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PREFACE

There exists one monumental work on “The Creeds and Plat-
forms of Congregationalism” by Prof. Willlston Walker. To that
work and the books listed in its Bibliography as well as to some
later books, the author of the present work is deeply indebted.
There is need, however, of an inexpensive and popular book setting
forth our general position as a denomination with reference to
creedal statements, and containing the texts of those confessions of
falth which have received from time to tlme the endorsement of
Congregationalists, particularly in America. The student who
wishes to make an exhaustive study of the subject will still need
Prof. Walker’s great book; but both ministers and laymen need a
smaller work, such as this undertakes to be. Dr. Walker’s book
appeared in 1893, and completed its admirable recital with the
adoption of the Commission’s creed of 1883. A whole generation
has passed since then, and there are important supplements to be
added to the history.

Dr. Walker’s great book deals with Congregational Creeds and
Platforms. The present work contains no study of platforms or
systems of government, that subject having been treated in the
author’s “The Law of Congregational Usage” and in his “Congrega-
tional Manual;” but the present volume is concerned with Congre-
gational covenants, as well as with Its creeds.

This book had been written and was thought to be ready for
the press when the author discovered an entirely unexpected fund
of Information on the subject of church covenants in “The Church
Covenant Idea” by Champlin Burrage, published in 1904 by the
American Baptist Publication Society. The author was familiar
with Mr. Burrage’s other contributions to the literature of the early
Anabaptists, Pilgrims and Puritans, but singularly had never heard
of this important monograph. Since obtaining it, however, he has
considerably enlarged the section devoted to “Church Covenants,”
availing himself freely of the material collected by Mr. Burrage.

In additlon to these, and the standard books on Congregational
history and polity, the author is indebted to Schaff’s Creeds of
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6 CONGREGATIONAL CREEDS AND COVENANTS

Christendom, three volumes; to The History of Creeds and Confes-
sions, by Prof. W. A, Curtis, of Aberdeen; and to Prof. Briggs’
suggestive volume on Theological Symbolics. The quotations from
various authorities on the ethics of creed subscription are acknow-
ledged in their proper places in the text. But the author’s largest
debt is to several hundred ministers and other scholars who, at
the author’s request, have sent to him copies of confessions and
covenants from every part of the United States and from other
countries, together with statements as to local usage with reference
to their employment in worship and confession.

It is the purpose of this book, not only to bring down to date
the story of our Congregational covenants and confessions of faith,
but to put into the hands of our ministers and laymen what the
author hopes will be a helpful treatise on the rightful place of
creeds and their possible use and abuse in Congregational churches.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

PART ONE

CONGREGATIONAL COVENANTS

I. Crreps AND COVENANTS . . . . . . . 9

1II. Tae CoveNanNT IDEA . . . . . . . . 18
III. Tee ScorcH COVENANTS . . . . . . . 24
1V. EarvLy ExcrisH COVENANTS . . . . . . 29
V. TeE Pmwerim CoveENaNT . . . . . . . 48
VI. CHurcH AND CoMMUNITY COVENANTS . . . 51
VII. Earny AMERICAN COVENANTS . . . . . 59
VIII. TeE Harr Way CoveNanNT . . . . . . 67
IX. THE VALUE oF THE COVENANT . . . . . . 174
X. CoveNaANTS ODANDNEW . . . . . . . 19

PART TWO

CONGREGATIONAL CREEDS

I. Earuy CoNGREGATIONAL CrREEDS . . . . . 105
II. LocaL Crurcn CREEDS . . . . . . . 112
III. TuE CoNFESSIONS OF 1648 aNDp 1680 . . . . 119
IV. Tue BurnL Hiun CoNrFESSION . . . . . 142
V. THE OBERLIN DECLARATION. . . . . . . 161
WAl THE/CREED 0B 1883 .- L N L L, 0153



8

VII.
VIIIL
IX.

II.
I11.
RV

V.
VI.

VIL

CONGREGATIONAL CREEDS AND COVENANTS

ENGLISH AND CANADIAN DECLARATIONS .
THE DAYTON DECLARATION

TrE Kansas Crry CREED or 1913 .

A SuMMARY OF CONGREGATIONAL USAGE .

PART THREE
CREEDS AND CONSCIENCES

CREEDS : THEIR USE AND ABUSE

TuE ETHICS OF CREED SUBSCRIPTION .
CREEDS AND THE SECOND COMMANDMENT
THE REPEAL OF OBSOLETE CREEDS .

A TestimoNY, Nor A TEST

A SymposiuM oN CHURCH MEMBERSHIP .
THE MINISTER AND CREED SUBSCRIPTION .

180
197
203
206

228
247
273
283
292
304
326



PART ONE
CONGREGATIONAL COVENANTS

I. THE CREED AND THE COVENANT

A Congregational church is not necessarily a church of
Congregationalists; it is a church of Christians, Congrega-
tionally governed. The earliest Congregational churches pos-
gessed no formal confessions of faith. The church in Wenham,
Massachusetts, had a confession as early as 1644, and that of
Winthrop, Connecticut, adopted one in 1647, but the general
habit of including a creed in the constitution of a Congrega-
tional church originated in the early part of the nineteenth
century, when the Unitarian controversy sharply defined, and
in some instances over-emphasized, the lines of Christian
dogma, dividing the adherents of that communion from their
brethren in the historie Congregational churches.

The absence of formal confessions of faith was not in
anywise due to carelessness on the part of the early Congre-
gationalists as to what their members should believe. Examina-
tions for admission to the church were often somewhat rigid,
though ordinarily were made flexible, and adjusted to the age,
experience and condition of persons uniting with the church.
Candidates for church fellowship sometimes were examined
before the whole church membership, though more frequently
examinations were held in private. We are reliably informed
by Captain Johnson in his ‘‘Wonder-Working Providence’’
that examinations were less severe, not only in the case of

9



10 CONGREGATIONAL CREEDS AND COVENANTS

young people and of women, but also of men who were bashful
and not accustomed to speaking in publiec. The Cambridge
Platform definitely declared that severity of examination was
to be avoided, and that ‘‘the weakest measure of faith is to
be aceepted.”” Doubtless the examinations would have seemed
severe if compared to the methods in vogue at the present day,
but we are not left in doubt as to their theory and intention.

Chureh membership in primitive Congregationalism was
based not on the acceptance of a formal ereed, but on assent
to a eovenant. Some of the covenants contained brief sum-
maries of doctrine, but even this was exceptional. The Scrooby
church was organized on the basis of a covenant of its mem-
bers ‘‘to walk together in the ways of the Lord, made known
or to be made known to them, whatever it should cost them,
the Lord assisting them.’” The church at Salem was organ-
ized with thirty members, cach one of whom was presented
with a written copy of the Covenant, penned by the pastor,
Rev. Francis Higginson, as follows:

‘“We covenant with the Lord and one with another, and
do bind ourselves, in the presence of God, to walk together in
all His ways, according as He is pleased to reveal himself
unto us in his blessed Word of Truth.”’

The church in Charlestown, which became the First
church in Boston, was organized on the basis of the covenant
of its members ‘‘to walk in all our ways according to the rule
of the Gospel, and in all sincere conformity to his holy ordi-
nances, and in mutual love and respect each to the other, so
near as God shall give us grace.”’

The Church in New Haven was organized on the basis
of a similar covenant, and the same is true of the Congrega-
tional churehes of New England generally.

Prof. Walker says, ‘‘In general, these fundamental cove-
nants were remarkably free from doctrinal expression, being
usually a simple promise to walk in fidelity to the Divine
commandment and in Christian faithfulness one to another.
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Nor was anything of peculiar sanectity supposed to lie in the
form of words adopted at the beginning. Such covenants were
renewed, made more explicit against definite forms of preva-
lent sin, or otherwise amended, with much freedom, to meet
the exigencies of ecclesiastical life. In faet, it was widely the
custom for each new minister to draught the particular agree-
ment to which he took the assent of candidates for church
membership, without necessarily submitting his form of words
to the approval of the church. The essential matter was the
agreement, not its verbal expression.’”’ (Walker’s ‘‘Congrega-
tionalists,”” p. 218.)

One of the most elaborate of these early covenants was
that of the church at Woburn, adopted in 1642, and reported
by Captain Johnson in his ‘‘ Wonder-Working Providence,’’
which he accompanies with the statement ‘‘Every church
" hath not the same for words, for they are not for a form of
words.”’” The following is the Woburn covenant:

We that do assemble ourselves this day before God and his
people, in an unfeigned desire to be accepted of Him as a Church
of the Lord Jesus Christ, according to the rule of the New Testa-
ment, do acknowledge ourselves to be the most unworthy of all
others that we should attain such a high grace, and the most unable
of ourselves to the performance of any thing that is good, abhorring
ourselves for all our former defilements in the worship of God, and
other ways, and relying only upon the Lord Jesus Christ for atone-
ment, and upon the power of his grace for the guidance of our
whole after course, do here in the name of Christ Jesus, as in the
presence of the Lord, from the bottom of our hearts agree together
through his grace to give up our selves, first unto the Lord Jesus
as our only King, Priest and Prophet, wholly to be subject unto
him in all things, and therewith one unto another, as in a Church-
Body to walk together in all the Ordinances of the Gospel, and in
all such mutual love and offices thereof, as toward one another in
the Lord; and all this, both according to the present light that the
Lord hath given us, as also according to all further light, which
He shall be pleased at any time to reach out unto us out of the
Word by theg Goodness of his grace, renouncing also in the same
Covenant all errors and Schisms, and whatsoever byways that
are contrary to the blessed rules revealed in the Gospel, and in
particular the inordinate love and seeking after the things of the
world.—Johnson’s “Wonder-Working Providence,” p. 216.
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Not till 1826, when Nathaniel Emmons published his
““Seriptural Platform of Eeclesiastical Government”’ did any
considerable group of Congregational churches found their
organization on a theory that the local church is a voluntary
club, which may rightfully adopt sectarian creeds, expressive
of the faith of its members as separate from that of Chris-
tians in general, and designed for the purpose of keeping
other Christians out. Dr. Leonard Woolsey Bacon subjects
this departure from historic Congregationalism to merciless
and just eriticism, maintaining that it was nothing less than
a secession from historie Congregationalism on the part of cer-
tain orthodox churches in Eastern Massachusetts. He said,
“‘Not only did the use of imposed and presecribed doetrinal
tests (so abhorrent to the fathers) eome into general use; but
the new churches were distinetly labelled ‘Trinitarian’ or
‘Calvinistic;’ and it came to he considered quite laudable, by
stipulations in the covenant, to elect churches on an anti-
slavery, or total abstinence, or prohibitionist basis.”’—‘The
Congregationalists,”” pp. 224, 5.

In the beginning it was not so. Richard Mather says
that churches ‘‘may have a platform by way of a profession
of their faith, but not a binding rule of faith and praectice.”’
Burton in his rejoinder to Prynne says: ‘It is the greatest
possible tyranny over men’s souls to make other men’s judg-
ments the rule of my conscience.”” Cotton Mather says, ‘‘The
churches of New England make only vital piety the terms of
communion among them ; and they all with delight, see godly
Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Anti-pedo
Baptists, and Lutherans, all members of the same churches.’”’
To this agree the early fathers in practical unanimous tes-
timony.

Tt is safe to say that if Congregationalism had eontinued
to be the only church in New England, and from thence had
spread westward into eommunities where it should have had
no need to differentiate itself from other denominations, very



THE CREED AND THE COVENANT 13

few Congregational churches would ever have adopted formal
confessions of faith. They would have remained content with
covenants of exceeding brevity, elasticity and simplicity, and
would have referred for the expression of their faith in creedal
form to almost any convenient and well known declaration of
faith ‘‘for the substance thereof.”’ _

‘When local pastors prepared confessions of faith for their
own usc, they were rarely adopted by the church, but were
used as convenient summaries of expression to be submitted to
prospective members in order to assist them in the formulation
of their own views and not as creedal tests on the basis of
whose acceptance or denial Christians were to be admitted or
excluded.

The Unitarian controversy greatly modified the historic
relationship of Congregationalism to creedal statements, and
the spread of the Congregational denomination outside of New
England into communities where it came into direct relations
with other and more highly organized churches made it in-
advisable longer to refer to the confessions of 1648 and 1680
as adequately or even vaguely representing the faith of mod-
ern Congregationalism. Creedal forms became a practical
working necessity, but that fact in no way commits the de-
nomination to the policy of ereedal tests. Creeds in Congre-
gationalism are definitely used as a testimony and not as a test.

The relations of an individual church member to the
declaration of faith either of a local church or of his denomi-
nation are not unlike those of a voter to his party platform.
The platform does not in any wise undertake to tell what every
member of the party thinks on every possible question at issuc
before the American people. It does endeavor to set forth
the general attitude of the party as a whole toward the more
prominent of those questions, leaving the individual voter very
wide latitude of judgment with reference to particular ques-
tions, even including those which are treated in the platform.
In like manner it is the theory of the Congregational churches,
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and was so in the beginning, that a Congregational church
should be inclusive of all true Christian men and women and
children in the community. Cotton Mather expressed with
pride the favor with which the New England churches re-
garded their ‘‘variety in unity.”’

A confession of faith may be a very uscful or a very
harmful thing. In the main, our Congregational churches
have stood in wholesome fear of creedal forms. Almost any
Congregational church would prefer to have no creed rather
than a creed to use as a test of fellowship, or a creed that could
not be changed. The only notable exceptions to this general
rule of Congregational practice are those which grew out of
the Unitarian controversy in the nineteenth century.

The Congregational churches have always sought to .be
obedient to the rule of God and of the whole body of the
people, but have earnestly objected to the spiritual tyranny of
men, either living or dead, imposed upon them by any kind of
ecclesiastical authority. Whatever consent Congregational-
ists give to confessions of faith, either local or general, must
be in essential accord with, and definitely limited by, these
distinetive historical principles.

It is hardly too much to say of the earlier Congregational
confessions that their doctrinal portions were little more than
footnotes to their declarations of polity. New England Con-
gregationalists were not experienced creed-makers, but they
had much praetice in defining their principles of church gov-
ernment. They considered doctrine to be of more consequence
than discipline, but they never regarded their Christian faith
as essentially different from that of the great body of Chris-
tians in the Reformed churches, while they did regard their
form of government as their distinctive heritage and an im-
portant part of their legacy to the world. They very readily
accepted, one after the other, the Westminster and Savoy Con-
fessions, rather than be bothered with making ereeds of their
own,
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The Savoy Confession was praetically identical with the
Westminster standards, excepting as to chureh government.
These two symbols were readily aceepted for substance of
doetrine in New England, partly because Congregationalists
for the most part were Calvinists and essentially like-minded
with Presbyterians, and with English Congregationalists, but
none the less because they were ready to assent in general
terms to almost any orthodox ereed. Having thus easily dis-
posed of the question of doctrine, they proeeeded to argue
about polity. The eighth artiele of the ‘‘Heads of Agreement,’’
established in England in 1692, and adopted at Saybrook, in
1708, says:

As to what apperta{ins to the soundness of judgment in matters
of faith, we esteem it sufficient that a church acknowledge the
Scriptures to be the Word of God, the perfect and only rule of faith
and practice, and own either the doctrinal part of those commonly
called Articles of the Church of England, or the Confession or
Catechisms, shorter or longer, compiled by the assembly at West-
minister, or the confession agreed on at the Savoy, to be agreeable
to the said rule.

- The Westminster or Savoy Confessions, or that of the
Chureh of England, any one of them would answer for sub-
stance of doetrine.

They affirmed all ereeds with a eertain latitude, declaring
as in the preface to the Saybrook Confession :

It was the Glory of our fathers, that they heartily professed
the only Rule of their Religion from the very first to be the Holy
Secriptures, according whereunto, so far as they were persuaded,
that intelligent Inquiry, Solicitous search, and faithful Prayer con-
formed was for Faith, their Worship together with the whole Ad-
ministration of the House of Christ, and their manners, allowance
being given to human Failures and Imperfections.

But they were averse to foreing their confessions on

others or having other eonfessions forced upon themselves.
In the preface to the Savoy deeclaration it is declared that
a Confession is—

To be looked upon as a meet or fit medium, or means, whereby
to express that their common faith and salvation, and no way to
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be made use of as an imposition upon any. Whatever is of force
or constrained in matters of this nature causeth them to degenerate
from the name and nature of Confessions and turns them from
being Confessions of Faith, into exactions and impositions of faith.

Congregationalists have many creeds, but no ecreed.
There is a sense in which they accept the substance of all
creeds; but they have uniformly refused to accept the author-
ity of any ereed. Any Congregational Church is at liberty to
accept any creed it chooses, keep it as long as it likes, modify
it when it is convinced of a larger truth, and discard it when
it is ready. There is no central or superior body which can
impose a creed on a Congregational church, neither is there
any body which can forbid a Congregational Church to employ
a creed if it chooses. Thomas Welde, first pastor of the
Church in Roxbury, stated in 1644 what is recognized as the
essential attitude of Congregational churches:

‘“We hold it not unlawful to have a platform; yet we see
no ground to impose such a platform on churches, but leave
them their liberty therein.”’ When Rathband, to whose eriti-
cisms Welde replied, expressed wonder at the uniformity of
organization and faith of Congregational churches, and ‘‘how
the New England Churches fell into so exact a diseipline with-
out a platform,’”” Welde replied that they had, indeed, a plat-
form, the best and most consistent on earth, the Holy Serip-
tures. The Boston Confession of 1680 held that,

God alone is Lord of the Conscience, and hath left it free from
all the doctrines and commandments of men which are in any wise
contrary to his word or not contained in it: so that to believe such
doctrines, or to obey such commands is to betray true liberty of
conscience; and the requiring of an implicit faith, and an absolute
and blind obedience, is to destroy iiberty of conscience, and reason
also. Jecied & [ sy

g LN ’ P """m"*w
On the whole, Congregationalists find it a convenience to

have written creeds. Churches that have no such written con-
fessions have to spend a great deal more time in expositions
of their unwritten creeds. If a Congregationalist is asked,
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‘“What, in general, do Congregationalists believes?’’ he will
answer, ‘‘There is no man or ecclesiastical body that has any
right to put the Congregational denomination on record in
answer to that question; but broadly speaking, Congregation-
alists hold the evangelical faith common to Christian
Churches, and have from time to time expressed that faith in
confessions that they use as a testimony and not as a test.”’

The brief confession of faith which was adopted as a part
of the Constitution of the National Council is prefaced by a
recognition of the ‘‘steadfast allegiance of the Churches com-
posing this Council to the faith which our fathers confessed,
which from age to age has found its expression in the historic
creeds of the Church universal and of this communion.”” It
deliberately avoids confessing faith in those creeds, but aec-
cepts the faith which, imperfectly and progressively, was ex-
pressed in them all. It then adds a brief and comprehensive
confession, which, in a broad and general sense, may be said
to contain the statement of faith in those doctrines which Con-
gregationalists in general count of espeecial importance, and
which they assume as the basis of their fellowship in their Na-
tional Council.

Since the adoption of the new constitution of the National
Council with its brief declaration of faith, many churches
have been revising their form of admission of members, and
there has been increased discussion as to the place of creeds
and confessions of faith in Congregational polity.



II. THE COVENANT IDEA

How did any church come to be organized on the basis of
a covenant? The answer is full of interest, and of large im-
portance to the student of Congregational history. Before the
Reformation there had been a church which assumed its right
to exist in view of the alleged succession of its bishops from
the apostles, the Bishop of Rome holding the keys by right of
his assumed tactical and spiritual descent from Peter. Fol-
Jowing the Reformation, state-churches prevailed, holding
their title either by will of the civil authority, or of some re-
lation between it and the spiritual lordship of the land. Into
such churches men were born; no covenant was necessary to
establish their membership, though baptism and confirmation
involved a recognition of the individual’s relation to the sys-
tem. What caused any group of men to believe, as the fathers
of the Congregational and Baptist churches certainly did be-
lieve, in church membership as established in a personal and
mutual covenant? When these men revolted, as they did
revolt, against the idea of memhership in the church as estab-
lished by civil authority and including certain masses of men
and women by the accident of birth, how did it occur that
these founders of new churches, did not affirm, as very natur-
ally they might have done, that the bhasis of ehurech member-
ship was assent to a creed ?

This question has received altogether inadequate attention
among Congregational scholars. We are indebted to Mr.
Champlin Burrage for the largest colleetion of data bearing
upon this question. In his little book, ‘‘The Covenant Idea,”’
published by American Baptist Publication Society in 1904,
is a collection of material gathered from the libraries of Lou-
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don, Oxford and Cambridge, which is freely drawn upon in
the following pages. i

The first suggestion of a church covenant came to the
Congregational and Anabaptist fathers from the study of the
Old Testament. Far back as the story of the flood is the idea,
and the use of the word as establishing a relationship between
God and man. God said to Noah before the coming of the
flood ‘I will establish my eovenant with thee; and thou shalt
come into the ark, thou, and thy sons, and thy wife, and thy
sons’ wives with thee.”” (Gen. 6: 18). After the flood this
promise is recorded, ‘‘ And I will establish my covenant with
you ; neither shall all flesh be cut off any more by the waters
of the flood ; neither shall there any more be a flood to destroy
the earth. And God said, This is the token of the ecovenant
which I make between me and you and every living creature
that is with you, for perpetual generations: I do set my bow
in the cloud, and it shall be for a token of a covenant between
me and the earth.”” (Gen. 9: 11-13). A

In even more intimate fashion the covenant of Abraham
suggested God’s relationship to the individual soul and to a
people established in a perpetual relationship with their God.
Abraham was perhaps the first human being who consciously
chose his God, and made a religion other than that in which
he had been born his own by a solemn covenant with Jehovah.
The people of Israel claimed Jehovah as their God, not only
because of his tribal relationship to their nation and its land,
but because of Jechovah’s covenant with the patriarchs re-
newed in solemn assemblies in later generations.

Had the early Puritans known the customs of Oriental
lands as they have been studied by modern scholars, and could
they have possessed such material as Dr. H. Clay Trumbull
assembled in his two painstaking volumes, ‘‘The Blood Cove-
nant’’ and ‘‘The Threshold Covenant’’ they would have
known how widespread among the ancient peoples, even before
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the time of Abraham, was the idea of a covenant between
God and man.

These various Old Testament references abundantly jus-
tifies a high regard for a covenant relation between God and
the human soul, and the idea reeeived a further emphasis in
the classic passages in Jeremiah, in one of whieh Judah is de-
nounced for not keeping the covenant (Jer. 11: 1-8) and in
the other of which there is the promise, quoted and amplified
in the Epistle to the Hebrews, of a New Covenant (Jer. 31:
31-34; Hebrews 8: 8-13). These references are commemorated
in the very names by which we call the two divisions of books
of the Bible, The Old Covenant, and the New Covenant.

The Jews, who, counted themselves the covenant people,
may at times have lost the sense of an indivdual relationship
in that of the clan or tribe or nation, but when they admitted
Gentiles into their fellowship, they recognized the individual-
ity of the covenant idea; for their proselytes became so by a
covenant. This custom, known to the early Christians, had its
influence in the establishment of their covenants.

The founders of the Congregational and Baptist churches
were not students of eomparative rcligion; but they were stu-
dents of the Old Testament, and they believed that the cove-
nant of God with the Patriarchs was a valid precedent for a
covenant relation with his pcople and their children to all
generations.

But while the early Puritans were students of the Old Testa-
ment they derived their polity almost wholly from the New
Testament, and while they did not find in the New Testament
the same emphasi¢g upon the word covenant which is so prom-
inent in the Old, the lack of the word in no wise daunted them,
and they believed they found the essential idea in New Testa-
ment polity. In this they probably were right; and there are
clear indications of the employment of a eovenant in the usage
of the early church. On this Burrage says—
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““Yet though the chureh eovenant idea, as it is known to
us, does not seem definitely to appear in the New Testament,
and though the term covenant employed in relation to a Chris-
tian ehurch is evidently of eomparatively late date, it is inter-
esting to note that in Asia Minor, very early in the Christian
era, namely, during the reign of the Emperor Trajan (a. p.
98-117), there were Christians who seem to have made use
of an idea practieally equivalent to, though earlier and there-
fore naturally more informal than, the church covenant idea
of later times. This fact is clearly manifested in the well-
known letter of Pliny the Younger to the Emperor Trajan
(written about the year A. . 112), in which he says ‘‘that
they [the Christians of that time in Pliny’s domain] bound
themselves by an oath at their meetings not to be guilty of
theft, or robbery, or adultery, or the violation of their word
or pledge.’” This oath resembles the earliest church eovenants
of later times, though, of course, the term covenant was not
used.

“‘It seems highly probable that other examples of early
church oaths are to be found in the remaining literature of
the period contained either in the reported eonfessions of
Christians or in the early Christian writings. As to the origin
of these church oaths, there is, it would seem, a reasonable
explanation. It is a well-known fact that of the two classes
of Jewish proselytes the ‘‘Proselytes of the Gate’’ ‘‘bound
themselves to avoid . . . blasphemy, idolatry, murder, un-
cleanness, theft, disobedience toward the authorities, and the
eating of flesh with its blood.”” It was evidently a regular
requirement imposed by the Jews that these Gentile Proselytes
of the Gate should make such an oath. Likewise when the
Jews beeame Christians and formed a Jewish Christian
church, as in Jerusalem, they seem to have retained this cus-
tom, and to have required of the Gentile Christians in An-
tioch, as recorded in Acts 15: 19, 20, and repeated in slightly
different phraseology in ver. 29 of the same chapter, ‘‘that
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they abstain from the pollutions of idols, and from forniea-
tion, and from what is strangled, and from blood.”” When
Gentile or ehiefly Gentile churches later began to be formed
it is not surprising to find, therefore, especially in Asia Minor
where Jewish influence was very strongly felt, that the church
oath is recorded as being a custom within the church of Jesus
Christ itself. How widely the use of the echurch oath spread
among the early churches is probably as yet hidden in the
records of antiquity still remaining. We know already, how-
ever, the origin of the church oath, and the time and eondi-
tions of its origin, as given in the fifteenth chapter of the Aets
of the Apostles.”’—Burrage: The Covenant Idea, pp. 11, 12.

In the ages before the Reformation the covenant idea
practically disappeared from the teaching of the church, but
with the Reformation it reappeared, and first apparently in
the teaching of the Anabaptists Mr. Burrage believes that the
idea of a covenant can be found in the literature which im-
mediately preceded the Reformation.

In the year 1523, in a book written by Hans Locher,
entitled ““Kin tzeitlang geschwigner christlicher Bruder,”’
occurs the following: ‘‘If indeed, we have borne in us the
likeness of the Father since the creation and if indeed we have
given ourselves over to faith and service and have praised and
sworn in baptism, after we received the garment of blameless-
ness, to work for the Lord’s profit, to avoid evil and to do
good ; therefrom will follow our duty to obey his will with all
possible industry.’”” This was written unmistakably by an
Anabaptist, as baptism is spoken of so prominently; but this
brotherhood evidently had had an existenee for some time, at
least, before the Reformation began, and apparently had be-
come Anabaptist as the Reformation progressed, for the writer
refers to his memory of the long history of his Society (alten
Geschichte seiner Gemeinschaft).

Of the foregoing Burrage says: ‘‘In the above without
doubt are the elements of the church covenant idea, the mem-
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bers of the brotherhood giving themselves over to faith and
service, and swearing, or promising, to work for the Lord’s
profit, to avoid evil, and to do good. Whether such a covenant
was employed in this brotherhood before it became Anabaptist
in belief, or in others that went through a like experience, is
an open question.

“‘The church covenant idea seems to have been of slow and
uncertain evolution, and our knowledge of it in these carliest
times is but meagre on account of the searcity of printed
records. Yet from 1523 to the present time one comes in his-
tory again and again upon this idea, sometimes more, some-
times less, elearly expressed.”’—The Covenant Idea, pp. 13, 14.



III. THE SCOTCH COVENANTS

The covenant idea received a new, and so far as we know,
as entirely independent emphasis in the development of the
Reformation in Scotland. We do not know from what source
the Scotch people obtained the idea, but the rise of the (‘ove-
nanters in the middle of the sixteenth century determined the
destiny of Scotland .

In speaking of the early Scoteh covenants, James Kerr,
D. D., says that the people of Scotland ‘‘were led to bind them-
selves together in ‘bands,’ or covenants, and fogether to God,
in prosecution of their aims. At Dun, in 1556, they entered
into a ‘Band’ in which they vowed to ‘refuse all society with
idolatry.” At Edinburgh, in 1557, they entered into ‘ane
Godlie Band,’ vowing that ‘we, by his grace, shall, with all
diligence, continually apply our whole power, substance, and
our lives to maintain, set forward, and establish the most
blessed word of God.” At Perth, in 1559, they entered into
covenant ‘to put away all things that dishonor his name that
God may be truly and purely worshiped.” At Edinburgh, in
1560, they entered into covenant ‘to procure, by all means
possible, that the truth of God’s word may have free passage
within this realm.” And these covenants were soon followed
by the Confession of Faith prepared by Knox and five other
reformers, and acknowledged by the three Estates as ‘whole-
some and sound doctrine grounded upon the infallible truth
of God.” "’—The Covenants and the Covenanters, pp. 12, 13.

Fortunately the text of all the important Scotech Cove-
nants has been preserved. The one signed in the winter of
1557 by the early reformers, known as the First Covenant,
reads as follows:

24
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We, perceiving how Satan, in his members, the Antichrists of
our time, cruelly doth rage, seeking to overthrow and to destroy
the evangel of Christ and His Congregation, ought, according to
our bounden duty, to strive in our Master’s cause even unto the
death, being certain of the victory in Him. The which our duty
being well considered, we do promise, before the majesty of God
and His Congregation, that we (by his grace) shall with all dili-
gence continually apply our whole power, substance, and our
very lives, to maintain, set forward, and establish the most
blessed Word of God and His Congregation; and shall labour at
our possibility to have faithful ministers purely and truly to min-
ister Christ’s evangel and sacraments to His people. We shall main-
tain them, nourish them, and defend them, the whole Congregation
of Christ, and every member thereof, at our whole powers and
wearing of our lives, against Satan, and all wicked power that does
intend tyranny or trouble against the foresaid Congregation. Unto
the which Holy Word and Congregation we do join us, and also do
forsake and renounce the congregation of Satan, with all the super-
stitious abomination and idolatry thereof; and, moreover, shall de-
clare ourselves manifestly enemies thereto, by this our faithful
promise before God, testified to His Congregation, by our subscrip-
tions at these presents. At Edinburgh, the 3d day of December 1557
years.—Text from ‘“The History of Scotland.” By John Mill Burton.

““A great advance was reached,’’ says Doctor Kerr, ‘‘by
the National Covenant of 1580. - This National Covenant, or
Second Confession of Faith was prepared by John Craig. . .
Its original title was ‘Ane Short and Generall Confession of
the True Christiane Faith and Religione, according to God’s
verde and Actis of our Perlamentis, subserybed by the Kingis
Majestie and his Household, with sindrie otheris, to the glorie
of God and good example of all men, att Edinburghe, the 28
day of Januare, 1580, and 14 yeare of his Majestie’s reigne.’ ”’

This covenant was subsecribed again in 1590 and 1596,
and was renewed February 28, 1638, and ‘‘was transcribed
into hundreds of copies, carried throughout the country from
north to south and east to west, and subscribed cverywhere.”’
The National Covenant, as finally renewed, is a long docu-
ment, containing two additions to the original covenant, one
summarizing the Acts of Parliament, the other consisting of
special recligious articles for the time. (‘‘The Covenants and
the Covenanters.”’ By James Kerr, p. b, Edinburgh, 1895,
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p. 13). The following quotations will furnish some idea of
the nature of this covenant:

We all and every one of us under-written, protest, That, after
long and due examination of our own consciences in matters of true
and false religion, we are now thoroughly resolved in the truth by
the Spirit and Word of God: and therefore we believe with our
hearts, confess with our mouths, subscribe with our hands, and
constantly aiflrm, before God and the whole world, that this only
is the true Christian faith and religion, pleasing God, and bringing
salvation to man, which now is, by the mercy of God, revealed to
the world by the preaching of the blessed evangel; and is received,
believed, and defended by many and sundry notable kirks and
realms, but chiefly by the Kirk of Scotland, the King’s Majesty, and
three estates of this realm, as God’s eternal truth, and only ground
of our salvation, .

‘We Noblemen, Barons, Gentlemen, Burgesses, Ministers and
Commons under-written, . . do hereby profess, and before God, His
angels, and the world, solemnly declare, That with our whole hearts
we agree, and resolve all the days of our life constantly to adhere
unto and to defend the aforesaid true religion, and (forbearing the
practice of all novations. . .) to labour, by all means, to recover
the purity and liberty of the Gospel, as it was established and pro-
fessed before the foresaid novations. . . And therefore, from the
knowledge and consclence of our duty to God, to our King and
country, without any worldly respect or inducement, so far as hu-
man infirmity will suffer, wishing a further measure of the grace of
God for this effect; we promise and swear, by the great name of
the Lord our God, to continue in the profession and obedience of
the aforesaid religion. . . :

And because we cannot look for a blessing from God upon our
proceedings, except with our profession and subscription we join
such a life and conversation as beseemeth Christians who have
renewed their covenant with God; we therefore faithfully promise
for ourselves, our followers, and all others under us, both in public,
and in our particular families, and personal carriage, to endeavour
to keep ourselves within the bounds of Christian liberty, and to be
good examples to others of all godliness, soberness, and righteous-
ness, and of every duty we owe to God and man.

And that this our union and conjunction may be observed with-
out violation, we call the Living God, the Searcher of our Hearts,
to witness, who knoweth this to be our sincere desire and unfeigned
resolution, as we shall answer to Jesus Christ in the great day, and
under pain of God’s everlasting wrath, and of infamy and loss of
all honour and respect in this world: most humbly beseeching the
Lord to strengthen us by his Holy Spirit for this end, and to bless
our desires and proceedings with a happy success; that religion and
righteousness may flourish in the land, to the glory of God, the
honour of our King, and peace and comfort of us all. In witness
whereof, we have subscribed with our hands all the premises.
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The last and most important covenant made in Scotland
is that called the ‘‘Solemn League and Covenant’’ of 1643.
One of the original copies of this is in the Manusecript Depart-
ment of the British Museum. It is written on a roll of parch-
ment several feet long, and about eight inches wide. In this
doecument there are six articles, and a seventh, or conclusion,

The long closing section is as follows:

And because theis Kingdomes are guilty of many sinnes and
proucacons against God and his sonne Jesus Christ, as is too man-
ifest by our present distresses and dangers the fruts thereof wee
professe and declare before God and the world our vnfained desire
to bee humbled for our owne sines and for the sines of theis King-
domes, especially that we haue not as wee ought, valued the inesti-
mable Benefitt of the Gospel that wee haue nol labored for the
purity and power thereof and that wee have not endeauoured to
receiue Christ in our harts nor to walk worthy of him in our liues
wch are the causes of other sines and transgessions soe much
aboundinge amongst vs: And our true and vnfained purpose, de-
sire, and endeauor for our selues, and all other vnder our power
and charge both in publike and in priuate in all duties wee owe to
God and man to amend our Liues and each one to goe before an-
other in the example of A reall reformacon that the Lord may turne
away his wrath & heauie indignacon & establish these Churches
and Kingdomes in truth and peace. And this couenant wee make
in the presence of Almyghty God the searcher of all harts wth a
true intencon to reforme the same, as wee shall answer at the
great day when the secrets of all harts shall be disclosed most hum-
bly besseechinge the Lord to strengthen vs wth his holy Spirit for
this end, & to blesse our desires & proceedings wth such successe
as may be delinerance and safety to his people & encouragment to
other christian Churches groaninge vnder, or in danger of the yoke
of Antichristian tyranny to Joyne in the same, or like assocacon
and couenant to the glory of God the enlargment of the Kingdome
of Jesus Christ and the peace and tranquilitie of Christian King-
domes and common wealth,

{Dated Mar: 3. 1643.] ’

It is important to bear in mind that the Scoteh covenants
were not local church covenants, and in that important respect
they differ from the covenants of the carly Anabaptists and
Congregationalists. They were signed by the inhabitants of
cities or distriets, and later they were endorsed by the people
of the nation; the Solemn League and Covenant was even
adopted by Parliament. But these covenants have an impor-
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tant relation to the church life of Scotland. They involve the
recognition of the sovereignty of the individual soul and his
right to enter into covenant relations with his God. They
were written and signed documents, and their extension in
Scotland marks an advance in the evolution of the covenant,
particularly as compared with the practice of the Anabaptists
on the continent. It is on these covenants that the national
Scottish Presbyterian Church is founded.



IV. EARLY ENGLISH COVENANTS

In his History of Plymouth Plantations, Governor Brad-
ford mentions a certain Mr. Fytz as pastor of a Congrega-
tional Church in London before the days of Robert Browne.
We are fortunate in being able to discover something about
him, and even to be able to produce a short article from: his
pen. The article itself is very brief, but the story about it re-
quires some space, and is well worth reading. For this little
fragment from the pen of Richard Fytz may be the earliest
covenant of an English Congregational church that has come
down to us.

The history of covenants in Congregational Churches
practically begins with Robert Browne, but modern Congre-
gationalism had its beginnings before his day. The first of
the Puritans was Bishop John Hooper, who was born in Som-
ersetshire about 1495, only three years after the discovery of
America. In the persecution under Mary Tudor he died for
his faith, being burned at the stake. Next in succession was
Thomas Cartwright, who was born in Hertfordshire in 1535,
to whom, as Doector Dexter has well said, ‘‘“must be assigned
the chiefest place in bringing Puritanism in England to the
dignity of a developed system.’”’” Under his leadership, by
tongue and pen, it gained many adherents among both
clergy and laity. By 1752 both Presbyterianism and Inde-
pendency were fairly well defined as two varying aspects of
this movement, and both grew until the Aect of 1593 which
made refusal to attend the established church, or any attempt
at persuading others not to attend, an offense punishable with
fine and imprisonment. From that time on those who would
worship God otherwise than according to the will of Quecen

29



30 CONGREGATIONAL CREEDS AND COVENANTS

Elizabeth had the choice of silenee, exile, or secret and dan-
gerous meeting. All three of these courses were pursued by
some of those who had been Puritans.

On June 19, 1567, the Plumbers’ Hall in London was hired,
ostensibly for the eelebration of a wedding. The police, in-
speeting the names of parties interested, may have been of
opinion that weddings had beeome rather frequent in that
group; at any rate they resolved to be among those present.
Probably there was a wedding; we cannot suspeet the good
people of deliberate falsehood in the matter; but if so, the
wedding was not the only affair of interest that night. The
poliee made a raid and diseovered, what they anticipated, that
the tenants of Plumbers’ Hall were not engaged in the laud-
able oecupation of drinking themselves drunk at a marriage
celebration, but were holding a religious meeting. About a
hundred persons were present, of whom twenty-four men and
seven women were arrested. The next day these appeared
before the Lord Mayor of London and the Bishop Grindal of
London, who was a Puritan at heart. The record of that
hearing is preserved. The demeanor of Grindal and of the
Lord Mayor was not unduly severe, but they failed to shake
the aeeused in their eonvietion that the Church of England
was wrong in the matter of vestments and other ‘‘idolatrous
practiees.’’

In the report of the trial of the Plumbers’ Hall company
there is no evidence of a ehurech organization, but that does
not prove that no sueh organization existed; the eharge
against them did not eoneern organization, but the separate
meeting or conventiele. In this trial one of the aeeused said,
‘“‘So long as we might have the Word freely preached, and the
Saeraments administered, without preferring of idolatrous
gear above it, we never assembled together in houses.”’ But
there was an organization. In June, 1568, Bishop Grindal
wrote to Bullinger eoncerning his diseovery of a seeret ehureh,
meeting sometimes in houses, sometimes in open fields, some-
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times in ships, in which they have service and the sacraments.
He says, ‘‘Besides this they have ordained ministers, elders
and deacons after their own way, and have even excommuni-
cated some who had seceded from their church. The number
of this sect is about two hundred, but consisting of more wo-
men than men. The Privy Council have lately committed the
heads of this faction to prison and are using every means to
put a timely stop to this sect.”’

On April 22, 1569, twenty-four persons were dlscharged
from the Bridewell, ‘‘besides seven women also prisoners,”’ by
order of ‘‘the right reverend father in God, Edmund, Bishop
of London.”” This order was issued on the basis of a promise
by William Bonam, preacher, to desist from holding private
assemblies for worship, in which promise presumably these
thirty other people joined.

The first Congregational church in England was virtually
organized in jail. The form under which the Plumbers’ Hall
assembly was held may or may not have been a tformal organ-
ization ; but in the Bridewell, a prison on the banks of the Fieet
River, where the trial of Catherine of Argon had been held,
this band of imprisoned Congregationalists compacted their
organization. They elected Richard Fytz pastor and a man
named Bowland as deacon. They called in no bishop or pres-
bytery; they did it by the right inherent in the congregation.

Where the old Fleet Prison stood stands now Memorial
Hall, the Congregational headquarters of Great Britain.

Richard Fytz died in prison, or shortly after his release
from prison, a martyr to his faith. We do not know much
about him, but there are preserved three documents that give
us at first hand the faith and polity of this church, and oune
of them is signed by the minister, and is doubtless (as both the
others may be) the product of his pen.

The shortest of these three is printed in black letter on a
single page, and was probably prepared in the first instance
as a defense against certain slanders that were circulated con-



32 CONGREGATIONAL CREEDS AND COVENANTS

cerning this sect. But it appears to have had uses also as a
kind of basis of organization, and it was printed in form
suited to distribution in the congregation. There was another
single sheet, printed in black letter, with nine solemn declar-
ations of protest against the idolatry of the established chureh.
Mr. Burrage regards the latter as a kind of covenant, and so
for the purpose of protest it may have been. But our interest
i8 not so much in this a8 in the more positive statement in the
brief document called ‘‘ The True Marks of Christ’s Chureh.’’
Two things only it insisted upon, the discipline, or fellowship,
instead of canon law. We may regard it as the first platform
of an organized church in modern Congregationalism.

The question has been asked whether this church, so econ-
stituted, was connected in any organic way with that of the
Pilgrims. So far as we know it was not. But it was connected
with the separated church in Amsterdam, and from it came
the organization of the church of which Henry Jacob was min-
ister, of whose covenant and order we have full knowledge;
and from that came many churches, some of which exist to
this day. The Pilgrims in Holland were in touch with this
movement, though not greatly influenced by it. There was
historical continuity throughout the entire reign of Elizabeth
with the movements which had gone before from the begin-
nings of the English reformation, and with the movements
which followed and still follow.

John Robinson affirmed that, as the result of persecution,
‘‘there was not one congregation separated in Queen Mary’s
time that remained in Queen Elizabeth’s. The congregations
were dissolved, and the peersons in them bestowed themselves
in their several parishes where their livings and estates were.”’
(Justification, ete., Works, ii, 489.) It has become evident
that Robinson was not strietly accurate in that statement.
Perhaps he was a little too eager to disclaim any connection
with Robert Browne, and wished to believe that the Pilgrim
movement had grown up entirely distinet from the troubled
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and sometimes turbulent organizations of earlier years. But
it grows increasingly evident that the roots of Pilgrim history
go deeper than John Robinson realized. Many facts are hope-
lessly lost to us, for meetings were held in secret, and there
was no attempt to preserve evidence that might be used against
them in court; but we are sure that congregations continued
to meet in secret and that there was some continuity of or-
ganization.

THE FIRST CONGREGATIONAL COVENANT
By Richard Fytz

The Order of the Priuye Church in London, which by the malice
of Satan is falsely slandered, and euill spoken of.

The myndes of them, that by the strengthe and workinge of the
almighty, our Lorde Iesus Christ, haue set their hands and hartes,
to the pure, vnmingled and sincere worshipinge of God, accordinge
to his blessed and glorious worde in al things, onely abolishinge
and abhorringe all tradicions and inuentions of man, whatsoever
in the same Religion and Seruice of oure Lord God, knowinge this
alwayes, that the Christe, eyther hathe or else euer more continu-
ally vnder the crosse striueth for to have. Fyrste and formoste, the
Glorious worde and Euangel preached, not in bondage and subjec-
tion, but freely, and purely, onleye and all together accordinge to
the institution and good worde of the Lorde Iesus, without any tra-
dicion of man. And laste of all to haue, not the filthye Cannon Lawe,
but dissiplyne onelye, and all together to the heavenlye and ali-
mighty worde of our good Lorde, Isus Chryste.

(Signed) Richard Fytz, minister.

This was printed on one side of a small leaf. The separ-
ate and more elaborate covenant, similarly printed on another
leaf, contained nine declarations of protest against the idola-
try of the Church of England, ended with these solemn words:

God geue us sterngth styl to stryue in suffryng vnder the crosse,
that the blessed worde of our God may onley rule and haue the
highest place, to cast downe strong holdes, to destroy or overthrow
policies or imaginations, and euery high thyng that is exalted
against the knowledge of God, and to bryng in to captiuitie or
subjection, euery thought to the obedience of Christ, that the name
and worde of the eternal our Lorde God may be axalted and mag-
nified above all thynges.—Quoted in Burrage, The Early English
Dissenters, ii 3-15.
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Of the church that was used to meet in the Fleet Prison,
Daniel Buek, serivener, testified thus on Mareh 9, 1593 :

‘‘Being asked what vowe or promise hee made when hee
came first to their Societie, he answereth & sayth he made ye
Protestation, viz: That hee would walke with ye rest of them
50 long as they did walke in ye way of ye Lorde, & as farr as
might be warranted by ye word of God.”’—Harleian Mss.,
7042, p. 399; quoted by Dr. Dexter in his ‘‘True Story of
John Smyth’’ p. 69.

The man to whom the modern Church is more indebted
than to any other one man for the ehureh eovenant as we
know it, is Robert Browne. To his leadership, not only his
own age, but all coming ages, must pay tribute. He sets forth
his ideas of the eovenant in an epoeh-making book, entitled,’’
‘‘A Booke WHICH SHEWETH THE life and manners of all true
Christians, and howe vnlike they are vnto Turkes and Papistes
and Heathen folke. By me, RoBERT BrRoOwNE, Middlebvrgh,
| Imprinted by Richarde Painter. 1582.”’

There are about ten short seetions of this work, whieh it
is essential for us here to examine. They are the following:

1. Wherefore are we called the people of God and Christians?
Because that by a willing Couenaunt made with our God, we are
vnder the gouernement of God and Christe, and thereby do leade
a godly and christian life. Christians are a companie or number
of beleeuers, which by a willing couenaunt made with their God,
are vnder the gouernement of God and Christ, and keepe his Lawes
in one holie communion: Because they are redeemed by Christe
vnto holines & happines for euer, from whiche they were fallen
by the sinne of Adam.

36. Howe must the churche be first planted and gathered vnder
one kinde of gouernement? ;

First by a couenant and condicion, made on Gods behalfe.

Secondlie by a couenant and condicion made on our behalfe.

Thirdlie by vsing the sacrament of Baptisme to seale those
condicions, and couenantes.

The couenant on God’s behalf is his agreement or partaking of
condicions with vs that if we keepe his lawes, not forsa