dr. Mead, to whom, and his 
family, I have been known from a child; Dr. Mullins of Sarum; and to several 

                                                 
6 James Peirce, A Paraphrase and Notes on the Epistle of St. Paul to the Philippians. To which 

are Added Two Dissertations. One on Gal. IV. 21- V. 1 . . . The Other on Matth. II. 13, 14, 15 (London: 
Printed for J. Noon, 1725), 12n3o. 
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ministers, as Mr. Bragge of London, Mr. Hughes of Ware, Mr. Mayo of 
Kingston.7 

 
Having the right education was paramount to Peirce.  Responding to John Enty 

in 1721, Peirce maintained that “persons of the greatest worth” were marked by 

knowledge of their social place, manners, and learning:  

In short, men of real worth, must have liberal souls, as well as a liberal 
education: and if their education has not form’d them to a generous and solid 
way of thinking, or if it has not reform’d them from the rudeness, they had 
perhaps learned in the low part of their life, to civility and good manners, it has 
been ill bestow’d, and they ought not to wonder, if their forwardness and 
confidence lowers their esteem in the world.8   
 

Effective education was transformative, producing a student who was properly 

behaved, well-regarded by society, and equipped with an open mind.  Of course, 

Peirce’s genealogy demonstrated he was all of these.  According to Peirce, the failure 

to obtain such instruction was characteristic of his detractors who discouraged any “to 

qualify themselves for the ministry among the Dissenters,” leaving the office to “those 

who are ambitious of it, that they may shun a poor mechanical trade.” 9  Bad manners, 

even in debate, were unacceptable.  John Cumming (who had earned an MA) was 

rebuffed by Peirce who “expected that his liberal education should not have suffer’d 

him to be guilty of those indecencies, which are so familiar with mechanicks, when 

they turn writers.”10  Peirce could thank his parents, God, and most of all Matthew 

Mead for insuring he had risen above his intolerant brethren. 

                                                 
7 Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account (1719), 43-44. 
 
8 James Peirce, The Security of Truth, Without the Assistance of Persecution or Scurrility; 

Being an Answer to Mr. Enty’s Truth and Liberty Consistent and Maintain’d (London: 1721), 133. 
 

9 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 134. 
 

10 John Cumming, The Grounds of the Present Differences Among the London Ministers 
(London: Printed for John Clark, 1720); Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 134. 
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In 1689, after Matthew Mead had returned from Utrecht, Richard Mead and 

James Peirce (being approximately fifteen years old) traveled to the University of 

Utrecht, where the older Samuel Mead (1670-1734), now studying in Leiden, had 

recently been a student under Johann Georg Graevius (1632-1703).11  The decision to 

attend Utrecht was an interesting one.  After the Restoration, Dissenters were excluded 

from receiving a degree from an English university by means of restrictions which 

would not be fully repealed until 1871.  Until the repeal, Dissenters had two options for 

an education: peripatetic instruction at Dissenting academies or study abroad at the 

universities of Scotland or the continent.  For those Dissenters desiring a recognized 

degree, only the latter options would suffice.  The Dissenting academies were still 

illegal after Toleration, although they were tacitly permitted in many environments.12  

Most Dissenting academies offered the incentive of a personal education by a 

university-educated tutor overseeing only a few students, but attendance at an academy 

was complicated by the potential persecution or imprisonment of the tutor and the 

closure of the school.  Furthermore, few academies offered substantial libraries or 

diverse facilities for scientific research.  Of the Dissenting academies, Charles 

Morton’s academy in Newington Green was one of the few academies with exceptional 

                                                 
11 Samuel Mead had graduated under Johanne Munnicks in 1685.  Album Studiosorum 

Academiae Rheno-Traiectinae, columns 81; “Memoirs of the Life and Writings of the Author” in The 
Medical Works of Richard Mead, M. D. (Dublin: Printed for Thomas Ewing, 1767), iii-iv; Arnold 
Zuckerman, “Dr. Richard Mead (1673-1754), A Biographical Study” (PhD diss., University of Illinois, 
1965),” 11. 

 
12 David L. Wykes, “The Contribution of the Dissenting Academy to the Emergence of Rational 

Dissent,” in Enlightenment and Religion: Rational Dissent in Eighteenth-Century Britain, ed. Knud 
Haakonssen (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 102-103, 109-111. 
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facilities.13   The best academies offered an education comparable to that of Cambridge 

or Glasgow, but one more readily afforded (sometimes being subsidized by the 

Congregational Fund or the Presbyterian Fund) by most Dissenting young men.14  

Although these funds did not exist in 1689 when Peirce began his university studies, 

the substantial estate left by John and Deborah Peirce facilitated numerous options for 

James’s education.  The choice of an education at Utrecht was not surprising as the 

Mead family had significant connections in Utrecht and Leiden and as his peer, 

Richard Mead, was leaving as well.   

 
A Tolerant and Urbane Education: The Dutch Universities 

James Peirce’s formal education coincided with the period identified by Paul 

Hazard and Jonathan I. Israel as the “Crisis of the European Mind,” an era marked by 

the rise of Cartesianism over-and-against Aristotelianism, emerging empiricism as a 

refinement of Cartesianism, an increasing acceptance of a mechanistic world-view that 

separated rational humanity from the rest of the world in extension, and more frequent 

precedence given to ‘philosophy’ over theology and traditional scriptural 

interpretation.15  Reason, observation, and experimentation were the catchwords of the 

late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, and these concepts were essential to 
                                                 

13 Wykes, “The Contribution of the Dissenting Academy to the Emergence of Rational 
Dissent,” in Haakonssen, Enlightenment and Religion, 109; H. McLachlan, English Education Under the 
Test Acts, Being the History of the Nonconformist Academies, 1662-1820 (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1931), 76-80. 
 

14 For an example of a syllabus of education at an academy, see the description of that of 
Kibworth Academy in McLachlan, English Education Under the Test Acts, 135-142; Michael R. Watts, 
The Dissenters from the Reformation to the French Revolution (Oxford:  Clarendon Press, 1978), 296. 

 
15 Jonathan I. Israel, Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the Making of Modernity, 1650-

1750 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 14-22; Paul Hazard, La Crise De La Conscience 
Européene (1680-1715) (Paris: Boivin, 1935); Paul Hazard, The European Mind: The Critical Years 
(1680-1715) (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1953), 435-447. 

 



 

167 
 

Peirce’s understanding of theology, history, and lived religion.  In the heat of the 

Exeter and London debates of 1718 to 1720, one detractor recalled Peirce’s purported 

response to an argument for ‘orthodox’ Christianity: “Ay!  But your Christianity ought 

to have common Sense.”16  The call for a rational Christianity would become the 

foundation of Peirce’s later polemics, and it evolved into the rallying cry for those who 

followed in Peirce’s steps.  In his blistering open letter to Thomas Bradbury, John 

Shute Barrington (Peirce’s ‘witness’ and school-mate) reminded his readers of the 

proper approach to religion: 

I think it therefore not improper to advise you . . . [t]hat your Religion and 
Manners are of a Piece.  You speak of Faith as in a Person’s disposal, using 
such Terms as free of it, loose of Faith, and the like, which agree neither with 
its being the Gift of God, or determinedly by Evidence; and your loose 
Rhapsodies about a Redeemer, and the Divinity of Jesus Christ, bespeaks more 
of a Phrenzy, than a Zeal from Knowledge, and rational Conviction. 

 
Zealousness was only to be directed toward knowledge and reason, Christian 

conviction was to be rational, and enthusiasm was to be avoided.17   

In the early eighteenth century, enthusiasm was negatively associated with 

puritanism and the claims to direct revelation of the previous century.  Scripture and 

reason emerged as the essential criteria for determining theology and manner of 

                                                 
16 Josiah Eveleigh, An Account of the Reasons Why Many Citizens of Exon Have Withdrawn 

From The Ministry of Mr. Joseph Hallet and Mr. James Peirce, being an Answer to Mr. Peirce’s State of 
the Case, rev. 2nd ed. (London: Printed for John Clark, 1719), 29.  Peirce replied to Eveleigh’s 
recollection asserting his position “that the state should not impose christianity, but leave every one free 
to chuse [sic] his own religion.” Yet, he failed to fully address the meaning of a reasonable Christianity, 
only saying, “I design’d no reflection upon christianity it self, which is undoubtedly the most reasonable 
and sensible institution that can be.”  James Peirce, A Letter to Mr. Eveleigh; In Answer to His, Printed 
at the End of the Account of the Reasons, &c. (Exeter: Andrew Brice, 1719), 8-9. 

 
17 John Shute Barrington, An Account of the Late Proceedings of the Dissenting Ministers at 

Salters-Hall, 3rd ed. (London: Printed for J. Roberts, 1719), 39-40. 
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worship.18  For his part, Peirce reminded his audience in 1716 that the “Gift of 

Discerning Spirits” had ceased and “none can now pretend to Act by immediate 

Revelation”; decisions had to be made on the basis of reason and in liberty.19  Peirce’s 

own focus on reason was rooted in his exposure to rationalism and early empiricism 

while on his educational sojourn in Holland and in his exposure to the Republic of 

Letters.  As William Turner, the nineteenth-century Unitarian biographer, reminded his 

readers, Peirce had been a pupil of scholars who were among the “constellation of 

eminent men . . .  [who] are still remembered with respect in the republic of letters.”20   

 
The Republic of Letters 

The Republic of Letters, so aptly described (if not so well defined) by Anthony 

Grafton had prospered in the seventeenth century and continued into the eighteenth 

century.  Characterized as a “sort of literary European Union” with a vast citizenship, 

the Republic of Letters held Holland as its center.21  In Peirce’s life, this web of diverse 

scholars of frequently conflicting opinions and sensitive egos was held together by 

tenuous friendship between interlocutors like Jean Le Clerc, Johann Georg Graevius, 

                                                 
18 Michael Heyd, “The Limits of Toleration in the Early 18th Century: Shaftesbury’s Letter 

Concerning Enthusiasm and the Reactions to It,” in The Emergence of Tolerance in the Dutch Republic, 
ed. C. Berkvens-Stevelinck, J. Israel, and G. H. M. Posthumus Meyjes (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 156-157; 
John Seed, Dissenting Histories: Religious Division and the Politics of Memory in Eighteenth-Century 
England (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), 93-94. 
 

19 James Peirce, Presbyterian Ordination Prov’d Regular: A Sermon Preach’d at an Ordination 
(London: Printed for John Clark, 1716), 14, 28. 
 

20 Turner, Lives of Eminent Unitarians, 90. 
 

21 For an articulate attempt to define the Republic of Letters, see Anne Goldgar, Impolite 
Learning: Conduct and Community in the Republic of Letters, 1680-1750 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1995); also, see Anthony Grafton, Bring Out Your Dead: The Past as Revelation (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), 157. 
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Jacob Perizonius, Jacob Gronovius, and Gerard Noodt.22  The Republic of Letters had 

an identifiable membership and a generally accepted etiquette.  The vehicle for debate 

was the personal letter, and at the last resort, publication.  As Le Clerc asserted, 

“scholars must have the liberty to examine things . . . and to talk among themselves in 

friendship, with an agreeable liberty, without getting angry with each other . . . without 

carrying our differences to a public theatre.” 23  New ideas were to be engaged with 

systematic reason and without prejudice or partisanship—or at least that was the 

standard.  As Anne Goldgar pointed out, international travel, the visitation of 

academies and libraries, and erudition did not guarantee a position within the Republic.  

Most members of the late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century Republic were 

members of universities or the clergy, and they were given to civil discussion within 

the international, egalitarian literary society.24   

This Republic was a society of friends, a society of virtuous men, which might 

well replace one’s family.25  The Englishman Robert Boyle defined the critical 

friendships of the citizens of the Republic: citizens were to be gracious to each other; 

ideas were to be criticized for the purpose of convincing one’s correspondent.26  

                                                 
22 Anthony Grafton, What was History: The Art of History in Early Modern Europe (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2007), passim; Also, see “Introduction” in April Shelford, Transforming 
the Republic of Letters: Pierre-Daniel Huet and European Life, 1650-1720 (Rochester, NY: University 
of Rochester Press, 2007), 1-11. 
 

23 Quoted in Goldgar, Impolite Learning, 234-235; also, see Goldgar, Impolite Learning, 2-11, 
passim; Anthony Grafton, Bring Out Your Dead, 13, 158-159, 164, 201-203, 206-207; Anthony Grafton, 
Defenders of the Text: The Traditions of Scholarship in the Age of Science (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1991), 243. 
 

24 Goldgar, Impolite Learning, 3-6, 234-242. 
 
25 Shelford, Transforming the Republic of Letters, 39-42. 
 
26 Shelford, Transforming the Republic of Letters, 150-151. 
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Religious or theological differences did not obstruct the love within the Republic.  In 

1672, the Reformed and Cartesian Johann Graevius would proclaim his love for the 

anti-Cartesian Roman Catholic bishop, Pierre-Daniel Huet, whose admirable work 

within the Republic, including his Latin poetry and his editing of Origen’s 

commentaries, had so moved Graevius.27  The works of the Republic of Letters in the 

mid-seventeenth century were not “directed at public utility, their ideal society was not 

intended for general emulation, and the political aspect of their lives was to be divorced 

absolutely from their scholarship.”28  This Republic had a consistent distaste for the 

vulgar and took comfort in its elitism.29  This Republic was a society of learned men, 

the érudits. 

This ‘old’ Republic found its authorities in the traditional and in the ancient.  

The works of classical civilization provided the moral guides applicable to the 

present.30  The very language of the Republic was important!  A derivative of the early 

seventeenth-century Respublica literarum with its neo-Latin language, the ‘old’ 

Republic would celebrate its humanistic foundation, expressing itself in Latin prose 

and verse; the emerging ‘new’ Republic of the late seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries increasingly chose vernacular languages, in particular French, for 

communication in its correspondence.31 

 

                                                 
27 Shelford, Transforming the Republic of Letters, 44-45, 134. 
 
28 Goldgar, Impolite Learning, 3-6, 234-242. 

 
29 Shelford, Transforming the Republic of Letters, 149-150. 
 
30 Shelford, Transforming the Republic of Letters, 7. 
 
31 Goldgar, Impolite Learning, 236-237. 
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Crisis in the Republic 

The beginning of the “Battle of the Ancients and the Moderns” has been 

attributed to the year 1687, and the conflict which followed was conterminous with the 

period of Peirce’s intellectual formation.   This battle was a “conflict over opposed 

intellectual values.”  It was a “culture war.”32  The new Republic of the eighteenth 

century found its home in towns and cities, was more comfortable in salons than in 

musty libraries, and was concerned with wit, grace, and manners over obscure 

references in ancient works.  As participants in the Republic considered themselves to 

have attained membership in (or at least a position equivalent to) the aristocracy, the 

scholars of the later Republic of Letters prided themselves in appropriate civility, good 

manners, and polite behavior.  The new Republic focused on the modern and utilized 

its philosophical dialogue for overt attempts to change society.33  The new Republic 

looked forward not backwards.  Its focus was action not conservation.  It was urbane 

and humane.  It was this transitional environment that Peirce entered in 1689. 

 
The Dutch Schools 

The universities of Holland offered a reputable education and opportunities for 

exceptional social advancement.  As Victor Nuovo has commented, “It appears that 

anyone who counts in philosophy in the seventeenth century either spent formative 

time in the Dutch Republic or came under the influence of those who did.”34  Holland 

                                                 
32 Shelford, Transforming the Republic of Letters, 7-8; Joan DeJean, Ancients Against Moderns: 

Culture Wars and the Making of a Fin de Siècle (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1997), 
passim. 

  
33 Goldgar, Impolite Learning, 234-239. 

 
34 Victor Nuovo, “The Dutch Enlightenment,” British Journal for the History of Philosophy 13, 

no. 4 (2005): 758. 
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was the freest location in Europe to pursue philosophy, theology, or the natural 

sciences.35  Leiden and Utrecht were known for their liberality in thinking and focus on 

trade, fueling a swelling middle class.  The universities were notoriously open-minded 

and latitudinarian in their acceptance of students including Jews and Roman Catholics, 

as well as Protestants.  For example, while the University of Leiden was a de facto 

Protestant school, it required no religious tests for its students or professors.36  The fact 

that English Dissent had such a strong relationship with Holland was evidence of this 

freedom, but the same liberty might allow ideas deemed dangerous in England to 

ferment.  Edward Wells, Peirce’s first public opponent, would contend that the post-

Toleration Dissenters would encourage England to be another Holland, and the model 

of separation of church and state to be imitated on the island.37  Not surprisingly, the 

leading members of Enlightened Dissent and those Dissenters who took more radical 

paths in the early eighteenth century, such as Peirce, Nathaniel Lardner (1684-1768), 

Martin Tomkins (d. 1755), Samuel Jones (ca. 1680-1719), Edmund Calamy, and John 

Toland (1670-1722), were educated in Holland.38 

  

                                                 
35 Nuovo, “The Dutch Enlightenment,” 759. 
 
36 Ronald T. Ridley, The Historical Observations of Jacob Perizonius (Rome: Accademia 

Nazionale dei Lincei, 1991), 192. 
 

37 Edward Wells, A Letter From a Minister of the Church of England to Mr Peter Dowley, A 
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Stephens, 1706), 44-45. 
 

38 Olive M. Griffiths, Religion and Learning: A Study in English Presbyterian Thought from the 
Bartholomew Ejections (1662) to the Foundation of the Unitarian Movement (Cambridge: Cambridge 
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The Threat of the New Philosophy 

In addition to the threats to Reformed orthodoxy by Arminianism and 

Socinianism within the universities, the faculties of both Utrecht and Leiden were 

embroiled in debates between the New Philosophy of the Cartesio-Cocceians (with its 

critique of Calvinism and traditional interpretation of Scripture) and the adaptations of 

the older Aristotelio-Voetian positions.39  In opposition to the liberal approaches to 

theology and philosophy championed by the Leiden professor Johannes Cocceius 

(1603-1669), classic Voetian positions, following the lead of Gisbertus (Gijsbertus) 

Voetius (1589-1676) of the University of Utrecht, reacted to the Cartesian or Cocceian 

willingness to understand Scripture metaphorically, particularly the Old Testament as 

full of types fulfilled in the New Testament, or as revelation communicated in terms 

fathomable (but, perhaps not entirely accurate when considered by modern science) to 

more primitive peoples.  The Voetians sought a careful and consistent use of the 

biblical text, which they held as being authoritative over human behavior.  

Furthermore, Voetians maintained the authority of Scripture (and its conservative 

interpretation) over philosophy and natural science.  Philosophy was free to assist 

theology, but was not free from theology.40  The claim of Christopher Wittichius 

(1625-1687) that things that were known by the intellect (“what we know from within, 
                                                 

39 Israel, Radical Enlightenment, 24-29; Griffiths, Religion and Learning, 54;  Willem Frijhoff, 
Marijke Spies, Wiep van Bunge, eds. 1650, Hard-Won Unity, Dutch Culture in a European Perspective, 
trans. Myra Heerspink Scholz (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 305; Griffiths, Religion and 
Learning, 55-56.  The theological debates within the Dutch universities of the seventeenth century are 
well chronicled.  For a synopsis, see Ole Peter Grell, “The Attraction of Leiden University for English 
Students of Medicine and Theology, 1590-1642” in The Great Emporium: The Low Countries as a 
Cultural Crossroads in the Renaissance and the Eighteenth Century, ed. C. C. Barfoot and Richard Todd 
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1992), 89-92. 
 

40 Wiep van Bunge, From Stevin to Spinoza: An Essay on the Philosophy in the Seventeenth-
Century Dutch Republic (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 50; Israel, Radical Enlightenment, 24-29; Nuovo, “The 
Dutch Enlightenment,” 760; Griffiths, Religion and Learning, 55-57. 
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by means of pure reason, we must deem to be revealed to us by God”) was 

unacceptable to the Calvinistic Voetians who saw in the Cartesian system the 

command of Scripture seemingly being dominated by human reason.41  Yet, as Olive 

Griffiths noted, the struggle of moderate Voetian-trained Presbyterians against the 

Cartesian inflation of the will over the mind or Intellect, resulted in changes in the 

perspectives of many English Presbyterians as they began to place “great importance 

upon moral conduct and practical theology,” and, therefore, “admitted in practice that it 

is both possible and right that the will should be dominated by the intellect. . . . [giving] 

the Presbyterians a higher appreciation of the essential dignity of reason than their 

movement had possessed in the past."42  In the process of combating the error, the 

Presbyterians were infected with a more optimistic view of the human will, and 

(perhaps in reaction to perceived antinomianism) began to place increased emphasis on 

the Christian life.  Furthermore, the Voetian position attacked the separation between 

the material and the intellectual, between cause and effect, and the skepticism of 

history, which characterized Cartesian positions.43 

By 1690, Utrecht was generally regarded as holding a Voetian and anti-

Cartesian position, but the faculty definitely was not homogenous.  In contrast to 

Utrecht, the university at Leiden was the most Cartesian university in Holland in the 

last half of the seventeenth century.  It was from this stimulating and partisan world in 

intellectual flux that Peirce returned to England with a mixture of ideas dominated by 

                                                 
41 Quoted in Israel, Radical Enlightenment, 25-26. 

 
42 Griffiths, Religion and Learning, 59-60. 

 
43 Griffiths, Religion and Learning, 61-65; R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1957), 59-63. 
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the imposition of the great value of antiquity, the observation of physical phenomena, 

and the ordering of things by human reason, as well as a dedication to the veracity of 

authentic texts. 

 
The Utrecht Faculty 

 
Witsius and Ecumenical Interpretation of Scripture. The authorities at Utrecht 

to whom Peirce appealed in 1719 were well known to Dissenting divines, even to those 

who had not studied abroad.  For example, the library of Philip Doddridge contained 

four works by Herman Witsius and Christianae Theologiae Medulla Didactico-

elenctica of Johannes à Marck, which was used as a textbook in Dissenting academies 

and at the University at Glasgow.44  At Utrecht, the Voetian professors, like Gerard De 

Vries, Melchior Leydekker, and Johannes Luyts (Luytius/Luits), as well as the 

moderates like Herman Witsius, were favored by Presbyterian students.45   

When Peirce’s record of his educators at Utrecht and Leiden was compared, an 

interesting, although minute, difference appeared in adverbs.  The catalog of names at 

Utrecht demonstrated no distinction in influence or in the frequency of Peirce’s 

attendance.  Only his tangent upon his friend Adrian Reland was anomalous.  His 

description of lecturers at Leiden, however, expressed a distinction between the relative 

importance of Jacob Perizonius and Gerard Noodt over the other faculty members by 

means of the adverbs “especially” and “occasionally.”  Peirce’s explicit emphasis on 

                                                 
44 J. Van Den Berg and G. F. Nuttall, Philip Doddridge, (1702-1751) and the Netherlands 
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Perizonius and Noodt simplified the analysis of his studies at Leiden, but only the order 

in the listing of the professors from Utrecht in Remarks (1719) provided hints of 

priority.  Furthermore, Peirce’s lists in Remarks placed the scholars from Utrecht and 

Leiden who espoused moderate opinions (whether Cartesian or Voetian) first, and thus 

(this study assumes) in a location of greater emphasis; the more conservative Voetian 

professors were relegated to the end of the lists.  

It is interesting that Peirce left no extant communication with or explicit 

reference in his publications to the first two scholars named from Utrecht, Herman 

Witsius and J. G. Graevius.  James Peirce would correspond with many of the listed 

figures in the decades following his years in Holland, but the absence of epistolary 

evidence or published allusions to the two accentuates the presence of Witsius and 

Graevius in the list and demands an explanation. 

The foremost personage from Utrecht listed in Peirce’s genetic intellectual 

history was Herman Witsius (1636-1708).  Witsius had a fine reputation for his 

diplomatic and professional personality, his attempts to facilitate peace among the 

English Dissenters, and his internationally recognized scholarly accomplishments.  The 

career of Witsius, a moderate and a member of the divinity faculty at Utrecht along 

with the conservative Melchior Leydekker and Petrus van Mastricht, included several 

years at both Utrecht (from 1680 to 1698) and at Leiden (from 1698 to 1707).  Witsius 

had attained an international reputation with the publication of De Oeconomia 

Foederum Dei Cum Hominibus in 1677, but was best known for his facility to engage 

irenically in the most heated conflicts, as proved by his involvement in the disputes 
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between Independents and Presbyterians in the 1690s.46  Witsius’s rule, “In necessariis 

unitas, in non necessariis libertas, in omnibus prudentia et charitas,” expressed well 

his commitment to conciliation between the divisions of Protestant Christianity.47  

Witsius’s Conciliatory Animadversions (Animadversiones Irenicae) of 1696 attempted 

to analyze the opposing positions among the contentious Dissenters without personal 

references to Tobias Crisp or Richard Baxter.  Chief among Witsius’s critiques of both 

parties was that unnecessarily harsh or pugnacious language should have been avoided 

and scriptural language embraced whenever possible, thereby emphasizing 

commonalities in perspectives.  Witsius adamantly endorsed a doctrine of free grace, 

but cautioned against deemphasizing the importance of good works or sanctification 

after faith.  Witsius’s ecumenical efforts, however, had no noticeable impact in the 

Dissenting debate.48 

The influence of Witsius on Peirce must be inferred.  Clearly, Joseph Hill 

thought the connection between Witsius and Peirce significant enough to include a 

postscript to his letter to Peirce in November 1708 mentioning the passing of Witsius.49  

                                                 
46 J. Mark Beach, “Introduction” to Herman Witsius, “On the Efficacy and Utility of Baptism In 
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By conjecture, it may well have been expressed in Peirce’s later focus on scriptural 

formulae and his later commitment to a necessary and plain Christianity.  It was, 

however, unlikely that Witsius would have sided with Peirce in the debate over the 

nature of God.  Committed to orthodoxy, Witsius decried the bankruptcy of rational 

religion in the late 1690s and stated, “Ultimately, Christian Religion itself is stripped of 

its mysteries and transformed, if anything, into a rational cult of Divinity.”50  He 

embraced the enlightened thought of Descartes, Bacon, and Boyle, but foresaw the 

future division and a decline of Christianity when unduly influenced by spoiled 

philosophy.51  The “middle way” lay between, on the one hand, imperious reason that 

glorified humanity, boasting of the precedent of reason over Scripture or divine 

mysteries (a position which he identified with Socinianism), and, on the other, 

stultified acceptance of traditional interpretations by intellectual ancestors (a pattern 

Peirce would later correlate with “implicit faith.”)52  While maintaining the vitality of a 

religion informed by reason, Witsius rejected assertions that humanity had not suffered 

irreversible damage from the Fall, and he countered claims of the impartiality of reason 

with the understanding that the human intellect was corrupted and frequently 

erroneous.  This faculty, however, was still essential in the process of faith.  Reason as 

an ancillary ability was to be applied humbly to the interpretation of Scripture, but it 

was not to be placed equivalent to the authority of the truth readily apparent in 
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Scripture to which faith was obedient.53  Thus, in the debate over baptism and its 

relationship to regeneration and God’s supremacy, Witsius argued from reason when 

he was unaware of a conflicting argument from Scripture.  Arguments from the Church 

Fathers were fraught with differing opinions and ancient history was rich with diverse 

examples.  “The consent of the whole church” was illusory, and the opinions of the 

Fathers—even the ancient Justin Martyr who may have known the apostle John—had 

to be harmonized with Scripture, experience, and the opinions of other Fathers, and in 

that order.54  Theological issues were to be finally decided by divine authority, not by 

the largest array of past theologians who have amplified the importance of particular 

subjects beyond their witness in Scripture.55  Peirce’s approaches to reason, Scripture, 

and witnesses from the history of Christianity, as found in his publications from 1706 

to 1718, bore great similarity to those maintained by Witsius.  With his ejection in 

1719, Peirce began to emphasize reason and give greater credence to the writers of 

early Christianity (while still affirming his commitment to the authority of Scripture), 

and the distance between his thought and that of his former teacher appeared to 

increase. 

 
Graevius and the Precedence of Antiquity.  The importance of antiquity, 

however, may have been inculcated by the second scholar, the famous Johann Georg 

Graevius (1632-1703).  Graevius would have been well received by the audience of 

Remarks (1719), as he was highly regarded by the English Dissenters for his 

                                                 
53 Witsius, An Essay on the Use and Abuse of Reason, 7-21. 
 
54 Witsius, “On the Efficacy and Utility of Baptism,” 146, 160-163. 

 
55 Witsius, “On the Efficacy and Utility of Baptism,” 180-181. 
 



 

180 
 

scholarship, his commitment to reason and religious freedom, and for having jettisoned 

his Lutheranism for Reformed theology.  Furthermore, Graevius was linked to several 

noted Englishmen, including his former students, Richard and Samuel Mead.  Edmund 

Calamy, who had studied at Utrecht a few years earlier than Peirce, remembered 

Graevius as “the celebrated man for history and eloquence . . . who was generally 

reckoned to exceed all the men of the age, for the purity of the Latin tongue.”56  

Internationally known for his command of Latin and classical history, Graevius 

produced the multiple-volume Thesaurus Antiquitatum Romanarum (from 1694 to 

1699), numerous editions of classical works, and the posthumously published 

Thesaurus Antiquitatum et Historiarum Italiae.57  Although Peirce did not give 

particular credit to formation by Graevius, his lectures, described as “historical, 

concerning the Rise of Prelacy, and of the Papacy,” were reportedly effective.58  

Richard Mead demonstrated that he was greatly infected by Graevius’s passion for the 

literary and artistic relics of the classical world through a lifetime of collecting 

antiquities.  Furthermore, Mead’s respect for Graevius was revealed in his library upon 

his death:  Mead’s estate included a copy of Thesaurus Antiquitatum Romanarum and 

thousands of Graevius’ letters.59   
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If Witsius was a moderate, Graevius was a convinced Cartesian.60  As a 

Cartesian, Graevius was vocal in his rejection of traditional “superstitions” about 

natural phenomena, and in his endorsement of a mechanistic view of nature.61  Reason 

was to be applied to medicine, physics, and astronomy as evidenced in the treatment of 

the comets of 1665 and those appearing between 1680 and 1682.  Convinced that 

attempts to derive supernatural meaning from the natural world were misguided (as 

were methods associated with omens in the classical sources or in traditional biblical 

interpretations), Graevius wrote Oratio de Cometis (1681) which debunked popular 

opinions about comets and their supernatural origins.62  Graevius was dedicated to his 

study of classics, and he was careful in expressing his political positions as his 

Cartesianism was already at odds with the Voetian leadership.  His move to the Dutch 

Republic was less a matter of being an Orangist, and more a matter of embracing Dutch 

freedom, or so he wrote to Jacobus Perizonius in 1661.63  The general academic 

freedom of Holland provided discrete academic dissidents, Voetian and Cocceian alike, 

relative security under the stadholder, William.64    
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Reland and Tolerant Religion.  Last of all, Peirce enlisted his relationship with 

the late Adrian Reland (Reelant) (d. 1718) in his defense.  The argument by means of 

mentioning Reland was one for greater liberty in theology, the careful consideration of 

religious phenomena, and an emotional appeal based upon a sympathetic character.  

The exact depth of the friendship between Peirce and Reland is unclear, but it appears 

to have been at least cordial.  A student of Graevius, Reland had graduated in 

September 1694 and after further study of Arabic and Islam under Witsius and 

Leydekker went on to assume the chair of Hebrew at Utrecht in 1701.65  Influenced by 

René Descartes, Reland stressed the importance of individual investigation and 

experience, unencumbered by the biases of the past.66  After acquiring the teaching 

post at Utrecht, Reland devoted himself to refuting errors commonly held about Islam, 

seeking to represent the religion fairly to the Western world.67  Reland’s De Religione 

Mohammedica Libri II (1705) attempted to demystify Islam, presenting the tenets of 

the religion with far less bias than was common.  His work was translated into 

numerous languages, and Four Treatises Concerning the Doctrine, Discipline and 

Worship of the Mahometans (1712) brought him a wider audience in England.68  Islam 

was still an “Infection and Contagion,” but one which had been impugned by “ill-

natur’d Men” who (as was customary) falsely depicted their detractors in order to 
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discredit them.69  Reland’s attempt to recapture the origins of Islam through the critical 

analysis of texts and the reduction of traditions to their earliest expression, would bear 

considerable similarity to Peirce’s own venture to find the pure, reasonable, and 

monotheistic Christianity of antiquity. 

Reland’s esteem or “respect” for Peirce was expressed in his address to his 

former colleague as “Viro Eruditissimo & plurimum Reverendo Jacabo Peircio.”  For 

his part, Peirce referred to Reland with the not unusual epithet, “Viro Clarissimo.”70  

Peirce and Reland corresponded after the former’s return to England, and he retained 

letters from Reland and copies of his own replies with the first extant letter dated May 

1710 and the last dated July 1717, less than a year before Reland’s untimely demise in 

March 1718.71  

 
Conservatives: Leydekker, Luyts, and Leusden.  Representing the anti-Cartesian 

contingent and the balance to Graevius and Witsius, Melchior Leydekker (1642-1721), 

Johann Leusden (1624-1699), and Johannes Luyts (1655-1721) were included in 

Peirce’s history in Remarks (1719).  Melchior Leydekker was a staunch Voetian, and 

he penned (along with Petrus van Mastricht) substantial defenses against the New 

Philosophy, championed by Balthasar Bekker, which was characterized as 

subordinating Scripture and theology to the authority of philosophy.72  Calamy 
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remembered Leydekker’s lectures as “mostly disputations, and he very readily took all 

occasions that came in his way to inveigh against the Neotericks [Moderns].”73  In the 

last decades of the century, Leydekker and Mastricht were consistent in their defense of 

geocentricism against the Cartesian assertions of Copernicus’s heliocentricism and a 

historical interpretation of Scripture.74  Leydekker and Leusden were both professors of 

Hebrew and of the Old Testament, and Leusden produced magisterial editions of the 

Hebrew Bible in 1661 and 1667.75  These acclaimed professors continued to be held in 

high esteem by those who saw in the works of Spinoza and Descartes serious threats to 

traditional theology and scriptural interpretation.  Furthermore, Leydekker and Luyts 

(who taught astronomy and physics) continued to demonstrate their respect for their 

former student by corresponding with Peirce as he rose to new heights as the 

Dissenting apologist with the publication of Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium in 

1710.76 

 
De Vries and the Resistance to Rationalism  

There was, however, a discrepancy between the documentary evidence of 1692 

and Peirce’s account of 1719.  Assuming an intentional order to his listing of the 

academics at the universities of the Dutch Republic and thus the priority Peirce placed 
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on the famous moderates and Cartesians at both Utrecht and Leiden, the only existing 

published material from the period of his education does not point to Peirce being 

influenced by Witsius and the Cartesian Graevius while at Utrecht, but by the 

Aristotelian Gerard (Gerardus) De Vries (1648-1705).  De Vries was appealing to 

religious and political dissenters of a conservative theological bent.  It was under De 

Vries’s guidance that James Peirce, Edmund Calamy, and John Shute Barrington 

(1678-1734) completed their studies at Utrecht.77  Noted for his sympathies with 

republicanism, De Vries was sought out by young men like Johann Caspar Escher 

(1678-1762) who completed his thesis in 1697 and later would become the mayor of 

Zurich.  Demonstrating De Vries’s political influence, Escher’s thesis, De Libertate 

Populi, espoused an inherent freedom in humanity that naturally led to democratic 

government sustained by a social contract.78   

De Vries, who lectured on philosophy and politics, was not as acclaimed as 

either Witsius or Graevius, but his influence on the young Peirce was significant.79  

Peirce dedicated his thesis of 1692 not only to his guardians, Matthew Mead and James 

Conaway of Stepney Meeting, but also to De Vries and Johannes Luyts.  It was to these 

two “Subtilissimis Doctissimisque Viris” (not Witsius and Graevius) that Peirce 
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offered his deserved and ongoing devotion and service in 1692.80  A comparison 

between De Vries’s publications from the years just prior to and contemporary to 

Peirce’s presence in Utrecht and Peirce’s thesis suggests that Peirce imbibed De 

Vries’s conservative, yet eclectic, brand of empiricism.  This empiricism would shape 

Peirce’s ideas throughout his career.  That De Vries shared similar republican 

inclinations is evident, but it is impossible to make a case for De Vries’s certain 

influence on Peirce in matters of politics. 

Both De Vries and Johannes Luyts were Aristotelian professors of philosophy 

and both were well known for their conservatism and ardent opposition to 

Cartesianism.81  The son of Simon De Vries (1628-1708; a renowned author and 

translator) and the student of Voetius at Utrecht, Gerard De Vries taught at the 

University of Leiden in the wake of the French invasion of Holland in 1672, but he 

encountered significant resistance to his Aristotelian approach.  Disconcerted by 

Cartesian antagonism, he returned in 1674 to Utrecht, where he remained until his 

death.82  During his tenure at Utrecht, De Vries published his most noted work, De 
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Natura Dei Et Humanae Mentis Determinationes Pneumatologicae (1687), which 

continued to be used as a textbook in Britain into the eighteenth century.83   

De Vries was significant because of the adaptive ways in which he engaged the 

New Philosophy with an eclectic Aristotelianism that employed experimentation to 

demonstrate the veracity of peripatetic philosophy.  This experimentation was that of 

the laboratory and telescope, as well as that of philosophy.  In disputations at Utrecht, 

De Vries argued that the choice was not between Aristotle and Descartes, but between 

the dogmatic philosophy of the broader Cartesians and a flexible Aristotelianism.  

Ideally, one should examine all the philosophical options which had been proposed 

regarding a subject, make a provisional conclusion, and then be willing to adjust one’s 

conclusion based upon the review of later information.  For his own part, De Vries 

rejected the scholasticism of the late Middle Ages and much of radical Cartesianism.  

He did, however, see value in the arguments of some authors, like Petrus Gassendi, 

whom many conservatives assumed sought the overthrow of the ancient philosophy.84 

In its many forms, Cartesianism critiqued knowledge from the senses as being 

inherently faulty.85  In his battle with Cartesianism, De Vries espoused an empiricism 

(which bore significant similarities to that of John Locke) that took the experience and 

perceptions of the senses to be essential for the coherence of the natural sciences and to 

avenues for learning truth.  De Vries was responsible for a number of publications 
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against Cartesianism, including De Renati Cartesii Mediationibus a P. Gassendo 

Impugnatis Dissertatiuncula Historico-philosophica in which he presented a summary 

of Gassendi’s arguments against Descartes.86  Although the success of De Vries’s 

efforts against the New Philosophy has been debated, perhaps his most famous 

contribution was his collection of treatises espousing his own Neo-Aristotelianism 

(minus many of the traditional categories) in Exercitantiones Rationales De Deo, 

Divinisque Perfectionibus (1685) against Descartes and Spinoza.87  Within this 

collection of essays, which Israel categorized as “recognizably Voetian,” De Vries’s 

essay, “Dissertatio De Sensuum Usu In Philosophando,” provided a coherent case for 

the importance of the senses and a rejection of Cartesianism just four years before 

James Peirce sailed for the Dutch Republic.   In opposition to the Cartesian model of 

matter as unobservable particles about which little could be assuredly stated except in 

so far as the object posed a threat to mind and body, De Vries averred that the 

observation of things outside of the self by means of the senses indeed provided certain 

truth (certam veritatem.)88  Indeed, he contended that the ideal system (composed 
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within the intellect) of Descartes’s unobservable particles (globuli aetherei) would be 

contradicted when faced with sensory evidence.89 

De Vries held a position between Epicurus, who maintained the complete 

veracity of the senses, and ancient skepticism which hailed the information of the 

senses to be illusory.90  As evidence that the Epicureans advocated the certainty of the 

senses (veri & falsi judicium sic totum in Sensibus collocarunt), De Vries quoted from 

the Roman Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura: 

Quid referemus enim, quod nobis certius ipsis 
Sensibus esse queat, quo vera & falsa notentur? 
Ex sensu namque omnia quae sunt credita pendent: 
Cui nisi prima fides rectè fundata valebit, 
Haud erit occultis de rebus quo referentes 
Confirmare animos quicquam ratione queamus.91 
 

For Lucretius, if the senses lied about objects perceived, there was no other standard 

upon which one might resolve difficult questions or, quite simply, the truth.  Although 

De Vries endorsed experiential knowledge, he claimed his position was closer to that 

of the Peripatetics: the senses provided true knowledge about examined objects, yet 

“that knowledge of the most general principles of knowledge is obtained by ‘the 

natural light of the mind’, without help of the senses.”92   
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De Vries did caution against giving too much credence to those observations of 

objects that were not able to be perceived through multiple senses or were remote by 

either size or distance.  The “proportionality” (approportionatum) between the senses 

and the objects had to be maintained or the senses might provide fallacious 

information.93   The rules of distance, location, size, movement, number, form, and 

other similar qualities (aliorum adjunctorum) were to be reckoned carefully.94  Thus, 

De Vries was critical of those who made extensive conclusions about lunar or stellar 

phenomena based upon their limited observations through telescopes.95  He claimed 

that when considering the moon not only had Cartesianism placed its faith in a 

potentially deceitful instrument in the service to a single sense, but the New Philosophy 

(Nova sapientia) had yielded to the Old traditions of Orpheus, Thales, Anaxagoras and 

Democritus.96  For example, according to Diogenes Laertius, Anaxagoras had asserted 

that the moon had geographical characteristics, like that of Earth, and that beings lived 

there.97  De Vries was astounded that the Cartesians could be so sure about something 

so distant that it barely affected one’s vision, and yet be so wrong about the 

approximate world which might be examined by several senses.98  For De Vries, it was 

necessary that an object be near (propinquus) to assess it accurately; the senses were 
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dulled and one’s ability to judge an object rightly was impaired the more distant 

(remotus) the object or source was from the observer.99  Thus, De Vries’s interpretive 

system might be summarized as an ‘experimental’ hermeneutic of ‘proximity’. 

Furthermore, De Vries, like Locke, argued against innate ideas or the capacity 

for such ideas as espoused by Cartesians, particularly the inherent idea of God. 100  

Descartes’s philosophy had challenged conservatives with the focus on doubt, the 

certainty of “clear and distinct ideas,” and the rejection of the veracity of the senses.101  

In opposition to Cartesianism, it seemed to De Vries that the senses, by which 

knowledge was obtained, were innate.  The senses had the divine imprimatur; they 

were an avenue to knowledge of God.  God through Scripture had commanded 

humanity to observe creation and by doing so see the Creator.102  Christ had offered his 

once-wounded hands for Thomas to investigate; and even the Church Fathers had 

employed the senses in their apologies.103  Thus, De Vries, the empiricist, concluded 

his treatise with confidence that all that entered the mind pass through the senses: “Quo 

sensu, etiam vulgò recepto, quam trita tam certa existit regula, Nihil est in intellectu 

quod non ante fuerit in sensu.”104 
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Peirce’s Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692) 

Substantial evidence regarding Peirce’s education exists in the form of his 

thesis, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea, printed in 1692 at the 

conclusion of his studies at Utrecht.105  Peirce’s thesis explored the explanation for the 

origin of things as expounded by the somewhat obscure Ionian philosopher Anaxagoras 

(ca. 500-427 BC) and as described in Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura, as well as in the 

works (quoted extensively by Peirce in Latin, not the original Greek) of Diogenes 

Laertius, Aristotle, and Plutarch.106  The critical study of Lucretius’s natural history 

was not unknown at the time: in 1692 and 1693, as Isaac Newton (1642-1727) 

considered revisions of his Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica (first 

published in 1687), he gathered nearly one hundred lines from De Rerum Natura to 

buttress his theses on gravitational laws.  Although Newton eventually did not include 

the ancient Epicurean supports in the second edition of 1713, he did pass them on to 

David Gregory who utilized them in his Astronomiae Physicae & Geometricae 

Elementa of 1702.107  As mentioned previously, De Vries had utilized Lucretius’s De 
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Rerum Natura throughout his Exercitationes of 1685.108  As Paolo Casini asserted, the 

mining of the classical sources was a conventional part of “a common cultural climate, 

of a common literary substrate,” and it was a characteristic of the Republic of 

Letters.109  But Lucretius was a complicated source in the seventeenth century as the 

Roman’s description of the cosmos did not align with commonly accepted 

understandings of the universe.  Furthermore, although the Epicurean’s philosophy did 

not reject the existence of deities, it definitely denied their relevance.110  Peirce’s thesis 

did not defend Lucretius’s cosmology, but it did see value in his rhetoric and in his 

strong critique of Anaxagoras’s theory of homoeomeria. 

In Exercitatio Philosophica (1692), Peirce analyzed the textual evidence which 

portrayed the theory of Anaxagoras (the “Philosophus”), considered the accuracy of 

recent critical editions of De Rerum Natura, attempted to derive a consistent rendering 

of Anaxagoras’s homoeomeria from ancient antagonistic sources, and submitted a 

judgment on the consistency and correctness of the philosopher’s hypothesis regarding 

the singular principle of the universe.  In the thesis, Peirce evinced his familiarity with 

classical literature, his understanding that history—moving from the pure to the 

corrupt—was stratified, his interest in textual criticism, and the recognition of the 

importance of rhetorical devices in composing polemics.  The relevance of the work, 

however, can only be seen in the context of philosophical climate and in the previous 
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work of De Vries: Peirce’s thesis was an oblique attack on Cartesianism.  The debate 

over ‘atoms’ had been contentious during the century.  In reaction to Descartes’s 

theories, Daniel Voetius (the son of G. Voetius who took his father’s position at 

Utrecht) had proposed his own atomist model of nature, in which the particles were 

equally sized, could not be infinitely divided, and immediately filled a vacuum.  The 

problem was that D. Voetius’s system, while different than that of Descartes, bore 

significant similarities to the opposing position due to its reactive construction.111  Just 

as De Vries had challenged Descartes’s mechanistic natural world of “globuli 

aetherei,” the young Peirce took up the mantle challenging a classic atomistic theory 

which denied the evidence of the senses for what De Vries likely would have called a 

“machinam ejusmodi idealem & in mente confictam.”112 

Written under the guidance of De Vries and defended on June 8, 1692, 

Exercitatio Philosophica was comprised of twelve chapters.  The first chapter 

presented the historical background to the emergence of Anaxagoras from the pre-

Socratic Ionian school of philosophy (which was founded by the eminent Thales and 

sought a singular elemental principle), and the subsequent, imitative, and lower 

philosophies starting with that of Pythagoras.113  The second chapter introduced 

Anaxagoras as the brilliant philosopher, unmatched by his contemporaries and 

students, with biographical references from Justin Martyr, Diogenes Laertius, and 

Clement of Alexandria.  The section also set forth Anaxagoras’s homoeomeria, which 
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he had established as the “principle of all things” (rerum omnium principium), as the 

matter to be discussed.114  It was at this point that Peirce’s bias against Anaxagoras, 

despite his brilliance, became explicit: Peirce concluded that the theory of 

homoeomeria was worthy of investigation as it strayed less from the truth than 

Anaxagoras’s more controversial explanations of black snow, the nature of the sun as 

an orb of molten rock, or an inhabitable moon (illa Viri inopinata de Nive nigra, de 

Sole ignita gleba, de Luna habitabili) which had been made by conjecture (fiat 

conjectura).  De Vries’s empiricism, his defense of the applicability of the senses in the 

pursuit of truth, and his criticisms of Cartesian propositions (whether in jest or not) for 

human-like life on the moon were apparent in Peirce’s critique of Anaxagoras. 

In the third chapter, Peirce turned his attention to Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura, 

(his primary source for his investigation of homoeomeria) and the recent critical 

editions of the Latin text.  Peirce introduced the crucial verses in De Rerum Natura that 

rendered the “mentem Anaxagorae,” and he then proposed his own emendation of lines 

to establish the original text.115  Peirce’s edition would have truncated the generally 

accepted version of the sixteenth-century scholar, Dionysius Lambinus (Denys 

Lambin; 1520-1572), who, Peirce claimed, in his attempts to “cure” the corrupt texts of 

Lucretius through his eight hundred emendations had damaged the true text.116  Peirce 

quoted the pertinent lines: 
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Sic ignem inter se parvis coëuntibu’ nasci 
Ignibus; exiguis humorem ex humoribus esse: 
Caetera consimili fingit ratione putatque.117 
 

He, however, maintained that the first two verses should read thus: “Ignem ex ignem, 

humorem ex humoribus esse.”  Against the interpretations of Obertus Gisanius, Daniel 

Paraeus (Daniel Paré), and Tanaquillus Faber (Tanneguy Lefevre), Peirce argued that 

the simpler text of Lucretius (the “Poëta”) was correct.  The less adorned, yet 

consistent, text was more authentic.  Simplicity denoted the genuine, the original.  

Based upon this observation Peirce could not be persuaded to go where others were 

willing to be led.118  He did, however, note that the self-proclaimed poet clearly had 

“stretched” (contendisse) his depiction of the philosopher’s theory in an attempt to 

depict accurately the hypothesis and to make it coherent for his audience.119  The 

rhetorical devices of expanding upon the austere truth and the use of repetition in 

explication were acceptable for the sake of communication or for persuasion.  Peirce’s 

call for the pared text was dependent upon his understanding that Lucretius would have 

been consistent in his argumentation; besides, even if the abbreviated reading was not 
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the original words of Lucretius it reflected an opinion shared by at least one other 

scholar.120   

The fourth and fifth chapters focused on the importance of language.  In the 

fourth chapter, Peirce introduced Lucretius as the philosopher who had made for his 

head a crown of untarnished flowers: he was the first of the Romans to approach the 

pristine fountains of ancient philosophy and one who had presented hidden mysteries 

so clearly.121  Lucretius, in a fashion, was a humanist returning to the fons of antiquity.  

Indeed, the poet’s tasks as translator and apologist were tantamount to the undertakings 

Peirce would accept in the next decade.122  Yet, Lucretius’s endeavors brought 

complications.  In the fifth chapter, Peirce noted Lucretius’s comments regarding the 

derivation of the term homoeomeria, and the struggle that the poet professed to have 

had in articulating Anaxagoras’s pure substance (communicated in Greek) in his own 

impoverished language of Latin.  Peirce contended that Lucretius legitimately set out to 

explain Anaxagoras’s theory in the language most applicable to his audience.  Indeed, 

according to Peirce, this was the proper way to argue, i.e., in the language of the 

audience and with examples that it might comprehend.123  Here, Peirce exhibited an 

                                                 
120 “Igitur, ut constet sibi Poëta, dicendum omninò fuit, ex parvis ignibus coëuntibus ignem 

nasci; ex exiguis humoribus humorem esse. . . . Etsi verò duorum versuum, de quibus dicebam, in unum 
contracta lectio ab accuratione Lucretii aberret plurimùm, quod tamen hanc sibi vendicare ausus fuisset 
Gisanius, querulus de eo usquè adeo est bonus Lambinus, ut hominum omnium impudentissimum 
sycophantam pronunciet hoc nomine palam.” Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria 
Anaxagorea (1692), 4. 
 

121 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 5: cf., Lucretius, De 
Rerum Natura, Libri Sex, ed. C. Bailey, Book 1:lines 921-935. 
 

122 Tatum, “The Presocratics in Book One of Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura,” 182. 
 
123 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 6. 
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early example of his understanding of appropriate rhetoric in polemical exchanges, and 

his endorsement of adapting literary expressions to achieve the desired purpose. 

In the sixth chapter, Peirce declared that Anaxagoras understood homoeomeria 

to be the First Thing and infinite.  Anaxagoras had an infinite number of elements, 

which he referred to as homoeomeria.  Yet, as all his contemporaries based their views 

of natural science on a limited number of elements (e.g., the Quaternarium of earth, air, 

fire, and water), critics had frequently concluded that Anaxagoras understood the 

primordial homoeomeria to have mixed to yield new substances.  As Peirce understood 

Anaxagoras’s theory, the homoeomeria that composed the boundless array of matter in 

the world was unlimited in its diversity, but it remained unmixed in its presence within 

a material as infinite, minute participles of like substance joined to create a distinct 

matter.  Peirce quoted Cicero who had understood homoeomeria to be “particles, small 

and like, among themselves.”124  Stone, it seemed, was made of minuscule particles of 

‘stone’; iron from infinitesimal bits of ‘iron’.125   

In the seventh chapter, Peirce contended that it was necessary for Anaxagoras 

to establish the immutability and unchanging character of the essential substance of 

infinite homoeomeria, or else it would be assumed that one particle might be 

transformed into another.  Anaxagoras’s denial that homoeomeria could be changed 

into another substance was an argument against the Aristotelian schools.  

Homoeomeria was intransmutabilia, which like the Prime Substance of the 
                                                 

124 “Quo sensu accipiendum puto illud Ciceronis, IV. Acad. Quaest. Anaxagoras materiam 
infinitam; sed eas particulas similes inter se &minutas.”  Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de 
Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 7. 
 

125 “Similares puta, quatenus similes cum similibus ad totum sibi simile conficiendum 
concurrunt; v. c. Lapideae cum lapideis, ad lapidem; Ferreae cum ferries, ad ferrum.”  Peirce, Exercitatio 
Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 7. 
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Peripatetics, was neither generated nor perverted.  Here, Peirce compared 

Anaxagoras’s hypothesis to those of his fifth-century contemporaries, Leucippus and 

Democritus, and he appealed to loci in Aristotle to reinforce his understanding of the 

unaltered character of Anaxagoras’s homoeomeria.  Homoeomeria was not born or 

brought forth, but remained perpetually in its original state—for example, water as 

water, fire as fire.126 

In the eighth chapter, Peirce demonstrated that Anaxagoras understood 

homoeomeria to be absolutely beyond the senses (insensibilia).  Peirce argued that the 

imperceptible character of homoeomeria was not original and that most ancient 

philosophies maintained the principal matters (primo-prima) to be beyond observation.  

Even the Epicurean poet, “our natural philosopher,” understood that Nature managed 

the universe through unseen bodies.127  Aristotle and the pseudo-Plutarch (the author of 

De Placitis Philosophorum, whom Peirce suspiciously understood to be “Plutarchus, 

aut quisquis Placita collegit") recognized that for Anaxagoras the imperceptible 

minuteness of homoeomeria dictated that it must be understood “by the mind,” rather 

than by the senses.128  Thus Anaxagoras became a thinly-veiled proponent of the ‘idea’ 

over the observable natural world, his theory potentially fueling a Cartesian argument. 

In the final three chapters, Peirce addressed Lucretius’s greatest challenge to 

Anaxagoras’s theory.  The poet had observed that objects in nature appeared to be 

composed of different things, but not as Anaxagoras maintained.  Although Lucretius 

                                                 
126 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 8. 

 
127 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 9; cf., Lucretius, De 

Rerum Natura, Libri Sex, ed. C. Bailey, Book 1:lines 265-328. 
 

128 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 9-10. 
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understood reality through the lens of the Epicurean principle (i.e., it was known from 

the senses and subsequently categorized through similarities), he agreed with 

Anaxagoras that there was reality beyond the senses.  The evidence perceivable by the 

senses, however, contradicted Anaxagoras’s homoeomeria particularly when the 

production or the destruction of vegetable or animal matter was considered.  Lucretius 

rhetorically inquired whether ash and smoke were present in wood, or grains and 

grasses resided in the soil from which cereals and trees sprang.  Furthermore, 

Lucretius, arguing ad absurdum, questioned whether Anaxagoras’s hypothesis led to a 

type of radical pluralism in which “all things were in all things,” so that the poet could 

ask if a grain which nourished human flesh gushed forth the human gore (cruorem) and 

blood or little bits of the grain.  Observation and experience dictated that the sign 

(signum) of the grain’s gore pointed only to that which sustained the grain and not to 

homoeomeria that sustained all bodies!  Anaxagoras’s theory failed in the face of “true 

reasoning.”129  

Furthermore, in the twelfth chapter Peirce raised Lucretius’s assertion that the 

homoeomeria was actually mixed in bodies.  The imperceptible homoeomeria was 

scattered throughout the universe and mixed in bodies so that not one was sensible in 

the whole body, in which all things were hidden.130   Peirce concluded that the 

                                                 
129 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 10-13; cf. Lucretius, 

De Rerum Natura, Libri Sex, ed. C. Bailey, Book 1:lines 875-897; Brown, “Lucretian Ridicule of 
Anaxagoras,” 151-152, 158. 

 
130 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 12. 
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homoeomeria, if Anaxagoras were consistent, was the first thing, the primordial, and 

was not mixed.131    

Peirce, however, concluded that homoeomeria, having been changed by other 

things, must be mingled, so that everything which was generated and in turn which was 

subject to corruption yielded a product different than the original substance.132  First 

referencing a locus in De Placitis Philosophorum, Peirce finished the treatise with an 

extensive reference to Anaxagoras’s understanding of the genesis of all things in 

Aristotle’s Physics: 

For since whatever comes to be must arise either out of what exists or out of 
what does not exist, and since the latter was universally held to be impossible, it 
remained that all things arose out of what existed, and so must be there already, 
only in particles so minute as to escape our senses.  So he and his school argued 
that particles of everything must exist in everything else, since they saw all 
kinds of things emerging from each other.  And they held that things have a 
different appearance and received different names according to the prevalence 
of one constituent or another in the mixture; and that accordingly, no such thing 
exists as pure black or white or sweet or flesh or bone, but the nature of a thing 
is judged by what it has most of in it.133 

 
Peirce understood Lucretius to have agreed with Aristotle: 

Anaxagoras avails himself of it [i.e., an opportunity for evasion.]  He asserts 
that there is in everything a mixture of everything, but all the ingredients escape 
detection except the one whose particles are most numerous and conspicuous 
and lie nearest the surface.134 
 

                                                 
131 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 13; Brown, 

“Lucretian Ridicule of Anaxagoras,” 156n67. 
 
132 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 13. 
 
133 Quoted from the English translation of the relevant Greek text.  Aristotle, The Physics, vol. 

4, trans. Philip H. Wicksteed and Francis M. Cornford (London: William Heinemann Ltd., 1970), 42-
44:IV, 187a, 36-187b, 8; Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 13-14. 

 
134 Quoted from Lucretius, On the Nature of the Universe, trans. Ronald Latham (Baltimore: 

Penguin Books, 1951; repr. 1977), 52; Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea 
(1692), 14. 
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Peirce declined to include Lucretius’s assessment that Anaxagoras’s conclusion was 

completely erroneous, but added his own modern judgment that although the 

Philosopher had explained the origin of all the bodies of the universe, he had failed to 

either explain the daily diversity in the generation (generatione) and the corruption 

(corruptionem) of all things, or the profundity of nature.135  In the end, it was the 

application of reason to the observations of the orderly natural world, abetted by such 

devices as the microscope, which ultimately discredited the arguments of Anaxagoras. 

 
Significance: Textual Criticism, Sense, and History 

 
Textual Criticism.  In Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea 

(1692), Peirce expressed for the first time his interest in textual criticism.  Considering 

the ongoing battle between the Ancients and the Moderns and the debates within his 

own learning communities, Peirce’s criticisms and allusions to Lambinus, Gisanius, 

Faber, and Paraeus were to be expected.  His careful and diplomatic allusions to the 

great professors similarly were anticipated.   Peirce demonstrated a familiarity with 

recent critical editions of Lucretius, pointing out not only the differences between his 

own readings of the text and those of recent scholars, but also the contentiousness that 

characterized the field (e.g., Lambinus’s name calling and Justus Lipsius’s critique of 

the “duos Praetores,” namely Lambinus and Gisanius.)136  These previous editors, 

particularly Gisanius and Lambinus, had clearly made mistakes in their editing.  The 

sin of Lambinus, who had published editions of De Rerum Natura between 1563 and 

                                                 
135 Lucretius, On the Nature of the Universe, trans. Ronald Latham, 52; Peirce, Exercitatio 

Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 14. 
 
136 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 4. 
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1570, was his over-emending of the text of Lucretius which in turn had yielded a 

corruption of the original material.137  Peirce was unconvinced by the arguments of 

Gisanius, Paraeus, and Faber; he, instead, averred the veracity of a simplistic 

‘Lucretius’ over and against the more ornate later editions.138  Peirce, however, 

acknowledged the debt owed to the classicists and philologists for having restored the 

magisterial works of antiquity in “cleansed” (purgatos) editions.139  Yet, Peirce 

contended, despite the erudition of these masters, they tended to give too much 

attention to the words of Lucretius rather than the underlying matter of the text.  

Besides, he queried, “Who is so expert that he is not able not to commit the most grave 

errors” in the editing of Lucretius (which had mistakes throughout), least of all the 

texts of the Fathers of the Church (which were more corrupt) or the easier works of 

philosophers of antiquity?140  Clearly, Peirce already harbored a distinct distrust of the 

Church Fathers and authorities of tradition!  Notably absent from the texts that required 

editing and emending was Scripture. 

 
The Hermeneutic of Sensus.  Throughout Exercitatio Philosophica Peirce 

argued from both the language and the sense.  In the thesis, sensus was used to express 

both the faculties of perception141 and the underlying essential meaning of a text or 

                                                 
137 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 3-4. 

 
138 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 3. 

 
139 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 4. 

 
140 “Quales non posse non gravissimos committere errores, post Sacros Codices, magno suo 

malo passim, cum Lucretio, experta fuerunt prae aliis veterum Philosophorum monumenta.”  Peirce, 
Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 4-5. 
 

141 “Ut alios mittam, Epicurei quoque, quos prae caeteris plurimum tribuisse sensibus constat . . 
. . Quod facile dabit, qui microscopii ope didicit, quam acutissimus quoque sensus consistat longè infra 
naturae.”; “Si enim sanguinis, aliorumque quibus nostrum corpus alitur, particulae in frugibus usque 
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idea.142  As an extension of sensus as perception, the small particles of homoeomeria 

were deemed “insensibilibus . . . particulis.”143 While Peirce argued about the use of 

particular words, it was the sensus of the controversial passages that provided the final 

hermeneutic for understanding the intent and argument of the author.144  Peirce offered 

no particular definition of sensus, but utilized it as the overarching meaning of the 

argumentation and thus the interpretive matrix against which the particularities of 

language were to be understood.  In a pattern which had much in common with 

Heidegger’s ‘hermeneutical circle,’ Peirce’s sensus appears to have been derived by 

comprehending the meta-argument from the language used, and then reinterpreting the 

particular usage of language against the larger sensus.145   

 
The Hermeneutic of History.  Through Anaxagoras’s philosophy, Peirce 

contemplated an explanation for the origin of all things, but also the authenticity of the 

observable world.  Peirce concluded that were Anaxagoras’s argument for 

homoeomeria consistent, the substance would not change, and would not be produced 

                                                                                                                                              
adeò sunt pauxillae & minutae, ut sensum omnem fugiant, quâ, obsecrò, specie, indè quod fractae fruges 
nullum mittant sanguinis signum, nullusve ex eis manet cruor, colligere licuerit, nullas re verâ eis inesse 
huius generis minutias?”  Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 9, 10. 
 

142 “Quo sensu accipiendum puto illud Ciceronis.”  Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de 
Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 7. 

 
143 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 3, 9. 

 
144 For example, “Quae si, ut oportet, attendisset Lambinus, non τô minacis, & minaci, quod in 

codicibus quibusdam manuscriptis legi ipse observant, cum impressis quibusdam mutasset in minutas, 
potius quam minuti: neque eam rectam scripturam esse putasset, quae & elementis & sensu longius à 
recta scriptura recedit.”; “Atquì (ne nunc doceam, infrequentem nequaquam esse Poëtam in repetendis, 
quibus nihil aliud inesse videatur, quam quod fuit in superioribus) si nexu hoc inter se vincti legantur 
duo versus, non prorsus idem dicunt, verùm multo magis sensum Lucretii eleganter atque molliter 
complent. . . . Ut sensus sit.”; “Atque hoc sensu accipiendum illud celeberriumum eius dictum, Omnia 
esse in omnibus.”  Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 11, 12, 13. 
 

145 James C. Livingston, Francis Schussler Fiorenza, and Sarah Coakley eds., Modern Christian 
Thought: The Twentieth Century, vol. 2, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006), 351-352. 
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or corrupted into new substances by the degradation of time (like the prima materia of 

the Peripatetics.)  The homoeomeria was unchangeable (intransmutabilia), pure, 

austere, and unspoiled.146    

The fallacy of Anaxagoras’s hypothesis was its inability to explain the 

observable corruption of matter and the entropic character of the universe.  For Peirce 

(like De Vries) the knowledge of truth was based upon observation: although the 

“principia insensibilia” might not be able to be inspected, the sensus of nature could be 

determined through observation with a microscope.147  The real world could be 

examined.  Homoeomeria could not be so scrutinized.  That which was formerly 

imperceptible and difficult to explain might be demystified by the reasonable 

application of the senses. 

At the root of Peirce’s hermeneutic was a primitivism (i.e., the idealization of 

an uncorrupted past or untainted nature), a principle which served as a central tenet of 

literature, art, and theology in England during the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries.148  The return to the past for models of expression, however, had a long 

heritage stretching back to the works of Hesiod, Ovid, and Lucretius, and was not 

limited to Western cultures.149  In the classic study of primitivism, Primitivism and 

Related Ideas in Antiquity, Arthur O. Lovejoy and George Boas posited two forms of 
                                                 

146 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 8. 
 
147 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 9. 

 
148 Maximillian E. Novak, “Primitivism,” in The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism: Vol. 

4, The Eighteenth Century, ed. Hugh Barr Nisbet, George Alexander Kennedy, and Claude Rawson 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 457, 469. 
 

149 Novak, “Primitivism” in Nisbet, Kennedy, and Rawson, The Cambridge History of Literary 
Criticism, 463; 458; D. W. Bebbington, Patterns in History: A Christian View (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1979), 22, 26-28, 36, 40. 
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primitivism which were relevant to Peirce’s age: chronological primitivism and 

cultural primitivism.  Chronological primitivism (particularly “The Theory of Decline”) 

was a “philosophy of history” that assumed that the people of the past had experienced 

a better situation than those in the present.  The ‘decline’ or fall might have been 

sudden and afterwards unchanging (“Theory of a Fall without Subsequent Decline”), it 

might have been an increasing degeneration from the original state of goodness 

(“Theory of Progressive Degeneration”), the worsening condition might be interrupted 

occasionally by a renewal only to resume in deterioration (“Three-Phase Theory of 

Decline”), or it might be a decline which, it was believed, would end in a restoration 

effected by an external agency (“Theory of Decline and Future Restoration”).150  

Cultural primitivism was the perspective from a complex society that the more 

simplistic society of the past was “more desirable.”151  Both forms of primitivism 

would seem to be in conflict with the Enlightenment affection for experimentation and 

its espousal of the progress of knowledge through science which anticipated an 

improvement in the human situation.152   Similarly, these expressions of primitivism 

would seem to be in opposition to traditionalism, i.e., the understanding that layers of 

knowledge or practice which have enlarged an earlier belief or law over time have been 

validated as being beneficial by a culture or society by their having survived the test of 

                                                 
150 Arthur O. Lovejoy and George Boas, A Documentary History of Primitivism and Related 

Ideas, Vol. 1, Primitivism and Related Ideas in Antiquity (Baltimore: The John Hopkins Press, 1935), 1-
3. 
 

151 Lovejoy and Boas, A Documentary History of Primitivism, 7-8.  
 

152 Novak, “Primitivism” in Nisbet, Kennedy, and Rawson, The Cambridge History of Literary 
Criticism, 457. 
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time.153  In practice, however, the expression of the ‘primitive’ frequently employed 

traditional interpretations and modern practices, and the ‘primitive’ served as a model 

for a new expressions of art, literature, or religion.  Indeed, primitivism was frequently 

espoused with a hope that a better situation or a truth might emerge through a ‘return’ 

to ancient practice or belief.  Thus, such primitivism might serve as a tool of revolution 

as it provided arguments for the rejection of the status quo, the reversal of the 

degradation of society (or nature) in history, and the establishment of new (yet 

supposedly old) norms.154  

The influence of De Vries’s application of Aristotelian empiricism to the 

intelligible world through the investigative principles of nearness (propinquus) and 

“proportionality” (approportionatum), which might yield the original despite the 

corrupting distance (remotus) between the observer and the object, was present in 

James Peirce’s approach to history and nature.  This retrograde perspective assumed 

that the original substance was essential and unmixed—it was simple.  History was 

congruent with the world in which the essential elements (whether four or many) were 

corrupted over time, perverted into new substances bearing hints of the original 

principles, making it necessary to divide and analyze substances to derive their original 

composition.  This primitivistic approach bore similarities to Lovejoy and Boas’s 

chronological primitivism with the addition of the component of simplicity identified 

in cultural primitivism.  Thus, Peirce approached the text of Lucretius’s De Rerum 

                                                 
153 Daniel J. Boorstin, The Mysterious Science of the Law: An Essay on Blackstone’s 

Commentaries, rev. ed (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 72-73. 
 

154 Boorstin, The Mysterious Science of the Law, 74, 157-158; Lovejoy and Boas, A 
Documentary History of Primitivism, 6-7. 
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Natura with the assumption that the purest and unadorned original was corrupted 

through layers of emendations and additions, which the critic by following the sensus 

of the text might remove, rendering the pristine text.  When the great Editors had been 

at their best, they had restored (or better purged) the ancient works to their original 

form (scriptoribus, quos à pristini aevi Barbarie purgatos sibi nobisque 

restituerunt.)155  In the same way, the original Ionian philosophy of Thales had been 

polluted through successive generations ever more distant from the source.  The 

scholar or historian must utilize every sense and every opportunity to observe the 

‘moon’ or the original source with the greatest energy.  The process was imbued with 

optimism that the original or object might be fully recovered or observed through 

rigorous practices, but it never eradicated the element of ‘suspicion’.  The scholar 

should expect distance to have corrupted and degraded the true essence and 

characteristics of the object, even though every ‘microscope’ and example of ‘optici 

tubi’ were employed in viewing the remote subject.  The recovery of the fons and the 

garland of unsullied blossoms was the goal; the task of finding such treasures was 

difficult. 

 
From Utrecht to Leiden 

After his death, Peirce’s life and commitment to Dissent were commemorated 

with the famously rejected epitaph for his grave.  In the reproduction of the 

unacceptable inscription in the preface to the posthumously published Fifteen Sermons 

on Several Occasions (1728), Peirce was credited with being educated “at the 

university of UTRECHT from which returning home after five years by indefatigable 
                                                 

155 Peirce, Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), 4. 
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labour and diligence he furnished his mind with most parts of literature that might be of 

service to him in the study of divinity.”156   It was his education at Utrecht that was 

perpetuated as being of great importance, but Peirce likely was shaped by his 

subsequent instruction in Leiden. 

With the completion and publication of Peirce’s thesis, Exercitatio 

Philosophica (1692), James and Richard Mead left Utrecht for the University of 

Leiden.  Founded by William of Orange in 1574, the university at Leiden had from 

establishment focused on orthodox theology but also on establishing itself as a premier 

school for the study of the liberal arts and sciences.157  Although Cartesianism was 

strongest at Leiden, the university boasted a fairly balanced faculty, mixing Calvinists 

with academic biblical scholars and Aristotelians with Cartesians.158  In the years 

during which Peirce attended Leiden, theology students were the minority behind the 

more numerous students of law, medicine, and philosophy as the educational 

curriculum reflected an orientation toward professional specialization.159  Originally 

making its mark through humanistic studies, by the end of the seventeenth century the 

university was one of the premier schools in Europe for experimental science.  The 

Leiden professor Burchardus de Volder was the first scholar to implement physics 

experiments in the study of science at a Dutch university, and with later curricula 
                                                 

156 James Peirce, Fifteen Sermons on Several Occasions, Eight of Which Were Never Before 
Published (London: Printed for John Clark, et al., 1728), vi-vii. 
 

157 Willem Otterspeer, “The University of Leiden: An Eclectic Institution,” Early Science and 
Medicine 6, no. 4, Science and Universities of Early Modern Europe: Teaching, Specialization, 
Professionalization (2001): 324-325. 

 
158 Otterspeer, “The University of Leiden,” 332-333; Frijhoff, Spies, Van Bunge, 1650, Hard-

Won Unity, 305. 
 
159 Willem Otterspeer, The Bastion of Liberty: Leiden University Today and Yesterday, trans. 

Beverly Jackson (Leiden: Leiden University Press, 2008), 81, 84-85, 95. 
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“inspired” by Newtonian developments the university was a natural place for Richard 

Mead to continue his studies. 160  The reason for Peirce’s decision to continue his 

studies at Leiden was likely more attributable to the plans of Richard (and Matthew) 

Mead, and less upon his own designs.  Despite the anti-Cartesian influences of Utrecht, 

study at both universities by Dissenting young men was not uncommon: Daniel Neal, 

the Independent minister, took a similar educational path.161  The path from Utrecht to 

Leiden was not the road less taken. 

Although not a port town, Leiden experienced significant immigration after 

1577, with immigrants from France, Germany, Flanders, England, and Scotland.  For 

English immigrants, Leiden was an appealing city as the economy and drapery industry 

boomed in the sixteenth century and Leiden’s industry produced heavy drapery from 

English wool.  After the magistrates granted English immigrants use of St. Catherine 

Gashuis in 1607, the English Reformed church occupied various sites including the 

Begijnhof church in which it gathered while Peirce was present.  A declining English 

separatist congregation also gathered in the city.162   In Leiden, not only was the 

education tolerant, but so was the religion.  The Reformed church in Leiden maintained 

good relationships with the separated churches throughout most of the seventeenth 

                                                 
160 Otterspeer, “The University of Leiden,” 325-327; Israel, Radical Enlightenment, 29. 
 
161 Laird Okie, “Neal, Daniel (1678–1743),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 

(ODNB), ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 40: 287-
289.  

 
162 Robert S. DuPlessis and Martha C. Howell, “Reconsidering the Early Modern Urban 

Economy: The Cases of Leiden and Lille,” Past & Present 94 (February 1982): 78-80; Keith L. 
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century.163  In 1692, Henry Hickman (d. 1692), an ejected minister, was serving his last 

year as pastor of the English church in Leiden.164  As the church maintained a polity 

much akin to English Presbyterianism, it is likely here that Peirce obtained a taste for 

tolerant Presbyterianism.165 

The importance of Jacobus Perizonius and Gerard Noodt must not be 

overlooked as Peirce distinguished his study under them.  The significance of the two 

scholars, however, has generally been overlooked by Peirce’s biographers.166  Yet, in 

his mention of Perizonius and Noodt, Peirce alluded to the foundation of two 

significant themes which had appeared in his later career (and will be discussed in later 

chapters), namely, the relevance, veracity, and proper interpretation of history, and the 

relationship between the state, established religion, and each individual’s religious 

freedom. 

 
Jacobus Perizonius: The Tolerant, Critical Historian 

As with his enumeration of the professors of Utrecht, Peirce began his list of 

influential scholars with the most moderate personality.  Characterized as “the most 
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judicious of the Dutch antiquaries,” Jacobus Perizonius (1651-1715) was a Cartesian 

and a critical historian who was willing to subject mythical or legendary elements in 

ancient history to thorough investigation, but also to find rudiments of fact therein.167   

Since the early nineteenth century, Perizonius has been recognized as one of the 

most prominent historians in the seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century debate over 

historical method.  Although H. J. Erasmus stated that earlier sixteenth-century 

historians had approached classical sources critically, modern scholars agree that 

Perizonius was influential in the movement to engage ancient literature in order to find 

reliable and salvageable elements vis-à-vis the growing skepticism of history by French 

scholars like his fellow Cartesian, Jean Le Clerc.  In the debate between skeptical 

pyrrhonists and the “credulous traditionalists” on issues of fides historica, Perizonius 

took the “via media.”168  Perizonius was willing to jettison certainty about the earliest 

history in order to sustain a critical discipline of history.  Responding to Le Clerc’s 

captious rejection of the traditional Roman authority Quintus Curtius Rufus in his Ars 

Critica (1697), Perizonius asserted the goal of antiquarian studies was to “learn clearly, 

                                                 
167 For the most thorough treatments of Perizonius, particularly regarding his impact on 

historiography, see Ridley, The Historical Observations of Jacob Perizonius (Rome: Accademia 
Nazionale dei Lincei, 1991); Theodore Joseph Meijer, Kritiek Als Herwaardering Het Levenswerk Van 
Jacob Perizonius (1651-1715) (Leiden: University of Leiden Press, 1971); and, H. J. Erasmus, The 
Origins of Rome in Historiography From Petrarch to Perizonius (Assen: Van Gorcum & Co., 1962). 

 
168 Erasmus, The Origins of Rome in Historiography From Petrarch to Perizonius, 2, 3, 54-59; 

Anthony T. Grafton, What Was History?, 1-20; Anthony T. Grafton, “Jean Hardouin: The Antiquary as 
Pariah,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtault Institutes 62 (1999): 265; Anthony T. Grafton, “The 
Footnote from De Thou to Ranke,” History and Theory 33, no. 4 (December 1994): 64; Joseph M. 
Levine, Dr. Woodward’s Shield: History, Science, and Satire in Augustan England (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1991), 157-161; Arnaldo Momigliano, “Perizonius, Niebuhr and the Character of Early 
Roman Tradition,” The Journal of Roman Studies 47, no. 1/2 (1957): 105; Hamilton, “Arabists and 
Cartesians at Utrecht,” in Thijssen-Schoute, Hoftijzer, and Verbeek, Leven na Descartes, 99. 
 



 

213 
 

from accurate investigation of details.” 169  Yes, ancient authors were to be analyzed 

and the discrepancies in their work noted to ensure valid historical reconstruction.  But 

most importantly, the ancient authors were to be understood in their own historical 

contexts and judged accordingly. It was natural that the ancients used rhetoric in 

composing their histories (and therefore it did not invalidate their work), and the 

authors were not to be censured for their limited or erroneous knowledge of geography, 

the natural sciences, or theology.  In his Oratio de Fide Historiarum Contra 

Pyrrhonismum Historicum (1702), Perizonius maintained that differences in 

“opiniones, leges, mores, [et] instituta” between the classical and modern world were 

to be expected and did not invalidate a historical source.  Sources were to be evaluated 

on the reasonableness of their assertions and their contradiction by contemporary 

sources.170   

Perizonius’s greatest work, Animadversiones Historicae (1685), established 

him as an international scholar years before Peirce’s arrival in Leiden.171  After moving 

to Leiden, Perizonius delivered animated lectures on Roman and Greek history 

covering matters of ancient government and law, as well as the literature of Terence, 

Tacitus, Cicero, and Suetonius.  According to David Durand, a student at Leiden, 

Perizonius excelled in lecturing on topics of the early Middle Ages and on “wicked 

popes,” all the while emphasizing the benefits of republicanism and criticizing 
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examples of intolerance by Christians.172  Not only were Perizonius’s historical 

writings influential on the continent, but also his texts and notes from these lectures 

continued to be utilized by Dissenting academies into the eighteenth century.173 

In addition to his contribution to historiography, Perizonius also gained fame 

for his political views, which he upheld at Leiden from the 1690s until his death in 

1715.  In June of 1689, he delivered a speech in which he declared the power of the 

monarch and of the law to originate in the people of the state.  His political position in 

“De Origine et Natura Imperii Imprimis Regii” was based upon his interpretation of 

Old Testament passages.  He was much abused for his position by Ulrich Huber (1636-

1694), a fellow professor at the university in Franeker and a former supporter of 

Perizonius.  The ensuing bitter debate between Perizonius and Huber and Perizonius’s 

loss in a related libel case prompted Perizonius to leave Franeker for the University of 

Leiden in April 1693.  Thus, it was that Perizonius, now an established historian and 

political liberal, arrived at Leiden at the same time as Peirce.174 

The influence of the historian Perizonius on Peirce was abiding.  After his 

return to England, Peirce and Perizonius continued to exchange pleasantries, letters of 

introduction for English students traveling to Leiden, and their own historical works.  

Peirce sent his Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium in 1710 and Perizonius sent him a 
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copy of his recently published Origines Babylonicae et Aegyptiacae (Aegyptiarum 

Originum et Temporum Antiquissimorum Investigatio) in August 1711.175  This gift 

was no small token: a similar present was bestowed in June of same year on the great 

classicist Richard Bentley, whom Perizonius hailed as a friend.176  In addition to his 

book, Perizonius likely contributed a conviction that history was a source of truth, but 

one which required the careful application of early historical criticism. Peirce 

demonstrated this awareness in his Some Considerations . . . of the Abridgement of the 

London Cases (1708) in which he analyzed multiple histories, grading them according 

to potential veracity and comparing contemporary accounts for consistency.  Perizonius 

taught that history was redeemable from skepticism, and Peirce appeared to have 

learned that lesson. 

 
The Historians, Classicists, and the Politically Minded 

As with his list of the faculty of Utrecht, Peirce gave the names of the 

Cartesians and moderate Voetians at Leiden first and then listed the conservatives 

second.  Peirce’s organization meant that some of the professors most highly regarded 

by the English Dissenters appeared late in the order.  For example, Peirce listed 

Frederick (Friedrich) Spanheim (1632-1701) last among the faculty whose lectures he 

attended.  Spanheim, an ardent opponent to Cartesianism at Leiden, was very popular 

among the Nonconformists, particularly Presbyterians, and he was noted for his 

conservatism and his sixteenth-century-style Calvinism.  Spanheim, along with those 
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categorized by Jan van den Berg as members of the theologia traditiva, sanctioned 

some government interaction with religion and generally endorsed traditions with 

episcopal polities.177  The Presbyterian Calamy provided a manifest defense of 

Spanheim’s unwillingness (despite circulating evidence otherwise) to support the 

theology of the Church of England.178  Spanheim, the conservative Calvinist, might 

have been appealing to the younger Peirce who had studied with De Vries (although 

we may never know), but the tolerant Peirce of 1719 who demanded religious liberty 

likely would have seen little value in Spanheim’s desire for theological concord 

articulated through a synodal confession approved by the government and enforced by 

subscription.179   

Johannes à Marck (1656-1731), a former student of Witsius and a Voetian, 

corresponded with Peirce in 1710 at the time of the publication of Vindiciæ Fratrum 

Dissentientium.  Marck was dedicated to his master’s irenicism, but he was willing to 

engage in battle over perceived heterodox theology.180  Like Spanheim, Marck’s desire 

for orthodox uniformity assumed the construction of a confession that conveyed the 

fundamentals essential for salvation, but unlike Spanheim and the Reformed party, he 

maintained in his Christianae Theologiae Medulla Didactico-elenetica (1696) that the 
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confession could be obtained by fundamentals evident in Scripture alone.181  Marck’s 

position would bear a significant likeness to that advocated by Peirce during and after 

the Exeter controversy. 

In juxtaposition to Perizonius, Jacob Gronovius (1645-1716) was described as 

“the most prolific and quarrelsome” scholar whose temperament “render’d him odious 

to most Learned men.”182  The contentiousness of Gronovius, however, did not 

diminish his notoriety.  The author of Thesaurus Antiquitatum et Historiarum Italiae 

(published from 1704 to 1725) in numerous volumes, Gronovius was an international 

scholar of classics whose fame had received significant contributions from that of his 

father, Johannes Fredericus Gronovius.183  Gronovius’s relationship with Perizonius 

was sometimes contentious, sometimes amicable.184  One of their harshest conflicts 

was over the interpretation of the apparent contradictory scriptural accounts of the 

death of Judas in Matthew 27 and in Acts 1.185  It was not surprising, then, that Peirce 

showed a commitment to one of the two, rather than to both.   

 
Dutch Friends of England 

Perizonius and his fellow historians, Graevius and Jacob Gronovius, also were 

useful standards in Peirce’s defense of his Englishness.  Perizonius, Gronovius, 
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Graevius were concatenated in their support for William and Mary and their resistance 

to the French studia humanitatis, the spread of the French language among the 

European intellectual elite, and of course, French imperialism.  Joined by their 

correspondence and enthusiasm for Neo-Latin poetry, the three Dutch historians 

responded to Le Clerc’s questioning of the veracity of the classical authorities, his 

rejection of their Neo-Latin culture, and his call for vernacular literature.  Perizonius’s 

objections were tempered; Jacob Gronovius’s were violent assaults.186   

In a world where politics, religion, and academia were inseparable, the eulogies 

and encomiums of these professors for Mary and William III were duly noted in 

England.  The Orangist and Voetian Johannes à Marck apocalyptically depicted 

William III as having been victorious over the beast in his commentary on the book of 

Revelation.187  The moderate Witsius also was devoted to the new English monarch, 

dedicating De Oeconomia Foederum to William III.188  It was Gronovius who 

delivered for the University of Leiden on September 19, 1689 (after an unusual silence 

from the university faculty) the official eulogistic speech (Regia Auspicia) in honor of 

the Glorious Revolution.  He would follow the speech with five additional celebrations 

of William’s successes in future years.189  Finally, when Mary died in 1694, several of 

the Dutch professors gave orations in her honor and the speeches of Perizonius, 
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Graevius, and Spanheim were published in English in London under the title, A 

Collection of the Funeral-Orations, Pronounc’d by Publick Authority in Holland.190   

 
Gerard Noodt: Emancipating Religion 

There was at least one professor at Leiden who called for separation between 

the spheres of religion and the state: Gerard Noodt (1647-1725).  Noodt was a jurist 

who taught natural law at Leiden during the years of Peirce’s attendance, but who 

attained international fame in the early years of the eighteenth century.191  Both Noodt 

and Jean Barbeyrac argued in the trajectory first set forth by Hermann Conring (1607-

1681) that only the sustaining of natural religion was the prerogative of the state, and 

that other religious beliefs based upon additional revelation, whether Christian, 

Muslim, or Jewish, should be tolerated.192  Noodt, however, moved beyond the 

positions of Conring, Hugo Grotius (1583-1645), Samuel Pufendorf (1673-1694), and 

John Locke (with whose Epistola de Tolerantia Noodt was likely familiar) by 

articulating a case for religious freedom distinguished by a clear separation between the 

power of the state and the realm of religion.193  In Noodt’s opinion, the monarch might 

utilize his or her influence to promote his or her own religious tradition, but might not 
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use coercion against other movements or in the support of natural religion.194  This 

vision of the separation between the state and religion surpassed Locke’s case for 

religious toleration within the framework of a Christian culture and society.  Locke 

excluded atheists (for moral reasons) and Roman Catholics (for political reasons) from 

toleration, and included Muslims and Jews—although they did not attain the same 

equality as Christians.195  Noodt conceived a society in which the state or the prince 

might only use coercion against religious groups if such groups committed crimes 

against the peace and order of society under the semblance of religion.  The freedom to 

believe was not granted by the state or prince, but was inherent in the rational 

individual, a point held in common with Locke.196 

Noodt famously asserted the case for religious liberty in February 1706 in his 

address, entitled “De Religione Ab Imperio Iure Gentium Libera,” to the university.197  

The speech was instantly celebrated.  Although Peirce was not present for this lecture, 

several editions appeared throughout Europe in the same year.198  But not everyone 

was pleased with Noodt’s argument.  Perizonius, who was present for the address and 

who approved of his sentiments, commented that Noodt’s case was based entirely on 
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natural law and not from theology, and therefore he likely did not satisfy the attending 

theologians who included Witsius, Marck, Salomon Van Til (1643-1713), and F. 

Fabricus.199  These theologians were not all highly praised, as Philip Van Limborch 

wrote to Noodt in April 1707 that the theologians had denied their task “to carry the 

light before others with such a laudable intention,” and who instead “pretending that 

cruel zeal for the glory of God, tend, in fact, to increase separations.”200  Of the four 

theologians, Noodt had the most to fear from the orthodox Marck as the others were 

either a moderate Voetian (Witsius) or Cocceians (Van Til and Fabricus.)201  For his 

audacity, it appears that Noodt was denied election as a deacon or elder in the 

Reformed Church in the following years.202  

 
Sources for Peirce’s Religious Toleration 

 
John Locke.  In histories of Dissent, the writings of John Locke generally have 

been assumed to have been the key influence in convincing James Peirce to champion 

religious freedom.  For Peirce, much of Locke’s empiricism would have been 

congruent with the formative thought of De Vries, thus making the theories of the 

fellow-Englishman attractive.  Broadly, Locke’s ideas were paramount in the 

intellectual formation of Dissenting leaders of the early eighteenth century in Britain 

and the American colonies, and his articulate defense of religious toleration permeated 
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Dissenting thinking.203  Locke was commonly read in the Dissenting academies of 

England and his arguments for toleration were oft repeated by Dissenters against their 

Established detractors.204  Furthermore, Locke’s arguments for toleration may have 

been so well received and prevalent in English society that they underlay reluctance to 

discipline within the churches.  As Michael Haykin observed, “Christians were moving 

beyond a readiness to tolerate heretics outside the church to a reluctance to discipline 

them within its bounds.”205  The causes of this transformation of English society into a 

more tolerant culture, however, are difficult to identify.  As previously mentioned, R. 

B. Shoemaker has attributed this same change to the growing isolation of individuals 

within the burgeoning urban environment.206 

It is certain, however, that Peirce never explicitly credited Locke with 

persuading him to propose a greater toleration than that provided by the Act of 

Toleration (1689).  Peirce’s view of toleration after 1718 was consonant with that of 

Locke, but the connection between the theories of the two men is circumstantial.  The 

origins of defenses of toleration were frequently muddy without an explicit attribution 

by an author.207  A clear connection between Locke and Peirce did exist in regards to 
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the interpretation of Scripture.  In several works published after the controversy, Peirce 

referenced Locke’s interpretation of Scripture and theological conclusions, even calling 

him “the most judicious expositor who ever wrote upon St. Paul’s epistles.”208  Peirce’s 

paraphrases of New Testaments books were modeled on those of Locke, “to whom I 

am more indebted, than to any man, for what understanding I have in St. Paul’s 

Epistles, and whose admirable rules and example, I have, the best I could, indeavoured 

to follow.”209   It was through these last, even posthumously published works, that 

Peirce gained a second level of fame in the eighteenth century.210 

Peirce made strident and assorted statements regarding toleration and liberty in 

his opera, from his Letters to Dr. Wells at the beginning of his career in Newbury to 

his treatises after ejection.   For good reason, it has been assumed that Peirce’s strident 

call for religious freedom based upon natural rights was a derivative of Lockean 

principles, but Peirce’s more radical insistence for religious liberty, not religious 

toleration, by 1719 bore a greater resemblance to the positions of Noodt than to those 

of Locke.  In A Vindication of the Dissenters (1717; second edition, 1718), Peirce made 

an explicit argument for the natural religious liberty of Dissenters, declaring, “The 
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worshipping God according to the prescription of a man’s conscience is a right which 

no good citizen can loose [sic].”211  The liberty of conscience which was “granted . . . 

by the law of nature, and by the written law of God” had been denied Dissenters and 

they were correct to seize every opportunity to “accept . . . their natural and unalienable 

rights . . . to worship God according to our consciences.”212  Peirce had averred these 

rights, “libertatem ipsis jure debitam,” as early as 1710 in the Vindiciæ Fratrum 

Dissentientium, but the language of “natural and unalienable rights” of 1718, which 

clearly smacked of Locke’s claim that people were born “by Nature free, equal, and 

independent” in Chapter Eight of his Second Treatise of Civil Government (1689), also 

was akin to Noodt’s more inclusive formula of religious liberty in his address of 

1706.213  

 
Unalienable Rights.  Although the language of “natural and unalienable rights” 

was more than reminiscent of the works of Locke, it is difficult to ascertain the exact 

roots of Peirce’s theories for religious liberty based upon natural law.  The first 

reference to “unalienable rights” appeared in Peirce’s Remarks On Dr. Wells His Letter 

to a Dissenting Parishioner, In a Second Letter to a Friend from 1706.  Defending the 
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“Liberty of Conscience,” Peirce asserted that the scriptural foundation for the freedom 

of the citizen was not from Scripture (i.e., Gal. 5:1), but that it was established in 

natural law: 

Liberty of Conscience, as it signifies Liberty for a Man to follow the Dictates 
and Directions of his Conscience in the Worship of God, is not meant by the 
Liberty there spoken of.  This Liberty is founded upon the Law of Nature, and 
is one of the unalienable Rights of every Good Subject, which no Government 
can justly deprive him of: But if by Liberty of Conscience, the Doctor means 
only that the Conscience is freed from some Law, (viz. the Ceremonial) by 
which it was oblig’d before . . . And we own, this Liberty do’s not signifie a 
Freedom to do what we will in Religious Matters; We own our selves under 
Law to Christ.214 
 

This reference to the right to liberty as defined by natural law may well have been 

sparked by Noodt’s recent address which was made immediately public throughout 

Europe or even to lectures that Peirce had heard while in Leiden.215   Much of Peirce’s 

defense for religious freedom and social contracts may well have been derived from 

Hugo Grotius or Samuel Pufendorf, but the links are no more definitive that those to 

Locke and Noodt.216 

 
Gerard Noodt.  Like Noodt, Peirce held that the argument for the liberty of 

conscience in worship in regards to the state was not a matter of Scripture, since its 

foundation was in natural law.  Also, like John Shute Barrington who had previously 

referred to the “Authority of Conscience, and the unalienable Right everyman has to a 

Liberty of obeying its Dictates,” Peirce maintained the good citizen had the right to 

worship God properly according to his own conscience, but it was not until the 
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Trinitarian controversy that Peirce wanted to extend this right to Roman Catholics or 

the heterodox.217  As Peirce wrote his letters to Wells, his conversion to a non-

Trinitarian position was still years away.  His first letter to Wells reminded the 

churchman that “a Christian is not bound in Conscience to obey” the laws of rulers 

when they make laws outside of their authority.  The liberty which Peirce granted to 

“every Man . . . to discharge his Duty according to the Light of his own Conscience” 

did not include those outside of Protestantism, nor would it in subsequent letters.218   It 

was not until 1717 that Peirce would argue more broadly for religious liberty for “all 

good subjects” with the particular example of “the Socinians” who had received no 

toleration under the Act of Toleration.219  Despite the implicit liberty that Roman 

Catholics might have, presuming they were “good subjects,” Peirce still did not 

provide so inclusive a defense of natural religious liberty as did Noodt.220  He still set 
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“Popery and Slavery” over against “Liberty, Property, and the Protestant Religion” as 

late as 1717.221 

 
English: A Cloud of Witnesses and An Innocuous Itinerary 

The reports of my having been to France, Spain, Douay, or St. Omers, are 
utterly groundless.  I had no inclination to travel before I finish’d my studies in the 
university.  When I left Leyden, I did it with a design of returning, and spending more 
time there, and then travelling into some other parts.  But a fit of sickness I had soon 
after my coming home made me unwilling to return to that air; and by reason of my 
being disappointed in my design at last, I miss’d of seeing much of foreign countries.  
And I can aver, that as I never was out of England, till I went to Utrecht to the 
university, so I never was, to my remembrance (and I am confident I do not forget 
myself) in any popish country, any further than once at Antwerp, where I and my 
company staid about two or three days, and twice as for as Aix la chapelle, with a 
relation who us’d the Bath there.  The second time of my being there, I believe I might 
stay a week or a fortnight, the first time not so long.  But in France, Spain, Douay, or 
St. Omers, I never was in my whole life.222 
 

As described in Chapter Three, Peirce constructed a very socially stratified 

cloud of witnesses that was made even more obvious when compared to an analogue 

from the memoirs of Edmund Calamy.  Of note among the famous witnesses was Dr. 

Richard Mead, particularly as it seems likely that Peirce’s education and continental 

travels were contingent upon the decisions of Mead, later the celebrated conformist.  

Interestingly, there is limited evidence that Mead and Peirce maintained an ongoing 

relationship into adulthood.   Although the extant collection of Peirce’s correspondence 

appears to be incomplete, no letters remain from Mead.  Furthermore, no letters from 

Peirce were listed among Mead’s library at his death, nor does it seem that Mead was 

an avid collector and presumably reader of works of the prolix Peirce.  Only two of 
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Peirce’s books appeared in the sale of Mead’s library: the posthumously printed 

editions of “Pierce & Hallet on St. Paul’s Epistles,” (1733); “Pierce (of Exeter) fifteen 

sermons,” (1730).223   

An anonymous letter attributed to Peirce from around 1713, however, 

suggested that the two men might have continued at least a professional relationship 

and spoke of a previously unmentioned aspect of Peirce’s life.  Peirce graduated from 

Leiden on September 7, 1695, and Richard Mead left the university sometime in the 

same year for a tour of Europe and the continuation of his medical studies further 

abroad.224  Richard Mead’s journey (with Samuel Mead, David Polhill, and Thomas 

Pellett) ended in Italy where Richard became immersed in archaeology and studied 

medicine at Padua.  Richard returned to England in 1696, taking residence in the 

family home in Stepney.225   

Peirce also returned to England in either late 1695 or early 1696, apparently for 

the more salubrious environs of London.  Peirce’s return to England was not intended 

to be the end of his education in Leiden, but a subsequent illness which he attributed to 

“that air” made him averse to return.  The evidence suggests that the sometime-sickly 
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Peirce never left southern England during the rest of his life.226  John Fox noted 

Peirce’s sedentary lifestyle aggravated his health while in Exeter, but Peirce mentioned 

preexisting health problems in Remarks (1719) and in a letter from around 1713.227  In 

the circular letter, Peirce sought advice from his friends as to whether he should accept 

the invitation from the Exeter churches.  Among the reasons to accept the call was that 

“Dr Meads judgment” was that the “unsuitabileness of this air” at Newbury was 

leading to his “bodily Indispositions.”  But he had even greater health problems: “The 

chiefest malady I am troubled with is the scurvy falling chiefly upon my gums . . . 

upon which my teeth drop out.”  Peirce questioned whether the air was the source of 

his ills.  His health had improved over the winter, but his improved disposition had not 

“had any influence to fasten my teeth.”228  Whether to the improvement of his health or 

not, Peirce apparently consulted Richard Mead for medical advice. 

Peirce’s claim to having a “reputation of being both sober and studious” as a 

student was clearly a transparent appeal for respect, but his point was not superfluous.  

The behavior of English students and the professors at the Dutch universities was 

sometimes more unruly than that deemed acceptable back home in the Independent or 

Presbyterian meeting house or even at Oxford.  Calamy noted the sometimes poor 

behavior of his English colleagues (although he assured his readers that none of the 
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men named in his memoir were guilty of such abandonment.)229  Even the Leiden 

professors were guilty of ignoble behavior.  The illustrious Adrian Heereboord of 

Leiden (whose texts were used in Dissenting academies) was notorious for his 

drunkenness and the abuse of his wife.230  

During his formal education on the continent which he described as lasting 

“five years and upwards,” Peirce made journeys to regions neighboring Holland.  Trips 

to such locations as Antwerp and Aix la Chapelle were customary for English students 

studying abroad.  Edmund Calamy recalled his own vacations with fellow Englishmen 

to Leiden, Amsterdam, Haarlem, and other Dutch cities where they attended lectures, 

enjoyed ice-skating, visited libraries, and sought out celebrities.231 

 
Enlightened: A Respectable Education in England (At Least for a Dissenter) 

After I had spent five years and upward at these two places, I liv’d privately in 
England for some time at London, among my relations, and for some time at 
Oxford, where I lodg’d in a private house, and frequented the famous Bodleian 
library.232 

 
This brief section of the autobiography impresses the reader with three 

significant locations, all thoroughly British: England, London, and Oxford.  Enclosed 

between the description of his intellectual formation by German and Dutch scholars 

and his travels on the continent as a student, Peirce reminded his audience of his 
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intellectual and religious development in Protestant England.  Deprived of the 

opportunity to attend Oxford or Cambridge for a degree, Peirce asserted the quality of 

his education and the continuing English influence upon such.  Not only was his 

education capped in England, but he had studied at the Bodleian Library, which 

continued to be respected for its excellence in holdings of scholarship at a time when 

many of the colleges were considered to be offering an education inferior to that 

provided in previous periods.233  Thus, Peirce claimed a respectable reputation 

segueing into the admiration he had received while ministering at the Green Street 

meeting in Cambridge.   

Additionally, Peirce provided familial rather than religious contexts for his 

residences in London and Oxford.  The anonymous “relations” and “private house” 

suggested potential witnesses and an absence of partisan institutional support. 

 
Tolerant: Peirce, The Respectable, English Minister  

After this, at the desire of my friends, I preach’d an evening Lecture on the 
Lord’s days at the meeting house in Miles-lane, London, and occasionally in 
other places, without interesting myself in the disputes then on foot between the 
Presbyterians and Independents.  With the ministers of the former sort I became 
well acquainted; and at the end of two years, upon their earnest solicitations, I 
settled at Cambridge, they themselves subscribing liberally for my 
encouragement there.  I need not say any thing of the satisfaction my brethren 
always took in my being there, and the rather, because they found I was not the 
most disagreeable person to the gentlemen of the university: the respect and 
civility of many of them I shall never forget.  I need not proceed with this 
account any further, my enemies pretending to be inform’d of the rest.  It is a 
comfort to me, that their enquiries have not furnish’d them with any thing to 
spot my character.  .  .  .  Nor had I ever any other ordination than what I 
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receiv’d by the hands of Mr. Sylvester, Mr. Woodhouse, Mr. Shower, and Mr. 
Christopher Taylor, of whom the last only is now living.234 

 
The final chapter in Peirce’s defense was the assertion that he had evinced a 

tolerant ministry in his prior service to meetings in London, Cambridge, and Newbury, 

successfully avoiding the squabbles that had plagued each locale and Dissent in 

general.  The explicit reference to the division between Presbyterians and Independents 

reinforced Peirce’s attempt to place himself outside of the two sides in conflict.  Reared 

an Independent and ‘adopted’ by Presbyterians, he was above the partisanship.  He had 

been hailed as respectable not only to his Dissenting brethren, but also to the academics 

at Cambridge.  His reputation was without blemish. 

The issue of Peirce’s Dissenting ecumenism might be easily passed over under 

the weight of the issues regarding the doctrine of God and subscription to creeds.  But 

by 1718, Peirce had already become identified with an approach that appeared to 

denigrate the Independent and Baptist sides of Dissent.  Peirce’s autobiographical 

remarks make it clear that he had received ordination from Presbyterian ministers.  Yet, 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century histories have frequently attempted to blur his 

partisan Dissenting identification.  Alexander Gordon, a Unitarian and the nineteenth-

century DNB biographer of Peirce, depicted the parties at the Salters’ Hall debate of 

1719 to have had Independent leaders in the persons of Thomas Bradbury for the 

subscribers, John Shute Barrington for the non-subscribers, and Peirce as the catalyst.  

The ablest of the Congregationalists joined the subscribing party, and the old 
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Presbyterians joined the subscribers.235  David L. Wykes, Peirce’s twenty-first century 

biographer and also a Unitarian, admitted Peirce’s Presbyterian proclivities, but 

emphasized his ecumenical character through his having been a trustee of the 

Independent meeting at Hog Hill in Cambridge in 1701.236  Of course, this event was 

contemporaneous to Peirce accepting the call to the progressively Presbyterian Green 

Street meeting and his trusteeship may well have predated his ordination by Sylvester, 

Woodhouse, Shower, and Taylor. 

The division that appears to have developed between Peirce and the Stepney 

congregation as described in Chapter Three, likely was only exacerbated on the grander 

scene by Peirce’s published defenses on the appropriateness of Presbyterian ordination.  

On more than one occasion, Peirce defended the validity of Presbyterian ordination 

over-and-against Anglican attacks and in doing so set Presbyterian ordination apart 

from that of other Dissenting movements.  In his debates from 1706 to 1708 with Dr. 

Edward Wells and in his well-known sermon, Presbyterian Ordination Prov’d Regular 

(1716), Peirce isolated Independents and Baptists, asserting de facto that their 

ordinations were flawed.237  Peirce rejected the belief “that the Community or Body of 
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the Church has receiv’d from CHRIST the Power of the Keys, or has the whole Power 

of all Administrations lodg’d in itself.”  Congregations had the right to choose or reject 

candidates who might be their minister, but actual ordination “belongs to such as God 

has called to the sacred office.”238  Dr. John Evans (ca. 1680-1730), presently an 

Independent minister and who later compiled a survey of Dissenting congregations 

from 1715 to 1718, wrote Peirce in April 1707 attempting to summarize Peirce’s 

position which he apparently thought required greater clarification.  Evans wrote,  

When you grant the validity of any ordination to depend immediately on the 
valid Authority of the Ordainers . . . I apprehend the sense of your concession 
to be, that it will not prove your or my ordination valid, that the office . . . of 
Presbyters is instituted  . . . unless we were invested by proper Ordainers. 

 
The powers of the presbyter depended “immediately & in the last Resort on the Divine 

Appointment of the office, so that when I am invested in it, the Power[s] of my Office 

are neither lesse or nor more than God had annexd to the office.”239   Confirming 

Peirce’s understanding of his divinely empowered office, John Fox remembered, “He 

seemed to have very high notions of his divine commission.”240  The theological 

separation would become even more distinct in Peirce’s identification and defense of 

Dissent in his Vindication of the Dissenters of 1717 and 1718. 
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This section in Remarks (1719) was interesting as it was empty of names except 

those Presbyterian ministers who ordained Peirce.  Perpetuating his argument from the 

prior section, Peirce stressed locations rather than individuals, vague chronology rather 

than particular events and dates.  His broad favor with fellow Dissenters and Anglicans 

was communicated by the anonymous “friends,” “ministers,” “brethren,” and 

“gentlemen of the university.”  After such precise identification of his character 

witnesses, this collection of ambiguous witnesses with such strong assertions as to their 

approval appears to the modern reader to weaken his defense.  One can only assume 

that Peirce assumed his defense need not have been so precise, as many of these 

unnamed witnesses were still alive.   

In the late 1690s, Peirce gravitated to the Independent church of Miles Lane in 

London.  The meeting was under the guidance of the pastor Matthew Clarke (1664-

1726) who served from 1692 until his death.241  Clarke, who had studied at the 

academy of John Woodhouse and attended the meeting at Girdlers’ Hall under the 

pastorate of George Griffith, established an evening lecture at Miles Lane around 1690 

at which Peirce would later speak when Clarke was pastor.242  Clarke was well 

respected by Dissenters of both the Independent and Presbyterian cast, and he was 

chosen on at least two occasions to represent the Dissenters in audiences with the 

Crown.243 
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Although Clarke suffered from numerous ailments that barred him from being 

physically active during his pastorate at Miles Lane, he was still a force in Dissent at 

the time of the Salters’ Hall debate and the printing of Remarks (1719).244  Clarke 

apparently had a cordial relationship with Peirce as late as November 1709 when he 

wrote Peirce politely asking for the return of his copy of Lactantius’s De Mortibus 

Persecutorum once lent to Peirce for the construction of Vindiciæ Fratrum 

Dissentientium (1710).245  Peirce apparently made use of Lactantius in what Clark 

called “the controversy wherin you are Engag’d,” making reference to De Mortibus 

Persecutorum in Some Considerations (1708) and Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium 

(1710).246  In 1719, Clarke sided with the subscription party and subsequently preached 

on the Trinity.  His strong defense of orthodoxy, however, was tempered with 

toleration thereafter.247  Again, Peirce was confronted with a potentially useful, but also 

                                                                                                                                              
National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004), 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/5523 (accessed August 13, 2009). 

 
244 In 1707, Peirce was still considered a great defender of all of Dissent as evinced in the letter 

from John Evans dated “London, Apr.22, 707.”  Evans, still an Independent minister, also included an 
update on the health of Matthew Clarke who was “in a fair way of returning to his former state of 
health.”  “Letter from John Evans to James Pierce, April 22, 1707,” in “Correspondence, Reverend 
James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.234; Wilson, The History and Antiquities of 
Dissenting Churches and Meeting Houses in London, 1:478-482; Alsager Vian, “Evans, John (1679/80–
1730),” rev. S. J. Skedd, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian 
Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004), http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/8962 (accessed August 13, 
2009). 

245 “Letter from Matthew Clarke to James Peirce, November 17, 1709,” in “Correspondence, 
Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.214. 

 
246 James Peirce, Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium in Anglia, Adversus V.C. Gulielmi Nicholsii, 

S. T. P. Defensionem Ecclesiæ Anglicanæ (London: Thomas Ilive, 1710), 386. 
 
247 Wilson, The History and Antiquities of Dissenting Churches and Meeting Houses in London, 

1:482-484; Ronald Bayne, “Clarke, Matthew (1664–1726),” rev. Alan Argent, in Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004), 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/5523 (accessed August 13, 2009). 
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critical, character witness in Clarke.  In this case, he focused on the Independent 

character of the meeting, rather than the leading personality of Miles Lane. 

Peirce’s depiction of his migration to Presbyterianism was ironically nonchalant 

when one considers the antagonism between the parties during this era.  Furthermore, 

the previously related story of Stepney Meeting’s difficulty with the nomination of 

Benjamin Grosvenor as candidate for pastor in 1700 accentuates the tension that must 

have existed at the time of Peirce’s Presbyterian ordination. 

 
A Presbyterian on Green Street 

Assuming that his audience was familiar with his ministry at Newbury, 

Berkshire, from where he left for that in Exeter, Peirce concluded his account with his 

move to Green Street meeting in Cambridge.248  This little known meeting was a 

microcosm of the dissension within Dissent.  Green Street meeting had formed from 

the division of an Independent meeting under the guidance of Joseph Hussey at Hog 

(St. Andrew’s) Hill.  The meeting at Hog Hill had once been Presbyterian, but had 

moved to an Independent identity under the hyper-Calvinist Hussey, even formulating 

a church covenant late in 1696.  Members disgruntled with the recent changes migrated 

to the much smaller Green Street meeting, and likely by sheer numbers convinced the 

meeting to accept a Presbyterian identity.  Older members of Green Street who 

                                                 
248 Alexander Gordon stated that Peirce was “duly ‘dismissed’ to it by the Stepney church.”  

Evidence of this dismissal was not found in the preparation of this thesis.  Gordon, “Peirce, James 
(1674?-1726)” in The Dictionary of National Biography, ed. Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1937; repr, 1981), 15:681-685. 
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identified themselves with Independent tenets then fled to Hog Hill.  Independents and 

Presbyterians, once in union, now exchanged congregations and split meetings.249   

Thomas Taylor, the aged pastor of Green Street meeting, died in November 

1700.  James Peirce, nearing thirty years of age, first appeared in the local records as a 

trustee of the Hog Hill meeting in 1701 (a point Wykes contended illustrated his irenic 

approach),  and then as pastor of the Green Street Presbyterian meeting.  Peirce left his 

Cambridge congregation of some three hundred members in 1708 for the greener 

pastures of Newbury, but not before he had begun to establish himself as one of the 

greatest Dissenting apologists of the era.250  Although this study will analyze his early 

apologetics in the next chapter, little evidence other than his publications remains of 

Peirce’s tenure at Green Street except his claim in Remarks (1719) that he satisfied the 

needs of the congregants and a fantastic anecdote relayed in the memoirs of John Fox.   

Fox wrote that Peirce, during his regular nocturnal studies in Cambridge, once 

observed a headless horse in the darkness outside his window.  Unwilling to accept the 

information of his senses against his previous knowledge of nature, Peirce repeatedly 

observed the moving, decapitated equine.  Still loath to believe the miraculous, Peirce 

investigated the matter the next morning only to find the horse to have a white coat but 

a black head.  According to Fox, the odd event had confirmed for Peirce that all such 

                                                 
249 Courtney S. Kenny, “A Forgotten Cambridge Meeting-House,” Transactions of the 

Congregational Historical Society 4, no. 4 (January, 1910): 223-226; Wilson, The History and 
Antiquities of Dissenting Churches and Meeting Houses in London, 4:411-422; The Victoria History of 
the Counties of England: A History of the County of Cambridge and the Isle of Ely: Vol. 3, ed. J. P. C. 
Roach (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1959), 135-137; Charles Henry Cooper, Annals of Cambridge, 
vol. 3 (Cambridge: Warwick and Co., 1845), 556. 
 

250 Kenny, “A Forgotten Cambridge Meeting-House,” 225-226; David L. Wykes, “Peirce, 
James (1674–1726),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian 
Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/21782 (accessed September 3, 2009). 
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events which go against reason, when “fully examined, will prove mistakes occasioned 

either by a person’s fear or some other accident.”  This entertaining tale is recounted 

for the same reason Fox included it in his memoirs: “[T]his I mention to shew 

somewhat of his way of thinking of such matters.”251   Clearly, Peirce was a product of 

his age and his education: Truth was determined (as Newton declared) by “Reason and 

Experiments,” and superstition and the anomalous were to be treated with skepticism 

as they did not belong in an orderly world.  Truth would be revealed by the light of 

reason, if not by the light of day.252 

 
Conclusion 

In 1719, the debates that had begun in the Exeter churches and in the Assembly 

had finally reached a crescendo marked by the division of Dissent.  As the ejected 

James Peirce reviewed his personal history in an attempt to defend himself against the 

assaults of purported slander, he chose those events and persons that he thought would 

best bolster his claims to being a tolerant, English Protestant Dissenter.  He chose to 

enlighten his apparently dim past only in those areas that best served his present cause.  

His exclusions and his emphases must have been purposeful—history was a tool to 

achieve an end.  Ironically, Peirce’s autobiographical account proved to be the standard 

for all subsequent retellings of his story and his apologetical history was perpetuated 

for centuries with little question.  The self-depiction of James Peirce, the middle-class, 

urbane, educated, enlightened, and tolerant Dissenter became the standard with the 

exception of the accounts from the opposing side in the Trinitarian debate and the 

                                                 
251 Fox, “Memoirs of Himself,” 339. 

 
252 Isaac Newton, Opticks, Or a Treatise of the Reflections, Refractions, Inflections and Colours 

of Light, 3rd ed. (London: Printed for William and John Innys, 1721), 1. 
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disgruntled John Fox which were published one hundred years after Peirce’s Remarks 

(1719).   

William Turner’s assertion that Peirce had been a student of those within the 

Republic of Letters was accurate.  James Peirce had emerged in an era of transition: his 

formative years were spent between radicalism and bourgeois respectability, his 

education swayed by forces of Aristotelian conservatism, Cartesian realism, and 

emerging empiricism; his ministry was formulated between Congregationalism and 

Presbyterianism influences.  It is not surprising to see that Peirce entered the public 

arena just as the Republic of Letters was experiencing its own revolution yielding a 

new Republic, the “Republic of Letters of the Enlightenment.” 

In 1719, however, Peirce gave the impression by way of his lists of connections 

to men of international import and his accumulated letters from renowned academic 

personalities that he might have participated in the Republic.  Indeed, Peirce’s 

continuing 'academic' endeavors, his bourgeois economic standing, and his 

Enlightenment perspectives on science and Scripture entitled him to participation in a 

new Republic of Letters, one which was constructing itself dynamically according to 

new standards of behavior, different languages for discourse, and innovative 

relationships between members of the Republic and their own states and societies.  In 

his eighteenth-century publications, Peirce illustrated the shift between the erudition of 

the past and an energetic concern for change in the society of the near future.   

If James Peirce were construed to be a member of the Republic of Letters, he 

would have been a peripheral constituent, at best.  In such a model, Peirce participated 

on the limina of the 'classic' Republic of Letters through his correspondence in Latin 
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with international luminaries, who were themselves established members of the old 

Republic.  But like his travels and his companions while abroad, Peirce’s focus never 

extended much beyond England.  No letters exist between Peirce and his future 

combatants on the public stage—his correspondence was limited to the like-minded.  

But even this correspondence ceased, coinciding with his move to Exeter in 1713.  As 

to participation in a British Republic of Letters, Peirce left no evidence of his 

interactions with scholars at the Bodleian, and this period will likely remain a mystery.  

Unlike members of the Republics, both old and new, who refrained from public 

discourse on matters of controversy until it was deemed necessary, Peirce engaged his 

opponents in print and not by pen.  His Letters (1706-1707) were public and generally 

combative; they were meant to convince and to change the public opinion.253  Any 

aspirations by Peirce to participate in the grand Republic in the late 1690s and first 

decade of the next century seemed to have diminished after the publication of Vindiciæ 

Fratrum Dissentientium (1710).  The absence of international letters and Peirce’s 

eschewing of Latin for English in the debate with the Anglican Church and later with 

his fellow Dissenters evinced his polemicist focus in the last decade of his life, and 

seems to exclude him from the New Republic. 

Lest Peirce’s self-history be discounted with the skepticism of the pyrrhonists, 

Chapters Three and Four assert that much can be gleaned about Peirce’s formation 

once the history has been placed in its own context and its data seen to be informed by 

its argument.  Peirce provided later historians insight into his training at Utrecht and 

Leiden, and his history implied the influence of irenic and conservative scholars from 

                                                 
253 It should be noted that Peirce alluded to the “Rules of Disputation” or the proper manners for 

the published dialogue throughout his Letters to Wells.  For example, see Peirce, Letters, 5-6:28-32. 
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Utrecht and that of Perizonius and Noodt from Leiden on his understanding of how 

history, Scripture, politics, and religious freedom intersected. Similarly, by 1719 Peirce 

identified himself according to a properly irenic Dissent whose history was defined not 

by rebellion against the Established Church, but by its rejection of partisanship and its 

embracement of reasonable Christianity devoid of enthusiasm.  Outside of Peirce’s 

autobiographical history, the evidence of Exercitatio Philosophica (1692) pointed to an 

education in an eclectic environment and his having embraced an empiricist 

Aristotelio-Voetian approach that advocated the dependableness of human experience 

of the natural world.  Emerging from Peirce’s encounters with the physical world was 

his conviction of the purity and primacy of antiquity, i.e., that original, pure substance 

soon falls prey to inevitable corruption through derivation, or in the case of history, 

through retelling.  Congruent with his concern with the alteration of matter, Peirce 

exhibited an overwhelming hermeneutic of suspicion which assumed that the classics 

and the writings of the Church Fathers were inherently corrupted by emendations and 

additions through the centuries.  In 1692, the work of Peirce identified him with critical 

conservatism.  In 1719, James Peirce projected himself as respectable and tolerant.  

Much had happened in the intervening decades. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

The Defense of Orthodoxy, 1706-1718 
 

“The Drs Letter came to my hands yesterday before yours, & I happnd then to 
confer about it as a new thing with severall of my Brethren.  Some of ‘em, 
particularly Mr. Calamy, were of opinion, it might answer all ends if Mr Peirce 
would […write] a sheet upon it, which they hop’d would be not great 
interruption to his quick Pen & yet would be sufficient to reprove his 
Adversary’s Insolence.”  

—Letter from John Evans to James Peirce (April 1707)1 
 

“He was very well read in the fathers, and went very far into some points of 
chronology, and into the fashionable and abstruse parts of critical learning, 
which he always made use of in clearing and explaining difficult parts of 
Scripture.”   

—John Fox2 
 
 

In 1718, James Peirce was at the pinnacle of his fame.  In a biography of the 

recently deceased Dr. Daniel Williams, Peirce had been named by Daniel Defoe among 

those who “were as great men as any of the Dissenters have in view.”3  Peirce had 

recently issued A Vindication of the Dissenters in a second edition (1718), and he had 

produced no fewer than a dozen different treatises or sermons in multiple editions 

within the previous five years.4  Peirce’s publications had rocketed him to international 

                                                 
1 “Letter from John Evans to James Pierce, April 22, 1707,” in “Correspondence, Reverend 

James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.234. 
 
2 John Fox, “Memoirs of Himself, by Mr. John Fox . . . With Biographical Sketches of Some of 

His Contemporaries; and Some Unpublished Letters,” Monthly Repository 16, no. 186 (June 1821): 330 
[sic, 339]. 

 
3 [Daniel Defoe], Memoirs of the Life and Eminent Conduct of . . . Daniel Williams, D. D. 

(London: Printed for E. Curll, 1718), 35; James C. Spalding, “The Demise of English Presbyterianism: 
1660-1760,” Church History 28, no. 1 (March 1959): 77.   

 
4 Included among these and in addition to the Letters to Edward Wells were various editions of 

An Useful Ministry a Valid One: Being a Sermon Preach’d at Exon, May the 5th, 1714. At a Meeting of 
the United Ministers of Devon and Cornwal (London: Printed for John Clark, 1714); Presbyterian 
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fame as one of the foremost representatives of Dissent in the West Country.  With his 

notoriety, of course, had come attacks from the enemies of Dissent in London and 

abroad.  Thus, Dr. Andrew Snape (1675–1742), then chaplain to the monarch, called 

Peirce to the literary battlefield in 1717: “Awake, ye Calamys, ye Pierces, ye 

Bradburys, what, all in a profound lethargy!  when your own Honor, and that of Calvin 

is thus at Stake!”  Without question, Peirce was now classed with the greatest of 

English Dissenters.5  

By 1718 Peirce also was embroiled in the imbroglio within the Devon 

Dissenting community that would erupt into the furor of the Salters’ Hall debate of 

1719.  Once the paladin of the Dissenting Interest, Peirce was considered perilous by 

many Nonconformists by the spring of 1719.  Following his subsequent ejection, 

Peirce’s diatribes were directed at subscribing Dissenters, rather than his former foes in 

the Anglican Church.  This final chapter of acrimony in Peirce’s life, however, had 

                                                                                                                                              
Ordination Prov’d Regular: A Sermon Preach’d at an Ordination, 2nd ed. (London: Printed for John 
Clark, 1716); The Curse Causeless: A Sermon Preach’d at Exon, Jan. 30th. 1716/17, 5th ed., corrected 
(London: Printed for John Clark, 1717); A Defence of the Dissenting Ministry, and Presbyterian 
Ordination; Being an Answer to Two Pamphlets (London: Printed for John Clark, 1717); A Defence of 
the Dissenting Ministry, and Presbyterian Ordination, Part II (London: Printed for John Clark, 1717); A 
Letter to Dr. Bennet, Occasion’d by his Late Treatise Concerning the Non-Jurors Separation, 2nd ed.  
(London: Printed for John Clark, 1717); A Vindication of the Dissenters: In Answer to Dr. William 
Nichol’s Defence of The Doctrine and Discipline of the Church of England (London: Printed for John 
Clark, 1717); The Dissenters Reasons for Not Writing in the Behalf of Persecution. Design’d for the 
Satisfaction of Dr. Snape, In a Letter to Him (London: Printed for John Clark, 1718); The Interest of the 
Whigs, With Relation to the Test Act. In a Letter to a Friend, 2nd ed. (London: Printed for R. Burleigh, 
1718); Some Reflections Upon Dean Sherlock’s Vindication of the Corporation and Test Acts (London: 
Printed for John Clark, 1718); A Vindication of the Dissenters: In Answer to Dr. William Nichol’s 
Defence of the Doctrine and Discipline of the Church of England, 2nd ed. (London: Printed for John 
Clark, 1718). 

 
5 Andrew Snape, A Vindication of a Passage in Dr. Snape’s Second Letter to the Lord Bishop of 

Bangor, Relating to Mr. Pillonniere (London: Printed for Jonah Bowyer, 1717), 50; Thompson Cooper, 
“Snape, Andrew (1675–1742),” rev. William Gibson, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. 
H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, May 
2009, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/25972 (accessed May 13, 2010).   In his response, Peirce 
quotes Snape, but in doing so changes the spelling of his name.  James Peirce, The Dissenters Reasons 
For Not Writing In the Behalf of Persecution, 2nd ed. (1718), 27. 
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been adumbrated by his increasing calls for religious toleration and the removal of 

established restrictions on the more radical expressions of Christianity, particularly 

those espousing non-Trinitarian theologies.  

 
Ordering Peirce: Classifying Peirce’s Publications 

The diverse works of Peirce published from 1706 to 1718 appear to defy 

classification: They ranged from public letters and published sermons to lengthy 

treatises.  But some order is required for analysis.  In the nineteenth century, Alexander 

Chalmers (1759-1834), noted British biographer and editor, divided Peirce’s published 

works into four categories: the philosophical, the controversial, commentaries on 

Scripture, and the theological.  Chalmers’s classes were artificial and wooden, 

requiring substantial subcategorizations of the controversial to address the multitude of 

Peirce’s books and sermons and rendering nearly vacant divisions of philosophical and 

theological works.  Absent from any mention was the ‘historical’.6   

Later biographers provided even less order to Peirce’s bibliography and scant 

reference to the historical character of his works.  In his biographical sketch of Peirce 

in Lives of Eminent Unitarians (1840), William Turner (1788-1853), a Unitarian 

minister and tutor at Manchester College, did not provide a bibliography, but he noted 

episodes in the minister’s publishing history.  Peirce’s publications on the “controversy 

between the church and the dissenters” included the Letters to Wells and the Latin and 

                                                 
6 Alexander Chalmers, “Peirce, (James),” The General Biographical Dictionary, new ed. 

(London: Printed for J. Nichols and Son, et al., 1815), 24:250-253; Bonnie Ferrero, “Chalmers, 
Alexander (1759–1834),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian 
Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/5026 (accessed February 1, 2010). 
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English editions of Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium (1717 and 1718).7  Although 

Turner did not chronicle the pamphlet war before and after the events of 1718 and 

1719, he did utilize Peirce’s The Western Inquisition (1720).  Finally, Turner observed 

that Peirce’s posthumously published paraphrases were the “work by which he is 

chiefly known to posterity as a theologian” and that these texts demonstrated Peirce’s 

“decided leaning in favour of the author’s high Arian principles.”8  Robert Spears 

(1825-1899), a dynamic Unitarian minister, remarked as to the “scholarship, perfect 

acquaintance with Scriptural phraseology, and a fervid but rational piety” that marked 

Peirce’s writings, but he alluded only obliquely to Peirce’s response to William 

Nicholls and to his late paraphrases of Pauline Epistles.9  The excellent biography by 

the Unitarian historian Alexander Gordon (1841-1931) in the Dictionary of National 

Biography provided a thorough bibliography, simply dividing Peirce’s works between 

those he published and those published posthumously.10  In the recent biography of 

Peirce in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, David Wykes, a Unitarian and 

the Director of Dr. Williams’s Library in London, provided references to Peirce’s 

                                                 
7 William Turner, Lives of Eminent Unitarians (London: Unitarian Association, 1840), 91-94; 

R. K. Webb, “Turner, William (1761–1859),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. 
Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004), http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/27879 
(accessed February 1, 2010); Stephen Harbottle, The Reverend William Turner: Dissent and Reform in 
Georgian Newcastle Upon Tyne (Leeds: Northern Universities Press, 1997). 

 
8 Turner, Lives of Eminent Unitarians, 121. 

 
9 Robert Spears, Memorable Unitarians, Being a Series of Brief Biographical Sketches 

(London: British and Foreign Unitarian Association, 1906), 69- 72; R. K. Webb, “Spears, Robert (1825–
1899),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: 
OUP, 2004), http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/26089 (accessed February 1, 2010). 

 
10 Alexander Gordon, “Peirce, James (1674?-1726)” in The Dictionary of National Biography, 

ed. Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee (London: Oxford University Press, 1937; repr., 1981), 15:681-685; 
Alan Ruston, “Gordon, Alexander (1841–1931),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. 
G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004), http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/37470 
(accessed February 1, 2010). 
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publications, particularly noting the importance of the printed debate between Wells 

and Peirce and that it was the publication of Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium that 

“brought Peirce into national prominence as a writer in defence of the principles of 

dissent.”  Otherwise, Wykes provided no clear division of Peirce’s writings.11 

For the sake of this study, Peirce’s publications are divided into two basic 

categories: the controversial and the theological.  These categories are complicated 

because the controversies between the Dissenters and the Anglicans were inherently 

theological.  The themes of the controversial works, however, were rather consistent.  

Peirce focused his apologetics on properly defining ecclesiology (church polity), the 

liberty of the conscience in matters of religion (civil rights), and enumerating the 

foundations upon which these definitions were to be made.  Perhaps most telling, but 

more difficult to identify, were the differences in the moods of his writings (whether 

the overtly contentious tenor of the controversies or the inquisitive, yet assertive, 

approach of the theological works).  Chronologically, Peirce’s publishing career fell 

into three periods.  The controversial works are divided into two periods: the Dissenter 

versus Anglican controversy (1706-1718); and, the Dissenter versus Orthodoxy 

(Dissenting and Anglican) controversy (1719-1723).  Peirce’s theological works 

(including scriptural paraphrases, doctrinal summaries, and contemplation of 

commonly held theological concerns) were issued in his last years and posthumously 

republished in the decade after his death, viz. 1727-1737. 

  

                                                 
11 David L. Wykes, “Peirce, James (1674–1726),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 

ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004): 449-452. 
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The Arguments of Chapters Five and Six 

Chapters Five and Six contend that several transformations occurred in Peirce’s 

published works during the first portion of the controversial period.  First, Peirce 

engaged in the broad conflict between the Established Church and Dissent.  In this 

engagement, Peirce articulated the authorities upon which he built his own 

understanding of doctrine, polity, and the human situation.  The three primary 

authorities to which Peirce consistently returned were Scripture, Antiquity, and 

Reason.  These were Peirce’s trinity.  Based upon this trinity, Peirce defined Dissent as 

those movements that consistently and reasonably maintained these authorities in 

religion.  By the end of the first decade of his apologetic work, however, Peirce had 

exhibited a noticeable move from his staunch defense of the primacy of Scripture as the 

essential interpretative lens to a position that rejected the orthodox doctrine of the 

Trinity based upon the emerging supremacy of reason as the hermeneutical key to 

Scripture.  Essential to this transformation was Peirce’s move from initially exempting 

Scripture from the textual and historical criticism which he applied to all other texts 

(whether of Christian or pagan tradition) to submitting the biblical texts to rigorous 

scrutiny.  This chapter will elicit from Peirce’s early controversial works his 

interpretive schema for history and Scripture, and allude to the role of reason in the 

process. 

Second, Peirce began his polemical career by addressing the local tensions 

between the English Dissenters and the Anglican Church, with an eye to an 

international audience.12  By the end of the decade, Peirce was engaging more 

                                                 
12 Turner, Lives of Eminent Unitarians, 93. 
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universal issues of freedom of religion and the importance of reason in religion, but he 

clearly was addressing an English audience.  Finally, Peirce’s increasing emphasis on 

reason and religious freedom progressively challenged his early definitions of Dissent, 

bringing forth new definitions for Dissent and its ‘other’.   

An exhaustive study of Peirce’s publications is beyond the scope of this study.  

In this chapter, however, considerable attention will be given to three important works 

by Peirce in an attempt to summarize his thought from 1706 to 1714, thereby providing 

a foundation for the analysis of the evolution of his thought through three decades.  

First, the study addresses the controversy between Edward Wells and Peirce (published 

in more than twenty letters and books between 1706 and 1708) in an attempt to distill 

Peirce’s perspectives on Dissent and the authorities on which it was established.  

Secondly, the chapter will review Peirce’s Some Considerations . . . of the Abridgement 

of the London Cases (1708) which was composed contemporaneously to the end of the 

debate with Wells.  Lastly, this chapter explores a sermon which Peirce preached to 

Dissenting ministers in 1714 soon after his arrival at his new ministerial post in Exeter.  

The monumental Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium (1710), A Vindication of the 

Dissenters (1717 and 1718), and The Western Inquisition (1720) will be analyzed in 

Chapter Six.  Each work will be studied to determine Peirce’s approach to the 

authorities of Scripture, history, and reason, and how he addressed his comments to his 

different audiences. 

 
Eight Letters to Wells, 1706-1708 

Peirce’s defense of Dissenting principles began in eight exchanges (in multiple 

editions) with Dr. Edward Wells (1667-1727), an Anglican polemicist and clergyman 
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in Leicestershire.13  Peirce’s first response was the anonymously penned Remarks on 

Dr. Wells His Letter to Mr. Peter Dowley (1706) and his final pamphlet, An Eighth 

Letter to Dr. Wells: Being a Continuation of the Defence (July 1707), signed by the 

now renowned Peirce.14  Apparently tiring of the seemingly fruitless debate, Peirce’s 

                                                 
13 Turner, Lives of Eminent Unitarians, 92.  Edward Wells’s publications leading up to Peirce’s 

involvement and until its cessation and the editions referenced in this study, include Edward Wells, A 
Letter From A Minister of the Church of England To A Dissenting Parishioner of the Presbyterian 
Perswasion, 5th ed. (Oxford: Printed for Jo. Stephens, 1706); A Letter From a Minister of the Church of 
England to Mr Peter Dowley, A Dissenting Teacher of the Presbyterian or Else Independent Perswasion 
(Oxford: Printed for Jo. Stephens, 1706); A True Copy of A Letter Lately Written by Mr. Dowley to Dr. 
Wells, And Now Published by Dr. Wells, Together With the Doctor’s Answer (Oxford: Printed for John 
Stephens, 1706); Dr. Wells’s Examination of the Remarks On His Letter to Mr. Peter Dowley, In Two 
Parts (Oxford: Leon.Lichfield, 1706/7); Some Testimonies of the Most Eminent English Dissenters, As 
Also of Foreign Reformed Churches and Divines, Concerning the Lawfulness of the Rites and 
Ceremonies of the Church of England, and the Unlawfulness of Separating From It (Oxford: Printed for 
Jo. Stephens, 1706); Dr. Wells’s Letter to the Remarker, in Reference to his Remarks on the Doctor’s 
Letter to a Dissenting Parishioner (Oxford: Leon. Lichfield, 1706); Dr. Wells’s Letter to a Dissenting 
Parishioner, In Reference to the Remarks on His First Letter to the Same (Oxford: Leon. Lichfield, 
1706); Dr. Wells’s Theses Against the Validity of Presbyterian Ordination Proved to Hold Good, and 
Mr. Peirce’s Theses For the Validity of Presbyterian Ordination Proved Not to Hold Good, Numb. I 
(Oxford: Leon. Lichfield, 1707); Dr. Wells's Theses Against the Validity of Presbyterian Ordination 
Proved to Hold Good . . . Numb. II. Wherein Is More Especially and Largely Shewn the Ambiguity of the 
Word Presbyters, and the Fallaciousness of the Arguments Drawn by the Dissenters from the Ambiguity 
of the Said Word (Oxford: Leon. Lichfield, 1707); Dr. Wells's Theses Against the Validity of 
Presbyterian Ordination Proved to Hold Good . . . Numb. III. Wherein Is Considered Mr. Peirce's Letter 
the VIIth, (Being Designed As An Answer To Numb. II.) And Also Is More Especially and Largely Shewn 
the Fallaciousness of the Dissenters Arguments Drawn From the Promiscuous Use of the Words Bishops 
and Presbyters in the New Testament (Oxford: Leon. Lichfield, 1707); Dr. Wells's Theses Against the 
Validity of Presbyterian Ordination Proved to Hold Good . . . Numb. IV. Wherein Is Shewed the 
Weakness of All Mr. Pierce's Remaining Propositions, and Other Considerations and Arguments are 
Added in Answer to His Eighth Letter (Oxford: Leon. Lichfield, 1707); The Invalidity of Presbyterian 
Ordination Proved from the Presbyterians Own Doctrine of the Twofold Order: or A Summary View of 
What Has Passed in Controversy Between Dr. Wells and Mr Peirce Concerning the Invalidity of 
Presbyterian Ordination (Oxford: Printed for Jo. Stephens, 1707). 
 

14 Peirce began to take credit for his Letters with the third Letter composed in December, 1706.  
Peirce, Letters, 3/4:5.  The Letters will henceforth be cited as Letters, number(s) of the pamphlet in the 
sequence written by Peirce: page number(s).  The editions of the Letters utilized are as follows: Letter 1, 
Remarks on Dr. Wells His Letter to Mr. Peter Dowley, In a Letter to a Friend, 2nd ed. (London: J. 
Humfreys, 1706); Letter 2, Remarks on Dr. Wells His Letter to a Dissenting Parishioner, In a Second 
Letter to a Friend (London: J. Humfreys, 1706); Letters 3 and 4, A Defence of the Remarks on Dr. 
Wells’s Letter to Mr. Dowley. Part I, Being an Answer to the First PART of the Doctor’s Examination. 
In a Third LETTER to a Friend; Part II, Being an Answer to Part II, Sect. I. of the Doctor’s 
Examination, In a Fourth Letter, Addressed to the Doctor (London: J. Humfreys, 1707); Letters 5 and 6, 
A Continuation of the Defence of the Remarks On Dr. Wells’s Letters, In a Fifth and Sixth Letter to the 
Doctor (London: J. Humfreys, 1707); Letter 7, A Continuation of the Defence of the Remarks on Dr. 
Wells’s Letters, In a Seventh Letter to the Doctor (London: J. Humfreys, 1707); Letter 8, An Eighth 
Letter to Dr. Wells: Being a Continuation of the Defence of the Remarks on His Letters, In Answer to his 
Numb. III (London: J. Humfreys, 1707).  This pattern follows a similar system proposed by Wells.  
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last responses to Wells from Newbury, A Continuation of the Defence of the Remarks . 

. . In a Seventh Letter (dated April 30, 1707) and An Eighth Letter to Dr. Wells (dated 

July 23, 1707), may have been elicited by the request of John Evans (ca. 1680-1730) 

and the Dissenters of London in April 1707.15  Wells’s final challenge, The Invalidity 

of Presbyterian Ordination Proved from the Presbyterians Own Doctrine of the 

Twofold Order (October 1707) received no immediate response from Peirce who was 

presently composing Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium (1710) and finishing Some 

Considerations (1708). 

By 1707, the thirty-three-year-old pastor of the Newbury congregation already 

was gaining a reputation among his fellow Nonconformists and his Anglican 

adversaries.  In addition to prompting Peirce for a reply to Wells, Evans (who was 

serving as the assistant to Dr. Daniel Williams in Westminster) also inquired as to the 

time of the presumed imminent publication of Some Considerations, which, as he 

expressed, “several of your friends & none more than myself are longing for.”16  

Peirce’s responses to Wells were well advertised in the London papers and mention of 

his works would continue till the publication of Some Considerations . . . of the 

                                                                                                                                              
Edward Wells, Dr. Wells’s Theses Against The Validity of Presbyterian Ordination Proved to Hold 
Good. And Mr. Peirce’s Theses For the Validity of Presbyterian Ordination Proved Not to Hold Good, 
Numb. 1 (Oxford: Printed by Leon. Lichfield, 1707), 4. 
 

15 Peirce’s growing dissatisfaction with Wells and the published exchanges was hinted in the 
sixth Letter, and palpable in the seventh and eighth Letters.  For examples of increasing irritation, see 
Peirce, Letters, 5/6:33; 7:9, 15-18; 8:14. 
 

16 “Letter from John Evans to James Pierce, April 22, 1707,” in “Correspondence, Reverend 
James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.234; Alsager Vian, “Evans, John (1679/80–
1730),” rev. S. J. Skedd, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian 
Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004), http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/8962 (accessed February 19, 
2010). 
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Abridgement of the London Cases in 1707 and 1708.17  Peirce’s work would not return 

to such a level of notoriety until he moved to Exeter and published An Useful Ministry 

a Valid One in 1714, after which his books would continue to stay in the public eye 

until the year of his ejection.18   

 
Edward Wells, A Vigorous Antagonist 

It is commonly said that one’s strength may be judged by that of one’s enemies.  

If so, James Peirce’s rise to notoriety cannot be separated from his having a tenacious 

and prolific first opponent in print.  By 1706, Dr. Edward Wells was already well 

known, and he retained well-placed acquaintances who proved to be generous 

patrons.19  Despite the opinions of his detractors, Wells was no mean adversary, and 

the dispute with him forced Peirce to isolate important themes of the controversy of the 

time, identify the essential authorities for debate, and with increasing articulation 

respond to arguments posed by Wells.  In more than one sense, Wells made James 

Peirce famous; and so, such a considerable opponent, not just his publications, is 

worthy of some description. 

Privileged and erudite, Wells was born to the vicar of Corsham, Wiltshire, 

educated at Westminster School, London, and he added a BD and DD from Christ 

                                                 
17 For example, see The Daily Courant (London, England), February 24, 1707, no. 1516; The 

Daily Courant (London, England), March 19, 1707, no. 1590; The Daily Courant (London, England), 
July 14, 1707, no. 1690; and The Daily Courant (London, England), January 2, 1708, no. 1835. 
 

18 Peirce’s publications would be mentioned in London newspapers until 1719, the transitional 
year which began the second of Peirce’s controversial periods.  Despite the notoriety of the maelstrom in 
Exeter and at Salters’ Hall, Peirce’s books would not receive general attention until his work was 
posthumously published. 
 

19 Advertisements for Wells’s publications had appeared as early as 1702, and references to his 
works in London newspapers like The Daily Courant, The Post Man and the Historical Account, and 
The Post Boy would continue to put his name before the public long after his death.  For an early 
example, see The Daily Courant (London, England), September 16, 1702, no. 129. 
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Church, Oxford, in 1704 to the BA and MA which he had earned in the previous 

decade through the same college.  By 1706, Wells was gaining fame as a polemicist for 

the Anglican Church.  Having been appointed rector at Cotesbach, Leicestershire, in 

1702 by Thomas Bennet (a former student from when he was a tutor at Christ Church), 

Wells was financially and institutionally secure and able to carve out a reputation in the 

first decade of the century by means of his tracts against Presbyterianism.  Wells’s 

literary onslaught against these more respectable Dissenters had begun in November 

1705 when he wrote A Letter from a Minister of the Church of England to a Dissenting 

Parishioner of the Presbyterian Perswasion, and was followed in the next year by 

seven pamphlets against the Presbyterians and Peirce.  With the notable exception of 

Dr. Wells’s Examination of the Remarks On His Letter to Mr. Peter Dowley (composed 

in March 1707), Wells’s texts bore the imprimatur of noted clerics including Arthur 

Charlett, a royal chaplain, and William Delaune and William Lancaster, both vice-

chancellors of Oxford.20 

Beginning in 1712, the focus of Wells’s oeuvres moved to the more popular 

and pedagogical with the publication of works for the laity, textbooks for the study of 

mathematics and astronomy, biblical geographies, translations of classical works, and 

                                                 
20 Thomas Hearne, Remarks and Collections of Thomas Hearne, vol. 9 (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1914), 330; Robert J. Mayhew, “Wells, Edward (1667–1727),” in Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence 
Goldman, May 2009, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/29012 (accessed February 23, 2010); 
Edward Wells, Dr. Wells’s Examination of the Remarks On His Letter to Mr. Peter Dowley, In Two 
Parts (Oxford: Leon.Lichfield, 1706/7); Peirce, Letters, 7:18-19; R. H. Darwall-Smith, “Charlett, Arthur 
(1655–1722),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison 
(Oxford: OUP, 2004), http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/5158 (accessed February 25, 2010); J. H. 
Curthoys, “Delaune, William (1659–1728),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. 
Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004), http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/7453 
(accessed February 25, 2010); Edward Vallance, “Lancaster, William (1649/50–1717),” in Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); 
online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/15967 
(accessed February 25, 2010). 
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paraphrases of and commentaries on Scripture.  His only return to religious controversy 

was his defense of Trinitarian theology and criticisms of Samuel Clarke in 1712 and 

1713.  In 1716, Wells was appointed by another student, Browne Willis, to the 

lucrative rectory at Bletchley, Buckinghamshire, and he no longer strayed into such 

theological storms.  In general, Wells’s works were noted more for being abundant 

than for being astute.21   

Not everyone found Dr. Wells to be a compelling scholar or personality.  The 

irascible antiquarian Thomas Hearne (ca. 1678-1735) remembered Wells as an 

unmarried, wealthy clergyman who bilked his parish for money, churned out trifling 

and inaccurate books “to get a penny,” reneged on promises of financial support to the 

church, and abandoned his clerical responsibilities to live a comfortable life.22  Despite 

                                                 
21 Mayhew, “Wells, Edward (1667–1727),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. 

C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, May 2009, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/29012 (accessed February 23, 2010).  For more on Wells’s 
textbooks , see Nicolas Barker, The Oxford University Press and the Spread of Learning, 1478-1978 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), 28-29; Robin A. Butlin, “Ideological Contexts and the Reconstruction 
of Biblical Landscapes in the Seventeenth and Early Eighteenth Centuries: Dr. Edward Wells and the 
Historical Geography of the Holy Land,” in Ideology and Landscape in Historical Perspective: Essays 
on the Meaning of Some Places in the Past, ed. Alan R. H. Baker and Gideon Biger (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992), 32-33.  In the debate over Trinitarian theology with Clark relevant 
texts include, see Edward Wells, An Essay Towards an Impartial Account of the Holy Trinity, and the 
Deity of our Saviour as Contained in the Old Testament (London: Printed for H. Clements, 1712), A 
Letter to the Reverend Dr Clarke . . . In Answer to His Letter to Dr Wells (Oxford: Printed for Anthony 
Peisley, 1713), and Remarks on Dr Clarke’s Introduction to His Scripture-Doctrin of the Trinity 
(Oxford: Printed for Anthony Peisley, 1713).  Samuel Clarke responded with A Letter to the Reverend 
Dr. Wells . . . In Answer to His Remarks (London: J. Knapton, 1714).  Also see, Thomas C. Pfizenmaier, 
The Trinitarian Theology of Dr. Samuel Clarke (1675-1729), Context, Sources, and Controversy 
(Leiden: Brill, 1997), 181-182.  For reference to Wells’s edition of the Greek New Testament, see 
Herbert Marsh, A Course of Lectures, Containing a Description and Systematic Arrangement of the 
Several Branches of Divinity, Part 1 (Cambridge: William Hilliard, 1812), 17-18.  From 1713 and after 
his death, numerous paraphrases and commentaries, including critical texts, were published by Wells or 
in his name under the title, An Help for the More Easy and Clear Understanding of the Holy Scriptures. 
 

22 Thomas Hearne, Remarks and Collections of Thomas Hearne (Oxford; Clarendon Press, 
1907), 8:73; 9:98, 330.  For biographical information on Hearne, see Theodor Harmsen, “Hearne, 
Thomas (bap. 1678, d. 1735),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and 
Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004), http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/12827 (accessed March 3, 
2010); Barker, The Oxford University Press, 30-31. 
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Hearne’s opinions, Wells did receive some positive evaluation of his work within the 

following generations, but almost exclusively for his geographic texts and didactic 

manuals and not for his personality.23   

Documentary evidence does exist which expresses an example of a more 

exemplary side of Wells’s character.  Wells’s demonstrated a serious concern for the 

catechetical instruction of children, publishing Of Children’s Capacity to Receive 

Religious Instructions in 1717, and he implemented his own pedagogy in his own 

parishes.24  Wells even expressed his desire to make a symbolic gesture of goodwill 

toward the community of Corsham, a place for which Edward had “an Affectn,” even 

though he had lived there only briefly.  Seeking “to provide piety” in Corsham, Wells 

offered to pay “from my small ability” for the education of four children so that they 

might be able to “read well ye Bibles,” or to buy “Bibles or Commn prayer Books, or 

other Devotn Books” for older children.25  Wells appears to have been a man who was 

dedicated to education and good works, even if in small amounts.   

Wells’s last wishes evinced an eccentric, albeit affluent, personage that tended 

to the obsessive and petty.26  Concerned that his estate might not be poached by the 

                                                 
23 Butlin, “Ideological Contexts” in Baker and Biger, Ideology and Landscape, 33. 

 
24 Edward Wells, Of Children’s Capacity to Receive Instructions, And of the Manner How To 

Give Them Such Instructions: Together with Prayers Adapted to the Capacities and Use of Children: 
Design’d More Particularly for the Children of Blechly Parish (London: Printed for James Knapton, 
1717). 

 
25 “Letter from Dr. Edward Wells, of Cotesbach (Leics.), 1719,” Chippenham, Wiltshire and 

Swindon Archives, PR/Corsham: St. Bartholomew/1157/52. 
 

26 Will of Edward Wells, Doctor of Divinity and Rector of Costesbich in the County of 
Leicestershire and Rector also of Bletchly in the County of Buckinghamshire, (July 10, 1727), TNA: 
PRO, PROB 11/616.  Evidently fearing that he might be interred alive, Wells vividly detailed several 
preventative measures which were to be performed upon his body to avoid such a mischance.  After his 
demise was sure, Wells demanded that his body be placed in a grave to the immediate left of his mother.  
Unmarried and apparently averse to the general presence of females, he demanded that no women be 
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courts, Wells gave his executor and nephew, Edward Wells (assistant to his uncle as 

curate of Bletchley), extensive orders to have the will proved by the Dean of the Court 

of Arches so as to circumvent the lower courts.  Additionally, his executor was to 

allocate his considerable personal property in Cotesbach and Bletchley and more than 

two hundred and sixty-five pounds as monetary bequests, some in increments of one 

hundred pounds, to numerous nieces and nephews, with the exception of an 

unfortunate niece, Elizabeth Lea, to whom he left “one or two of the worst of my silver 

spoons as also one or two of my Beds and Bedding being of the worst sort.”  Yet, 

Wells’s greatest concern (and one congruent with his life’s work) appears to have been 

his books, and this utmost inheritance was reserved for his nephew and bookseller, 

William Wells.27    

Unlike James Peirce, Edward Wells made no mention of his God (save that 

God might take his soul and punish those who failed to keep Wells’s behests) or the 

conviction of the truth of his defenses.  His last words were reserved for his 

accumulated treasures and commands “to prevent any Quarreling . . . and [dealing] 

                                                                                                                                              
invited to his funeral save four whom he named.  No sermon was to be preached, but copies of “Dr. 
Sherlock’s Discourse on Eternal Life” were to be dispersed “as a funeral Gift,” just as Dr. Wells had 
given “Dr. Sherlock’s Discourse on a Death” upon his own mother’s passing.  For contemporary 
printings, see William Sherlock, A Practical Discourse Concerning Death, 20th ed. (London: Printed by 
J. R., 1726) and likely William Sherlock, A Practical Discourse Concerning a Future Judgment, 9th ed. 
(London: Printed for D. Browne, Sen. J. Walthoe, Sen. J. Knapton, et al., 1725). 

 
27 William received no money; instead, Edward gave William the library of his own books and 

the rights to all of his works previously or yet to be published.  The titles and rights to these texts had 
been jealously protected except for one, which Edward had sold, having been “ensnared . . . into a 
Bargaine” by one Mr. Knapton (presumably James Knapton a bookseller at the Crown in St. Paul’s 
Church Yard, London, and for whom many of Wells’s scriptural paraphrases were printed.)  Wells’s 
rights to his books would have received protection just after he concluded his exchange with Peirce 
under the auspices of the Statute of Anne of 1709.  Jane Ginsburg, “‘Une Chose Publique’? The 
Author’s Domain and the Public Domain in Early British, French and US Copyright Law,” in Copyright 
Law: A Handbook of Contemporary Research, ed. Paul Torremans (Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar 
Publishing, Inc., 2007), 134-144.  
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unjustly in any respect.”  This reader is inclined to believe Wells was not from nor did 

he promote an amicable family.28  As the reader will see, Peirce seems to have left a 

less dysfunctional household and a more affecting testament than his contemporary 

antagonist. 

 
Wells’s Critique of Inconsistent Dissent 

The debate between Wells and Peirce focused on church polity, liturgy, and on 

the validity of non-episcopal ordination.  Peirce summarized the underlying question of 

the debate in the sixth Letter: “For the Controversy being, Whether Presbyters have 

valid Authority to ordain as well as Bishops.”29  The exchanges were largely repetitive 

in their arguments (a point noted by a biased observer), but they provided insights into 

Peirce’s views on topics like Dissent, established religion, Scripture, history, and 

Trinitarian theology.30  The controversy considered not only the validity of the opposed 

theologies and polities, but also claims of misrepresentation.31  Congruently, in his 

effort to define Dissent properly, Peirce set out to define the essentials of religion. 

Peirce’s first Letter burst in on an existing series of pamphlets by Edward 

Wells, published in an attempt to convince the local Nonconformists of Leicestershire 

                                                 
28 Will of Edward Wells. 
 
29 Peirce, Letters, 5/6:26. 
 
30 John Evans noticed the repetition in Wells’s arguments, when he encouraged Peirce in April 

1707 to respond to the churchman’s sometimes affective writing: “I see he is at the old spinning Trade, 
spends half his hour glasse in Repetition.  And tho’ in reality his Harrangues are a chip in Porridge, yet 
he sometimes raises a dust which may blind weak people.”  “Letter from John Evans to James Pierce, 
April 22, 1707,” in “Correspondence, Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS 
I.b.13.234. 
 

31 The claim of misrepresentation appeared frequently.  Peirce’s began the exchange with a 
simple purpose: “My Design is to shew that the Doctor has mistaken the Dissenters.”  For example, see 
Peirce, Letters, 1:3; 3/4:3, 7. 
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of their erroneous rejection of the authority of the Anglican episcopate and liturgy.  

Wells began the controversy with three pamphlets against the Dissenting minister Peter 

Dowley: A Letter From A Minister of the Church of England To A Dissenting 

Parishioner of the Presbyterian Perswasion (dated November 1, 1705), A Letter . . . to 

Mr Peter Dowley (January 13, 1706), and A True Copy of a Letter (March 25, 1706).32  

The first pamphlet argued that the “Separatist” was a willful sinner who by pleasing 

himself, greatly displeased God.  The Separatist, however, should be convinced by 

“common Prudence,” by “undeniable and self-evident Truth,” and by the scriptural 

references provided that he was subject to the authority of the rightful governors of the 

national church (i.e., bishops) in all matters not explicitly “settled by Christ and his 

Apostles.”  As the New Testament provided few “particular Rules relating to the 

several Circumstances of Decency and Order,” it followed that the inspired writers of 

Scripture assumed that subsequent church leaders would properly define the liturgy, 

holy days, and offices of church administration.33  Wells utilized limited scriptural 

warrants in this work, depending extensively on Hebrews 1.17 and some loci in the 

Hebrew Bible to support formulaic public prayer.34  In his argument for the propriety 

of the episcopate, he vaguely appealed to evidence 

                                                 
32 Edward Wells, A Letter From A Minister of the Church of England To A Dissenting 

Parishioner of the Presbyterian Perswasion, 5th ed. (Oxford: Printed for Jo. Stephens, 1706); Edward 
Wells, A Letter From a Minister of the Church of England to Mr Peter Dowley, A Dissenting Teacher of 
the Presbyterian or Else Independent Perswasion (Oxford: Printed for Jo. Stephens, 1706); Edward 
Wells, A True Copy of A Letter Lately Written by Mr. Dowley to Dr. Wells, And Now Published by Dr. 
Wells, Together With the Doctor’s Answer (Oxford: Printed for John Stephens, 1706). 
 

33 Wells, A Letter From A Minister . . .  To A Dissenting Parishioner of the Presbyterian 
Perswasion, 5th ed. (1706), passim. 
 

34 Wells, A Letter From A Minister . . .  To A Dissenting Parishioner of the Presbyterian 
Perswasion, 5th ed. (1706), 18-22. 
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from the New Testament it self, and [it] is evident beyond all Contradiction 
both from the Writings of the Primitive Christians (particularly of Ignatius, who 
lived and conversed with the Apostles of our Saviour, and therefore must be 
supposed perfectly to Understand the Form of Government, which they 
established in the Church) as also from the Concurrent Practice of the Catholick 
or Universal Church, which all along from the Apostles time quite down to the 
Reformation preserved the three distinct Orders of the Ministry, and was every 
where governed by Bishops.35  

 
Wells declared that he was, of course, ready to provide “the greatest Evidence that can 

be desired from Antiquity,” but resisted doing so because of the ignorance of the 

historical sources by his separatist audience.36  Dissenters were misguided to think that 

they had the right to judge for themselves on religious matters simply because they 

were uninformed of ecclesiastical history; Christ and the apostles had supplied the 

necessary guidance through the institution of the parish priest and the bishop to whom 

the separatists were subject.37 

According to Wells, Dissent was fallacious, and its error was identified in its 

contradictions between “Practices” and “Principles.”  Dissent’s inconsistency was a 

recurring theme in Wells’s pamphlets, and one which he even displayed in tables for 

his audience.  Wells demonstrated the discrepancies between the behavior of 

Dissenters and their public platforms on liberty of conscience, “free exercise of 

religion,” and fasts and festivals; furthermore, he presented the seeming similarities 

between the “Principles and Practices of the Papists” and “Principles and Practices of 

Dissenters.”  In at least one sense, Dissenters were worse than Roman Catholics: 

                                                 
35 Wells, A Letter From A Minister . . .  To A Dissenting Parishioner of the Presbyterian 

Perswasion, 5th ed. (1706), 11. 
 

36 Wells, A Letter From A Minister . . .  To A Dissenting Parishioner of the Presbyterian 
Perswasion, 5th ed. (1706), 11. 
 

37 Wells, A Letter From A Minister . . .  To A Dissenting Parishioner of the Presbyterian 
Perswasion, 5th ed. (1706), 11-12. 
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Roman Catholics acknowledged only one Pope, while the Dissenters had “Many 

Popes” because of their numerous Spirit-inspired leaders.  Both Roman Catholics and 

Dissenters were Papists, but the latter were best described as “Fanatical-Papists!”38 

Wells continued the attack in A Letter . . . To Mr Peter Dowley, published in 

January 1706, in which he again defined Dissent according to certain principles which 

he deemed were variably applied by the Nonconformists, including Nonconformity’s 

different definition and application of “toleration” during the Interregnum versus that 

after the Restoration.  More precisely, Wells asserted that the “received Principle 

among Dissenters . . . [was] ‘Tis not Expedient or Good to Symbolize or Agree with the 

Papists in things belonging to Divine Worship.”  But the truth, Wells claimed, was that 

the Dissenters did agree with Roman Catholicism on many issues, all the while 

decrying the similarity.39   

The treatment of Nonconformity’s understanding of “Toleration” was reserved 

for a postscript, in which Wells set a table entitled “Dissenters Notions of Toleration 

from about 1640 to about 1660” in juxtaposition to “The Dissenters Notions of 

Toleration . . . from the Restauration of Church and Monarchy in these Present 

times.”40  Wells maintained that during the Interregnum Dissenters had armed madmen 

and refused “Tender Consciences,” choosing rather to “take away All Conscience.”   

Post-Restoration Nonconformists, however, had sought to disarm their adversaries and 

“Provide for Tender Consciences.”  Even the change in the Dissenters’ perspectives 

                                                 
38 Wells, A Letter From A Minister . . .  To A Dissenting Parishioner of the Presbyterian 

Perswasion, 5th ed. (1706), 46-48. 
 

39 Wells, A Letter . . .  to Mr Peter Dowley (1706), 13. 
 

40 Wells, A Letter . . .  to Mr Peter Dowley (1706), 43-45. 
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was geographic with implications about their loyalty to the nation. During the 

Interregnum, Nonconformists were supposed to have lamented, “The Famous City of 

London is become an Amsterdam: Separation from our Churches is Countenanced: 

Toleration is Cried up,” but presently held “‘Tis good for London to be another 

Amsterdam, England another Holland: Separation from the Church is Not to be 

Discountenanced: Toleration ought to be Cried up.”  All the “Occasional Principles” 

and historical practices of the Dissenters had been dependent upon their share of power 

in society.41  For Wells, Dissenters were opportunists whose self-serving and 

inconsistent principles sought only to preserve their own liberties. 

 
The Letters of James Peirce 
 
 

Entering the Fray.  Peirce’s first response to Wells’s attacks was Remarks on 

Dr Wells his Letter to Mr. Peter Dowley which was unsigned and undated (although 

from context it must have been published between June and November 1706.)  The 

anonymous nature of Peirce’s first Letter allowed Wells to respond, with some 

sarcasm, to the “Remarker” or, more explicitly, to “the Dissenting Teacher of 

Newbury.” According to Wells, the Dissenters of Leicester, because of their ignorance, 

had been forced to turn to this “One that lives Threescore Miles from them for 

Information.” 42   In the third Letter, Peirce signed the text and reflected on his first two 

pamphlets, noting the limited circulation of the initial edition of the first Letter and his 

own request for second editions of the first and second Letters in order to lower the 

                                                 
41 Wells, A Letter . . .  to Mr Peter Dowley (1706), 44-45. 

 
42 Wells, Dr. Wells’s Theses Against The Validity of Presbyterian Ordination Proved to Hold 

Good . . . Numb. 1 (1707), 21. 
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purchase price for the general audience.  He denied Wells’s assertion that he was a 

paladin of the Dissenters, asserting that he had not been motivated by any Dissenting 

source to engage in the apologetics, but had been induced (accidentally) by having 

caught sight of and subsequently reading A Letter . . .  to Mr Peter Dowley which 

Dowley had brought when he had visited Peirce’s home.43   

Peirce’s story seems likely as Dowley, whom Peirce addressed as a friend, was 

a fellow minister in Lutterworth (approximately ninety miles to the north of Newbury 

and just north of Cotesbach) and was a fellow agent for Daniel Defoe and Robert 

Harley (1661-1724).  Harley, made first earl of Oxford and Mortimer in May 1711, 

was a parliamentary leader presently holding moderate Tory perspectives, but with 

clear sympathies for Dissenters.  By 1706, Harley had achieved such prominence 

through his prior position as speaker of the House of Commons and his present office 

of secretary of state for the north that he was considered one of the “triumvirate” with 

Lord Godolphin and the duke of Marlborough.44  In a letter to Harley in the spring of 

1706, Defoe, who had been enlisted by Harley to survey the political climes in the 

England and Scotland and disseminate propaganda, listed both Dowley and Peirce 

among those given copies of his Remarks on the Letter To the Author of the State-

Memorial to be dispersed in their areas.45  The political influence of the two Dissenting 
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ministers and their congregations was reflected in a tirade by Wells in reaction to an 

apparent unpleasant response by his bishop over his recent diatribes against Dowley 

and the Leicestershire Dissenters.  Wells demeaned the influence of the 

Nonconformists and Dowley, questioning how, 

Persons of your Circumstances (and whose Business lies most among the 
Bellowing of Cattle and Bleating of Sheep) should become so well Acquainted 
with the Transactions of the Parliament, . . . [and] should not scruple Perverting 
the Counsels and Designs of a Parliament, in order to Encourage their 
Followers in their Schism and Separation.46 

 
Recognizing the potential sway such men might have on the political scene, Defoe had 

passed through Newbury in July and Lutterworth in November of 1705 likely 

recruiting Peirce and Dowley to Harley’s cause and as outlets for literary propaganda.  

Both Newbury and Lutterworth were noted as growing towns, but of limited political 

weight: Newbury was “a large Tradeing Town,” but it did not elect a Member to 

Parliament; Lutterworth was “a high flyeing Town but no Corporation.”47  The status 

of the two towns likely explains the fact that Peirce and Dowley each received twelve 

copies of Defoe’s book, while Josiah Eveleigh (1676-1736), minister in Crediton, 

received one hundred copies for the neighboring and influential “Excester.”48 

 
Peirce’s Dissenting ‘Principle’.  Offended by Wells’s characterizations of 

Dowley and the Dissenters, the ‘Remarker’ strongly defended Nonconformists in his 
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first Letter by positing his own Principles and Rules of Dissent.49  Peirce argued that 

Wells’s episcopal model was “contrary to Scripture, Antiquity, and Reason itself,” and 

it was the first two authorities, i.e., Scripture and Antiquity, that Peirce developed in 

the debate.50  Peirce’s ‘Principle of Dissent’ was not Wells’s negative definition of 

opposition to Roman Catholicism, but a negative definition which emphasized Divine 

authority in matters of spiritual importance: the “one receiv’d Principle of the 

Dissenters, [is] that no Man or Body of Men are to be the Standard of Truth, and that 

their Notions are not to be enslav’d to the Sentiments of those whom they most 

value.”51  Essentially, this principle was both an agreement in part with Wells’s 

analysis of the Dissenters’ rejection of Roman Catholicism which was perceived to be 

tainted by human innovation, but also an assertion of Divine prerogative in matters of 

faith.  Wells, of course, perceived the principle to be founded on personal preferences 

and to ensure a lack of constancy in Nonconformists, likely resulting in future 

generations of Dissenters disagreeing with the positions defended by their 

predecessors.52  His prediction proved true.  

 
The Rule of Scripture.  For Peirce, the first Rule for determining truth was the 

“Holy Scriptures,” which were “the only Rule to Protestants, and the Dissenters will 

not hearken to another.”53  Only arguments from Scripture would be considered by the 
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Dissenters, and any claims from the “Sentiments of Men” or “what Men have thought” 

were irrelevant to the controversy.54  Sounding much like his puritan predecessors, 

Peirce assured his audience in the second Letter that the Bible provided the essentials 

of religion, and these were not too difficult for the laity to determine without pastoral 

guidance.55  The definition of ‘Christian’ was integrally tied to the Rule of Scripture, 

and arguments from other “Testimony” were to be given little regard.  Expressing his 

desire for the church to be defined by Scripture, in an ecumenical moment Peirce even 

appealed to Wells and the Church of England to “Set the Door [of the Church] as 

Christ and the Apostles left it, and then blame will lie on those who do not come in on 

either side.”56  For Peirce, Scripture was the “Weapon we desire may be us’d in this 

Controversie,” and “Scripture-Rules” and “Scripture-Arguments” were the foundation 

for all determinations of appropriateness in worship, church order, and all theology.57  

As Peirce succinctly stated, “Every Christian’s Religion should be in his Bible.”58 

 
The Rule of Antiquity.  In his early pamphlets, Wells had extensively argued his 

case from history, “the Custom of this Country,” and “logick.”  Noting his own 

previously compelling arguments on prayer and preaching, Wells admitted that his 

points “though not drawn from Scripture, yet ought to be of Great Moment or Weight 
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with Dissenters (if they would Act steadily to any sort of Principles.)”59  History was 

on his side.  Wells initially was content to argue that the locus for the debate over the 

validity of Presbyterian ordination was the sixteenth century: “For the Question is Not, 

Whether such as were called Presbyters in the times of the New Testament, had the 

Power of Ordination; but . . . whether such as were called Presbyters at the time of the 

Reformation, had the Power of Ordination.”60  At the outset, at least, Wells recognized 

the weakness from arguing from the “Ambiguous” or “promiscuously applied” use of 

the word presbyter in the New Testament and made his strongest point from more 

recent history and from the universality of the three-fold ministerial order in the late 

Middle Ages.  Only after asserting this case did he then turn to the discussion of the 

ministry in the New Testament and early Christianity.61 

Wells’s early arguments from ecclesiastical history assumed the primacy of 

prelates (bishops) over presbyters (priests) prior to the fourth century.  Evidence of 

these “Primitive Bishops” from the “Ecclesiastical History of those Early times” 

demonstrated the precedents of valid episcopacy from “Primitive History.”62  This 

Primitive History was compelling evidence as it was not besmirched by later Roman 

innovation and duplicity.  The corruption of the Church by the see of Rome “did not 

begin in the World till a long time, to wit, above two or about three hundred years after 

the Reign of Constantine the Great.”63  History was on the side of Anglicanism and 
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episcopacy; the aspersions cast by Dissenters evinced their “Scandalous Ignorance, as 

not knowing More of Church-History themselves” or base malice.64 

 
Antiquity and Scripture.  Despite his endorsement of Scripture as the only Rule 

and his encouragement that every Christian might disregard extraneous, non-biblical 

evidence, Peirce’s earliest arguments for a two-fold ministry responded to Wells’s 

claims by employing the writings of Church Fathers including Justin Martyr, Ignatius, 

Theodoret, Augustine, Jerome, Tertullian, and Chrysostom.65  Peirce noted, “And tho’ 

we do not make any thing to be our Rule but the Scriptures, yet where that appears so 

clear, we think the Testimonies of the Antient Authors, as Clemens Romanus, and 

Polycarp, are not inconsiderable, [and] . . . Ignatius also.”66  Peirce’s familiarity with 

patristic sources was not surprising.  It has been established that the young Peirce 

would have been acquainted with the Fathers by John Nesbitt, and as a student in 

Utrecht he had evinced his knowledge of Justin Martyr and Clement of Alexandria in 

Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692).67  Furthermore, 

Peirce’s approach likely was influenced by Herman Witsius who had maintained that a 

univocal tradition was missing in the Fathers of the church, and that even the witness 
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of Justin Martyr, the supposed disciples of the apostle John, must be harmonized with 

the scriptures, experience, and other sources of Tradition.68 

Although Peirce had decried any other Rule than Scripture, he operated with a 

‘Rule of Antiquity’, that hermeneutic of proximity which placed the greatest authority 

on the oldest sources, an approach congruent with his method made explicit in 

Exercitatio Philosophica (1692), where that observation (or observer) which was 

closest to the original, whether it be the philosophy of Thales or the moon, most likely 

bore a greater expression of the truth.  The oldest was the purest.  Scripture was the 

oldest source.  The question that remained was not whether history could be binding 

evidence, but what history was substantial and what was its relationship to Scripture in 

polemics and in the Church.69    

The authority of antiquity in theological debate had an unquestionable 

Protestant heritage.  Renaissance humanism had espoused the ideal of ad fontes (“to 

the fountains,” i.e., attributing the greatest validity to the oldest sources) and reformers 

like John Calvin and Ulrich Zwingli had embraced the standard of antiquity in the 

construction of their theologies.70  The primitivistic hermeneutic of ad fontes within 

Protestant traditions paralleled the declaration of the supremacy of the authority of 

Scripture over that of the (‘traditional’) Church Fathers.  On the continent, Matthias 

Flacius Illyricus and the scholars in his sixteenth-century Magdeburg Institutum 
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Historicum, had composed the church histories, known as the Magdeburg Centuries, 

with an eye toward the authority of the oldest available authors: “tum Historicis tum 

Patribus aliisque scriptoribus.”71  Recent studies of English Nonconformist traditions 

have emphasized the role of biblical primitivism in their theology and polity.  

Dissenters claimed to ignore the traditional sources and sought to “recreate” elements 

of the New Testament church, and the Baptists and Quakers exceeded the 

Congregationalists and Presbyterians in the effort to reclaim, model, or reestablish 

what they perceived to be essential ancient Christianity.72  Demonstrating the varied 

usefulness of a primitivist argument was the case made by the puritans for presbyterian 

polity which, they maintained, was apostolic but also rejected the authority of the 

empowered and oppressive episcopacy.73  

The conflict between the authority of Scripture and that of the early Christian 

witnesses had a long history in England.  For example, the sixteenth-century bishop of 

Salisbury, John Jewel, had ardently defended the theology and liturgy of the 

Elizabethan settlement against other Protestants and Roman Catholics alike with 

arguments from Scripture and from the early Church Fathers.  Jewel was concerned 

with demonstrating the absence of precedents for Roman Catholic liturgy and theology 

in the most ancient sources.  According to Gary W. Jenkins, Jewel’s polemics 
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exhibited that he was “less interested in argument and more interested in scoring 

rhetorical points.”  The result was that Jewel failed to render a systematic Protestant 

English theology or a consistent treatment of the Church Fathers, who were 

haphazardly employed in his arguments.74   

A similar indictment may not, however, be lodged against Peirce in the Letters.  

Throughout his pamphlets, Peirce placed de facto authority in the oldest written 

sources.  The practice of primitive Christians was relevant, but only as recorded in the 

text of Scripture.  An oral tradition was irrelevant.  He declared, “The very Practice of 

the Apostles themselves is not any farther a Rule necessarily obliging us, than as the 

Practice is contain’d and set forth in the Scriptures.” 75  Peirce was unaware of any 

extant apostolic texts prior to the biblical collection: Scripture predated all other 

Christian writings.   

The witness of the Apostolic Fathers, however, was significant and the 

testimony of Justin Martyr, the first great apologist to attempt to relate Christianity to 

the culture and philosophy of the Hellenistic world, was central to Peirce’s 

understanding of the worship and practice of the Early Church.76  In the debate over the 

use of prescribed prayers, especially the Lord’s Prayer and the Trinitarian baptismal 

formula as found in Matthew 28, Peirce appealed to the letters of Justin Martyr as 

evidence of the lack of holy days except Sunday, the primacy of the Matthean 

Trinitarian baptismal formula over that found in Acts 10.48, and the absence of the 
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prescribed use of the Lord’s Prayer.  The integrity of the witness of Justin to the 

practice of the Church was demonstrated by the presence of the Lord’s Prayer in the 

works of the later Fathers, Tertullian and Cyprian, but the absence of such in those of 

Justin.  Peirce readily made an argument from silence.  Simplistic silence was more 

authoritative than elaborate expansion.  Justin Martyr was evidence for “the MOST 

EARLY times of Christianity,” and Peirce was willing to accept Wells’s argument if he 

could show him “a Testimony of the use of the Lord’s Prayer in any Author more 

ancient than Justin.”77  But even the witness of Justin, that Father who “liv’d near the 

time of St. John,” could not trump Scripture.  Although Justin mentioned the dilution 

of the eucharistic wine, and even though it seemed likely to Peirce that Jesus had done 

so out of Jewish custom and that it was “the Practice of Primitive Ages,” the ritual was 

not necessary as it was not intimated by Christ in Scripture.78  For Peirce, an argument 

from antiquity had an inherent weakness: there was always an older, truer source.  

Questioning the validity of the practice of bowing toward the altar, he concluded, “To 

say that [bowing was valid] . . .  in Conformity to the Primitive Church, signifies 

nothing; for the Question then returns, Whether the Primitive Church acted according 

to the Scriptures?”79  Antiquity could not supplant the Rule of Scripture. 

 
A New Taxonomy of Rules.  Forced by Peirce to establish an argument from 

earlier evidence from ecclesiastical history, Wells responded that although Scripture 

was the primary authority, it failed to provide explicit explanations of some matters.  
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Wells posited a new taxonomy of Rules, from which it might be seen that the silence of 

Scripture was answered by the tradition of ancient Christianity: 

That we are to Judg [sic] of these Matters only by the Scriptures, as the 
(Original or Primary) Rule, I readily Grant: But then I utterly Deny, that we are 
to Judg of the said Matters only by the Scriptures, in such a Sense, or so far, as 
to Exclude All Consideration of, or Regard to, the Practice of the Primitive 
Church in the Ages Next Succeeding, as being the Best Comment on the 
Scripture-Rule (and so a Secondary Rule) in Disputable Cases, and more 
especially in such Cases, as relate to Matter of Fact.80 
 

The introduction of the nomenclature of “Primary” and “Secondary” Rules changed the 

rubric for evaluating the relative authority and function of Scripture and the witnesses 

and traditions from the history of Christianity. 

Wells had insisted from the beginning that Scripture had not addressed all 

matters related to faith and practice and that the lacunae neither had been unintentional 

or problematic.  These lacunae had been addressed by Christ having “entrusted the 

Government of his Church . . .  [so] that All Impositions, which Such his Servants think 

fit to make in things not Forbidden, are to be look’d upon and obeyed as Christ’s own 

Impositions.”81  Thus, Wells had to defend episcopal ordination as his argument 

depended upon apostolic succession.  Yet, Peirce’s case appeared to have forced Wells 

to consider the lacunae to be more troublesome and apostolic succession less 

conclusive.  Wells began to argue that matters not clearly defined in Scripture, i.e., 

“Disputable Cases,” were to be submitted to the witness of the early Christian 

communities and the documentary evidence of their practices. 
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Wells, moreover, agreed with Peirce on the authenticity of the earliest 

witnesses, claiming that the only reasonable hermeneutic for “Disputable Cases” was 

the application of his own Rule of Antiquity:   

It may well be supposed, that you will readily Allow what is most Reasonable 
to be Allowed to It, viz. that in Disputable Cases, where the Scripture it self is 
not Express on Either Side, there a Decisive Deference ought to be Allowed to 
the Judgement and Practice of the Primitive Christians, who Conversed with, or 
Lived nearest, the Sacred Writers, and so had Better Opportunity of Knowing 
the True Meaning of the Sacred Writings, than We can have at this Distance; 
and having such Opportunities can’t but in Common Charity be supposed to 
make a Right Use of Them, unless plain Evidence can be brought to the 
Contrary.  This is not to mistake the Comment for the Text, nor to Confound the 
Text by it; but it is the only Rational Way to Come at the True Meaning of the 
Text.”82 

 
Thus, Wells’s hermeneutic recognized the authority of the Primary Rule of Scripture, 

but in disputed matters or in the silences of Scripture which appeared to make the 

Primary Rule absent or uncertain, the considerations could only be “Rationally 

Decided” by making the Secondary Rule of ancient documentary evidence the de facto 

Primary Rule! 83  An ideal argument bore evidence from Scripture and historic 

Christianity.  Wells argued for the single leadership of a church (and thus against 

congregational or presbyterian polity) from the example of the early Church in Acts 15 

and from the episcopal churches of antiquity.  Evidence was to be “fairly gathered 

from the New Testament it self, and [was] confirmed by the Joint Testimony of 
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Antiquity.”84  The scholar, dependant on “Common Charity” and being “Rational and 

Pious,” assumed continuity between the witnesses of the early Christian communities 

and the extra-canonical expressions of the most ancient believers.   

 
Peirce’s Use of the Taxonomy.  Peirce responded to Wells’s new categorization 

of Rules by integrating them into his own argumentation. Presenting his most articulate 

exposition of his authorities in the last two Letters, Peirce insisted that the “Primary 

Rule” of Dissenters in matters of polity and practice was Scripture, and the “Secondary 

Rule” was “primitive Practice” or “antiquity”:85   

I have not said any thing, from whence it can be Inferr’d, that I am for 
excluding all Consideration of, or regard to Primitive Practice.  I care not how 
much is allow’d to it, so it be only consider’d as a Comment, and we do not 
mistake it for the Text of the rule it self, or do not confound the Text by it.  In 
short, to speak plainly my Mind, where the Scripture goes before them, I am 
well pleased with an Illustration and Comment from their Practice; But since 
the Scriptures are allow’d to be the Primary or Original Rule, I hope we may 
Correct the Secondary one, which has only the Nature of a Comment when it 
differs from it, either contradicting it, or vouching for any thing not to be found 
in it.  The Will of God in all these Matters is our Rule, and the Holy Scriptures 
are therefore our Rule, because we are sure they contain a Revelation of the 
Will of God. . . . And I think God will never blame Men for keeping to the 
Primary Rule, tho they act against the Secondary one: Since he has not giv’n us 
in the Primary one an Intimation of any other Rule we are to go by.86 
 

Again, in the eighth Letter, Peirce contended that Presbyterians had “clear Scripture-

Arguments,” that superseded any subsequent Christian witness.  Being the revelation of 

God, the Scriptures were the “best rule for our speaking, as well as judging of Things.”  

Any differences between the primitive practices of the Church and those expressed in 
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Scripture were made clear by Peirce’s reiterated rubric: “I never allow the Secondary 

Rule any Place where it differs from the Primary One.”87   

Assuming the primacy of the canon, Peirce had to establish a hermeneutic for 

Scripture.  Peirce’s interpretive method was the “easy and natural Sense of the Text.”  

Indeed, he contended, “I desire the Reader to observe, whether our easie and natural 

Interpretation, does not make this Text better agree with the next, than his [Wells’s] 

precarious and strain’d one will do.”88  Peirce’s approach was shaped by his “desire to 

think freely, and to have my Judgment biassed [sic] with a regard to no Party, but as 

they agree with the Truth.”89  Like Peirce’s arguments from ‘sense’ in Exercitatio 

Philosophica (1692), the meaning of the Scriptures was self-evident when they were 

considered in textual contexts.   Conformists, however, contrived difficult and varied 

interpretations.  Their multiplicity of understandings of biblical passages, ironically, 

was not derived by each person interpreting the Scriptures by himself, but when “Men 

leave the easy and natural Sense of a Text, and are forcing out another.” The variety of 

interpretations by the Conformists assured Peirce of the valid elucidation of the text by 

the Dissenters who (presumably) were more unified in their understanding!90   

Peirce’s confidence in the authority of Scripture and his own ability to derive an 

accurate comprehension of the Truth was tempered by the diversity that he observed in 

Scripture.  Denying the necessity of praying the “humane Form” of the Lord’s Prayer, 

Peirce noted that the evidence of the differences in the evangelists’ record of Christ’s 
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words, “shews they designed not to give us an exact Account of his very Words.”91  

Wells had admitted the variety in the records of the Lord’s Prayer in his arguments 

against Dowley, attributing the differences to the existence of records of two separate 

articulations of the prayer by Jesus and the complications of the translation of Christ’s 

words into Greek.  The diversity in forms did not negate that the prayer was a divinely 

appointed “Form.”92  For Peirce, the differing accounts in the New Testament did not 

require such a complicated explanation: The accounts simply were “not the very Words 

and Syllables, but only of the Matter and Substance,” a veritable “Summary Account of 

his Prayer.”93  This conclusion, which will be considered later, was profound, and it 

potentially opened Scripture to innumerable interpretations. 

 
Ancient Simplicity.  Inherent in Peirce’s Rule of Antiquity was the assumption 

of a rule of simplicity and a problem of silence.  Citing the syncretistic nature of 

Christianity in its first centuries, Peirce concluded that the “Humour of adorning the 

Christian Religion with an Heathenish Dress” resulted in new ceremonies created “to 

take off the Prejudice of the Gentiles, against the Simplicity of the Institution.”94  Like 

his argument for a stark text of Lucretius, Peirce contended that Dissenters had “the 

Primitive Christians on our side” as the earliest Christian evidence pointed to an 

unadorned Christian liturgy.95  History was stratified, and the least complex was likely 
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the original form.  This was not an uncommon supposition as there was a considerable 

focus on primitivism at the time.96  Peirce noted the atmosphere of the era: 

You know we live in a busy Age, and there is a great deal of Curiosity abroad 
in the World, in enquiring into the Reasons of things and in Men’s spending 
their Judgments on them.97   

 
Cartesians and empiricists alike were all seeking the original causes of things.  That 

Peirce was directed toward the pure past at Utrecht and Leiden was clear, but there was 

at least one other contemporary influence that must be considered.   

That Peirce was exposed to and approved of the works of Isaac Newton (1642-

1727) has been established.98  Connections between Peirce’s thought and that of 

Newton are tenuous at best, but so very suggestive.  Peirce’s focus on simplicity was 

redolent of Newton’s perspectives on the examination of nature in his Principia, a copy 

of which Peirce owned while studying in Leiden.99  Newton, the empiricist, maintained 

a reductionist hermeneutic that concluded that nature sought “simplicity.”  In the 1687 

edition which Peirce owned, Newton had contended that the first Rule or “hypothesis” 

of reasoning about nature in the course of investigating its phenomena was that nature 

was simple and efficient, not enjoying superfluous causes: “Causas rerum naturalium 

non plures admitti debere, quam quae & vera sint & earum Phaenomenis explicandis 

sufficiunt. Natura enim simplex est & rerum causis superfluis non luxuriat.”100  Indeed, 

                                                 
96 For a summary of the Early Modern emphasis on antiquity and its classical Christian origins, 

see Carter Lindberg, The European Reformations (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1996), 4-8. 
 

97 Peirce, Letters, 7:18. 
 
98 See, Chapter Three, note 146. 
 
99 E. N. da C. Andrade, “A Newton Collection,” Endeavour 12, no. 46 (April 1953): 70. 
 
100 Isaac Newton, Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica  (London: Joseph Streater, 

1687), 402.  Newton expanded the rule in 1713: “Dicunt utique Philosophi: Natura nihil agit frustra, & 
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when Peirce approached the sources of history (as Newton did nature) he assumed a 

simplistic origin, devoid of unnecessary explanations.  Such an approach would assume 

an “easy and natural Sense of a Text” and a defining hermeneutic principle of 

essentiality of simplicity. 

 
The Problem of Historical Silence.  Edward Wells challenged Peirce with his 

own application of a Rule of Antiquity.  Wells contended that it was reasonable to 

assume the historical witnesses contemporary to the construction of the New Testament 

had the best understanding of the “right” order of Christian ministry.  Thus challenged 

by the Rule, Peirce responded that indeed Presbyterians had two ancient sources, 

Clemens Romanus (Clement of Rome) and Polycarp, who had supported the two-fold 

order.101  But the strongest argument was not the presence of the explicit endorsement 

of a two-fold order or formulaic prayer, it was the absence of such.  Regarding 

formulaic prayer, Peirce demanded, “If the Obligation be so constant, how comes it to 

pass that through the Acts of the Apostles we find no mention of it, nor in the most 

early times of Christianity?”  Furthermore, he insisted, there was no mention of the 

“Manner and Order of their Worship by Justin Martyr, in his 2d Apology.”102  Peirce 

summarized his position in the eighth Letter: “If we find the thing in After-times, and 

                                                                                                                                              
frustra sit per plura quod fiery potest per pauciora.  Natura eim simplex est & rerum causis superfluis 
non luxuriat.”  Isaac Newton, Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, 
1713), 357. 
 

101 Peirce, Letters, 8:18.  Wells retorted, “I flatly Deny that they are Any Witnesses of the 
Twofold Order, as shall be shewn, whenever you please to produce the Passages out of their Writings, 
which you erroneously take for such Testimonies.”  Despite Wells’ prodding that Peirce had not 
produced a response in the last two months, Peirce would not make a reply to this last fusillade from the 
controversialist.  Wells, The Invalidity of Presbyterian Ordination, (1707), 19.   
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do not meet with it in the Original Constitution [Scripture], we may be assur’d, that it 

had its beginning afterwards.”103  Absence of a thing spoke just as strongly as its 

presence. 

Insightfully, however, Peirce realized that the historian and theologian were 

both handicapped by silence within sources.  Peirce replied regretfully to Wells, “Some 

who have the greatest Opportunities, do not make the greatest Use of them.”104  

History, historians, and historical writers were not to be trusted fully, not because of 

their infidelity to the truth, but because of their lack of exhaustive evidence. 

 
History’s Corruption of the Truth.  Integral to Peirce’s argument for the 

authority of antiquity was the perceived corruption of the Church after the completion 

of the canon.  In the argument over valid ordination, Peirce entertained only two 

possibilities for the source of church organization: “Divine Institution” or “the corrupt 

Notions of Men in after-Ages.”105   Furthermore, adulterated beliefs and ecclesiology 

had had a common residence for hundreds of years: the Roman Catholic Church.  

Peirce concluded that the attempts of the Conformists to deprive the Dissenters of their 

“Liberty” on religious matters might be an attempt to please “the Papists by some kind 

of Conformity to them.”  Any accord with the Roman church was unacceptable.  Peirce 

blasted, “the Church of Rome is, and for several Ages has been, idolatrous, and is 

certainly the most corrupt and impure Communion of any in the World.”106  The 
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Church of history, therefore, was contaminated and engendered inconsistent evidence 

for theology and practice.  Furthermore, for those who attempted to identify the 

watershed between early, genuine Christianity and that flawed institution that followed, 

Peirce had nothing but ridicule.  He derided attempts to place the contamination of 

papal usurpation in the seventh century.  Noting that although the exact date of the 

corruption was impossible to identify, Peirce insisted that accommodation and 

modification had increased “the farther we come from Scripture-Times.”107   

Like the observers of the moon, the distance between the source and the 

telescopic lens was too great to make complex conclusions!  As De Vries had argued, 

determining truth was a matter of “proportionality” (approportionatum) and “nearness” 

(propinquus) to the font.  Distance (remotus) led to misconstrual.  A hermeneutic of 

proximity demanded that the first two centuries of Christianity were more useful for 

producing witnesses consistent with his interpretation of the New Testament, and 

Peirce focused on the Apostolic Fathers for support.  He contended, “Nor indeed is 

there any thing in the most ancient Writers, which all things consider’d, do’s destroy 

our Opinion.”108  For Peirce, Presbyterian polity was to be “believe[d] on Evidence of 

Scripture and Antiquity.”109  Scripture and the purest Antiquity were not at odds. 

Peirce’s critique of the veracity of much of history created a conundrum 

regarding the usefulness and reliability of any history or Scripture.  Hypothetically, 

Peirce’s argument for a two-fold ministerial order might be weakened by the evidence 
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of a three-fold order older than Justin Martyr or, perhaps, older than the canonical 

Scriptures.  Furthermore, Wells replied that (assuming “Common Charity”) the 

“Unscriptural Office” of the priest who only preached and administered the sacraments, 

while perhaps explicitly absent in Scripture, would not likely have been invented 

“Knowingly, and Purposely in Opposition to the Divine Institution.”110  Wells argued 

that the office of priest/presbyter was not, in fact, a product of the division of the 

original office of bishop/presbyter, but a new office.111  Peirce’s assumption of veracity 

or authority only residing in the earliest sources demanded a hermeneutic of suspicion 

of all non-canonical written sources.  In opposition to Wells’s charitable hermeneutic 

which assumed continuity, Peirce assumed discontinuity between God’s word and 

human history. 

 
Scripture as Inspired History.  Peirce’s espousal of scriptural veracity was 

classically Protestant.  The difference between Scripture and Antiquity was inspiration.  

Peirce’s recognition of the Gospels as history written in a manner consistent with other 

historical accounts, namely composed to convince and with a focus on the interpreted 

“Sense” of an event, exposed his true argument for the authority of Scripture over 

history: Scripture was inspired and communicated the divine Will, and history did not.  

Scripture was the closest source to the fons of God’s Will, bearing the divine 

imprimatur missing in tradition or church history.   

Peirce assumed that “Inspiration” ceased after the apostolic age.  Arguing 

against the required recitation of the Lord’s Prayer, Peirce stated in his first letter that 
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as inspiration had ceased modern interpreters should apply their skills carefully to 

Scripture.  Regarding Luke 11.2, Peirce rhetorically upbraided Wells asking, “Who has 

giv’n him Authority to restrain this indefinite Particle [Οταν in Luke 11.2] . . . and to 

enlarge it at pleasure?”112  In his second letter, Peirce denied the validity of supposed 

invented rituals within the Church of England, reminding his readers that God had 

expressed his contempt in Galatians 4 and Hebrews 9 of the very ceremonies he had 

instituted and “uninspir’d Men” subsequently had placed another yoke by way of 

rituals upon God’s people.113  But Peirce understood the inspiration of God’s Spirit not 

to be limited to the apostolic age—it belonged to Dissenters and all true Christians of 

the modern era.  The assistance of the Spirit was to be sought daily, but even those 

ministers who knew the assistance of the Spirit did “openly declare and avow to their 

hearers, that they are no farther to be believ’d, than as that they say is contain’d in the 

Scripture, or by just consequence deduc’d from it.”114  The inspiration equated with 

infallibility had ceased with the writing of the canonical Scriptures, and the modern 

Christian, inspired by the Spirit of God, would never claim an authority outside of the 

dictates of Scripture and conclusions reasonably drawn from such.  

                                                 
112 Peirce, Letters, 1:7-8. 
 
113 Peirce, Letters, 2:24. 

 
114 Peirce, Letters, 2:45-46. 
 



 

283 
 

Peirce’s Early Hermeneutic of History in the Letters 

 
History as Rhetoric 

History and rhetoric were intertwined in the writings of Peirce.  Rhetoric was 

not to be avoided, whether in polemics, history, or sermons.  Peirce and Perizonius had 

both argued for the relevance of rhetoric in history and the practice of couching history 

in the language of the audience.  Arguing for a consensus among Dissenters for the 

appropriateness of “conceiv’d Prayer” (i.e., extemporaneous, non-formulaic prayer), 

Peirce asserted that the minister sought to maintain the attention of the auditors upon 

the prayer and preaching through non-formulaic speech.  Peirce was convinced that the 

minister “is most likely to have his Auditory seriously affected either in Preaching or 

Praying, with or without a Form, that is most so himself.”  Affectation was desired by 

God and the minister, and rhetoric was a valid device.115   Change could be 

accomplished by carefully chosen language:  

For my part, I never doubted of the Lawfulness of Preaching within-book, and 
the Dissenters are so far from judging the Doctor represents, that every Man 
uses his Liberty . . . [and] many of them Preach with-in-book. . . . Certainly it is 
lawful and useful, where it is done well, and renders a Person more acceptable 
to his Auditory.116   
 

Extemporaneous praying and preaching were not signs of being “spiritually Gifted”; 

they were, rather, effective means to achieve an end.  Rhetoric belonged in the 

pulpit.117   
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The evidence suggests that Peirce was successful in utilizing affecting rhetoric 

in his own pulpit.  In 1706, Peirce modestly stated that after preaching and praying 

before congregants who were not reluctant to voice their opinions, his extemporaneous 

prayers had not been “carp’d at,” even though he did not have “that Volubility of 

Speech and Easiness to express my self which many have.”118  After the passing of 

James Peirce, a less than complimentary source described Peirce’s abilities.  The 

Conformist John Fox complained that Peirce was not a fine preacher:  

[He] had a sort of cant in delivering them [i.e., his sermons] which pleased his 
hearers, because it chiefly affected the passions, and because he talked a great 
deal without notes. . . . His sentiments in religion were generally suited to those 
of the vulgar, and notwithstanding his genius, he seemed to go on in the 
common road with very great content.119   
 

The “common road,” however, was one which Peirce had seen as an effective strategy 

by the ancient authorities.  In Exercitatio Philosophica (1692), he had noted that 

Lucretius had employed repetition and literary enlargement because Latin did not 

supply a sufficient self-evident name for the substance, and such methods better 

explained homoeomeria in language most applicable to his Epicurean school.  This was 

the proper way to argue, i.e., in the language of the audience with examples that they 

would understand.120  Although the record of the rejected encomium for Peirce by the 

respected Dr. Benjamin Avery (ca. 1684-1764) dryly described him as having 

“discharged all the parts of his sacred office and . . . [being] equally celebrated for his 

accurate discourses in the pulpit,” the monument placed by Peirce’s congregants to 
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honor him proclaimed him “a rational, judicious, and affectionate Preacher.”121  Peirce 

was not reluctant to use rhetoric in the page or the pulpit.  

Just as a minister had the responsibility to move his auditors to an appropriate 

state of mind and to the correct conclusions, so the historian was to utilize accounts to 

convince, but not to manipulate.  Peirce’s commitment to using history rhetorically, as 

distilled and interpreted by the historian for a particular audience, has already been 

illustrated from his autobiographical account in the third and fourth chapters of this 

study.  This underlying perspective on history was communicated in the first Letter.  

Continuing his case against formulated prayers by contending that the New Testament 

Gospels did not communicate a precise account of the events that transpired and, in 

particular, words that were spoken, Peirce concluded, “Nor do I think any Historian is 

concern’d to set down exactly the very Words spoken by Persons, when they give an 

Account of their Discourses.”122  The “Account” of the evangelists was “sufficient” in 

so far as the authors “express the Sense of what Christ said.”123  This approach to 

history was congruent with the theory of Thucydides who maintained that it was 

difficult to remember the exact words of the speeches which he himself had heard or 

received through reliable authorities.  The great Greek historian concluded it sufficient 

to keep “as closely as possible to the general sense of the words that were actually 

used, to make the speakers say what, in my opinion was called for by each 
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situation.”124  Although Peirce never referenced Thucydides in his publications, one 

can only assume he was familiar with the historian and his methodology from his 

continental studies.   

 
The Authority of Reason 

Of course, rhetoric could be abused.  Peirce concluded the first part of the 

fourth Letter with assurances that he had exposed the poor arguments of Dr. Wells: “I 

hope the clear Evidence I have given of the Doctor’s continual Shuffling will be a 

warning to the common Reader, and may help him . . . to see through his Sophistry.”125  

Both writers slurred their foe’s work with the disparaging assessment of contemptible 

“Sophistry.”  As Peirce once replied, “Farther, as the Doctor charges me so frequently 

with Shuffling and Sophistry, I may not be amiss to give a little hint of the Doctor’s in 

this Place.”126  For Peirce, the derogatory designation had a couple of different 

implications.  In the third Letter, sophistry was the intentional misconstrual of a 

quotation so that the original “Sense” was lost: “Let the Reader judge, whether his 

[Wells’s] quite altering the Sense of my Words, and leaving out that, which would 

have discover’d my Sense, is any other than Sophistry.”127  In this case, Wells had 

failed to provide an authentic representation according to the “Sense” of the quote, 

unlike the evangelists or a good historian.  Peirce’s charge of sophistry also implied the 

intentional veiling of the truth or confounding of the reader through faulty logic.  
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Peirce also claimed that an argument based on “an Allusion or Similitude” was 

insufficient.128  In the seventh Letter, Peirce addressed the reception of the Letters 

among the Conformist and Nonconformist camps, concluding that the “Reader must 

judge whose is a pretended and whose a real Victory; and whatever boasts you [Wells] 

make of your Logick, yet there is very little of it appears in your Writings, but a sly 

Sophistry runs thro’ them calculated not to inform, but to choose the Reader.”129  In 

short, “sophistry” suggested an infraction against right rhetoric or right reason. 

In his first Letter, Peirce proposed his trinity of authorities: Scripture, 

Antiquity, and Reason.130  Both Wells and Peirce contended their arguments were more 

reasonable than those of the others, but the actual role of reason in Peirce’s 

hermeneutic was relatively underdeveloped.  Wells used “Common Reason” and 

“rationally” to justify his arguments as logical.131  In his A Letter From a Minister of 

the Church of England to Mr Dowley of January 1706, Wells defined the points of 

contention (such as kneeling at prayer, the validity of formulaic prayer, the inherent 

dangers of extempore prayer and preaching, and keeping public days of fasting and 

thanksgiving) and considered his conclusions to be rational and to be “Sufficient 

Proof,” even concluding “the inference to be deduced” from the (questionable) 

evidence he had marshaled to be convincing.132  In A True Copy of March 1706, Wells 

argued that Dowley’s conclusion that it was not safe for Dissenters to engage 
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unabashedly the Established Church was inherently contradictory to the supporting 

document, Thomas De Laune’s Plea For the Non-Conformists, which Dowley had sent 

to Wells.133  Wells contended, 

Had I never enjoy’d the Happiness of an University-Education, yet my own 
Natural Reason would of it self have Enabled me to Discover the Falseness of 
your foregoing Argument.  And I dare say you were Bred at a Separate (if at 
Any) Academy: forasmuch as from your way of Arguing all along your Letter, 
it may be well inferr’d, that you are a Dissenter from the Established Rules of 
Reason as well as Religion.134 
 

Logic and training were missing on the Dissenting side! 

Throughout his pamphlets, Wells was adamant that the application of “Logick” 

would lead the reader to his side.135   Claims that his arguments were reasonable were 

ubiquitous.  He appealed to “the Testimony of Common Reason,”136 and “undeniable 

and self-evident Truth,” 137 and to conclusions that were “rational to suppose,” 

“reasonably supposed,” or simply “Reasonable.”138  The debate began to focus on logic 

and reasonable argumentation in Peirce’s third Letter of December 1706, where he 

repeatedly accused Wells of sophistry.  Upon Wells’s request, Peirce presented a series 

                                                 
133 Several editions of Plea for the Non-Conformists, complete with a preface by Daniel Defoe, 
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of theses in December 1706, and Wells responded in January 1707 by presenting his 

own Theses and arguments against those of Peirce.139  Wells declared this system of 

debate to be “the most Convenient Method for the Benefit of the Reader” so that “it 

may more Clearly appear on which side the Truth lies”; Peirce believed it to be “after a 

Mathematical Manner, which is a Method I do not dislike for my self.”140  Wells would 

maintain this method of presenting and supporting theses for the remainder of the 

debate.  Reason demanded acceptance of the three-fold ministerial order and the 

hermeneutical key of Tradition interpreting Scripture.  In his final salvo, The Invalidity 

of Presbyterian Ordination (1707), Wells declined having to restate a defense of the 

three-fold order as a recent publication had done so with “Great Clearness and Rational 

Evidence Proved both from Scripture and Antiquity.”141  The “Rational Way” to deal 

with disputed areas in Scripture and thereby derive “the True Meaning of the Text” was 

to consult the Secondary Rule, i.e., the most ancient sources.142 

Throughout the Letters, Peirce used ‘reason’ (aside from the explicit reference 

to the ‘trinity’ in the first Letter) in reference to an argument, a particular cause, 

purpose, or warrant for an argument.  Responding to Wells’s new methodology of 

debating theses, Peirce gave logic considerable attention in the seventh Letter.  

                                                 
139 For Peirce’s theses, see the fourth Letter in Peirce, Letters, 3/4:67-70. 
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Although Peirce alleged that he was not a trained logician, he had no problems 

identifying “Inconsistency or Contradiction” fatal to the Wells’s arguments: 

And tho’ I don’t boast of any great skill in Logick, yet the great Esteem and 
Value I have for it exhorts from me this humble Petition, that you who boast 
continually of your Skill in it, would not tempt Men by your Management, to 
think ‘tis an Enemy to good Sense and Civility, and a Friend to a Vain and 
Pedantick Captiousness.143 

 
Peirce’s strong and seemingly anomalous summary statement that Wells’s arguments 

were “contrary to Scripture, Antiquity, and Reason itself” in the first Letter implied 

that Peirce would, in turn, marshal the support of logical and consistent argumentation, 

as well as the right and consistent use of authorities, i.e., Scripture and examples from 

antiquity.144  Other than this singular statement, Peirce referred to reason as a rational 

faculty or an undergirding, universal logic—even in spite of its constant capitalization.  

The cause for the seemingly attenuation of reason to ‘logic’ will be explicated shortly. 

 
Ordering Peirce’s Hermeneutic of Historical Language 

 
The Problem of Language 

Essentially, Peirce’s arguments for a two-fold order and the validity of 

Presbyterian ordination as based upon Scripture were established upon his assumptions 

that there was an integral veracity in language, that words in construct carried a 

particular or singular “Sense,” and that language (like any artifact, whether conceptual 

or tangible) inevitably falls prey to human contamination over time.  Just as history 

was stratified and the historical fons was the purest description of an event or teaching, 
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so words fell subject to degradation from their original meanings and “Men in after-

Ages, when they used that Word, might intend to express a confus’d Idea they had 

form’d in their minds.”145  Confusion was a natural, if undesirable, result of language 

in history.  Eventually the word (the sign) was separated, having become remote, from 

the original meaning (the thing signified).  The Word was distanced from the “Idea.”   

The quotation or sentence divided from the “Sense.”  In Peirce’s system of Truth, the 

words of Scripture were the only sure source as they faithfully gave witness to the 

“Sense” of “God’s Will.”  The connection between the divinely communicated verbal 

signs and the divine “Sense” was guaranteed only by the divine inspiration of the 

Scriptures.  The entire system of communication depended on the Divine prerogative.  

 In the particular argument over the order of ministry, the chasm between the 

fons of the Sense of Scripture and the practice of the historically errant Church could 

be closed by simply reclaiming the Sense of the fons.  Not only had the post-

Constantinian church fallen into error, but even the Church of England in more recent 

times had evinced the separation of ‘presbyter’ from that which it signified.  Peirce 

contrasted the “Old” and “New” Church in England, identifying the confusion over the 

word ‘presbyter’ with the “After ages.”146  Unlike the “former age,” the “latter age” 

was characterized by the loss of the scripture-meaning of the ministerial order.147  The 

not always perceptive Wells properly summarized the situation, when he stated, “the 

Sense of Scripture [was] . . .  that which is Disputed, [which] can’t therefore be brought 
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for a Proof.”  In his Dr. Wells's Theses Against the Validity of Presbyterian Ordination 

Proved to Hold Good, Numb. II and III (1707), Wells concluded that the Sense of 

Scripture in relation to “presbyter” had been irrevocably lost due to its ambiguous 

usage in the New Testament; the truth, however, could be derived by consulting the 

earliest documents related to Christian practice.148  Peirce, however, was confident that 

he could reassign or “correct” the proper scripture-meaning to the sign from analyzing 

the intratextual context of the sign.149   

And therefore [I] shall farther add, that the Holy Scriptures, as a Revelation 
from God, are the best Rule for our speaking as well as judging of things; and 
such has been the Deference which Christians have ordinarily paid to them, that 
where the Scriptures have fixed a Religious sense on a Term, they have in using 
that Term in Religious matters, design’d to express the sense.  Unscriptural 
Terms admit of a greater Variation, as the word Sacrament, &c.  But tho’ 
Scriptural Terms have been misunderstood, yet I think the design of those that 
used them, was to use them in that sense they though the Scriptures did also.150 

 
Scripture, as the Word of God, was the best rule for determining the meaning or the 

thing signified by the linguistic sign. 

For Peirce, the word “presbyter” and “bishop” were not multivalent in meaning, 

but designated one thing, one office, one divinely instituted set of powers.151  This 
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Good . . . Numb. II, passim; Dr. Wells's Theses Against the Validity of Presbyterian Ordination Proved 
to Hold Good . . . Numb. III, passim; The Invalidity of Presbyterian Ordination, (1707), 15-16. 
 

149 Peirce, Letters, 3/4:73. 
 

150 Peirce, Letters, 7:9. 
 
151 “That the word Presbyter signifies in the Scripture any one, who is rightly ordain’d to such a 

particular Sacred Office, and therefore all those who in after Ages are rightly ordain’d Presbyters, are the 
same Officers for kind, with those particularly and personally call’d Presbyters in the New Testament, 
and so are really call’d Presbyters in the New Testament.”; 8:10: “And it then must follow, that the Word 
Presbyters signify’d the same thing, really and truly, in after-Ages, that it did in the New Testament, and 
consequently, that ‘tis by the New Testament and not by the imperfect Notions of after-Ages, we are to 
judge the State of the Office.” Peirce, Letters 7:6-7. For a summary of Peirce’s position, see Theses I-XII 
and XVIII-XX in Peirce, Letters, 3/4:67-69. 
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approach, however, was somewhat divergent from Peirce’s interpretation of λόγον as it 

appeared in Matthew 21.24 and Luke 20.3 in the debate over formulaic prayers.  In the 

first Letter he argued for multiple meanings of the words דבר and λόγον.  The word דבר 

signified “primarily a word, [but] is put often to signifie a thing.”  Peirce contended 

this varied interpretation based upon the translation of דבר  by the writers of the 

Septuagint and upon the evidence of “other Authors.”152  Apparently drawing a 

distinction between the words of Luke and Matthew and that of ‘presbyter’ in Acts 20 

or 1 Timothy 4, Peirce attributed the source for the controversial sign ‘presbyter’ and 

its thing signified to be the divine Christ, the veritable fons, not the historian-

evangelists.  If one gives order to Peirce’s theories, the sign was ‘presbyter’ and the 

divinely appointed office, and thing signified was the power annexed by God to the 

named office.153  That humans later misidentified the sign with an office of less power 

or even with a completely different office and power did not negate the divinely 

appointed language and the divinely appointed office.  The divided offices of bishop 

and presbyter were one, 

according to Divine Institution. . . .  And therefore the whole Matter does 
depend on the Divine Institution, and not on Ecclesiastical History, since ‘tis by 
the Divine Institution we are to correct the Mistakes of After-times.154   
 

Peirce contended that the misuse or misconstrual of ‘presbyter’ in the centuries 

following the generation of the New Testament was unintentional, a mere 

misinterpretation, and likely was an honest attempt at trying to follow the scriptural 
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sense of the office and word.  By asserting such, Peirce undercut the idea of the 

development of tradition and the ability of later generations to add to the New 

Testament revelation.  Modifications were misunderstandings based upon the 

foundation of Scripture—the very source of revelation for the Church.  Human 

mistakes did not separate the sign from the thing originally signified, as the signifying 

was accomplished by God!155  

 
The Problem of Origins 

The essential issue being debated was the question of origins.  According to 

Peirce, his Age was focused on “enquiring into the Reasons of things,” and both 

Cartesians and Aristotelians were seeking certainty in their judgments of these 

“Reasons.”156  The substantial difference between the two schools of thought was the 

source of truth.  Peirce’s perspective in the Letters reflected his enduring resistance to 

‘reason’ being the foundation of ideas and his support for an external font for truth, 

viz., divine revelation in the inspired Scriptures.  If the origin of truth was reduced to 

human derivation (as radical Cartesianism threatened), then truth would necessarily be 

historical and subject to degradation.  The supernatural root of truth, however, 

exempted it from the process of corruption (which Peirce had recognized as early as 

1692) that affected all natural things.  Divine revelation was the thing signified by the 

sign of Scripture, and James Peirce was reluctant to consider this special sign to be 

historically conditioned or ‘distant’ to the thing signified.  The words of Scripture 

could be observed just as objects under a microscope, and accurate conclusions might 
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be drawn by the careful analysis of the subject in its own context—in this case, the 

canonical texts.  If Wells feared that the Dissenting principle of ‘liberty of conscience’ 

would lead to a pervasive subjectivism, Peirce was convinced that the unique origin of 

the thing signified would yield a consistent elucidation when properly interpreted.    

 
The Historical Rub 

Yet, Peirce had a problem.  The problem was that of history and histories.  

Based upon Peirce’s own depiction of scriptural accounts as histories, he constructed a 

text that was immutable and revelatory, yet inherently interpretative in its creation.  As 

Peirce contended in the first Letter, “The Evangelists, tho’ they all agree in the Sense 

and Matter of his Prayer, yet set it down with such a difference of Expression, as shews 

they design’d not to give us an exact Account of his very Words.”157  The Gospels (and 

if Peirce was consistent, Acts) were true and authoritative in their “Sense,” but 

representations of what had actually occurred.  The events underlying the accounts 

were not irrelevant, but apparently were not as important as their descriptions.  It was 

the words of Scripture that were authoritative and expressive of the Will of God.  Non-

biblical historical sources were more germane the closer they were to the construction 

of the New Testament text, but inherently valid insofar as they agreed with the biblical 

text, or at least Peirce’s interpretation of such.  The Bible as history was a sign for 

which the thing signified was not the events or speeches recorded within it, but a sign 

for the divine plan understood by Peirce.  The questions remained as to how biblical 

and non-biblical history were to be understood consistently, what was the proper 
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hermeneutical approach to yield the right interpretation of history, and what was the 

positive value of history apart from the scriptural text. 

 
English Dissent: A Voice for Wider Protestantism 

In Remarks of 1719, Peirce used a history to disabuse his audience of rumors 

about his radical past, to demonstrate his Englishness, and to reveal his respectable 

education and social connections.  As Peirce defended Dissent and his position as a 

Presbyterian minister in 1707, he was similarly concerned to establish his 

respectability. As a Dissenting Protestant, he was keen to confirm his connection to the 

continental Reformation traditions; as a Dissenting Englishman, he was anxious to 

define his identity in regards to the Interregnum, Restoration, and Glorious Revolution.  

Significantly absent were references to his education in the Netherlands, his Dissenting 

ancestry, and his connections within British society. 

 
The Characteristics of English Dissent 

Peirce’s language in the controversy lacked the precision so desirable for 

analysis, but he unquestionably divided the English religious landscape into partisan 

camps.158  In the first letter, Peirce identified the antagonists as Dissenters and 

Conformists, Dissenters and Churchmen, and Nonconformists and Conformists.159  

Edward Wells had begun the published controversy with his rebukes of Dissenters in 

his parish in his Letter . . . To A Dissenting Parishioner and then of Peter Dowley, “A 

                                                 
158 Although the Union of Scotland and England was enacted in May 1707, Peirce did not use 

the term “British” in his Letters, nor did he frequently use it in his later works.  Peirce was consistent, 
however, in the employment of “English” and “Scottish” in his references to the different peoples, 
churches, and realms. 
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Dissenting Teacher of the Presbyterian Or Else Independent Perswasion.”  Peirce’s 

defenses of Dissent, however, attempted to circumvent the question of whether Dissent 

was fragmented, and challenged the definition of Dissent as only “Independent” or 

“Presbyterian” by focusing on the commonalities of Dissent and upon the role of the 

individual.  But for Peirce, Dissent was not homogenous.  Referring at times to 

“Common Dissenters”160 or to the “Generality of Dissenters,”161 Peirce claimed that 

Dissent was inherently diverse.  In the third Letter, Peirce admitted that Dissenters 

were “not all of one Mind, but some have more Latitude than others”; yet, general 

opinions could be derived.162  Reflecting the matter of the debate with Wells, Peirce’s 

Dissenters were identified by their theological principles, liturgical practices, and 

political orientations, not by their social status.   

So who were Peirce’s Dissenters for whom he expended such energy in 

defense?  For Peirce, Dissent had identifying characteristics.  Dissenters were 

Sabbatarians, but loosely defined as such.163  Dissenters believed that “God himself has 

appointed one day weekly for the thankful Remembrance of his Mercies.”164  Peirce, 

however, did not name the day of the week, (although he claimed “every first day of 

the Week is holy to the Lord by his own Appointment”), thereby providing the smallest 

room for the inclusion of Seventh-Day (Sabbatarian) Baptists.  Regarding other holy 

days, Peirce’s Dissent held only the days explicitly established in Scripture to be 
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binding.  These days might include only Good Friday, Easter, Holy Thursday, and 

Pentecost.  As evidence against the validity of other holy days, Peirce cited his friend 

William Whiston’s Harmony of the Four Evangelists (1702).165  The pollution of the 

calendar, the institution of unbiblical holy days, and the “considerable damage to our 

Holy Religion” were the results of the syncretism associated with “the Change of 

Religion in the Roman Empire.”  As evidence that the holidays and martyrs’ feasts 

were later additions, Peirce appealed to the absence of references to such in the 

writings of Justin Martyr.166  Simple silence was definitive. 

 
Inclusive Dissent.  The diversity of Dissent, however, was limited: Dissent 

included only those who rightly interpreted Scripture, i.e., those who maintained a 

Presbyterian polity or extensively qualified episcopacy.  Due to the blending of polities 

in the wake of the Restoration, Dissent was comprised of Independents and 

Presbyterians.167  According to his Rule of Scripture (which Peirce confessed, “I 

resolve to keep till I can find a better”), only the broad catholic Church and particular 

churches had divine approval, and there was no mention of a “National Church” in the 

                                                 
165 “They think they have good reason to believe that God did not intend we should observe any 

such religious Days as Men have appointed, because they find not that he has given us in his Word any 
Account of the Time when the things themselves happened. There are but four that we can fix to the 
exact Time and Day of the Year to which they belong, and they are Good-Fryday, Easter-day, Holy 
Thursday, and Whitsunday . . . and that two of these happening always on a Lord’s day, they think them 
holy enough by virtue of God’s Institution, and wonder why any Distinction should be set upon these, 
since every first day of the Week is holy to the Lord by his own Appointment.” Peirce, Letters, 1:23.  By 
referring to Whiston’s “Harmony,” Peirce likely was referencing A Short View of the Chronology of the 
Old Testament and of the Harmony of the Four Evangelists which had been published in London in 
1702. 
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New Testament.168  At least in the first Letters, Peirce understood the scriptural polity 

to be that of independent churches, so “that every distinct Church in those several 

Countries, had a full and compleat Power of Government within it self.”169  As his 

views evolved away from Congregationalism, Peirce’s idea of Presbyterian polity was 

revealed as being relatively “high” with little involvement of the laity in the 

government of the church.  Stepping outside the confines of Dissent, Peirce was willing 

to accept an idea of “Church” to be that which was “not larger than can be well 

governed in all Matters by one Presbytery, made up of all the Presbyters in that 

Church” who met regularly to govern the church.  Peirce reminded Wells that this 

‘flexible’ definition was “only in my own Name” as there was not sufficient scriptural 

evidence for this model.170 

James Peirce vacillated on the relevance of his defense to Dissent.  At times he 

averred the individuality of his opinions, as when he proclaimed the liberality of his 

own liberality in the pursuit of the ‘original’: “What I perceive to be the Truth I 

embrace, whether by Independents or Episcoparians; and all that know me, know I 

have a Latitude in all those Matters.”171  Yet, he also concluded that his views were 

acceptable to other Nonconformists.  Responding to Wells’s claim that he had again 

misrepresented his fellow Dissenters, Peirce maintained, 

I profess I know no Dissenter, whether Presbyterian, Independent, or 
Anabaptist, who will say so . . .  And they can have no Reason to say, that I 
have misrepresented them, who never pretended to make any Representation of 
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their Opinions at all, but only of such Opinions as were more generally held 
among the Dissenters; and therefore I doubt not but upon Consideration, their 
Anger will be pacified, especially since I leave it most freely to them to make 
what Representation they please of their own Opinions.  But this I can say, that 
my Representation has been favourably receiv’d among all those differing 
Perswasions so far as I could ever hear.172  
 

Peirce believed that Dissenters were diverse, bearing different opinions, but unified in 

their commonly held theological tenets and practices.   

 
Ecumenical Dissent.  Peirce’s consistent reference to “Presbyterians and 

Independents” and to the “Headship of Christ” in the first letter demonstrated the 

ongoing influence of his Independent youth, and his recent association with 

Presbyterianism.173  The exclusion of Quakers and the marginalization of Baptists (or 

Anabaptists) in his definition of Dissent seem not only related to polity but also to his 

hope for comprehension in 1706 and 1707.  In the second Letter, Peirce stressed that 

Quakers “while they continue Quakers” would not be able to join with any other “set of 

Christians.”  As for Baptists or “Anabaptists,” Peirce believed that they would never 

gain comprehension, although “their Opinion [on infant baptism] alone would not 

hinder me from holding Communion with them.”174  Peirce asserted that the 

Independents and Presbyterians, however, could be amenable to joining the Church of 

England if changes were enacted: 

If Churches were reduc’d to their Primitive Size, and Subscriptions in dubious 
Matters were not requir’d, and pretended indifferent Matters were left 
indifferent, and Presbyterians were allowed their due share in the Government 
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of the Church, our Difference wou’d not long remain anything near so wide as 
it is at present.175 

 
 Again, in the fifth Letter, Peirce reminded his readers and Wells that despite the 

differences between Dissenters and Anglicans, comprehension was not 

unconscionable: “But I think our Differences are so small,” Peirce stated, “as that they 

may easily be accommodated.”176  Despite the schism between the Church of England 

and the Nonconformists, Peirce believed that the historical commonalities were 

obvious when compared to the “other” of the Quakers or Roman Catholicism: Peirce 

wrote, “I own the Difference vastly greater between us and Quakers or Papists, than 

between us and you.”177 

 
Reasonable, Tolerant Dissent.  Peirce took up the gauntlet extended by Wells’s 

postscript in A Letter  . . . to Mr Dowley (1706) which had ridiculed Dissenters’ 

inconsistent defense of toleration.  For Peirce, the toleration that Nonconformity 

championed was one integrally tied to freedom of worship and the reasonable 

interpretation of Scripture.  Peirce’s Dissenters were convinced of the Truth, and were 

not swayed by “implicit Faith, and blind Obedience.”178 His criticism of “implicit 

faith” would become strident in the next decade as he argued against the common 

doctrine of God.  In 1706, Peirce defended an incipient view of Enlightened Dissent in 
                                                 

175 Peirce, Letters, 2:21. 
 

176 Peirce, Letters, 5/6:19.  Martin Sutherland asserted that “all prospect of a broad, nationally-
unified Church of England was gone” by 1705.  Peirce’s comments (unless empty rhetoric) evinced 
continuing willingness to countenance comprehension, even if the possibility of comprehension was 
unlikely.  Martin Sutherland, Peace, Toleration and Decay: The Ecclesiology of Later Stuart Dissent 
(Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2003), 10. 

 
177 Peirce, Letters, 5/6:12.  For other differences between Quakers and Dissenters, see Peirce, 
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178 Peirce, Letters, 2:42 
 



 

302 
 

which Nonconformists were rational, and perhaps empiricist, in that that they were 

“very much dispos’d to see, with their own Eyes, and to believe no Doctrine any 

farther than they see the Proof of it, and to own no Authority without some good 

Reason to convince them of the Rightfulness of it.”179  Here then was a reasonable 

religion, convinced by good logic, serious observation, and the right use of the 

authorities! 

In the second Letter, Peirce provided his most thorough treatment of the 

“Liberty of Conscience” which Wells had identified as a malicious tool of the 

Dissenters to avoid their spiritual and civil duties.  As previously mentioned in the 

fourth chapter, Peirce averred that all people were granted the right to choose, and that 

this responsibility was not dictated by scriptural proof but by natural law.  The duty of 

decision was “one of the unalienable Rights of every Good Subject.” 180  The Liberty of 

Conscience that was applicable to the right worship of God, however, was a different 

right.  This liberty was that granted to Christians to free them from the “Yoke of the 

Levitical Law,” but placed them under the “Law of Christ.”  This same liberty when 

coupled with the command in 1 Thes. 5.21 to “prove all things,” made it necessary that 

every individual accept the responsibility for trying all things heard (or read) against 

the standard of Scripture.  The authority of a self-professed spiritual or ecclesiastical 

guide was secondary (at best) to the individual’s conscience and rational 

examination.181  Peirce reminded Wells of his overriding hermeneutic of suspicion and 
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the necessity of being convinced by a good argument, not told the truth: “For I am of a 

mighty suspicious Temper, and am much afraid you have told me wrong.”182  This 

conscience was “every Man’s immediate Guide,” but was not infallible.  The 

conscience had to be informed by Scripture, and the individual was responsible for 

duties presented in the “written-Law of God.”  It was a sin when those things that were 

“Lawful and Necessary” as dictated by Scripture were not performed; it was also a sin 

to perform those things simply because one was told to do them, not having been 

properly informed and persuaded by Scripture!  Other things, however, were only 

“Lawful, and not Necessary” and one did not incur guilt if one failed to perform them 

having been convinced by one’s conscience and observing “the Rules of Charity.”  

Determining and performing that which was lawful but not necessary and that which 

was lawful and necessary was the responsibility of the individual.  This responsibility 

was predicated on the obligation of the individual to resist the enslavement of the 

conscience to the “Dictates of any un-inspired Persons,” but rather to inform properly 

the conscience by consulting the sole authority, Holy Scripture.183  Congruent with this 

liberty and responsibility was Peirce’s “easie and natural Interpretation” of Scripture, 

which might be achieved by all people.  

In this way, Peirce defended the Liberty of the Conscience from base 

subjectivism, but allowed for freedom in the identification and performance of those 

things deemed lawful but not necessary.  Thus, Peirce argued that a good God would 

allow “Men of different Communions . . . [to] agree in the Faith which is necessary in 
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order to their being united to Christ, by virtue of which Union to him, as their Head, 

the whole Church is one.”184  The Christians who believed “all the Doctrines, and obey 

all the Rules of the Gospel” would be accepted by God.185  As a result of the latitude 

extended to all, Peirce maintained that he was reluctant to judge the “Presbyterian, 

Independent, Episcopal, or Anabaptist” who “professes to believe, and do all that is 

requir’d in order to Salvation” and does not disparage his proclamation of faith by a 

“wicked Life.”  Peirce was willing to hold this “Man” in honor, love, and 

communion.186   

Peirce never clearly articulated what was required for salvation (although he 

frequently mentioned what was not required), but he implied that the Scriptures 

promised that “believing every thing Reveal’d in the Scriptures, and obeying all the 

Commands of Christ” would save a person (from what or to what he did not explain), 

but he insisted that obedience was necessary, as was “the Necessity of Faith and 

Holiness.”187  Of course, the qualification of believing and doing what was required for 

salvation allowed Peirce the opportunity to reject some theological perspectives and 

individuals. 

 
Suffering Dissent.  Dissent was a suffering phenomenon.  In the first Letter, 

Peirce declared, “‘Tis the Glory of the Dissenters that they so long suffer’d.”188  That 
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the Church, the “one Spiritual House,” had been divided was a crime, and Peirce 

placed the greatest onus of this separation upon the Established Church, which had 

ejected those ministers who according to “their Principles are now by the Bartholomew 

Act render’d utterly incapable of any Service in the Church.”189  Having affirmed that 

Dissenters “own no Head but Christ, and avow not any thing, because said by such a 

Man or by such a Synod,” Peirce defended the ejected ministers (in the usual 

Dissenting fashion) as having been expelled “not for refusing Obedience to any one 

Command and Institution of Christ, but only for refusing to obey some Commands of 

their own, which our Ministers think they can’t do consistently with that Obedience 

they owe to Christ.”190  These principled Dissenters had been “violently and unjustly 

thrust out by our Brethren, [but] are willing again to return to them, and have all along 

shown it, tho they will not suffer us.”191  St. Bartholomew’s Day, 1662 was the moment 

that defined the Dissent of Peirce’s lifetime, and the subsequent decades were 

understood according to the “long Train of Sufferings patiently endur’d” by peaceable 

Nonconformists.192  In the end, it would require the “Relaxation” of the “Terms of 

Communion” by men of charity to bring a conclusion to an era of limited freedom.193   

 
Orthodox Dissent.  Despite his calls for toleration (and just separation) so as not 

to wound convicted, informed consciences, Peirce clearly believed that there was 
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orthodoxy, or right belief.  There were those things that were necessary to be believed 

and practiced for salvation.194  Indeed, Christian Liberty of Conscience and the 

principle that “no Man, or Body of Men, are the Standard of Truth” might, when 

improperly applied, lead to tendentious tenets that would not be held by the majority, 

the orthodox (albeit a word Peirce rarely used in the Letters.)  Thus, Peirce rebuffed 

Wells’s claims that he (Peirce) spoke for all Dissenters.  For Peirce, there were 

“Persons whose Cause I do not undertake, and in whose Opinion the Cause of the 

Dissenters is not concern’d.”195  This distinction was congruous with the difference 

between the “Protestants in General” and the aberrant positions held by the 

“Munsterians, or by the Socinians, &c,” two groups he would address three years later 

in Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium (1710).196   

Socinianism and Arianism were perceived to be the greatest threats to 

orthodoxy within both the Dissenting and Anglican communities.  Socinianism had 

found an English following in the seventeenth century, with adherents including Paul 

Best, John Biddle, and Thomas Firmin.197 Jonathan Edwards provided a contemporary 

summarization of the threats in his attack on An Exposition of the Thirty-Nine Articles 

of the Church of England (1699) by the latitudinarian Gilbert Burnet, bishop of 

Salisbury and a favorite resource of Peirce: 

And in this [i.e., that God was to be the “sole object of Divine adoration”] he 
hath the concurrence of all good Protestants, except Socinians and Remonstr. 
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(by whom I mean only Episcopius and his followers) and those who attempt to 
revive the Heresies of Arius and Nestorius, who by the Fathers were justly 
charged with Idolatry: the first for worshipping a Creature; for such the Arians 
accounted our Savior, tho a Divine one: the latter for adoring a Man who was 
honoured with the presence of the Godhead which dwelt in him.198 

 
Arianism conceived the Son of God to be a being, generated in time and intermediate 

between God and the rest of Creation. Socinianism, one of the errors (along with 

Arminianism) attacked by Independent Stephen Lobb in 1697 and, according to 

Herman Witsius, the ruinous result of championing human reason over the authority of 

Scripture, advocated a Christ that was neither pre-existent nor truly and inherently 

divine.  Both positions appeared to undermine the traditional scheme of substitutionary 

atonement for humanity.199    

“Munsterians,” “Munsterites,” or just “Anabaptists” were pejoratives frequently 

tossed about from the sixteenth through the eighteenth century in England, and they 

were used to implicate unsavory religious movements with the radical Anabaptists, 

whose political and theological—including Christological—heterodoxy was made 

famous by the debacle at Münster in 1534 to 1535.200  Yet, it was a modern Arianism 

that would prove the most popular in the eighteenth century.201   
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For Peirce in 1706, heresy was to be despised, but heresy was not endemic.  

“Heresy” was best used to describe an opinion and not a person.  Heretics were not 

necessarily the absolute enemies of the Truth; they were just mistaken in their 

application of the principle of Liberty of Conscience.  In fact, Peirce seems to be 

uninterested in “heresy” and “orthodoxy” in the Letters, explicitly referencing as 

“Herticks” only the Gnostics and Arians, and then when in response to Wells having 

first applied the appellation.202  Peirce best explained his position in a poignant allusion 

to “Aerius.”  Arius was a heretic because he was an Arian, but Peirce points out “that 

all Epiphanius pretends to refute in Aerius was Heresie. . . . Aerius the Arrian, I detest 

as an Heretick; but as an Asserter of the Truth concerning the identity of Bishops and 

Presbyters, and an Enemy to the gross Superstition of his Time . . . I respect him.”203  

For Peirce, “poor Aerius” had been condemned rightly by the Council of Nicaea for his 

heresy, but this condemnation did not apply to his “other Opinions.”204 

 
Right ‘Protestant’ Belief.  Peirce understood right belief to be consonant with 

Protestantism.  Essential to his parrying of Wells’s accusations was the identification of 

English Dissent with continental Protestantism, thereby giving the controversy 

international relevance.  Peirce denied being the champion of English Dissent: he 

merely was one voice among many Protestants who were consistent with the Sense of 

the New Testament, committed to historic principles of reformation, and calling for 

toleration for all authentic Protestants.  For Peirce, the very Principle of Dissent (i.e., 
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no one person was the standard of Truth) was the “receiv’d Opinion of Protestants in 

General.”205  Liberty of Conscience under the Law of Christ required individual 

reflection; the submission to the parish priest on matters of doctrine and scriptural 

direction, upon which Wells had insisted, was “a Principle very contrary to the main 

Foundation of Protestants, and the Rule of the Apostle, Prove all things.”206   

According to Peirce, the Protestantism of Dissent was not restricted to England; 

it was an expression of international Christianity, which Wells’s theology threatened.  

In response to Wells’s claims to a positive reception of his works in Ireland and 

England, Peirce expressed no surprise.  Instead, he reminded Wells of the larger 

European audience, particularly readers in Reformed churches “whose Ordinations 

your Theses pretend to nullify.”207  Despite his attempts to project English Dissent as 

having a common polity and cause with continental Reformed Protestantism, Peirce 

was very reticent in making references to noted scholars from Geneva or Germany.  

Peirce admitted that he held “Mr. Calvin’s Memory” in high regard, but he disagreed 

with Calvin’s arguments against extemporaneous prayers.208  He also recognized the 

importance of Calvin and Luther as precedents for a “bare presbyter” ordaining.209  

Systematic treatment of Reformation theology was absent. 
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Loyal Dissent.  Despite his ecumenical language, Peirce declared that there 

were those who did not deserve toleration, viz., Roman Catholics.  Although Peirce 

countenanced communion with a diversity of Christians, interaction with Roman 

Catholicism carried the threat of divine punishment.  The Roman Church was 

“acknowledg’d to be idolatrous, and the most impure and corrupt Communion in the 

World.”  Thus, Peirce opined, “I think it therefore clear . . . that God has given several 

express Commands to avoid Communion with her, lest we be Partakers in her 

Plagues.”210  The plagues of Catholicism went beyond the human innovation that 

pervaded the Church throughout the centuries; Catholicism threatened the very fabric 

of England.   

The enemy of Britain, the freedom of conscience granted by nature, and 

Protestantism was Roman Catholicism, or “Popery,” which would have overcome 

Britain were it not for a union between the “Moderate Church-men” and the Dissenters.  

Wells had heavily hinted that an empowered Dissent would give life to another Civil 

War; Peirce declared this belief to be “spoil’d.”  The story that the Presbyterians were 

responsible for the execution of Charles I was the fiction told by teachers to pupils, and 

it was “notoriously false and unjust.”211  The Glorious Revolution, in which the 

Dissenters joined their efforts with the Church of England, was justified as it was 

proper for the people of England and their Parliament (the “Security of the Rights and 

Privileges of English Subjects”) to oppose a monarch, in particular a “Popish King,” 

who might act “against the fundamental Laws of the Land.”  The death of Charles was 
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enacted by a “Junto of Men” (not Parliament) who restricted the access of 

representatives to Parliament, broke “our Communion,” and proved themselves to be 

“Tyrants and Usurpers.” These tyrants were not synonymous with the Presbyterians!212  

Even in 1706, Peirce was distancing himself from the regicides and ‘fanatics’ 

associated with his heritage. 

Contemporary Dissenters were loyal to the crown, as it was now founded on the 

“those Principles” which Nonconformity had long defended.  They also were 

supportive of Queen Anne’s policies, and they detested the French monarch Louis XIV 

as he was a monstrous persecutor of authentic Christianity and a perpetual threat 

against “the Protestant Interest.”  As a sign of their commitment to the nation, many 

Dissenters also were willing to observe holidays called “on a National account,” but 

only if the leaders of the particular churches deemed such days appropriate.213  Peirce 

reminded his audience that the “Popish Cause,” moreover, was not in union with the 

Dissenters, but with the “Jacobites and High Church-men.”  The quantifiable success 

of Roman Catholicism by way of converts in England was directly tied to the 

restoration of the Church of England after 1660.214  The Anglican Church was not the 

“Bulwark of Reformed Religion” as Wells claimed.  In fact, “the Church of England, 

according to some Mens Dialect, is one of the most amphibious Creatures in the 

World.”  The nation of England, rather, was the Bulwark and the most powerful 

Reformed country, giving considerable support to the “Protestant Cause.”  The 
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Protestant Cause and Bulwark, however, would only be strengthened if the England 

would follow the Principles of Dissent!215 

In the end, Peirce chose not to respond to Wells’s further attempts to continue 

the controversy.  In the eighth and final Letter, Peirce claimed that Wells had failed to 

respond fully to his challenges, and as he expected Wells to continue to render the 

same arguments in future exchanges, Peirce warned the reader that he likely would not 

respond.  Yet, anticipating another text from Wells, Peirce concluded by expressing 

thanks to him for “the few good Words you have now and then given me,” and giving 

his forgiveness for “the many hard Words and dis-ingenuous, but causeless 

Reflections” bestowed on him in the debate.  His last wish was that no controversy 

might ever impose upon his “Charity.”216 

 
Some Considerations . . . of the Abridgment of the London Cases, 1707-1708 

Published on the heels of the Letters between Peirce and Wells, Some 

Considerations on the Sixth Chapter of the Abridgment of the London Cases (1708) 

presented an argument to a new audience for the authentic and consistent Christianity 

of Dissent.  The treatise challenged a published defense by churchmen of mandatory 

baptismal practices, particularly the making of the sign of the cross on the forehead of 

an infant.217  Initially compiled by Thomas Bennet in 1699, the An Answer To the 
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Dissenters Pleas for Separation, Or An Abridgment of the London Cases had proved so 

popular as to justify having been printed in four editions by 1708.218  The goal of this 

publication was, according to Bennet, “to be of some Service at least towards the Cure 

of those Divisions, which have endanger’d the Ruin of the Best Church in the 

World.”219  Thus, Peirce began his investigation of this liturgical practice, with its long 

history in the Eastern and Western churches, for the stated purpose of bringing “Peace 

to the Church.”  He noted, however, that his peace would not occur until offensive 

rituals and customs had been removed from the Church.220   

In Some Considerations (1708), Peirce continued his apologetic campaign for 

the right of Dissenters to hold themselves separate from the Church of England based 

upon their objections to practices within the Church which they deemed unscriptural 

and therefore unnecessary.  In the first half of the book, Peirce set out to demonstrate 

that these required practices had insufficient scriptural warrant for their necessary 

inclusion within the liturgy of the church and that arguments from “Tradition” and 

“Custom” (i.e., from Church tradition and ecclesiastical history) failed to provide a 

convincing case due to inconsistencies in the historical record or the unorthodox nature 

of the writings to which the Church had appealed.  The second half of the treatise was 

dedicated to determining the exact role of the sign of the cross in the contemporary 

baptismal ritual of the Church of England.  Peirce argued that the rite actually 
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functioned as a sacrament according to the accepted definition, and was therefore an 

innovation to Reformed theology and bore similarities to the multiplicity of sacraments 

and sacramentals of Roman Catholicism.  Despite the importance of the last half of the 

treatise, attention will be given to Peirce’s use of history and Scripture in the initial 

portion. 

While comprehension seems to have been an unlikely outcome from the 

publication of this piece, criticism of this ritual could have been crucial as a winning 

case might stem conformity to the Church by Nonconformists concerned for the 

welfare of their children.  Furthermore, Peirce’s comments in the preface evinced an 

interest in quelling the seemingly polite practice of private baptisms (without the sign 

of the cross) by latitudinarian priests, a seemingly innocuous act but one that might 

encourage occasional conformity among Dissenters.221 

 
A Continuation of the Letters 

Some Considerations (1708) was a new work, but also an extension of the 

controversy with Wells.  Familiar themes from the Letters dominated Some 

Considerations: the primacy of Holy Scripture, the validity of Scripture based on 

divine inspiration, the utilization of the secondary rule of Antiquity, the belief that the 

oldest source was less corrupt than a newer one, the rejection of liturgical practices not 

explicitly present in biblical texts, personal responsibility and right to choose one’s 

own religious practices, a hermeneutic of the ‘easy sense’ of a text, and an aversion to 

heresy.  Yet, incipient themes were developed considerably in this later work, 

including a strong hermeneutic of suspicion, an intense focus on the textual criticism of 
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historical works, cynical assumptions regarding the motivations of historical (or even 

modern) characters, a marked rejection of miracles as anomalies outside of biblical 

times, and the compulsion to expose “Custom,” “Oral tradition,” and ecclesiastical 

history as potential frauds.  Some Considerations (1708) addressed a more erudite 

audience than the Letters, one that could be convinced by textual criticism, one familiar 

with theological and historical allusions, and one capable of following nuanced 

arguments.   

From the epistolary evidence, Peirce clearly was composing the text of Some 

Considerations (1708) before he wrote the seventh and eighth Letters (1707), and may 

well have been writing the treatise for some years as editions of the An Abridgment of 

the London Cases had been in circulation for seven years before the letter from John 

Evans in 1707 inquired as to the publication date of Peirce’s riposte.  Matthew Clarke’s 

letter to Peirce from November 1709 referred to the desired return of his copy of 

Lactantius’ De Mortibus Persecutorum of which Peirce had made considerable use in 

Some Considerations.  Unfortunately, Clarke’s vague reference to having “lent you 

[the book] some Time since” did not clarify the timetable for the production of the 

text.222  The postscript to Some Considerations, however, directly addressed the recent 

publication of Wells’s Dr. Wells's Theses  . . . Proved to Hold Good . . . Numb. IV in 

late 1707, and Peirce’s refusal to carry on the published contest.  For the sake of 

continuity, the postscript, although apparently composed later than the body of the text, 

will be considered first. 
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In the postscript, Peirce stated that the publication of Some Considerations 

(1708) had been prompted by the opportunity to respond to Wells’s Numb. IV (1707).  

Despite asserting that he did not “think it worth a particular Answer,” Peirce went on to 

write a four-page summary of the controversy.  For Peirce, the dispute had reached an 

impasse because the contestants could not agree on the foundational “Rule” for the 

debate.  In summary, Peirce provided the most coherent description of his hermeneutic: 

I am for that Rule which is given by Inspiration of God, and is sufficient to 
make the man of God perfect, throughly [sic] furnished for every good work; 
and for comparing one Scripture with another, to determine the meaning of 
it.223 

 
According to Peirce, Wells had failed to accept the Rule, having determined that 

Scripture was too obscure, and had turned to the “Notions and Practices of the most 

ancient Writers.”224  The contest was at an end. 

Regarding the debate over ministerial orders, Peirce asserted that the biblical 

descriptions of the churches in Ephesus and Jerusalem supported a two-fold ministerial 

order of which the office of the presbyter/bishop was later split in twain.   Even though 

he disparaged Wells’s return to ancient sources, Peirce submitted the testimony of 

Irenaeus, “an ancient Writer” as corroboration for the two-fold order.  He concluded 

that if the “Notions of the times” could not be used as a standard for the debate (as they 

apparently could not), “we must then come to the Scriptures.”225 

Peirce closed the postscript (and his debate with Wells) with several notes on 

the poor behavior of the churchman as a debate partner, claiming that Wells had 
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employed “notorious Misrepresentations, base Calumnies, uncharitable Censures, and 

damnatory Sentences.”  Peirce’s final sentence called upon the words of yet another 

ancient Father, Cyprian, reminding his opponent (in the words of the Latin text) that 

Wells would be responsible when he stood in judgment in the court of Christ for his 

own letters and for having been shown the truth.226   Edward Wells would attempt to 

interject himself back into the controversy with a commentary on Peirce’s Some 

Considerations.227  His attempts appear to have been ignored by Peirce. 

 
Debating History 

Unlike the Letters, Peirce primarily engaged his enemy on the battleground of 

church history and theology in Some Considerations (1708).  Peirce understood that he 

was writing to a new audience and in a new fashion: 

But I am sensible, that a great part of the Case, and of this Answer to it, will be 
lost, with reference to those who look for their Religion only in their Bibles, 
and who have not Ability or Opportunity to inquire into the Opinions and 
Practices of those that lived in ancient times.228 
 

Peirce’s principal audience was not simple Dissenters (if there were such), but the more 

learned members of the Church of England and Nonconformity.  One might expect that 

the delay in the publication of the text (when compared to the celerity with which the 

Letters were produced) was a product of his care in manufacturing a treatise replete 
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with references from ecclesiastical commentators and modern historians and with the 

requisite sidenotes. 

The allusion to those who found their religion in the Scriptures does not appear 

to have been derogatory; on the contrary, Peirce persisted in propounding the supreme 

authority of Scripture in matters of salvation and worship.  He opened the preface with 

a challenge to those who “innovate in the Church of God, and introduce and impose 

Customs, of which we have no Footsteps in the Holy Scriptures,” and who have not 

established sufficiently their authority to create new and necessary practices.229  Peirce 

did not make an extensive argument for the authority of Scripture; indeed, Peirce’s first 

allusion to biblical authority, the “Footsteps in the Holy Scripture,” was a term first 

used by Wells and then utilized by Peirce in his rejoinder in the third Letter.230  

Building on the historical work of Dr. William Cave (1637-1713), Peirce concluded 

that the “Footsteps were so dark in the second Century” that no pure tradition of 

Christmas existed; furthermore, Peirce had questioned, “Now what can Man build on 

such Footsteps as these?”231  Like the keeping of traditional holy days, the Anglican 

Church had no recourse to “Scripture Proof,” as their evidence was derived only from 

“Custom and Tradition.”232  These two historical sources were insufficient for Peirce 

for the defense of “Faith and Practice.”233 
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As in the Letters (although with less clarity), Peirce explained that the authority 

of Scripture rested upon divine inspiration and that it was not a human artifact.  The 

writings of the Fathers were useful, but limited as their authors were human.  St. 

Cyprian, like the great leaders of the Church, was a brave man whose “great Holiness, 

Zeal, and most Christian Temper” would elicit respect from any Christian.  Cyprian, 

however, “had his blind side as well as other Men,” and his opinions were those of an 

uninspired person.234  In defiance of the practice of churches after the composition of 

the canon, Peirce contended “that Christ has left no uninspired Persons whatever Power 

to ordain and impose any such Ceremony as this is his Church, and so we cannot see 

what command of Authority will justify the Practice of it.”235  Furthermore, he 

explained that the actions of the magistrate to formulate and demand compliance with 

new (i.e., without scriptural warrant) forms of worship were void.  Anglican and 

Dissenting ministers, who had not taken an oath to administer the sign of the cross at 

baptism, should be free to exercise their liberty in choosing whether to follow the 

practice in baptizing congregants or parishioners.236 

 
Textual Criticism 

In Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea (1692), Peirce had 

attempted to distill Anaxagoras’s philosophy of origins by passing through the various 

modern editions of Lucretius to derive the most approximate statement of the ancient 

Greek’s understanding of the foundation of the universe.  Dismissing the work of 
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established scholars of the previous century and those of his own era, the young student 

at Utrecht delivered his own opinions on the ancient text.  At the basis of his arguments 

was the assumption that the simplest statement of thought was likely the most pure.  In 

the Letters, Peirce had turned to writings of contemporary scholars, like William 

Whiston and William Cave, to obtain a vision of the practices of Early Christianity and 

the development of its customs and ideas.  The arguments of Whiston and Cave 

provided the scholarly substance for the rule of simplicity, the stratification of history, 

and the inevitable corruption of human practices that permeated Peirce’s arguments. 

The serious application of the methods employed by Peirce in Exercitatio 

Philosophica had not been applied vigorously by him on his own authority to Christian 

texts until Some Considerations (1708).  In this latter work, Peirce exercised his 

assumptions about antiquity by questioning the authorship of relevant texts, discussing 

the possibility of glosses within works of otherwise uncontested origin, considering the 

orthodoxy of the writers at the time of composition, contemplating the psychological 

motivations for the telling of stories, weighing the veracity of events diversely 

described, and through these pursuits forming a theory of “The Reality of the Story.”  

The three best examples of his application of criticism to history were his discussions 

of the testimony of the writings of Tertullian, a reference from the works of Basil the 

Great, and his analysis of the famous conversion of Constantine.  
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The Case of Tertullian 

Peirce discredited the sign of the cross at baptism by asserting the practice did 

not have a precedent prior to the later writings of Tertullian.237  The use of the sign 

could not have been practiced in the apostolic era as there was no evidence for it in the 

Apostolic Fathers, most notably in the writings of Justin Martyr who discussed the 

baptismal rituals (which included the Trinitarian formula) of the Early Church.238  

Based upon his hermeneutical rules for antiquity, Peirce concluded that the orthodox 

Christian baptisms did not include the sign of the cross as late as “Twenty or Thirty 

Years before Tertullian.”  Thus, Peirce (who already has stated that he wished for a 

scriptural standard of worship) pled for “this most Primitive Practice, and Native 

Simplicity of God’s Ordinances.”239  He readily admitted that the sign was used by 

Tertullian, but such a model was not “a Rule for us.”240  The silence of the purer 

sources, so much closer to the fons of divine revelation, bore witness to right practice 

and right belief.  In particular, silence in the historical sources implied the absence of a 

thing, practice, etc. 

Secondly, Peirce delivered a coup de grâce by asserting that although 

Tertullian’s writings evinced the liturgical practice, these sources originated after 

Tertullian had turned to the heresy of the Montanists.  Based on the absence of explicit 
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references to the sign when Tertullian “remained Orthodox,” and the presence of 

numerous examples connected to writings (of presumed confirmed authorship) from 

the period of his association with the Montanists, Peirce drew the convenient 

conclusion that Tertullian had acquired the tenet from the unorthodox movement.241   

The Montanists, Peirce presumed, in turn had acquired the practice from the 

Valentinian Gnostics!242  The novel ritual was rooted in wrong religion.  Corruption 

had passed from Gnostic to Montanist to Tertullian to Cyprian to the African churches.  

Competition between orthodoxy and heterodoxy had led to an ‘arms race’ of pietistic 

and superstitious rituals yielding abhorrent error.243  Furthermore, as the practice of the 

sign of the cross at baptism did not have a precedent in unsullied Scripture, it was not 

as ancient “as some of those Corruptions for which we differ from the Papists.”244  By 

arguing for the sign of the cross, Anglicans had both perpetuated heresy and lost the 

right to criticize many elements in Roman Catholic liturgy. 

 
Against Reason.  Lastly, Peirce insisted that appealing to Tertullian, as the An 

Abridgment of the London Cases had done, opened the door to another ancient heresy 

and the erosion of the authority of Scripture.  Although the Latin theologian had 

acquired the practice of the sign of the cross from the Montanists, he was attempting to 

disseminate the heresy under the guise of an even greater danger—right Reason! 

It seems very probably that he is mentioned and endeavouring to recommend 
some Montanistical Customs; and it is not unlikely, that this is one of them 
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which he therefore puts last of all, that so by considering the rest before they 
came at this they might be the better prepared to digest it and to this purpose 
likewise I understand him, when a little after he tells us, that “whatever is 
agreeable to Reason becomes a Law, let who will start it; (i.e. let him be Friend 
or Enemy, counted Orthodox or Heretical) . . . . He tells us also, “That we are 
only to see, whether the Tradition be agreeable to right Reason, whoever is the 
Author of it; q. d. Have no respect of Persons, reject not any thing I plead for, 
because Montanus first insisted on it, only see whether that he, or any other 
Person says, be agreeable to Reason.245 

 
Tertullian had argued for the veracity of a practice, despite the controversial articulator, 

because of its congruency with Reason.  Tertullian had not only professed that reason 

was a standard of authority, but he had granted the primacy of reason over that of 

Scripture—this was the crime of the radical Cartesians.  For Peirce, creating new 

rituals on the basis of reason was inherently hubristic!  Could the Church, the children 

of the apostles, have grown wiser than its parents, least of all its Head?246  Thus, the 

witness of Tertullian, more than any other source, had to be discredited in the debate.  

He must be shown to have proposed a corrupted doctrine.  Ironically, by 1719, Peirce 

would have much in common with the thought of Tertullian which he had rejected ten 

years prior! 

 
The Cases of Origen and Basil 

Most notable among the other Fathers considered by Peirce were Basil and 

Origen.  Origen’s work was doubtful as the original of the treatise in question had been 

lost, and the extant texts might have been written by Rufinus, who notoriously had 

taken great liberties in translating.247  Peirce rejected the evidence from the relevant 
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texts of Basil as they were held by Protestants to be of doubtful authorship.  The 

passage in question, “a long and tedious Digression,” was likely an interpolation from a 

later author whose gloss was easily identified by being in contradiction to sentiments in 

the same treatise.248  Yet again, the argument for a cohesive ‘sense’ defined the original 

text.  Furthermore, Basil lived “too great a distance from the times of the Apostles” to 

render serviceable testimony of “Oral Traditions” of the Early Church.249  To accept 

Basil’s oral traditions would be equivalent to surrendering to two enemies: ignorance 

and Roman Catholicism.  Peirce rejoiced that it now was generally countenanced that 

“Ignorance is not the Mother of Devotion” and assent could be not be given to a 

practice simply because it was said to have been venerable.  Secondly, the acceptance 

of oral tradition as bearing the same veracity and gravity of the written tradition would 

gratify “our common Enemy,” viz., Catholicism.250  Besides, Peirce reminded his 

audience that Tertullian predated Basil, and since the suspect Tertullian had provided 

no mention of the sign of the cross in relation to baptism in his earliest works, Basil’s 

testimony was immaterial.251 

 
The Case of Constantine 

Peirce’s hermeneutic of suspicion was pronounced in his attack on the An 

Abridgment of the London Cases’s contention that Constantine’s vision, instructions 

from heaven to fight under the sign of the cross, and his subsequent victory indicated 
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the divine origin of the vision, and thus the integrity of the sign of the cross.  Peirce’s 

suspicion was on several levels.  First, he had “very little Faith in the Vision and 

Miracles” after the “Rule of our Faith being once fixed” and the canon of Scripture 

closed.252  Peirce refused to condemn all miracles in the witnesses from the Early 

Church, but he was convinced that more were “pretended than really happened.”  

Visions or portents were a convenient introduction by ancient historians of a great 

military triumph: Constantine, Constantius, and Licinius all were recorded as receiving 

divine signs.253  Miracles, Peirce opined, were useful for conversions within the first 

generations of Christianity, but were not necessary later.  God was quite able to work 

through the ordinary means of conversion through persuasion: Constantine’s education 

was likely favorable to Christianity, rendering a miracle unnecessary.254  Miracles had 

ceased.255  Contemporary miracles, those that claimed them, and those that recorded 

them were suspect (perhaps even by the churchman who appealed to them.)256 

Peirce was suspicious of motives, both those of the historians and those whose 

deeds they recorded.  Historians could be like Eusebius, who was, “rather a perpetual 

Encomiast of Constantine, than his Historian.”257  The basis of the story of 

Constantine’s vision was “Panegyrick,” in which it was “usual to amplify Matters, and 
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to make the most of them.”258  History was rhetorical.  Eusebius was more concerned 

with praising the emperor than “getting an exact Relation of Matters.”259  Evidence for 

Eusebius garnishing the real events was the absence of the vision in his Ecclesiastical 

History, although it was supposedly written a dozen years after the battle.  Surely, 

Peirce wondered, the story would have traveled from Italy to the Levant in that span of 

time.  It was clear “that the Story was trumped up afterward.”260  Again, the silence of 

the earlier source placed the later document in question. 

The motivations for creating the story were many, not the least of which was 

that it likely proved beneficial to Constantine as he struggled against other contestants 

for power.  Peirce alleged that the emperor sought favor with the growing number of 

Christians, who were a persecuted faction, and did so using “his best Endeavors to 

secure their most hearty Affection.”261  Constantine chose a vision of a cross because 

he likely observed the rituals of the fourth-century Christians, who were “abundantly 

superstitious,” in his father’s court and thought this “pious Fraud” would appeal to 

them.262   Employing rudimentary psychology, Peirce concluded that Constantine’s 

behavior as a “thorough Casuist” in the delay of his baptism until his last days was 

congruent with the manufacture of the vision for his own means, even if Christianity 

profited from it.263   
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In short, Peirce did not believe the story of Constantine’s vision.  His reasons 

were several: (1) the emperor was the only witness who testified to the event, (2) 

Constantine had proven under modern scrutiny to be a person of questionable 

character, and (3) the event was entirely to his advantage.264  Indeed, Peirce deduced 

that “there was too much reason to suspect, that the Story was mostly contrived after 

the Experiment had been made of the success of this Banner.”265  For his part, Eusebius 

would have been a better historian if he had interviewed other eyewitnesses.  Peirce 

made this judgment not based on ancient or modern historiography, but upon the 

biblical injunction to obtain more than one witness in a trial.266   

For James Peirce, the most apparent weakness of histories was that they did not 

agree.  After analyzing the details of the story from the histories of Gelasius Cyzicenus, 

Balforeus, Socrates, Sozomen, Philostorgius, Eusebius, Photius, Lactantius, and 

Nicephorus Callistus, Peirce determined, “There is not a perfect Harmony in the 

Accounts of all that relate the Story.”267  Further complicating the situation was that 

Peirce identified three of the authors as being contemporaries of Constantine and their 

records all disagreed in some part.268  Admitting the veracity of more than one of the 

sources proximate to the event would have undermined his hermeneutic (and his 

argument.)  Peirce assumed that the historians intended to maintain internal 

consistency in their works, and the contradictions between histories pointed to human 
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fallacy.269  By comparing the histories based upon their adherence to Peirce’s own 

logic, their internal coherence, and assumptions about God, Peirce determined that of 

the miracle stories that of Photius “seems to me better laid by the Author.”270  But 

Peirce still was not convinced that the “Reality of the Story” included an imperial 

cross-filled vision or dream.271  To obtain the real story of history, the critic must 

extrapolate the essential elements by comparing stories written contemporaneous to the 

events, consider the histories and their sources in their context of construction and 

social environment, derive ‘psychological’ motivations for the historical witnesses and 

the historians, and make logical conclusions from the known world of the critic.  In 

short, history was useful, but it was full of fables, frauds, and pretended stories. 

 
‘Going Up’ From Newbury to Exeter 

James Peirce published the first part of his magna opera in 1710.   The success 

of Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium (1710) is difficult to ascertain, although it seems 

that its Latin language may have stifled its general appeal in Britain.  It was not 

advertised like the Letters and Some Considerations, or like Peirce’s later sermons and 

apologetics.  The later translation A Vindication of the Dissenters (1717 and 1718) was 

more popular, passing through two editions and being placed in libraries on both sides 

of the Atlantic. 

Peirce’s reward for his labors on the behalf of Dissent came in 1713 with the 

invitation from the Presbyterian meetings in Exeter to assume the ministerial vacancy 
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at James’ Meeting left by the death of the aged George Trosse (1631-1713).272  Peirce’s 

commitment to defending publicly Dissent appears not to have been thwarted by his 

new preaching responsibilities as he produced no fewer than twelve different treatises, 

many being published sermons, between 1714 and the end of 1718.  Among these 

titles, An Useful Ministry a Valid One (1714), a sermon delivered to the Dissenting 

ministers of the Exeter Assembly soon after his arrival in Exeter, provides a window 

into Peirce’s understanding of Dissent and its antagonistic relationship with the 

Anglican Church during the pivotal last days of the reign of Queen Anne.273   

 
A Useful Ministry a Valid One, 1714  

A Useful Ministry a Valid One was delivered in the wake of the bill against 

Occasional Conformity (1711) and the day before the Schism Bill was proposed by 

Viscount Bolingbroke.  The Schism Act, which prohibited all Nonconformists from 

keeping a school, would be passed in June 1714 and its full enforcement was only 

prevented by Anne’s death in August.274  The audience for A Useful Ministry a Valid 

One, unlike those of the previously analyzed works, was composed of more than sixty 
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educated Dissenting ministers and candidates for ministry.  Peirce was preaching to the 

proverbial “choir.”  The sermon was so well received by the Devon crowd that the 

Assembly called for him to print the “excellent sermon.”275  Although the sermon did 

not contain a preface explaining the significance of the text in relation to recent events, 

the homily must have been topical as it appeared in at least three editions within the 

year and it marked the return of Peirce’s name, absent since 1708, to London 

newspapers.276 

Taking his text from 2 Cor. 3.3, Peirce maintained that the Dissenting churches 

were authentic expressions of Christianity based upon their commitment to hold to 

scriptural truths, their rejection of unreasonable worship, and their ministry committed 

to the conversion of sinners and the edification of Christians.  The genuineness of 

Dissent was demonstrated by the evidence of conversion, by the holy lives of both the 

congregants and ministers (particularly in comparison to Anglicans), that the purposes 

of ministry (i.e., conversion and edification) were being publicly fulfilled, the 

prosperity brought about by Christ within the churches, and the persecution from the 

world.  For Peirce, the greatest proof of the success of Dissent was that the conformists 

who “leave us ordinarily grow worse, and they who come over to us frequently grow 

better.”277  Consistent to his formation in Enlightenment empiricism, Peirce had hit 
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upon a formula based upon observation that could render dependable conclusions as to 

the authenticity of various groups claiming to be Christ’s Church!  This was an 

encouraging discourse for the local leaders of Nonconformity, but the message also 

included an exhortation to maintain a “plain common Christianity,” void of 

partisanship, and reinforced by lives lived according the standard of their faith, 

Scripture.278  In An Useful Ministry a Valid One (1714), Peirce presented a new method 

of arguing against the “world” for the validity of Dissent—consistent, holy Christian 

lives.  This was an “Argument from Success.”  This was an argument from experience. 

It was an argument suitable for an empiricist.279 

The underlying question of the sermon was how Dissent might demonstrate its 

legitimacy when rigorous argumentation and controversy had failed.  Peirce assumed 

that Christians (and all those who might be converted to right religion) had a liberty to 

choose the ministry under which they would sit.280  This liberty was so great, when one 

found “a Ministry agreeable to the Holy Scriptures, he may be satisfied in chusing it, 

without inquiring whether Fathers, Synods, or Magistrates approve it.”281  Thus, Peirce 

evinced his rubric for determining right religion: it must have rules and guidelines that 

make people holy.  Christianity based upon Scripture was the most effective religion 

from his experience.  He was convinced that the “Universal Holiness which is the 

image of God and Christ” would convince when argumentation and confusion over 
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“Mode and Ceremony” clouded one’s decision.282  Having been “assaulted with so 

much Violence,” Dissent and its ministry had to show the “Usefulness of it, humbly 

requesting our Adversaries, if they think fit, to put their ministry upon the like 

Trial.”283  At that critical time, Dissent must exhibit a ministry that evinced the work of 

Christ.  This was a gamble which history would prove was disastrous. 

 
Dissent and Scripture.  To achieve its purpose, Dissent must be founded on 

Scripture.  The biblical text was the “Declaration of his [God’s] Will in his Word,” a 

“sure Standard in the examining and trying every Doctrine,” the source for “our 

Religion.”284  Reminiscent of his language from the Letters and the preface of Some 

Considerations, Peirce asserted, “The whole of a Christian’s Religion is in his Bible” 

which was “Divine Revelation.”285  The opposition to the Dissenting ministry would 

only muster “weak and fallible Authorities” with little reference to Scripture.286  The 

advocates of Anglicanism led people from the Bible to “Fathers and Councils” simply 

because the people do not have the time or opportunity to examine properly the 

evidence.287  The Christian not only had the biblical injunctions as a guide and defense, 

but in an interesting twist on his scriptural hermeneutic, Peirce claimed that just as the 

biblical texts written by human hands signified the very message of God, so the people 
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of Corinth were God’s epistle, the very “signification of the Mind of the Writer,” 

namely Christ.288  The Christian was the sign pointing to the very mind of Christ. 

 
The Christian Example.  Being the “signification” of Christ was achieved by 

living a scriptural lifestyle.  In the debate with the world, Nonconformity could not 

contend with “Charms of Eloquence, and the Strength of Reason and Argument alone.”  

These weapons would never convince the sinner immured in lustful inclinations.  

Threats of judgment and promises of eternal reward convinced only for a while.  

Success came only through the work of the Holy Spirit through the example of the 

consistent Christian.289  The effective argument for Christians was the evidence of their 

conversion to a new life.290   

 
Persecuted Dissent.  The inevitable result of authentic life of the Christian was 

persecution.  The “Enemy of Mankind” was committed to hindering “the Success of 

the Gospel,” and his chief method was to encourage “Prejudices against the Persons, 

whom Christ is pleased to send” to facilitate the conversion of sinners.  The means for 

achieving the desired end was to attack the reputation of Christ’s ministers and to 

question their authority.291  Peirce drew a very thinly veiled parallel between the 

challenge faced by Paul at Corinth and those faced by Nonconformist leaders: Paul was 

forced to “vindicate his Authority” within the Corinthian church, defend his reputation 

against the attacks of supposed Christians, demonstrate his commission through 
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observable miracles, and argue against an “arrogant Pretender,” (a term used perhaps 

to elicit anti-Jacobite sentiments.)292  Corinth was a “City” between “two Seas,” a place 

of great trade in which “Wealth had fed . . .  Luxury, Intemperance, and 

Lasciviousness,” and the Christian converts were still surrounded by the “Contagion” 

of the adherents to the “old Religion.”  Surely, Corinth was the city of Exeter.  The 

parallels would not be lost on his audience.293  The “ordinary lot of God’s most faithful 

Servants” was persecution from the World.  The Christian, who was disenfranchised, 

must practice self-denial, trusting in the “Divine Power” to bring about conversions 

and change in people.294 

Peirce admitted that the success of the Dissenters would not look exactly like 

that of the New Testament apostles.  Consistent with his strong suspicion of miracles, 

Peirce admitted that Paul’s ministry had been validated by miraculous works done by 

God, but miracles had “long since ceased, and consequently cannot be the Marks of the 

true Ministry in the present Age.”295  No Protestant church claimed the continuation of 

miracles; only the Roman Catholic Church appealed to such “forgeries.”296  But some 

things were consistent with the Early Church, namely that success brought about by 

Christ, which could be identified by the number of converts and the improvement of 

these persons thereafter.297   
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To argue that success would be determined by increasing number of converts 

(or auditors) and their superior moral lives was full of jeopardy.  True Christianity 

exhibited an “Alteration,” as converts rejected the “Unreasonableness of the Worship” 

of idols, displayed a nobleness in conversation and behavior, and committed 

themselves to their “new Lord” and acted under a “new Law.”298  Peirce attempted to 

disabuse his hearers (and readers) of the expectation that Christian Dissent would be 

univocal or universally holy.  The Dissenters, like the church in Corinth, were an 

imperfect church, but “in the main, they were an excellent Church” worthy of 

commendation for following the teachings of the gospels.299  Peirce claimed that 

hypocrites were in all churches, but there were fewer in the Dissenting churches.300  

(One wonders how he might have substantiated such a claim.)  Furthermore, it was the 

responsibility of the Nonconformist ministers to guide their congregations.  The leaders 

were to be knowledgeable of Scripture, eject exposed hypocrites and ministers of poor 

repute, avoid partisanship among Dissenting denominations, exhibit and teach charity, 

and to inform through their sermons their auditors about the controversy with the 

Anglicans.301  (One might argue that his advice was followed in 1719 to his own 

chagrin.)  Most importantly, however, the ministers must instruct their congregations in 

the “great and essential Things of our Holy Religion, viz. The explaining and urging 

upon Men Repentance toward God, Faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, and a universal 
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Obedience to his Laws.”302  This was the Dissenting “Interest”: “plain common 

Christianity.”303 

A Useful Ministry a Valid One (1714) looked forward, rather than looking 

backwards.  At only one point did Peirce consider the history of Dissent when he 

vaguely alluded to the past ascendancy of “our Interest” and the resulting backlash of 

persecution that had crippled its success.  Yet, this decline was a judgment of God who 

permitted such antagonism to punish Dissenters for “sinking so much below the Piety 

of our Ancestors.”304  A similar threat was posed to the Dissenting Interest as it 

witnessed both success and persecution.  The challenge was to maintain the increasing 

numbers of converts, stem or at least discredit the conformers, and sustain a piety that 

would not evoke the punishment of God. 

 
Conclusion 

This chapter has offered a survey of some of James Peirce’s early works, 

focusing its analysis on the roles of Scripture, history, and reason in the apologist’s 

thought.  In an attempt to distill Peirce’s thought from disparate genres, this study has 

found much that was consonant with his education in the Dutch Republic: (1) Peirce 

continued to maintain a type of empiricism that denied radical Cartesianism by 

focusing on the acquisition of certainty from truth originating outside the self and the 

relevance of experience, (2) he supported a theory of “signification” in which the sign 

and the thing signified were integrally tied in the original, (3) he espoused a 
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hermeneutic of history that assumed all artifacts were subject to corruption, (4) he 

assumed that ‘originals’ were more simple than their progressively removed 

derivatives, (5) he concluded that silence in the sources inferred absence, and (6) he 

determined as a Christian that Scripture as divine revelation was immune to historical 

and textual criticism.   

Of particular importance to this study was Peirce’s hermeneutic of history 

which was essential to his arguments against the Established Church and for a 

Scripture-based (in his opinion) Christianity that rejected all authorities other than the 

Bible rightly interpreted.  The study of history bore witness to the fact that all things 

eventually suffered distortion, which increased the farther the depiction, symbol, or 

account was distanced from the fundamental subject, sign, or event.  Of the categories 

of primitivism identified by Lovejoy and Boas, Peirce’s hermeneutic most closely 

resembled that of “chronological primitivism,” particularly a modified “Theory of 

Decline and Future Restoration” based upon his assumptions of divine agency and 

revelation.  Peirce concluded that there was a discontinuity between human history and 

the history of divine revelation.  The inspired scriptures were exempted from natural 

corruption.  As God was the fons of Scripture, the literary signs of the words of the 

Bible were indivisible from the revelation signified.  As all literary works, social 

constructions, or intellectual formulations were subject to degradation the more remote 

they were to the source upon which they reflected, so even historical Christian works, 

institutions, and theology progressively grew less authentic.  Yet there was an 

exception: When grain was crushed, the internal fluids of the kernel were appropriate 

signs pointing to ‘grain’.  As Scripture bore the seed of divine truth, so Christianity that 
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faithfully reflected upon its roots produced authentic fruit.  In the Letters, the words of 

Scripture directed the reader to the right “sense,” the very truth.  By 1714, Peirce had 

expanded upon this theme in A Useful Ministry a Valid One, asserting that the 

authentic Christian, living a holy life, was the very sign of Christ.  He had expanded 

signification beyond the realm of biblical language, and the revelatory to the 

individual.  The individual, founded in the law of Christ and exercising freedom of 

conscience, had attained a position somewhat equivalent to the Holy Scriptures.  

In all of the texts, Peirce maintained a commitment to a religion which he 

believed was consonant with the biblical witness.  Peirce averred that the Christian had 

the liberty and responsibility to determine for himself what the Rule of Scripture 

expressed was necessary, lawful, and unlawful.  Scripture could be sifted by applying 

verse against verse, and it was assumed to be consistent as it communicated the will of 

God.  If the prelates of the established religion or the edicts of the magistrates 

contradicted these convictions, the Christian was compelled to follow his conscience 

under the Law of Christ.   

In his engagement with his Anglican adversaries, however, Peirce was forced to 

contend with arguments from Christian tradition and ecclesiastical history.  Although 

Peirce stated that Scripture was the first and final rubric for determining truth, he was 

not remiss to utilize what he deemed to be the purest sources from history.  He 

identified these near-authoritative texts by their antiquity and their chronological 

proximity to the fount of revelation, Scripture.  Peirce’s writings evinced his own 

hermeneutic of history, but one which did not question the inviolable nature of 

Scripture.  Scripture still was protected from textual criticism. 
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Peirce’s understanding of history, however, complicated his interpretation of 

the authority of Scripture.  Peirce concluded that the scriptures, as histories, did not 

report Jesus’s exact words; the truth could be distilled from determining the correct 

‘sense’ of the text from contextual clues and, presumably, from the overall coherence 

of Scripture.  Unlike other historical works, however, Scripture appeared to be 

exempted from the rigorous critic who might note emendations and render a more 

ancient, and thus more authentic, text within the canon.  Peirce was not willing to go 

that far. 

Peirce’s Christianity was a tolerant one.  It allowed for every person, not just 

the scholar or churchman, to apply the liberty of the conscience to the biblical text in 

order to determine Truth.  But the tolerance had its limits, and there were correct 

interpretations of the scriptures and right ways of worship.  There were also heretics, 

and although they might not be condemned personally, their doctrines and ideas were 

dangerous.  The greatest danger, of course, was Roman Catholicism which threatened 

not only English liberties, but Christian souls. 

Lastly, Peirce continued to see English Dissent as a persecuted movement, and 

one which sought a shared identity with continental Reformed Protestantism.  The 

claims against the validity of the ordination of English Presbyterians were denials of 

the legitimacy of the Reformation traditions.  Furthermore, the liberty that English 

Dissenters had to pursue right religion was a universal freedom and duty, and one 

closely identified with Protestantism.  It was to these fellow Protestants that Peirce 

would appeal in his Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium in 1710.
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CHAPTER SIX 

 
Defining Dissent in a Decade of Change, 1710-1720 

 
“People are Every day Enquiring after your book and think it long a Coming. –
If I’m not mistaken I lent you some Time since Lactantius de Mort Persecut if 
you ha’ done with it, I cou’d be glad to ha[v]e it return’d.’ bu[t] wou’d not 
desir[e] it if you have an occasion to make use o’it.”   

— Letter from Matthew Clarke to James Peirce (November 17, 1709)1 
 

“Letters from Exeter advise, that on Wednesday last, died the Reverend and 
Learned Mr. James Peirce, Minister of a Dissenting Congregation in that City, 
in an advanc’d Age, after an Illness of 3 or 4 Days.  He had asserted the Cause 
of Religious Liberty with uncommon Force: And his great Learning was 
conspicuous in several of his Writings, but in none more than his Vindication of 
the Dissenters against Dr. Nichols, which he published both in Latin and 
English. . . . And the Largeness of his Soul with respect to those who differ 
from him, together with his great Piety, will endear his Memory to all the 
Lovers of Plain Christianity.” 

— Brice’s Weekly Journal (April 8, 1726)2 
 

 
The Arguments of the Chapter 

It is unfortunate that for centuries James Peirce has been characterized almost 

exclusively as a controversialist and rarely as a historian.  Yet, as this study has 

suggested, Peirce understood that history and apologetics were inseparable: truth was 

determined by eliminating the layers of necessarily biased retelling till a pristine, and 

likely the simplest, version was discovered.  For the Christian, Scripture was the 

standard of truth as it was inspired, and thus the original notation of the will of God.  

History was malleable and inherently constructed by humans to convince.  Any search 

                                                 
1 “Letter from Matthew Clarke to James Peirce, November 17, 1709,” in “Correspondence, 

Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.214.).  Italics added. 
 
2 Brice’s Weekly Journal (Exeter, England) April 8, 1726. 
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for the original required the examination of the past communication of the event or 

revelation.  Of course, apologetic or persuasive history was problematic. The value of 

history, James Peirce concluded in 1710, was weakened by the partisanship with which 

it was so frequently besotted.3  A dependable historian was “a fair and candid writer,” 

even if he proved to be a traditional foe.4  The question remained whether Peirce was 

such a “fair and candid” historian.   

The period of Peirce’s career that stretched between 1710 and 1720 has been 

the most documented phase of his life, and it was the time in which history was crucial 

to Peirce’s evolving thought.  This chapter examines three of Peirce’s overtly historical 

works and attempts four tasks.  First, the chapter proposes an explanation for Peirce’s 

five years of strange silence about his conviction that the traditional doctrine of God 

was erroneous.  The chapter begins by demonstrating that Peirce had much to lose by 

the revelation of his theological migration. 

Second, after considering two versions of how Peirce was convinced to jettison 

the traditional theology before 1714, the chapter examines two of Peirce’s histories, 

viz. Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium (1710) and A Vindication of the Dissenters 

(1717 and 1718), from the fecund period categorized in the last chapter as the 

‘Dissenter versus Anglican controversy (1706-1718)’.  The chapter evinces how 

Peirce’s demarcation of Dissent and his use of the hermeneutical keys of Scripture, 

history, reason, and toleration evolved over the seven years between publications.  

                                                 
3 James Peirce, Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium in Anglia, Adversus V.C. Gulielmi Nicholsii, 

S.T.P. Defensionem Ecclesiæ Anglicanæ (London: J. Robinson, 1710), 52. 
 

4 James Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters: In Answer to Dr. William Nichols’s Defence of 
the Doctrine and Discipline of the Church of England, 2nd ed. (London: John Clark, 1718), 121. 
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Peirce appropriately expressed his own skepticism of histories during this period, for as 

this chapter reveals through a comparison of his monolithic works, the minister subtly 

manipulated the telling of the past in order to influence his audience.   

Third, the chapter considers how Peirce treated the four authorities in the 

history, The Western Inquisition (1720), composed after his ejection and thus falling in 

the ‘Dissenter versus Orthodoxy (Dissenting and Anglican) (1719-1723)’ period.  The 

previous chapter asserted that Peirce had assumed the relevance of reason in his 

argumentation with Edward Wells, but that Peirce had not fully developed the function 

of reason, commonly treating it as “common sense.”  This study asserts that the 

principles of history and Scripture in Peirce’s philosophy were joined late in the decade 

by an unprecedented dedication to the role of reason in theological matters, decrials of 

subscription, and calls for religious liberty.  Finally, in the conclusion, this study 

briefly argues that Peirce offered a new historical paradigm for defining Dissent in his 

The Western Inquisition (1720).  In short, this chapter considers how James Peirce used 

history in his controversial publications. 

 
Context: A Man with Much to Lose 

The name of James Peirce is tied irrevocably to the city of Exeter.  Although 

Peirce had gained some notoriety while writing from the town of Newbury, Berkshire, 

it was “James Peirce of Exeter” who rose from relative obscurity to national infamy.  In 

March 1719, Peirce lamented his not having been placed by God in “the obscurest 

corner” of the country, but instead being destined “to have my lot, as I have this day, in 
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a famous city, which is become the scene of so much strife and contention.”5  Peirce 

had been unknown by the general public prior to 1713, his early clerical and private 

lives somewhat obscure.  By 1719, however, he was a famous man in a famous city.  

Even the publication of Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium (1710), because of its 

esoteric subject matter and language, failed to secure the celebrity that Peirce 

apparently enjoyed.  It was only in Exeter that Peirce’s notoriety would be established 

and his personal and professional lives would become renowned.6 

 
The Call to the City 

In 1713, James Peirce had struggled with his conscience over the call from the 

Presbyterians in Exeter: Should he leave his post in Newbury for one at James’ 

Meeting in Exeter?  Describing his dilemma in a circular letter to friends, Peirce stated 

his ministry in south-central England had been productive: “I am so well settled 

already, my stay so earnestly prest, my success so considerable especially among the 

yonger [sic] sort the consequences here of my removal so threatening that I think I may 

                                                 
5 James Peirce, The Evil and Cures of Divisions. A Sermon Preach’d at Exon, at the Opening of 

a New Meeting-house, March 15. 1718/9. Being the First Lord’s Day After the Ejectment of the 
Ministers (London: Printed for John Clark, 1719), 5. 

 
6 For examples of the printed tie between Peirce and Exeter, see the announcements in London 

newspapers of “An useful Ministry a Valid One. Being a Sermon preach’d at Exon, May 5 1714. At a 
Meeting of the United Ministers of Devon and Cornwal. By JAMES PEIRCE,” “The Curse causeless. A 
Sermon preach’d at Exon, January 30, 1717. By Mr JAMES PEIRCE,” and “the 5th Edition of Mr 
Peirce’s Sermon preach’d at Exon, Jan. 30. 1717.” These notices paved the way for the promotion in 
April 1719 of “The Evil and Cure of Divisions. A Sermon preach’d in Exon at the Opening of a New 
Meeting-House, March 15.1719.  Being the First Lord’s Day after the Ejection of the Ministers. By Mr 
JAMES PEIRCE” and “The Third Edition of the Case of the Ministers ejected at Exon. By Mr. JAMES 
PEIRCE, One of them.” The Post Man and the Historical Account (London, England), October 23, 
1714, no. 11050 ; The Post Boy (London, England),  July 18, 1717, no. 4365; The Post Boy (London, 
England), July 18, 1717, no. 4365; Whitehall Evening Post (London, England), April 9, 1719, no. 89. 
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well say the case of Exon Cannot to me balance those considerations.”7  The only 

advantage that the city supposedly offered was a change in the weather, which 

according to “Dr. Mead” might offer a respite to the malady that was causing Peirce’s 

teeth to fall out.  Furthermore, the bold author of so many apologies proved reluctant to 

shoulder the responsibility for his choice: “I am unwilling to have the weight of any ill 

consequences either way chargd upon my self & therefore I shall be perfectly easy wch 

ever way ‘tis determined, being willing to make a farther trial [in Newbury] & 

endeavoring to use the best way I can.”8  The final decision was left for his “Brethren 

to determine.”   

In fact, the office in Exeter had offered more benefits than the salubrious “air.”  

A letter sent to James Peirce from Joseph Hallett II, the senior minister of the 

Presbyterian community, in March 1713 promised greener pastures in the western city.  

Hallett appealed to Peirce’s ego and his sympathies for the survival of Nonconformity 

in England.  His argument was one of proportionality: There were more Dissenters in 

Devon than the rest of England (the middle section excepted), and the threat of 

dissension (if Peirce did not come) among the Exeter Nonconformists would “have a 

mischievous Influence upon all this West-Country.”9  The Newbury congregation 

                                                 
7 “Considerations for and against leaving Newbury for Exeter drawn up to be submitted to his 

friends for their advice,” in “Correspondence, Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, 
MS I.b.13.235. 

 
8 “Considerations for and against leaving Newbury for Exeter,” in “Correspondence, Reverend 

James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.235. 
 

9 Exeter possessed a burgeoning Dissenting community.  The Presbyterians claimed to have 
more than 2,000 auditors, with the largest congregation, James’ Meeting, boasting more than 1,000 
attendees.  Besides the smaller Presbyterian Bow Meeting and Little Meeting, there was an Independent 
meeting house on Castle Street with approximately four hundred auditors and an Exeter Baptist 
congregation of three hundred.  “Letter from Joseph Hallett II to James Peirce, March 14, 1713,” in 
“Correspondence, Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.236; Allan A. 
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could turn to nearby London for advice and ministers; the Devon Dissenters were 

constantly antagonized without recourse to a champion.  Hallett reminded Peirce, “We 

have in this City a Cathedral, & so a numerous Clergy, who endeavor all they can to 

weaken our Interests.”  No doubt Hallett knew that Newbury had no cathedral as it was 

in the diocese of Oxford and overseen from Christ Church, and as Daniel Defoe had 

noted in 1705 and 1706, the town’s political clout was trivial when compared to that of 

the city.  For Hallett, Peirce’s qualifications were exactly what the Devon 

congregations needed: “We have no person . . . who is any thing so well qualified for 

the Post you are invited to.  We have no one person among us of your Learning, your 

gravity, your Prudence to guide, et direct us.”  In short, Peirce was “capable of doing 

greater service here, than where you are.”10  Any unbiased observer would see, of 

course, that Peirce should leave Newbury.  Hallett bluntly stated, “I am satisfied that 

your Neighbouring Brethren would be agt. your Removal. And for that very reason, I 

do not think them indifferent judges.  But we here have a far greater Number of 

Brethren for your removal hither.  All the ministers in this County, who are above 60 in 

number, are very desirous of your presence here.”11  The call from Devon was 

unanimous! 

  

                                                                                                                                              
Brockett, Nonconformity in Exeter, 1650-1875 (Manchester, UK: Published on behalf of the University 
of Exeter by Manchester University Press, 1962), 71-72. 
 

10 “Letter from Joseph Hallett II to James Peirce, March 14, 1713,” in “Correspondence, 
Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.236. 

 
11 “Letter from Joseph Hallett II to James Peirce, March 14, 1713,” in “Correspondence, 

Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.236. 
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A Comfortable Life in Exeter 

In an attempt to convince the indecisive minister, the Exeter Presbyterians 

made the adumbrating move to submit the problem to the Lecturers of Salters’ Hall in 

London, who sent Edmund Calamy with their reply in May 1713.  The ministers of 

London were not unanimous in their conclusion, and Calamy recorded what he deemed 

to be unseemly enthusiasm for Peirce by the Exeter Nonconformists.12 

I had no sooner arrived, than I was attended by a number of the leading 
Dissenters of that city, who were impatient to hear what news I brought them 
from Mr. James Peirce, of Newbury, whom they had chosen to fill up a vacancy 
in that city.  He had signified to them by letter, that they should know his mind 
in some things by me. . . . Though I was tired with my journey, and was to 
preach the next morning, yet such was their eagerness, that they could not be 
satisfied without a great deal of discourse about the affair that night.  They 
stayed with me till it was very late, and were really insatiable; and I thought 
they would have left me no time to take my natural rest.  Never before did I see 
such an earnestness in any people for a minister’s coming among them.  They 
talked as if they were quite undone, if he did not accept their call, and no one 
else could signify any thing to them, if they had not him.13 
 

In his memoirs, Calamy concluded that many of the Exeter Dissenters would later rue 

their unfettered enthusiasm for the minister from Newbury.14  

Peirce accepted the appointment in Exeter in 1713, and he moved to Holy 

Trinity parish (the location of James’ Meeting).  Hallett’s wishes for a Dissenting 

champion were realized as evinced by the recollections of Walter Hewgoe (d. 1741), 

rector of Holy Trinity parish.  Appointed vicar to Holy Trinity in 1713, Hewgoe 

remembered with displeasure the number of Dissenters in Exeter, as well as 

parishioners who were occasional conformists.  He had found himself “fallen into a 
                                                 

12 Brockett, Nonconformity in Exeter, 69-70. 
 
13 Edmund Calamy, An Historical Account of My own Life, ed. John Towill Rutt, 2 vols. 

(London: Henry Colburn and Richard Bentley, 1829), 2:262-265. 
 
14 Calamy, An Historical Account of My own Life, 2:264. 
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Parish, wherein were a great number of Dissenters, of several Denominations, & 

wherein also were their principal Teachers, & Meeting-House.”15  As the epicenter of 

the rising controversy and Peirce, one of the “principal Teachers,” were in his parish, 

Hewgoe struggled against the rise of local heterodoxy.  Writing in the early 1730s, 

Hewgoe remembered the troubling days:  “But not long after my coming hither, there 

was a great occasion given me, by the breaking out of Arianism (as I think I may justly 

call it) among our Dissenters, the chief Teachers & Promoters of which lived in my 

Parish) to endeavour to preserve you as well from Heresie as Schism.”16  Despite his 

attempts to eradicate the movement, heterodoxy would become embedded in the 

parish. When James’ Meeting was dissolved in 1760, George’s Meeting House (which 

would remain a Unitarian meeting until the twentieth century) was built near Holy 

Trinity Church at the South Gate.17 

                                                 
15 Walter Hewgoe, “A Discourse Concerning the Incarnation of Our Lord and Saviour Jesus 

Christ, on John 1, 14, The Word Was Made Flesh”: Devon and Exeter Institution, Exeter, UK, MS, iii. 
Walther Hewgoe left behind a collection of treatises from the Exeter controversy, complete with his 
autographs, a handwritten preface, annotations, and page numbers.  The autographs and handwriting 
may be compared to the manuscript sermons for authenticity.  The original collection has been placed 
within the third volume of “The Exeter Arian Controversy” in the library of the Devon and Exeter 
Institution (Exeter, UK).  Included in the Hewgoe’s collection were A Plain and Faithful Narrative of 
the Differences Among the Dissenters At Exeter (1719), and James Peirce’s The Western Inquisition 
(1720) and Inquisition-Honesty Display’d: or the Western Inquisition Defended (1722), and John Enty’s 
An Answer to Mr. Peirce’s Western Inquisition (1721).  “A Discourse Concerning the Incarnation of Our 
Lord” was edited by Hewgoe for publication, but apparently was never printed.  The preface to the work 
alluded to the sermon being given some years prior.  The sermon was advertised for sale in 1837, and at 
that time contained a dedication dated the Christmas of 1731.  This author did not find this allusion in 
the extant manuscript which resides in the library of the Devon and Exeter Institution. John Cochran, A 
Second Catalogue of Manuscripts in Different Languages on Theology . . . Now Selling . . . by John 
Cochran (London: 1837), 56. For the scant biographical information on Hewgoe, see Devon and 
Cornwall Notes & Queries 16 (1931), 280; Joseph Polsue, ed. A Complete Parochial History of the 
County of Cornwall, vol. 3 (Truro: William.Lake, 1870), 356; Notes and Queries 156 (1929): 4; John Le 
Neve, Fasti Ecclesiae Anglicanae, Or a Calendar of the Principal Ecclesiastical Dignitaries in England 
and Wales, vol. 1, ed. T. Duffus Hardy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1854), 428. 
 

16 Hewgoe, “A Discourse Concerning the Incarnation of Our Lord,” MS, 5. 
 

17 Brockett, Nonconformity in Exeter, 132-133; Alexander Jenkins, The History and Description 
of the City of Exeter And Its Environs, Ancient and Modern, Civil and Ecclesiastical (Exeter: P. 
Hedgeland, et al., 1806), 377, 386. 
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A Man of Means 

When the controversy began to boil in 1717, Peirce had much to lose.  

Considering his personality, he likely contemplated the effect of the exposure of his 

heterodoxy on his social status, his considerable earnings, and the welfare of his 

family.  The negative effect on these things so dear to Peirce must have been 

anticipated.  Years after the ejection, Peirce quoted an unnamed subscriber who had 

written to him in 1718.  In the letters (which Peirce claimed to have in front of him 

some three years after their composition—a real possibility considering his pattern of 

retaining correspondence) the unnamed minister wrote of the persecution (which he 

hoped could be avoided) “of blackening mens characters to destroy their usefulness, 

and impoverish their families,” and of the “barbarous” brethren guilty of “blasting 

mens characters, and starving their families.”18  Family, local prestige, growing 

national fame, and wealth all were contingent upon Peirce avoiding the disclosure of 

his convictions. 

In the end, Peirce recalled, “I had much comfort in my settlement in a good air 

[at Exeter], and with a very kind and agreeable people.”19  The proposal to Peirce from 

Exeter had been compelling, but it was sweetened further by an offer, as Joseph Hallett 

II wrote, of a “salary here [which] will much exceed that at Newbury, as you would 

find, was you but a while here.”20  Hallett was not false.  Peirce’s assignment in Exeter 

                                                 
18 James Peirce, The Security of Truth, Without the Assurance of Persecution or Scurrility: 

Being An Answer to Mr. Enty’s Truth and Liberty Consistent and Maintain’d (London: Printed for John 
Clark, 1721), 25-26. 
 

19 James Peirce, The Western Inquisition: Or, A Relation of the Controversy, with has been 
Lately Among the Dissenters in the West of England (London: John Clark, 1720), 11. 

 
20 “Letter from Joseph Hallett II to James Peirce, March 14, 1713,” in “Correspondence, 

Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.236. 
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truly was rewarding.  In 1715, the Presbyterians of the city were enjoying their greatest 

prosperity to date, and subscriptions for the support of their four ministers was at an 

all-time high.21  When Peirce arrived in Exeter, he was given an annual salary of £88 

which was raised to £100 by 1717.22  This must have been a substantial increase in 

salary over that tendered by the Berkshire meeting, as Daniel Mace (d. 1753), the 

minister to the Presbyterian congregation in Newbury from March 1727 until his death, 

received only £50 per annum, and this was almost fifteen years after Peirce had 

absconded.23  At the time of James Peirce’s installment in Exeter, many Dissenting 

ministers in the country received less than £30 a year, with the average congregant 

likely earning only £30 in the same time.24  An income of £100 located Peirce among 

the “moneyed and making classes.”  According to the estimates of Gregory King, 

Peirce’s income placed him above more than 10,000 of the clergy and 5,000 

shopkeepers, and just below the approximate 10,000 men of law.  King’s numbers 

were likely too low in regards to both the incomes and the numbers of men employed 

in these areas, but his estimates establish Peirce solidly among a class which was 
                                                 

21 Brockett, Nonconformity in Exeter, 64-68. 
 

22 Brockett, Nonconformity in Exeter, 68-70, 76-77; Brockett, “Nonconformity in Devon,” 36-
37; “Letter from Joseph Hallett II to James Peirce, March 14, 1713” in “Correspondence, Reverend 
James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.236. 
 

23 Alexander Gordon, “Mace, Daniel (d. 1756),” in The Dictionary of National Biography, ed. 
Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee (London: Oxford University Press, 1937), 12:512-513. 
 

24 Brockett, Nonconformity in Exeter, 67-68.  This number was derived from the wages 
garnered by those in the woolen industry and by master craftsmen.  W. G. Hoskins, Industry, Trade and 
People in Exeter, 1688-1800, 2nd ed. (Exeter: University of Exeter, 1968), 129-131.  

Although meetings in Exeter could not offer the same benefits as those in London, a 
comparison is informative.  Iin March 1701 the well-known Stepney meeting in London agreed to pay 
the new pastor John Galpine £100 a year with £30 house rent.  Thomas Simmons, the teacher of the 
congregation, was granted an annual salary of £100 and £15 for house rent (which was to be raised by 
subscription).   “A booke for church affaires att Stepney: Stepney Meeting Church Book, 1644-1894,” 
Records of the Stepney Meeting House, London, Borough of Tower Hamlets Archives, W/SMH/A/1/1, 
208. 
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gradually coming to enjoy the accoutrement of the lower gentry.25  Admittedly not a 

member of the nouveaux riches or the “rising gentry” discussed in the second chapter, 

evidence suggests that Peirce aspired to such a status. 

When Peirce composed his will on Friday, September 22, 1721, his estate was 

of considerable value.  Although he apparently had followed so many in investing in 

the South Sea Company, of which the ‘bubble’ had burst and prices had dropped 

dramatically by the close of 1720, Peirce was still able to leave an estate worth several 

years’ income.  He wrote, “To my deare wife I bequeath six hundred pounde capitall 

stock in the said company and the rest to be equally divided betweene all my children 

borne and unborne at the time of my decease.”26  According to John Fox, Peirce’s 

greed prohibited him from even greater wealth, for “his love of money appeared at the 

time of the monstrous rise of the South Sea stock; for he would not sell at 500 or 600 

advance, and staid [sic] so long till it fell, and he missed his market.”27  Peirce’s 

wealth, however, was sufficient for him to withdraw from “that hated city” of Exeter to 

“a retired home in the suburbs,” complete with orchards and a picturesque view of the 

                                                 
25 Roy Porter, English Society in the Eighteenth Century, rev. ed. (London: Penguin Books, 

1990), 66-72. 
 

26 Will of James Peirce, Minister of the Gospel of Exeter, Devon (22 Sept 1721), 01 September 
1726, TNA: PRO, PROB 11/611.  The exact amount of stock which Peirce could bequeath is uncertain.  
South Sea Stock was worth about £97 to £100 (per hundred shares), or around £135 with dividend, on 
September 21, 1721.  The South Sea Company had recently closed its books and the payment of 
dividends might have been the economic impetus for Peirce writing his will.  Daily Courant (London, 
England), September 21, 1721, no. 6215; Post Boy (London, England) September 21, 1721, no. 5019; 
Julian Hoppit, “The Myths of the South Sea Bubble,” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society Sixth 
Series, 12 (2002): 141-165; Peter Temin and Hans-Joachim Voth, “Riding the South Sea Bubble,” The 
American Economic Review 94, no. 5 (December 2004): 1654-1668; Patrick Walsh, “The South Sea 
Bubble: A Parable For Our Own Time,” History Ireland 17, no. 2 (March – April 2009): 6-7.   
 

27 John Fox, “Memoirs of Himself, by Mr. John Fox . . . With Biographical Sketches of Some 
of His Contemporaries; and Some Unpublished Letters,” Monthly Repository 16, no. 186 (June 1821): 
331. 
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city.28  Compared to his fellow Nonconformist ministers, James Peirce of Exeter was 

affluent.   

 
A Respected Man  

Peirce’s prestige among the Devon Dissenters was significant.  Calamy’s 

account described the anticipation of the Presbyterians of Exeter, and Fox recounted 

the enduring deference James Peirce had received.  Fox recalled, “An extraordinary 

respect was paid him at and long after his first coming.  He was looked upon as the first 

man of the party, and he was reputed a happy man who was admitted to the 

conversation and acquaintance of Mr. Peirce.” The admiration of many for Peirce 

fueled the dissatisfaction of others, Fox claimed, which led to “the foundation for that 

party which was afterwards formed against him.”29  Both Calamy and Fox recognized 

in hindsight that the exaltation of the Newbury minister directly contributed to his 

downfall. 

Peirce’s desire for respectability must not be underplayed.  Many of his 

decisions during the rise and heats of the controversy appeared to have been motivated 

by his interest in “people of figure.”  As described in Chapter Three, the autobiography 

printed in Remarks Upon the Account (1719) and again in A Second Letter to Mr. 

Eveleigh (1719) had been elicited by Peirce’s concern that “people of figure” had been 

duped by rumors about his origins.30  Uncertain as to his future reputation and well-

                                                 
28 Fox, “Memoirs of Himself,” 331. 
 
29 Fox, “Memoirs of Himself,” 329. 

 
30 James Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account of What Was Transacted in the Assembly at Exon, 

Lately Publish’d by Their Order (London: Printed for John Clark, et al., 1719), 41-42; James Peirce, A 
Second Letter to Mr. Eveleigh, In Answer to His Sober Reply (Exeter: Andrew Brice, 1719), 29. 
 



 

352 
 

being in 1719, the people of immediate consequence were those in Exeter; he excused 

the reprinting of the sketch in A Second Letter because “the slander has been most 

spread nearest home.”31  In The Western Inquisition (1720) a melancholy Peirce 

recalled that many of his decisions (which later had proven pivotal) had been made to 

please the influential.  John Lavington, the most junior minister among the Exeter 

Presbyterians and the one person whom Peirce held responsible for stoking the flames 

of discontent in Devon, had been persuaded to accept ordination only when Peirce 

volunteered to make his load lighter by preaching extra sermons throughout the month.  

Lavington was a member of a wealthy and established Exeter family, which Peirce 

deemed “many and considerable.”32  Lavington’s subsequent ordination was then 

executed with Peirce’s blessing because he thought “it would be a pleasure to his 

relations in that congregation [James’ Meeting] where I used to preach, and to several 

of my friends in the other [Little Meeting].”33  It was these same relations and friends 

who would oppose Peirce in 1719.  

The Committee of Thirteen, formed to oversee the fund from which the Exeter 

Presbyterian ministers were paid, was comprised of the wealthy and influential Exeter 

Dissenters.34  It was this committee, which had no official authority over the local 

meetings or pastors but held de facto power by control of the purse-strings, that 

pursued the allegations of heresy in Exeter, demanded the ministers preach on doctrine 

and give personal subscription to orthodox statements in 1717 and 1718, and 
                                                 

31 Peirce, A Second Letter to Mr. Eveleigh (1719), 28. 
 
32 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 11-12. 
 
33 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 12. 

 
34 Brockett, Nonconformity in Exeter, 56-57. 
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eventually ejected Peirce and Joseph Hallett II.35  Peirce stated that early in his time at 

Exeter he had considered dissolving the Committee, the vehicle of his eventual 

ejection, but had let it exist because of his trepidation of upsetting consequential 

members of the community.  Peirce disliked the autonomous Committee, which self-

appointed its members, but declined voicing any displeasure because of his desire for 

peace, the committee’s long-standing tradition, and because “the Gentlemen who made 

up this number at my coming, and ever since, were persons of figure and reputation, 

whom I much esteem’d.”36  Peirce’s own wish for acceptance may well have been the 

weaknesses that proved to be his undoing. 

 
A Family Man 

No printed accounts described Peirce’s domestic affairs during this period other 

than Fox’s mention of Peirce’s unnamed wife, his predilection for using a horsewhip 

for discipline, and his absence from the marriage ceremony of his oldest daughter.  As 

Fox contended, James Peirce “was remarkably close and secret about his own 

affairs.”37  But documentary evidence suggested significant changes transpired in 

Peirce’s personal life soon after his arrival at Exeter, providing factors that cannot be 

ignored when considering his possible motivations.   

The date of Peirce’s marriage to Hanna, “my deare and affectionate wife,” has 

not been ascertained.38  Assuming that their eldest daughter, Hannah, was of a decent 

                                                 
35 Brockett, Nonconformity in Exeter, 81-83, 88-100. 
 
36 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 49-59. 

 
37 Fox, “Memoirs of Himself,” 330-331. 

 
38 Will of James Peirce. 
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age to be married in 1720 and considering Joseph Hill’s offer of his “service . . . to Mrs 

Peirce (tho’ unknown)” in April 1707 was a reference to the new wife of James Peirce, 

it seems likely that James married Hanna in the final days of his tenure in Cambridge 

(1701 to 1706).39 

As Peirce’s influence expanded within the Exeter community, so did his family.  

The eldest child of James and Hanna was given her mother’s name.  Peirce’s second 

daughter, Ann, was born on July 20, 1714 soon after his arrival in Exeter, and Peirce 

presided over her christening on July 25, 1714.40  The third child of James and Hanna 

was named for his father.  James was born in May of 1716, and christened by his father 

on May 20.41   

 
Wealth and a Wedding 

Despite the ambiguity of her birth, at least one event in the younger Hannah’s 

life ensured her perpetuity and demonstrated Peirce’s entangling relationships within 

the urban community.  In his biographical sketch of James Peirce, John Fox 

emphasized what he characterized as the minister’s sometimes petty behavior.  Fox 

recalled that Peirce had refused to attend the wedding of his own daughter because of 

his dissatisfaction with the couple using rings in the ceremony.42  On July 4, 1720, 

                                                 
39 “Letter from Joseph Hill  to James Peirce, November 12/13, 1708,” “Correspondence, 

Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.228. 
 
40 “Ann The Daughter of Mr James Pearse Minister of the Gospel was Born the 20th day of July 

and Baptized the 25th of the same by himself Anno quid. 1714 . . . [in later hand] dead.”  Bow Meeting 
(Presbyterian/Independent): Registers for 1687-1823 (ZCB), PRO RG 4/965, 29.  (Pagination follows 
the stamped, corrected page numbers, not the original page designations.) 
 

41 “James the Son of Mr James Pearse Minister was Born the —— of May and Baptized the 20th 
of the Same by himself Anno Dominy —— 1716 . . . [in later hand] dead.”  Bow Meeting 
(Presbyterian/Independent): Registers for 1687-1823 (ZCB), PRO RG 4/965, 29. 
 

42 Fox, “Memoirs of Himself,” 331.   
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Hannah married Hugh Bidwell Jr., the son of a Hugh Bidwell, a fuller and a member of 

the Exeter Common Council in 1687.43  Hugh Bidwell, Sr. was a prominent member of 

the Dissenting community in Exeter, and according to the registers of births and 

baptisms within the Exeter Presbyterian meetings, he had a large family.   

Assuming Fox was correct in his recollection that Peirce did not attend the 

wedding, there are several possible reasons for Peirce’s actions.  It seems unlikely that 

Peirce would have deigned the marriage of his daughter to such a family unacceptable, 

unless he had a significant reason.  Alexander Gordon maintained that Fox’s argument 

for Peirce’s absence was insufficient, because Peirce had acknowledged in both 

editions of A Vindication that the use of the ring (although undesirable) was 

acceptable.44  While Gordon offered no alternative reasoning, it seems more likely that 

if Peirce did refuse to attend the wedding, he did so on the grounds that Hugh was an 

unsuitable match or because the couple chose to be married with an Anglican rite at 

Exeter Cathedral.45  The couple’s acceptance of the sacramental ceremony within the 

Established Church and with liturgy that included Trinitarian language likely would 

have been offensive to the Dissenting minister who had spent so many years in 

                                                 
43 Bow Meeting (Presbyterian/Independent): Registers for 1687-1823 (ZCB), PRO RG 4/965, 

10.  Based upon the later entry for the baptism of George Bidwell in 1698, the mother of Hugh Bidwell 
Jr. was likely named Elizabeth.  Bow Meeting (Presbyterian/Independent): Registers for 1687-1823 
(ZCB), PRO RG 4/965, 21.  Richard Izacke, Remarkable Antiquities of the City of Exeter, Giving an 
Account of the Laws and Customs of the Place, etc.  3rd ed. (London: Printed for Author, 1734) 183-184; 
Brocket, NonConformity in Exeter, 50.  

 
44 Alexander Gordon, “Peirce, James (1674?-1726)” in The Dictionary of National Biography, 

ed. Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee (London: Oxford University Press, 1937; repr., 1981), 15:681-685; 
for example, see Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), 487. 
 

45 The Registers of Baptisms, Marriages & Burials of the City of Exeter: The Registers of the 
Cathedral, ed. W. U. Reynell-Upham and H. Tapley Soper (Exeter: The Devon and Cornwall Record 
Society, 1910), 1:185. 
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defending Nonconformity and who had been ejected only sixteen months earlier for his 

heterodox theology.   

Economic and social ‘respectability’ might also have been at the bottom of his 

dissatisfaction.  It is possible that a disparity in age between the Hannah and Hugh 

could have upset James Peirce, but money was the more likely issue.46  London 

newspapers chronicled the financial difficulties and bankruptcy of “Hugh Bidwell, late 

of the City of Exon, Fuller” in 1712.47  As burial records for Hugh Bidwell, Sr. were 

not discovered, the identification of the “Hugh” as the aging patriarch or the son in his 

early twenties is admittedly difficult.48  The transient nature of the financially troubled 

Hugh Bidwell encourages his association with the younger man.  By 1718, Hugh 

Bidwell had returned to Exeter, but once again was facing insolvency; his estate was 

being divided in the city by a Commission of Bankruptcy.49  By 1720, Hugh would 

have been facing an uphill battle to reestablish his credit and credibility.  In 

juxtaposition, James Peirce was a very wealthy man in July 1720.  The South Sea stock 

reached its highest prices in that month selling at close to £1,000 (per hundred 

shares.)50  In fact, the stock had sold at £940 to £950 on the Saturday prior to the 

                                                 
46 Hugh Bidwell, Jr. was born on April 30, 1693.  Assuming Peirce was married while at 

Newbury and that Hannah was born after 1706, Hugh could have been more than a dozen years older 
than she.  Bow Meeting (Presbyterian/Independent): Registers for 1687-1823 (ZCB), PRO RG 4/965, 
10. 
 

47 The London Gazette (London, England) November 18 to November 22, 1712, no. 5070. 
 

48 Unfortunately, both Hughs were listed as “Hugh Bidwell” in the relevant church records.  
The will of a Hugh Bidwell of Exeter was proved in 1739.  Edward Alexander Fry, ed. Calendars of 
Wills and Administrations Relating to the Counties of Devon and Cornwall, Proved in the Court of the 
Principal Registry of the Bishop of Exeter, 1559-1799. And of Devon Only, Proved in the Court of the 
Archdeaconry of Exeter, 1540-1799 (London: British Record Society, 1908), 264. 
 

49 The London Gazette (London, England) July 29 to August 2, 1718, no. 5664. 
 

50 Temin and Voth, “Riding the South Sea Bubble,” 1658. 
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Monday wedding, meaning that the stock worth £600 (probably six hundred shares 

selling for around £100 per hundred) which he left to Hanna in 1721 would have been 

worth approximately £6,000 on the day of the wedding, an amount sixty times his 

annual salary and one hundred and eighty times the income of an Exeter artisan or 

country minister.  As Peirce’s will implied that he held additional shares (which he left 

to his children), his monetary worth, although momentary, had swelled to considerable 

size.51  Perhaps, Peirce was reluctant to see his daughter unequally yoked to an 

insolvent fuller.   

 
A Disappearing Line 

Despite their marriage within the Established Church, both Hannah and Hugh 

appear to have maintained a strong presence in the Dissenting community in the 

following years.  In fact, the Bidwell family seems to have been closely associated with 

the non-subscription movement in Devon.  In 1712, Ursula Bidwell (the elder sister of 

Hugh Jr.) had married John Parr (1691-1779?), later a Dissenting minister of 

Okehampton.52  Educated in the academy of Joseph Hallett II, ordained in 1713, and a 

member of the Exeter Assembly, Parr was one of the eighteen Devon ministers who 

refused to subscribe to the orthodox statement at the meeting of the Exeter Assembly in 

May 1719.53  Furthermore, one or both of the Hughs held a position of prominence in 

                                                 
51 Daily Post (London, England) July 4, 1720, no. 236. 

 
52 “Ursillah: the Daughter of Mr Hugh Bidwell: in Trinity parish: was Born the 9th: day of 

December  And Baptized: ye13th: Day of ye same month by Mr Hallet 1694 . . . [in later hand] is married 
to ye Reverd Mr Parr.”  Bow Meeting (Presbyterian/Independent): Registers for 1687-1823 (ZCB), PRO 
RG 4/965, 13; John Frank Parr, “Parr Family of Devonshire,” The Western Antiquary 3, no. 3 (July 
1883): 73.  
 

53 John Parr’s handwritten note appears on The Christian Creed Concerning the Son of God As 
Profess’d By Those Christians, Who Are (Tho Falsely) Call’d Arians (London: Printed for J. Noon) in 
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the breakaway meeting led by Peirce.  “Hugh Bidwell” was named with fellow fuller, 

Thomas Townsend, on the lease for the property of the new Mint Meeting in late 

November 1719.  James Peirce and several merchants and grocers also signed the 

lease.54  As for Hannah and Hugh, the couple had a number of children who were 

christened in the new meeting, two of which were baptized by their grandfather, James.  

James’s will of 1721 contained strong opinions on the status of Hannah among his 

children.  After his wife took her portion of the South Sea stock, his living children 

were to divide the remainder, “Hannah Bidwell only excepted, to whom I only 

bequeath five pounds she having received her part at her marriage.”  This “part,” 

presumably her dowry, was such that James believed her to have “received a larger part 

than any of the rest are ever like to have.”55  James’s sharp comments on Hannah’s 

portion might have been an expression of his pessimism about his present financial 

status (having missed the boat on selling his stock during the year of Hannah’s 

                                                                                                                                              
the second volume of “The Exeter Arian Controversy: Exeter Tracts, 1718-1736, Vol. II” in the library 
of the Devon and Exeter Institution (Exeter, UK).  Several other treatises within the thirteen volumes 
apparently were from Parr’s library.  For biographical information, see R. N. Worth, “Puritanism in 
Devon, and the Exeter Assembly,” Report and Transactions of the Devonshire Association 9 (1877): 
288; Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 105-106; The Exeter Assembly: The Minutes of the 
Assemblies of The United Brethren of Devon and Cornwall, 1691-1717, As Transcribed by the Reverend 
Isaac Gilling, ed. Allan A. Brockett (Torquay, UK: The Devonshire Press Ltd., 1963), 144; and 
Alexander Gordon, The Story of Salters’ Hall (Nottingham: H. B. Saxton, 1902), 9.  T. S. James wrote 
that Parr was ordained in 1715.  The History of the Litigation and Legislation Respecting Presbyterian 
Chapels and Charities in England and Ireland Between 1816 and 1849 (London: Hamilton Adams, 
1867), 720. 
 

54 “Lease”: Devon Record Office (DRO) 61/10/1/5a-b, November 27 and 28, 1719.  The 
meeting house, built on a portion of the foundation of the Benedictine monastery known as St. 
Nicholas’s Priory, was opened in late December 1719.  St Nicholas Priory, Exeter.  Exeter, UK: Exeter 
City Museums, 1999; History of Methodism in North Devon (London: Wesleyan Conference Office, 
1871), 9-10. 
 

55 Will of James Peirce. 
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marriage) or his regrets of having awarded too generous a dowry believing his 

investments would pay royal dividends.56   

At Exeter, James Peirce would live to see his extended family grow.  At least 

five children were born from the union of Hugh and Hannah.  Hugh (III) was 

christened on November 23, 1721, and Hannah was christened on August 5, 1723.57  

Both were baptized by their grandfather, James, in private.  Three more children were 

born after the death of James Peirce.  Ursula (the namesake of her aunt) was christened 

in private by Joseph Hallett III on September 7, 1726, as was Deborah (perhaps named 

for her great-grandmother) on October 18, 1727.58  The last recorded child was 

Elisabeth Peirce Bidwell who was born in London and later christened in private by 

Joseph Hallett III on December 28, 1729.59   

Although Peirce was taciturn about his familial situation, that which he likely 

feared came upon him.  He frequently complained of the public humiliations, the jeers 

in the streets, and malicious rumors which were fostered by his foes, or at least inspired 

by his enemies.  James Peirce was the primary target of the attacks (or so he claimed), 

followed by those within his party; but the persecution also affected those on the 

                                                 
56 Will of James Peirce, Minister of the Gospel of Exeter, Devon (22 Sept 1721), 01 September 

1726, TNA: PRO, PROB 11/611. 
 

57 Mint Meeting (Presbyterian/Independent): Registers for 1719-1810 (ZC), 1773-1810 (B), 
PRO RG 4/336, 2b-3.  (Pagination follows the stamped, corrected page numbers, not the original page 
designations.)  
 

58 Mint Meeting (Presbyterian/Independent): Registers for 1719-1810 (ZC), 1773-1810 (B), 
PRO RG 4/336, 4b.   
 

59 Mint Meeting (Presbyterian/Independent): Registers for 1719-1810 (ZC), 1773-1810 (B), 
PRO RG 4/336, 4b.  Elizabeth may also have been named for another of her father’s sisters or for his 
mother.  “Elizabeth The Daughter of Mr Hugh Bidwell: in Trinity parish was Born the 22d of September: 
and was Baptized the 4th day of October Following by Mr Hallett 1697 Bow Meeting 
(Presbyterian/Independent): Registers for 1687-1823 (ZCB), PRO RG 4/965, 18. 
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periphery.  Hints of the stress of the controversy on his family were apparent in 1719 

when Peirce claimed that he sought only justice and peace among the Exeter 

Christians, and that he had not asked any particular “compassion” for himself or his 

family.60  Indeed, it seems that compassion was not allotted to his family.  In 1721 (the 

year after Hannah’s wedding) Peirce attacked John Enty and his party for instigating 

“the most notorious lies . . . forged out of nothing about me, and the private concerns of 

my family, and these are handed about, and spread into the country, by his friends with 

all earnestness.”61  It is not surprising that with the baptism of Elisabeth Peirce, the 

Peirce family seemingly disappeared into British history.   

 
Time of Theological Transitions 

The change that has captivated generations was not that of Peirce’s familial, 

economic, or social situations, but that of his theology.  Identifying the ‘conversion’ of 

James Peirce has been paramount in substantiating his culpability or innocence in the 

promulgation of subordinationism prior to 1718.  Suspect theology was discovered 

circulating in Devon as early as 1716, and the resistance of the champion of the Exeter 

Dissenters to espouse an overtly orthodox articulation placed James Peirce at the center 

of the firestorm.  

 
  

                                                 
60 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 31. 

 
61 James Peirce, The Security of Truth, Without the Assurance of Persecution or Scurrility: 

Being An Answer to Mr. Enty’s Truth and Liberty Consistent and Maintain’d (London: Printed for John 
Clark, 1721), 14. 
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Competing Accounts of Conversion 

The story of the Exeter controversy has been written many times, and the most 

thorough treatment appeared in Allan Brockett’s Nonconformity in Exeter, 1650-1875 

(1962), which provided a summary of the events starting with Peirce’s contentious 

decision to leave his Newbury post.  The most recent relevant account, although 

tangential to Peirce himself, has been the account of the Salters’ Hall debate by David 

L. Wykes, as published in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography.62  It is to these 

excellent summaries that this author refers the reader for the narrative of events of the 

“Exeter Arian Controversy” and the divisive debates at Salters’ Hall in February and 

March of 1719.  Although the controversies in Exeter and London were essential to 

Peirce’s thought, only the principal events and dates will be discussed in this study.   

 
Letters to William Whiston, 1708.  The analysis of Peirce’s transitions in 

thought begins with a unique articulation of his views of the authorities and of 

heterodoxy.  In his memoirs, first published more than twenty years after Peirce’s 

death, William Whiston implied that Peirce’s conversion was soon after 1711 and was 

directly related to Peirce having read Whiston’s Primitive Christianity Reviv’d (1711-

1712).63  Whiston published a letter (dated July 10, 1708) from Peirce which he 

                                                 
62 David L. Wykes, “Subscribers and Non-Subscribers at the Salters’ Hall Debate (act. 1719),” 

in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman (Oxford: OUP, May 
2010), http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/theme/95681 (accessed June 1, 2010). 
 

63 Turner, desiring that Peirce demonstrate Unitarian tendencies as early as possible, dated 
Peirce’s deviation from orthodox Trinitarianism to Peirce’s residency in Newbury.  In an attempt to 
vindicate an early date for Peirce’s questioning of Trinitarian theology and to discount Whiston’s strong 
claims to Peirce’s orthodoxy as late as 1711, Turner tendered an extended note on how difficult it was to 
determine the exact time when one’s sentiments change.  William Turner, Eminent Unitarians (1840) 
95-96n; William Whiston, Memoirs of the Life and Writings of Mr. William Whiston. 2nd ed., 2 vols. 
(Printed for J. Whiston and B. White: London, 1753), 1:121-125.  For a contemporary account depicting 
Whiston and Clarke as the sources for the heterodox theology, see An Address to Conforming Arians 
(London: Printed for J. Roberts, 1735), 4, 6, 9.  Although very unlikely in this author’s opinion, the 
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introduced by stating that Peirce, with whom Whiston “had formerly lived in intimate 

friendship in Cambridge,” had heard that he had become a “heretical Eusebian, or 

Arian” and had written to convince Whiston of his error.  A “zealous Athanasian,” 

Peirce argued in the letter for a Trinitarian theology based upon the authority of 

Scripture and Antiquity.  Peirce concluded that Whiston was mistaken because of the 

overwhelming evidence for traditional Christology from biblical testimony and 

Christian tradition (in which the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit were worshiped).  The 

irony was not lost on the elderly Whiston. 

Peirce’s argument against Whiston’s supposed heterodox position fell into four 

parts.64  First, he hoped that Whiston’s personal integrity and reasonableness would 

prohibit him from theological error.  Peirce asserted that Whiston’s known aim to be 

“doing good in the world” would be handicapped by heterodoxy.65  Second, Peirce 

questioned the reasonableness and consistency in Whiston’s opposition to the divine 

Christ: 

It is really amazing to me, that you should ever fall in with the Unitarians; I 
should have thought you were most effectually secured against danger from that 
corner, by that one notion, which you formerly entertained, . . . that the God of 
Israel, of whom so many and great things are spoken in the Old Testament, is 
no other than the λóγος, who afterward became incarnate:  I cannot apprehend 
how an Unitarian can hold this; and it is plain that those, who in these later 
ages have opposed the deity of Christ, have much insisted upon our producing 
such great things spoken of Christ, as are in the Old Testament spoken of the 
God of Israel; wherein they have, in my apprehensions, betrayed their own 

                                                                                                                                              
authorship of the work has been ascribed to Joseph Hallett in Richard S. Westfall, Never at Rest: A 
Biography of Isaac Newton (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 829-830. 

  
64 Peirce seemed pessimistic about his ability to elicit a change in Whiston.  Perhaps evincing 

the influence of Locke’s epistemological theory, Peirce concluded that his arguments would likely not 
make a change, for “a generous mind will not be swayed thereby, contrary to its own apprehensions.”  
Whiston, Memoirs, 1:122. 

 
65 Whiston, Memoirs, 1:121-122. 
 



 

363 
 

weakness. But you, my dear friend, that have been thoroughly convinced of that 
truth, let me ask you, how have you got off it? or, how can you make it consist 
with your present scheme?66 

 
Thirdly, Peirce questioned how Whiston might consistently argue from the Fathers of 

the first two centuries, thereby surrendering “the sure rule for a fallible one.”67  

Consonant with his articulation of the primary and secondary rules in the recently 

concluded controversy with Edward Wells, Peirce wrote, “I own a deference due to 

them [the Early Church fathers]; but it seems unreasonable to me, to form our notions 

first from them, and then to strain the Scriptures to speak their sense.” 68  The 

reasonable hermeneutic for Peirce had to arise from Scripture rather than from the 

Fathers. 

Lastly, in a pattern now familiar, Peirce argued that the earliest Fathers fully 

supported the Trinitarian view of God.  Referencing loci in Justin Martyr’s Second 

Apology supporting the worship of the Son, Peirce claimed sufficient additional 

supports from “the most ancient writers” that “as all the christian churches in the world 

do now, so they did then worship the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”69  At least on this 

point, Peirce apparently perceived continuity in Christian theology, unbroken by papal 

corruption and human innovations. 

Interestingly, Whiston did not publish the letter which he issued in response, 

but an extract exists from a letter dated six days later: “Your letter a little surprised me, 

to find myself supposed to be a Socinian or UNITARIAN.  I never was, nor am now, 
                                                 

66 Whiston, Memoirs, 1:122-123. 
 
67 Whiston, Memoirs, 1:123. 
 
68 Whiston, Memoirs, 1:123. 

 
69 Whiston, Memoirs, 1:123-124. 
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under the least temptation of such doctrines.—I hope you will do me the favour to be 

one of the examiners of my papers.  Till which time you will do kindly to stop so false 

a report.”70  Considering Peirce’s contemporary negative comments on heresy, one can 

only assume these appellations were distasteful when applied by a friend.  Of course, 

Whiston decried the unorthodox designations much as Peirce would do in the early 

days of the Exeter controversy. 

Whiston took considerable credit for his influence upon Peirce, and evidence 

does suggest the significant influence of Whiston’s works on one of the senior Exeter 

ministers, Joseph Hallett II.71  For Whiston, the decisive event occurred at an accidental 

meeting with Peirce in the London bookshop of a Mr. Bateman (likely Christopher 

Bateman in Pater-Noster Row) in 1711.72  According to Whiston’s account, the 

mathematician upbraided the Trinitarian Peirce for having refused to read his recent 

Primitive Christianity Reviv’d (1711-1712).  Having ignored the arguments found in 

the “ancient and eminent book, Novatian D[e] Trinitate” (which Whiston had 

previously recommended) and having refused to read Whiston’s critical work, Peirce 

was now responsible to God and his own conscience to read Whiston’s writings “of 

                                                 
70 Thomas Belsham, A Calm Inquiry into the Scripture Doctrine Concerning the Person of 

Christ, 2nd ed. (London: Printed for the Unitarian Society, 1817), 308n. 
 
71 James E. Force, William Whiston: Honest Newtonian (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1985), 26-27, n78. 
 
72 Peirce’s later works corroborate the fact that he frequently visited the city of London for 

durations of as many as five or six weeks.  In 1720, Peirce noted that the key moments of unrest in the 
Exeter theological crisis coincided with his absence while on repeated travels to London.  As the journey 
to and from London was approximately three hundred and fifty miles, Peirce’s vacations were long 
enough for incited discontent in Exeter to begin to fester.  Peirce likely visited his family and his 
powerful friends in London, and, as evinced by the story of his encounter with Whiston, he visited 
booksellers to see the latest publications.  For examples, see Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 14, 
67-68; Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 101.  Alexander Gordon maintained vaguely that Peirce was 
“in the habit of going up to London periodically for literary purposes.”  Gordon, The Story of Salters’ 
Hall, 11. 
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such great consequence.”  The reprimand proved successful for Peirce immediately 

bought the tomes, read them, and according to Whiston—who had so adamantly denied 

being unitarian in 1708—“was convinced by them to become an Unitarian, or 

Eusebian, as I was, and was persecuted for the same by the Dissenters, as I was by the 

church of England afterward.”73  At least for Whiston, this chance meeting in a 

bookstore was Peirce’s Rubicon. 

 
Peirce’s Version. Although unwilling to describe his early life, the ejected and 

persecuted Peirce appeared eager to compose his most articulate and coherent record of 

the events surrounding the Exeter controversy in The Western Inquisition in 1720.  For 

the historian, Peirce’s account is a goldmine as it imparts the very thought process of 

the subject; of course, having seen with what legerdemain Peirce had treated history in 

Remarks (1719), the reader might be forgiven for harboring some skepticism.   

In 1720, Peirce was relatively secure in his position as the pastor of the break-

away congregation gathering in Mint Meeting House (which Peirce called “my own 

place”), but he remained resentful of having been ejected from the leadership of the 

largest Dissenting community in the area.74  His convictions having been unearthed by 

the controversy, Peirce confessed in The Western Inquisition (1720) that he had been 

troubled at the beginning of the decade by the seemingly incompatible views of the 

early Fathers with the common doctrine of God, and had recoiled from the debate in 

which Whiston was engaged.  In fact, Peirce noted that Dissent had never been 

                                                 
73 Whiston, Memoirs, 1:124-125. 
 
74 James Peirce, Two Sermons: The One on John i.46 . . . The Other on I Cor. Iii. II (London: 

Printed for John Clark, 1720), iii. 
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unanimous in espousing a clearly orthodox Christology.  He became convinced that he 

had been reared in a heretical theology: “I was then bred up in a scheme, of which I can 

now make nothing else but Sabellianism; and a set of unscriptural expressions had been 

inculcated upon me from my youth, which I had a great veneration for.”75  Anglicans 

and Dissenters fell into “Tritheism” in the debates over the nature of God, and their 

opponents were susceptible to “Sabellianism.”  In the end, Peirce concluded that the 

necessary base for Nonconformist theology was the Bible: “the scriptures were the 

only rule of our faith.”76    

Instead of wading into the contest over God-theology, Peirce had resorted to 

proof-texting or “patching together some places of scripture” in defense of the thought 

which he hailed as orthodox.  But the Fathers troubled him, as the “antinicene writers” 

failed to teach what he understood to be correct, and the Fathers after the council of 

Nicaea, like Basil, appeared to descend into “downright Tritheism.”77 It was Whiston 

who had first challenged Peirce in what must have been 1708 (although Peirce did not 

provide the date), resulting in the exchange of letters preserved in the Cambridge 

scholar’s memoir.  According to Peirce, Whiston had encouraged him to read 

Novatian’s De Trinitate, and he had asked Peirce to review his papers before 

publication; Peirce, however, ignored the request out of fear of becoming involved in 

the public debate.78  In the next years, Peirce disregarded the publication of Whiston’s 

Primitive Christianity Reviv’d, but did read two of his other works, particularly An 
                                                 

75 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 5. 
 

76 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 4-5. 
 

77Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 6. 
 
78 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 6-7. 
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Essay Upon the Epistles of Ignatius (1710).79  His traditional theology being 

challenged by his reading of the early Fathers, Peirce paid attention to the writings of 

Ignatius and submitted them to his historical hermeneutic: “I took some pains to 

compare the two editions of several of the letters of Ignatius, that I might see which 

appeared to be the more ancient; and the shorter edition appearing to me to be probably 

the more ancient, was some confirmation to me of the common opinion.”  Compelled 

by the hermeneutic which he had applied to so many texts, Peirce was reassured of his 

Trinitarian position and continued in intentional obliviousness to the publications of 

Samuel Clarke and Whiston.80 

Ignoring dates as usual, Peirce concluded that he had bought Samuel Clarke’s 

Scripture-Doctrine of the Trinity (1712) and Whiston’s Primitive Christianity Reviv’d 

(1711-1712) about “twelvemonth after the Doctor’s book was publish’d,” which agreed 

in substance with Whiston’s account of the meeting in the bookshop but put a date of 

months later on the meeting.81   But it was Clarke, not Whiston, who received explicit 

credit for influencing a change in Peirce’s thought.  Peirce claimed that he was 

“charm’d” with Clarke’s method which was “the best that could be thought of,” even if 

he was not fully swayed by the churchman’s claims.82  Although Peirce found that he 

was persuaded to “part with some beloved opinions, or else quit my notion of the 

                                                 
79 William Whiston, An Essay Upon the Epistles of Ignatius (London: Printed for Benj. Tooke, 

1710). 
 
80 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 8. 
 
81 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 8; Samuel Clarke, The Scripture-Doctrine of the 

Trinity. In Three Parts. Wherein All the Texts in the New Testament Relating to that Doctrine, and the 
Principal Passages in the Liturgy of the Church of England, are Collected, Compared, and Explained  
(London: Printed for James Knapton, 1712). 

 
82 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 8. 
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authority of holy scriptures,” it was his subsequent careful reading of the Bible that 

brought him to a new conclusion: “I was soon convinc’d the common opinion could 

not reasonably be esteem’d a fundamental article of the christian faith.”  Scripture, 

Peirce claimed, did not dictate a belief in Nicene Trinitarianism as essential for 

salvation.  Based upon his conclusions, he expunged from his preaching and prayer 

those potentially controversial theological concepts deemed unnecessary or 

unscriptural.83   

Peirce divulged (seemingly without any remorse) that he had accepted the call 

to Exeter having rejected the common opinion and having resigned himself to praying 

and worshipping in ways that did not do violence to his recent conclusions. Thus, he 

subtly implemented new doxologies, rejecting those which were usually employed and 

which bore a Trinitarian flavor.  For Peirce, his preaching was to be centered on 

Scripture and the practical and ethical life of the Christian; speculative matters, which 

he defined as those not expressly communicated by Scripture, were to be rescinded 

from the service.84  His was a dangerous game of effecting change without revealing 

his motives or reasoning.  In 1710, William Whiston had been removed from 

Cambridge, and Samuel Clarke had been forced to retire from the debate on the Trinity 

after a maelstrom in Convocation in 1714.85  Heterodoxy could have serious 

                                                 
83 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 9-10. 
 
84 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 10. 

 
85 John Gascoigne, “Clarke, Samuel (1675–1729),” in Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography, online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, Oxford: OUP, 2004, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/5530 (accessed June 24, 2010); Stephen D. Snobelen, “Whiston, 
William (1667–1752),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian 
Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, October 2009, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/29217 (accessed June 24, 2010). 
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repercussions.  In 1720, the author of a pamphlet on the controversy regarding the 

Trinity reminded the orthodox John Enty that Peirce was unlikely to respond further in 

print as “it may expose him to Danger, as you are not yourself, by this Time, 

insensible.”86  In Peirce’s words, he “had been upon the reserve” during the years 

leading up to the controversy.87  During his entire tenure in Exeter, James Peirce was 

waiting for exposure. 

 
Transformations Between the Texts 

As James Peirce was effecting change within his city and his meeting house, he 

was also through his publications attempting to shape a broader audience, encouraging 

it to reject the religious and civil oppression of tender consciences and to accept 

Christianity as being a diverse movement, peopled with those who sought rational 

religion and polite dialogue.  To demonstrate the shift in Peirce’s thought this chapter 

analyzes Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium (1710), A Vindication of the Dissenters 

(1717 and 1718), and The Western Inquisition (1720) to determine how Peirce utilized 

history over the course of the decade to convince his readers of the right definitions of 

Christianity and Dissent.  When each of these ‘histories’ is compared to its 

predecessors and against the backdrop of Peirce’s personal, social, and theological 

locations, his descriptions of Christianity and Dissent take on new definition. 

 
  

                                                 
86 The anonymous text frequently has been ascribed to Peirce.  Propositions Relating to the 

Controversy Among the Dissenters in the West. Concerning the Trinity. In a Letter to the Revd. Mr. John 
Enty (London: Printed for T. Bickerton, 1720), 3-4. 

 
87 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 7. 
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The Debt to Edmund Calamy 

When James Peirce constructed his histories of Dissent in Vindiciæ Fratrum 

Dissentientium (1710) and A Vindication of the Dissenters (1717 and 1718), the 

standard account of the rise and justification of English Nonconformity was to be 

found in Edmund Calamy’s An Abridgment of Mr. Baxter’s Narrative (1702).88  Peirce 

owed a significant debt to Calamy’s expression of Dissent, both in the principles and in 

construction of his histories.  Peirce acknowledged the importance of Calamy’s An 

Abridgment (1702) in Vindiciæ (1710) and in A Vindication (1717 and 1718), 

remembering An Abridgment in the later English edition as “a very good History of our 

nation, and especially with respect to our controversy, for about fifty years; out of 

which several things are taken into this Historical account I have been giving of our 

troubles.”89  An Abridgment (1702) had described the ejection of Richard Baxter (1615-

1691) and two thousand ministers from the Church of England between the Restoration 

and St. Bartholomew’s Day, 1662.90  For Calamy, the raison d'être for Dissent was 

expressed through the life of the ejected Baxter.  The principles of Dissent were 

formulated upon the primary authority of Scripture and the guidance of the principles 

of charity, unity, and reason.  Dissent was a negative movement in reaction to the 

demands for reordination, for revoking the oath taken for the Solemn League and 

                                                 
88 Edmund Calamy, An Abridgment of Mr. Baxter’s History of His Life and Times. With An 

Account of Many Others of Those Worthy Ministers Who Were Ejected, After the Restauration of King 
Charles the Second (London: S. Bridge, 1702). 
 

89 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 126-127; Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), 281-282. 
 

90 For more on Baxter, see N. H. Keeble, “Baxter, Richard (1615–1691),” in Oxford Dictionary 
of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. 
Lawrence Goldman, October 2009, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/1734 (accessed June 23, 
2010). 
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Covenant, for taking oaths of episcopal obedience, for accepting episcopal government, 

vestments, liturgy, godparents, and other rituals deemed inconsistent with Scripture.  

Furthermore, the demanded commitment not to take up arms against the king appeared 

to impinge on the inherent rights of Englishmen.91  In Calamy’s account, the hundreds 

of ejected ministers were persecuted heroes of a just and righteous cause, confessors of 

an unparalleled persecution.  Russell Richey rightly observed that Calamy’s negative 

rationale was foundational to the Dissenters’ understanding of themselves and it was 

the basis of Peirce’s telling of Nonconformist history in Vindiciæ Fratrum 

Dissentientium (1710).92   

 
A Traditional Telling: Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium (1710)  

The peaks of Peirce’s defense of Dissent between 1706 and 1718 were the 

publication of his Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium (1710) and its English translation 

appearing as A Vindication of the Dissenters in 1717 and in a revised edition in 1718.93  

These massive tomes were recognized as comprehensive summaries of the justification 

for and a theology of English Nonconformity.  An analysis of Peirce’s articulation of 

Dissenting history, theology, and politics within the entirety of these texts and the 

differences between the three editions would be a worthy, but mammoth, task.  This 

chapter simply will provide an assessment of the historical parts of Vindiciæ (1710) 

                                                 
91 Russell E. Richey, “The Origins of British Radicalism: The Changing Rationale for Dissent” 

Eighteenth-Century Studies 7, no. 2 (Winter 1973-1974): 180-183. 
 

92 Richey, “The Origins of British Radicalism,” 184-186. 
 
93 Henceforth, the abbreviations Vindiciæ and A Vindication will be used to designate the titles.  

Unless otherwise noted, the second edition of A Vindication, published in 1718, will be used. 
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and A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), but (due to the paucity of investigations of 

Peirce’s works) one that goes beyond any recent published examination. 

The orthodox, “Athanasian” James Peirce issued Vindiciæ Fratrum 

Dissentientium (1710) as a response to Defensio Ecclesiae Anglicanae (1707) of Dr. 

William Nicholls (1664-1712).  Nicholls, who took degrees from Wadham College and 

Merton College, Oxford, and variously held benefices in Selsey, (Sx.), Bushey, (Herts), 

Chichester, (W. Sx.), had penned Defensio in an attempt to garner the approval of the 

continental Reformed Protestants and to demonstrate the orthodoxy of the Church of 

England.94  Defensio was published in 1707 and in 1708, and then was issued 

posthumously in English first in 1715 and in subsequent editions throughout the 

eighteenth century.95  Nicholls had begun the English translation before his death, but 

according to the calculations of James Peirce, the churchman only completed 

approximately thirty or forty pages of the text; the remaining portion was supplied by 

an anonymous translator.96  The popularity of the Nicholls’s vernacular edition was 

such that Peirce was prompted to provide in 1717 a translation of his Vindiciæ.97   

Vindiciæ (1710) was a unique text for Peirce, both in its composition and its 

format.  Although Peirce had mixed history and theology in his prior discourses, 

Vindiciæ first presented arguments from history, before extending his opinions on 
                                                 

94 Robert D. Cornwall, “Nicholls, William (1664–1712),” in Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence 
Goldman, May 2006, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/20116 (accessed June 16, 2010). 
 

95 William Nicholls, Defensio Ecclesiae Anglicanae (London: G. Sayes, 1707); Defensio 
Ecclesiae Anglicanae (London: G. Sayes, 1708); William Nicholls, A Defence of the Doctrine and 
Discipline of the Church of England. In Two Parts (London: Printed for Jonas Brown and John Watts, 
1715). 

 
96 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), Preface. 

 
97 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), Dedication; Preface. 
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matters explicitly theological.  Structurally, Vindiciæ was comprised of a dedication 

and three parts.  The first part, consisting of one hundred and thirty-six pages, corrected 

Nicholls’s presumed misrepresentations of English Nonconformity in history.  The 

second part (made up of seventy-four pages) presented the issues of dogma (de Fidei 

dogmatis) about which the Dissenters disagreed with the Established Church.  The 

third part, and the longest with two hundred and thirty-nine pages, discussed the 

differences between the Anglicans and the Dissenters in matters of polity and worship 

(Hierarchicorum Disciplinam & Cultum). 

 
The Language of Dissent 

Vindiciæ (1710) differed from all of Peirce’s apologetical works in that it was 

composed in Latin.  As previously noted, Some Considerations on the Sixth Chapter of 

the Abridgment of the London Cases (1708) demonstrated a move by Peirce to address 

a more sophisticated public audience than that of his Letters to Wells.  Vindiciæ was a 

continuation of this trend as he engaged an educated elite, implicitly excluding more 

than just those Bible-based Dissenters.98  Of course, Peirce was a member of that 

erudite elite.  His knowledge of Latin had been more than sufficient for his success at 

Utrecht and Leiden and the composition of Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria 

Anaxagorea (1692), and he conducted much of his correspondence with his former 

                                                 
98 James Peirce, Some Considerations on the Sixth Chapter of the Abridgement of the London 

Cases: Containing a Vindication of the Office for Baptism, and Particularly of the Sign of the Cross 
(London: Printed for J. Lawrence, 1708), Preface. 
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instructors in Latin (and in his less than meticulous handwriting) when he resided in 

Oxford and Newbury.99     

The intended audience of Vindiciæ (1710) was also different from that of his 

earlier treatises.  In response to Nicholls having dedicated Defensio to the Reformed 

scholars on the continent, Peirce committed his work to the judgment of the divines of 

the Church of Scotland.  Peirce depicted Nicholls’ appeal to continental theologians in 

1707 to be a slight of his northern neighbors who joined England in the union of the 

same year.  Peirce argued that the Scottish Church was an excellent judge of the 

separation between the Dissenters and the Church of England because of the ministers’ 

dedication to Christian principles, their past experience of persecution, and the respect 

which many of their number enjoyed among the English episcopalians.  In fact, Peirce 

argued that the Scottish clergy were superior arbiters because they were more familiar 

with the situation on the island and could investigate matters fully, unlike the 

continental divines, who, being so distant (“longissime sint remoti”), were forced to 

make judgment based upon the distorted evidence provided by Nicholls.100  Once 

                                                 
99 Although Peirce had alleged that his skill in Latin was inadequate to address both his learned 

audience and the subject matter, Fox asserted that Peirce was proficient in “the learned languages,” but 
was most adept with Latin.  Not one to give unbridled praise, however, Fox also recalled that his 
manuscript had to be corrected by Thomas Knipe (1638/9–1711), “the then Master of Westminster 
School, who was looked on as an exceeding great critic in that tongue.” Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 2-3; 
Fox, “Memoirs of Himself,” 330.  Alexander Gordon identified the Master as Thomas Knipe.  Alexander 
Gordon, “Peirce, James (1674?-1726)” in The Dictionary of National Biography, ed. Leslie Stephen and 
Sidney Lee (London: Oxford University Press, 1937; repr., 1981), 15:681-685; C. S. Knighton, “Knipe, 
Thomas (1638/9–1711),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian 
Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/15750 (accessed June 17, 2010). 

 
100 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), i-iv. 
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again, Gerard De Vries’s hermeneutic of proximity as expressed in nearness 

(propinquus) and distance (remotus) seemed present in Peirce’s thought.101 

 
The Thesis of Vindiciæ (1710) 

Peirce’s arguments were not innovative.  Admittedly, Peirce’s thesis of the first 

chapter of Vindiciæ was multifaceted, but it reflected Calamy’s vision of Dissent.  

Peirce argued that Nicholls had misrepresented the Fratres Dissentientes, the 

separation between the Church of England was the responsibility of the Anglicans, the 

Dissenters espoused a true Christianity congruent with Protestant principles, and that 

Nonconformity had suffered unjust persecution from tyrannical bishops.  These were 

not new assertions, but their importance lay in their inclusion in a large Latin apology 

making a holistic argument for the validity of English Dissent.  

The ad hoc nature of Peirce’s chronicle influenced the format of the history.  

Peirce followed Nicholls’s text, quoting excerpts from the debatable passages, and 

providing evidence from other historians to counter the churchman’s account.  The 

initial chapter lacked a clearly chronological organization until the accession of 

Elizabeth I in 1558, and then only sporadically throughout the remaining text.102  The 

erratic narrative (if it might be called such) stretched the history of English religion 

from the life of John Wyclif in the late fourteenth century to the publication of 

Calamy’s An Abridgement in the first decade of the eighteenth century. 

 

                                                 
101 Although the dedication addressed British readers, Vindiciæ’s audience was clearly 

international.  The first chapter began with an address “ad Exteros Theologos, Professores, Caeterosque 
Viros eruditos, Religionis & Fidei Reformatae Cultores.”   

 
102 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 29. 
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The Definition of Dissent 

Essential to Peirce’s case was the definition of Dissent which he obliquely 

made through his episodic history.  According to Peirce’s presentation, Nonconformity 

did not have a ‘genetic history’: it could be found wherever a number of positive and 

negative characteristics were present.  First, Dissent could be identified where 

Christians held to the primary authority of Scripture, rejected human innovations in 

worship and polity, and were gathered into congregations identified by a two-fold 

ministry.103  Theologically, Nonconformity was Calvinistic, but this was only a 

distinguishing mark after the time of Archbishop Laud, as Peirce insisted that all 

English Protestants had shared Reformed beliefs before the incursion of 

Arminianism.104   

Dissent’s identity, however, was also negative.  In summary, Nonconformity 

was an oppositional movement historically derived in reaction to religious and political 

innovation that failed to acknowledge Scripture as the source for Christian worship, 

doctrine, and polity.  Nonconformity in England had rejected Roman Catholicism, 

Arminianism, and other theological errors that had infiltrated Anglicanism.  Dissent 

was rightly separated from the Established Church with its episcopal polity, and it 

refused to subscribe to oaths and parliamentary acts that placed human innovations 

over the rule of Scripture.  Because Nonconformity was a movement of the people that 

resisted non-scriptural power structures, it was threatened by the episcopacy which 

utilized the tool of persecution.  Thus, Dissenters lived as members of an ongoing, 

                                                 
103 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 1-2. 

 
104 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 41. 
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incomplete, non-contiguous reformation that suffered setbacks from ecclesiastical and 

state oppression.   

The dual definition of Dissent presented Nonconformity as both monogenetic 

and polygenetic.  Nonconformity, as identified by its positive espousal of scriptural 

theology and church polity, was monogenetic.  Wherever right theology and right 

practice existed, there was biblical Christianity.  Wherever biblical Christianity was 

rejected and persecuted by those in power, there was Nonconformity.  The mark of 

persecution, however, implied that Dissent was polygenetic and contingent on 

historical contexts.  Thus, Peirce identified the fourteenth-century Wycliffites as 

Dissenters, but he then leapt to the Henrican era with the only transition being the 

continuing existence and persecution of the Lollards during the early sixteenth century.  

The next major movement of Nonconformity was the Puritans who arose out of the 

Elizabethan Settlement and were identified by their orthodox theology which they 

shared with Calvin, the “jewel and glory of the Reformation,” and their rejection of 

covert Roman Catholicism among the bishops.105  Dissent had a new life under the 

renewed persecution during the Laudian regime.  Finally, the debt to Calamy was 

revealed as Peirce focused on the Nonconformity that emerged at the Restoration, or 

more specifically, with the Bartholomew Day ejections of 1662.  Appropriating Ovid’s 

categories, Peirce identified the Restoration as the beginning of a Golden Age for the 

episcopalians and for the Nonconformists the onset of an Iron Age in which piety was 

overcome by fraud and force, faith having fled.106 

                                                 
105 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 16, 18-19.  In this chapter, the word ‘puritan’ will be capitalized to 

reflect Peirce’s practice. 
 
106 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 89. 
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Dissenting Exemplars 

Vindiciæ (1710) presented numerous individuals, including John Wyclif (d. 

1384) and John Foxe (1516-1587), as standards of Nonconformity and whose 

antagonists modeled the dysfunction of oppressive English religion.  John Wyclif, the 

first Nonconformist mentioned in the history, served as the template for identifying 

Dissenting theology in the centuries to follow.  Wyclif, Peirce argued, belonged to the 

Dissenters and not the Anglican Church because he had supported a two-fold ministry, 

the singular authority of Scripture, a doctrine of predestination, and the necessity of the 

separation between the civil government and the clergy, and he also had rejected ‘Old 

Testament’ rituals and ecclesiastical pomp.107  Surprisingly, Peirce began with a catena 

demonstrating Wyclif’s support of two-fold ministry, not the authority of Scripture, 

and, the first quotation drew upon the authority of the Church Fathers not Scripture.108  

Of course, Peirce had been contending for the validity of Presbyterian ordination for 

the last four years and it was the debate over ordination and polity that continued to 

dominate his understanding of Dissent. 

Notably, Peirce did not mention Wyclif’s controversial rejection of 

transubstantiation or his forced retirement to Lutterworth.  Persecution, the missing 

characteristic of Wyclif’s Nonconformity, was attributed instead to his followers, 

thereby providing a segue between the fourteenth century and the transformation of 

religion under Henry VIII.  Peirce provided no information about the disciples of 

Wyclif at this juncture; it simply was important that they suffered under Henry VIII, 

                                                 
107 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 3-5. 
 
108 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 3. 
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the enemy of evangelicalism and the recipient of papal approval for his attack on 

Lutheranism.109  The king functioned as the model of the English monarch whose 

aspirations for power eventually drove him to be an enemy to both the “evangelical 

life” and “papal tyranny,” rendering a Church of England, unreformed and full of 

unscriptural practices.110  The greed of Henry, so often mocked by antagonists, led to 

the establishment of the Anglican Church by act of Parliament, the formation of an 

ecclesiastical hierarchy which had no scriptural warrant, the perpetuation of Roman 

Catholic practices, and the rise of forced subscription.111  With a heavy dose of 

sarcasm, Peirce drew a comparison between the inadequate and misdirected Henrican 

reformation which had been authorized by Parliament (a human institution) and that of 

the Wycliffites, who, like the early Christians, had dared to convert and attempt change 

on their own volition and without the approval of the civil government.112  Dissent 

modeled by the Wycliffites was a movement of the people who took God’s will 

seriously; the Established Church was a product of avaricious monarchs, abetting 

human government, and rapacious bishops.  Demonstrating the continuing theme, 

Peirce concluded that the Church of the Elizabethan Settlement and its ceremonies 

were not based upon Scripture and Antiquity, but founded on the desires of the 

Queen.113  But he observed that the vestiges of Roman Catholicism and its 

                                                 
109 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 4-5. 

 
110 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 5. 

 
111 Peirce wrote that adversaries of English Protestantism derisively suggested the real source of 

the Henrican reformation: They said “Anglicanam nostram reformationem a Subligaculo Henrici 8vi 
originem traxisse.”  Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 5-9. 
 

112 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 11. 
 
113 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 31. 
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‘superstitions’ had been so pervasive among the episcopacy and the leaders in the 

court, that it was only fear of the monarch that had kept the reformation (although 

imperfect) alive in England.114   

John Foxe (Fox), the historian and martyrologist, was an exemplar of Dissent 

during the Elizabethan era, which James Peirce identified as the “source and beginning 

of our evils” (malorum nostrorum fontem & originem).115  Dominated by a queen who 

was more concerned with her monarchical prerogatives than true religion, the English 

Church of the late sixteenth century saw the rise of oppressive bishops who demanded 

subscription before it was legally required.  According to Peirce, John Foxe was called 

by the Archbishop of Canterbury to subscribe to the Articles, but Foxe brought his 

Greek New Testament and offered to subscribe only to “huic.”  When the canons 

required more, Foxe, “that good old man,” submitted his small living at Salisbury if 

they wished to eject him.  The fiendish bishops, however, were ashamed to take such a 

trifling income from the old man who had done the service of composing a history of 

English religion (nostra historia).  Foxe was both a symbol of Dissent’s right 

resistance to subscription to non-scriptural statements, and also a transitional case 

introducing the increasingly severe persecution of Puritan ministers.  The tyrannical 

episcopacy would no longer venture leniency.116  Peirce’s meta-narrative was that of 

self-concerned and manipulative monarchs, compliant Parliaments, and villainous 

bishops (demanding subscriptions to creeds espousing human innovations) in 

                                                 
114 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 34. 

 
115 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 34. 
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opposition to Puritans who were willing to give their livelihoods and lives to defend 

the liberty of the nation and to resist required non-scriptural worship and theology.   

 
The Regular Rules 

In his history, James Peirce was consistent in his defense of the Principle of the 

Dissenters and the Rules of Scripture and Antiquity.  Restating the Principle, Peirce 

insisted that no matter the erudition or the piety of a human authority (even the 

Reformed champion Theodore Beza), the Nonconformist was captive to his conscience 

first and foremost.  Human authorities were problematic for any debate, because 

substantial supports from the Fathers and theologians could be found for both sides.117 

Scripture remained the Rule for determining proper worship and church 

government.  Peirce affirmed the validity of Presbyterian polity not from tradition, but 

on the authority of God and the evidence of Scripture.118  Sustaining the theme of the 

individual conscience over external coercion, Peirce contended that the Dissenters were 

of “another doctrine” than their Anglican counterparts: The consciences of 

Nonconformists were convinced of that which was right or wrong by the edicts of 

Christ, not by the laws of Parliament.  Thus, the argument that was most convincing to 

the Dissenting conscience was not Parliament’s proclamation but a claim made from 

Scripture.119   

Peirce contested the claims of Nicholls for the authenticity of Anglican practice 

and polity based upon tradition.  Antiquity was hallowed, but not a final authority.  

                                                 
117 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 36. 

 
118 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 1-2, 18. 
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Finding it necessary to explain his understanding of antiquity, Peirce explicitly 

articulated his hermeneutic: surely, if purity is determined by the antiquity of a thing, 

then that which is older is more pure (Profecto si ex antiquitate aestimanda est puritas, 

quo antiquius eo purius).120  If the purest thing was the most ancient, he stated, then the 

reformers were absolutely correct in returning to Scripture rather than to the Fathers!121  

Presumably (and Peirce did not make this explicit), the Bible was older than the 

Fathers.  But Peirce conceded that even if he were to accept the authority of the ancient 

Fathers, the foes of Dissent had made claims to many things that did not have the 

faintest footprint (vestigium) in the ancient sources, a veritable restatement of his 

assertions in Some Considerations (1708) and the Letters that the Anglicans did not 

have “Footsteps in the Holy Scriptures” and only “Footsteps . . . so dark” in the first 

centuries in support for their rites.122 

Yet, Peirce continued to play both sides of the issue.  As the history of Vindiciæ 

was concerned with English Nonconformity it was not unexpected that he rarely made 

a case from the writings of the Fathers.  He did, however, utilize traditional sources 

extensively in the second and third parts.  Peirce referenced non-canonical sources or 

referred to the opinions of an Early Father on nearly every page of the third part!  This 

increased focus on the authorities of the early Church was paralleled with a sharp 

enlargement of his employment of the early Fathers in his seventh and eighth Letters 
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121 “Proinde sapientissimo consilio unicam sibi in reformanda ecclesia normam posuere sacram 

paginam.” Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 12. 
 

122 “Multa enim adversariis in usu sunt, quorum ne levissimum apud antiquos scriptores extat 
vestigium.” Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 12; Peirce, Some Considerations (1708), Preface, 29; Peirce, 
Letters, 3/4:50, 64. 
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when compared to the first six.  (The construction of the seventh Letter likely 

coincided with Peirce’s early efforts in formulating a response to Nicholls’ Defensio 

Ecclesiae Anglicanae of that year.)  A review of the latter portions of Vindiciæ 

discovered Peirce’s continuing predilection for those sources from before the fourth 

century, when (he claimed) the church became infected with the many errors which 

were retained by the Roman Catholic Church.123  Yet, Peirce’s persistent profession 

was that the oldest antiquity failed to provide so great authority as Scripture: even the 

Fathers declared that Scripture was the authority for faith and worship (An illa ipsa 

veneranda antiquitas norma fidei & cultus aestimanda est?  Annon illa ipsa nobis 

unicam commendat sacram paginam?)124  In the end, Peirce (the Enlightenment 

empiricist) argued that experience made the most compelling case.  Experience alone 

demonstrated that human innovations in worship quickly become the focus of their 

inventors, allowing the denigration of righteousness and the rise of persecution in the 

Church.125   

Although Peirce used the Church Fathers for his own arguments, he articulated 

his continuing skepticism of histories.  As mentioned in the opening lines of this 

chapter, Peirce reckoned that faith in history had been undermined by so often being 

laced with bias.126  The Fathers were no different.  Identifying untainted historical 

evidence required identifying the influx of human innovation.  As with Edward Wells, 

                                                 
123 “Hanc consuetudinem ante quartum speculum ignotam fuisse supra diximus, quando in 

multos errores ecclesia jam erat delapsa, qui in hodiernum usque diem a Pontificiis retinentur.” Peirce, 
Vindiciæ (1710), 312. 

 
124 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 15. 

 
125 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 13. 

 
126 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 52. 
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Peirce derided Nicholls’s arguments from sources which were purported to have 

preceded the rise of papal power; Peirce maintained the Roman usurpation within the 

Church had been gradual and pervasive and far earlier than Nicholls was willing to 

accept.  Furthermore, he noted, Nicholls’s assertions were moot because the 

episcopalians were unwilling to accept the truly ancient, first- and second-century 

witnesses like “Justin Martyr, that most ancient writer” (antiquissimus scriptor) who 

endorsed practices and polity no longer kept in the Church.127  Although not of ultimate 

authority, arguments from “ultimam . . . antiquitatem” had been ignored by the 

Anglicans.128   

 
Boundaries of Dissent 

Peirce’s predominantly negative typology allowed for some diversity in 

Dissent, but he clearly identified valid Nonconformity with those who upheld the 

observable standards of presbyterian (or near presbyterian polity) and Calvinistic 

doctrine.  The key figures in his history were the “Puritani” to whom Peirce attributed 

the maintenance of the primacy of Scripture, the rejection of episcopacy, the 

endorsement of presbyterian polity, Reformed theology, the defense of English civil 

liberties, the denunciation of superstitions from tradition, and of course, the 

condemnation of all things Roman Catholic. 

Peirce’s espousal of Calvinistic doctrine was implied by his defense of Puritans 

whom he claimed were rightly Reformed, but was even more explicit in his discussions 

of dogma in the second section.  This theological summary included such headings as, 
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“De Gratia Irresistibili,” “De Universali Redemptione & Praedestinatione,” “De 

Perseverantia,” and “De Originali Peccato.”  As the New Testament had prescribed a 

two-fold ministry, those who were within the Dissenting fold held the requisite 

rejection of the common episcopal polity.129  Thus, Dissent explicitly included the 

Presbyterians and the Independents.  The Independents differed in polity from the 

Presbyterians, but in all other points appeared in agreement.  In fact, Peirce insisted 

that the differences in discipline between the two groups were abating daily.130  Of 

course, the implication was that the Independents were becoming more Presbyterian, 

but evidence suggests the movement was in the other direction. 

More broadly, Peirce included the followers of Wyclif and the Elizabethan 

Puritans, and seemed to make some room for the Brownists (with whose tenets he 

somewhat was unfamiliar) who appeared to have similarities to the Independents.131  

The demarcation between acceptable and unacceptable groups was the distinction of 

being ‘Presbyterian’ or separatist (or sectary).132   

The Baptists, Quakers, and the ambiguous Brownists lay on the outskirts or 

beyond the limits of Dissent.  The Baptists and Quakers were suspect in Peirce’s 

narrative of Dissent.  Both of these movements apparently failed to maintain a 

scriptural polity and both groups were in conflict with Peirce’s vindication of infant 

                                                 
129 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 76-77. 

 
130 “Immo jam in rebus ad disciplinam ecclesiasticam pertinentibus, a nobistantum diffentiunt, 

minuiturq; indies iste dissensus.”  Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 78-79. 
 

131 Despite claiming that the Brownists and Independents improperly had been amalgamated in 
the histories of others, Peirce’s attempts at differentiating the two groups were unsuccessful. Peirce, 
Vindiciæ (1710), 78-79. 
 

132 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 82-83. 
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baptism in the later parts.  More importantly, throughout Vindiciæ Peirce identified the 

Quakers (Tremulorum) and Anabaptists with Arminianism which had entered England 

under Archbishop Laud through Jesuit agency.  Arminianism was the Roman Catholic 

Church’s solution to the Protestantism (haereseos nostrae) of the Puritans and 

churchmen, who had shared a common Reformed theology in the sixteenth century.  

Laud’s ‘popery’ closed the door on biblical (Calvinistic) theology, and the old doctrine 

(vetus illa, a prima Reformatione suscepta doctrina) was supplanted.133 

If the connection between the Baptists and Dissent was fragile, there was 

nothing but separation between Dissent and the Quakers.  Responding to the criticism 

of the influence of a Mr. Lob (presumably Stephen Lobb (1647?-99)) and William 

Penn (1644-1718) on James II, Peirce retorted that the reference to Penn was irrelevant 

because there was no link between scriptural Nonconformity and the Quakers: “Quid 

enim nobis cum Tremulis?”134  Responding to Nicholls’s claim that ‘papist’ emissaries 

had passed themselves off as Dissenting ministers (Puritanorum Ministros) so as to 

incite the Nonconformists against the Church, Peirce deflected the comment by stating 

it was irrelevant to the debate and that he had no idea if the accusation was true of 

Quakers and other sectaries (implicitly excluding the possibility that the false preachers 

might have come in the guise of Presbyterian or Independent ministers.)135  Not only 

were the Quakers radicals, they were also backwards (in opposition to the urban 

                                                 
133 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 69. 
 
134 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 119; Richard L. Greaves, “Lobb, Stephen (d. 1699),” in Oxford 

Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); 
online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/16878 
(accessed June 29, 2010). 
 

135 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 147. 
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Dissenters).  Regarding the use of titles within society, the Dissenters and the 

episcopalians, unlike the unsophisticated Quakers, were polite enough to acknowledge 

designations of social status.136 

Peirce also summarized the demographics of the Dissenters.  He noted that the 

Nonconformists thrived in urban environments which succored their traditional trade-

oriented professions.137  Peirce admitted that there were rural representatives of 

Nonconformity, but he characterized these rustic members as being so fatigued by their 

labors that they were not inclined to be as curious as their more troublesome urban 

brethren who had the luxury of leisure to investigate the “discipline and ceremonies of 

the Church.”138  It was the laity among the country Dissenters, Peirce commented, who 

had leapt at the toleration granted by James II, rather than regarding it with suspicion.  

That these bucolic brethren, so accustomed to hard work, were in error in their 

credulous delight for the freedom granted was not to be held against them: all men 

made mistakes, Peirce opined, and these less learned Nonconformists were responding 

naturally to this seemingly excessive liberty.139 

 
Outside the Lines: Heretical, Natural, and Rational Religion 

Besides ‘Dissenters’ and ‘Episcopalians’, Peirce utilized the additional 

categories of ‘orthodox’ and ‘heretical’, although with considerable variety and even 

with sarcasm (as in the reference to Roman Catholicism providing Arminianism as the 
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138 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 81. 

 
139 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 120. 
 



 

388 
 

remedy to “our heresy.”)  Peirce’s Reformed ecclesiology assumed the mixing of the 

wheat with tares, a view of the Church more congruent with Presbyterianism than 

Congregationalism.  The Dissenters had had their heretics like William Hacket (d. 

1591), but so did orthodox Christianity (Christianorum orthodoxorum) in the persons 

of Simon Magus, Montanus, and Marcion, all members of the Church before falling 

into the vilest heresies.  Even Judas, who was said to be a devil, was among the 

Apostles of Christ.  Besides, Peirce challenged, the Anglicans had error in their midst 

and one did not have to go as far as their illiterate laity or lower clergy to find it—and, 

of course, Peirce had to mention a sensational case, namely that of Bishop John 

Atherton (1598-1640; Aderton) who was executed for pederasty.140 

Peirce frequently used heretics, like Simon Magus, Montanus, Marcion, the 

Cathari, Paul of Samosata, the Valentinian Gnostics, Peter Fullo (Peter the Fuller), and 

the Arians, to demonstrate the introduction of superstitious liturgical practices into the 

Church not only as human innovations, but derivations from erroneous practice and 

theology.  For example, the Valentinian Gnostics were responsible for establishing the 

sign of the cross at baptism and the laying on of hands at confirmation; the Montanist 

Tertullian defended the earlier practice; and, Peter the Fuller was credited with 

introducing the recitation of the Creed at Communion.141 

                                                 
140 Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 56; Alexandra Walsham, “Hacket, William (d. 1591),” in Oxford 

Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); 
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Theological error, however, was not limited to the distant past.  Countering 

accusations that the Dissenters were responsible for heresies that had arisen during the 

Interregnum, Peirce offered a fascinating observation that had considerable relevance 

to his own period.  Using delightful agrarian metaphors, Peirce replied that the 

Presbyterians could not be blamed for the intrusion of heresy which frequently 

surfaced during times of prosperity within the Church.  Due to the work of the Devil 

(Diabolus) in prospering his tares (zizania) against God’s good seed (bonum Dei 

semen), blooming (florentissimum) religion was defiled by sprouting (pullulantes) 

heresies and agitated mobs (turbae).142  As a parallel to the heresies that emerged 

during the rise of godly religion at the time of the Interregnum, Peirce noted that 

rebellion (tumultus) and the most repugnant heresy of the Arians (foedissima 

Arrianorum haeresis) attended the conversion of the Roman Emperors.143  As for the 

prosperity of heresy during the 1640s, Peirce attributed its cause to untrained men 

taking on religious work and the intentional subterfuge of the emissaries of Roman 

Catholicism and those of like minds.  As an example, Peirce presented the case of Dr. 

Jeremy Taylor who pled the Anabaptist cause (Anabaptistarum causam . . . strenue 

agebat) in an attempt to cause dissension among the godly ranks (lites . . . 

suscitaret).144  For Peirce, heresy was closely tied to social or religious upheaval: the 

turbae and tumulti which accompanied heresy were tied to Taylor’s espousal of 

Anabaptist theology by Peirce’s earlier reference to the rebellion of the Anabaptists and 
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Münsterites in the 1530s (Munsterianorum & Anabaptistarum tumultus).  In his effort 

to identify heresy and civil unrest, Peirce made a convenient and common elision 

between English Baptists and the continental Anabaptists of the Münster debacle. 

Peirce concluded his thoughts on heresy during the Interregnum with a damning 

question:  If the Presbyterians were accountable for the rise of heresy during the 

Interregnum (when the Dissenters were in ascendancy), who then was responsible for 

the heretical and dangerous opinions (haereticae & perniciosae opiniones) which had 

begun to circulate after the dawn of the episcopal Golden Age (aurea ecclesiae 

Anglicinae saecula)?145  The obvious answer was that heresy had entered English 

religion with the restoration of Charles II and the Anglican Church.   

The two great errors that plagued the Church of England, according to Peirce, 

were Arminianism and Socinianism, two heretical camps very near to each other.  

Contradicting Nicholls’s claim that the Anglican clergy had effectively fought against 

the heresy which in turn had become lodged in Nonconformity, Peirce provided 

evidence from English divines proving the continuing threat of Socinianism within the 

Church of England.  In “De Socinianismo Ecclesia Anglicanae Attributo,” the second 

essay in the second part of Vindiciæ, Peirce marshaled proof from Bishop John 

Bramhall (d. 1663; Bramhallus) and from extensive quotations from Veritas Redux 

(1707) by Dr. John Edwards (1637-1716).146  Peirce’s own concluding argument was 
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146 John Edwards, Veritas Redux: Evangelical Truths Restored, 2 vols. (London: Printed for 

Jonathan Robinson, John Lawrence, and John Wyat, 1707).  Edwards was a strong Calvinist Anglican 
and the author of several tracts against the thinking of John Locke and against Socinianism, including 
Socinianism Unmasked: A Discourse Shewing the Unreasonableness of a Late Writer’s Opinion 
Concerning the Necessity of only One Article of Christian Faith (London: Printed for J. Robinson, 1696) 
and The Socinian Creed, or A Brief Account of the Professed Tenets and Doctrines of the Foreign and 
English Socinians (London: Printed for J. Robinson, 1697).  J. Robinson, “Edwards, John (1637–1716),” 
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that the source for Socinianism in England was the Anglican Church.  The Dissenters 

were less inclined to the “plague.”  Furthermore, he noted, those divines who fought 

the Socinians with the greatest vigor had a tendency to gravitate to genuine religion 

and Evangelical truth (ad veram & Evangelicam veritatem accedunt).  

Evinced by the uncharacteristically extensive length of the quotations, Peirce 

placed great importance on the lines which he translated into Latin from Veritas Redux 

(1707).  Dr. John Edwards (as his words were translated in Vindiciæ) maintained that 

the Socinianism had emerged in England among the Rationalists (Rationalistarum), 

whom Peirce defined as those theologians who considered “all the Evangelical truths” 

to be as little in comparison to their own reason (qui omnes Evangelicas veritates suae 

rationis modulo metiuntur).147 These Rationalists had found a champion in William 

Chillingworth (1602-1644), who, Edwards maintained, was a Unitarian (qui eum in 

Unitariorum numero recensuit).  Chillingworth’s error and that of the Rationalists 

within the Church of England was the excessive “use of Reason in Divine Matters” 

(nimia rationis humanae praedicatio), which in turn became the avenue for the 

“depraved opinions” (or so Peirce added) of both Socinianism and Deism (ad pravas 

etiam tum Deistarum, tum Socinianorum opiniones viam muniisse certum est).  The 

experiment of substituting natural religion in the place of revealed religion was delayed 

only by the Rationalists who made a direct attack on the doctrines of the Trinity and  

(“dogma,” according to Peirce) of the satisfaction achieved by Christ.148  The only 

                                                                                                                                              
rev. Stephen Wright, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian 
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thing that obstructed the Rationalists, ironically, was the Arminians, “those professed 

Boasters of Reason, who were going to marr our Divinity by it, and to destroy a great 

part of the New Testament.”149  In short, Edwards (and Peirce by dissemination) 

maintained that the Rationalists were about to become Unitarians, as both groups were 

“such Adorers of Humane Reason.”150 

The relevance of this passage went far beyond Peirce’s attempt to implicate the 

Church of England with the guilt of distributing heresy in its Golden Age.  Through his 

translation, Peirce vehemently contended (sometimes strengthening Edwards’s 

language) for the need to root out hidden heresy in the church, and against the 

argumentation from natural religion and the rationalism of religion.  The dogma of the 

Trinity and Christ’s satisfaction were components of revealed religion, and both the 

divines espousing natural religion and those endorsing rational religion threatened the 

truth.  The elevation of reason over revelation was the offense that gave rise to Deism 

and the “gravissimum . . . crimen” of Socinianism.151   

Heretics, Peirce asserted, did not reject entirely the whole truth.  Did their 

willingness to defend part of the truth, he questioned rhetorically, absolve them from 

the crime of overthrowing religion with their erroneous theology?152  Indeed, this was a 

question that many of Peirce’s contemporaries would ask in the years to come. 

                                                 
149 Edwards, Veritas Redux (1707), 1:493; Peirce, Vindiciæ (1710), 155. 

  
150 “Rationalistas illos ad amplectenda Socinianorum dogmata esse omnium paratissimos.  
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Anticipating Subscription: A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718) 

In 1717, purportedly convinced of the error of Trinitarian theology and 

committed to his own brand of subordinationism, Peirce issued a translation of his 

Vindiciæ in answer to Nicholls’s posthumous A Defence of the Doctrine and Discipline 

of the Church of England (1715).  Although Peirce claimed that Vindiciæ (1710) had 

met with approbation from his Dissenting fellows and those abroad, it was A 

Vindication, particularly the second edition published in 1718, which catapulted Peirce 

to prominence in the trans-atlantic British world.153  Although, A Vindication was 

alleged to be a translation of Vindiciæ, it was so much more.   

Yet, Peirce had much to lose at this pivotal moment: He had a wife, no fewer 

than three children, a sizable salary, possibly a growing financial portfolio, and the 

status of being the most famous Dissenting minister in the West Country.  Even his 

adversaries acknowledged his eminence at the time.  In 1718, he was recognized by the 

rector of Exeter College, Oxford, as “the Ring-leader of Sectaries and Dissenters, or the 

Bell-wether of erring and straying Sheep, which you are publickly known to be, and 

vainly pride your self in.”154  Peirce no longer was vying with a pedantic rector of 

little-known Cotesbach; he had reached a higher stage.  But his was a fragile position.  

Rumors were swirling and parties were solidifying in opposition to the perceived threat 

of a heresy that would jeopardize the toleration granted to the Dissenters and the 

station of many Nonconformists within British society.  He had kept silent on the 
                                                 

153 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), Preface. 
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Trinitarian debate for four years, but storm clouds were looming.  As Daniel Neal’s 

letter from London to Benjamin Colman in Boston had revealed, the issue of the 

Trinity was threatening to rend Dissent asunder.155   

Superficially, A Vindication was merely an updated and vernacular version of 

Vindiciæ.  A comparison of the two books, however, evinces significant shifts in theme 

by way of expansions on Vindiciæ’s text, insertions of new material, and the exclusion 

of material from the Latin edition.  The most significant new material appeared in a 

greatly enlarged historical part and in a powerful preface (clearly written after the 

composition of the English text.)  The preface described Peirce’s motivation for 

producing the vernacular version, his main arguments, and a brief description of the 

aggrandizement.  Peirce acknowledged the significant enlargement of the text in the 

preface: 

I knew the work would be easier to me than any other person, and I might use 
that liberty which another could not.  Besides, I was willing to make some 
additions to the Historical Part, that I might the more expose that most odious 
of all abominations, Persecution, which hangs like a milstone [sic] about the 
neck of our Adversaries cause.  This I have largely done in the darkest time of 
the history of our sufferings, the reign of Queen Elizabeth.  And tho’ this has so 
swelled the First Part; yet I flatter my self, the entertainment it will give the 
reader, will be sufficient apology for me; and if not, I can use no other. 
 

As usual, Peirce understated the case.  The historical account was more than twice as 

long as its predecessor!156   Sources obliquely referenced in Vindiciae were “swelled” 
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London, Sept. 19, 1718” in Collections of the Massachusetts Historical Society, for the Year 
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395 
 

with extended quotations, and dozens of excursions on tangential characters were 

added.  Furthermore, this defense had a grander audience than continental theologians 

and Scottish ministers: this vindication was for Britain.  In the introduction to the 

second part, Peirce differentiated between the Latin edition which was intended “for 

Foreigners” and his “translation” created “for the use of my own Countrymen.”157 Like 

the reprinting of his biographical vindication in A Second Letter to Mr. Eveleigh 

(1719), this work was for an audience “nearest home.” 

 
The Thesis: Liberty!   

A Vindication retained the four themes found in Vindiciæ, but the later text 

subsumed these under a dominant appeal for the liberty of tender consciences and the 

denunciation of forced uniformity.  Peirce was not clairvoyant in 1717 when A 

Vindication was first published: certainly, the writing was already on the wall.  In 

recent days, criticisms of the common theology of God had circulated in Devon and 

ministers and congregants were becoming riled.  Peirce and two fellow ministers 

quietly had negotiated the move of the youthful, but undiplomatically heterodox, 

Hubert Stogdon from Exeter to Somerset in July 1717, but accusations cropped up 

again in the winter.  In May 1717, Peirce had been constrained by the lay leaders of 

their meetings to deliver a sermon on the “Satisfaction of Christ,” and in January 1718, 

Peirce and his fellow Presbyterian ministers were called to “preach in defence of the 
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eternal deity of Jesus Christ.” 158   The compulsory homilies were harbingers of the 

tests for orthodoxy demanded in the fall of 1718.   

The illegitimate imposition of creeds and liturgy on “tender consciences” had 

been a prominent theme in Calamy’s An Abridgment (1702) and it was essential to 

Peirce’s historical case against the tyranny of the episcopacy in Vindiciæ.  In 1710 

Peirce had argued that the good citizen had the right to worship God according to his 

own conscience (mentis) and that this freedom, which was both a law of nature and one 

granted by Scripture, could not be revoked.159  The fear of conservative Anglicans, of 

course, was that the expression of such rights would lead to mobs, violence, fanaticism, 

and another civil war.  The preface and history of A Vindication went further than 

Peirce’s past claims and made a stronger case for tender consciences on the grounds of 

inherent rights (as elucidated in Chapter Four), and less on the authority of Scripture.  

Peirce reminded his audience that the High Church denied those rights; true Dissenters 

championed those rights for all.   

In the preface of A Vindication, Peirce defended the unity of Christianity but he 

denied the equation of unity and uniformity.  No one church was the repository for 

salvation.  Dissenters, he claimed, recognized that salvation did not lie only within 

their meeting houses: “Did we ever deny a possibility of salvation in the Church of 

England?  That uncharitable way of judging mens [sic] states we leave to the Church of 
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Rome, and their Brethren the High Church in England.”160  In fact, although Peirce 

believed that the Church of England and the Roman Church were in error and thus the 

Dissenters were right to be separate, he allowed for the “possibility of salvation” for 

those who participated out of ignorance in those flawed institutions.  But Peirce did not 

condone ignorant religion. The Dissenting principle was inviolate: “In short, we call no 

man master, or father, on earth; our avow’d only rule is the Scripture; by that alone we 

will be convinc’d, by that alone we walk, as by that alone we shall be judg’d.”  No 

person’s principles might be a standard for another; rather, the Dissenter “must 

therefore consider things as they are in themselves.”  Reasoning and Scripture were the 

authorities empowered to influence one’s conscience, and one’s informed conscience 

(or mens) was his guide.161 

Responding to the fear that the liberty of conscience would ferment fanaticism, 

Peirce claimed that uniformity was not necessary for the maintenance of peace in a 

nation, even one that (unfortunately) had established religion.  Persecution was the 

direct result of the belief that Christianity must consist of only “one opinion”: “But I 

suppose this is started to stir up men to advance the glorious work of persecution, that 

all may be brought to one opinion, in order to their living sociably together.”  In fact, 

persecution and oppression were counterproductive as they only increased dissension 

as the oppressed become enraged and the oppressors become frustrated with the 

recalcitrants.  If Britain needed a model for the right expression of natural rights, then it 

might turn to its Dutch neighbors: “Now let every man enjoy his natural rights and 

                                                 
160 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), Preface. 

  
161 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), Preface. 

 



 

398 
 

liberties, and no one sect be suffer’d to domineer over another; and difference in 

religion will be no hindrance to mens living friendly and sociably, as we see ‘tis not at 

this day in Holland.”  True liberty would bring a balance and peace to society; those 

who rejected the freedom of others were the “right High Church bigot” and the “furious 

bigots” who exhibited in their very faces, least of all their words, the “animosity . . . in 

their breasts.”  Such bigotry and incivility were “a piece of ill breeding” and must be 

avoided by all Dissenters.162 

The opposite of bigotry was the allowance of different opinions in Christianity, 

and the encouragement of moderate conversation among free, “sober modest” men 

about their differences on controversial matters.  In A Vindication, Peirce was explicit 

in his support for the toleration of differing theologies and for orderly dialogue 

between interlocutors:  

I can’t find any backwardness to allow another man as much liberty of differing 
from me, as I expect to be allow’d me of differing from him.  ‘Tis therefore the 
easiest thing in the world for me to converse with sensible and civil people of 
all persuasions; and I have met with those, who I am persuaded found no more 
difficulty in it, than my self.163 
 

Essential to Peirce’s apology was not only the defense of the natural right to hold 

alternative opinions, but also to express these opinions in word, worship, and deed. 

Peirce’s focus on religious toleration, or what he frequently called “liberty,” 

and the evil of any forced uniformity permeated his history in A Vindication and 

greatly influenced the material he introduced, as well as that which he chose to excise 

from Vindiciæ.  Change in Peirce’s perspectives were evident in his presentation of 

new heroes of Dissent, a more inclusive definition of Nonconformity, subtly changed 
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rules of Scripture and Antiquity, and a blatant plea for religious liberty by calling for 

the toleration of heretics.  

 
Christian Heroes   

Peirce added an immense amount of material to his discussion of the 

Elizabethan era.  Elizabeth had become one of his greatest villains, not for her 

concerted persecution of Dissenters, but because of her lack of commitment to 

reformation which allowed infernal Roman Catholicism and episcopalianism to seep 

in.  By the writing of A Vindication, Peirce was convinced that there were two pivotal 

moments in the history of English religion: the Elizabethan Settlement and the 

Restoration of Charles II.  Building on the work of Calamy and the story of Baxter, 

Peirce had made the case for a shifting of ‘ages’ at the Restoration in Vindiciæ, but it 

was with the large supplements from the sixteenth century that he identified the earlier 

critical juncture.   

The more I consider her [Elizabeth’s] character, the more I wonder she 
befriended the Reformation so far as she did: for tho’ she was a very wise and 
politic Queen, and acted with the greatest judgment imaginable for the good of 
her subjects in all state matters; yet she had but a very moderate share of 
religion. . . . And certainly since our English Reformation was settled according 
to the sovereign will and pleasure of a Queen, who had so little of religion or a 
true and hearty Protestant in her, we need not be supriz’d, that it should be so 
very imperfect.164 
 

Lest he place the entire onus on the monarch, Peirce pinpointed the particular occasion 

of separation to the forced subscription by “forward Bishops” of ministers prior to 

1570 (not the ejections of 1662.) 165  Yet, it was Elizabeth who had given shape to a 
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Church based on human innovations and allowed the rise of an episcopacy, greedy for 

power and armed with persecution. 

Equipped with histories of the trials of puritans, Peirce supplied additional 

accounts of Elizabethan persecution, including the stories of Edward Dering (ca. 1540-

1576), John Udall (ca. 1560-1593), and John Penry (1562/3-1593) who exemplified 

Peirce’s puritans who were persecuted unjustly.166  Edward Dering (Deringe) was a 

“strict Puritan,” who was persecuted for his “needless preciseness” by the bishops.  

Unwilling to “subscribe to contradictions,” Dering was an exemplar for rational, 

scriptural religion as he rejected the bishops’ articles which he deemed inconsistent 

with the “Word of God.”167  Peirce also recounted the trial of John Udall (who had 

received mention in Vindiciæ), who was called before a council for purportedly 

preaching without warrant and for being the supposed author of the Martin Marprelate 

tracts.  After a conniving inquisition by the council (whom Peirce named so “that they 

may be remember’d, as they deserve”), he was imprisoned, tried with evidence read 

from duplicitous (and absent) witnesses, found guilty of a felony, and died in prison 

having been deprived of due process under the law.168  Finally, Peirce related the story 

of John Penry who also was accused of authoring the Martin Marprelate tracts and was 

hanged.  For Peirce, Penry was a martyr for conscience: “He afterward professe[d], that 
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whatever he held in the points controverted, he held it of meer conscience toward God, 

having the written Word for his warrant.”  Like a good Dissenter, Penry was willing to 

be convinced by arguments from Scripture; if his opponents, however, could not 

muster such arguments then he and his “brethren” shuold be relieved from “the 

piercing edge of that sword.”  For Peirce, Penry was a “Christian hero”!169 

 
(Slightly) Revised Rules 

At first glance, Peirce did not present significant changes to his hermeneutics of 

Scripture or Antiquity in A Vindication.  He clearly articulated the rule of Antiquity its 

relation to Scripture in the preface:   

But pray which do you reckon the first and purest times?  Is the fourth Century 
purer than the first, or the twelfth and thirteenth purer than both?  For 
whatever improvements have been made in the humane arts and sciences by 
later inventions; yet in religion, which always suffers by innovations, antiquity 
is most venerable, and of sacred authority.  This observation is worth all the 
Preface.  Religion therefore, as describ’d in the Scriptures, without any of the 
innovations of after times, is to be prefer’d; and this is all we contend for.  
Keep to this rule, and our Controversy will be soon over.170 

 
This was Peirce’s strongest and most concise depiction of the relationship between 

Scripture and Antiquity, and he demonstrated his inability to separate the two.  

Antiquity was of “sacred authority”!  The rule of Antiquity dictated that the religion of 

the New Testament was the least corrupt.  Missing, however, from his case was an 

argument based upon the divine inspiration of the text.  Never before had Peirce used 

such strong language in regards to Antiquity. 
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As Peirce retained the extensive references to the Fathers in the third part, it 

was appropriate that he stated in the preface that the Nonconformists did not dismiss 

“the authentic writings of the Church with errors,” but only those authors who had 

included “innovations” in their doctrine.171  Peirce explained his rubric for the use of 

the Fathers: 

But when men will argue from Fathers, they ought to do it with great fairness; 
much care should be used to represent their true sense and design: whereas this 
is almost perpetually neglected in our Controversy; and a base abuse is put 
upon us, and the Fathers at the same time.172 
 

In general, this method was not in conflict with Peirce’s general presentation; although 

one might argue (and his opponents did) that he frequently mistook the Fathers’ “true 

sense and design.” 

 
Broader Boundaries of Dissent 

In A Vindication, James Peirce still pictured Dissent as an urban phenomenon 

associated with literacy and intellectual discourse, and he emphasized that the 

Dissenters had utilized the printing press extensively, but at times had been denied the 

right to publish or were persecuted for circulating their ideas.  He retained his 

identification of Nonconformity as having many members in the mercantile industry, 

and he added a note describing the apparent distanced relationship between the 

Anglican clergy and the “trading part of the nation,” implying a close connection 

                                                 
171 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), 327, 437. 

 
172 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), Preface. 
 



 

403 
 

between merchants and Dissenters.173  But the essential quality of the Dissenters was 

not their economic situation, but that they suffered. 

In A Vindication, Nonconformity remained a persecuted entity, suffering the 

greatest abuses from the English bishops.174  But not everyone who suffered was a 

Dissenter.  Consistent with Vindiciæ, the ‘Dissenter’ was distanced from groups which 

Peirce deemed inconsistent with Nonconformist principles in their interpretation of 

Scripture, polity, and theology.  Arminians continued to be the tools of the Papists.  

Congregationalist separatists were suspect.  Baptists/Anabaptists and Quakers were 

Arminian and congregationalist and appeared to be out of the fold.  The occasional 

Baptist might demonstrate the principles of Dissent, but Quakers were unquestionably 

still excluded.  Quakers, given to “clownishness,” were still equated with “the wild 

Sectaries” of the Interregnum.175  Independents held an irregular polity, but were 

redeemed by their Calvinistic theology.176   

Peirce’s association of valid Nonconformity with Calvinism, however, was less 

emphatic in A Vindication.  The changes were subtle, but arguably important.  Peirce 

excised several portions of Vindiciæ praising Calvin or Calvinistic theology.  Examples 

of deletions included the removal of an argument for the historical Calvinistic 

interpretation of the Articles,177 the elimination of a ringing endorsement of the 

liturgies of the hallowed John Calvin and John Knox (viris longe eruditissimis & 
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pientissimis),178 and the little details like failing to translate “sed fuit purus putus 

Calvinianismus” when describing Puritan and Anglican theology of the sixteenth 

century.179  These were minor changes in the huge historical part, but they were 

magnified by the bowdlerization of eleven of the thirteen chapters from the second 

part.   

Gutted from the second section were such chapters as “De Gratia Irresistibili,” 

“De Certitudine Salutis,” “De Universali Redemptione & Praedestinatione,” “De 

Perseverantia,” “De Justificatione,” and “De Originali Peccato,” among others.  

Peirce’s provided an excuse for the purge: 

Several Chapters in this former Part of his [Nicholls’s] Defense are really 
foreign to it, and were therefore omitted wholly in my Answer.  Indeed the last 
Chapter is almost the only one of this Part, which immediately affects our 
quarrel. All the several Chapters which relate to doctrinal matters, relate only to 
objections against some particular Divines: which though I examin’d in the 
Answer design’d for Foreigners, I shall wholly wave in this Translation, 
design’d for the use of my own Countrymen.180 

 
Peirce’s reasoning was suspect, when one realizes that included in the number of 

deleted chapters was that entitled, “De Socinianismo Ecclesiae Anglicanae 

Attributo.”181  The indictment of those divines who espoused either natural religion or 
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rational religion, the arguments against the rationalists who threatened the doctrines of 

the Trinity and Christ’s satisfaction, the association of Arminianism with those who 

boasted of reason and appeared to threaten the integrity of the New Testament, and the 

claim that Socinianism (and by implication, Christological heresy) had not crept in 

among the Dissenters—were all missing! Surely, this change was intentional. 

Peirce even found new heroes among groups he formerly had ostracized.  

Peirce’s distinction between Brownists and Independents was imprecise in Vindiciæ, 

but he articulated a more careful delineation in A Vindication complete with a three-

page addition regarding the origins of the Brownists (whom he definitively claimed 

were not Independents.)  Brownists became literary devices who revealed the 

oppression by the bishops and even fellow Dissenters. “These poor people” endured 

heavy persecution from the episcopacy even though their only offense was the 

opposition to episcopacy and “worshiping God according to their consciences.”  Peirce 

gave evidence for their unjust harassment, imprisonment, and execution in the 1590s, 

and he reported to his readers the moving cry of those so harshly treated: “‘We crave 

for all of us but the liberty either to die openly, or to live openly in the land of our 

nativity. . . . If we be guiltless, we crave but the benefit of our innocence, viz. that we 

may have peace to serve our God, and our Prince, in the place of the sepulchres of our 

Fathers.’”  Peirce then turned his censure on the puritans, who had alienated the 

Brownists because of the “rigidness of their notions.”  The antagonism of the puritans 

                                                                                                                                              
Oxford University Press, 1937; repr., 1981), 15:681-685; Maurice F. Wiles, Archetypal Heresy: 
Arianism Through the Centuries (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 138; David L. Wykes, 
“Peirce, James (1674–1726),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and 
Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/21782 (accessed September 3, 2009); Curtis W. Freeman, “God 
in Three Persons: Baptist Unitarianism and the Trinity,” Perspectives in Religious Studies 33, no. 3 (Fall 
2006): 324. 



 

406 
 

included having written against the separatist group “perhaps more than they ought.”182  

Apparently, the Dissenters were not immune to the lure of power and persecution. 

There was one significant event in the history of the Reformed churches that 

Peirce omitted from Vindiciæ (1710) and A Vindication, and its exclusion is intriguing.  

It was not unexpected that Peirce did not allude in Vindiciæ to the execution of Michael 

Servetus (d. 1553) in Calvin’s Geneva: Peirce’s history was that of the English church, 

and he was appealing to Reformed divines in Scotland on the continent, of whom 

neither would have found the retelling of the event appealing.  The absence of 

reference to the execution in the fervent case for religious liberty in A Vindication, 

however, was unexpected.  Peirce clearly was aware of the black mark on Calvin’s 

reputation in November 1717 as he wrote an open letter to Dr. Andrew Snape (1675-

1742).  Peirce admitted that “some of our reformers, ‘tis certain, were of an eager and 

warm temper, and too liable to be charg’d with persecution; and Calvin cannot be 

clear’d in this respect.”  Calvin was not to be excused for his crime (“which yet was by 

Calvin’s advice and instigation”) and for his inconsistency in pleading for toleration for 

Protestants and killing Servetus for heresy, but Peirce noted that such persecution was 

“the prevailing errour of their [the Reformers’] time.”183  Although Peirce gently 

rebuked the Old Puritans (as he would later call them) in A Vindication for their abuse 

of the Brownists, he was not willing to recognize (or did not see in early 1717) the real 

threat of Dissenters oppressing their own.  Peirce was an experienced rhetorician and 
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polemicist, and he probably perceived that the event in Geneva might weaken his 

argument for Nonconformist liberty.  

 
Outside the Lines: Greater Flexibility 

Peirce’s plea for liberty, however, seemed at odds with his enduring declaration 

that Dissenters properly worshiped God (suggesting, therefore, others did not.)  Peirce 

laid the onus on the those within the Anglican church “who insist upon, or submit to, 

those rigid terms, which the Papists devis’d for the breaking us in pieces; rather than 

ours, who cannot with safe consciences comply with them.”184  This was his standard 

case:  the Anglicans had forced the subscription of unlawful liturgy and creeds on 

tender consciences who could not comply.  But, Peirce did not stop with this jab, but 

continued, “We only desire to worship God according as he has appointed,” apparently 

making an exclusive claim to authenticity for the Nonconformists.185   In general, 

Peirce categorized styles of polity and manners of worship as scriptural or “papist,” but 

even the latter category did not carry the same negative connotations of ‘heretical’ for 

despite his calls for religious freedom (and his own theological persuasion), Peirce still 

was identifying heresies.   

Peirce made little reference in the historical portion to the theological conflict 

that was afoot.  After a long quotation (which was in Vindiciæ) from Whiston’s Essay 

on the Revelation, Peirce made this new observation: 

I confess this author has publish’d an odd judgment of some of the antient 
writers, but these two pieces were written and cited by me, before he fell into 
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that opinion; and there appears such good sense in the passages set down, that I 
could not be willing to leave them out.186 

 
The necessity of defusing the association was imperative as Whiston was deemed by 

many to be heterodox after his ejection in 1710, and because Peirce had cited Whiston 

on the importance of the most ancient Fathers (over those of the fourth and fifth 

centuries who were so distanced from the age of the Apostles (Apostolis longissime 

remotis seculis), a position remarkably (and not surprisingly) similar to Peirce’s own 

hermeneutic of history.187 

 
 Hints of Heterodoxy 

There were very subtle changes between Vindiciæ and A Vindication that 

suggested Peirce’s new convictions.  In regards to the bandying about of heresies, 

Peirce revealed a new and interesting restraint in the ascription of erroneous theology 

to groups in the English edition.  Peirce claimed that the Anglicans accused the 

Dissenters of heresy and rebellion:  

We are by them ordinarily term’d Fanatics, Puritans, Rebels, Schismatics in a 
damnable condition, worse than Papists, abettors of Judaism and Turcism.  And 
tho’ they seem’d a little while to be so much in humour, as to confine these 
their reproachful terms to us in England; yet we knew when it was usual with 
them to load all the Presbyterians in the world with the same. 
 

This previous locus, however, had included an additional heretical group and one 

associated with a mistaken view of God and Christ: the Cathari.188  Peirce conveniently 
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glossed this group.  Similarly, he removed the mention of the Arian heresy rising in the 

early Church, substituting “a variety of religious contentions.”189  References to Arius 

were suspiciously missing in translation except for those that were positive, like the 

quotation that stated Jerome, Augustine, Ambrose and other Church Fathers 

maintained the same two-fold order that Arius also held.190   

Other nearly imperceptible changes in the texts reflect Peirce’s meticulous 

choice of language, just as he confessed he carefully shaped his prayers and doxologies 

in Exeter.  An example of this alteration can be seen in the comparison of a few parallel 

lines of the Dedication in Vindiciæ and A Vindication.  

Divinum illum mentis adorem ad Dei cultum puramque religionem, cujus laude 
jam olim floruistis, adeo non extinxerunt, ut incenderint potius atroces & 
diuturnae vexationes, quibus summus ille, idemque clementissimus Pater, 
viginti abhinc annis vos eripuit.  Hujus tanti beneficii memores ad opus, a Deo 
& Christo vobis concreditum, strenui semper incumbitis.  Faxit Deus, ut pari, 
vel majori etiam vigilantia, diligentia, & successu eodem incumbere usque 
pergatis.  
 
The ardent zeal for God’s worship and pure religion, for which you have been 
renowned of old, has been so far from being extinguish’d; that it has been 
inflam’d and brighten’d by those horrible and very long persecutions, out of 
which about twenty years ago it pleas’d our most merciful God and Father to 
deliver you.  Being mindful of this great benefit, you diligently discharge the 
important trust committed to you.  The good Lord grant you may always go on 
to do so with the like, and even greater care, diligence, and success. 
 

In this English passage, Peirce was painstaking in his identification of God as Father 

and as Lord.  He also removed the agency (even the mention) of Christ, implying his 

concern with focusing worship on the Father and the attribution of full divinity on the 

paternal person.  These examples might appear too slight for importance to the reader, 
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but two years later Peirce reminded his readers of the consequence he continued to 

place on his own language of dissent:  

There is really a great deal of nicety in the very wording such things.  And . . . I 
had a particular reason why I express’d my self as I did; and tho’ he may think 
he does not vary the matter as to the substance [in the process of paraphrasing], 
yet by the alteration he deprives me of an advantage, which I intended to save 
to my self by my expression.191   
 

Words (even the smallest ones) and language were of the greatest import. 

Peirce also provided clues to a change in his hermeneutic of Scripture.  Even in 

his defense of the two-fold order, Peirce had demonstrated his awareness of different 

received texts of the canon, but he had not emphasized the importance of the variety 

within the documents.192  By the time of the composition of A Vindication, however, 

Peirce was making a novel distinction.  In a new section in the historical part, he 

described the ongoing persecution of the puritans and the debate in 1673 over the 

validity of the Articles and whether they were “grounded on Holy Scripture” and 

whether the Church “must of necessity follow the primitive church in such things.”  

Peirce concluded that in their final decision the Bishops had been presumptuous in 

concluding that the Book of Common Prayer was without error, because “One would 

think they should have left this honour to the Holy Scriptures, and only to the originals 

of them.”193  What was this reference to the “Originals of them [i.e., Scriptures]”?  This 
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was a new development, a new phrase in the Peirce canon that would appear in the 

years to come. 

Perhaps the most telling change was in a related enlargement and excision.  The 

removal of his denunciation of Socinianism in “De Socinianismo Ecclesiae Anglicanae 

Attributo” in the second part was curious. The exclusion of this section would have 

been only interesting were it not for a powerful plea for religious freedom that Peirce 

added to A Vindication.  Late in the historical part Peirce argued that there was no 

reason to deny religious liberty to all good citizens, and he picked a telling group as his 

example: 

‘Tis indeed true, that the High Church bigots have thought it [the Act of 
Toleration] too extensive; and therefore set themselves to cramp it in the late 
reign [that of Queen Anne] . . . . We must allow that Toleration, even before it 
was curtail’d in the last reign, was not extensive enough.  Nor can I see any 
reason, why an absolute liberty in matters of religion should not be granted to 
all good subjects.  Particularly, what good has been done by the Toleration’s 
not being extended to the Socinians, as our Author takes notice it is not?  If they 
have been a small matter fewer in number upon this account, that advantage has 
been perhaps out weigh’d by a contrary mischief.  For while they have not been 
allow’d to keep up such religion as they approve, they have run into Deism, and 
a neglect and contempt of all public worship, and many other 
inconveniences.194 

 
The case was not that Socinian theology was correct, but that the failure to extend 

liberty under the Act of Toleration (1689) to these non-Trinitarians was responsible for 

the “contrary mischief”: the Socinians had been driven to the worse state of Deism and 

to the cessation of all worship.  This was different logic than that which Peirce had 

applied in Vindiciæ when through Edwards’s text, Peirce attributed the rise of both 

Socinianism and Deism to men placing greater value in their reason than in revelation.  

Peirce had substituted a new causation for the demise of religion.  
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Was Peirce anticipating his own future?  The reader must assume so.  The very 

stipulations that deprived the Socinians of toleration and placed Roman Catholics and 

them under the penal laws would be applicable to Peirce if he publically acknowledged 

his disagreement with the common Trinitarian theology and espoused his 

subordinationism.  Peirce’s case to his readers against subscription was made 

personally and likely with a hope that seemingly certain exposure and subscription 

might be avoided.  In the midst of recounting Edward Dering’s forced subscription, 

Peirce submitted this poignant aside: 

For my part, when I consider the abominable tyranny of all such proceedings, 
and the barbarous wickedness of sifting the secrets of mens hearts, about 
matters, of which perhaps they never spake any thing before; I heartily bless my 
God, that he did not cast my lot in such days, but reserv’d me for times of more 
equity and freedom.195 

 
Unfortunately, his own times proved lacking in “equity and freedom.” 

 
A New History: The Western Inquisition, 1720 

This study returns to The Western Inquisition (1720), in which Peirce redefined 

Dissent on the bases of Reason, Scripture, and Toleration in an account (bearing 

striking parallels to Calamy’s An Abridgment of 1702 and An Account of 1712) that 

told the story of forced subscription, the defiance of conscientious ministers, the 

persecution and ejection of the faithful Dissenters from the church, and the 

‘martyrdom’ of Dissenting ministers.196  Yet, in Peirce’s history, the hero was not 
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Richard Baxter; it was the persecuted and ejected Peirce and his fellow Devon 

Dissenting ministers.   

Lest this conclusion that Peirce compared himself to the iconic Baxter be 

considered hyperbolic, the reader need look no further than the polemics of the 

previous year to see that Peirce was perceived to have depicted himself as having some 

similarity to the persecuted Jesus Christ.  Peirce contended that considering the 

circumstances, the onus was upon his opponents to produce evidence of disparity 

between the “Saviour” and the deposed, “because otherwise his example will appear 

favourable to my conduct, not to mention that it may bear a little hard upon some of 

your friends.”197  That Peirce sought at the same time to evoke the model and legacy of 

Richard Baxter, as one ejected for holding to the scripture rule, is not unexpected.  In 

1719, Peirce declared that to appeal to Scripture alone as “the rule, and reason of my 

hope” was to “answer, as Mr. Baxter did in a like case.”198  Peirce had a model and 

hero (besides Jesus), as well as a history, which he might recast for a new age. 

In 1718, Peirce had summarized the structure and the impact of Calamy’s An 

Abridgment (1702) on the religious world: 

The ix and x Chapters of that Abridgement were more especially displeasing to 
our Adversaries.  In the former he [Calamy] gives a Catalogue of the Ministers 
turn’d out in 1662, adding some account of their lives, and the works they 
publish’d; whereby he has preserved the memory of those glorious Confessors, 
who will be more valu’d by impartial posterity.  Our Adversaries were griev’d 
the base actions of their predecessors should be so brought to light.  But as Dr. 
Calamy faithfully related these historal [sic] matters, as he found them, they 
gave him no trouble about that Chapter, but contented themselves with 
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bestowing on him occasionally some general remarks in their writing.  In the 
other Chapter he collects the arguments, by which the ejected Ministers 
defended themselves.  These he digests into a good order, and delivers them 
very concisely.  In this Chapter also he acted only the part of an Historian, 
delivering other mens arguments rather than his own.199 

 
Peirce’s assertion of Calamy’s detachment in regards to the matters reported rings 

hollow after examining his writings spanning almost twenty years, but he obviously 

wished to depict Calamy and An Abridgment in opposition to the partisan histories and 

historians he had criticized throughout A Vindication.   

Peirce understood The Western Inquisition (1720) to be more than a vindication 

or defense, it was a “history,” “an account,” or more specifically, “an account of some 

matters lately transacted among the Dissenters,” laid out in chronological narrative 

form, and annotated with dates and biographical asides.200  Unlike Calamy’s An 

Abridgment (1702), however, Peirce was not reporting “other mens arguments rather 

than his own”; The Western Inquisition was much more akin to an apologetic memoir.  

The purpose of the narrative was, like A Vindication, to correct errors and exonerate 

those maligned in antagonistic accounts.  In this case, Peirce sought to correct the 

corrupt records of A Plain and Faithful Narrative of the Differences Among the 

Dissenters at Exeter (1719) and A True Account of What Was Transacted in the 

Assembly of the United Ministers of Devon and Cornwall (1719) which had been 

published on the heels of the debates at Salters’ Hall and the ejections in Exeter.  The 

book introduced the schism at Exeter, submitted Peirce’s chronological version of the 

events that led to the ejection, and presented his defense of the subordinationism he 
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publicly espoused in 1718.  Finally, like Calamy in the ninth and tenth chapters of An 

Abridgment, Peirce listed the men who had been ejected, and through their stories, 

demonstrated their commitment to the essential principles, and thereby called his 

readers to follow the example of these confessors.201   

James Peirce was at his boldest in The Western Inquisition (1720) in which he 

identified true Dissent with true Christianity, in so far as it was identified by the 

interpretation of Scripture by reason and by the toleration for all reasonable expressions 

of truth so derived.  Peirce’s first conclusion in the book (i.e., “It cannot be thought 

strange, that the sentiments of all the Dissenters should not be exactly alike concerning 

the doctrine of the Trinity, about which there have been so many disputes in the 

world”) evinced his conviction that history demonstrated an expected diversity in 

opinions over “speculative” theological matters, even among scripture-founded 

Dissenters.  In this regard, The Western Inquisition demonstrated a change in rhetoric 

and identity.  While Peirce set “Non-conformists” or “Dissenters” in opposition to 

“Conformists” or “Churchmen” in the Letters, Vindiciæ, and A Vindication, he 

employed the more inclusive standard of “christian” in opposition to the “zealous,” the 

“inquisitors,” the “informants,” the “unchristian,” and those with “warm tempers” in 

The Western Inquisition.  Unlike earlier texts, the first rule put forth by Peirce was not 

the Rule of Scripture, but the “christian rule”: 

Not charging one another as holding the denied, though natural, consequences 
of their respective opinions; but  . . . [bearing] with one another, as men 
sincerely searching after the truth, tho’ liable to make mistakes.  And why those 
who make it their endeavours to avoid both those errors [“Tritheism” and 
“Sabellianism”], should not be intitled to their charitable and good opinion, if 
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they have nothing else to object against them, may deserve to be seriously 
consider’d.202 
 

The first rule of Christianity, and thus of Dissent, was the toleration of diversity and 

the serious pursuit of the truth even if such led to diverse or (eventually determined to 

be erroneous) conclusions.  Uniformity in thought, belief, or even worship was not 

expected; rather, truth and peace were to be sought as the ideal.203 

The Rule of Scripture not only followed the Christian Rule of toleration, but it 

seemed overshadowed by the ancillary Rule of Reason. Peirce’s hermeneutical key was 

explicitly revealed in the recollection of a sermon he had delivered on June 1717:   

‘Tis indeed certain that there is but one God and therefore whatever we assert, 
must be understood to be consistent with that main and fundamental principle 
both of natural and reveal’d religion; and, be sure, there is not in revelation any 
thing inconsistent therewith.  And whatever the difficulty may seem to be . . . it 
can’t be unreasonable to resolve the unity of the Godhead into the same 
principle the scripture do’s.204 

 
The application of Reason to Scripture might have been implicit before, but by 1720 

(or 1717, if Peirce’s account of the sermon was accurate) it was explicit.  Peirce 

insisted upon liberty in his religion and theology, “for my self, as a reasonable creature, 

a christian, a protestant, and a Dissenter.”205  The order of this epithet must not have 

been accidental.  The ‘christian’ was first a “reasonable creature.”   Peirce was 

convinced that those who took non-orthodox positions did so “owing to the conviction 

wrought by scripture, reason, and argument.”206  Convinced of the irrationality of Post-
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Nicene Trinitarianism and still holding to the importance of Scripture, Peirce 

contended that “scripture do’s not deliver inconsistent doctrines, however fallible men 

may fancy they can gather them from thence.”207  Yet, despite Scripture being “the 

only rule,” Peirce expected diversity in reasonable interpretation as he demanded that 

another, “express himself as he thinks is most agreeable to the stile, or sense of the 

scripture; only let him leave me the same liberty.”208   

Yet, even the Scripture upon which ‘christians’ might differ seemed to be 

questioned by Peirce.  As a doctrinal test seemed imminent in the Exeter Assembly, 

Peirce stated that he would only agree to a scriptural test in which “nothing was to be 

subscribed but the original,” which lines later he described as “the foundation I stood 

upon as a christian, protestant, and a Dissenter.”209  This distinction was like that of the 

insertion in A Vindication, leaving the reader with question as to what was “the 

original.”210 

The “secondary” rule of Antiquity would seem subject to that of toleration and 

of Scripture, but Peirce’s understanding of Scripture as revelation was fiercely tied to 

his reductionist perspective of truth that that which is oldest and closest to the source 

had the greatest veracity.  Peirce confessed that ‘Scripture’ was authoritative and the 

revelation of God, but he applied his rubric of reason and antiquity to the Scripture and 

concluded that some texts were of questionable historical authenticity and others were 

spurious interpolations. 
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Antiquity also provided a secondary argument for toleration.  Antiquity 

demonstrated historical diversity in Christianity.  When accused of holding a “new 

notion” of the Trinity, Peirce responded, “But I dare say, upon enquiry, it will be found 

as old as the new Testament and to have continued the general opinion of christians in 

several ages after that was deliver’d to the world.”211  Peirce’s commitment to the 

continuation of truth among the “primitive christians” of the first two centuries was 

evinced in his extensive appeal to witnesses from the Ante-Nicene Fathers.  Despite his 

previously expressed skepticism of historical accounts, Peirce’s Enlightenment 

empiricism convinced him that he could, through careful and unbiased analysis, derive 

the essential truth by expunging later corruptions.  In 1720, he was optimistic that the 

application of textual criticism and his hermeneutic of history could render the beliefs 

of the earliest Christians, and he was convinced that “whoever has look’d into the 

ancient writers without prejudice, must see they all of them write in the contrary strain 

[i.e., for subordinationism], and that there are ten passages again the common opinion, 

for one that is favourable to it.”212   

The result of the proper application of reason and the rule of Antiquity to 

Scripture was “practical religion.”213  Peirce understood religion to have the ultimate 

purpose of “practice, to make men good both in heart and life, zealous and fervent, 

consciencious [sic] and persevering in the exercise of all virtues, and the discharge of 

all duties toward God and man.”214  Practical religion avoided “what might give 
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offence,”215 it did not “meddle” or speculate,216 and was a preventative to “injustice, 

falshood, and vile slandering.”217   

Practical religion was the appropriate counterpart to Peirce’s “generous 

principles,” a condensation of his new rules: 

That the scriptures are the only rule of faith; that nothing can be requir’d as 
necessary to be believ’d in order to salvation, that is not plainly revealed in 
them; and that no man has a right to impose upon another’s conscience, or 
persecute him for differing for him.218 
 

The “principles” fell into four clear components.  The first two were assumptions 

regarding matters of faith, not explicitly religious practice.  The latter two were rights 

relevant to the individual living within society.  The first component was derived from 

his Rule of Scripture.  (Missing, of course, was a definition of “scriptures,” which this 

study contends would be defined by his hermeneutic of history.)  The second was a 

new qualification placed upon the authority of those scriptures.  The third component 

was an expansion of his early “Principle among Dissenters,” and the last was an 

extension upon that Principle.   

Finally, Peirce gathered a host of martyrs, or more properly termed 

‘confessors’, to accompany his new definition of Dissent.  As the titled denoted, The 

Western Inquisition (1720) was an extended analogy between his present situation and 

those who had been falsely persecuted by inquisitors in past ages in attempts to expose 
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and destroy ‘heretics’.219  Fed evidence by informants, the inquisitors were Dissenting 

ministers and congregants always seeking “to raise against me a suspicion of 

heresy.”220  Reminiscent of Peirce’s own concern for Whiston’s desire for “doing good 

in the world,” Peirce was reassured that the desire for his subscription was out of “very 

tender regard to my reputation . . . that the usefulness of my writings might not be 

hinder’d.”221  In the words of John Withers, subscription was “no otherwise than in 

infringement of the common liberties of mankind . . . an Inquisition into mens 

consciences, a ransacking of their minds, and a piece of ecclesiastical tyranny.”222  

This “Inquisition” and “ransacking” of minds was evocative of Peirce’s summary of 

the character of the Elizabethan Protestant persecutions.  The machinations of the 

Dissenters as “popish inquisitors,” laid intolerant (and thus illegitimate) Dissent open 

to criticism and potentially negated its ability to answer its adversaries.223 

The oppressed dissenters among the Dissenters were accused of heretical 

opinions, but Peirce compared these vilified Nonconformists to the early Christians and 

their accusers to the pagans of the past.  The heterodox were called “Arian,” although, 

according to Peirce, the accusers simply used the appellation for those who were not 

“Sabellians, or Tritheists” (terms he associated with the common opinions) and against 

whom they wished “to stir up all the wrath” possible.  In short, the slanderers “plaid 

[sic] their game as artfully, in this respect, as ever the heathen persecuters [sic] did 
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against the primitive Christians.”224  The impositions of subscription were 

“incroachments [sic] upon our christian liberty,” and the crimes of ejection were 

against the “rules of common justice.”225  As Peirce had attributed civil disorder, 

tumult, and mob to heresy in Vindiciæ and A Vindication, so he cast this characteristic 

on the orthodox who utilized the crowd and brought about unrest.226 

Like Calamy, Peirce presented his readers with hagiographical lists of 

confessors, complete with their trials, their subsequent persecutions, and their eventual 

martyrdom in the form of ejection.  The stories were of the ministers who endured 

“reproaches and vile abuses . . .  in the streets” and trials by local congregations.227  

The roster of confessors included Roger Beadon of Budley,228 John Cox of 

Kingsbridge, Isaac Gilling of Newton Abbot, John Force of Bovey, Nathanael Cock of 

Bideford,229 and of course, James Peirce of Exeter.  Like John Foxe, Edward Dering, 

John Udall, and John Penry, these men faced persecution and the demands of 

subscription.  Victims of inquisitions, the Devon confessors (although not true martyrs 

like Penry) stood firm in their consciences and the Christian principle of liberty of 

religion, and after contrived convictions they suffered public hatred and ejection from 
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their livings.  Peirce’s story described the advent of a new Iron Age, inaugurated by the 

violence against consciences by orthodox Dissent.  What Richard Baxter was to 

Calamy’s Abridgment (1702), James Peirce was to The Western Inquisition (1720) as 

he bore misrepresentation, falsehoods, trials and personal adversities, all the while 

maintaining a good “temper” and the “christian rule.”230 

 
Conclusion: Peirce’s New Paradigm 

Religious toleration was a recurring theme in Dissenting literature of the 

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.  Among the Nonconformists, Baptists had 

the longest tradition of calling for religious liberty and issuing complaints about 

oppression, with the most significant literature being published before 1673.  Yet as 

Dissenters became content with the limited liberties of the Act of Toleration, even 

Baptist appeals for liberty declined into references to earlier treatises or simply quiet 

acceptance.231  In the 1640s, the Independents similarly had sought the legalized liberty 

of conscience, “forbearance and mutual indulgence unto Saints of all perswasions.”  

Yet, the Congregationalists were no more willing than the Presbyterians (who the 

author of The Present Dispute noted “trod, as near as Possible, in the Footsteps of those 

whom they had destroy’d”) to grant toleration or even more to others when they had 

gained influence during the Interregnum.232  In the wake of the Toleration of 1689, the 

generality of Nonconformists had grown increasingly comfortable in their social and 
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religious environments.  Although deprived of full civil rights, Dissenters were 

subjected to only occasional persecution during the reign of Anne and George I, and 

the threat of systematic oppression under the Schism Act was avoided by the seemingly 

providential death of the queen.  Relatively secure under the rule of George I and the 

auspices of sympathetic Whigs, Nonconformists gave birth to a new generation that 

had no memory of ejected ministers, penal laws, or covert gatherings. 

By 1730, urban Dissent was tolerated, secure, and growing stolid.  Indeed, it 

appeared to be waning.233  Dissenting pamphlets noted the decline in the commitment 

of congregants, a loss of Dissenters to the established church, and a general 

indifference among adherents to theological matters.  In 1731, the author of “A View 

of the Dissenting Intrest” posited numerous causes for the decay of Dissent, which he 

believed had begun as early as 1695.234  Not only were members of the laity leaving, so 

were the ministers as they went to break-away meetings or conformed.235  With 

Peirce’s exodus, the Newbury meeting of Presbyterians had called Joseph Standen to 

fill the vacancy.   In December 1719, loyal congregants founded the break-away Mint 

                                                 
233 J. Goring, “The Break-Up of Old Dissent” in The English Presbyterians: From Elizabethan 

Puritanism to Modern Unitarianism, ed. C.G. Bolam et al. (London: Allen & Unwin, 1968), 175-218; 
Watts, The Dissenters, 267-276, 385-391; Martin Sutherland, Peace, Toleration and Decay: The 
Ecclesiology of Later Stuart Dissent (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2003), 10; E. D. Bebb, 
Nonconformity and Social and Economic Life, 1660-1800 (Philadelphia: Porcupine Press, 1980), 174-
175; J. C. D. Clark, English Society, 1660-1832: Religion, Ideology and Politics During the Ancien 
Regime (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 137. 

 
234 “A View of the Dissenting Intrest,” DWL, MS 38.18, 83-87. 

 
235 Some Observations Upon the Present State of the Dissenting Interest (J. Gray: London, 

1731), 8, 10; Watts, The Dissenters, 384-385. 
 



 

424 
 

Meeting in Exeter for James Peirce.  In December 1726, Joseph Standen would 

conform and take an Anglican appointment.236  

Seeking unity among Nonconformists, numerous apologists in the 1730s 

jettisoned Dissent’s identity associated with its negative critique and redefined it as a 

unified movement that had always sought religious toleration.237  The first hints of this 

new positive definition of Nonconformity appeared in The Occasional Papers 

published from 1716 to 1719 (and edited by the familiar Benjamin Avery (ca. 1684-

1764) and Benjamin Grosvenor (1676-1758)), in which the standard of “LIBERTY, 

within the Bounds of Reason and Religion” became the controversial battle-cry of the 

Dissenters so influenced by John Locke and Whiggery.238  In 1730, Strickland Gough, 

a Presbyterian minister, published An Enquiry into the Causes of the Decay of the 

Dissenting Interest.239  In his defense of Dissent and his call for a rejection of the onus 

of dull conservatism, Gough posited a definition of the “fundamental principle” of 

Dissent: “a liberty for every man to form his own sentiments, and pursue them by all 

lawful and regular methods; to disclaim the impositions of men, and to worship God 
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according to the dictates of his own conscience.” 240  Gough’s definition of the “spirit 

of the good old Puritans” as “a spirit of liberty” was quite different from that espoused 

by Edmund Calamy in his An Abridgment (1702).241   

Russell Richey and (more recently) John Seed have contended this positive 

definition by liberty first appeared in a history of Nonconformity in The History of the 

Puritans (1732-38) of Daniel Neal (1678-1743).242  The History of the Puritans had the 

purpose of stopping the immigration of second-generation Dissenters to the established 

church by providing a unifying narrative which connected eighteenth-century 

Nonconformists with those of prior generations and argued for the historical 

faithfulness of Dissenters to the defense of conscience in matters of religion.243  For 

Neal, puritans (and by derivation, Dissenters) were the paragon of loyal English 

subjects, having defended inherent and constitutional English liberties during the 

arbitrary rule and forced religious uniformity of the Tudors and Stuarts.244  The History 

of the Puritans was a preservation of the past, but a view of the past shaped by the 

present concern that Dissent needed revivification and defense of its legitimacy. 

                                                 
240 Strickland Gough, An Enquiry Into the Causes of the Decay of the Dissenting Interest in a 

Letter to a Dissenting Minister (London: J. Roberts, 1730), 6. 
 

241 Gough, An Enquiry (1730), 4. 
 

242 Richey, “The Origins of English Unitarianism,” 186f. 
 
243 Seed, “History and Narrative Identity,” 47-48. 
 
244 Laird Okie, ‘Neal, Daniel (1678–1743)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 

University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/19817, accessed 13 April 2006]; also 
see, Laird Okie, “Daniel Neal and the ‘Puritan Revolution’” Church History 55 no. 4 (December 1986): 
456-459; John Seed, “History and Narrative Identity: Religious Dissent and Politics of Memory in 
Eighteenth-Century England” Journal of British Studies 44 (January 2005): 46-63; Bruce Tucker, “The 
Reinterpretation of Puritan History in Provincial New England” The New England Quarterly 54 no. 4 
(December 1981): 481-498. 
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Although Neal’s colossal histories of the 1730s were unprecedented in their 

breadth and detail, James Peirce’s The Western Inquisition (1720) must be recognized 

as both an essential Dissenting history (albeit autobiographical) and a Nonconformist 

account that incorporated an innovative positive identification of Dissent defined by 

the defense of freedom of consciences and religious liberty.  Immediately after his 

ejection in March 1719, Peirce had already concluded that the defining characteristic of 

Dissent, or at least the one most threatened at the time, was its “plea for liberty” which 

was threatened by “intemperate zeal.”245  As the correspondent “J. C.” recognized in 

the March 1719, Peirce was now championing “the Cause of Truth & Liberty.”246  

According to The Western Inquisition of the next year, Dissent, true Dissent, was an 

expression of true Christianity, and as such it was identified by its ardent support for 

religious freedom.  This religious freedom, as Peirce espoused as early as A 

Vindication (1717 and 1718), should extend beyond the provisions of toleration and 

should be allowed all good citizens.  This religious freedom was not granted—it was an 

inherent human right, which simply was recognized by the civil government.  

Christianity, more so than any state, was where reason and faith might come together 

in all manner of expressions, by all manner of people, and in civil dialogue. This was, 

at least, the hope of an ostracized man. 
                                                 

245 Peirce, The Evil and Cures of Divisions (1719), Preface. 
 
246 “Letter from J. C. to James Peirce, March 26, 1719” in “Correspondence, Reverend James 

Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.232. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 
“A Dissenter from all Such Dissenters”: 

Arguments for Original Christianity, 1720 – 1726 
 
I have endeavored to serve him [God] with that sincerity which I trust he will 
accept professing likewise my sincere belief of the Christian religion as tis 
contained in the Holy Scriptures which I have labored in the uprightness of my 
heart and with all plainness to preach and thanking god with my whole soule 
that he had inabled me to resist the temptations I have mett with especially of 
late to corrupt the word of God and offer violence to my own Conscience and 
declaring now under the most serious and solemne view of death and eternity 
that my Conscience reproaches me not for the part I have acted in the 
controversy concerning the Trinity but that I can review my publick behavior 
relating to it with a Confidence whereof I trust I shall not go ashamed in the day 
of Judgment and thanking God that he has honoured me to suffer reproach for 
his sake of his truth and a good conscience toward him.   

—James Peirce, Last Will and Testament (September 22, 1721)1 
 
 

The Argument of the Chapter 

This dissertation has striven to provide insight into a controversial 

Enlightenment mind (through the exploration of his publications, correspondence, and 

contexts) who took both faith and reason seriously.  In particular, this study has 

responded to three broad questions across several periods of the life of James Peirce:  

How did Peirce understand history?  How did Peirce use history?  How did Peirce’s 

understanding of history influence his theology?  The dissertation has discussed these 

questions in the context of Peirce’s intellectual formation in England and Holland, his 

early career as a Dissenting apologist, and the years of his mature work as both a 

historian and polemicist.  Finally, it turns to his final years as a heterodox theologian.  

                                                 
1 Will of James Peirce, Minister of the Gospel of Exeter, Devon (22 Sept 1721), 01 September 

1726, TNA: PRO, PROB 11/611. 
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Previous chapters of this dissertation have tracked the development of Peirce’s 

historical hermeneutic and its application to classical and early Christian texts over the 

course of more than twenty-five years of his thought.  It has been determined that 

Peirce’s hermeneutic of history assumed (1) that all created things, like histories and 

historical texts, were subject to corruption, (2) that the ‘originals’ were more simple 

than their progressively removed copies or derivatives, (3) that silence on a matter in 

the historical sources inferred the absence of the thing, and (4) that Scripture, as divine 

revelation and a unique creation, was immune to historical and textual criticism.  By 

1720, however, Peirce had tempered his commitment to the inviolate nature of the 

scriptures with the theory that truth, in Scripture or elsewhere, must be reasonable and 

that the process of seeking truth should be facilitated by religious ‘liberty’ in the 

church and in the state for all good, Christian citizens. 

This chapter explores Peirce’s explanations of his own theology in the 

publications from the last eight years of his life, and it argues that his notorious 

opinions were a natural expansion of his thorough application of his hermeneutic of 

history to Scripture, which he continued to assert was the source for the essentials of 

Christianity, i.e., those things necessary to be believed for salvation.  The increasing 

relevance of reason in Peirce’s interpretive rubric, along with his understanding of 

history as the corruption of original simplicity, prompted the Devon Dissenter to a 

position closer to that of Samuel Clarke than that of his friend, William Whiston.  That 

Whiston was ejected from his Cambridge post and Clarke continued to maintain the 

semblance of respectability should not be ignored.  It becomes clear, however, that 

Peirce’s thought evolved significantly from 1718 until his sudden death in 1726.  
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Indeed, the posthumous publication of his deliberations evinced a mind seeking new 

frontiers in the studies of Scripture and history, a scholar seeking stimulating (and 

controversial) ways to return Christian practice to its original, and perhaps a man much 

accustomed to fame seeking a return to the limelight.  In the end, however, Peirce’s 

theology was his own amalgam, his own “middle way.” 

 
What Did Peirce Believe? 

For almost three hundred years, James Peirce and his theology of God have 

been exploited by advocates and opponents of Unitarianism, who have categorized his 

thought as that which seemed most convenient to their cause.  In Lives of Eminent 

Unitarians (1840), William Turner confessed that to count Peirce among Unitarians, “it 

is necessary to enlarge our definition of Unitarianism,” and perhaps to disregard his 

inconsistencies “after the concessions he made.”2  At the end of the nineteenth century, 

Robert Spears classified Peirce’s theology as “High Arianism of the school of Dr. 

Clarke,” but assured his readers that Peirce was a true Unitarian, “in the enlarged sense 

of the word, as a worshipper of the one God, and of Him only.”3  Indeed, Peirce’s 

theology was carefully treated for the first time, albeit briefly, by Maurice F. Wiles in 

Archetypal Heresy: Arianism Through the Centuries (1996), although the title implied 

Wiles’s assumptions about Peirce’s location in the theological spectrum.4  In response 

to the need for a more thorough synopsis of Peirce’s later theology, this study offers a 

                                                 
2 William Turner, Lives of Eminent Unitarians: With a Notice of Dissenting Academies 

(London: Unitarian Association, 1840), 106. 
 
3 Robert Spears, Memorable Unitarians, Being a Series of Brief Biographical Sketches 

(London: British and Foreign Unitarian Association, 1906), 72. 
 
4 Maurice F. Wiles, Archetypal Heresy: Arianism Through the Centuries (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1996). 
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topical summary of some of his thought (while attempting to avoid giving it undue 

order), frequently providing examples in his own words. 

Before commencing the analysis, a note on the sources is necessary.  Between 

the heats of the controversy in 1718 and Peirce’s death in 1726, numerous pamphlets 

and books were published anonymously and were popularly ascribed to James Peirce.  

Assignment, however, did not make fact.  In The Western Inquisition (1720), Peirce 

refuted his supposed authorship of several tracts, but many of these documents 

continued to be attributed to him.  Despite being reckoned to be the works of Peirce by 

no less an expert than the late Allan Brockett and by numerous archivists in the United 

Kingdom, The Innocent Vindicated (1718), A Letter To A Dissenter in Exeter (1719; 

second edition, 1722), Arius Detected and Confuted (1719), Plain Christianity 

Defended, Part I (1719), Plain Christianity Defended, Part II (1719), Plain 

Christianity Defended Part III. And IV (1720), Propositions Relating to the 

Controversy (1720), and A Reply to Mr. Enty’s Late Piece (1721) will not be 

considered to be literature produced by James Peirce.  The decision to exclude these 

works from the literary corpus of James Peirce is based on the evidence that Peirce 

never took credit for them (and he rarely had texts printed without his name attached), 

Peirce was publishing overtly controversial works with his name attached at the same 

time as these anonymous books, and these texts were not posthumously published with 

his name by his friends, who proved they were not timid in advertising his 

accomplishments or making money from his work.5   In 1721, Peirce did promise to 

                                                 
5  A number of works have been attributed to Piece without substantial evidence of his 

authorship, and therefore have been ignored in the analysis of this dissertation.  Peirce’s first publication 
while in Exeter was An Useful Ministry A Valid One (1714).  Although the text has been attributed to 
Peirce by Allan Brockett and others, the anonymously penned A Caveat Against the New Sect of 
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write anonymously in subsequent pamphlets on the “controversy” as a means of 

avoiding future accusations that he was “very obnoxious to the law.”6  In 1722, he 

                                                                                                                                              
Anabaptists, Lately sprung up at EXON does not bear the pattern of Peirce’s argumentation nor his name 
which he clearly was not remiss to use.  Furthermore, both Hubert Stogdon and Benjamin Reed, in their 
polemics of 1714 and 1715, credited John Withers with its authorship.  A Caveat Against the New Sect of 
Anabaptists, Lately Sprung Up At Exon (London: Printed for John Clark, 1714); Allan Brockett, 
Nonconformity in Exeter, 1650-1875 (Manchester, UK: Published on behalf of the University of Exeter 
by Manchester University Press, 1962), 77; Benjamin Reed, A Reply to a Pamphlet, Entituled, A Caveat 
Against the New Sect of Anabaptists (Exeter: S. Farley, 1714), 3; Hubert Stogdon, A Defence of the 
Caveat Against the New Sect of Anabaptists, &c. In Answer to Mr. Reed’s Reply (Exeter: Jos. Bliss, 
1714), 3; Benjamin Reed, A Defence of the Reply to the Caveat, &c. In Answer to Mr. Stogdon; Wherein 
His Own, and His Tutor Withers’s Cavils Are Exposed (Exeter: Printed for John March, 1715), 1. 

The three volumes of Plain Christianity Defended were purported to have been written by the 
author of A Letter to a Dissenter in Exeter, Occasion’d by the Late Heats in Those Parts (1719).  This 
earlier work was signed “E. R.” while at “Green-Court, near Moorfields, Oct. 17, 1718.”  Although the 
author of this study has seen a copy of the book in which the signature was altered by a contemporary 
hand to read “jamE.s. peiR.ce,” there is no record that Peirce left Exeter between September and 
November.  Furthermore, Peirce seemed to disown any responsibility for An Answer to Mr. Trosse, The 
Innocent Vindicated, and A Letter to a Dissenter in Exeter, which (if he was not being duplicitous) 
would exclude him from having authored these three texts, as well as editions of Plain Christianity 
Defended.  In The Security of Truth (1721), Peirce referred to the “author of the Propositions” (who 
needed to note a particular argument against John Enty), thus implying that Peirce was not the author of 
Propositions Relating to the Controversy (1720) and A Reply to Mr. Enty’s Late Piece (1721) which 
claimed to be by the same author.  Arius Detected & Confuted (1719) was an attack on the dissenting 
ministers which Peirce credited with being one of the first pamphlets to attribute the name “Arian” to 
those holding a heterodox theology in Exeter.  Despite being included in some of his bibliographies, it is 
obvious that Peirce did not write the treatise.  Alexander Gordon noted the erroneous attribution of The 
Innocent Vindicated to Peirce, and he questioned the authorship of two sermons in the posthumously 
published Fifteen Sermons (1728). Alexander Gordon, “Peirce, James (1674?-1726)” in The Dictionary 
of National Biography, ed. Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee (London: Oxford University Press, 1937; 
repr., 1981), 15:681-685; Allan A. Brockett, “The Exeter Arian Controversy, 1718-1719,” Typescript, 
Devon and Exeter Institution (DEI), Exeter, UK.  For Peirce’s denials of responsibility, see James 
Peirce, The Western Inquisition: Or, A Relation of the Controversy, with has been Lately Among the 
Dissenters in the West of England (London: John Clark, 1720), 143-144; James Peirce, The Security of 
Truth, Without the Assurance of Persecution or Scurrility: Being An Answer to Mr. Enty’s Truth and 
Liberty Consistent and Maintain’d (London: Printed for John Clark, 1721), 40, 95.  The documents in 
question, include The Innocent Vindicated: Or, Those Falsly Call’d Arrians Defended (Exeter: Andrew 
Brice, 1718); A Letter to a Dissenter in Exeter, Occasion’d by the Late Heats of Those Parts (London: 
Printed for John Noon, 1719); Arius Detected & Confuted: Or, A Short and Familiar Direction for Plain 
Christians  (London: Printed for John Clark, 1719); Plain Christianity Defended: Being an Answer to a 
Pamphlet Lately Printed at Exon, Intitled Arius Detected and Confuted, &c. Part I (London: Printed for 
J. Noon, 1719); Plain Christianity Defended: Part II. Being a Continuation of the Answer To a Pamphlet 
Lately Printed at Exon, Intitled Arius Detected and Confuted, &c. By the Author of the Letter to a 
Dissenter at Exon (London: Printed for J. Noon, 1719); The Innocent Vindicated: Or, Those Falsly 
Call’d Arians Defended, 2nd ed. (London: Printed for John Clark, 1719); Plain Christianity Defended: 
Part III. And IV. Being an Answer to Mr. Moore’s Calm Defense of the Deity of Jesus Christ. By the 
Author of the Letter to a Dissenter in Exeter (London: Printed for J. Noon, 1720); Propositions Relating 
to the Controversy Among the Dissenters in the West Concerning the Trinity In A Letter to the Revd. Mr. 
John Enty (London: Printed for T. Bickerton and A. Dodd, 1720); A Reply to Mr. Enty’s Late Piece, 
Intituled, Truth and Liberty Consistent, &c. (London: Printed for J. Noon, et al., 1721). 
 

6 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 44. 
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issued A Scripture-Catechism anonymously.7  Furthermore, he published his 

paraphrases and commentaries on Colossians and Philippians (although, not 

conspicuously about the doctrine of God or history) in 1725 without his name.8   But, 

“James Peirce” returned once more to the title page of Inquisition-Honestly Display’d 

in 1722.9  As Allan Brockett noted to himself, “Peirce just had to try to get the last 

word.”10 

There are at least two significant challenges in summarizing Peirce’s theology 

(at any time).  First, Peirce wrote in different styles and to different audiences during 

his career, and he adapted his style of communication and argumentation to meet his 

intended audiences.  In the years between 1718 and his death, Peirce published in at 

least three different styles or genres, addressing radically different issues, in different 

                                                 
7 An example of a rare unascribed work published by Peirce, only to be credited to him after his 

death was A Scripture-Catechism, which was first published anonymously in 1722 and then in a slightly 
edited form in a posthumous collection of Peirce’s sermons printed in 1728.  James Peirce, A Scripture-
Catechism; Or, the Principles of the Christian Religion Laid Down in the Words of the Bible (London: 
Printed for James Knapton, 1722); James Peirce, Fifteen Sermons on Several Occasions, Eight of Which 
Were Never Before Printed. To Which is Added A Scripture Catechism: Or, The Principles of the 
Christian Religion Laid Down in the Words of the Bible (London: Printed for John Clark and Richard 
Hett, James and John Knapton, John Noone, and John Gray, 1728).  James Peirce, A Paraphrase and 
Notes on the Epistle of St. Paul to the Colossians. With an Appendix upon Ephes. IV. 8 (London: Printed 
for J. Noon, 1725); James Peirce, A Paraphrase and Notes on the Epistle of St. Paul to the Philippians. 
To which are Added Two Dissertations. One on Gal. IV. 21- V. 1 . . . The Other on Matth. II. 13, 14, 15 
(London: Printed for J. Noon, 1725). 

 
8 Published after Peirce’s death, A Paraphrase and Notes on the Epistles of St. Paul to the 

Colossians, Philippians, and Hebrews was issued with Peirce’s first two commentaries and the 
previously unpublished paraphrase of Hebrews, which was completed (and it would appear edited) by 
Joseph Hallett III.  The suspicion that Peirce’s original text likely suffered emendations has prompted 
this author to leave the treatise on Hebrews untreated in this study.  James Peirce, A Paraphrase and 
Notes on the Epistles of St. Paul to the Colossians, Philippians, and Hebrews: After the Manner of Mr. 
Locke. To which are Annexed Several Critical Dissertations on Particular Texts of Scripture . . . With a 
Paraphrase and Notes on the Three Last Chapters of the Hebrews Left Unfinish’d by Mr. Peirce . . . by 
Joseph Hallett junr (London: Printed for J. Noon, 1733). 
 

9 James Peirce, Inquisition-Honesty Display’d, Or, the Western Inquisition Defended Against 
the Pretended Answer To It (London: Printed for J. Noon, 1722). 
 

10 Brockett, “The Exeter Arian Controversy, 1718-1719,” Typescript, Devon and Exeter 
Institution (DEI), Exeter, UK.   
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voices, and with different arguments.  In 1718, his apologies were still directed to the 

broad English audience and to Anglicans; after the schisms of 1719, his printed works 

would best be identified as polemics and they were aimed at his former Dissenting 

brethren. In the years following the schism, Peirce also issued sermons which were 

produced for his local congregation at Mint Meeting (some even being delivered again 

in London) and then broadly disseminated in print.  According to Peirce, the sermons 

underwent minimal revision and thus in language and argument reflected the original 

intended audience.  The printed copies, however, sometimes contained prefaces that 

were more contentious in voice than the generally edifying homilies.  Finally, Peirce 

produced anonymous paraphrases and commentaries on the Pauline epistles which 

were dedicated to Lord Peter King (1669-1734) and intended for the general English 

population.  Extracting a systematic theology from this array of literature is 

complicated. 

Secondly, Peirce candidly admitted that his thought evolved significantly over 

the years, and a perusal of his works finds changing terminology and emphases.  To 

assume that Peirce held the same view of Scripture in 1722 that he maintained at the 

Exeter Assembly in September 1718 would be erroneous, as confirmed by Peirce’s 

own confessions.  An accurate representation of his thought would require the constant 

notation of the date and style of the work.  The following summary, however, will 

attempt a middle way between such a tedious format and overgeneralization.  

Peirce’s reactionary polemics of the early 1720s debated the definition of God, 

the accuracy of the aspersions of Arianism, the determination of the “fundamental 

article[s] of the christian religion,” the importance of liberty versus ‘orthodoxy’, the 
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inappropriateness of persecution in matters of conscience, and the continuing debate 

over who was responsible for the declension in Exeter.11  Yet, his publications evinced 

a transition after 1722, when Peirce returned his focus to the right interpretation of 

Scripture and history.  The arguments over the definition of God no longer 

monopolized his attentions, although the ongoing debate unquestionably informed his 

scholarship.  As this study considers the final eight years of Peirce’s thought, it will 

concentrate on Peirce’s explications of his doctrine of God, his interpretive rubric for 

the use of Scripture, his hermeneutic of history, and the importance of reason in 

religion.  These four topics will be considered in the following pages. 

 
The Word of God 

In the preface to Two Sermons (1720), Peirce summarized his theology and the 

sources for its further development: 

I declare my self an enemy to every thing in religion which I can neither 
discover by the light of nature, nor can find revealed in my Bible.  Whatever 
help I can get from either of these, I gladly embrace; and I hope I use the best 
understanding I have, and neglect no proper means in the search.12 
 

According to his definition, Peirce’s theology was negative, in so far as it was 

reactionary, and positive in its construction from three fonts of truth: “the light of 

nature,” the “Bible,” and “the best understanding.”  Of these three sources, the first and 

last may combined under the label of “reason,” which proved to be an essential element 

informing all aspects of Peirce’s thought.  Peirce had presented these two sources of 

                                                 
11 Peirce used the term, ‘fundamental article’ or ‘a fundamental,’ throughout his debates over 

the necessity of believing the common doctrine of God. For an example, see James Peirce, Two 
Sermons: The One on John i.46 . . . The Other on I Cor. iii. II (London: Printed for John Clark, 1720), 
10-11, 22. 

 
12 Peirce, Two Sermons (1720), iv. 
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truth in 1718 in his Some Reflections Upon Dean Sherlocks’s Vindication of the 

Corporation and Test Acts.  Peirce declared that he would make his case on twin 

pillars: “It being my resolution to consider what evidence there is for things from 

reason and scripture, without any regard to such humane and fallible testimonies.”13  

But it was Scripture that Peirce would continue to insist was the foundation of his 

theology.  In 1718, Peirce identified himself as a quintessential Dissenter in 

communion with Nonconformity by affirming his long-held belief that Scripture was 

the foundation of all Christian doctrine: 

I am glad, when I see that mean and servile temper gives way to a more noble 
and generous way of thinking; and men seek to govern their faith and practice 
not by the great names of men, churches, councils, convocations, or assemblies; 
but by the only rule, the word of God.  This is what we have always profess’d.14   
 

The revelation of God’s will within Scripture was the source of the necessities of 

religion and set the Dissenters apart from others who held a different rule. 

 
Inspiration 

After his ‘conversion’ (but before his exposure), Peirce continued to assert that 

the word of God was divinely inspired revelation: 

Certainly, if the word of God is the only rule of ecclesiastical discipline: If all 
Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, reproof, 
correction, and instruction in righteousness; that the man of God (that is, the 
Minister of the Gospel) may be perfect, throughly [sic] furnish’d to every good 

                                                 
13 James Peirce, Some Reflections Upon Dean Sherlocks’s Vindication of the Corporation and 

Test Acts (London: Printed for John Clark, 1718), 37, 40, 51. Also, see James Peirce, The Charge of 
Misrepresentations Maintain’d Against Dean Sherlock’s Preface to His Answer to the Lord Bishop of 
Bangor’s Late Book, Entituled The Common Rights of Subjects Defended, &c. (London: Printed for John 
Clark, 1719), 11. 
 

14 James Peirce, The Dissenters Reasons for Not Writing In the Behalf of Persecution.  Design’d 
for the Satisfaction of Dr. Snape, In a Letter to Him, 3rd ed.  (London: Printed for John Clark, 1718), 29. 
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work; there is no need we should heed any other writers, where the Scripture is 
silent.15 
 

The gospel and truth were to be found in the words of Christ and of his disciples: the 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit had been on the first generation of apostles who were 

“immediately chosen by Christ, and immediately inspir’d by the Holy Ghost.”16  It was 

this inspired, first generation of apostles that wrote the books of the New Testament.  

And Peirce did not limit inspiration to the New Testament.  The Old Testament books 

(as Scripture) were inspired and must be considered in forming doctrine.  For example, 

while arguing over church holy days in 1717, Peirce contended that the somewhat 

marginalized book of Esther was inspired and “canonical, as the Churchmen agree with 

us.”17   

 
Canon 

Although Peirce invariably engaged in debates over the authority of the Church 

Fathers and tradition in the formation of doctrines and liturgy, prior to the schism in 

Exeter he did not expend many pages on the delineation of the “sacra pagina,” 

“verbum Dei,” “Scriptures,” or the “word of God.”  In 1717, Peirce gave his most 

exhaustive exposition to date of “the Canon of Scripture” in the thirteenth chapter 

(entitled “Of Reading Apocryphal Books in the Church”) of the third part of A 

Vindication.18  The “Canon of the Scripture” was treated as equivalent to the “word of 

                                                 
15 James Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters: In Answer to Dr. William Nichols’s Defence of 

the Doctrine and Discipline of the Church of England, 2nd ed. (London: John Clark, 1718), 350. 
 
16 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), 337. 

 
17 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), 505. 
 
18 As the chapter showed no evidence of change between the first edition (1717) and the second 

edition (1718), the latter version will be used. Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), 537-548. 
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God,” which was hailed to be “dictated by the Holy Spirit” and “a rule of faith.”  The 

inspired and canonical books were useful for teaching “manners” and “faith.”  The 

explication of the scriptures, so integral to Christianity, was neither inspired nor 

equivalent to canonical Scripture.  The “Sacred Scriptures” were to be read in the 

assembly, and sermons, which were essential for the church, had the purpose “to 

explain the Holy Scriptures . . . altho’ no one takes them [sermons] to be inspir’d.”19  

Scripture was inspired; modern men were not. 

Which were the canonical scriptures and did they have a historical formation?  

According to Peirce in 1717, the debate over the authority and use of the apocryphal 

books was the “hot dispute” between Roman Catholics and Protestants, the latter group 

contending “with one consent agree, they [apocryphal books] are not to be reckon’d 

Canonical.”  The Apocrypha was defined by its opposition to “the Holy Scriptures” 

which were the “Old and New Testament.”20  Despite asserting (since 1706) the divine 

origin of the scriptures, Peirce did not explain the historical formation of the canon.  

He, however, did acknowledge that the writers of the Early Church evinced varying 

opinions about what books were included in the canon, citing specific examples of 

differentiation between Jerome, Rufinus, Cyprian, Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origen, the 

Council of Carthage, and the Council of Laodicea.21  

                                                 
19 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), 539, 544. 
 
20 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), 537. 
 
21 Peirce, A Vindication of the Dissenters (1718), 542-546. 
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Crises of Criticism 

Yet, at the same time that A Vindication was appearing in its second edition, 

Peirce was giving hints that he had begun to distinguish particular verses as being 

interpolations or spurious within Scripture.  In 1718, Peirce’s declaration that he would 

subscribe to “none beside express scripture” and “nothing . . . but the original” 

exhibited his increasing distrust of portions of the received text. 22  In 1720, Peirce 

delivered a sermon to his congregation in which he maintained that the modern 

Christian had no recourse to revelation except through Scripture: “Since inspiration has 

ceased, and Christ speaks infallibly to us only in his word, ‘tis there you are to expect 

to hear him, and know what he sais.”23  Yet, in a sermon preached less than two years 

prior to an assembly of ministers, Peirce implied that the Gospel of John was 

reasonably lacking in antiquity and was potentially less authoritative due to its 

presumed later composition and distance from its described events.24  Speaking to the 

United Brethren of the Exeter Assembly in September 1718, Peirce asserted that the 

authors of the Gospels were “so directed and guided by the spirit of Christ, as that they 

could not deliver any thing, in the rule they have left us of truth, that was disagreeable 

to it.”  This inspiration was necessary because the writers had not transcribed the words 

of Christ and some of the records were composed “at the distance of many years, as 

particularly the discourses recorded in St. John’s Gospel are generally acknowledge to 

have been.”  Having asserted the inspiration of the gospels, Peirce went on a 

                                                 
22 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 75. 
 
23 Peirce, Two Sermons (1720), 28. 

 
24 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 66-67. 
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monologue regarding the impossibility for the writer of John to have rendered an 

accurate account under normal circumstances: 

Now whose memory is naturally strong enough to retain such long discourses, 
as some of them are with a sufficient exactness?  Or supposing persons to have 
a great strength of memory; yet how hard would it be for others to depend upon 
that, in so nice a matter as the standard of truth?  A small variation in 
circumstance, or a single word, which a man may be guilty of, who repeats 
another’s discourse long before deliver’d, and especially when he repeats it in a 
different language from that in which it was at first spoken; such a small 
variation, I say, may make the sense convey’d to us vastly different from the 
speaker’s.  And if we could depend upon the memory of the reporter, yet that 
would hardly in this case be sufficient. 
 

Having instilled such a doubt as to the veracity of the account by the author of John, 

Peirce concluded, “We could not therefore have an entire satisfaction in the accounts 

they have left us in their writings, had we not reason to believe they were guided 

themselves by the Spirit in which they wrote.”25  Although Peirce clearly defended the 

inspiration of Scripture, it was his hermeneutic of history that challenged the 

truthfulness of those biblical accounts which his interpretive rubric guaranteed would 

have been adulterated by time and human weakness.  If Scripture were not inspired, it 

would be susceptible to error and must be sifted to derive an accurate account of the 

original events, conversations, and teachings described. 

Peirce already had evinced skepticism of the historical accuracy of biblical 

books more than ten years prior when he explicitly stated in his Letters that the gospels 

were histories and could not be taken to communicate the exact events or words of 

Christ.  It seems obvious that Peirce believed the gospels were authoritative, but he 

appeared to have had significant questions about their accuracy. That this reading is 

not without ground, Peirce’s own account demonstrated that his auditors understood 
                                                 

25 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 66-67. 
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him to have communicated such skepticism: a minister came to Peirce in private 

claiming that at least one other minister had understood Peirce to have taught “that St. 

John’s Gospel was of uncertain authority, and not much to be depended on.”26   Peirce, 

of course, expected his readers to be “surpriz’d” at this conclusion. 

Peirce’s application of his historical hermeneutic and textual criticism was even 

more explicit when he expressed his criticisms of 1 John 5.7, a verse traditionally used 

in the defense of Trinitarianism. When he reflected on a “young minister,” who (having 

consulted various Greek texts and “the most valuable MSS” and “finding it to be in no 

ancient version”) crossed out the locus, Peirce deemed his actions to have been 

“innocent and commendable diligence in searching the scriptures.”27  For Peirce, the 

logical implications of his hermeneutic were difficult to apply: 

I was long satisfied, that this text was not sufficient to prove the three persons 
were one in essence, as it seem’d plainly to speak only of their being one in 
testimony, but yet I was very unwilling to part with what had so long pass’d 
among protestants for scripture. . . . Nor could I part with it, till Dr. Clarke 
wrestled it from me. . . .  But however I was satisfied that the text was not 
genuine, yet I had a dread of the consequences of peoples knowing how the 
scriptures had been abused by interpolation.28 
 

The supposed interpolation (sometimes called the Comma Johanneum), Peirce claimed, 

was not “genuine” and he could not “recommend that as a part of God’s Word”!29   

                                                 
26 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 67. 
 
27 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 35.  For a later reference to the same minister, see 

Peirce, Inquisition-Honesty Display’d (1722), 20. 
 
28 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 35-36, 97.  Peirce would address the authenticity of 

this verse in 1721, when he claimed that John Enty had lumped Peirce with “some Unitarians, who not 
only question the authority of particular texts, but raise objections against intire [sic] books.”  Peirce, 
The Security of Truth (1721), 61-62.  Also, see Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 69-70. 

 
29 “Upon this account I avoided talking with any of them concerning it; till at last some of them, 

after I had several times declined to give them my judgment, put it close to me, whether I thought they 
were bound to take that for the word of God; and then I could not think it an indifferent thing, whether or 
no I should recommend that as a part of God’s word, which I was well satisfied was not; and therefore I 
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The designation of the verse as an interpolation was not uncommon among 

contemporary scholars, and its authenticity had been questioned since Desiderius 

Erasmus (1469-1536) published his Greek New Testament in 1516 and found no 

evidence for the Comma in any Greek text.  (Subsequent research has determined that 

no Greek text older than the fourteenth century or Latin text from before the ninth 

century bears the debated phrases.)30  This study has already pointed out that Peirce’s 

historical hermeneutic had much in common with the humanist projects of the previous 

three centuries, and ‘precritical’ textual criticism had a similar heritage.  Isaac Newton 

(1642-1727) and John Locke had discussed by way of letters the presumed 

interpolations of 1 John 5.7 and 1 Tim. 3.16 in 1690, and Newton had initially asked 

Locke to have his treatise “Two Notable Corruptions” printed on the continent only to 

retract the request, leaving it unpublished.31  Orthodox clerics, somewhat suspect 

scholars (like Newton, Locke, and Whiston), and clearly heterodox thinkers (like the 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Socinians) all expressed a strong desire to restore 

the Church to its original, primitive simplicity. The search for the original fons was 

integral to the animus of the Reformation and Renaissance.32  But Peirce’s comments 

                                                                                                                                              
told them frankly, that I did not believe the text to be genuine.” Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 
36. 
 

30 For a discussion of the “Precritical” period of textual criticism and the Comma Johanneum, 
see Bruce M. Metzger and Bart D. Ehrman, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, 
Corruption, and Restoration (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 137-164. Also, see Stephen S. 
Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, vol. 51 of Word Biblical Commentary (Waco, TX: Word Books, Publisher, 1984), 
273nd. 
 

31 Wiles, Archetypal Heresy, 76-77, 96; Stephen David Snobelen, “Isaac Newton, Socinianism 
and “The One Supreme God,” in Socinianism and Arminianism: Antitrinitarians, Calvinists and Cultural 
Exchange in Seventeenth-Century Europe, ed. Martin Mulsow and Jan Rohls (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 270-
272. 
 

32 Snobelen, “Isaac Newton” in Muslow and Rohls, Socinianism and Arminianism, 265-267, 
273. 
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made the tension in the decision to apply the hermeneutic to Scripture evident.  That 

textual criticism had been around for centuries did not make Peirce’s decision easier or 

the effect on his interpretation of Scripture less striking.  If portions of Scripture, once 

deemed inspired and unassailable, were now subject to the hermeneutic of history and 

the rule of reason, what other verses might be expunged from “God’s Word” or what 

‘scripture-doctrines’ might be diminished?   

This new criticism seemed to be in conflict with the hermeneutic that Peirce 

had proposed to his congregation in 1719.  He promoted the “most natural and easy” 

interpretation of words, and the necessity of reading “the scriptures with an unbias’d 

mind, with a design of being instructed and taught by them, and with a resolution never 

to lay any greater stress upon matters than we find they plainly do.”33  Years later, 

Peirce still espoused his hermeneutic of the “plain” reading of Scripture which 

involved deriving the “Meaning, in any particular Passage . . .  [by observing] the chief 

Design he [the author, Paul] is driving on, which he never loses Sight of.”34  Of course, 

Peirce’s plain readings of Scripture diverged significantly from others and utilized 

tools unavailable to most readers. 

 
Applying the Hermeneutic to Scripture 

After ejection, Peirce never was reluctant to state that his theology and practice 

were evolving.  Years after his expulsion, he admitted that his views had moved away 

from the common theology by the time of his arrival in Exeter, but, “I pretend not that I 

                                                 
33 James Peirce, The Evil and Cures of Divisions. A Sermon Preach’d at Exon, at the Opening 

of a New Meeting-house, March 15. 1718/9. Being the First Lord’s Day After the Ejectment of the 
Ministers (London: Printed for John Clark, 1719), 10, 19. 
 

34 Peirce, A Paraphrase and Notes on . . . Colossians (1725), 32n15t. 
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had then so full a view of every thing relating to the controversy, as I think I have had 

since.”35  Peirce’s polemical works published after The Western Inquisition (1720) 

proved less structured and more reactive in their argumentation, but they were also 

more formulaic and less elastic in their statements about Scripture and Peirce’s doctrine 

of God.  In The Security of Truth (1721), perhaps the most lucid expression of his later 

theology, Peirce continued to communicate his high esteem for Scripture and for its 

inspiration by the Holy Ghost.  He contended that any confession or creed based on 

Scripture but in human words was inadequate when compared to the “rule,” because 

“the Holy Ghost can express his sense better than any Assembly can for him.”36  The 

scriptures were inspired, but history had wreaked its toll on the book: 

I believe then all the books divinely inspired, and all things contained in them 
as they came out of the hands of the writers to have been exactly true; and that 
there has been such a care taken of them by the providence of God, and that 
God has furnished us with such helps and advantages, as that there is no 
corruption in matters of moment, that we many not easily discern and rectify: 
but that there is no mistake occasion’d merely thro’ the carelessness of the 
transcribers, or the willfulness of such as corrupted the faith, to be found in any 
of the sacred books, is what I cannot absolutely affirm.37 
 

Peirce had explicitly applied his historical hermeneutic to Scripture!  The inspired text 

had been corrupted over time, and it was only by the providence of God that scholars 

could with “helps and advantages” discern the authentic words of God.  Peirce believed 

that, in later parlance, the (original) manuscripts were without error, but that the 

process of transcription had yielded unintentional (as well as intentional) errors within 

the text.  The references to “such as corrupted the faith” and the “wickedness” of some 

                                                 
35 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 54. 
 
36 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 64. 
 
37 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 49. 
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transcribers appeared to imply his continuing indictment of the damaging influence of 

the Roman Church.38  The “helps and advantages” were the tools of textual criticism 

which provided modern scholars with the ability to sift the received text for the 

original.  Such tools, in the hands of scholars like Dr. Clarke and Bishop Burnet had 

convinced Peirce that 1 John 5.7 was “not genuine.”39 

In an attempt to shore up his case in The Security of Truth (1721) for a 

corrupted received text, Peirce, artfully provided examples of corruptions in the Old 

Testament that demonstrated inconsistencies in the Hebrew text, but these were 

arguments that most liberal readers of Scripture likely would have accepted; the 

example was a ‘strawman’.  The debate was not over the length of the reigns of ancient 

Israelite kings.  The controversy was over “matters of moment”: the nature of God as 

communicated, particularly, in the New Testament.40   

Peirce’s perspective may be summarized by stating that there were two 

significant errors related to the transmission of the truths in Scripture.  The first was the 

interpolations and corruptions in the text as it moved from the hands of the apostles to 

modern audiences.  The second was the ancient and modern abuse of the text by the 

imposition of human ideas onto the inspired word.  It was the second imposition onto 

God’s word that was most prevalent.  In 1720, Peirce reminded his congregation that 

they were not to judge those who did not see those “truths clear and plain enough in the 

Bible,” because throughout the years “the art and sophistry of men has so darken’d 

                                                 
38 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 49, 61-62. 

 
39 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 54, 61. 

 
40 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 49-50. 
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them [the scriptures] with strange and unaccountable glosses” that many good souls 

could not distinguish truth in Scripture.41  Peirce’s opponents were guilty of “playing 

with the words of Scripture” and failing to present the “true sense” of the “inspired 

writers, who ought to be treated with the highest veneration.”42  The failure of biblical 

interpreters was that of the writers of history: imposed prejudice had influenced the 

articulation of the original. 

By 1721, Peirce had concluded that the gravest offenders against Scripture were 

not the “Socinians” or the “Unitarians in general,” but the Trinitarians (a designation 

that encompassed Roman Catholics, tritheists, and Sabellians.)  The maltreatment of 

the word of God by Trinitarians, particularly by placing ideas onto the text, had fueled 

the defection of the once devout to the Deists who inhabited the far left end of the 

theological spectrum.  A survey of the ‘origins’ of the Deists in Peirce’s polemics 

provided a fascinating outline of the shifts in his perspectives.  In Vindiciæ Fratrum 

Dissentientium (1710), the Deists had been spawned (with the Socinians) by the 

Rationalists.  In A Vindication (1717 and 1718), Deists were borne from the 

persecution of Socinians by Anglicans and the state.  But, in The Security of Truth 

(1721), Peirce placed the blame on the Trinitarians who had generated the Deists by 

teaching them that the common doctrine of God was scriptural.  The (soon-to-be) 

adherents of Deism were curious persons who carefully inspected Scripture and 

became “convinced it was a contradiction, [and] they despised the books that taught 

                                                 
41 Peirce, Two Sermons (1720), 12. 
 
42 Peirce, Two Sermons (1720), viii. 
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it.”43  Of course, the claim by Protestants and Roman Catholics that Scripture also 

justified coercion (which was directed toward the Socinians and Deists) further sank 

the credibility of the Bible.44 

Doubts as to the ability of anyone to render an infallible interpretation had been 

expressed by John Locke in his Second Vindication of the Reasonableness of 

Christianity (1697), and Peirce was likely very familiar with the text.45  Peirce affirmed 

that persons on both sides of the Trinitarian debate were “fallible,” but he applied the 

descriptor to his opponents with considerable frequency.46  Scripture was certain; 

human expansions on the words of the Holy Spirit were not.  In 1719, he reminded his 

readers that the “sense of the Holy Ghost, as deliver’d in his own words” could vary 

dramatically from “what men may deliver as his sense in words of their own.”47  Yet, 

in 1718 Peirce had insisted, “Certainly men have been too much led by an implicit faith 

among all parties of Christians: and ‘tis high time now to discard all uncertain and 

                                                 
43 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 58-59, 61, 99, 103.  Peirce’s attention to Deism was 

marked before the controversy, and continued afterwards when he supposedly was accused of being “a 
Deist, and an enemy to revealed religion.” Peirce, Two Sermons (1720), iv. 

 
44 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 59. 

 
45 Wiles, Archetypal Heresy, 70n44; John C. Biddle, “John Locke’s Essay on Infallibility: 

Introduction, Text, and Translation,” Journal of Church and State 19 (1977): 301-326. 
 

46 For examples of his use of “fallible,” see Peirce, The Dissenters Reasons for Not Writing In 
the Behalf of Persecution (1718), 28, 29, 40; James Peirce, Animadversions Upon a Pamphlet Entitled, A 
True Relation of Some Proceedings at Salters-Hall. To Which is Added, A Letter to Mr. Josiah Eveleigh 
(London: Printed for John Clark, 1719), 9; James Peirce, An Answer to Mr. Enty’s Defence of the 
Proceedings of the Assembly at Exon (London: Printed for John Clark, 1719), 29, 82, 89, 94; James 
Peirce, A Defence of the Case of the Ministers Ejected at Exon (London: Printed for John Clark, 1719), 
18; Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 138-139; 47, 50. 
 

47 James Peirce, A Letter to a Subscribing Minister, In Deference of the Animadversions Upon a 
Pamphlet, Entitul’d A True Relation of Some Proceedings at Salters-Hall (London: Printed for John 
Clark, 1719), 18-19. 
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fallible authorities, and to depend upon plain reason and scripture.”48  Peirce’s 

promotion of reason as the interpretative rubric was seemingly in constant tension with 

his belief that any human articulation or exposition of Scripture might engender a 

distorted sense of the original revelation. 

The inevitability of differences in interpreting Scripture informed Peirce’s 

theory of religious freedom and his program for open dialogue.  When the controversy 

was most intense, Peirce encouraged readers to consult both sides of the debate, whose 

interlocutors were, he contended at that time, of one faith: 

This is a controversy, not between christians on the one hand, and atheists and 
deists on the other; but between christians only: good men are on both sides of 
the question; and since both are fallible, one side may possibly be in the wrong 
as the other.49 
 

In the next year, he was even more explicit in his sermon on John 1.46, in which he 

exhorted his congregation not to judge others hastily.  He contended, “We are fallible 

creatures, and may perhaps be our selves in the wrong in that very doctrine, about 

which we censure our brethren from differing from us.”  Although repentance and the 

living of a righteous life were required for membership in the Kingdom of God, “in 

matters of opinion there are so many allowances to be made, many times for the 

strength of early prejudices, and the want of advantages for being better inform’d, that 

‘tis the hardest thing in the world for us to say, upon good grounds, that a person’s 

mistake is inconsistent with the sincerity of his heart.”50  Although he hailed the 

injunction not to judge, clearly Peirce affirmed the possibility of a better interpretation 
                                                 

48 Peirce, The Dissenters Reasons for Not Writing In the Behalf of Persecution, 3rd ed. (1718), 
29. 
 

49 Peirce, An Answer to Mr. Enty’s Defence (1719), 90. 
 

50 Peirce, Two Sermons (1720), 11. 
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derived from being “better informed” and the application of “advantages,” the term he 

would use the following year in The Security of Truth (1721).51   

Although Peirce maintained that right interpretation of Scripture came only by 

the Holy Spirit, he appeared increasingly confident around 1720 that he could identify 

a reasonable interpretation by means of early textual and historical criticism.  Locke 

had contended that Scripture contained mysteries (like the nature of God) which must 

be accepted, things necessary for salvation which everyone could understand, and 

“indifferent” matters which were rightly determined by church authorities whose 

decision should be obeyed by the laity.52  Peirce, however, asserted that he was imbued 

(and presumably others were as well) by God with “an understanding of my own, and a 

capacity of perceiving the meaning of scripture revelation.”53  Admittedly, not all the 

scriptures were clear or understandable, but “truth” remained even in obscure verses, 

just not “particular truth.”54   

 
Interpreting the Text: The Paraphrases 

Apparently having become uninterested in perpetuating the polemics over 

Trinitarian doctrine, Peirce expressed his confidence in his ability to properly interpret 

the scriptures by devoting himself to the production of anonymous annotated 

paraphrases of the Pauline epistles.  In 1725, Peirce issued paraphrases and 

commentaries on Colossians and Philippians, and began work on Hebrews (the work 

                                                 
51 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 61. 
 
52 Biddle, “John Locke’s Essay on Infallibility,” 302-303. 

 
53 Peirce, Remarks Upon the Account (1719), 33. 

 
54 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 62. 
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being posthumously edited and completed by Joseph Hallett III.)55  In his first study, 

Peirce explored the book of Colossians, which he selected because he was enamored 

with the Paraphrase and Notes of John Locke (whose work Peirce readily 

acknowledged was the template for his own endeavors), who had produced an 

investigation of Ephesians.56  As the two biblical books bore “great Resemblance,” the 

study of Colossians provided Peirce a natural segue into the genre.57  The purpose of 

his enterprise was simple: Peirce’s desire was to compose works that would “tend to 

clear the holy Scriptures.”58 

In all his paraphrases, Peirce demonstrated his dedication to deriving an 

authoritative and original text, properly interpreted.  He was willing to adjust the 

received text, but only based upon ancient evidence.  In a letter to Dr. Benjamin Avery 

(ca. 1684-1764) in February 1725, Peirce (who was composing his exegesis of 

Philippians) communicated his rubric for modifying the text: “I have never ventured 

upon changing the text without some MS or ancient version.”  In the letter, he 

communicated his thoughts about various texts in question, presenting his arguments 

for his emendations of the Greek text.  Arguing for the superiority of his choices, he 

wrote, “The Syriac & Vulg. Latin, especially the old Italic version, which you have in 

the Clarmont . . .  St Germain’s copy, weigh much with me.”  Later, he expressed his 

                                                 
55 Peirce, A Paraphrase and Notes on the Epistles of St. Paul to the Colossians, Philippians, 

and Hebrews: After the Manner of Mr. Locke. To which are Annexed Several Critical Dissertations on 
Particular Texts of Scripture . . . With a Paraphrase and Notes on the Three Last Chapters of the 
Hebrews Left Unfinish’d by Mr. Peirce . . . by Joseph Hallett junr (London: Printed for J. Noon, 1733). 

 
56 Peirce, A Paraphrase and Notes on . . . Colossians (1725), v-vi; Peirce, A Paraphrase and 

Notes on . . . Philippians (1725), vi. 
 

57 Peirce, A Paraphrase and Notes on . . . Colossians (1725), 5n2d, 64. 
 

58 Peirce, A Paraphrase and Notes on . . . Colossians (1725), vi. 
 



 

450 
 

concern for a change in the Greek because one manuscript had the text, while the 

“Syriac version, Chrysostom, the Cambridge manuscript leave [it] out.”59  In regards to 

the proper elucidation of Scripture in the paraphrases, Peirce utilized other scriptures, 

extant manuscripts of biblical books, and the writings of early Church Fathers 

(especially Justin Martyr), as well as loci from apocryphal books and pagan literature, 

to devise sometimes ingenious interpretations of Scripture.60   

In his A Paraphrase and Notes on . . . Philippians (1725), Peirce provided two 

examples of where his hermeneutics might lead.  The commentary contained an 

appendix with several dissertations, including one on Matthew 2.13-15 in which Peirce 

defended the reasonableness of the Matthean quotation of Hosea 11.1 as a prophecy 

fulfilled in Christ.  Peirce cited dozens of texts in Hebrew, Syriac, Latin, and Greek in 

his innovative attempt to demonstrate consistency between the two inspired 

Testaments.61  He was so pleased with his ingenious validation of the integrity of 

Scripture that he wrote to Avery months before publication, stating, “I have finished 

upon Out of Egypt have I called my Son, which has somewhat which will surprize you. 

. . . However don’t judge till you see.”62 

In his explication of the locus in Matt. 2, Peirce asserted that the style and the 

words of the biblical text were inspired, indeed chosen by God.  Marveling at the 

                                                 
59 “Letter from James Peirce to Benjamin Avery, February 10, 1724/5” in “Correspondence, 

Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.233. 
 
60 For examples, see, Peirce, A Paraphrase and Notes on . . . Colossians (1725), 9n8l, 9n10o, 

26n8f, 35n16u, 36n18z, 65, 74, 75. 
 

61 Peirce, A Paraphrase and Notes on . . . Philippians (1725), 98-113. 
 

62 “Letter from James Peirce to Benjamin Avery, February 10, 1724/5” in “Correspondence, 
Reverend James Pierce,” DWL, Congregational Library, MS I.b.13.233. 
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convoluted presentation of Hosea, in which two arguments were intertwined in a single 

discourse, Peirce wondered as to the reason “it pleased God, to direct the prophet 

[Hosea] to write in this manner.”63  The key to understanding the more obscure 

prophecies (like that in Hosea) was to comprehend that the “more plain and clear 

should serve as a key, to that which is of greater importance.”64  Peirce’s case for the 

positive identification of Israel (in Hosea) with Jesus (in Matthew) was itself 

convoluted and accentuated with charts of the dissected text, but in the end he was 

confident that he had met his goal of having “the holy scriptures explained in a rational 

and solid way.”65  Reason, textual criticism, the interpretation of the scriptures by 

scriptures, as well as the assumption that Scripture was consistent, led Peirce to defend 

the veracity of the word of God. 

As previously noted, Peirce did not hold that everything in Scripture was 

authoritative.  After his arduous argument for the integrity of the prophecy in Matt. 2, 

Peirce added “An Advertisement” in which he responded to William Whiston’s 

criticisms of his earlier commentary on Colossians.  The anonymous author wrote that 

Whiston, “my very learned and good friend,” had pointed out proof that the book of 

Ephesians actually had been written to the church of Laodicea.  Having considered the 

cultural and intertextual evidence, as well as that from church history, Peirce decided 

that the book of Ephesians likely was written to the Laodiceans, but that this 

conclusion was tenuous and contingent on further research.  In short, Peirce agreed 
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64 Peirce, A Paraphrase and Notes on . . . Philippians (1725), 105. 
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with Whiston that as Paul was the unquestioned author of the book, the determination 

of the audience was of little matter, as “the regard due to what is said in it being the 

same.”66  The author was still God and the message was true.  Peirce, the anonymous 

author, concluded “An Advertisement” with a call for “greater candour” and open 

conversation in the investigation of “the holy scriptures,” lest “all careful and diligent 

inquires [be banished] out of the world.”  By 1725, it seemed that Scripture might be 

dissected and examined with an open mind, but one which still granted that the biblical 

texts were at their core God’s revelation and the foundation of doctrine. 

Peirce, however, did not delineate consistently what scriptures were worthy of 

being the foundation of “doctrines.”   If, according to his claim in 1721, some verses 

were obscure and did not contain “particular truth,” to what might one turn to 

determine a doctrine of God? 67   With the removal of 1 John 5.7 from his canon, were 

other traditional verses deemed corruptions of God’s word?  Whatever the argument 

from Scripture and despite the relationship between the Son and the Father being (as he 

frequently called it) an “abstruse controversy,” Peirce was sure that claiming that the 

Son and Father were the same being and that the Son was subordinate to the Father 

was “inconsistent.”68  Understanding the complicated truth about the Son of God 

was—at least in part—a matter of logic, not mystery. 
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The Doctrine of One God 

In January 1718, Peirce was constrained to preach upon the eternity of the Son 

of God.  In The Western Inquisition (1720), Peirce related the text of the sermon which 

had the lections of John 3.16 and 1 John 4.9.  Peirce maintained that the biblical texts 

bespoke Jesus Christ “to be the Son antecedently to his coming into the world, and . . . 

that he was not his [God’s] Son merely upon the account of the manner of his 

Incarnation.”69  Peirce did not, however, espouse the salvific work of Christ according 

to the traditional satisfaction theory, but he maintained a complex process of salvation 

which humanity accessed by the purity of the offering of the “Lord” and the 

“excellency and dignity of his nature, as the eternal Spirit.”70  In September 1718, 

when the members of the Assembly were obliged to render a statement of faith, Peirce 

issued the following declaration that gave greater definition to the divine: 

I am not of the opinion of Sabellius, Arius, Socinus, or Sherlock.  I believe there 
is but one God, and can be no more.  I believe the Son and Holy Ghost to be 
divine persons, but subordinate to the Father: and the unity of God is, I think, to 
be resolved in the Father’s being the fountain of the divinity of the Son and 
Spirit.71  
 

With this statement which demonstrated his principal concern for the defense of the 

oneness of God, Peirce clearly had left the confines of the traditional interpretations of 

Western Nicene-Constantinopolitan theology.  Although he would later maintain that 

his opinion was not significantly different from that adopted by the Council of Nicaea, 

he “disliked their [the Council’s] imposing their own word upon others.”72  He had not, 
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however, and would not fully jettison the language of the creeds as he invariably used 

the nomenclature of “persons.”     

Yet, it was meaning of “person” that continued to propel Peirce further from the 

common doctrine.73  In A Letter to a Subscribing Minister, published late in 1719, 

Peirce described the difficulty of articulating a biblical theology of God complete with 

the inherited terminology of ‘person’.  Even if he could allow an “unscriptural test,” 

Peirce mused, he could not hold to a doctrine of persons—because he could not 

understand what the term implied.  He complained, “Nor can I get any one to help me 

to the notion I am to form of the word persons made use of in them [Trinitarian 

confessions]: and when that word is left out, I dread the presumption of asserting what 

I never find expressly asserted in the scriptures.” 74  Criticizing an opponent’s 

explanation of ‘person’, Peirce retorted that the author had “left us as much in the dark, 

what he means by it.”75  Since no one was able to submit a coherent explanation of the 

vague term, and of course because it was unscriptural, Peirce determined to retain what 

he deemed was a simplistic formula.  As he concluded, ironically, “There seems to me 

much less danger in being cautious, than daring.”76  Peirce’s interpretation of caution 

was indeed quite strange. 

In a note in The Western Inquisition (1720) on his sermon of January 1718, 

Peirce updated his opinion on the eternity of Son by stating emphatically that he did 
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not believe there was a scriptural warrant for maintaining the Son was “coeternal with 

the Father, that is, the supposing him eternal absolutely in the same sense with the 

Father, from whom he is derived.”  Reason and Scripture required that the Son 

received his being from the Father, but Peirce asserted (with, he claimed, Samuel 

Clarke) that there was not scriptural evidence that designated time in regards to the 

origin of the Son, and therefore he could not be accused of speaking of a time when the 

Son was not.77  Peirce’s conception of the relationship between the Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit was that of the economy of salvation, and beyond that he was unwilling to 

speculate.  The “divine economy” was consistent throughout the entire New 

Testament: “The Father works by the Son, and the Son by the Holy Ghost; that the 

Holy Ghost acts in the name of the Son, and Son in the name of the Father.”78  

Although the economic formula was uniform, the explanation of the immanent Trinity 

was “one of the most abstruse and difficult points in the christian religion,” and thus it 

was not a doctrine necessary for salvation.79   

 
The Religion of Christ. 

Despite Peirce’s emphasis on a singular God, his sermonic literature did not 

start with God, but with Christ.  Christianity was a revealed religion that sought the 

transformation of the life of the individual and his community, itself identified by its 

particular claims.  “Natural religion” (which Peirce had projected as an enemy to 

Christianity in 1710) was distinguished by its foundation in the “belief of a God, who 
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is the proper object of our worship, and who rewards his worshipers.”  Revealed 

religion, however, maintained a particular “revelation for its original,” a revelation that 

made a specific claim to authority and unique demands on its adherents.  Naturally, 

revealed religions like Christianity were exclusive in their membership and tenets so 

that they “must be essentially distinguish’d from every other religion in the world.”  

The particular revelation of Christianity was through Jesus Christ, who was the 

foundation of the religion.  Through the life and teaching of Jesus, he was revealed as 

“Messiah,” “the anointed of God,” “instructor, teacher, and Saviour of the world,” and 

“Son of God.”80 According to his interpretation of Paul, Peirce maintained that it was 

“absolutely necessary” to believe that Christ achieved salvation through “his death and 

sufferings, [and] that he was deliver’d for our offences, and died for our sins, &c.”81  

The focus on Christ was on his function not his being or how his being might uniquely 

function. 

Christianity had the specific purpose of making “good men, to form them to the 

likeness of God, and a meetness for the enjoyment of him.”82  Christianity was a 

rational religion, but it was also active and evangelical. It was by “endeavouring to live 

up to the rules he has given us” that the gospel would be spread and humanity 

transformed.83  The recommendation of Christ’s religion was motivated by the 
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“concern for the salvation of mens souls” and out of the very honor due the Savior.84  

Although salvation was somehow achieved through the death of Christ, it was through 

the obedience to his teaching that one was transformed into the “likeness of God” and 

the gospel was appealing to others.  This transformation of the person was achieved 

through Christ. 

 
Christ, The Mediator 

It was only by Christ being the incarnate (a term Peirce rarely used prior to 

1719 and very sparingly afterwards) Son of God that humanity was given a mediator 

through whom it might access the sovereign God (Father).  God created through the 

Son, he gave the Son as a savior to humanity, he made promises through the Son, and 

God received worship through the Son.  All things emanated from God, the first being 

the Son through whom all things were made.  Peirce’s formula of God in action had 

much in common with the egressus/reductio models which pervaded the works of 

medieval scholars like Bonaventure and Albertus Magnus.  There was, however, a 

significant difference between Peirce’s model and that of medieval theologians.  In one 

sense, the egressus/reductio models were based upon being, not function.  God was 

relational, loving, and good.  God, as good, was effusive.  God was the source of all 

things, both within Godself, as well as in the created world.  According to this scheme, 

the Incarnation was the ultimate expression of God’s being.  Through God’s self-

expression, the potentiality of created humanity was made actuality, and through the 

Incarnation, all creation returned to God.  In Peirce’s model all things went out from 
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God, and it was only by God’s power that persons were drawn near to Christ.85  At 

least in 1720, Peirce did not envision a universalist end: the failure to believe in the 

Son was tantamount to refusing to believe in God, and “severe doom” awaiting those 

who chose not to believe and accept the mediation of Christ.86  More importantly, 

although the Son was appropriately called ‘God’, the Son did not by nature contain all 

the perfections of the source, God (Father).  Thus, Peirce’s model of salvation was not 

one associated with the being of the Son, but by the function of the Son.   

The redeeming function of the sufferings and death of Christ, however, was 

vague in Peirce’s treatises and sermons as he distanced himself from “that scholastic 

notion of satisfaction” which required the Son to have the being of God and which 

entailed an infinite sacrifice for the “infinite evil of sin.”  Peirce was adamant by 1717, 

when he preached a sermon from 1 John 11.2 about Christ being a propitiation for sins, 

that Scripture did not confirm an “infinite evil of sin” or an “infinite punishment.”  

Besides, Peirce noted ‘infinite’ referred to that which could have no greater and as the 

only infinite was God, the inflated view of sin equated it with the very being of God.87  

Christ’s primary function was that of “mediator”: Peirce formulaically asserted, “There 

is but one God, so there is but one mediator between God and man.”88  God “the 

soverain [sic] ruler and lord” had the right to demand obedience of humanity, and exact 
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penalties on those (all) who fail.  That God designated a “satisfaction” was entirely out 

of God’s goodness and not from any necessity upon him.  That the satisfaction (Christ) 

was effective was because it was “appointed by God” whose decision made the 

satisfaction congruent and sure.  The method of the substitution might not be 

understood fully but must be taken to be appropriate and sufficient because God 

declared it to be so.  The debt of punishment to disobedient humanity was not 

humanity’s debt to God, but the debt of God’s own justice—the perfect God owed his 

displeasure to the rebellious.89  This debt was somehow, and here Peirce appeared to be 

less than exact as he bandied pronouns about, paid to or upon Christ: 

He shews himself in his sufferings to be a righteous and sin-revenging God; and 
having thus secur’d his own honour, and been thus just to himself, he may 
without the least impeachment of his wisdom, holiness, or soverainty [sic], be 
the justifier of him that believes in Jesus.90 
 

Defective and rebellious humanity had “duties made absolutely and fundamentally 

necessary to salvation” which were accepted because of the advocacy and “mediation” 

of resurrected Jesus Christ.91  God, whose “right” it was to exact justice, out of grace 

appointed one mediator, Jesus Christ, and would only accept the “interposition” of this 

sole being.  It was “by” and “through” this mediator that humanity might obtain pardon 

and “draw nigh to God.”92 

By 1721, Peirce’s account of his belief regarding God had evolved further from 

the metaphysical language of Nicaea.  As his opponents wished to reduce his theology 
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to a generic version of ancient Arian theology, the debate had shifted away from 

explaining the eternity of the Logos and toward defining the ‘creatureliness’ of the 

being which was uniquely derived from God (Father).  In The Security of Truth (1721), 

Peirce dismissed accusations that Christ was only a creature: 

I look upon him to be more than a creature, even to be the only Son of God, 
tho’ not that God whose Son he is.  I use the term creature, as I think the 
scripture does, to signify those things which God created by Christ Jesus.  If 
there be any thing shocking in my scheme, it must be only that I make him a 
derived, that is, a begotten being, and that I have not kept from the common 
view, when I have spoke of it; but as to the manner of his derivation, or being 
begotten, I know nothing at all; only I care not to call it creation, till it appear 
plainly ‘tis so call’d in scripture. . . . [O]ur Saviour is not so perfect, but that 
there is one, even he from whom he derived all his perfections, and without 
whom he could do nothing, that is more perfect than he.93 

 
There was only one “perfect” being and that was God (Father).  The Son was derived 

or begotten from God (Father) without reference to time, and all creatures were made 

through the Son by God.  Jesus Christ “is the Son of God, and the only Saviour of the 

world, transcendently above men and angels, they and the whole world having been 

created by him, that he has all power given him in heaven and earth, and is constituted 

both Lord and Judge of the world.”94  Christ was called “God” because of the power 

and “transcendent excellence of his nature,” but all of these qualities were derived from 

the God (Father).95  Thus, Peirce’s scheme suggested a system of emanations extending 

from the perfect being of God.  The first generated being was the Son who was called 

‘God’ by virtue of the authority and perfections given to him by God (Father).  The 

distance between God (Father) and the Son, in regards to ontology and time, appeared 

                                                 
93 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 11, 46. 

 
94 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 67. 

 
95 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 67. 
 



 

461 
 

to have enlarged from Peirce’s professions in The Western Inquisition (1720) and The 

Security of Truth (1721). 

By 1722, Peirce had further developed his notion of the Son of God as mediator 

so that he could more lucidly defend the unity of God in the Old Testament.  Worship 

was still rendered “to God thro’ one mediator, the Lord Jesus Christ, by the Assistance 

of the Holy Ghost,” but Peirce was willing to speak of the Son, seemingly 

ontologically and functionally, as an “Angel.”96  Desiring to safeguard the immutability 

and invisibility of God (Father), Peirce envisioned the appearances of the “Lord” in the 

Old Testament exclusively to be incarnations of the Son of God, who not being God, 

might take on human form.  Thus, Peirce concluded, “The Son is the Angel of the 

Father, who is himself the Lord and God.”  The Son spoke in the name of God 

(Father), not his own.97  Just as the Son spoke for the Father to humanity, thus 

humanity may offer prayers to the “Mediator, in the same words that might properly be 

used to the one God.”98  The relevance of the Holy Spirit in the communicative 

equation was ambiguous, for although Peirce included the “Holy Ghost” in his 

formulae, he also was reluctant to call the Holy Spirit ‘God.’99  The Spirit 

communicated through the word of God, was “the more immediate cause of our 

sanctification,” was integral to religious services, and was invoked at baptism.  But 
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Scripture did not direct Christians to give glory (appropriate to God) to the Spirit, and 

Peirce refused to do so until instructed otherwise by the biblical text.100  

Peirce’s emphasis on the Son of God as a mediator, not just soteriologically but 

ontologically, between God (Father) and humanity made his theology increasingly 

susceptible to criticism.  In 1722, Peirce reiterated his declaration of Christ not being a 

“creature,” namely that which was brought into being by God (Father) through the Son.  

He did, however, admit that if “creature” were redefined, the Son might fall into a new 

classification: 

But if by a creature Mr. [John] Walrond will please to mean any being derived 
from the first cause, I own I look upon Christ to be so derived: and ‘tis the 
immediate manner of his derivation which I suppose makes a difference 
between him and all other derived beings, and is the reason of his being stiled 
[sic] the Son, and the only begotten of the Father.  And if Mr. Walrond has any 
thing to object against this from revelation, reason, or common sense, I am, I 
hope, ready to debate the matter with him.101 
 

In The Western Inquisition (1720), Peirce had decried any attempt to categorize his 

theology with Arianism for he claimed that that he did not believe that there was a time 

when the Son was not.102  By 1722, Peirce’s theology had expanded so that he had 

grown comfortable enough to call the Son of God a creature—but only according to the 

definition of someone else. 

Peirce’s theology of God and his arguments for religious liberty undergirded his 

anonymous commentaries printed at the end of his life.  Peirce presented a careful 

summary of his doctrine of God in his comments on Col. 1.14-20, in which the biblical 
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writer discussed the nature and authority of the Son of God.103  A more unusual 

discussion of the nature of the Son appeared in his appendix on Ephesians 4.8 and 

Psalms 68.17-18 in Paraphrase and Notes on  . . . Colossians (1725).  Peirce 

constructed an intriguing explanation of the troublesome passage regarding the 

ascension of Christ to the heavens whence “he led Captivity captive.”104  He evinced 

his theology of God by determining the captives to have been “those good Angels, who 

formerly had been his [Christ’s] Fellows, Heb. i. 9. being Viceroys in their respective 

Provinces, as Christ was in Israel.  These quitting all their Power, and resigning it to 

the raised and exalted Messiah, now constituted King of the World.”105  His extended 

treatment of Christ as the “Head of all the Angels” revealed his emphasis on the Son as 

the first of creation and informed his later discussion of Ephesians 4.8.106  Peirce was 

convinced by his own interpretation, despite the fact that others (including his friend 

Benjamin Avery) disagreed with his conclusions.  Regarding the proper interpretation 

of Hebrews 1, Peirce wrote to Avery,  

The whole first chapter runs intirely (at least from v.4) intirely against you, 
especially when v. 10-12 are rightly understood. . . . [T]he sense of which is 
this, now since Christ is upon his resurrection so vastly exalted above them 
[angels], either as to what they are or ever were, there is more reason to pay a 
deference to his message than theirs, &c.107   
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Peirce’s interpretation evolved such that in his commentary on Philippians, he 

explicitly identified the Son of God as “Michael” who led his angels against the powers 

of darkness and was named the king and overseer of the people of Israel.108  Peirce 

understood the Son of God (although the avenue through whom all things were 

created) ontologically to be only slightly higher than the angels (who were similarly 

empowered rulers) prior to his resurrection and exaltation.   

Readers looking for Peirce’s known crusade for religious liberty and rejection 

of subscription needed only look to his constant criticisms of the “Judaizers” in the 

commentaries.  The “Absurdity of the Judaizers” and their impositions of rituals and 

arguments (“Things as never were the Laws or Doctrines of God, but only of Men”) 

smacked of a less than subtle censure of his subscribing Dissenting brethren, as well as 

the Anglican Church.109  “Absurdity” and its plural were frequently employed by 

Peirce in his polemics and the association of words linked the ancient and modern 

antagonists of Peirce’s true Christianity. 

 
No Socinian 

Although Peirce tendered his own positive formulations of the nature of God, 

he did so frequently by way of negative definitions, i.e., denying the association of his 

theology with ancient heresies.  As he noted, “any Arian, Socinian, or other heretic” 

could use Scripture for an argument, and thus he had to set forth his opinion clearly.110  

The method of defining one’s position by opposition to others was not new; the 
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ecumenical councils of the early Church had provided canons that frequently drew 

lines more specific through anathemas than creedal formulations.  Despite his 

endorsement of religious liberty for Socinians in A Vindication, Peirce consistently 

parried attempts at implicating his theology with the heresy (as he previously had 

named it) which he clearly believed was outside coherent biblical theology.  The issue 

with Socinianism was its rejection of the preexistence of the Son of God.  In a sermon 

delivered in 1720, Peirce cautioned his auditors against the “error” of “the opinion of 

Socinus and Sabellius, which allows not really our Saviour any distinct nature besides 

the human.”  The fallacious theology denied “any vital union of human flesh with that 

divine nature which the Scripture gives us an account of.”111  The reasoning for the 

repudiation of Sabellianism and Socinianism was not explicitly soteriological, i.e., 

somehow the union of the two natures was essential to the redemption of humanity, but 

that the two theologies contradicted Scripture’s assertion as to the real preexistence of 

the Son of God. 

In 1721, refuting claims that he had fallen into the error which he had once 

condemned, Peirce denied that he taught that the Son was not preexistent:   

I have said nothing like the Socinian scheme, which never appear’d to me at all 
likely; nor could I ever fall in with their grand principle, that our Saviour had 
not existence before he was conceived of the Virgin Mary.  And indeed the 
interpretations they give of scripture appear’d so forced to me, that my 
prejudice ran high against them, and my not thinking of any other than theirs 
and the common way of interpreting scripture, made me the easier overlook the 
truth so long as I did.112 
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The excerpt demonstrated the difficulty which Peirce had in categorizing his own 

theology.  His was a middle way between unscriptural Socinianism and unscriptural 

trinitarianism, and despite his claims for the simplicity of his definition, it frequently 

required an expression of comparison: “Nor can I see any medium between 

Sabellianism and Tritheism but in the scheme I embrace.”113  The Socinians were 

wrong to embrace the Son of God as a created or changeable being; Peirce denied the 

Son or “Logos” was mutable, and he fiercely defended the creation of the world 

through “Christ.”114  Yet, as much as he disliked the “notions” of the Socinians, he also 

was repulsed by those of Trinitarians like John Enty.115   

The Socinians also functioned as Peirce’s ‘other’ by which he could 

demonstrate his relative ‘orthodoxy’ (not a term he would have used) and his latitude.  

Challenged with his endorsement of religious liberty for the Socinians in A Vindication 

and his apparent change in perspective from 1710, Peirce admitted the excision of the 

Socinian condemnation that had been present in Vindiciæ (1710).  He was, he claimed, 

“under the power of that uncharitable prejudice” when he had written Vindiciæ; he had, 

however, after “more mature consideration” decided to remove the harsh section in the 

first edition of A Vindication (1717).116  Peirce’s ecumenism would allow him even to 

ordain a minister, “however I may very much dislike many notions of the Socinians,” 

that denied the “personality of the Holy Spirit” but maintained the necessity of a 

Christian “having the Holy Spirit.”  The errors of the Socinians were no more 
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egregious than those of the Trinitarian: a Socinian who denied the personality of the 

Holy Spirit was just as acceptable as those who asserted that the Holy Spirit was a 

person, but treated him as having “no distinct being.”117   

 
No Arian? 

The real threats, however, were not the accusations that Peirce and his fellows 

were Socinians, but the ubiquitous accusations in print and in person that they were 

“Arians.”  This charge of heresy hit closer to home.  The charge of ‘Arianism’, 

although not as radical as that of Socinianism, was still one of heresy.  As Peirce noted 

in 1722, “We are treated as Arians and hereticks.”118  ‘Arianism’ was perceived by 

many in the seventeenth century and to some degree in the early eighteenth century to 

have been the most pernicious and widespread heresy on the continent and in England.  

In fact, it was considered the heresy par excellence.  Arianism of the seventeenth 

century was identified typically by its titular designation of the Son as God based upon 

the power given by the Father not upon the Son’s essence, and by its rejection of the 

doctrine of the Trinity, the full divinity and timeless generation of the Son of God, and 

the full divinity of the Holy Spirit.  ‘Arianism’ had proponents in William 

Chillingworth (1602–1644), the Cambridge Platonists like Ralph Cudworth (1617–

1688), and the more brazened unitarians like John Biddle (1616–1662), Thomas Firmin 

(1632–1697), and Stephen Nye (1647/8–1719).  Nye’s The Agreement of the 

Unitarians With the Catholics (1697) had argued against the standard tritheistic 
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Trinitarianism practiced in England.119  William Freke (1662–1744) defended the 

understanding of God which he developed from reading Scripture as a “due mean” 

between orthodox Trinitarianism (which he also appraised as tritheism) and 

Socinianism.  In his A Vindication of the Unitarians (second edition, 1690), Freke 

accepted the name “Arrian” as one retroactively applied to the theology which evolved 

out of his studies.120  The appeal to patristic sources stridently emerged in the debates 

between Edward Stillingfleet (1635–1699), and the deistic John Toland (1670–1722), 

but reached its zenith with the debates over the compositions of William Whiston 

(1667–1752) and Dr. Samuel Clarke (1675–1729).  In short, “Arian” carried a 

century’s worth of polemical baggage. 

In his post-ejection treatises, Peirce complained that the title of ‘Arian’ in the 

controversy was used primarily as a slur and only secondarily as an honest attempt to 

categorize his theology.  In The Security of Truth (1721), Peirce continued to take 

offense at the stinging epithet, stating that John Enty, “abusively calls me and my 

friends Arians . . . which is an incivility that he cannot parallel in my writings; I never 

give them the name of any exploded heretics.”121  The title ‘Arian’ was inflammatory 

and “odious,” and the slur, Peirce declared in a sermon, was like those heaped on 

Christ by Nathanael: “For a Nazarene was a term of reproach then, just as an Arian is 

now.” (Lest the parallel be lost on his audience, Peirce assured them that they were 

“the disciples and followers of the blessed Jesus, who met with this vile treatment” just 
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as they suffered “the like.”)122  The insults were baseless and functioned as an effective 

method to incite his enemy’s “dear friends, the mob.”123  For an example, he related his 

being attacked by “R. W. the bully of the party” in the street.  “R. W.” repeatedly 

berated him with “opprobrious language” and with accusations of being an ‘Arian’, and 

the minister was thereafter subjected to being “hiss’d and insulted daily.”  Even the 

children of Dissenters abused Peirce and his heterodox congregants in the streets.124   

In the earlier The Western Inquisition (1720), Peirce complained that the term 

“Arian” had first been used to categorize unpalatable positions (at least to some) that 

“fell not in with the notions of either the Sabellians, or Tritheists.”125  Indeed, the 

actual tenets of ancient Arianism had been debated since the fourth century, and 

continued to be redefined with the controversies over the writings of Clarke and 

Whiston.126  Whiston, who preferred the name of “Eusebian,” stated that the ‘Arian’ 

errors (as evinced in the anathemas given at Nicaea) were that there was a time when 

the Son was not, that the Son was not before he was begotten, and that the Son was 

begotten out of nothing.127  Whiston recorded Clarke’s definition of Arius’s heresy to 

have been teaching that “the Son of God was a creature, made out of nothing, just 

                                                 
122 Peirce, Two Sermons (1720), 5. 

 
123 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 64. 
 
124 Peirce, Inquisition-Honesty Display’d (1722), 21, 27. 
 
125 Peirce, The Western Inquisition (1720), 93. 

 
126 In a recent study, Thomas C. Pfizenmaier reduced Arianism to two beliefs: (1) there was a 

time when the Son was not, and (2) the Son was a creature made from nothing (i.e., ex nihilo).  Thomas 
C. Pfizenmaier, “Why the Third Fell Out: Trinitarian Dissent,” in Religion, Politics and Dissent, 1660-
1832: Essays in Honour of James E. Bradley, ed. Robert D. Cornwall and William Gibson (Burlington, 
VT: Ashgate Publishing Co., 2010), 18. 
 

127 Wiles, Archetypal Heresy, 98-99. 
 



 

470 
 

before the beginning of the world.”128  Although Peirce frequently stated that Arius’s 

theology was indecipherable from the histories, he did distinguish the characteristics of 

‘Arianism’ (and thus those which he would refute in his vindications) by including the 

confession delivered by John Withers (who would eventually subscribe) in the 

Assembly of September 1718.  By defining ‘Arianism’ through the words of an 

‘orthodox’ minister (albeit one for whom he had great sympathy), Peirce was able to 

argue that his theology was not the ancient heresy. Peirce reported that Withers 

declared,  

The heresy of Arius consisted in these three things.  1. In affirming that the Son 
of God was but a creature.  2. That there was a time when he had no existence. 
3. That his super-angelical nature animated his body instead of a reasonable 
soul.129   

 
When the Withers/Peirce definition was compared to those of Clarke and Whiston, the 

first two statements appeared to be consistent.  The last tenet of the Withers/Peirce 

formula replaced the creation of the Son ex nihilo, i.e., not out of the divine nature.  

When Peirce’s subsequent denials were analyzed, it became clear that he addressed 

Withers’s first two points extensively, but generally ignored the last in lieu of his 

attempts to refute claims that he held a Socinian view of the Son as a mutable creature.  

Peirce acknowledged that some of Arius’s beliefs were congruent with the “new 

scheme,” but there were significant differences.  Both Peirce and ‘Arius’ asserted that 

God (Father), the Son of God, and the Holy Spirit were “three distinct beings,” but 

Peirce maintained that the “council of Nice agreed with him” on that issue.  To agree 

with Arius on theological conclusions, which he shared with the majority of 
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Christianity, did not make one an ‘Arian’.130  He reminded his audience, “To hold that 

our Saviour is inferior to the Father in nature, attributes, and perfections is not proper 

Arianism, no nor to say, that he is the voluntary production of the Father, unless it be 

added, that there was a time when he was not thus produced by the Father’s will.”131  

For Peirce, the critical issue in his defense against charges of heresy was the time of the 

derivation of the Son and secondly, the nature of the Son.  Peirce repeated what he 

claimed was the radical difference between his scriptural theology and Arius’s heresy: 

“Let him [John Enty] try, if he can charge me with the distinctive opinion of Arius, that 

there was a time when God was not a Father, or that the Son of God was created 

mutable as to holiness, &c.”132  Peirce did not hold either tenet (in 1721, the quotations 

from Peirce’s Inquisition-Honesty Display’d (1722) and commentaries perhaps 

evincing a later change), and his disagreement with both supposedly separated him 

from Arianism and Socinianism.  Peirce’s avoidance of the charge of espousing the ex 

nihilo generation of the Son was instructive: after 1721, Peirce’s definition of the Son 

many times implied such a generation, but he eluded condemnation on the point by 

refusing to designate the method of derivation, claiming the absence of biblical 

explanation and an aversion to metaphysical, non-scriptural language.133  Of course, 

Peirce tended to the hyperbolic and the imprudently reflexive, and he cheekily 

declared, “We may justly say this in his favour, that Arius may, perhaps as much as 

Athanasius, deserve to be canoniz’d for a saint, at the next reformation of the 
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kalendar.”134  Peirce proved to be wrong on this count.  It was not Arius, but Peirce 

who was canonized by Unitarians in the next century. 

 
Reason 

The changes to Peirce’s overarching hermeneutic were noted in the last chapter, 

and the expanding role of reason in his interpretation of Scripture was marked.  

Although Peirce had expressed the importance of reason or logic in his earliest 

polemics, the former emphasis paled to reason’s preeminence in Peirce’s later 

theology.  Peirce’s commitment to reason was unambiguous.  True to his 

Enlightenment empiricist perspective, Peirce believed that authentic Christianity was a 

rational and experimental religion: “The way to know the certainty of things, is to 

make trial of them: Come and see.  This was the best advice that could possibly be 

given.”135  In a sermon given on January 30, 1722 (interestingly on the holiday of the 

execution of Charles I), Peirce called for peace within Christianity, for such would lead 

to “the advancement of the Christian religion, because men are then best disposed to 

search after and discover the truth, and to understand the grounds and reasons of that 

religion which they embrace.”136 True Christianity, he declared, was not a 

“profession,” or “observation” of rituals; rather, it occurred when Christians “have 

examin’d the nature and evidence of it [Christianity] . . . [and when] the deepest 

conviction of its truth be fix’d in the mind.” 137  Peirce’s affirmation of ‘convinced’ 
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religion was not unprecedented: Hugo Grotius had made the same claims in the 

seventeenth century about Christianity, which he distinguished from Islam which 

denied the God-given rational abilities of humans in lieu of implicit faith.138   For 

Peirce, being a Christian was paying God “a reasonable service,” one that fully 

incorporated the “mind” and “heart and life”!139 

Liberty and rational Christianity were inextricably joined.  In 1721, Peirce 

denied forcing anyone to accept his expositions of “dark places of scripture,” and 

further asserted, “Nor do I build any scheme or notion of religion, but upon reason and 

scripture.”140  Dogmas were founded only on reasonably interpreted Scripture.  

Likewise, in the next year, he wrote, ““I know of no methods used on our side but the 

plain evidence of reason and scripture.”141  Although Scripture surely was his source 

for truth, it was a source that had to be filtered by reason, which in turn dictated the 

consistent application of “helps and advantages.” 

 
The Absurdity of the Trinity 

Although reason or common sense may have been relevant to his early defense 

of the two-fold order of ministry, it was integral to his conclusion that the doctrine of 

the Trinity could not be required for salvation.  The common doctrine had a singular 

flaw: it was absurd.  Although divine revelation might be “abstruse” at times, it was 
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not irrational.  John Fox noted that Peirce had mathematical proclivities, and Peirce had 

intimated his own penchant for mathematical arguments in the Letters.142  The 

weakness of the doctrine of the Trinitarian scheme was that it was bad math.  Peirce 

calculated,  

Either the Father, Son, and Spirit are three beings or they are not.  If they are 
three beings, and each has the same perfections, Tritheism to me seems 
unavoidable.  Nor can any supposed union hinder this: for as union supposes a 
plurality of beings (ageably [sic] enough to this scheme) so I am not able to 
conceive how there can be any union, but a separation of the being united must 
be in its own nature possible: and an absolutely necessary union of any beings 
is what I can’t form a notion of.  On the other hand, if they are not three beings, 
they can be only three names or modes of the same being: and this is 
Sabellianism.143   

 
Peirce could not tolerate theoretical inconstancies, and some answers (like 

Sabellianism) were unacceptable based upon his reasonable reading of Scripture.   For 

rhetorical Peirce, Trinitarians were equivalent to “Atheists.”  Peirce quipped, “The 

Atheist sais, there is no God: they [Trinitarians] make God to consist of three no 

beings, which can never make up one being.”144  Theologians and ministers should 

present a reasonable doctrine to their congregants, and Peirce held himself to the same 

standard.  When two congregants, a Mr. and Mrs. John Blanchard (Blamhard), visited 

his home (as they were wont to do) and they engaged him on the topic of God, Peirce 

peppered them with questions of logic, starting from his assumption that he “had no 

notion of equals without plurality, and so they [the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit] must 
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make three Gods.”145  The conversation ended badly, the couple left, and Peirce 

remarked that they had never visited his home again.146 

That there was only one God, and that the Son of God obtained divinity by 

derivation seemed logical to Peirce.  That which was obvious in revelation must not be 

obstructed by the imposition of metaphysical jargon:  

For my own part, I can see no absurdity at all in supposing, that a derived 
authority may be surrender’d, or that the Father should then be all in all.  I 
confess there is somewhat very odd in the interpretations these men 
[Trinitarians] give of the scriptures, and a scheme they have formed, which 
quite spoils the beauty of divine revelation.147   
 

Revelation was inherently beautiful and logical, and to equate anything irrational with 

revealed Christianity was mistaken.  For example, in 1720 Peirce attacked Thomas 

Bradbury (1676/7-1759), one of the leaders of the orthodox party in London, for 

supposedly teaching that “doctrines of the Gospel . . . are all absurdities to the reason 

of man.”148  On the contrary, Peirce argued, “The gospel . . . carries in it no absurdities 

to the true reason of man.”149  Closer to home, Peirce rebuked Josiah Eveleigh of 

Devon for reducing Christianity to the belief in the common doctrine of the Trinity.  

Peirce rejected this association, stating, “A man may justly be so reproved, when he 

would represent an absurdity as the doctrine of the Scriptures.”150  The doctrine of 
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Christ, “the Son of the most high God,” must be reasonable.151  The matter was just 

that simple.  

Although Peirce did not claim to understand fully the generation of the Son, he 

was reluctant to employ language of “mystery” to explain it and force upon others 

subscription to an irrational doctrine.  Claiming “mystery” only clouded the difficult 

subject and allowed the intrusion of human artifice:  

Some places of scripture I cannot explain, as I have readily own’d, when they 
have come in my way in expounding the scriptures in course.  But I suppose the 
chief thing here aim’d at, is the article of the Trinity, which I should think it 
very hard that I should be censur’d for, when another may innocently declare 
against explaining it, because ‘tis a mystery, and inexplicable.152   

 
No “mystery” had to be believed, and the “mystery” of the unified Godhead was one of 

human manufacture.153  Defying attempts to utilize the reference to the “Mystery of 

God, even the Father, and of Christ” in Col. 2.2 for a Trinitarian argument, Peirce 

asserted that the “mystery” was the conversion of the Gentiles, not an allusion to the 

immanent Trinity.154  Accordingly, confessions of faith, those expressions of the 

essentials of belief and salvation, were to be consistent with Scripture and reasonable.   

 
Against Implicit Faith 

For his part, Peirce disliked “all unintelligible confessions of faith,” and he 

maintained, “Whatever I assert, I hope I have clear ideas of, and particularly whatever 
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I believe as an article of faith.”155  By 1718, Peirce determined the enemy of peace in 

the church and state was “implicit faith.”  In that year, Peirce broadly had appealed for 

the replacement of “implicit faith” with dependence on “plain reason and scripture,” 

and he would repeat the call to his orthodox brethren in the following years. 156  Peirce 

defined “implicit faith” as “a believing a doctrine because another believes it” and “a 

faith that is taken upon authority, and not upon reason and evidence.”157  That anyone 

should give a command or advice and expect the recipient to act upon it “without 

knowing the reason for it, acts very unreasonably.”158  Christianity was about evidence 

and personal responsibility.  For his part, Peirce believed in the teachings and salvific 

work of Jesus Christ, the Son of God—not because of a subjective experience or 

because of catechesis—but because of the evidence: 

The reason why I am to pay a regard to Christ as the foundation of my faith, is 
because the signs and miracles which were wrought by him, and the other 
concurring testimonies that accompanied him, fully evidence that the was a 
teacher sent of God, such an one cannot deceive and impose upon me.159 
 

As Peirce had contended in Some Considerations . . . of the Abridgement of the London 

Cases (1708), miracles were the primary method for the conversion of the Jews and 

Gentiles in the age of the apostles.  For the generations of Christians that followed, a 

thorough knowledge of the inspired and consistent scriptures was sufficient for the 
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beginning of faith.  Ironically, Peirce only knew of these miracles through the 

historical (albeit inspired) text of Scripture. 

The problem with implicit faith was that it not only was a surrender of one’s 

liberty, it was a sin.  Believing another person’s declaration to be authoritative and not 

consulting the scriptures was tantamount to idolatry: Peirce preached, “If you . . .  pay 

a blind obedience to him [any person], glorying in your being his followers, without 

using your own understandings in searching after his will, you do in effect set up 

another Christ, and declare that Christ is divided.”160  It was the manipulation of the 

faith of the people of Exeter by the orthodox ministers that led to the schism in Devon.  

Because the nonsubscribing ministers “own’d the authority of Christ” and refused to 

accept “an article of faith not once mention’d in the scripture,” the subscribing 

ministers through their inquisition set the credulous people against their own pastors.161 

Yet, Peirce made allowance for the lack of logic in those ministers who claimed 

only one God (Father), but encouraged the worship of Christ.  They were commanded 

by Scripture to render worship to Christ, and so the ministers followed the divine 

injunction which “appeared plain to them in the scripture.”  Because their convictions 

were rooted in the reading of Scripture, Peirce concluded the ministers might be 

perceived to be “poor Logicians by mistaking the reason; but they appear to be good 

Christians for their obedience.”162  In short, the people who were joining the new 

scheme were simply “plain Christians” who were convinced “by a bare reading of them 
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[scriptures].”163  But, if the reasonable interpretation of Scripture or simple 

mathematics did not convince his opponents, then Peirce had recourse to one last 

alternative, history.  

 
History 

In his A Letter to a Subscribing Minister (1719), Peirce averred that tradition 

had no claim on him.  His faith and ultimate salvation were founded in Scripture.  He 

directed his opponents to his long defense of this position: “I am not sensible that the 

common faith is an rule to me.  If I satisfied them, as I offer’d over and over, that I was 

not departed from the scripture faith, was not that sufficient?”164  The Exeter Assembly 

had imposed upon Peirce’s “liberty” by delivering “unscriptural articles” for 

subscription.  He proudly pronounced that God had given him fortitude to withstand 

the onslaught, and he proclaimed, “I declare to all the world, that the great articles of 

my faith are all contain’d in my Bible, and that I will not call the texts put to me by that 

name.”165  Assuring his congregation (as they sat in their new meeting house) of their 

genuine Christian doctrine, Peirce proclaimed, “We can truly say our doctrine and 

worship is witnessed to by the apostles and prophets.”  They, these separated 

Dissenting brethren, were the disciples of Christ.166 

Yet, later that year in The Western Inquisition (1720), Peirce presented his first 

salvo of organized arguments for the authenticity of a Christian theology of 
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subordination and his supports were mostly from church history, not Scripture.  His 

goal in the second part of the book was to demonstrate that the “expression I chose . . . 

has been not only born with, but applauded as orthodox, in the writings of ancient 

fathers, and modern divines.”167  His marshalling of supports from church history was 

not new to his polemics, but the weight which Peirce gave them surpassed that of his 

earlier works.  The reason for the importance of historical arguments was simple: “I 

must have . . . recourse to St. Paul’s authority, whose words any Arian, Socinian, or 

other heretic would make use of and assent to, and so could do me little service.”168  

Peirce believed that his theology of God was consistent with the word of God, but that 

Scripture was not conclusive in its expression about the immanent workings of the 

divine.  Unfortunately, heretics (among whom Peirce did not count himself) also might 

utilize Scripture for their arguments.  Thus, Peirce needed another, more definitive, 

source to demonstrate that he was not one of the miscreants.  He resorted to history to 

demonstrate an ancient precedent for his scheme, but as mere precedent would not 

convince most, he used history to prove that his theology was congruent with the 

dominant opinion of the earliest Christians, as well as the most erudite modern scholars 

of Dissenting and Anglican persuasions.169  If the twenty-five pages of catenae did “not 

satisfy any more than the scriptures, I must be content to pass for what my enemies 

please,” Peirce concluded.170  Peirce’s arguments from Christian tradition were his last 
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hope for repelling the permanent attachment of unsavory slurs on him and his fellows.  

Having determined Scripture to have its limits, it was upon history that he must stand. 

The move to a defense from history was natural for Peirce.  He had already 

demonstrated a partiality for history in his first apologetics.  Furthermore, as his 

affinity for textual criticism placed him at odds with many of his Dissenting opponents 

and as he had asserted that Scripture was not exhaustive in expressing the workings of 

the divine ‘persons’, his only alternative was to go to the most proximate and thus most 

trustworthy sources outside of the canonical scriptures: the writings of the primitive 

church.  Thus, in The Western Inquisition (1720) Peirce began a campaign to 

demonstrate the most primitive Christians had espoused a theology of divine 

subordination until the truth had been corrupted.  Appealing to the recent publications 

by Dr. Daniel Whitby (1637/8-1726), Peirce presented evidence that Justin Martyr, 

Tatian, Theophilus of Antioch, Clement of Alexandria, Novatian, Methodius, and 

Origen “look’d upon the Father as supreme, and the Son, and Spirit as subordinate.”171  

He appealed to the writings (as accessed through Samuel Clarke’s Scripture-Doctrine 

of the Trinity) of  Bishop George Bull (1634-1710) who included “a long section, of 

above seventy pages in quarto, to prove the Son is subordinate to the Father, the very 

great heresy that has been laid to my charge.”172  He further marshaled evidence on the 

ancient church from Bishop John Pearson (1613-1686), again disseminated through 

Clarke’s Scripture-Doctrine, from his Exposition on the Creed (1659).173  Peirce then 
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moved through progressively shorter excerpts from Anglican divines to Nonconformist 

ministers to “three Dissenters now alive . . . my three worthy friends” who supposedly 

espoused a subordinationist theology.174  The compiled authorities included Bishop 

James Ussher (1581-1656), a Bishop Browning, Dr. Gabriel Towerson (ca. 1635-

1697), Archbishop John Tillotson (1630-1694), a Dr. Scot, Bishop Samuel Bradford 

(1652-1731), Joseph Bingham (ca. 1668-1723), a Mr. Burkit, Dr. John Owen, a Dr. 

Manton (presumably Thomas Manton (ca. 1620-1677)), Dr. Thomas Jacomb (1623/4-

1687), a Mr. Henry (perhaps Matthew Henry (1662-1714)), and Stephen Charnock 

(1628-1680).  Notably missing were arguments from Samuel Clarke and William 

Whiston. 

In 1721, Peirce continued to make his case that subordinationism was the 

predominant opinion of the Ante-Nicene Fathers whom he deemed closest to the origin 

of truth in Christ and the inspired apostles.  Pressing his suit with extensive catenae 

from primary sources (not secondary ones as he had in The Western Inquisition), Peirce 

maintained that the early Christian writers like Justin Martyr, the writer of the 

Shepherd of Hermas, Origen, Lactantius, and Irenaeus held a subordinationist 

theology.  Furthermore, the extensive quotations from Novatian, Tertullian, and 

Irenaeus all evinced a common defense of the unity of God in the Father.175  Peirce was 
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convinced that were these “excellent and primitive Christians” to live in his day, they 

would be similarly persecuted by “Orthodox Dissenters.”176   

In The Security of Truth (1721), Peirce pushed the date of the corruption of 

Christian forward to the Council of Nicaea in 325.  Confident in the observation, by 

Protestants and Roman Catholics alike, that there was a “difference between the 

Antenicene and Postnicene writers,” Peirce believed the theological shift hinged on an 

innovative and later interpretation of the statement of the Nicene Council.  Based upon 

his conclusion that the common opinion prior to Nicaea was subordinationism and 

because the Council had proven a weak standard because it was composed of “three 

hundred and eighteen fallible mens giving their judgment without their reasons,” Peirce 

interpreted the Council’s theology based upon a dominant theology of 

subordinationism.177  Surely, Peirce argued, the Council, which was so concerned with 

the heresy of Arianism as well as the possible charge of tritheism, “made the Son to be 

only like the Father in substance, and took care to place the unity of God in the Father 

only.”  The Council of Nicaea seemed to have maintained that “Christ was the express 

image of the Father,” and was unlike any other creature in the world.  Father and Son 

did not share a substance, but were of like substance.178  He decided, “Upon the whole, 

I dont [sic] believe what is now the common opinion, was received before, or even at, 

the council of Nice.”  If he had properly interpreted the creed and its context, then 

Peirce concluded that the members of the Council were of sound faith.179   
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In Inquisition-Honesty Display’d (1722), Peirce was more concerned with 

addressing what he deemed falsehoods and misrepresentations about the events around 

the Exeter schism as presented in the recently published Answer to the Western 

Inquisition (1721) than making a biblical or historical argument for the new scheme.180  

In between his rejoinders to the “libeller [sic],” Peirce similarly reckoned, “I am well 

satisfied the first and best ages of the church were far from being of the same opinion 

with our adversaries.”181  The identification of Peirce’s scheme with that of the 

apostolic generation was so close, that when his opponents derided him, he audaciously 

responded, “I say once for all, I pray God to forgive our revilers, and never to lay to 

their charge the wound they have given to the apostles and to Christ himself thro our 

sides.”182  Apparently, Peirce had determined that true Christianity had survived longer 

than he had previously thought, and that the genuine Christians of his day had many 

ancestors in whose heritage modern believers could stand.  

 
Summary: The Hermeneutic of the Original 

From his perspective in the early twentieth century, Alexander Gordon, the 

Unitarian divine and biographer, provided a fascinating and unexpected description of 

James Peirce:  

He was one of those men who are orthodox to a fault, so determined to be 
punctiliously exact that, in point of fact, they satisfy nobody.  He was well able 
to draw extremely fine distinctions; but in his own mind I should say that 

                                                 
180 An Answer to Mr. Peirce’s Western Inquisition, &c. (London: Printed for John Clarke, 
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unquestionably he was from first to last a man who kept tight and firm to the 
rigid limits of nicely formulated and precisely definite doctrine.183 
 

That Gordon portrayed James Peirce as “orthodox to a fault” was surprising 

considering Peirce’s growing unease with the term and his unwavering platform of 

liberty in religion and freedom of consciences.  Despite Peirce’s protests against 

‘judging’ others and his endorsement of open dialogue on controversial matters, the 

remainder of Gordon’s depiction rings true.  The further Peirce appeared to stray from 

the common theology and the more entrenched he became in his dissent from Dissent, 

the more Peirce grew formulaic in his summaries of his theology.  Peirce’s defenses 

appeared measured and deliberate by 1722, and his treatises were less innovative, 

resorting to literary attacks on his opponents.  It was only the handful of sermons that 

he published during this period that revealed the energy and allure that likely 

compelled the several hundred congregants to remain at Mint Meeting.  But, as with 

his controversy with Edward Wells, Peirce appeared to have tired of the printed debates 

over the Exeter schism and theology.  He issued his last serious pamphlet on the 

controversy in 1722 with the publication of Inquisition-Honesty Display’d; thereafter, 

he transferred his attention to preparing paraphrases of Pauline epistles. 

Gordon was right: Peirce “kept tight and firm to the rigid limits of nicely 

formulated and precisely definite doctrine.”  The problem was that his doctrine was 

erroneous to the majority.  For Peirce, the fundamentals of religion were those 

“positively and expressly declared in scripture.”184  He was repetitive in avowing his 

only “rule of faith” to be the scriptures, and that he was compelled to “think according 
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to what I find in them, tho’ all the men in the world should think otherwise.”185  These 

professions were “tight” and “nicely formulated,” but did not reveal a profound 

examination of what the scriptures were or how they were formed.  Concerned with the 

origins of the Son of God, Peirce never provided his audiences with evidence of his 

unbiased inquiry into the canonization process, or a developed pneumatology that 

accounted for the role of the Spirit in the modern interpretation of the sacred texts.  The 

same ‘implicit faith’ that he derided in others, he seemed to display toward the 

scriptures in spite of his willingness to dissect them.  Having declared the scriptures to 

be too ambiguous to formulate a complex theology of God (and so flexible as to be 

used by heretics), Peirce had no recourse but to turn to history for his defense, and it 

was history (which he knew to be malleable) that he manipulated for support. 

Despite his aversion to creeds, Peirce apparently liked a good formula.  In one 

of his last overtly theological treatises, he provided the following synopsis of his 

subordinationist theology and its source:  

That the Father is the only true God, and that Christ was the Son of the Father, 
and could do nothing of himself, are the assertions of the holy scripture; but as 
to the manner of his generation, whether it were by a mere act of the Father’s 
will, and whether God who always could, always actually did communicate his 
being to him, are philosophical speculations about which I assert nothing, till I 
can meet with some sure ground in scripture.186 
 

He summarized biblical worship with similar succinctness: “To worship God, thro’ one 

mediator, the Lord Jesus Christ, by the Assistance of the Holy Ghost.”187  Peirce’s 
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doctrine of God and Christian worship bore a striking resemblance to his historical 

hermeneutic.  History and theology were defined by the sources, their fontes.   

In The Security of Truth (1721), Peirce made his clearest argument for the 

oneness of God: 

And, speaking of those words, The Father is greater than I, he [Christ] says, 
the Father is the original and cause of the Son, and is, in that respect, greater 
than he. . . .   If all things depend upon one original, whatever is said to be made 
by the Son, must be refer’d to the first cause.  So that tho’ we believe all things 
were brought into being by God the Word, yet we deny not the supreme God 
. . . is the cause of all things. 188 

 
There could only be one cause, one God, one source, one original.  His was a ‘oneness’ 

theology and a ‘oneness’ historical hermeneutic.  In regards to history, the singular 

event in time was eventually varnished with layers of retelling, progressively corrupt 

strata of human communication, which might be systematically removed by the critic 

through “helps and advantages” to expose the simple original.  Likewise, all things 

were derived from the eternal God (Father) and all creatures were made by him through 

the generated Son, who although named ‘God’ did not intrinsically bear the same 

perfections as the “supreme God.”  Congruently, all worship returned through the 

progressively perfect Spirit and Son to the divine source.  Indeed Christ was worthy of 

honor, but only because the “honour due to him is the result of the gift of the Father,” 

an honor to which the Son did not have an innate right.189  In his anonymous A 

Scripture-Catechism (1722), Peirce asked the question, “How many Gods are there?”  

The answer was simple, reasonable, and scriptural: “There is one God.”190  
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How could Peirce justify his willingness to dissect the word of God while 

simultaneously espousing the inspiration of the text?  In short, the quandary was also 

one of origins.  Scripture had a singular author: God.  The prophets and the apostles 

were all guided in the words and styles that were originally used.  According to Peirce, 

Scripture was the word of God, the words of Christ, the words of the Holy Ghost.  His 

attribution of the authorship to the three beings was not a contradiction as he had 

reduced the source of all to God (Father).  As the biblical text had a single, rational 

author, God’s words might be reduced to a simple original, which might be scrutinized 

for inconsistency and these (surely) human emendations might be removed in the 

process of rendering the pure product of divine revelation.  But since Peirce was 

convinced that the essential teachings, those things “absolutely necessary” were never 

obscured by interpolations, he was guaranteed a simplistic core against which he might 

determine textual aberrations from human prejudice. 

Peirce’s defense from history had some unusual characteristics.  In short, he 

believed that he found evidence for the majority of Christian writers from the 

generations closest to Christ holding a subordinationist position, and he could establish 

the existence of a core of truth that had been lost through human innovations in 

tradition, as well as in and onto the biblical text.  Through the last four chapters, this 

study had already demonstrated the tension between Peirce’s proclamation of the 

primacy of Scripture and his willingness to allow tradition or history more than an 

ancillary role in interpreting it.  Most intriguing, however, was Peirce’s shift forward 

in church history, i.e., he was not content with the most primitive Christians holding a 

subordinationist theology, he needed, desired, or simply found an ongoing tradition 
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beyond the Council of Nicaea.  Was his expansion of authentic Christianity into the 

fourth century a rejection of primitivism, simply a method to bolster his position, or 

was it a symptom of a new approach to history?  What contemporary models was he 

likely drawing upon for his reconstruction of Christian history? 

 
Two Existing Models 

Around the year 1712, when Peirce (according to his own profession) began to 

have doubts about the common formula of God-theology, there were two prominent 

models for critiquing the Trinitarian doctrine.191  The first was offered by William 

Whiston (1667-1752) whose controversial works on early Christianity were compiled 

and published in the five volumes of Primitive Christianity Reviv’d (1711-1712) and 

Three Essays (1713).192  The second model was that of Samuel Clarke (1675-1729) 

whose greatest critique of the common view was expressed in his The Scripture-

Doctrine of the Trinity (1712).193  These two authors were of very different 

temperaments and they exemplified two ways in which one might dissent from the 

common position: Whiston was combative until his death; Clarke submitted to the 
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pressures of Convocation and ceased publishing on the topic.  Whiston was expelled 

from his position of Lucasian chair of mathematics at Cambridge, but he was not 

defrocked; Clarke was reprimanded, but maintained a prominent role throughout his 

life in the Church and in the debates with continental philosophers.194  Peirce chose a 

middle way between the theologies of these two scholars, and accepted a more radical 

result of his theology with his ejection from the orthodox Presbyterians and his self-

proclaimed role as a dissenter among the already marginalized Dissenters.  Having 

seen what Peirce did declare as his theology, the questions remain as to how the two 

existing models might have influenced his thought and how his own predispositions 

might have led him to jettison the common theology and to select one of these two 

models as a better formulation.  

 
William Whiston  

In addition to his own ingenuity, William Whiston was dedicated to reviving 

primitive Christianity which he understood to be the purest testimony of revelation.  

Whiston’s foremost accomplishments were his explorations of Ante-Nicene 

Christianity and his heterodox doctrine of God which he ardently alleged he shared 

with the earliest Christians.  An ordained member of the clergy by 1693, Whiston was 

a close acquaintance with Isaac Newton (whose position at Cambridge he assumed 

upon the eminent man’s retirement), Dr. Samuel Clarke, and James Peirce.  Holding a 
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number of preferments, Whiston continued his studies in physics, mathematics, and 

philosophy, but it was his historical and theological works that gained him international 

fame.   According to his own confession, he also was responsible for persuading James 

Peirce to buy his books in 1711, whereupon Peirce “read them, and was convinced by 

them to become an Unitarian, or Eusebian, as I was.”195  According to Whiston, he 

was the intellectual forefather to the dissenting Peirce. 

By July 1708, Whiston was convinced by ancient documentary evidence that 

primitive Christians had not held the common doctrine of the Trinity.  Although 

advised to keep silent about his discoveries, Whiston wielded his new conclusions in 

An Essay Upon the Epistles of Ignatius (1710), An Historical Preface to Primitive 

Christianity Reviv’d (1711), and then in the massive compilations of Primitive 

Christianity Reviv’d (1711-1712).196  Not one to mince words, Whiston determined that 

the “assertions” in his recent publications were “so strange, and so contrary to the 

general Belief of Christians in these latter Ages, that it will not be improper to give 

some Account by what Methods . . . the several Particulars were discover’d.”197  

Whiston’s “strange” conclusion was that original Christianity had been corrupted with 

a new doctrine born from the mind of the mature Athanasius, who introduced a novel 

doctrine of God in unscriptural and metaphysical language, who forged anathemas of 

the Nicene Creed to agree with his new scheme, and who utilized coercion and 
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deception to ensure the acceptance of his scheme.198  The sum of Whiston’s analyses of 

the ancient texts was the conclusion that “the Testimonies for Arianism were vastly 

superior in Number, Plainness, and Antiquity, to those which are commonly suppos’d 

to be for the Athanasian Doctrine.”199  Whiston’s position soon became untenable and 

he was ejected from his university chair in October 1710.200  Although Whiston 

accepted the worship of Christ as its terminus was God, he grew ever more resistant to 

Athanasian or ‘orthodox’ liturgy, till at last he stopped attending Anglican services and 

gathered with General Baptists for the last five years of his life.201 

Whiston’s hermeneutic was that true doctrine of God that “was really a part of 

our Religion, and believ’d by the first Christians” was to be found “in the Books of the 

New Testament, and in all the most antient genuine Monuments of our Religion now 

extant.”202  These were Whiston’s authoritative sources: “the Texts of Scripture and 

Testimonies of Antiquity” or “”the very Words of Scripture, and the first Writers.”203  

Whiston was resistant to the “the vain Deductions of Philosophick Reasonings” and 

was determined to be directed in his pursuit of truth “by the Original Testimonies.”204  
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When he surveyed the texts of the New Testament and those known to be from the first 

two centuries of Christianity, he embraced the early language of subordinationism in 

the Ante-Nicene sources as the authentic Christianity.  Indeed, when Whiston applied 

his data to his historical hermeneutic, he could not but argue that the “the Arian 

Doctrine was . . .  most certainly the Original Doctrine of Christ himself of his Holy 

Apostles, and of the most Primitive Christians.”205 Other observers, like his Roman 

Catholic contemporary Petavius also had noticed the subordinationist theology among 

the primitive Christians, but had deemed it innocent error to which the councils would 

provide guidance and remedy.  For Whiston, error (not elucidation) entered the church 

during the fourth century when orthodoxy stifled the teachings of Christ and the 

apostles.206  By 1709, Whiston was thoroughly convinced from his reconstruction of 

the Apostolic Constitutions and the early Fathers that “the Arian doctrines are those 

deliver’d by our Saviour and his Apostles and all the first Christians till Philosophy 

from the ancient Hereticks, particularly from Tertullian, prevail’d at Rome, the seat of 

Antichrist.”207  The wholesale corruption of original Christianity had begun late in the 

third century, and particularly in those locations where the bishop of Rome exerted his 

influence.208  As usual, Rome was the cause of all the problems. 

In his reconstruction of primitive Christian theology, i.e. the authentic doctrine 

of God, Whiston maintained the primacy of Scripture, but in practice he allowed the 
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Christian writings from the first two centuries authority equal to the canonical texts.  

Regarding the application of textual criticism to the scriptures, Whiston shared the 

approach of Samuel Clarke and Newton who both dismissed 1 John 5.7 and 1 Tim. 

3.16 as corruptions of the original text, but as he was convinced that the common 

doctrine was a conspiratorial and eventually pervasive distortion of the original, he 

began to find interpolations and “corrections” throughout the New Testament.209  

Although he appeared to seek an authentic and authoritative biblical text, Whiston’s 

true sources for his historical reconstruction were his ancient texts. 

Due to his commitment to the authority of the canonical and non-canonical 

texts of the first centuries, Whiston developed an expanded canon which included 

Sibylline oracles and, most famously, the Apostolic Constitutions.  Whiston identified 

the Constitutions as being of early construction because they were “so full of the 

Simplicity, Piety, Honesty, Strictness, and Discipline of the most Primitive Ages.”210  

He believed the Constitutions originated from the “second Council of the Apostles at 

Jerusalem” around 64 A.D. and were composed at the command of the apostles and 

Clement. The Constitutions “are and were in the Original Canon of the sacred Books of 

the New Testament; and were Antiently ever esteem’d of equal Authority with the rest 

of them.”211  It was from Whiston’s An Historical Preface to Primitive Christianity 

Reviv’d (1711) that Peirce gathered examples for his catenae in The Western 
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Inquisition (1720) of many of recent adherents to subordinationism, but it was also in 

An Historical Preface that Peirce would have read following statement: 

For I have, I think, certainly found that those Apostolical Constitutions which 
the Antichristian Church has so long laid aside as spurious or heretical, are no 
other than the Original Laws and Doctrines of the Gospel: The New Covenant; 
or most sacred Standard of Christianity; equal in their Authority to the four 
Gospels themselves, and superior in Authority to the Epistles of single 
Apostles: some parts of them being our Saviours own Original Laws deliver’d 
to the Apostles; and the other parts the Publick Acts of the Apostles themselves 
met in Councils at Jerusalem and Caesarea before their Death: and this was the 
constant Opinion and Testimony of the earliest Ages of the Gospel. . . . I am my 
self so fully satisfy’d of their certain and undoubted Truth and Divine 
Authority, that I am willing and ready to hazard all I have or hope for in this 
World for their Reception and Establishment.212 
 

Without a doubt, Whiston’s increasing fascination with the Constitutions must have 

disturbed Peirce.  Indeed the ‘orthodox’ Peirce wrote Whiston in 1708 reprimanding 

him and making an astute observation: “Pardon my surmise, that you did not first 

ground your notions on the holy scriptures.”213 

Whiston’s influence on Peirce was incalculable.  In The Western Inquisition 

(1720), Peirce noted that he had read Whiston’s An Essay Upon the Epistles of Ignatius 

(1710) and An Historical Preface (1711), but Peirce never offered a clear judgment of 

his present opinion of Whiston’s subordinationism or historical reconstructions.214  

Peirce argued that Whiston’s treatises had had significant influence on the Dissenters, 

noting that the new scheme had entered Exeter through the books of Whiston and 

Clarke long before he had arrived to fill the post at James’ Meeting.215  The influences 
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of Whiston seem to be throughout Peirce’s works.  For example, in his treatise, The 

Council of Nice Vindicated From the Athanasian Heresy (1713), Whiston argued that 

the Council of Nicaea had failed because it introduced homoousios, an unscriptural 

innovation in terminology.  The Council, however, did not actually portray the 

coequality of the Son and Father, but rather delineated the Son as preexistent, before 

time and creation.  This was the same case which Peirce made in The Security of Truth 

(1721) some eight years later.216  Despite his apparent dependence upon Whiston for 

information regarding the ancient church, Peirce rarely acknowledged that he was 

quoting or paraphrasing Whiston when discussing the doctrine of God.217 

One of the few references to Peirce’s own opinion of Whiston’s work was his 

description of his reaction to Whiston’s essay on the Epistles of Ignatius. In An Essay 

Upon the Epistles of Ignatius (1710), Whiston argued that the shorter version of the 

Epistles, which generally was held to be the most authentic edition, was a corrupted 

abbreviation of the original longer version.218  In The Western Inquisition (1720), 

Peirce recalled that he, while still an adherent of the “common opinion,” had read 

Whiston’s treatise and concluded that the mathematician was wrong; the smaller 

version of the Epistles of Ignatius was the oldest and the more authentic witness of 

Ignatius’ letters. 
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I took some pains to compare the two editions of several of the letters, that I 
might see which appear’d to be the more ancient; and the shorter edition 
appearing to me to be probably the more ancient, was come confirmation to me 
of the common opinion.219 
 

Despite his shift in theological positions, Peirce did not rescind his verdict on the 

Epistles, which seems to underscore a subtle difference between the two scholars 

seeking the true, primitive church.  The difference was the perception of what the 

original looked like when compared to later corrupted versions.  Peirce’s hermeneutic, 

evident since his thesis at Utrecht, espoused a simple original which was expanded 

through the process of corruption.  In An Essay Upon the Epistles of Ignatius, 

Whiston’s hermeneutic allowed for the original to be larger than the later corruptions 

which, he maintained, were summaries or epitomizes. This fundamental difference 

allowed for radically different conclusions about historical documents, as well as 

identifying interpolations and corruptions in Scripture, but most importantly in 

Whiston’s willingness to expand the canon to include unprecedented material.  Peirce 

was willing to reduce the ancient texts to find the original; Whiston looking to enlarge 

the ancient texts to recreate the original.    

 
Samuel Clarke 

In the years following his ejection, Peirce became more belligerent in his 

polemics and more candid in crediting his intellectual influences.  In The Western 

Inquisition (1720), Peirce begrudgingly admitted that the work of Samuel Clarke was 

critical in ‘converting’ him to the new scheme.  One year later, in The Security of Truth 

(1721), Peirce was explicit in acknowledging the persuasiveness of Clarke’s writings: 
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Mr. Enty might easily have perceiv’d how it came to pass, that so many should 
fall into the same notion, viz. by using the same means I did, I mean by reading 
Dr. Clarke’s Scripture Doctrine; a book written with such strength and 
clearness, that I only wonder all that read it are not convinced, and that I did not 
my self sooner discover what he has, I think I may say, demonstrated to be the 
doctrine of the Bible.220 
 

Both Clarke and Peirce stated that their focus was on Scripture.221  It was their primary 

dependence on the biblical texts, a reductionist view of history, and their reliance on 

church history as a ‘secondary’ authority that made Clarke’s and Peirce’s schemes 

generally congruent.  Peirce highly regarded Clarke’s The Scripture-Doctrine (1712), a 

text that, according to Anglican and Dissenting defenders of Trinitarian orthodoxy, 

revived Arianism.222  Clarke’s scholarly work, however, extended far beyond the 

debates over the doctrine of God, and included much that likely would have conflicted 

with Peirce’s theological leanings.  Clarke’s early work had a definite metaphysical 

bent as evinced by his arguments in Demonstration of the Being and Attributes of God 

(1705), and he vehemently disagreed with the dogmatism of Calvinism, and in 

opposition to that theological scheme he emphasized human liberty and the freedom of 

the will which were congruent with the significance he placed on works of 

righteousness. Expressing his desire for a purer Christianity, Clarke deemphasized the 

rituals and ceremonies of the Anglican liturgy, a decision which likely would have 
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been more pleasing to Peirce.  Clarke also proved himself useful in disputing Deism, a 

service that Peirce found very commendable.223   

In his introduction to The Scripture-Doctrine (1720), Clarke set forth the 

standard for his investigation.  In matters related to philosophy or speculation, reason 

and experience were the authorities.  For those issues of “humane Testimony or divine 

Revelation” the statement of witnesses must serve as the authoritative sources.  Thus, 

for Christianity (a revealed religion) the essential source was the “Doctrine of Christ 

and his Apostles,” of which adherents should pursue a full knowledge with the 

assistance of available “Helps and Assistances” (his term), whether from modern or 

ancient resources and commentators.224  Although Clarke did not explicitly criticize 

‘implicit faith,’ he was convinced that the understanding must be rooted in the person 

just as knowledge from sensory experience was individual and personal.225  Things 

“absolutely necessary” (his term) for salvation must be plain in the revelation and must 

not depend upon a source external to Scripture. 226  The “only Rule of Faith” was the 

“Doctrine of Christ,” and although Clarke allowed that there was value in the 

elucidation of Scripture by others, as evinced by his collection of commentaries from 

early Christian sources, the primary interpretative mechanism was individual human 

reason applied to Scripture (“to the Rule itself, to the original Revelation.”)227  With 
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the exception of Clarke’s relative silence on the Old Testament, Peirce’s long 

expressed Primary Rule of Scripture and Clarke’s own scripture paradigm were 

consonant. 

 “That Rule” which provided things necessary for salvation was “whatever our 

Lord himself taught,” what the inspired apostles preached, and what they wrote.  These 

three sources were each validated by the miracles and “Direction of the same Spirit,” 

and their words comprised the “Rule of Truth” by which revelation was transmitted. 228  

Thus, Clarke’s primary case for a doctrine of God appeared to come from Scripture.  

For the task, he gathered quotations from the New Testament that reflected the various 

divine persons and their functions (e.g., “Of God the Father,” “Passages . . . wherein 

He is stiled the One or Only God,” and “Passages . . . wherein He is stiled GOD 

absolutely”) and listed them in canonical order in the first part of his book.   

Clarke carefully stated that the three sources of revelation were “in the Books of 

Scripture  . . . conveyed down to us.”  The language of “in” implied that revelation and 

“Books of Scripture” were not necessarily coterminous.229  Clarke’s textual criticism 

was subtle, and not especially innovative, but the format of his book would have 

introduced new audiences to the method.  For example, the contentious 1 John 5.7 

appeared in the fourth chapter of the first part, to which Clarke added, “Though it 

ought not indeed to be concealed, that This Passage, since it does not certainly appear 

to have been found in the Text of any Greek Manuscript, should not have too much 
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stress laid upon it in any Controversy.”230  For the more obscure passages, Clarke 

provided his own commentary (as his extensive treatment of John 1.1 and John 14.7-

11) with notations on the Greek text, attempts at harmonizing the verses with other 

passages, or with his interpretation of “the most natural and obvious rendring [sic] of 

the Words.”231  For the most arguable loci, Clarke turned to the early Church Fathers 

for assistance.  For example, after listing John 10.28, 29, and 30 (which ended with “I 

and my Father are One”), Clarke supplemented the verses with his own exposition, 

which argued for a union of power not person, with excerpts from Chrysostom and 

Basil, and with a catena of biblical passages expressing the union of things having 

different quiddity.232 

Despite his provision of extracts from the Fathers, Clarke claimed that there 

was no other authoritative source beyond the biblical text and no unpolluted oral 

“Tradition” that could have survived “at this distance of Time” as humans “grew less 

pious, and more contentious.”233  The process of history was one of corruption!  Clarke 

expressed this in a phrase hauntingly familiar:   

For, Matters of Speculation indeed, of Philosophy, or Art; things of human 
invention, experience, or disquisition; improve generally from small 
beginnings, to greater and greater Certainty, and arrive at Perfection by degrees: 
But matters of Revelation and divine Testimony, are on the contrary complete 
at first; and Christian Religion, was most perfect at the Beginning; and the 
words of God, are the most proper significations of his Will, and adequate 
expressions of his own Intention.234 
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Peirce could not have said it better in his preface of A Vindication of 1717 and 1718: 

But pray which do you reckon the first and purest times?  Is the fourth Century 
purer than the first, or the twelfth and thirteenth purer than both?  For 
whatever improvements have been made in the humane arts and sciences by 
later inventions; yet in religion, which always suffers by innovations, antiquity 
is most venerable, and of sacred authority.  This observation is worth all the 
Preface.  Religion therefore, as describ’d in the Scriptures, without any of the 
innovations of after times, is to be prefer’d; and this is all we contend for.  
Keep to this rule, and our Controversy will be soon over.235 
 

Clarke’s historical hermeneutic was the same as Peirce’s: the original was simple and 

the most pure was the witness that was most proximate to the source.  In regards to 

Christian revelation, Clarke asserted, “In the days of the Apostles therefore, 

Christianity was perfect; and continued for some Ages, in a tolerable Simplicity and 

Purity of Faith and Manners . . .  But needless Contentions, soon began to arise . . . and 

Religion decayed continually more and more, till at last . . . it was swallowed up in the 

great Apostacy.’236  Throughout his career, Peirce had variously ascribed dates to this 

“great Apostacy” with the latest being the middle of the fourth century.  Clarke 

proposed a similar time for the corruption of the Church by the imposition of human 

innovations:  

The greatest part of the Writers before and at the time of the Council of Nice, 
were (I think) really of That Opinion (though they do not always speak very 
clearly and consistently,) which I have endeavoured to set forth in those 
Propositions.237 
 

The distortion of the truth occurred when Christians began to “look upon Humane and 

perhaps Modern forms of speaking, as the Rule of their Faith . . . and then picking out 
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(as Proofs) some few single Texts of Scripture, which to minds already strongly 

prejudiced must needs seem to sound . . . the same way; while they attend not 

impartially to the whole Scope and general Tenour of Scripture.”238  Error, according to 

Clarke, had crept into the Church not through theological or martial conquest, but 

through the almost imperceptible misuse of the scriptures, which were constrained by 

prejudices and preconceptions imbedded in language and culture.  Thus the “Rule of 

Truth” was dissected by proof-texting so that it no longer yielded a coherent revelation.  

This was a powerful indictment and one that might be cast upon even the most diligent 

scholar. 

Despite his own diagnosis, Clarke was willing to countenance prudently 

produced theology.  Human commentary, which by the necessity of language would 

bear ambiguities, must be carefully crafted so as to best communicate the “Sense” of 

the “Expositions of those Texts of Scripture.”  Chronic failure to articulate the ‘sense’ 

of the scriptures in the vernacular would, invariably, lead to the loss of the genuine 

communication.  The process of pejoration followed an unfortunate pattern: 

 A Comment may in effect come into the place of the Text, and another 
Interpretation afterwards into the place of That Comment; till in process of 
Time, men by insensible degrees depart entirely from the Meaning of the Text, 
and Human Authority swallows up that which is Divine. Which Evil can no 
otherwise be prevented, than by having recourse perpetually to the Original 
itself.239  
 

This pessimistic verdict would have resonated with Peirce, who (when he was 

consistent), declared any exposition of Scripture (although it was necessary for the 

edification of the church) to be distanced dangerously from the “Original itself.”  Any 
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appeal to “Human Authority” was ill-advised, and the language of Scripture or the 

word of God was preferred particularly for professions of faith.   Indeed, one of the few 

occasions when Peirce was overtly critical of Clarke was in A Justification of the Case 

(1719), when Peirce dismissed one of Clarke’s new comments in a recently revised 

edition of The Scripture-Doctrine (second edition, 1719) because the churchman had 

resorted to the “primitive fathers, in which my faith is not concern’d.”240  For Peirce, 

the argument (ideally) and language should come from the authority, Scripture. 

Having asserted the appropriateness of constructing a theology based upon the 

“Original,” in the second part of The Scripture-Doctrine Clarke attempted to distill into 

reasonable propositions that which he saw as evident in the scriptures relevant to the 

doctrine of the Trinity.  Although Peirce’s thought was not radically dissimilar to that 

expressed by Clarke in the first part, a significant divergence was evident as Clarke’s 

metaphysical-scripture theology deviated from Peirce’s intentionally unadorned 

scripture theology.  Their use of ‘natural religion’ provided an example of their 

different approaches. 

Clarke began the second part with the “first Principle of Natural Religion” 

which he maintained was “every where supposed in the Scripture-Revelation”: 

There is One Supreme Cause and Original of Things; One simple, 
uncompounded, undivided, intelligent Being, or Person; who is the Author of 
all Being, and the Fountain of all Power.241 
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Clarke’s argument for the oneness of God from natural religion proved to be prevalent 

(even plagiarized) in many defenses of the new scheme in the next decade.  Clarke first 

had separated natural religion from revealed religion in his Boyle lectures of 1704 and 

1705, delivering an argument for an a universally-held belief in a good God in his first 

series, and a vindication of Christianity as true revealed religion in the second series, 

entitled A Discourse Concerning the Unchangeable Obligations of Natural Religion, 

and the Truth and Certainty of the Christian Revelation (1706).  In his lectures, he 

maintained that natural religion was the appropriate and necessary antecedent to belief 

in Christianity.242  Natural religion required a belief in a First Cause for without such 

“an eternal succession of merely dependent Beings, proceeding one from another in the 

endless progression” would be absurd.243  Assured that Christianity was the most 

rational religion, Clarke proposed, “A constant and sincere observance of all the Laws 

of Reason and Obligations of Natural Religion, will unavoidably lead a man to 

Christianity.”244 The assimilation of Clarke’s theological proposals into arguments for 

the new scheme was evident in the anonymous Propositions (1720), which were 

frequently attributed to Peirce.  The starting point in the Propositions was the first 

proposal: “There is but One God.”  This assumption was, according to the author, the 
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“first and fundamental Principle of all Religion, both Natural and Reveal’d.”245  It was 

a logical place to begin the defense of a singular notion of God—but it was not where 

Peirce initiated his arguments. 

Peirce was not ignorant of the distinction between the two types of religion, and 

he appealed to ‘natural religion’ on a few occasions, but he never made it an explicit 

antecedent to revealed religion.  It was not until his sermon in 1717 on 1 John 11.2 (as 

related in The Western Inquisition (1720)) that he appealed to “natural and reveal’d 

religion” to establish that there was “but one God.”246  Peirce, however, immediately 

designated the most important of the two by stating, in his usual use of double 

negatives, that it was not unreasonable to follow “the same principle the scripture do’s” 

by making God (Father) the source of the divinity in the “Logos.”247  In An Answer to 

Mr. Enty’s Defense (1719), Peirce contended for the validity of the language he had 

used in the sermon, adding that he believed it behooved his opponents “to look back 

and consider what has sunk Christianity to its present low condition, and given so 

much advantage to Deism.  I can’t think they do any great service to Revelation, who 

represent it as a darkening one of the first and most plain principles of natural religion, 

the unity of God.”248   Two years later in his sermon on 1 Cor. 3.2, Peirce defined 

natural religion but did not describe it as antecedent to revealed religion, merely 

holding tenets supportive of revealed religion.  In 1721, Peirce argued that 
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Trinitarianism was in direct opposition to natural religion, emphasizing the most 

important belief of natural religion in his debates—the oneness of God.249  

Furthermore, in 1722, Peirce set natural religion and revealed religion together with his 

first question of his Scripture-Catechism: “What are the First Principles of Religion, 

both Natural and Revealed? A. He that cometh to God, must believe that he is, and that 

he is a Rewarder of them that diligently seek him.”250  That it would be logical for 

Peirce to hold natural religion as a necessary predecessor to revealed religion, is not 

debated; rather, Peirce did not make the distinction as clearly as did Clarke, nor did 

Peirce’s definition contain the extended list of features present in that of Clarke.  The 

reason for Peirce’s relative reticence on natural religion could have been as simple as 

he did not see much of the language which Clarke utilized in Scripture.  Indeed, it 

could be argued that despite their purported dependence on Scripture, Peirce and 

Clarke had different starting points. One of the greatest criticisms of Clarke’s work 

came from Daniel Waterland, who contended that Clarke’s genuine source was not 

Scripture or the primitive church witness, but metaphysics.251  In this regard, Peirce 

had a far greater affinity to Whiston (and likely Isaac Newton) who avoided the use of 

“person” and decried the influence of philosophy in his reconstructions.252  Peirce’s 
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occasional references to natural religion did not appear to be well constructed and 

generally appeared to be encroachments (rather than the starting point) in his cases for 

the reasonable oneness of God. 

In the second and third parts of The Scripture-Catechism (1712), Clarke 

marshaled hundreds of citations and quotations from the ancient Fathers and from more 

recent authorities supporting his propositions, with which—with the exception of the 

prevalent metaphysical language and Clarke’s frequent reference to the ‘first’, 

‘second’, and ‘third’ persons—Peirce likely was amenable.253  For example, Clarke’s 

ninth proposal, “The Scripture, when it mentions the One God, or the Only God, 

always means the Supreme Person of the Father,” would have been agreeable to 

Peirce, except that he would have assumed ‘God’ implied God (Father) unless 

otherwise distinguished by the biblical text.254   Peirce clearly agreed with Clarke that 

Scripture did not explain “in what particular Metaphysical Manner, the Son derives his 

Being or Essence from the Father” and thus the generation of the Son should not be 

defined, that there was not mention of time in the generation of the Son, and that the 

Son was called God according to the dominion he was granted by the Father.255   But 

Peirce’s emphasis on liberty generally prohibited him (when he was consistent) from 

rendering the censures that Clarke included for those positions which did not agree 

with his conclusions.  Furthermore, Peirce’s reticence on the Holy Spirit likely would 
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have put him in contention with Clarke’s strong proposals for the preexistence and 

personhood of the Spirit.256   

The greatest distinction between Clarke and Peirce was the systematic approach 

that Clarke took to assemble scriptures and patristic references, and to construct a 

coherent and cohesive presentation of propositions that elucidated that question of 

God.  Peirce never approached the issue with the same articulacy, and he had no 

serious need to—the encyclopedic work had already been written in 1712!  On at least 

two literary occasions, Peirce expressed his wish that Clarke had scrutinized the Old 

Testament for references relevant to the debate. 257   As Clarke had absented himself 

from the controversy, it was very unlikely he would take on such an endeavor.  

Although seemingly equipped with sufficient intellectual tools to accomplish such an 

undertaking himself, Peirce never attempted the task.  Without a doubt, Samuel 

Clarke’s The Scripture-Doctrine (1712) was the foundation for Peirce’s polemical 

treatises published after 1718.  Whether it was Scripture or Clarke’s exposition of the 

scriptures that convinced Peirce, the world will never know.  It is certain, however, that 

Clarke’s exhaustive rendering of loci from the New Testament and his collection of 

relevant commentary from the early Church Fathers presented powerful cases for 

Peirce’s already established ‘rules’, and the churchman’s historical hermeneutic which 

sought the word of God in Scripture had much in common with the understanding of 

history and literature which Peirce had held since 1692. 

 
  

                                                 
256 For example, see Clarke, The Scripture-Doctrine of the Trinity (1712), 242, 276, 290-295. 

 
257 Peirce, The Security of Truth (1721), 54; Peirce, Inquisition-Honesty Display’d (1722), 9. 



 

510 
 

A (Curious) Final Word 

Published posthumously in 1728, An Essay in Favour of the Ancient Practice of 

Giving the Eucharist to Children demonstrated Peirce’s brilliance and his erudition, but 

also his convoluted logic and perhaps his apparent desire to be perceived as avant-

garde in the lull of the mid-1720s.258  The repercussions of Peirce’s ejection and 

Salters’ Hall had been felt around the world, and his infamy spread quickly.  In his 

battle with Congregationalists in the American colonies over the validity of episcopal 

polity and Anglican rituals, John Checkley (1680-1754) undermined the representative 

Dissenting arguments in Peirce’s A Vindication by appealing to their source in 

heterodoxy: the Dissenting ministers were professed “Socinians” who “deny Jesus 

Christ to be God,” led by “that Arch-Heretick, that uncircumsis’d Philistine, their 

infamous Mr. James Peirce, who is one of the chief of these Infidels.”259  In the same 

year, Cotton Mather (1663-1728) wrote from Boston to Thomas Bradbury (1676/7-

1759) in London distinguishing between religious liberty and Peirce’s villainization of 

his former congregants.  For Mather, Peirce’s criticisms were misplaced.  Peirce’s civil 

liberties should be protected, but the heterodox minister’s theology espoused a 

different object of worship and thus separation was justified.260   In Britain, a barrage 
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of pamphlets had flown between Joseph Hallett III, Peirce’s Vindication had been 

attacked by Zachary Grey in two volumes, John Enty and Peirce had exchanged literary 

barbs in 1720 and 1721, and the anonymous An Answer to Mr. Peirce’s Western 

Inquisition had been published in 1721.261  But in 1722, no one replied to Inquisition-

Honesty Display’d, the printed replies to Peirce stopped, his anonymous paraphrases 

removed his name from the public eye, and Peirce slipped into relative obscurity.262 

As neither the editor nor printer of An Essay provided a note describing the 

process in which the manuscript moved to print, it may be presumed that Peirce left 

behind a relatively finished text.  In the preface, Peirce described the evolution of the 
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composition of the essay, claiming that he had begun the work “six or seven years ago 

(as I guess).”  Presuming that the manuscript was finished just prior to this death, he 

must have begun his investigation around 1719, the year of the schisms.  Having 

composed only the introduction, Peirce’s research lay dormant for “a good while” until 

he seemed to have resumed work just prior to his passing.  Convinced by the results of 

his exploratory conversations with “ingenious persons,” Peirce had been persuaded that 

the discourse would be “hooted out of the world as soon as it appear’d,” and thus, he 

claimed, he was apprehensive of presenting his ideas to the public.263  Of course, Peirce 

maintained that he had “no design to raise disturbances, or create any new 

controversies in the church,” but his assertion that he merely wished to be “wholly 

guided by a sincere regard to the truth” rang hollow considering the tortuous case he 

would make from history and Scripture.264  Obviously, Peirce would not have 

evaluated his case in such a manner.  As the first to make the argument for “reviving 

this practice,” Peirce was willing to “wait till the providence of God shall dispose the 

church to a sense of their duty.”   His closing comments bespoke of his assurance that 

his argument was more than compelling—not only would it bring benefits to the 

church, it was right.265   

 
A Final Hermeneutic 

An Essay evinced Peirce’s most mature, or at least last, thought on Scripture 

and history.  In the introduction (which he claimed he had first written years prior to 
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the completion of the manuscript), Peirce offered his hermeneutic of history in an 

extended passage: 

Tis natural to us to reverence antiquity.  Many learned men highly value 
themselves upon the insight they have into the religion of the ancient heathen 
nations, though they acknowledge at the same time the falsity and vanity of it.  
That a veneration for the primitive times of christianity is much more just and 
reasonable, will, I suppose, be denied by none, who are not utterly 
unacquainted with them. 

Men are apt to run into extremes in this matter as well as others.  Some 
cry up antiquity as a rule, to the great disparagement of the holy scriptures; 
others, though few, think it not worth their study.  The middle way between 
both seems to be the most just and prudent.  This way I have indeavour’d to 
take, and if I at any time have been out of it, it has been through mistake and 
inadvertency.  I acknowledge no antiquity is a sufficient warrant for 
establishing or reviving any usage, which has no foundation in the holy 
scriptures, which are the only rule of my faith and practice in matters of 
religion.  But the deference I pay to antiquity is this; that when I meet with any 
thing that was very anciently and generally practis’d by christians, I am much 
inclin’d to examine and search whether I can discover any foundation for it in 
the holy scriptures.  If I can discover any thing of this nature, I can’t but wish 
we therein follow’d both the scripture rule, and the example which the primitive 
christians have set us: But if I can find nothing of it in scripture, I am not, I 
confess, much inclined to an implicit faith in the most early antiquity, or to 
conform my practice to theirs.  For if there should happen to be a foundation for 
their notion in the scriptures, which I am not able to discover, my falling in with 
it will not be an acceptable obedience to God, since I pay a regard therein to 
fallible, though good, men, and not to the sure revelation he has given us of his 
mind and will. 

The observation I made of the antiquity of this usage of giving the 
Lord’s supper to children led me first to consider this subject, and to inquire 
whether there was any foundation for it in the scripture.266 

 
The locus evinced the tension in Peirce’s work between his rules of Scripture and 

antiquity, and demonstrated what this present study has suggested, namely that Peirce’s 

extensive use of the early Christian Fathers seemed at times to contradict his claim that 

he did not strain Scripture to substantiate a custom from the primitive Church.  He had 

attempted a “middle way” and his success was (as he seemed aware) to have been 
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debatable.  Despite his protests, Peirce had gravitated out of Scripture and into church 

history for an authoritative source on questionable matters, most importantly in the 

formation of a doctrine of God.  In regards to An Essay, Peirce could excuse his 

construed argument from history and logic for giving the Eucharist to infants because 

Scripture did not supply a clear answer on infant baptism, which Peirce assumed must 

be valid based upon the received practice.  The order of Peirce’s argument was 

fascinating.  It was a case made by “retrograde procedure” in which Peirce mustered 

evidence for the disappearance of the practice of children receiving the eucharistic 

elements in the fifteenth century, and argued backwards through a handful of examples 

(which in his Letters he would have classified as ‘superstitions’) and from silence until 

he concluded, “I am persuaded this practice may be reasonably enough supposed to 

have been in use from the days of St. John.”267  Having established, in his mind, the 

presence of the practice (along with infant baptism) in the apostolic age (which he 

hailed as “scripture antiquity”), in the second part of An Essay Peirce sought warrant in 

Scripture for the ritual.  The third and fourth parts of An Essay posed responses to 

anticipated objections and then offered the “advantages” to reviving the practice.268  

Peirce’s historical argument sought a genetic history for children being given 

the elements of the Eucharist.  Unfortunately, Peirce was only able to establish the 

unquestioned practice in the West among the “Bohemian churches” of the fifteenth 

century.  He argued, however, that the denial of the request of the Hussite churches for 

the sanction of the practice by the Vatican evinced the influence of the corrupt new 
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doctrine of transubstantiation.  Transubstantiation placed undue emphasis on the 

eucharistic elements which led to denying the laity the cup and refusing children both 

kinds.  The rise of this “superstitious conceit concerning the elements” had been 

gradual in the Church, but had reached the critical stage of impacting the rituals of the 

church only in the fifteenth century.  Peirce was certain that he had found evidence for 

the universal practice of giving the Eucharist to children in the Western and Eastern 

Churches as late as the twelfth century (or, he variously argued, the fifteenth 

century.)269  

 
A New Silence 

Peirce’s bewildering historical arguments were almost entirely from silence.  

For almost twenty years, Peirce had argued that silence was evidence of the absence of 

a thing; in An Essay, silence was used as proof for the existence of a thing.  He had 

turned his hermeneutic upside down!  For Peirce, the absence of evidence (“express 

mention”) from the first and third centuries was due to “writers between the apostles 

and Cyprian’s time [being] few,” and if it was supposed “to have been the general 

practice at the time, there would be little need to exhort parents to bring their children 

sometimes to church.”270  That there was no “stir” about the practice was “full 

evidence” that it “’twas generally received in the churches of that age [the third 

century].”271  Even during the fifth century, it was “the universal practice” as evinced 
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by “there was no dispute about it.”272  In short, when considering the practice within 

the Eastern (Greek) Church, Peirce admitted, “For their silence is very consistent with 

the supposition of their using it, since the only reason for their silence may be thought 

to be, their not having the same occasions the Latins had to mention it.”273  It was an 

audacious performance, based simply on the claim that “the very silence of antiquity is 

a strong argument.”274 

 
Arguing from Tradition 

Yet, Peirce really did present an argument, and it was based upon the simple 

assumption that the Eucharist and baptism had always been understood to be necessary 

for salvation based upon the interpretation of the third and sixth chapters of John, and 

thus as baptism must have been administered to infants (despite the absence of 

evidence for it in the earliest centuries of Christian history), so the Eucharist must have 

been given to infants.275  No parent, of course, would deny his or her child the means to 

salvation.  The essential claim in the second and third parts of An Essay was that since 

the church now baptized children, and since there are no examples of adult baptisms in 

the early church, the primitive Christians must have baptized infants:   

But who ever heard of a baptized catechumen in the primitive church? Certainly 
whoever believes the ancients used to baptize infants, if he will impartially and 
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candidly inquire after the reason of this silence in antiquity, with relation to 
such things as cannot but be frequently mentioned by those who have laid aside 
infant communion, must acknowledge, that it makes it probably that infant 
communion was practic’d by them.276   
 

The argument of course had a significant problem:  “As to the Antipedobaptists, I own 

this argument is of no strength at all.”277  If one did not accept the normative practice of 

infant baptism, Peirce’s arguments failed. 

Peirce recognized that the baptism and participation of infants in the 

communion “stand upon the same foot.”278  To organize his case, he presented the 

following syllogism: 

Whatever ought to be receiv’d by all the members of the visible church, ought 
to be received by baptized infants. 

The eucharistical bread ought to be received by all the members of the visible 
church. 

Therefore the eucharistical bread ought to be received by baptized infants.279 
 
As no one but a Baptist would reject the scriptural and theological foundations of 

infant baptism, so the second practice should be reinstituted.  (Peirce noted that if 

children were refused the elements based upon the inability to “do this in remembrance 

of Christ” or examine themselves, the same argument would overthrow pedobaptism 

because infants could not repent and believe before baptism.)280  Peirce’s claim was 

based upon consistent reasoning from accepted practices, and very little else.   
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A Remnant Theology: Footprints in the Darkness 

Early in the first part, Peirce hoped to “make it appear probable at least” that the 

practice was a “universal custom from the beginning of the christian church,” but he 

was “persuaded” that, in the end, he had tied the practice to the most primitive 

church.281  The cessation of the practice in the church was, of course, the inevitable 

corruption of truth by the Roman Church.   This was an old argument from the rebel 

minister: he had harangued Edward Wells and William Nicholls at length for 

designating arbitrary dates for the invidious usurpation by the Roman Church that had 

stealthily sullied the true faith.  And Peirce’s date for the corruption of the truth?   

It appears very probably to have been the practice [of giving the Eucharist to 
infants] of the most early times after the apostles, and to have continued in the 
church universally observed by the Greek church ever since; and by the Latin 
churches for about a thousand years; and never laid aside by them till they 
became most grievously corrupted, and till the monster of transubstantiation 
appear’d in the world.282 

 
The corruption of the Church was not until after the tenth century!  In the fourth part 

(“The Advantages of Infant-Communion), Peirce admitted the influx of “a superstitious 

magnifying the sacrament” in the fourth century, but apparently the superstition had 

not derailed (or so he argued from silence in the first part) the practice in both the 

Western and Eastern churches.283  For the scholar once persuaded that any distance 

from the original yielded a distortion of the truth, Peirce was convinced that he could 

find unbroken vestiges of truth through more than ten centuries.  Peirce had derided his 

opponents for their groundless positions that did not have the faintest “footprints” or 
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“footsteps” in Scripture or the ancient sources, but he now argued “that when it pleased 

God to suffer the idolatrous papists to abrogate it [giving the Eucharist to infants], yet 

he took care they should in some places leave some footsteps or memorials of it, which 

might be hints to those who undertook the work of reformation, to inquire into the 

grounds and reasons of it.”284  It was an astounding and inconsistent performance, one, 

which despite his caveats written at the beginning of the endeavor, set so much that 

James Peirce had held dear on its head.  

 
Concluding Summary 

This chapter has contended that after his ejection, just as in the beginning of his 

career, Peirce continued to defend the singular authority of Scripture for the doctrines 

and worship of the church.  Peirce asserted that the word of God was true and inspired 

by the Holy Spirit; but, he also admitted that the scriptures were historical texts that 

were corrupted and somewhat “abstruse” in their exposition.  Peirce was certain that 

the differences between the original word of God might be revealed by the careful 

application of “helps and advantages” with which the scholar might “discern and 

rectify” corruptions in the text and eventually recover the first texts as “they came out 

of the hands of the writers.”285  The process was one of uncovering the divine artifact, 

rather than rebuilding the ruins.   

Uncertainty, however, remained because of the “abstruse” nature of the 

revelation and the contentious debates among scholars in the process of unveiling the 
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authentic texts.  The answer (and the cause) of this uncertainty was Enlightenment 

Reason.  Reason, coupled with faith, dictated that the original word of God must be 

consistent.  Peirce’s application of textual criticism (or following the criticism of other 

scholars) to the biblical texts resulted in his expunging seemingly questionable verses 

from his canon—or at least those verses which he understood to be seminal to the 

present controversy, the doctrine of God. 

If Peirce’s confession was trustworthy, he was compelled by his own research 

and by the publications of Samuel Clarke (and perhaps William Whiston) to conclude 

that the pure word of God articulated a monotheistic theology in which God (Father) 

was the source of all being and the end of all worship.  Peirce could not envision 

anything more simplistic than ‘one’ God the Father, “the original,” “the first cause,”  

“the supreme.”  According to the Johannine witness (whose accuracy Peirce in theory 

questioned), the Son of God existed from before time and acquired being, power, and 

authority from the Father.  It was through the Son that all things were created, that 

salvation was offered to humanity, and that worship and glory were given to God 

(Father).  All things came from God (Father) and returned to God (Father) in an 

egressus/reductio model which incorporated the Son and, to a lesser extent, the Holy 

Spirit as mediators.  Any explanation that went beyond this basic formula could not be 

construed to be a fundamental of faith. 

Peirce’s hermeneutic of history, defined by proximity, simplicity, and 

reasonableness, did not change significantly in the treatises printed during his life.  As 

the truth of speculative matters (those not explicit in the word of God) must be 

discovered through reasonable means, Peirce turned to the sources nearest to the word 
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of God.  Unlike his orthodox interlocutors, when Peirce turned to the Ante-Nicene 

Fathers, for whom he had expressed a predilection in years past, he identified 

subordinationism, not Constantinopolitan Trinitarianism, as the predominant 

explanation of the nature of God.  Subordinationism was more simplistic than 

Trinitarianism, and the (now) heterodox position took seriously the biblical injunctions 

for monotheism without the interjection of Greek metaphysics.  Indeed, Peirce’s 

argument for the oneness of God had more in common with Aristotle’s First Cause 

than Neo-Platonism, for which Peirce never publically professed any sympathy.286  

Furthermore, Peirce did not appear to have associated his own doctrine of God with 

that of the Cambridge Platonists, like Ralph Cudworth, who attempted to find the 

“Middle thing also, betwixt the Doctrine of Sabellius and that of Arius; it being neither 

a Trinity of Word only, or logical Notions, or meer Modes; but a Trinity of 

Hypostases.”287  For Peirce, the metaphysical language of ‘hypostasis’ or ‘person’ 

associated with Post-Nicene Christianity and Athanasius was laden with human 

tradition and not with scriptural truth.  Bad tradition (the Trinitarian doctrine of God) 

was that which demonstrated its corruption of the original by propagating a message 

different than that evinced by the most proximate sources. As Peirce learned from De 

                                                 
286 Peirce made very few references to Platonism in his treatises, and the majority of the 

allusions appeared in his commentaries.  One of the few examples includes Peirce’s extended treatment 
of the worship of angels in his exposition of Col. 2.18, where he found the source for the “Doctrine” 
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Philosophers, and especially from Plato, or Pythagoras; which probably gave St. Paul occasion to 
caution the Colossians against the Deceit of Philosophy.” Peirce, A Paraphrase and Notes on . . . 
Colossians (1725), 37. 

 
287 Quoted in Douglas Hedley, “Persons of Substance and the Cambridge Connection: Some 

Roots and Ramifications of the Trinitarian Controversy in Seventeenth-Century England,” in 
Socinianism and Arminianism: Antitrinitarians, Calvinists and Cultural Exchange in Seventeenth-
Century Europe, ed. Martin Mulsow and Jan Rohls (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 228. 
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Vries, the eye could not be trusted to make conclusive observations about the distant 

moon.  So the witness of Justin Martyr outweighed that of the mature Athanasius. 

Peirce’s method, however, appeared to lead him (despite his protests) to filter 

the primary source through the witness of the earliest Christians, or at least those that 

agreed with his hypotheses.  Essentially, Peirce yielded to the arguments of his 

Anglican opponents, particularly Edward Wells, who for more than a decade contended 

that Scripture was not comprehensive in its articulation of truth and secondary 

authorities must function as primary on ambiguous topics. 

Peirce was frugal in his attribution of intellectual debts.  By the publication of 

The Western Inquisition (1720), Peirce was secure enough in his employment and 

finances to allude to the influence of the controversial publication of Samuel Clarke, 

but he attributed his movement from a Trinitarian to a non-trinitarian theology finally 

to his careful examination of Scripture.  Both Clarke and Whiston had asserted a 

historical hermeneutic akin to that of Peirce, both maintained that corruptions had 

entered into the Church at an early stage, thereby debasing the original revelation, and 

both were beleaguered by accusations of heresy.  Yet, Peirce gave Samuel Clarke the 

most credit for compelling him to look more closely at the scriptures.  Clarke was a far 

more respectable intellectual ancestor than Whiston, as Clarke maintained his position 

within the church as a leading apologist and focused his investigations on Scripture, 

the standard for doctrine which Peirce had championed for more than a decade.  

Whiston, however, was a more disreputable source.  Although Peirce extensively 

quoted Whiston’s works and both men espoused similar perspectives of history, the 

theories of the mathematician proved troublesome because Whiston seemed to make 
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his arguments first from non-canonical (albeit “primitive”) sources, he pressed for the 

expansion of the canon, which was the word of God, and he, at times, argued against a 

hermeneutic of simplicity.   

At first glance, An Essay (1728) appeared anomalous because Peirce seemed to 

have jettisoned the primacy of Scripture for the secondary rule of history and a new 

rule of Tradition supported by arguments from silence.  His polemics since The 

Western Inquisition (1720) had moved toward the amplified use of history in the 

defense of the oneness of God, and An Essay might be understood as a consistent 

expression of Peirce’s willingness to look to the secondary authorities when the 

scriptures were not explicit about a topic.  Yet, if this were Peirce’s logic, why did he 

spend so much time in his convoluted treatment of Old and New Testament passages in 

the second part?  It was possible that the essay was an intellectual exercise never meant 

for publication, a “Foetus of  . . . [the] Brain,” as the Bishop of Worcester described 

Whiston’s ideas.288  The finished quality of the preface, however, suggested Peirce 

possessed every intention for the essay to be printed.  Indeed, Peirce appeared to have 

taken a position in An Essay that was close to that of Whiston as he strained the 

scriptures through the non-canonical, silent, and primitive Christian witnesses.  The 

difference, however, was that Peirce did not deem (as least in theory) his conclusions 

to be essential Christianity, necessary for salvation and for subscription.  Whiston, on 

the other hand, was not reluctant to claim his version of primitive Christianity to be the 

Christianity. 
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Peirce’s theological heterodoxy made his espousal of religious toleration 

(except for Roman Catholics, who were inherently treasonous to the British state) 

necessary.  Since 1706, Peirce had maintained the “Principle of the Dissenters” to be 

“that no Man or Body of Men are to be the Standard of Truth, and that their Notions 

are not to be enslav’d to the Sentiments of those whom they most value.”289  With his 

rejection of common Trinitarianism, Peirce fell outside of the protection of the Act of 

Toleration.  Peirce had to champion individual conscience and reason, and he likely 

assumed his audience would be sympathetic having been influenced by the past 

appeals of Gerard Noodt and John Locke. 

Still in the mire of the coarse public exchanges with his ‘Inquisitors’, James 

Peirce made an auspicious observation. Writing in 1721, Peirce concluded that were 

the pattern of heterodoxy to continue, it soon would be the dominant theological 

model: “And should the opinion go on to prevail, as it has done the last two years, it 

would, I believe, in less than an age, become the commonly receiv’d opinion.”290  

Indeed, were it not for the Evangelical Revival within Dissent, Peirce’s prediction 

could have been accurate for British Nonconformists by the end of the eighteenth 

century, and possibly for Anglicans, as well.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 
A Conclusion 

 
 

Tasks and Themes 

This dissertation has attempted to accomplish five tasks: (1) to provide 

previously unpublished biographical information about James Peirce from 

documentary evidence, (2) to consider Peirce as a man of his times, a man in 

intellectual, social, and economic transition, (3) to argue that James Peirce was a 

historian of Dissent, not just an apologist, (4) to assert that Peirce’s hermeneutic of 

history significantly informed his theology, and (5) to contend that Peirce constructed 

an innovative history of English Nonconformity that projected the defining 

characteristic of Dissent to be the consistent defense of religious liberty.  In addition to 

these objectives, this study has explored texts which have received little or no critical 

comment in the last one hundred years.  For example, this study summarized and 

analyzed James Peirce’s Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria Anaxagorea 

(1692) and presented a detailed comparison of the historical portions of Vindiciæ 

Fratrum Dissentientium (1710) and A Vindication of the Dissenters (1717 and 1718), 

noting additions and omissions between the two books.  Furthermore, this dissertation 

has integrated more of Peirce’s extant correspondence than any recent study. 

 Chapters Two through Four sought to accomplish the first three tasks of 

providing new biographical information about James Peirce, introducing the reader to 

his important intellectual, social, and religious contexts, and establishing the 
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significance of ‘history’ in Peirce’s thought.  In particular, the second chapter provided 

sketches of the political, social, and religious environs into which James Peirce was 

born and in which he was reared.  The chapter asserted that the end of the seventeenth 

century and the early decades of the eighteenth century were pivotal periods of 

transition in which a conservative, established Church contended for its privileged 

position in society against a rising Dissenting minority which had acquired toleration 

with the accession of William and Mary.  Having endured ejection and persecution 

under the Stuarts after the Restoration, English Nonconformity enjoyed new, but 

limited, freedom after 1689 which led to an unprecedented enrichment of the 

Dissenting communities in number, wealth, and political influence.  The location for 

this expansion of the Dissenting Interest was cities and large towns, where ideas spread 

quickly and areas of trade frequently associated with Nonconformists experienced 

dramatic success.   

The third chapter suggested that the young James Peirce’s domestic and 

educational settings were the epitome of this transitional period.  Peirce’s formative 

years were spent in a radical Independent household and then in the home of a 

sometimes-exiled Congregational minister in the eastern end of London.  His primary 

education was at the hands of a Dissenting minister who fled Scotland and then fled 

England when he was associated with treasonous plots and rebellions.  Despite the 

ideological extremism of his environment, Peirce benefited from the affluence acquired 

by his father’s international mercantile endeavors and from the comfortable conditions 

in the home of Matthew Mead, who accumulated significant prosperity through trade.  

Peirce’s homes were full of books, erudite conversations, and servants, as well as 
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controversial exchanges and, on occasion, ransacking government troops.  

Additionally, the chapter mustered evidence for the identification of John Peirce, a 

naval captain and commander, as the father of James, as well as a notable character in 

the transatlantic Dissenting community and British history.  

The fourth chapter of this study explored the contexts of Peirce’s education in 

the Netherlands from his arrival in Utrecht in 1689 until he returned to London from 

Leiden in 1695, and it then outlined the initial years of his ministry among Independent 

and Presbyterian congregations in southern England.  Integral to his intellectual 

formation was his instruction at the universities in Utrecht and Leiden, where he, along 

with other young Englishmen, studied under leading figures of the Enlightenment.  By 

exploring the backgrounds of the personages under whom Peirce claimed to have 

studied, and analyzing Peirce’s thesis Exercitatio Philosophica de Homoeomeria 

Anaxagorea (1692) which he submitted at the conclusion of his studies with Gerard De 

Vries at Utrecht, two key themes emerged that were foundational to his later career: (1) 

a historical hermeneutic defined by proximity, simplicity, and reasonableness, and (2) 

religious liberty.  From the historical reconstruction, Peirce appeared to have been 

propelled toward an Enlightenment empiricism that would prove congruent with 

Newtonian science and a classic humanist approach to literature which utilized early 

textual criticism to identify the original content of historical texts—a method that 

might even be applied to Scripture. 

 Peirce’s early ministry was conducted in the city of London and then in towns 

that allowed him close communion with intellectuals and libraries.  Among the most 

noted of his associations was William Whiston, then professor of mathematics at 
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Cambridge, who would prove to be a pivotal personality in Peirce’s story.  Peirce’s 

ministry evinced a movement from the Calvinistic Congregationalists to the 

Presbyterians, but he appeared to have avoided much of the partisan conflict that 

plagued the Dissenting bodies in the wake of the implosion of the Happy Union in 

1693.  Remembering himself as having maintained an irenic position, Peirce rose to a 

not undesirable post at Newbury, Berkshire, where he possessed sufficient leisure and 

support from his congregation to engage in his first foray into apologetics. 

Both the third and fourth chapters demonstrated through historical 

reconstructions that James Peirce used history in his autobiographical essay from 

Remarks (1719) to portray his past as one that was essentially Protestant, English, 

tolerant, and respectable.  When documentary evidence was set in juxtaposition to what 

he wrote and did not write, it became apparent that Peirce was a careful author who 

unquestionably shaped his depictions of the past to convince his audience of a 

particular version of history.  This revelation was important as the study went on to 

demonstrate that Peirce was not only a key controversialist in Nonconformist debates 

with Anglican divines, but that he also wrote strategic histories of Dissent at crucial 

moments in his life.  Having observed that Peirce employed history in the retelling of 

his past, this study encouraged the recognition that Peirce exploited history throughout 

his career for particular purposes. 

Chapters Five through Seven asserted that arguments from history became a 

central characteristic of Peirce’s polemics starting with his Some Considerations . . . of 

the Abridgement of the London Cases (1708) until his death.  The pinnacles of his 

cases from the past were in Vindiciæ Fratrum Dissentientium (1710) and A Vindication 
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of the Dissenters (1717 and 1718), which have been referenced frequently by scholars 

but rarely dissected.  Unrecognized, however, has been the historical character of The 

Western Inquisition (1720), in which Peirce prescribed a new paradigm for Dissent by 

writing a new history according to an old model.  Peirce placed new wine in an old 

wineskin.  

The fifth chapter summarized Peirce’s apologies from his tenure in Newbury 

until his appointment in the city of Exeter, paying particular attention to the authorities 

to which he appealed for the construction of his Dissenting theology.  The investigation 

concluded that Peirce identified Scripture as the source of revelation and truth essential 

for the Christian church and life.  He did, however, give significant deference to 

ancient Christian witnesses in his vindications of Dissenting worship and belief.  In his 

evaluation of the sources, Peirce treated the oldest sources as being the purest and most 

worthy of imitation, although he claimed that no non-canonical source might supersede 

the scriptures.  The chapter also noted that Peirce attempted to persuade his 

interlocutors, readers, and auditors that religious toleration for tender consciences was 

a necessity, even if the majority or the established power refused to guarantee it.  

Furthermore, Peirce was convinced that his case for Dissenting theology from 

Scripture and antiquity, as well as his defense of freedom for Christian consciences 

appealed to common sense, or what he called ‘reason’. 

In his early publications, Peirce demonstrated flexibility in his polemical 

presentation as he crafted his rhetoric and arguments to match the experience and 

aptitude of his audiences.  In the Letters (1706-1707) to Edward Wells, Peirce made 

generally uncomplicated and very repetitive arguments predominantly from Scripture, 
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but he directed his Some Considerations (1708) to a more learned audience, especially 

targeting conforming Dissenters, whom he wooed with proofs from and against 

Christian tradition.  In A Useful Ministry a Valid One (1714), his address to the 

Nonconformist ministers of Devon, Peirce made his case for the validity of Dissent 

from experience and observable success.  Peirce was given to “Rhetorical Flourishes” 

(as Cotton Mather would later call them) that employed arguments from different 

angles and authorities, yet his consistent standards were Scripture, antiquity, reason, 

and the right to religious toleration. 

The sixth chapter furnished a systematic treatment of Peirce’s Vindiciæ 

Fratrum Dissentientium (1710) and A Vindication of the Dissenters (1717 and 1718), 

observing noteworthy changes through omission and addition between the Latin and 

vernacular editions.  In 1710, Peirce addressed an international but small audience in 

his massive apology in which he asserted the validity of English Dissent based upon its 

long history of defending Scripture-based worship and theology and Reformation 

principles.  Furthermore, English Nonconformity, unlike Anglicanism, had 

demonstrated its Reformed orthodoxy against the intrusion of Roman Catholicism and 

Arminianism and the recent threats of radically rationalistic Socinianism and Deism.    

In the two editions of A Vindication of the Dissenters (1717 and 1718), Peirce 

eliminated much of his language adoring Calvinism, and through extensive additions in 

the historical part, advocated an identification of Dissent as a suffering movement, 

persecuted by irreligious monarchs and avaricious bishops.  Dissent was a martyrs’ 

movement with hosts of victims for the sake of conscience, particularly during the rule 

of Elizabeth I and in the wake of the Restoration.  Peirce glorified the right to 
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conscience, excising many of his less tolerant criticisms of heterodox movements, and 

embracing toleration for all good subjects—even Socinians. 

Finally, the sixth chapter offered reasons to consider Peirce’s The Western 

Inquisition (1720) to be one of the first histories of English Nonconformity to identify 

Dissent according to its program for religious liberty.  The chapter first contended that 

The Western Inquisition should be categorized as an intentionally constructed history, 

and then noted its principal themes of the interpretation of Scripture by reason and 

antiquity and the toleration of all serious attempts to pursue truth.  The study 

determined that Peirce’s account was designed deliberately to mirror the structure of 

Edmund Calamy’s An Abridgment (1702) with its indictment of the forced subscription 

to humanly-composed creeds, the defiant stand by Dissenting ministers for liberty of 

conscience, and the ejection and martyrdom of those who refused to subscribe.  In the 

place of Calamy’s hero, Richard Baxter, James Peirce substituted himself and 

supplemented his own story with those of other ejected ‘confessors’ who suffered for 

freedom in Devon.  In The Western Inquisition, Peirce provided a new definition of 

‘Christianity’ as that religion that tolerated diversity in the pursuit of truth and he 

depicted authentic Nonconformity as a Christian movement that rejected oppression, 

sought truth, and embraced peace.  Peirce offered a new paradigm for Christianity and 

Dissent, and he proposed a new terminus a quo later Nonconformists might begin their 

own religious genealogy.  

The seventh chapter posited a systematic rendering of Peirce’s mature theology 

from his disparate publications from the 1720s.  The study concluded that when Peirce 

subjected the canon of Scripture to his rational hermeneutic of history, he determined 
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that the texts had been so corrupted through the centuries of transmission that it was 

necessary to remove the layers of scribal and editorial interpolation to identify the 

original words of God, i.e., the consistent and coherent message in the words first 

written by the ancient authors as they were directed by God.  Peirce articulated in his 

will his ongoing commitment to “Christian religion as tis contained in the Holy 

Scriptures,” but he rationalized the cautious excision of seemingly troublesome and 

contradictory passages from the received texts so as to render a harmonious revelation.  

While utilizing the “helps and aids” of textual criticism, Peirce simultaneously 

endorsed a “plain” reading of Scripture which would, in theory, avoid the addition of 

corruptions onto God’s word. 

Peirce’s historical and rational approach to the text of Scripture was, as he 

would say, “natural.”  Convinced early in his career that Scripture was the sole 

authority for worship and belief, Peirce placed an extraordinary amount of importance 

on the very words of the text and appeared to give nearly as much authority to the 

writings of the early Church which he deemed congruent with his interpretation of the 

sacred text.  Because of his hermeneutic of history, Peirce expected the Ante-Nicene 

Fathers—those Christians so close to the inspired apostles of Christ—to advocate a 

doctrine of God consistent with the common Trinitarian formula in which he had been 

inculcated.  Upon his inspection of the early writings, however, Peirce was persuaded 

that the earliest Fathers failed to harbor the same view of God.  As his hermeneutic 

demanded that they had a clearer, truer understanding of the teachings of Christ, Peirce 

began (despite his protests) to filter the Scripture to discern a consistent message 

between the inspired Old and New Testaments and the witness of the closest observers 
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to the first generation of Christians.   As his long-standing principle was that essential 

truth was found in Scripture, Peirce cast about for models of interpreting Scripture 

consistent with his understanding of human communication in time.  When confronted 

with two competing schema (one by William Whiston and another by Samuel Clarke), 

Peirce embraced the one which was most consistent with his belief that all things 

moved from a simple, pure original to a more complex, less perfect image of the 

original.  His resulting defense of the oneness of God was a middle way between the 

two models: he adopted Clarke’s attempt to harmonize the New Testament passages to 

render a uniform concept of one God, but generally rejected Clarke’s metaphysical 

approach in favor of William Whiston’s theory of maintaining the language of the 

original without the imposition of philosophical methods or terminology.  Whiston’s 

system proved unacceptable because it did not conform strictly to the hermeneutic of a 

simple original expanded over time and it allowed for the enlargement of the inspired 

word of God through the inclusion of the Constitutions of the Apostles.  Convinced of 

an orderly, observable world, James Peirce subjugated Scripture to the primacy of 

reason which utilized a theory of history to determine the truth. 

Realizing that his conclusions placed his liberty, wealth, family, and respectable 

position in society in jeopardy, Peirce willingly remained silent about his opinions for 

years.  Meanwhile, he carefully crafted his language and his histories to convince his 

readers, both close to home and throughout Britain, that religious liberty was a human 

right and an essential characteristic of a peaceable, follower of Christ.  When he was 

exposed as heterodox, Peirce utilized all of his polemical skills to defend his theoretical 

and social positions, and when obscurity appeared to have overtaken him, he pursued 
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even more radical paths to return to the public’s interest.  In the end, however, it was 

not obscurity that truly overcame him, but death. 

 
Concluding Comments 

Peirce’s contribution to Dissent was mixed and its impact was felt across the 

world.  The puritan Jonathan Edwards, the Anglicans John Checkley of Boston and 

Walter Hewgoe of Exeter, and the American historian Cotton Mather and Baptist Isaac 

Backus all were impacted by reading the history and theology of James Peirce.  

According to Daniel Defoe in 1719, James Peirce was “a Master of Language.”1   

Peirce utilized language, whether English or Latin, sarcastic or amiable, historical or 

prophetic, to defend what he believed was Dissent.  The impact of his godly home and 

the powerful personality of his patriarch Matthew Mead must have been significant to 

convince the son of a sailor to be a minister.  Whatever the reasons, whether a yearning 

for respect in the community in which he was reared or a desire to serve Christ’s 

Church, Peirce did great things in his life.  Peirce’s heritage was one of words: the 

words of his apologetics, the words of his histories, the words of Scripture, and the 

words of God.  The James Peirce of history was a character defined by his language of 

Dissent.  Unfortunately, even his friend Defoe concluded that Peirce, whom he once 

                                                 
1 [Daniel Defoe], Some Remarks Upon the Late Differences Among The Dissenting Ministers 

and Preachers. With a Brief Answer to Mr. Pierce of Excester. And the Subtily of Some to Cover 
Heretical Principles, Discover’d and Detected (London: Printed for W. Boreham, 1719), 29.  
Maximillian E. Novak argued that Defoe was the author of the anonymous Some Remarks Upon the Late 
Difference Among the Dissenting Ministers of 1719.  Quoted in Maximillian E. Novak, “A Vindication 
of the Press and the Defoe Canon,” Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900, 27, no. 3, Restoration and 
Eighteenth Century (Summer 1987): 407-408.   
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had hailed as one of the “great men” of the Dissenters, had become a threat to his 

beloved Dissent.2   

Sometime between 1755 and 1767, George Moore, rector and successor to 

Richard Gay at St. Leonard’s Church outside of Exeter, amended Gay’s memorandum 

on the refusal of Hanna Peirce’s request for a vault and laudatory inscription for her 

late husband.  Moore added the following note: “N.B. –Mr. James Peirce was a very 

eminent and learned Dissenting minister, ejected by his Congregation for some 

unpopular opinions concerning the Trinity,” and he concluded with an unnecessary but 

telling, “In coelo qu’es.”3  Were Peirce to have been able to judge, he likely would 

have concluded that Reverend Moore “acted … very agreeably to the christian rule.”

                                                 
2 Memoirs of the Life and Eminent Conduct of . . . Daniel Williams, D.D. (London: Printed for 

E. Curll, 1718), 35; James C. Spalding, “The Demise of English Presbyterianism: 1660-1760,” Church 
History 28, no. 1 (March 1959): 77.   

 
3 Robert Dymond, History of the Suburban Parish of St. Leonard, Exeter (Exeter: James 

Townsend, 1873), 30.   
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Figure A.1.  “Admissions. John Pearse, 1656.”  Stepney Meeting Church Book, 1644-
1894. Courtesy of Tower Hamlets Local History Library and Archives (London, UK) 
Photograph by Bracy V. Hill II.  
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Figure A.2.  “Admissions. James Pierce, 1697.” Stepney Meeting Church Book, 1644-
1894.  Courtesy of Tower Hamlets Local History Library and Archives (London, UK) 
Photograph by Bracy V. Hill II.  
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Figure A.3.  Two Sticks Made One (1691) by Matthew Mead.  The printed version of 
the sermon delivered by Matthew Mead, minister of Stepney Meeting, at the inaugural 
meeting of the Happy Union, the ill-fated alliance of London Dissenters.  Courtesy of 
Tower Hamlets Local History Library and Archives (London, UK).  Photograph by 
Bracy V. Hill II.  
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Figure A.9.  Plaque Dedicated to James Peirce. Erected in Mint Meeting in honor of 
the late minister, the plaque was transferred to the vestry of George’s Meeting House in 
the early nineteenth century. George’s Meeting House (Exeter, UK). Photograph by 
Bracy V. Hill II. 
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Figure A.10.  Pulpit from James’ Meeting House.  Used by James Peirce when he 
served the James’ Meeting, the largest Presbyterian congregation in early eighteenth-
century Exeter , the pulpit was later placed in George’s Meeting House.  George’s 
Meeting House (Exeter, UK). Photography by Bracy V. Hill II. 
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APPENDIX B 

 
Reconstructing the Life of Capt. John Peirce 

 
 

The reconstruction of the life and importance of John Peirce was greatly 

complicated by the reticence of James Peirce who never named his parents, the general 

lack of information in the church book of the Stepney meeting, the multiplicity of 

contemporary John Peirces (with numerous surname permutations) in New England 

and in maritime occupations, and a trail of tantalizing but ambiguous and fragmentary 

documentary evidence.  Of course, the absence of any thorough study of James 

Peirce’s family required completely original research.  Several men known as “John 

Pierce,” with the occupation of mariner appeared in genealogical compilations of early 

settlers of New England, thus complicating the search.  Furthermore, there were several 

Captains with some version of the name John Peirce who flourished from before the 

Civil War through the 1670s when John Peirce’s death could be confirmed.  The most 

significant resources for properly identifying John Peirce were the references in the 

church roll of the Stepney meeting, the baptismal records of his children from St. 

Dunstan and All Saints, the Court Minutes of the East India Company, and the will of 

John Peirce.  From these three sources, John Peirce’s place of origin, his whereabouts 

during the Interregnum, his general age, his occupation, his network of contacts, and 

his financial status could be confirmed. 

The identification of John Peirce as the son Thomas and Elizabeth Peirce was 

dependent upon a familial connection made explicit in the sale of land in 1655, an 
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indirect connection in the sale of land in 1671, the chronological nearness of trans-

Atlantic occupational references to “John Pierce, mariner” of Charlestown and “John 

Pearse” the “Marriner” of the Stepney church roll, the timely appearance of “John 

Pierce” of Charlestown in the Massachusetts’s shipping industry in the 1648, and the 

admittance of John Peirce to First Church of Charlestown in the fall of 1652.1 

Particularly, instructive was the wholesale of property by John Peirce in 1655 (just 

prior to the appearance of John Peirce in Stepney), including the sale of a house and 

garden and haylot, and most importantly, a “quarter of a cows common” that had 

previously belonged to “my sister, widdow Peirces Bridges,” therefore tying John to 

Persis Pierce Bridges/Bridge, the daughter of Thomas Peirce.2  The absence of 

subsequent references to John Peirce in Charlestown and his known arrival in Stepney 

by 1656 provided the end of his time in Charlestown.   

John Peirce was the brother of Persis Peirce who married William Bridges 

(Bridge).  Both John and Persis were children of Thomas and Elizabeth Peirce who had 

immigrated to Charlestown in Massachusetts in 1634-1635.  Considerable primary and 

secondary data exists in regards to Thomas because he was one of the earliest colonists 

in Charlestown, he attained the status of freedman and the distinction of holding 

municipal offices in Charlestown and Woburn, he was an ancestor to later dignitaries 

                                                 
1 In the nineteenth-century transcription of the church book of the First Church of Charlestown, 

the term “mariner” was not given for the entry of “John Peirce.” Thomas Bellows Wyman, The 
Genealogies and Estates of Charlestown, in the County of Middlesex and Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts, 1629-1818 (Boston: David Clapp and Son, 1879), 2:756; “Record-Book of the First 
Church in Charlestown,” The New England Historical and Genealogical Register 23 (July 1869): 281; 
William Budington, The History of the First Church, Charlestown, In Nine Lectures, With Notes 
(Boston: Charles Tappan, 1845), 248. 

 
2 A Report of the Record Commissioners Containing Charlestown Land Records, 1638-1802, 

2nd ed. (Boston: Rockwell and Churchill, 1883), 98-99, 137. 
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of the United States, and he lived to advanced age.3  In the genealogical studies of the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries little attention was given to John, whom no 

author noted more than his membership in First Church of Charlestown, his 

designation as a mariner, and his ownership and sale of property between 1648 and 

1655.  Of course, this inattention was reasonable as John’s trans-atlantic story was 

disconnected from the rest of the family which continued to reside in Charlestown.  

Susan Hardman Moore was the first to make a connection in print between the John 

Peirce of First Church and the John Pearse of Stepney Meeting.  That the two men 

were the same and that John had served Anne Palgrave as attorney was the limit of her 

assertion.  She made no mention as to familial, commercial, or occupational ties other 

than to assert that John was a mariner.4   

The sale (in the same bill of 1655) of a house and garden matching that 

purchased by John Peirce of London in 1648 from Grace Smith introduced the period 

of 1648 till 1655 when John Peirce, apparently recently having returned from travels 

abroad which likely included nautical training, established himself in the religious and 

economic communities of Charlestown and Boston.  As mentioned previously, John 

Peirce apparently substantiated his conversion and was admitted to First Church of 

                                                 
3 John Peirce was likely born in the 1620s in England to Thomas (c.1584-1666) and Elizabeth 

Pierce, prior to their immigration to New England in 1634-5.   Wyman, The Genealogies and Estates of 
Charlestown, 2:756-762; The Original Lists of Persons of Quality; Emigrants; Religious Exiles . . . Who 
Went from Great Britain to the American Plantations, 1600-1700, ed., John Camden Hotten (London: 
John Camden Hotten, 1874), 70; Genealogical and Personal Memoirs Relating to the Families of Boston 
and Eastern Massachusetts, ed. William Richard Cutter (New York: Lewis Historical Publishing 
Company, 1908), 3:1477-1478; Henry Whittemore, Genealogical Guide to the Early Settlers of America 
(Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Company, 1967), 422; History of the Town of Dorchester, 
Massachusetts (Boston: Ebenezer Clapp, Jr., 1859), 71. 

 
4 Susan Hardman Moore, Pilgrims: New World Settlers & The Call of Home (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2007), 108, 176. 
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Charlestown on September 22, 1652.5  A bill of sale to Ralfe Mousall (Mowsall) also 

provided a hint that John had married during this period, although it appears that 

records of marriages at First Church prior to 1687 are not extant.6 

In regards to commerce, John Peirce appeared in the Aspinwall notary records 

from 1648 to 1650, in which Peirce was recorded as having been invested with the 

power of attorney and with power to buy and sell for merchants.  After the early 1650s, 

references to John Peirce, mariner, in matters of local Boston commerce ceased, again 

providing support for the migration of John back to England around 1655. 7  The final 

reference to Peirce during this time may provide at least one reason for his return to 

England.  In May 1655 and again in November 1655, the Court of the Massachusetts 

Bay Company ruled on a case between two plaintiffs, Thomas Kemble and Thomas 

Jenner, and the defendant, “John Pearce.”  The matter concerned John Peirce “taking & 

detayining their vessell and goods, wch was taken at Kinnibecke,” clearly an event 

related to maritime mercantilism in the New England area and an event congruous with 

the occupation of John Peirce, mariner of Charlestown.  The General Court determined 

that it would not decide the matter, but stated that the plaintiffs had the right to take the 

matter to “his highness the Ld Protector, in England, by way of complaynt or petition.”8 

                                                 
5 “Record-Book of the First Church in Charlestown,” The New England Historical and 

Genealogical Register 23 (July 1869): 281; Budington, The History of the First Church, Charlestown, 
248. 

 
6 A Report of the Record Commissioners Containing Charlestown Land Records, 1638-1802, 

137; “Record-Book of the First Church in Charlestown,” New-England Historical and Genealogical 
Register 29 (January 1875): 70. 

 
7 A Volume Relating to the Early History of Boston Containing the Aspinwall Notarial Records 

from 1644 to 1651 (Boston: Municipal Printing Office, 1903), 156, 315-316, 320. 
 
8 Records of the Governor and Company of the Massachusetts Bay in New England, ed. 

Nathaniel B. Shurtleff (Boston: William White, 1854), vol. 3, 1644-1657: 393-394; vol. 4: Part 1, 1650-
1660: 249. 
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The appeal of Kemble and Jenner to Cromwell may well have been the motivation for 

Peirce’s travel to London. 

The similarity of the assignment of power of attorney to “John Pierce of 

Charles Towne in New England, mariner” by William Sayles in 1650 and the power of 

attorney to “John Pierce, mariner of Wapping” in 1656 (the year of John Peirce’s 

admission to the Stepney congregation) by Anne Palgrave (Palsgrave), who had 

recently moved from Charlestown, also supported such an event.  Susan Hardman 

Moore similarly made the latter Palgrave connection.9  Moore, however, did not 

mention that the family of Thomas Peirce and the Palgrave family had a tangible 

connection: In 1638, Thomas Peirce owned approximately ten lots, at least two of 

which shared borders with land belonging to Richard Palgrave.10  The Palsgraves and 

the Peirces were ‘neighbors’. 

To be sure, there were several contemporary John Peirces in New England, 

Virginia, and Barbados, but none provided such a consistent chronological or 

contextual fit with the certain evidence known about John Peirce, father of James.  For 

example, Henry Whittemore claimed that a John, “mariner,” immigrated from Stepney 

around 1630 and died around 1661 in Boston.  Whittemore made no reference to a John 

who returned to Stepney.  The location and date of John’s birth are unknown, but as 

John Peirce’s brother Thomas was born in 1608 in England and joined the First Church 

in February 1634, it was probable that John’s admission to the church in 1652 pointed 
                                                 

9 Middlesex South District Registry of Deeds, Cambridge, Massachusetts, Middlesex Deeds, 
Lib.  II, 32-34; “New England Gleanings,” The New England Historical and Genealogical Register 38 
(1884): 80; Alexander Young, Chronicles of The First Planters of the Colony of Massachusetts Bay, 
from 1623 to 1636 (Boston: Charles C. Little and James Brown, 1846), 382-383, 383n1; Moore, 
Pilgrims, 85, 85n65, 173. 

 
10 A Report of the Record Commissioners Containing Charlestown Land Records, 1638-1802, 

42, 49-50; Wyman, The Genealogies and Estates of Charlestown, 2:756. 
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to a birth date in the 1620s, some years prior to the arrival of Thomas Peirce in New 

England.11  

If one is willing to jettison the overwhelming evidence of the Charlestown-

connection, there is another intriguing but far less probable possibility.  On November 

20, 1635 a John Pierce sailed from London to Barbados on the Expedition, along with 

John Davenport (aged 30) and John Knowles (aged 27).  This John Pierce was eighteen 

years old which, while a bit older than the model previously projected, roughly 

corresponds to the approximation based upon the admission to First Church in 

Charlestown.12  Unfortunate for this theory is the fact that John Davenport of 

Connecticut was still in Rotterdam as of December 1635 and he would not arrive at 

New England until 1637.13 

Numerous men by the name ‘John Peirce’ (or permutations of such) served in 

nautical or naval capacities during the first three-quarters of the seventeenth century.  

Determining details about the career of John Peirce was a process of ascertaining 

improbabilities and probabilities.  Any confusion of John Peirce with frequent early 

New England references to the godly Capt. Peirce, i.e., Capt. William Peirce (Pierce) 

of the Lyon/Lion, was eliminated by the death of William Peirce in 1641.14  In February 

                                                 
11 Whittemore, Genealogical Guide to the Early Settlers of America, 422; Genealogical and 

Personal Memoirs Relating to the Families of Boston and Eastern Massachusetts, 3:1477-1478; History 
of the Town of Dorchester, Massachusetts, 71. 

 
12 Peter Wilson Coldham, The Complete Book of Emigrants, 1661-1699 (Baltimore: 

Genealogical Pub. Co., 1987), 1:170. 
 
13 Letters of John Davenport, Puritan Divine, ed. Isabel MacBeath Calder (New Haven, CN: 

Yale University Press, 1937), 5, 62-63. 
 

14 Susan Hardman Moore had William Peirce (Pierce) arriving in New England in 1632 and 
living in London by 1660.  Moore, Pilgrims, 121, 176.  This conflation of William Peirce with John 
Peirce, named explicitly in Hull’s diaries, has been common in literature.  For example, see Hamilton 
Andrews Hill, “Boston and Liverpool Packet Lines, Sail and Steam,” The New England Magazine, New 
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1646, a Capt. John Peirce in the English navy lost command of his fleet for failing to 

assist the Lyme.15  In 1646, an English naval Captain John Pearce/Pierce commanded 

the Weymouth/Waymouth 16  The Providence was commanded by a John Pearce from 

1649 to 1653, and the Lily was commanded by a similarly named Captain from 1657 to 

1660.17  As John Peirce was “Late of New England” in 1656 and assuming he migrated 

to London for economic and occupational opportunities, supposing John entered the 

Charlestown church in his twenties and that he did not wait to an advanced aged to 

have a family (Joshuah being born in 1665 and Deborah in 1666), it seemed very 

unlikely that he commanded ships in either the Parliamentarian or Commonwealth 

navies.   

Later candidates who might have matched John Peirce were soon eliminated.  

Capt. John Pearce/Pierce who served in the Restoration navy and commanded the 

Sapphire seemed an impossible match as he was condemned to be shot on September 

17, 1671 for cowardice on March 31, 1671 during the Dutch War.18  The end of this 

captain, however, was questioned by the Danish envoy to London, Christoffer 

Lindenov.  In a letter to King Christian V, Lindenov believed that Charles II might let 

the captain live as the mariner had been ill at the time and had passed the command on 

                                                                                                                                              
Series, 9, no. 5 (January 1894): 545-563.  John Winthrop’s journal, however, has William Peirce, the 
captain of the Lyon, active from 1630 until 1641.  Other accounts have him active as early as 1623.  He 
was killed by the Spanish in the Bahamas in 1641.  John Winthrop, Winthrop’s Journal, The History of 
New England, vol. 1, 1630-1649, ed. J. Franklin Jameson (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1908), 
49, 49n1, 57-60, 70-72, 70n1, passim; John Winthrop, The History of New England from 1630 to 1649, 
ed. James Savage (Boston: Phelps and Farnham, 1825), 1:25n2, passim. 
 

15 “23 February 1646,” Journal of the House of Commons 4 (1802): 449-452. 
 
16 “5 March 1646,” Journal of the House of Commons 4 (1802): 463. 
 
17 “14 January 1652,” Journal of the House of Commons 4 (1802): 69. 
 
18 William Laird Clowes, et al., The Royal Navy: A History From the Earliest Times to the 

Present (London: Sampson, Low, Marston and Co., 1898), 2:439-440. 
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to his lieutenant, Andrew Logan.19  Evidence from the London Gazette, however, 

proved that this Capt. Pierce indeed was executed.20  This Captain Pearce would have 

been eliminated because of the nearness of the assignment of Capt. John Peirce to the 

Golden Fleece of the EIC in October and the incongruity of Peirce serving in the 

Restoration navy, but his execution ended any further consideration. 

The heroic young Capt. John Pearce of the Dragon who was wounded in the 

successful campaign against the Dutch pirates in Bugia Bay on May 8, 1671 was not a 

match, as it was he who in 1672 (on the orders of Prince Rupert) protected a convoy of 

East India ships in the Newcastle (a reward from Prince Rupert for his bravery at Bugia 

Bay.)  At that time John Peirce was clearly commanding the Golden Fleece for the East 

India Company in Surat and demonstrating his own bravery by taking the Dutch 

Mayboome late in the same year.  Besides, the heroic Pearce of Bugia Bay had his first 

recorded appointment as Lieutenant of the Henry at the late date of 1665.21 

Based upon John Peirce’s reference to the Golden Fleece in 1674 and following 

the trail of Peirce’s service in the Court Minutes of the East India Company, it was 

apparent that Peirce entered the Company in the year 1670 and ended his service with 

                                                 
19 Christoffer Lindenov, The First Triple Alliance: The Letters of Christopher Lindenov, Danish 

Envoy to London, 1668-1672, trans. and ed. Waldemar Westergaard (New Haven, CN: Yale University 
Press, 1947), 305-306.  Note that Lindenov’s letter was dated September 20, 1670, not 1671. 

 
20 “London, Sept. 17,” The London Gazette (London, England), September 15-19, 1670, no. 

505: “London, Sept. 28,” The London Gazette (London, England), September 26-29, 1670, no. 508. 
 

21 Joseph Allen, Battles of the British Navy (London: Henry G.  Bohn, 1852), 1:66-67; Clowes, 
et al., The Royal Navy, 2:440-441; Ethel Bruce Sainsbury, A Calendar of the Court Minutes etc, of the 
East India Company, 1671-1673 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1932), xxiin3; Ethel Bruce Sainsbury, A 
Calendar of the Court Minutes, etc. of the East India Company, 1674-1676 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1935), iii, xxv-xxvi, 41, 43; John Charnock, Biographia Navalis; or, Impartial Memoirs of the Lives and 
Characters of Officers of the Navy of Great Britain, from the Year 1660 to the Present Time (London: 
Printed for R.  Faulder, 1794), 1:253. 
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his decease from disease while abroad in 1676.  Prior to those years, some 

reconstruction was necessary.22  

The argument that John Peirce commanded the Prudent Mary, the Society, and 

the Royall Exchange, that he commanded the ship that brought Edward Whalley and 

William Goffe to Boston in 1660, and that it was he who ferried hundreds of English 

people to New England in the 1660s were based upon continuity between the witness 

of John Davenport, John Winthrop Jr., and John Hull, the continuity of time between 

the command of the named ships and John Peirce’s appearance in the Court Minutes of 

the East India Company, and the congruity of “Brother Peirce” of Stepney Meeting 

with “Peirce, a great fanatik” ferrying the godly (and regicides) from Restoration 

England to the hopeful shores of the New Israel.  Furthermore, the argument was based 

upon the familiarity that John Peirce (“Late of New England”) would have had with the 

ports of New England, and the apparent familiarity and affection that John Davenport 

and John Winthrop Jr. had for Peirce.  Writing to John Winthrop Jr. on July 20, 1660, 

John Davenport appeared simply to desire news (letters) from “Capt. Pierse,” who 

unbeknownst to him would arrive in the Prudent Mary in Boston on July 27, 1660.23  

Indeed, the trip had taken ten weeks from Gravesend to Massachusetts Bay.  One 

passenger, General William Goffe (under the name of William Stephenson), remarked 

                                                 
22 John Peirce commanded the Golden Fleece for the duration of his tenure with the East India 

Company.  Ethel Bruce Sainsbury, A Calendar of the Court Minutes etc. of the East India Company, 
1668-1670 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1929), 370; Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1671-1673, 50, 51, 60, 
108, 112, 151, 157, 184, passim; Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1674-1676, vi, vii, 9, 14, 16-17, 26, 31-32, 
37, 39-40, 41, 43, 45, passim; For Sale at the East-India-House, November 10, 1673 (London: 1673), 4. 

 
23 Letters of John Davenport, 166-168; Franklin B. Dexter, “Memoranda: Edward Whalley and 

William Goffe,” Papers of the New Haven Colony Historical Society 2 (1877): 117-146, 125; Sarah S.  
S. Smith, The Founders of the Massachusetts Bay Colony (Pittsfield, MA: Press of the Sun Printing Co., 
1897), 253; Francis J.  Bremer, Congregational Communion: Clerical Friendship in the Anglo-American 
Puritan Community, 1610-1692 (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1994), 218-219. 
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at the good fortune of the passengers and that of Capt. Peirce: “July 27. We came to 

anchor between Boston and Charlestown: between 8 and 9 in the morning: all in good 

health through the good hand of God upon us.”24 John Winthrop’s message to 

Davenport, dated August 1, reflected a more personal concern, for having heard 

“nothing yet concerning Capt. Pierse his arrival, which I much wonder at.  For I 

perceive that he hath bene about a quarter of an yeare, in his voyage.  I wish that he be 

safe.”25  Davenport’s reply from August 11 expressed joy in Peirce’s arrival: “It is true 

also that Mr. Pierse is come.  Brother Rutterford also and Brother Alsop are come to 

us, and have brought with them our Teacher.”26 The grouping of the two “Brothers” 

with the familiar title of “Mr.” rather than the occupational title of “Captain” only 

accentuated the trusting relationship between the divine and the captain.27 

Capt. John Peirce, no longer addressed as simply “John Pierce” in the 

documentary evidence, seems to have been a junior member in the trans-atlantic trade 

and transportation by 1657.  In November 1657, Daniel Gookin, having retired from 

his position as governor of Jamaica, set sail from Boston in the smaller of two ships 

sailing together to England.  The larger ship with James Garrett as master was quite 

full; Gookin sailed on the smaller ship “whereof John Pierse was commander.” 

Gookin’s assignment was fortuitous as Garrett’s larger ship with its wealthy cargo, 

                                                 
24 Quoted in Caroline Cliffard Newton, Once Upon a Time in Connecticut (New York: 

Houghton Mifflin Company, 1916), 47. 
 

25 Letters of John Davenport, 169. 
 
26 Letters of John Davenport, 172. 
 
27 During the seventeenth century, the ranks of officers, particularly in the merchant navy, were 

flexible and fluid and the titles might change vis-à-vis the function of the officer on the particular 
venture.  N. A. M. Rodger, The Command of the Ocean: A Naval History of Britain, 1649-1815 
(London: Allen Lane/Penguin Group, 2004), 51. 
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mercantile and human, was lost on the passage.  Gookin would return to New England 

in 1660 with Peirce, Goffe, and Whalley.28  It was this journey that was remembered 

by Captain Thomas Breedon with considerable distaste: “Then one Peirce, a great 

fanatik, [who] came first with news of the K[ings]’s Restoration wt ye K[ings]’s flag in 

ye mayne top. He brought Goffe [and] Whalley who call’d themselves Richardson 

[and] Stevenson (as their fathers were called).”29  

In 1659, William Peake (later Sir William Peake and Lord Mayor of London) 

wrote to George Corwin in Salem alerting him to the soon appearance of an account of 

Corwin’s recent shipment of goods transported by Peirce and a “parc’ll of goods.”  The 

letter and goods were sent by Peake on “Captaine Pearses Ship” and “the ship called 

the Prudent Mary.”  Peake chose these two ships over two other ships leaving earlier 

for New England because “Captaine Pearses Ship” and the Prudent Mary were “off 

greatest strength, and in so doing I have done ffor you as ffor myselfe.”30  The Prudent 

Mary (later under the command of Capt. Isaac Woodgreen) and Peirce’s ship or ships 

appear to have frequently sailed together.  Indeed, Peirce may have been in a 

partnership with Woodgreen.  An invoice from March 1660 described a lot of goods 

                                                 
28 Quoted in Frederick William Gookin, Daniel Gookin, 1612-1687: Assistant and Major 

General of the Massachusetts Bay Colony (Chicago: R. R. Donnelley, 1912), 104-106; Records of the 
Governor and Company of the Massachusetts Bay In New England, 4:Part 2:461; David Mathew, The 
Age of Charles I (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1951), 280. 

 
29 “‘Papers About Captain Breedon’ concerning New England,” August 1678, TNA CO 1/42, 

no. 120; Calendar Reference: Item 782, vol. 10 (1677-1680), p.284-285; 
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?url_ver=Z39.88-2004&res_dat=xri:csp-
us:&rft_dat=xri:csp:rec:V10-E000960 (accessed July 28, 2010). 
 

30 “Miscellanea: To Mr. George Corwin, At Salem in New England, These, London 22d March 
1658,” Historical Collections of the Essex Institute 2, no. 1 (February 1860): 46. 
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that were being transported “in the Prudent Mary & in Pearce & in Scarlet, & in the 

Dolphin & in mr Gales ship, that is Fiue ships.”31 

Peirce’s unnamed ship may well have been the Exchange or the Royall 

Exchange.  In August 1658, Daniell King of Boston was pressed by “Capt Jno. Peirce 

Comander of the ship Exchang” for “aboutt forty five pounds.” The money was owed 

for goods carried to King by Peirce from King’s cousin William Guy, a haberdasher of 

London.  King was unable to pay his debt, but promised that he should upon the return 

of his son from a trading venture in Barbados.32 

In 1661, the Prudent Mary was under the command of Capt. Isaac Woodgreen, 

with whom Peirce seemed to have had a partnership, and it was Woodgreen who left 

Gravesend in April, soon after the coronation of Charles II, bringing families to New 

England, including that of Samuel Sewell.33  Writing on June 21, 1662 to Increase 

Mather, John Davenport reported the arrival of Woodgreen and the regicide Maj. 

Nehemiah Bourne, as well as the anticipated arrival of “Capt. Pearce” with “2 or 300 

passengers.”  Peirce had left England in the Society in April of 1662 and was expected 

to arrive in July.  Among the “2 or 300 passengers” were Capt. John Leverett and his 

family and servants, whose loyalty to the Crown had been assured and whose 

                                                 
31 Publications of the Colonial Society of Massachusetts, 29 (1933): 58. 

 
32 Records and Files of the Quarterly Courts of Essex County, Massachusetts, vol. 3, 1662-1667 

(Salem, MA: The Essex Institute, 1913), 93.  On the reverse of King’s statement was “For: Capt Jno 

Peirce Comandor of The Shipe: Exchange These.” King and Guy appeared in the Essex County Court 
Papers in a receipt for goods worth forty-five pounds from Guy which King was traveling to New 
England to invest.  Henry F. Waters, “Papers in the Case of Guy vs.  King,” The New-England 
Historical and Genealogical Register 31 (October 1877): 375-376. 
 

33 “Diary of Samuel Sewall, 1674-1729. Vol. 1. 1674-1700,” Collections of the Massachusetts 
Historical Society, Fifth Series, 4 (1878): xii-xiii.   
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intentions for leaving England had been deemed innocuous.34  Leverett would 

eventually become governor of Massachusetts and would visit the regicides Whalley 

and Goffe.35 

Far more informative were the records kept in the diary of John Hull.  Hull’s 

accounts describe John Peirce as a dependable captain, who never lost a cargo to either 

weather or to privateers.  More important, however, were the descriptions of Peirce as 

one who was sympathetic with the New England Congregationalists and willingly 

served as the conduit for their letters to the Independent leaders, viz., William 

Greenhill, Dr. John Owen, Thomas Goodwin, and Joseph Caryl.36  John Peirce was 

also trusted to transport the family members and friends of the colonists. 

                                                 
34 Leverett received his permission in April as did Maj. Bourne: “289.  License to Capt. John 

Leverett to go peaceably to his habitation in New England with his wife and children and servants in the 
ship Society, John Peirse commander, ‘We being satisfied of the loyalty of said John Leverett, 
particularly demonstrated by his forwardness in proclaiming ourself in the said New England.’ Draft 
mem. on back for similar license to Francis Willoughby, merchant, bound to his habitation in New 
England in the same ship with his family and goods, &c. 1 p. [Col. Papers, Vol. XVI., No. 50; see also 
Dom. Entry Bk., Chas. II., Vol. VII., p. 18.]”  Bourne’s release was dated April 28, 1662.  Bernard Capp 
did not include the journey to New England in his ODNB article for Bourne.  Leverett and Willoughby 
would figure prominently in the history of the Massachusetts Bay Company.  “American and West 
Indies: April 1662,” Calendar of State Papers, Domestic Series, March 1st to October 31st, 1673, ed. F.  
H. Blackburne Daniell (London: Mackie and Co., 1902) 5:88-89; Letters of John Davenport, 198, 
198nn2, 6; Bernard Capp, “Bourne, Nehemiah (1611–1691),” in Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. Lawrence 
Goldman, January 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/3007 (accessed May 6, 2009). 

 
35 Bremer, Congregational Communion, 219; Dexter, “Memoranda . . . Edward Whalley and 

William Goffe,” 138. 
 
36 Presumably from the record of 1663:  “27th of 5th. The ship ‘Society,’ Mr. Chr: Clark, 

master, arrived from London, laden with goods and passengers; amongst whom was one Mr. Woodbrige, 
a reverend minister, with his family. . . . 15th of 6th.  The church had a meeting, and jointly agreed to 
write letters by the first opportunity unto England for Dr. John Owen. . . . 21st of 6th. The letters by the 
persons deputed to draw them were read to the church. . . . Mr. Thomas Goodwin, Mr. Carrill [Caryl], 
and Mr. Greenhill were also written unto to promote the church’s desire, and, in case it so should fall out 
that the doctor could not come, to think of who might be meet for us.”  “The Diaries of John Hull, Mint-
master and Treasurer of the Colony of Massachusetts Bay,” Transactions and Collections of the 
American Antiquarian Society 3 (1857), 209-210. 
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John Hull also noted John Peirce’s arrival in July 1660, but not for bringing 

news (cp. Davenport and Winthrop) or for bringing regicides; the merchant Hull was 

interested in the cloth that Peirce brought from England to be sold in Massachusetts.  

Of course, it was in the context of Peirce’s arrival that Hull must have heard the news 

of the accession of Charles II, for he soon prayed that Charles would prove a good lord 

to his “English Israel.”37  In September 1660, the Prudent Mary and the John of Leith 

were returning to England with the profits earned from the sale of cloth to the 

colonists, and John Peirce was carrying letters from the Boston church to Dr.  John 

Owen.38  Peirce did not return until June 1663, when Hull maintained he arrived in the 

Society with goods and people for New England.39  On August 28, 1663, Peirce set out 

for London carrying letters which the congregation in Boston had composed on August 

21 for Dr. John Owen, Thomas Goodwin, Joseph Caryl, and Greenhill.40  In June 1664, 

Peirce arrived in New England from London, but did not bear the good tidings from 

Dr. John Owen that the Boston congregation had desired.41  By December 1664, Hull 

                                                 
37 From the record of 1660:  “And, in the 4th month, came in Master Woodgreen and Master 

Peirce, —two great ships, laden with supplies of clothing for the country. . . . Charles the Second was, by 
strange turn of Providence, with all joy accepted; and then arrived, to take his father’s throne in England.  
The good Lord make him a nursing father to the church, and fit him as he did David, by long affliction, 
to be an excellent shepherd to his English Israel!” “The Diaries of John Hull,” 195. 

 
38 From the record of 1660: “Sept. 24. About this time went the ship ‘Prudent Mary,’ and, about 

Oct.  20, the ship ‘John of Leith,’ both laden with the returns of the country, for London.” “Aug. 3. Capt. 
Peirce and Benjamin Gillam set sail, laden for England. . . . Our church sent to Dr. Owen by Mr. Peirce.” 
“The Diaries of John Hull,” 195, 218.   

 
39 “24th of 3d. The ship ‘Society,’ John Peirce, master, arrived safe here, laden with goods, and 

some passengers; among whom, Rev. Mr. John Wally, a minister, with his family.” “The Diaries of John 
Hull,” 208. 

 
40 “The Diaries of John Hull,” 209-210. 

 
41 “1664, 26th of 3d month.  Master Peirce arrived from London, but brought not Dr. Owens, 

nor any certain information of his resolution to come.  The whole Bible printed in the Indian tongue.” 
“The Diaries of John Hull,” 211. 
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had heard of Peirce’s successful return to England with goods from New England 

(many of them Hull’s).42  In May 1665, Peirce returned to New England in the Society, 

bringing letters and Marmaduke Johnson who would set up a printing press in Boston.  

Peirce gathered more of Hull’s goods for sale in England, dutifully returning to London 

with letters from the colonists to the King and again with letters from the First Church 

to Dr. Owen.43  Once again, a good verdict would return regarding the sale of Hull’s 

goods which were transported to England by Peirce.44 

 Not every shipment under Peirce’s command went well.  A letter from George 

Carr dated December 14, 1665 excused the lack of evidence for the transactions of the 

Commissioners of New England, because much of the information had been lost when 

Carr’s ship had been seized by the Dutch.  Carr reported, 

In obedience to your Lord’s commands here are the Transactions of the 
Commiss’s in New England breifly [sic] sett downe, each Colony by it selfe.  
The Papers by which all this and much more might have been demonstrated 
were lost in obeying his Ma’ties [sic] Command by keeping Company with 
Capt Peirce who was laden with masts for otherwise in Probability we might 

                                                 
42 From the record of 1664:  “December, Capt. Scarlett arrived, and brought news of the safety 

of Master Lord, Master Hawes, Master Peirce, in England, in whom I had considerable ventures.” “The 
Diaries of John Hull,” 155. 

 
43 “One thing remarkable in the summer past: The country’s letters to the king’s majesty and to 

other of our friends, whereby our innocency was to be cleared, and any accusation that ill-will to us 
might have helped the king’s commissioners withal to our damage, — the country sent them to 
Pascataqua, to be sent to England by one Capt. Harison, a ship that came for masts.  The ship had just set 
sail as the letters came; and the commissioners’ letters were in said ship.  Master Peirce took his boat 
with six oars to put those letters aboard, but could not.  The said letters went safe by Master Peirce.  The 
said Harison’s ship, we hear since, is taken by the Dutch.” “The Diaries of John Hull,” 220-221; Joseph 
B. Felt, The Ecclesiastical History of New England (Boston: Congregational Library Association and 
Congregational Board of Publication, 1862), 2:367; George Emery Littlefield, The Early Massachusetts 
Press, 1638-1711 (Boston: The Club of Odd Volumes, 1907), 1:233, 

 
44 “1665, Aug.1. About this time, I sent a considerable return home to London in Capt. Peirce, 

which the Lord brought safe to London.  Master Gillam, in which also I had a considerable adventure, 
though not so much as in the other, was taken by a man-of-war.  My returns likewise by Capt. Locke 
went safe.” “The Diaries of John Hull,” 155, 156. 
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have been in England ten dayes before we the Dutch Caper, who after two 
houres fight took stript and landed us in Spaine.45 

 
From the evidence of his service couriering letters, masts, and diplomats, it appears 

that the “fanatik” Peirce had been able to curry the favor of the government.   

It is unlikely that John Peirce was in Stepney for the baptism of his daughter, 

Deborah, on December 3, 1666.  In August 1666, Peirce returned to Massachusetts to 

collect masts for England, and he left Nantaskett on October 30 with 28 masts and 

goods from John Hull in the company of more than twenty ships.46  A letter (dated 

October 26, 1666) from Samuel Nadhorth to Secretary William Morrice described the 

shipment: “The Present of Masts above mention, conteining two great ones, now 

aboard Capt. Pierce, fitting to accommodate ye building another Prince Royall, [and] a 

ship-load conteining 28 larg [sic] Masts in dimension from 26 to 38 inches, which they 

have now bargained for, that they may be prepared for his Maj. Service against next 

year.”47  In order to curry the favor of the Crown, the Massachusetts Bay Company 

sought to purchase the two largest masts on Peirce’s ship so that the masts might be 
                                                 

45 “George Carr to (Sec. Lord Arlington?),” December 14, 1665, TNA CO 1/19, no. 143; 
Calendar Reference: Item 1103, vol. 05 (1661-1668), p. 341-348; 
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?url_ver=Z39.88-2004&res_dat=xri:csp-
us:&rft_dat=xri:csp:rec:V05-E001226 (accessed July 28, 2010). 
 

46 The Calendar of State Papers bore record that Peirce was returning from Massachusetts to 
England around October 26 with “28 large masts.” “America and West Indies: October 1666,” Calendar 
of State Papers Colonial, America and West Indies, ed. W. Noel Sainsbury (1880), 5:27-35.  Hull’s 
vague reports focused on his financial boon and the displeasure of Charles II: “Aug.  7.  Master Peirce 
came in with several ships for masts for the king.  Mr. Maverick had a significavit, under the hand of 
Secretary Morris, but not superscribed nor sealed, that his majesty’s command was, that four or five of 
chief should be sent to answer in the country’s behalf . . . upon their allegiance. . . . Oct. 30, I sent to 
England a considerable adventure in sundry ships, Master Clark, Master Peirce, &c.  And it pleased the 
Lord all that I sent arrived safe, and came to a good market.  The Lord make me thankful!” “The Diaries 
of John Hull,” 156, 221-222. 

 
47 “Samuel Nadhorth to Sec. Morrice,” October 26, 1666, TNA CO 1/20, no. 155; Calendar 

Reference: Item 1297, vol. 05 (1661-1668), p. 417-419; 
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?url_ver=Z39.88-2004&res_dat=xri:csp-
us:&rft_dat=xri:csp:rec:V05-E001434 (accessed July 28, 2010). 
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“presented to his majty by Sr Wm Warren & Capt Jno Taylor, one of the comissioners for 

the navy, as a testimony of loyalty & affection from ye country.”48  By April 1668, the 

Court had received the report from Peirce as to the Crown’s acceptance of the masts, 

and the Court was negotiating a way to pay for the incurred freight charges.49  In return 

for the assistance of Peirce both in transporting the original masts and in assisting the 

Court in figuring out an ingenious way to pay the freight, Peirce was awarded six 

hundred acres of land within the colony.50  

John Peirce must have returned to New England in the early part of 1667 to act 

as executor of his father’s estate.  The interval between Thomas’ death on November 6, 

1666 and the will being probated on March 22, 1667 must have been caused by the 

time required to report Thomas’ demise to John and for John to return to 

Charlestown.51  It is unlikely that Peirce returned to England with an empty ship in 

1667.  At least one man tried to win a fair maiden’s hand that year with promises of his 

ship coming in, claiming “that he had an uncle worth thousands and he would be his 

heir, also that he had fifty pounds in gold to come in Capt. Pearse.”52 

                                                 
48 Records of the Governor and Company of the Massachusetts Bay in New England, 4: Part 2: 

318. 
 
49 “Capt John Pearse having given to the Court an account of his majtys acceptance of this 

Courts present of the two large masts, sent the last yeare, wth those which are speedily to be put on board, 
together wth the chardge thereof, i.e., sixteen hundred pounds, to be paid in London, for their freight.” 
Records of the Governor and Company of the Massachusetts Bay in New England, 4: Part 2: 368-370. 

 
50 “As a manifestation of the countrys thankfull acknouledgement of the good service donne by 

Capt John Peirce, it is ordered, that he shall & hereby is granted to him & his heires sixe hundred acres 
of land in any ffree place wthin this jurisdiction.  Records of the Governor and Company of the 
Massachusetts Bay in New England, 4: Part 2: 370. 

 
51 Wyman, The Genealogies and Estates of Charlestown, 2:756. 
 
52 Records and Files of the Quarterly Courts of Essex County, Massachusetts, vol. 3, 1662-

1667, 457. 
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The break with New England seems to have come after the death of Thomas 

Peirce, and between 1668 and 1670.  In April 1668, Capt. John Peirce appears to have 

been transporting goods across the Atlantic in the Boston Merchant, and as previously 

mentioned, it was in April 1668 that Peirce presented his bill for freight to the Court.53  

Mention of “Master Peirce” and “Capt. John Peirce” ended abruptly in Hull’s diary 

with the arrival of Peirce in New England in June 1668.54  A letter dated July 20, 1668 

from Daniel Gookin, Thomas Danforth, John Leverett, and Francis Willoughby to the 

Commissioners of the English Navy noted that “Capt. John Peirce. Commander” of the 

Royale Exchange was carrying twenty-four masts to England in the ship.  From the 

endorsement on the invoice, it appears that Peirce reached England by late September 

1668.55  Peirce, however, made at least one more journey to New England.  In August 

of 1668, Henry Taylor of Boston ordered goods from John Cudworth of London that 

were subsequently shipped from London on the Boston Merchant in March 1669 by 

Captain John Peirce.56  

Beginning in 1669, however, Peirce seems to have depended upon business 

agents for his New England business.  For example, in 1669 “J. P. of Wapping, 

                                                 
53 Peter Wilson Coldham, The Complete Book of Emigrants, 1661-1699 (Baltimore: 

Genealogical Pub. Co., 1987), 2:182; Records of the Governor and Company of the Massachusetts Bay 
in New England, 4: Part 2: 368-370. 

 
54 “2d, 3d, came in John Fairweather, from London; and 4th of 3d, came in Master John Peirce, 

Master Hawes, and Master Tytherly, all from England.” “The Diaries of John Hull,” 227. 
 
55 “Fr. Willoughby, Daniel Gookin, Thomas Danforth, and Jno. Leverett to the Commissioners 

of His Majesty’s Navy,” July 20, 1668, TNA CO 1/23, no. 17, 17I; Calendar Reference: Item 1797, vol. 
05 (1661-1668), p. 590-591; http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?url_ver=Z39.88-
2004&res_dat=xri:csp-us:&rft_dat=xri:csp:rec:V05-E001990 (accessed July 28, 2010). 
 

56 Peter Wilson Coldham, Lord Mayor’s Court of London: Deposition Relating to Americans, 
1641-1736 (Washington D.C.: National Genealogical Society, 1980), 70. 
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mariner” had commissioned “W. Bates” power to sell his property.57  In May 1670, a 

bill from Peirce for the transport of masts in the “Royall Exchange” was tendered to the 

Court in expectation of the payment of the sum in London.  The language of the Court 

minutes implied that Peirce had sent the bill by way of courier, and was himself, in 

London.58  The Royall Exchange was lost in December 1670, but Peirce obviously was 

no longer the commander.59  John Peirce’s separation with New England was final by 

June 1671, by which time Peirce had sold his six hundred acres through an agent to 

Peter Tufts of Charlestown.60  Peter Tufts (ca. 1617-1700) was a major landowner and 

John Peirce’s brother-in-law: Peter had married Mary Pierce (ca. 1628-1703), the 

daughter of Thomas and Elizabeth Peirce.61  New England, however, was not through 

with Peirce.  In October 1672, the Court was seeking one hundred and forty-four 

pounds from Capt. Peirce in London.  By October 1673, the amount had been reduced 

                                                 
57 Wyman, The Genealogies and Estates of Charlestown, 2:756. 
 
58 “Capt John Peirce his accounts relating to the ship Royall Exchange, that transported this 

Courts present in the masts, &c, sent vnto his majesty, was presented & read in open Court, wth his bill to 
the Tresurer of the colony for two hundred & two pounds thirteen shillings sixepence, currant money of 
England, & payable in London on demand; all which lyes on the Courts file, 1670.” Records of the 
Governor and Company of the Massachusetts Bay in New England, 4: Part 2: 461. 

 
59 The Royall Exchange was sailing from London to Hamburg.  Lindenov’s letter was dated 

December 14, 1670.  Lindenov, The First Triple Alliance, 351. 
 
60 “In ansr to a grant made to Capt John Pearce, 29 Aprill, 1668, there is laid out sixe hundred 

acres of land of which three or fower acres is meadow, for Peter Tufts, of Charls Toune, who hath 
purchased the said grant of Captaine Pearse, as is testified by Capt John Wayte. . . . This land was lajd 
out 6 8 m, 1670, by John Flynt, vpon the testimony of Capt John Wajte to the petition annexed, that the 
land was legally conveyed by Capt John Pearse.” Records of the Governor and Company of the 
Massachusetts Bay in New England, 4: Part 2: 501. 

 
61 Historic Homes and Institutions and Genealogical and Personal Memoirs of Worcester 

County, Massachusetts, ed. Ellery Bicknell Crane (New York: Lewis Publ.  Co., 1907), 4:219. 
 



 

567 
 

by the committee of the General Court to one hundred pounds.  One can only assume 

the Company got its money!62 

The next clear evidence for “Captain John Pearce” appeared in the Court 

Minutes of the East India Company for October 19, 1670:63 Capt. John Peirce was 

approved to command a new ship being built by Capt. Henry Johnson.  The new ship 

would be the Golden Fleece of which Peirce would be in command no later than June 

1671 when it was commissioned to Surat.  This new assignment appears to have been 

the entrance of John Peirce into the English East India Company, in which he would 

continue until his death at sea in 1676.64  

The last six years of John Peirce’s life were more easily reconstructed.  

Reference to Peirce and to The Golden Fleece appeared throughout the records and 

minutes of the EIC.  Numerous persons appeared prominently in the EIC records and in 

the books of Stepney Meeting.  The obvious relationships between the Peirce family 

and the Basses and Capt. Arthur Bailey were only one of several possible examples for 

the sake of this study.  The Basse-Peirce connection was useful for its multiple levels 
                                                 

62 “Whereas it appears, on pervsall of the returne of the comittee appointed to audit the 
Tresurers account, that there is due to the country, in the hands of Capt John Peirce, in England, one 
hundred forty & fower pounds ten shillings, wch this Court, judgeth it meet to call in, & for that end the 
Treasurer, wth the aforesaid comittee, are hereby desired & empowered, by the first opportunity, to send 
for the fore sajd sumes for the vse of the country.” Records of the Governor and Company of the 
Massachusetts Bay in New England, 4: Part 2: 532-533, 571. 

 
63 A Captain Peirce did appear in the Court Minutes of March 25, 1668 in a singular reference: 

“The wife of Captain Peirce, commander of the Portland Frigate, to be presented with 5l. in gold as 
gratuity for the special care the Captain took of the London in securing her from danger from the French 
men-of-war of Scilly.” Most references to gratuities being given to wives or women reflected the 
decease of the honoree.  It is possible that this reference was Captain John Peirce (although no first name 
was given) for protecting the London despite not being a part of the East India Company.  For this 
service, much like Captain John Pearce of the Newcastle¸ his wife in his absence might have received a 
gift of appreciation.  If this scenario were true, then his service to the London might have facilitated his 
acceptance in 1670 to command Capt. Johnson’s new ship.  Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1668-1670, 43, 
370, 424. 

 
64 Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1666-1670, 370; Sainsbury, A Calendar . . . 1671-1673, 50. 
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and its poignancy.  The relationship with the Basse family likely started with 

connections formed within the EIC: Susanna Basse, the wife of William Basse and 

witness to Deborah Peirce’s will, had become a member of the meeting a few years 

before Deborah’s death.65  While William Basse’s name was not apparent in the roll of 

members, the bequests of his will evinced his commitment to the Stepney meeting.  

William left three pounds to Matthew Mead and fifty shillings to Richard Lawrence, 

both ministers at Stepney Meeting.  Furthermore, William Basse also left to his 

“Kinsman John Basse five pounds and unto his sister Rachell Basse ffive pounds.” 

John Basse and his wife, Rebecca, appear to have been associated with the meeting: 

Rebecca was admitted on January 29, 1678 as “the wife of John Bass mariner.”66  As to 

poignancy, it was one of Deborah’s last wishes that these friends from her 

interconnected world of commerce and religion, Susanna and William, would wear 

rings to commemorate their relationship and her passing.67 

                                                 
65 “A booke for church affaires att Stepney: Stepney Meeting Church Book, 1644-1894,” 

Records of the Stepney Meeting House, London, Borough of Tower Hamlets Archives, W/SMH/A/1/1, 
7. 

  
66 “A booke for church affaires att Stepny,” 6b ; Will of William Basse, (27 August 1687), 13 

May 1689, TNA: PRO, PROB 11/395; T. Wilson Booth, The First 150 Years of the Stepney Meeting 
Independents from 1644 to 1796 (T. Wilson Booth, Ltd: London, c. 1913), 12-13; Alexander Gordon, 
ed., Freedom After Ejection: A Review (1690-1692) of Presbyterian and Congregational Nonconformity 
in England and Wales (Manchester: University Press, 1917), 72. 

 
67 The bequest of twenty or forty shillings for the purchase of rings, particularly “mourning 

rings” was the custom of the period.  Like Deborah Peirce, Capt.  William Basse left “fforty shillings to 
buy Rings” to his “loving friends Mr John Paige senior and Capt Richard Goodlad,” both of whom 
served in the Company.  Similarly, bequests of several pounds were frequently made for the purchase of 
“mourning,” i.e., mourning clothes.  Deborah left her executors, Matthew Mead and Capt. James 
Conaway, “ten pounds a piece to buy them mourning as thanks for their paynes.” William Basse left ten 
pounds apiece to his daughter and son-in-law “to buy mourning” and five pounds to each of his 
grandchildren for the same purpose.  In 1699, Matthew Mead left “to my most faithfull friend Madam 
Elizabeth Sheppard one guinea to buy a ring to wear for my sake.” Will of Deborah Pierce, Widow 
Stepney, Middlesex, (19 May 1681), 15 June 1681, TNA: PRO, PROB 11/367; Will of William Basse; 
Will of Matthew Mead, Gentleman of Stepney, Middlesex, (28 September 1699), 01 December 1699, 
TNA: PRO, PROB 11/453.   
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APPENDIX C 
 

Last Will and Testament of John Peirce 
(With some modernization of language)1 

 
 

Johes Peirce 
 
In the Name of God Amen. 
 
I, John Peirce of Wapping in the Parish of Stebon[?] als Stepniy in the County of 
Muttrenamir[?] [i.e., Middlesex] Being att this time in good health of body and of 
perfect memory and understanding of mind through the goodness of Almighty God, my 
heavenly Father yet considering the ffrailty of human nature and the [ . . . ] 
contniniance of the same in this way[?] doe make and declare my last will and 
testament in manner and form following (that is to say)[,] Imprimis, I resign up and 
comitt my soul into the hands of my Creator and Redeemer and my Body to be 
decently buried att the discretion of my Executrix and Overseers[?] herein after named.  
Item. I give unto Mr John Knolls and Mr John Collins the sum of ffive pounds sterling 
a piece.  In Case the Shipp . . . 
 
[page 2] 
 
Shipp Golden Ffleece whereof I am now Commander doe arrive and return with my 
efforts safe from her now intended voyage into England[;] Item.  I give all the Rest and 
Residue of my Estate ready money Leases goods merchandises and whatsoever shall 
be mine att the time of my decease my debts and ffunerall expenses being thereout 
ffirst paid to be equally divided betwixt my children and Deborah my wife in manner 
following (that is to say) one third part thereof to the said Deborah my wife and 
another two third parts thereof to be equally divided betwixt my daughter Deborah 
Peirce my sonne John and such other child as my said wife may have goe-withall to 
each alike [ . . . ] And my further will is that the portions[?] thereby given to my said 
children shall be paid unto them by my Executrix in manner following (that is to say) 
to my sonne or sonnes when he or they shall arrive att the age of twenty one years and 
to my daughter or daughters when she or they shall arrive at the ages of twenty one 
years or day of marriage or at which of the said times shall first happen.  And my 
further will is that my said wife shall have and [ . . . ] the growing proffitts of my said 
childrens portions for and towards their maintenance and bringing upp.  And that if 
either of my said children shall happen to depart this life before their arrival att their 
respective ages aforesaid then and in [ . . . ], my will is that the share and part of the 

                                                 
1 Will of John Peirce, Mariner of Stepney, Middlesex, (4 April 1674), 14 June 1676, TNA: 

PRO, PROB 11/351. 
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child soe dying shall [ . . . ] and be to the child or children surviving[.]  And if all my 
said children shall happen to dye before the times above lymitted for payment of their 
portions.  Then I give ffifty pounds to Sarah Colpott my daughter-in-law in case she be 
then living.  Item. I make my said wife Deborah Peirce Executrix of this my last will 
and testament.  Item. I make Mr Thomas Bell of London Merchant and John Parkwood 
overseers of this, my last will and testament.  In witness whereof I have herunto sett 
my hand and sign this ffourth day of Aprill Anno Domini 1674.  John Peirce/ Signed, 
sealed and delivered by the testator above named as his last will and testament in the 
presence of Tho: Bell Jr [ . . . ] John Parkwood. 
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APPENDIX D 
 

Last Will and Testament of Deborah Peirce 
(With some modernization of language)1 

 
 
B. M. Deborah Pierce 
 
IN THE NAME OF GOD AND OUR: 
 
Blessed Lord our Saviour Jesus Christ the only Mediator betwixt God and Man . . . 
Deborah Pierce of Wapping in the parish of Stepney in the countie of Middlesex, 
widow Relict of John Pierce, Mariner deceased being of good understanding and 
memory blessed be God although weake in body doo make and ordenie this my last 
will and testament in form and matter as followith ffirst of all I give and bequeath unto 
my deare and loveing sister Pourscilla Houbbard the summe of twenty pounds for her 
and her children to be payd herby my Executors three more then after my decease, now 
I give to my two nephews James and Joshua Ray five pounds a piece to bee payd them 
when they shall arrive at the age of one and twenty years; I also give to my servant 
Elizabeth Small piece twenty pounds as a reward of her love and faithful service, now I 
give to Matthew Mead, Benjamin Andrewes and Arthur Bayley the summe of ten 
pounds to be by them disposed at tending to my terball [terrible?]  order-before given 
them[;] moreover I give to my loveing friends Edward Say and William Basse with 
both their wives both of them twenty shillings to buy them rings, further I give to John 
Knowles two pounds Matthew Mead aforesaid three pounds and Richard Lawrence 
two pounds as tokens of my love, also I give to my sonne John Pierce my biggest silver 
tankard, to my sonne James Pierce my fewer[?] silver spoons and my daughter 
Deborah Pierce my diamond ring[,] all my houshold linnen 
  
[page 2] 
 
Linnen and bedding and the furniture thereto belonging as also all my pewter moreover 
it is my will that all my whole estate [ . . . ] bequeathed consisting in leases, pounds 
money, plate, rings, goods, houshold  and houholdships[?] whatsoever shalbe equally 
divided betwixt my aforesaid three children John[,] James and Deborah Pierce [ . . . ] to 
the discretion of my Executors to convert into money for my children what of my 
houshold goods they please and it is my will that if any of my children dye before age 
or in maragee [marriage] the whole shall descend to the survivors or survivor; and if all 
of them shall dye as aforesaid it is my will my whole estate aforesaid shall fall to my 
sister Priscilla Hobard and her two children Thomas and Hannah Hobard and to my 

                                                 
1 Will of Deborah Pierce, Widow Stepney, Middlesex, (19 May 1681), 15 June 1681, TNA: 

PRO, PROB 11/367. 
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two other nephews James and Joshua Ray before named to be equally divided amongst 
them.  Lastly I do hereby appoint[,] constitute[,] and ordeyne my loveing friends 
Matthew Mead aforesaid and James Conaway[,] Mariner my sole Executors of this my 
last will and testament willing and desireing they [ . . . ] my Estate for my children 
according to their best understanding [ . . .] that my daughter Deborah Pierce enjoy 
here share either at the age of one and twenty yeares or at the day of her marriage 
which shall first happen, and my two sonnes John and James Pierce shall enjoy theirs 
at the age of one and twenty years[;] given under my hand and seale as the last will and 
testament of mee Deborah Pierce this Nyneteenth day of May in the yeare of our Lord 
one thousand six hundred Eighte-one; it is my will and I give to my two Executors ten 
pounds a piece to buy them mourning as thanks for their paynes herein[?] Deb.Pierce 
signed[,] and delivered as the last will and testament of Deborah Pierce in the presense 
of as whose names are written as wittnesses[:] Richard Lawrence, Ben Andrewes, 
Susanna Bass
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APPENDIX E 
 

Epitaph Inscribed on the Occasion of the Death of James Peirce 
 

 
Extant Monument for James Peirce  

(Presently residing in George’s Meeting House, Exeter) 
 

This Monument is erected  
by mournful friends  

as a lasting testimony of their high regard,  
to the Memory and Honour  

of the Reverend, Pious, and Learned  
Mr JAMES PEIRCE; 

a most worthy and indeared Pastor of this Church;  
a rational, judicious, and affectionate Preacher;  

a very laborious, and sagacious interpreter  
of the holy Scriptures;  

a sincere Lover, and Strenuous Defender of truth;  
a courageous sufferer, while living,  

for maintaining the doctrines of the Gospel  
of CHRIST.   

And for asserting the Liberties of Christians;  
and, after death, denied a just Encomium  
on his Tomb in Leonard’s Church-Yard,  

by the Rector of the Parish.   
The great good man departed hence  

in Peace,  
March 30th, 1726,  

in the 53d year of his age.   
 
 

Philip. 1 21   
Rev. XIV 13   

To me to live is CHRIST,  
and to die is gain.   

Blessed are the dead,  
that die in the LORD.1 

                                                 
1 George’s Meeting House, Exeter, UK.  Viewed 10 August 2008. 
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APPENDIX F 
 

Memorial Composed on the Occasion of the Death of James Peirce1 
 

 
H.S.E. 

IACOBVS PEIRCIVS 
CLARI NOMINIS THEOLOGUS 

QUI INGENIO PERSPICACI LIMATOQUE IVDICIO 
TANTAM ERVDITIONEM FELICITER CONIVNXIT 

VT VTRUM EXIMIIS NATVRAE DOTIBVS 
AN INDVSTRIAE ORNAMENTIS MAGIS CONSPICVVS ESSET 

IN DVUIO RELIQVISSE VIDEATVR 
IVVENIS STVDIORVM CAVSA VLTRAIECTVM SE CONTVLIT 

VNDE POST QVINQVENNIUM DOMVM REVERSVS 
INDEFESSO LABORE ATQVE DILIGENTIA 

OMNI FERE LITTERARVM GENERE MENTEM IMPLEVIT 
QVO AD THEOLOGIAE COGNITIONEM SVBSIDII ALIQVID 

SIBI COMPARE POSSET 
TANTA IGITVR OPTIMARVM ARTIVM SCIENTIA INSTRVCTUS 
CVNCTAS SACRI MVNERIS PARTES FIDELISSIME PRAESTITIT 
TAM ACCVRATIS CONCIONIBVS QVAM SCRIPTIS ERVDITIS 

PLVRIMVM CELEBRATVS 
VERITATIS AVTEM EXQVIRENDAE SEMPER STVDIOSISSIMVS 

CVM IN NONNVLLIS TANDEM ACCIDIT VT SCIRENT HAVD CREDIDIT 
SIC CVM PRIMVM VVULGARE NECESSARIVM IVDICAVIT 

NVLLO SVO COMMODO AVT INCOMMODO ADDVCI POTVIT 
QVO MINVS PVBLICE PROFITERETVR 

HINC IN QVORVNDAM OFFENSIONEM FORTE INCIDENS 
QVIBVSCVM ANTEA CONCORDITER VIXERAT 

CVM RELIQVAM VITAE PARTEM IAM MAGIS PRIVATAM 
SIBI VERO HAVD MINUS LABORIOSAM 

NEQVE ALIIS MINUS VTILEM TRANSIGERE STATVERAT 
SACRIS LITERIS EXPLICANDIS SE PRAECIPVE ADDIXIT 

CVI PRAECLARO OPERI CVM QVATVOR ANNOS IMPENDERAT 
PARTIBVS QVIBVSDAM EDITIS QVAE INGENII 

ET DOCTRINAE PERPETVA ERVNT MONVMENTA 
LETHALI MOREO CORREPTVS PIE PLACIDEQVE DECESSIT 

III KAL. APRILIS A. D.   M. DCC. XXVI 
ALTATIS SVAE LIII 

                                                 
1 Benjamin Avery, “The Preface” in James Peirce, Fifteen Sermons on Several Occasions, Eight 

of Which Were Never Before Printed (London: Printed for John Clark, et al., 1728), v. 
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Here lies 
JAMES PEIRCE 
an eminent divine 

whose great learning and solid judgment 
seem to have left it doubtful 

whether his excellent endowments of nature 
or acquired abilities rendered him more conspicuous 

he was educated at the university of UTRECHT 
from whence returning home after five years 

by indefatigable labour and diligence 
he furnished his mind with most parts of literature 

that might be of service to him 
in the study of divinity 

and having gained so great a knowledge of the best arts 
he very faithfully discharged all the parts of his sacred office 

and was equally celebrated for his accurate discourses in the pulpit 
and his learned writings 

but being always a most diligent inquirer after truth 
happening in some things to change his opinion 

he acted with equal prudence and integrity 
for as he carefully concealed his sentiments from others 
while he thought it was not their concern to know them 

so when he judged the discovery of them necessary 
no views of advantage or disadvantage could prevail with him 

not to profess them publicly 
by this means falling under the displeasure of some 

with whom he had before lived in friendship 
designing now to spend the remainder of his life more privately 

tho not with less labour to himself 
nor benefit to others 

he applied himself chiefly to explain the sacred scriptures 
in which excellent work having spent four years 

and published some parts of it 
which will be perpetual monuments of his abilities and learning 

being seized with a fatal distemper he piously and calmly expired. 
on the XXX of march M. DCC. XXVI 

in the LIII year of his age2

                                                 
2 Avery, “The Preface” in Peirce, Fifteen Sermons on Several Occasions, vi. 
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APPENDIX G 

 
Last Will and Testament of James Peirce 

(With some modernization of language)1 
 

 
Jacobi Peirce: 
 
In the Name of God, Amen. 
 
[page 2] 
 
I James Peirce of the city and comity of Exon, Minister of the Gospell being in perfect 
soundness of mind, body, but sensible of the uncertainty of this fraile life Do make this 
my last will and testament reserving to my self a power or hereafter annulling or 
altering it if I shall see fitt.  In primis, I do sincerily and humbly commend my soule to 
God when ever he shall please to call me out of this troublesome and litigious world, 
professing my steady belief in One God the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ 
and in that one Lord Jesus Christ in whome as my only Saviour I have fixed my trust 
and through whose atonement and intercession alone I desire and expectte to find 
mercy with that God whome I have greatly offended even while I have endeavored to 
serve him with that sincerity which I trust he will accept professing likewise my 
sincere belief of the Christian religion as tis contained in the Holy Scriptures which I 
have laboured in the uprightness of my heart and with all plainness to preach and 
thanking God with my whole soule that he had inabled me to resist the temptations I 
have mett with especially of late to corrupt the word of God and offer violence to my 
own Conscience and declaring now under the most serious and solemne view of death 
and eternity that my Conscience reproaches me not for the part I have acted in the 
controversy concerning the Trinity but that I can review my publick behavior relating 
to it with a Confidence whereof I trust I shall not go ashamed in the day of Judgment 
and thanking God that he has honoured me to suffer reproach for the sake of his truth 
and a good conscience toward him. 
 
Item.  I leave my body to be at the direction of my deare and affectionate wife decently 
but as privately as may be committed to the Earth to rest till the blessed Resurrection I 
suireley/surely believe and expect.  Item.  I will that the charges of my funeral and all 
my other just and lawfull debts be paid as soon as may be by my Executrix hereafter to 
be named.  Item.  My estate lying at present in South Sea Stock I dispose it.  To my 
deare wife I bequeath six hundred pounde capitall stock in the said company and the 
rest to be equally divided betweene all my children borne and unborne at the time of 
my decease my daughter, Hannah Bidwell only excepted, to whom I only bequeath five 
                                                 

1 Will of James Peirce, Minister of the Gospel of Exeter, Devon (22 Sept 1721), 01 September 
1726, TNA: PRO, PROB 11/611. 
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pounds she having received her part at her marriage[.]  My plate and household goods I 
leave to my wife to be disposed of among my children when and how she pleases.  My 
books, I leave to my dear Sonn, James, to be either sold or kept for his use according as 
he shall choose his calling.  Item. In case any of my children should dye before the age 
of one and twenty yeares and unmarryed my will is that the part of such shall be 
divided among the surviving children. 
 
Equally my daughter Hannah only excepted as having received a larger part than any of 
the rest are ever like to have.  Item.  I constitute my deare and affectionate wife Hanna 
Peirce my only Executrix of this my last will and testament giving her full power to 
sell the stock and turne it into any thing else as she judges will be for the advantage of 
the children.  Finally, I doe declare this to be my last will and testament revoking and 
annulling whatsoever other wills may at any other time formerly have made and 
hereunto I annex my hand and seale twenty second day of September in the Eighth year 
of the reign of our soveraigne Lord George by the grace of  
 
[page 3] 
 
God[,] king of Great Brittaine[,] Defender of this Faith[,] Anno[qz] Domini 1721 
James Peirce sealed and delivered in the presence of 
 
To all whome those presente shall come Proofing know yee that on the 29th Day of 
August in the year of our Lord 1726 before Peter Cooke of the city of Exeter Notary 
publick by Royall authority sworne and constituted approved personally Hugh Bidwell 
of the said city[,] fuller[,] and Joseph Hallett Junior of the same city who upon their 
oaths voluntarily taken on the Holy Evangelists did seriously and bona fide affirm and 
declare that they were both for several years last past very well acquainted with Mr 
James Peirce late of St Leonards in the comity of the city of Exon deced and with his 
character and manner of hand writing having often seene him write and seene his name 
to letters[,] receipts and other things and having now seene and perused a paper writing 
purporting the last will and testament of the said deceased beginning thus (vizt) In the 
name of God Amen, I James Peirce and ending thus (vizt) Defender of the faith (er) 
annoqz[.]  In 1721 and subscribed thus James Peirce doe verily believe the same and 
the whole series thereof to be totally wrote and subscribed by and with proper hand 
writing of the said deceased[.]  In testimony whereof the said affimente have here unto 
subscribed their names and I the said Notary publick have hereunto subscribed my 
name this day and yeare above written Hugh Bidwell, Joseph Hallett Jun.r.    
Pet Cooke Notary pub. 
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