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Now so bad we are that the world is stripped of love and of terror. Here came the other night an Aurora [Borealis] so wonderful, a curtain of red and blue and silver glory, that in any other age or nation it would have moved the awe and wonder of men and mingled with the profoundest sentiments of religion and love, and we all saw it with cold, arithmetical eyes, we knew how many colors shone, how many degrees it extended, how many hours it lasted, and of this heavenly flower we beheld nothing more: a primrose by the brim of the river of time.

Shall we not wish back again the Seven Whistlers, the Flying Dutchman, the lucky and unlucky days, and the terrors of the Day of Doom?

—EMERSON in his journal, September 14, 1839
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INTRODUCTION

THE PEOPLE of seventeenth-century New England lived in a world that had not one but several different meanings. This book describes the cluster of those meanings that we designate as “religion”—the mentality of the supernatural, the symbolism of the church and sacraments, the ritual enclosing of sickness, death, and moral disobedience, the self-perception of “sinners” in the presence of a judging God. More exactly, this book is about religion as lay men and women knew and practiced it. Mine is a history of the religion of the people, or popular religion, in early New England.

Religion in seventeenth-century New England encompassed set procedures and precise locations. The pace of feeling quickened and emotions became more intense on Sundays in the meetinghouse. But religion was embedded in the fabric of everyday life. It colored how you thought about your children and your parents. It entered into perceptions of community, and of the world that lay beyond New England. Religion achieved system in the tight order of the catechism. Yet in the flow of experience it was partial, ambiguous, and even contradictory. Empowering with its gift of spiritual renewal, it could also result in dark feelings of unworthiness. It added to the fearfulness of life, even as it reassured the faithful of God’s providence. And though its claims were total—what was more important than preparing for the Day of Judgment?—people overlaid these claims with others that arose from family obligations and the structures of community.

In describing the religion of the people, I hope to indicate some of the ways that culture works. We may think of culture as both ordered and disordered, or, as I prefer to say, ambivalent. It has multiple dimensions; it presents us with choice even as it also limits or restrains the possibilities for meaning. What I attempt in this book is to sketch some of the possibilities that were present to the people of New England, and to suggest how they may have acted on them. In the main I have ignored the rich history of the “Puritan” movement.1 I also pass by most of the vocabulary of religion as we find it in creeds and catechisms of the times. These are important, indeed crucial, matters. But I have preferred to describe matters that are less familiar to us, or that have been misinterpreted. Above all, I have tried to deal with the vexing question of the relationship between the people and the clergy. At the center of this description of popular religion stands a political, social, and theological circumstance, the authority of the men who held office as religious teachers. In what ways was this authority effective? In what ways was it rejected or its consequences blunted?

To raise these questions is to invite definition of the term “popular religion.” In borrowing this term from historians who have studied religion and society in early modern Europe,2 I have come to realize that its meaning for my story must emerge from the circumstances of New England in the seventeenth century. These were not the circumstances to which Europeans were accustomed. The differences are great enough to force us to revise the very sense of “popular religion.”

From the vantage of his personal situation, the Anglo-American novelist Henry James was unusually aware of the differences between Europe and America, and how they had affected the American writer. Describing the career of Nathaniel Hawthorne, James paused to enumerate the “items of high civilization” that were absent in America and whose absence gave our culture its “simplicity”:


No sovereign, no court, no personal loyalty, no aristocracy, no church, no clergy, no army, no diplomatic service, no country gentlemen, no palaces, no castles, nor manors, nor old country houses, nor parson-ages, nor thatched cottages, nor ivied ruins; no cathedrals, nor abbeys, nor little Norman churches…3



In the spirit of this passage, it is tempting to enumerate the religious institutions and activities that were absent in seventeenth-century New England:

No cathedrals, nor abbeys, nor little Norman churches; no liturgy, as in the Book of Common Prayer; no tithes to pay the clergy, no ranks of bishop and archbishop, no church courts, nor processions of the clergy; no altars or candles, no prayers for the dead.

And let us move beyond the narrowly religious:

No saints days or Christmas, no weddings or church ales, no pilgrimages, nor sacred places, nor relics or ex-votos; no “churching” after childbirth, no godparents or maypoles, no fairy tales, no dancing on the Sabbath, no carnival!

Events that were commonplace in much of Europe were not re-created in New England. Nor was this accidental. The differences ran deep into the structure of society and the structure of religion. Six main circumstances deserve close attention: the role of the “folk,” the geography of religion, the relationship between church and state, the appeal of “radical” religion, the appeal of “magic,” and the sway of literacy.

FOR MUCH of Christian Europe, it seems plausible to distinguish between two Christianities, the one that clerics taught, the other of the peasants or the lower social orders. The distinction rests on certain indisputable differences: the language of the clergy was Latin, they subscribed to points of doctrine less well understood by laymen, and they practiced a demanding way of life. The distinction also flows from the perception that European peasants clung to a “folk” culture that resisted the encroachments of official Christianity. Referring to the Middle Ages, a French historian has insisted that the religion of the clerics “had in-completely penetrated among the common people.” As he sees the situation of these people, “their religious life was also nourished on a multitude of beliefs and practices which, whether the legacy of age-old magic or the more recent products of a civilization still extremely fertile in myths, exerted a constant influence upon official doctrine.”4 Others have suggested that this mixture lingered well into the early modern period. Summing up this point of view, a historian has declared more recently, “In religion, therefore, popular culture within the framework of the pre-Reformation church reflected limited mental horizons which rarely extended beyond the customary pattern of religious or semireligious rituals and observances or beyond local cults and traditions. Moreover, that religion had much in common with folk beliefs relating to the magical techniques of wizards and cunning folk.”5 According to this interpretation, most of these folk beliefs were eventually suppressed or simply faded away. But it is their persistence, their intermixture with orthodox belief, that defines popular religion in early modern Europe. We shall find that folk beliefs persisted in New England. Yet otherwise the situation was quite different, for the people who came to this region in the seventeenth century were not peasants but of “middling” status—yeomen, artisans, merchants, and housewives who knew how to articulate the principles of religion, and who shunned the “superstitions” of Catholicism. Emigration simplified the cultural system by making it more uniform. We must start, therefore, by rejecting the conception of two separate religions, one rooted in folk ways of thinking, the other maintained by the clerics and their bourgeois allies.

In New England, too, space was much less consequential than in Europe. The significance of space was that religion varied with the distance between center and periphery. In outlying regions Christianity took on the character of “local” religion as distance turned into differences of style and understanding.6 This was true in part because so many of the clergy were but poorly educated, and because so many others chose to live outside their parish. Either circumstance enabled ordinary people to ignore the duties of religion and perhaps to remain ignorant. But space did not have the same meaning in New England. Here, no minister held office unless he was in residence, a rule (and practice) obligated by the “congregational” structure of the church. Here, there was no court or urban center to which the more ambitious clergy moved; the social and the spatial order of New England was radically decentralized. Dispersed throughout a hundred towns, the clergy helped maintain a common system. They had all been trained alike; they all thought alike.7

A third point of difference concerns church and state. In most parts of Europe, church and state were closely allied. Every citizen was obliged to profess the religion of the king; everyone became a member of the church. The church itself had social functions to perform, and perhaps courts that imposed civil penalties; it owned vast properties, though also looking to the state for revenue. Such situations tended to arouse strong currents of anticlericalism, as in protests against tithes or in folk humor that mocked fat and overbearing clergy.8 In contrast to the normal European system, the colonists eliminated all church courts, abolished tithes, and made church membership voluntary. Here too, although the civil magistrates were quick to act against dissent, the system of control did not include an Inquisition or a central group of clergy who enforced conformity. Nor could “censure” by a church “degrade or depose any man from any Civil dignity, office or Authority.” Cooperation was offset by independence, and the power of the clergy was defined as merely “spiritual.”9 No longer agents of the civil state, and practicing, perforce, a life-style of asceticism, the New England clergy were less likely to arouse anticlericalism.

These clergy had their enemies. But we cannot define colonial popular religion as the worldview of those disaffected from official creeds. Somewhere in most European countries dissenters argued that Christianity promised universal redemption, that sin did not exist, that men possessed free will, that priests were superseded by new prophets, that the coming kingdom was at hand. Some of these beliefs were circulating in England in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, though they gained their widest hearing in the period of the English Civil War, when the weakness of the church made it safe to express “radical” ideas. The sects that came and went throughout this period all gained spokesmen in New England. Yet never in the colonies did such groups attract many converts; and never did they speak for those resentful of their poverty. A few Baptists emerged in the 1640s and again two decades later, enough to organize a congregation of their own in 1665. Quaker missionaries worked hard after 1656 to gain converts, but without much success. Even the most prominent of the New England radicals, Samuel Gorton, was unable to recruit more than a handful of “Gortonists,” and his group, which settled finally in Warwick, was dying out by 1670. To equate any of these groups with popular religion is to eliminate the majority of people; and it is the religion of that majority that I want to describe.10

Indifferent for the most part to the Quakers and the Baptists, ordinary people had more sympathy for ideas originating in the occult sciences. Many of the almanacs that every household used contained bits and pieces of astrology. Some people practiced magic to defend themselves from witchcraft, and some consulted fortune-tellers. It has been argued that such “magical” ideas and practices provided an alternative to Christianity.11 But when New England ministers lashed out at “superstitions,” their anger fell on an eclectic range of practices, from celebrating Christmas to nailing up horseshoes.12 No war broke out between magic and religion, in part because the clergy also were attracted to occult ideas; it was they who wrote most of the almanacs, and in their response to the “wonder” they relied on older lore as much as any layman. As I argue in detail in a succeeding chapter, we do better if we perceive an accommodation between magic and religion than if we regard magic as somehow the substance of a different tradition.

One other way of putting boundaries around popular religion has been to propose that religion varies in accordance with the line that divides those who read from those who share an “oral culture.” Did literacy have revolutionary consequences for one’s worldview, or sustain other differentiating factors?13 Whatever may have been the case for early modern Europe, the evidence is lacking from New England to uphold this argument. It seems likely that most people in New England learned to read as children. Of no less importance is the fact that everyone had access to the Bible in his native language, and to cheap books marketed especially for lay readers. Always there were some who did not own a Bible or lacked fluency in reading. But we can safely assume that most of the emigrants to New England had broken through into the world of print—though what this meant exactly will concern us in a moment.

All of these differences point to the influence of the Protestant Reformation in transforming the relationship between Christianity and the people. This one reason, this one cause, is why New England was so different from Catholic France and Italy. Consider that the Reformation forced a shift from Latin to the vernacular in the language of church services, that it opened up the Bible to lay men and women, that it drew laymen into church government, and that it affirmed a vernacular religion, as in a Book of Common Prayer.

Then too, consider that the Reformation was a people’s movement; originating with the clergy, its motifs passed quickly into images and slogans that everyone could understand, and that many took up on their own.14 Simple people—yeomen, housewives, even laborers—became Protestants in response to the liberating message of free grace. A church trial that took place in England in the 1530s reveals a boy of fifteen years who owned a primer and New Testament in English, and who described how


divers poor men in the town of Chelmsford … bought the new testament of Jesus Christ and on sundays did sit reading [aloud] in lower end of church, and many would flock about them to hear their reading.…



In 1541 a church court in London was hearing evidence that certain Londoners, variously employed as bricklayers, shoemakers, plumbers, grocers, haberdashers, and servants, had rejected the mass and related ceremonies. Debate occurred in such settings as a Colchester inn to which “repair[ed]” a group of men and women who discussed in this setting the divinity of Christ, while others performed “Christian exercises.”15

In these same years, Protestant ideas were also gaining ground among the clergy. William Tyndale, who encountered Martin Luther’s writings in the 1520s, completed his translation of the Bible into English while in exile. The fortunes of reformers such as Tyndale rose and fell in rhythm with political events, but by the early 1550s those more ardent for reform, some of them by now the leaders of the church, rewrote the liturgy to make it truly “common” to both priests and people and to rid it of most ceremonies. The reign of Mary Tudor (1553–58) reversed this situation. Protestantism returned as the state religion with the reign of Elizabeth, and reformers resumed their campaign to purify the church. What happened in the years thereafter would have many consequences for New England. Reformers—it is too limiting to refer to them as “Puritans”—wished to raise the level of belief and practice among people and the clergy. As described by critics, too many of the clergy could scarcely teach the Christian message. A half century later, a better-disciplined and better-educated clergy were beginning to predominate, men who shared the vision of transforming Englishmen into sincere Christians.16 To market towns, to London, to the “dark corners of the land,” they brought their ideal of a disciplined, ascetic Christianity. The way to Christ was strenuous, for God demanded action against sin. In issuing this challenge, the preachers attacked a prevailing wisdom summed up in the proverb “The God that made me, save me.”17 They lamented the sheer ignorance of many: “For what a pitifull thing is it, to come into a congregation of one or two thousand soules, and not to finde above foure or five that are able to give an account of their faith in any tollerable maner.…” Arthur Dent, a minister who wrote a best-selling description of the way to heaven, denounced the throngs of people who “sit idle in the streets even upon the Sabbath.… Many will heare a Sermon in the fore-noon: and they take that to be as much as God can require at their hand.… but as for the after-noon they will heare none.”18 And there were demands for a change in life-style, as in the new requirement of Sabbatarianism.19

Some lay men and women took up this message with enthusiasm. The social costs of doing so were high in towns where others were in control. In such towns the people who thought of themselves as “the godly” sometimes withdrew from the “mixt multitude” in order to celebrate the sacraments and hear sermons on their own. Where they had power, the godly often sought to impose “discipline” on others.20 Thus in the town of Dedham (Essex) the ministers and magistrates collaborated in 1585 in affirming fifteen rules or principles designed to bring about “the observation and mayntenance of all christian order” and “the banishing of the contrary disorder.”21 A handful of lay Puritans renounced the church completely; a few such “separatists” fled England between 1607 and 1609 for the safety of the Netherlands, whence they removed some years later to Plymouth in New England. But most of those who sought to cleanse themselves by separating from the “mixt multitude” were less openly rebellious or less radical.

When emigration to New England began, the new colony of Massachusetts attracted thousands of the godly who had previously accepted the message and the life-style we think of as Puritanism. What these people brought with them was also a deep revulsion against older customs and beliefs. Long before the great migration to New England, reformers in the sixteenth century had gone into churches to destroy statues and stained glass. The same people had renounced the ritual calendar of saints’ days and holy days. They rejected certain forms of play, as when men dressed up as animals or people danced around a maypole. This conscious attack on “pagan” ways and “superstitions” was occurring at the same time as the pace of social change was weakening folkways and ritual practices. The village feast, the pageants that once filled the streets of Coventry, the lore of fairies and of cunning folk—all these were being displaced in the sixteenth century by a sharper sense of how the pagan differed from the Christian, the holy from the secular.22

This “disenchantment” of the world, or what Peter Burke has called the “reform” of traditional popular culture,23 was well advanced before the colonists set out to found New England. Occurring when it did, the process of emigration conveyed to America the substance of a transformed culture. Psalm-singing replaced ballads. Ritual was reorganized around the celebration of the Sabbath and of fast days. No town in New England had a maypole; no group celebrated Christmas or St. Valentine’s Day, or staged a pre-Lenten carnival! New England almanacs used numbers for each month instead of names deemed “pagan.” And in naming their children, parents largely restricted themselves to names that appeared in the Bible, preferring John, Joseph, Samuel, James, and Timothy for male children and Mary, Elizabeth, Sarah, Hannah, Abigail, Rebecca, and Ruth for females. In doing so they acted to distinguish “profane” names from those considered holy, holy being names that were “commended unto us in the … Scriptures.”24 This shift in naming practice signified a change of consciousness that also explains the plain walls of the New England meetinghouse. Both were signs of how the colonists had broken with the web of custom and established a new Protestant vernacular.

This is the significance of my continuation of Henry James’s catalogue: no carnival, no maypoles and church ales—and in the structure of the church itself, no bishops, courts, or Latin services. The sum of all these differences was a transformation in the situation of religion and society. It was not the act of emigration or the “free aire of the new world” that caused this transformation. The impetus for change lay in two European movements, the Reformation and the steady dissolution of traditional society. What made New England special was that its founders were more Protestant than most, more ready to eliminate old customs and to liberalize the structure of the church. Some who stayed in England favored these reforms. But only in this region did a democratic and decentralized congregationalism prevail so completely.

It is likely that the emigrants preferred a “liberal” society, by which I mean a differentiated, semi-independent government and marketplace. Far from being tightly centralized or linked to one another, the market and the legal system operated freely. If not fully secular, the courts functioned more or less according to the norms of English common law. Men and women moved about New England with an independence that distressed a William Bradford. Somehow the colonists arrived at the principle that every household should own land, and own it free and clear. The General Court of Massachusetts, like those in other colonies, granted land to groups of settlers in quantities that made it possible for families to gain substantial economic independence. Empowered in this manner, townspeople were also broadly able to participate in local and colonial politics.25

But despite these modernizing steps, in certain ways the colonists remained Elizabethans. Their identity as Protestants did not bar them from retaining currents of opinion that derived from pagan Greece and Rome, or from the Middle Ages. I once remarked that “the culture of the European peasant may be likened to a river full of debris.”26 I used this simile in trying to evoke a muddied, multilayered process by which culture was transmitted, one that functioned to preserve and pass along many bits and pieces of past systems of belief. What seems true of European rural culture was emphatically the case for people in New England. Protestants, their faith was leavened with accustomed ways of thinking that amounted to a folklore. Many years ago, Edward Eggleston and George Lyman Kittredge described this mixture in books that still retain their relevance. I follow in their footsteps, though also taking note of ideas Perry Miller called to our attention in The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century.27

Let me return to the crucial question of the clergy and their role in shaping popular religion. They cannot be excluded from the story; they had too much in common with the people, and too prominent a part to play in teaching certain structures of belief. It is this commonness that complicates the meaning of popular religion. In what follows I modify two arguments that many others use in speaking of the people and their mental world. On the one hand I refuse to represent the clergy as so dominating in the churches that their way of thinking always prevailed. I acknowledge that the clergy were successful in persuading many of the colonists to adopt their understanding of religion. But the power of the clergy was too mediated to make them really dominant, and “domination” is a word that simply doesn’t fit the pluralistic structure of New England towns and churches. On the other hand, I reject the argument that “popular religion” refers only to the ways in which lay men and women broke with what the clergy said. This happened in New England, as I demonstrate repeatedly. But it happened in conjunction with much sharing, and with a subtle process of selection between choices that the clergy helped articulate. It is an interesting and important irony that three great movements of lay protest were nurtured by some of the clergy; John Cotton and John Wheelwright took the side of “Antinomians” in the early stages of that controversy, John Davenport and others spoke out against the halfway covenant of 1662, and the revivals of the 1740s involved Harvard and Yale graduates whose preaching played a major role in stirring up the New Light movement. The process of selection was abetted by print culture; the books that people read, and especially the Bible, offered them conflicting messages. Yet here too the clergy figured as the writers of these books. Thus I find myself describing mediations: printers mediating what the clergy said, and vice versa, and the people bringing their needs to the meetinghouse. Where we find that people agreed with the clergy, this may simply mean that lay men and women exercised their freedom to accept the same ideas.

Hence my narrative unfolds as a tale of consensus and resistance, of common ground, but also differences. It did not take much time for a dialectic of resistance and cooperation to emerge. A crucial moment was the uprising of “Antinomians” in 1636 and 1637. Taking control of the Boston congregation, and threatening to dismiss a minister they did not like, lay men and women challenged the authority of the ministers as teachers of sound doctrine. Other groups would follow in defying the position of the ministers—Baptists, Gortonists, Quakers, Rogerenes. But we miss the real dynamics of the situation if we focus only on these radicals. Conflict was intrinsic to the congregational system despite agreement on its basic principles. Too much was vague, too much was open to interpretation. It happened that the ministers initiated change; in 1646 and 1648 they met collectively in Cambridge to debate and ratify the Cambridge Platform, by which they gained the right to veto actions by lay members. I have chosen not to describe the reaction of lay men and women to the Cambridge Platform, or any of the stages in the evolution of church government. Tension never vanished from this system, and long-nurtured anger exploded in the Great Awakening. Here it is enough to know that ministers and people worked uneasily together within a framework that empowered both.

These tensions temper the significance of statements such as Samuel Stone’s, for Stone, a minister in Hartford, defined church government as “a speaking aristocracy in face of a silent democracy.”28 Indeed the ministers maintained that they were “called” by God to serve as his “ambassadors” on earth. This statement of vocation clearly served to set them apart from lay Christians, and justified their independence of lay congregations. A parallel assertion was that, as preachers of the Word, they were the “means of grace” by which the message of the gospel was transmitted to the chosen.29 Accordingly, they argued that opponents of the ministry were practicing a dangerous game; to deny the means of grace, to resist or rebel against their preaching, amounted to denying God himself. In declaring that their “office” entitled them to deference, the ministers took advantage of assumptions about “order” that almost everyone acknowledged. A further basis of authority was the learning that they alone possessed. When Boston Second Church proposed in 1653 to elect and ordain as its minister an unlearned man (i.e., not a college graduate), the ministers reacted swiftly to prevent the church from acting.30 Though they worked within a decentralized church structure, they continued to articulate a guildlike understanding of themselves.

Much of the time lay colonists accepted these arguments and deferred to those who were their ministers—giving them large grants of land, paying them generous stipends, and listening with respect to sermons. The grief was genuine when John Cotton died, or someone like Joseph Green, whose ministry had restored peace to troubled Salem Village.31 Yet never did church members consent to major changes in the system of church government. Nor did the people like it when a minister intruded on affairs of civil government. In the midst of a dispute about land, an irate resident of Sudbury declared to his minister in 1654, “Setting aside your office, I regard you as no more than a man.” Recalling a quarrel that broke out between him and a minister, the wealthy merchant Robert Keayne warned in his will that “the reverend elders of this country [must] not … be too stiff and resolute in accomplishing their own wills and ways” lest they arouse in others, as they did in him, the wrong consequences. Even someone as committed to the clergy as John Winthrop complained of their meddling. In the 1640s the deputies of the Massachusetts General Court were voting against policies the ministers approved. Toleration arrived after 1660 despite protests from the clergy, and “declension” went unchecked in spite of their demands for legislation.32 Granting the charisma of John Cotton and his generation, the men who became their successors received less attention and were drawn into more frequent quarrels. As a candidate for jobs, Peter Thacher found that he would have to please a certain man in Barnstable before he could be hired. In Boston Second Church, Cotton Mather could not implement a change of policy until he won the consent of a leading layman.33 These stories underscore the often overlooked reality that power in New England followed closely on the social structure, though at times it also coincided with the weight of numbers. Outside the church, as in, the power of the ministry was more bounded than we usually suppose.

All this while I have been explaining why I am generously inclusive in my definition of “popular religion.” I am also generous in defining what I mean by “the people” or the “colonists.” Most certainly, the meaning of religion flows in part from social experience: social rank conditions how we understand the world. But it is another matter to discern specific ways in which this process worked. Did printers see things differently because of their work situation? Did shoemakers, or sailors, or chattel slaves on a plantation?34 Or, to speak more generally, did people of the “middling orders” in seventeenth-century England support social and religious “discipline” because of their class needs?35 As it happens, I do not find this argument compelling. Sailors in New England do seem a rowdy lot, and merchants in such coastal towns as Boston and Salem were breaking free of Puritan asceticism.36 A more telling case is women. One clear pattern that emerges from the data on church membership is that wives and daughters were more likely to be members than husbands and sons. I have spoken of empowerment without observing that lay-women were denied the privilege of participating in church government. In the work of some historians there are promising suggestions of how women shaped religion to their needs, or found themselves the victims of its symbols.37 Where I can, I remark on the role of gender and of occupation. But in general, the mass of people in New England seem to have been relatively homogeneous in their social rank and practices; even those who worked as sailors were gradually absorbed within the system, and merchants intermarried with the ministers. Thus, to differentiate these people into groups each with a separate point of view seems less promising than to recognize the significance of family structure in the shaping of religious practice. My term “the people” does, however, always refer to lay men and women, as contrasted with the clergy, whom I mainly cite by name.

It is crucial that we not romanticize the people and their fascination with religion. Recalling the Connecticut farmers of his youth as they sat “stoically” in midwinter in an unheated meetinghouse, the nineteenth-century minister Horace Bushnell imagined them as


men who have digestion for strong meat, and have no conception that trifles more delicate can be of any account to feed the system.… Under their hard … and stolid faces, great thoughts are brewing, and these keep them warm. Free-will, fixed fate, fore-knowledge absolute, Trinity, redemption, special grace, eternity—give them anything high enough, and the tough muscle of their inward man will be climbing sturdily into it; and if they go away having something to think of, they have had a good day.38



Bushnell’s farmers relish the abstract logic of theology, the harsh truths of Calvinism. So, it sometimes seems, did many people in seventeenth-century England and New England—Cromwell’s troopers in the English Civil War, those Roundheads who marched strictly to the rhythm of a well-regulated conscience; or else the men and women who courageously embarked in the Mayflower.

But we must keep this courage and commitment in perspective. Another man who knew firsthand the mental world of nineteenth-century farmers remembered things quite differently. G. Stanley Hall describes one branch of his family as believing in religion, “but always with moderation.” What moderation meant was this:


Most of them attended church more or less but few joined, or if they did they fell off later in life. In their maturer years my uncles almost never frequented public worship. They were not unfriendly to or critical of religion but, as many expressions showed, considered it more manly … to stand before the All-Father on their merits as livers of good lives than to be saved by a vicarious atonement.



No Calvinists these farmers! Nor were they rigorously conscientious in the duties of religion:


In one church there was a long and bitter war of the more ardent element against the so-called “horse-shed class,” composed of people who would spend the long intermission between the two services in the horse-shed talking of secular matters instead of attending Sunday School. To this class most of my male relatives here belonged, despite the criticisms of my father.39



The truth this portrait captures outweighs, in my opinion, the ideal picture Bushnell paints. We have no way of knowing how many of the colonists were devout Calvinists, for no one took a census of beliefs.40 Yet common sense instructs us that religion (or the church) attracts not only a committed core, but also others who, like “horse-shed” Christians, limit their commitment. I reason that the church attracts most people intermittently—more in some seasons of the year than others, and more at certain points in the life cycle. This reasoning I share with a far better witness of New England people in the past. From her childhood experiences as the daughter of a New England minister, Harriet Beecher Stowe remembered that in winters when the farm people were satisfied with their minister, they honored their contract to supply him with his firewood by bringing logs that were “of the best: none of your old make-shifts,—loads made out with crooked sticks and snapping chestnut logs, most noisy, and destructive to good wives’ aprons.”41 I wish to insist, therefore, on acknowledging variety and change, and accepting “horse-shed” Christians as part of my story.

We find such Christians in the seventeenth century. Every parish had its group of staunchly faithful members but also many “horse-shed” members like those a minister described as preferring


between the Exercises… [to] Discourse of their Corn and Hay, and the prices of Commodities, of almost any thing that they discourse of on Working dayes.



Every parish had young men and women who rebelled against their elders by making mischief where they sat together in the meetinghouse or “frolicking” on Sunday evenings. In every town some men (and women) gathered at the local tavern to down beer and rum. Winter evenings, they told stories of thieving lawyers and cuckolded husbands, sang “wicked” ballads, and swapped copies of dirty books. Certainly, they laughed; if guilt and fear were proper to the meetinghouse, release through humor was the province of the tavern.42

Some moved an even greater distance from the culture of the meetinghouse. A handful of persons may have questioned the very premises of Christianity as it was ordinarily understood. Amid the witch trials at Salem a man named William Barker declared that “the devil promeised that all his people should live bravely that all persones should be equall; that their should be no day of resurection or of judgement, and neither punishment nor shame for sin.…”43 In most European countries there were regions where few clergy lived and where the church was weak. New England, too, had its “dark corners of the land,” the places or the groups of people that were less affected by religion and less likely to want clergy. The fishermen of Gloucester, Massachusetts, made life difficult for Richard Blinman, who arrived as town minister in 1642. And, as told by Cotton Mather, a minister in some unnamed coastal village urged on his audience a more active practice of religion, lest otherwise they “contradict the main end of planting this wilderness!” Thereupon, a local resident cried out: “Sir, you think you are preaching to the people at the Bay; our main end was to catch fish.”44

It is fair to suggest that this way of thinking was limited to settlements on the periphery. New towns where people went in search of land were often lacking in trained ministers. Referring to those who moved out beyond the reach of settlements, the minister John Eliot remarked in 1678 that he had “heard of some children of twelve years old, that never were present at a publick Sabbath worship of God; they know not what it is; such as live in dark places, in the outskirts of the land, know little or nothing of Religion, of the service and worship of God.” The Reverend Increase Mather used the same equivocal expression in 1686, reporting in a sermon that “some say, that there are many hundreds, nay, some thousands in this place, that seldome hear a Sermon Preached, from one end of the year to the other.…” The metropolis of Boston was another place where some of the inhabitants escaped the obligations of religion; the two churches that existed by the 1650s could house no more than a third of the population.45

What all this means is that in certain places and at certain times of life, some of the colonists abstained from or practiced intermittently the organized activities that help make up religion. Others may have manifested their indifference by flouting moral rules, as some people do in every social system. But we must look more closely at these actions before we view them as signifying fundamental disaffection from religion. Young people settled down as they formed families of their own and brought their newborn children to be baptized.46 New towns acquired ministers, and some of those on the periphery at the beginning, like Marblehead, became more like the norm in later years. A handful of persons may have misbehaved persistently, but for others a premature pregnancy or attendance at a tavern was accidental and not a clue to a subversive politics. At another moment in the court proceedings at Salem, William Barker expressed a conventional repentance.47 No covert or consistent atheists can be detected in New England.48

My point is that we risk asking more of people in the past than they themselves expected. I think back upon my grandmother, who was devoted to the minister of her church and yet never hesitated to affirm her judgment of the divine will and purpose. Hence I lay aside the term “Puritan,” and with it the assumption that the people of New England exemplified a total or a perfect faith. I want to affirm the legitimacy of “horse-shed” Christianity as well as the legitimacy of stricter patterns of behavior. In speaking of their quest for grace, lay men and women often referred to times of moral laxity or indifference. I take these people to mean exactly what they say, that crises or life stages affect the temper of belief and action. In sum, I have no quantitative way of measuring commitment, no means of telling who brought seasoned wood or green. Church membership is one criterion, but in seventeenth-century New England it was not the only token of commitment or mentality.

These statements lead toward a definition of religion that takes in more than simply what went on in the spare meetinghouses of New England—more than sermons and the sacraments, more than the church covenant and the obligations of community that it imposed. I describe these aspects of popular religion in one of the chapters that follow. But the meaning of religion in seventeenth-century New England must also encompass the moment when parents named a newborn child or when they took their children to an old man to receive his blessing. It takes in the preamble of a will, the last words that someone spoke as he or she lay dying, the “note” put up in church to ask for prayers for a sick person, the execution of a criminal, the whipping of dissenters who took on the guise of martyrs, the reading people did, the fearful response to an earthquake, the sense of having visions, the specter of the Devil. Religion comprehends a range of actions and beliefs far greater than those described in a catechism or occurring within sacred space: it was a loosely bounded set of symbols and motifs that gave significance to rites of passage and life crises, that infused everyday events with the presence of the supernatural.

In describing popular religion, I am thus attempting to present some of the possibilities for meaning—the possibilities for making sense of experience—that circulated in New England. I cannot always specify who acted on these possibilities. Nor am I able to describe the kinds of people, whether artisans or farmers, men or women, seacoast or inland, the better-off or marginal, who may have preferred a particular position. What I hope I have accomplished is to describe several major beliefs that figured in the repertory of the colonists, to indicate that certain of these beliefs were ambivalently coded, and to suggest how and why lay people acted to select one meaning or another.

In the culture I describe, learning how to read and becoming “religious” were perceived as one and the same thing. The many testimonies to this close connection include Nathaniel Eaton’s remark “My education was in a religious manner from a cradle that I was trained up to read Scripture.”49 Taking my cue from such statements, I show that religion in New England embodied a distinctive mode of literacy, a mode originating, like much else, in the Reformation, and transported to New England with the colonists. This mode of literacy was keyed to a pervasive cultural myth. Imagining themselves as the “Lord’s free people,”50 the godly in England and New England valued direct access to the Word of God as the most precious of their privileges. Thus did literacy figure at the heart of cultural politics; thus did it represent the freedom that these people proclaimed for themselves. In the books they read, moreover, they encountered narratives or story frameworks that filled out the meaning of this freedom: the movement from captivity to “deliverance,” from sin to redemption, from weakness and defeat to triumph. These story frameworks may not make much sense to us; moreover, we may label them as literary formulas, which is to imply that such stories should not be confused with what people “really” thought. I argue just the reverse, in part because so many of the colonists employed in their speech or writing bits and pieces of these story frameworks: they do convey the substance of perception and belief. The messages in books were the very stuff of popular religion, though people may have actually learned these messages as much from sermons and oral tradition as from print itself.51

Yet books were something more. Not only did they represent the myth of freedom; they were also artifacts in a commercial marketplace and counters in a complex politics that sometimes set the people at odds with the clergy. Early in the history of the printed book, entrepreneurs began to “multiply the number of works of popular piety generally available.” This process, already evident in the late fifteenth century and a distinct feature of the English book trade some two hundred years later, surely signifies “the depth of religious feeling among” the consumers of this literature.52 For this reason, books may yet again be recognized as the stuff of popular religion. I also recognize that books—and how the act of reading them was represented—were means by which the ministers imposed themselves on ordinary people; a catechism, a printed sermon, an elegy extolling someone’s faith—all these created and maintained an orthodoxy. But as I hope to demonstrate, the authority of the ministers was held in check by a premise they themselves affirmed, that any version of the “truth,” whether learned or unlearned, must conform to the Word of God. In practice this idea proved useful to those laymen who disagreed with what the ministers were saying. Unsettled from within by their very own tradition, the domination of the clergy was resisted by the printers and booksellers who ran the marketplace for books. To trace out the history of the book trade, to follow genres like the almanac and execution sermon as they slowly became more commercial, is to perceive, once again, the fluidity of power in seventeenth-century New England.

Let me briefly sum up other arguments and themes. To the question “Did any people in New England believe in something else than Christianity?” my answer is a guarded no. It seems doubtful that any of the colonists preferred a systematic alternative such as “atheism” or, as Carlo Ginzburg has proposed for witches and some peasants in sixteenth-century Tuscany, a folk “naturalism.”53

Yet it may surprise some readers (as I myself was surprised) to discover how much “magic” circulated in New England—the magic of “murder will out,” prophetic dreams and visions, pins hammered into buildings, shape-shifting dogs, and much more besides. The religion of the colonists was infused with ancient attitudes and practices, some indeed so old as to antedate the rise of Christianity. Much of this magic was in disfavor by the close of the seventeenth century. But the persistence of such old beliefs is one reason why it is wise to look upon the colonists as Elizabethans and not think of them as protomodern.

Similarly, it is wise to temper the assumption that radical Protestants banished ritual from religion. True, Protestant reformers dismantled most of the ritual of the Catholic church and attacked many of the ceremonies that enriched daily life. Yet ritual reemerged to surround certain rites of passage, express a conception of community, and provide patterned roles that lay people knew exactly how to play. A theme of ritual practice—it also turns up in other chapters, as when I describe the wonder and the sacraments of baptism and communion—is the loving, unselfish community from which anger and greed have been displaced. This yearning for community is another major theme, as is the anger (paradoxical though it may seem) that people felt when their sense of goodwill was violated. Other historians have shown how this anger figured in witch-hunting and attacks on dissenters.54 Building on this work, I have sketched the ritual forms of cleansing and confession that underlie a wide range of practices, like becoming a church member. So too I indicate the anger that infiltrated every effort at affirming moral boundaries.

Ritual and magic—these are not the words we customarily use in describing the religion of the Puritans. Nor have historians said much about the practice of reading, or asked how lay people (as distinguished from the ministers) thought about the sacraments of baptism and communion. The mental world of the colonists was far richer than we have supposed. That world may seem confusing as I paint it in its many colors; for sure, no simple definition of Puritanism will emerge at the end. What has mattered to me is to listen to lay men and women as they spoke and wrote (and were spoken to), and to build upon their speech an interpretation of religion that does justice to the many levels of their thinking. What emerges is a picture that, for the first time, recognizes the importance of the popular tradition.

Above all, my story is of people who had power to select among a range of meanings. Once more the key word is “ambivalence.” I have suggested that lay people and the clergy shared some ways of thinking, and I make this point more strongly in describing the tradition of the “wonder.” Yet when we come to matters such as baptism, the Lord’s Supper, and the “practice of piety,” the purpose of my narrative is to unfold different possibilities for meaning, and to argue that lay people sometimes distanced themselves from the message of the clergy. In general I describe a set of practices and situations that offered choice, that remained open-ended.55

There is much that I omit, and my topical approach has meant I give more emphasis to continuity than to change. Change became significant just as this story ends, for the years on either side of 1700 reveal a growing separation between clerical and popular religion. I have briefly sketched the situation in an afterword in which I also look ahead to events like the Great Awakening.


CHAPTER 1

[image: ]

THE USES OF LITERACY

A TWELVE-YEAR-OLD boy, precociously alert to the literary marketplace, writes a ballad in “Grubstreet” style on the “drowning of Captain Worthilake with his two daughters.” Printed as a broadside, the poem sells “wonderfully” in the streets of Boston. Young men in Dedham sit “up many a time a great part of the night” in the secrecy of the town sawmill “to hear a book read” that teaches them the art of gaining power over women. A widow wills an “old great bible” and a “littel new bible” to her relatives. A servant girl has fits that suggest she is possessed by demons. In the midst of one such fit, as witnessed by her master, she “reherse[s] a great many verses, which are in some primers, & allso the dialoge between Christ the yoong man & the divull, the Lords prayer, all the commandments & catechism, the creede & severall such good things.”1

These scenes draw us into the world of print as it was experienced by the people of seventeenth-century New England. These were people who eagerly read street ballads on sensational events, but who also treasured Bibles; who slipped off at night to sample dirty books, but who also memorized the contents of a schoolbook with its pious verse and catechism.

That servant girls like Katherine Branch could read is one reason why this world of print deserves attention. Compared to other regions, New England may have been distinctive in the rate of literacy. But regardless of percentages, how people learned to read and how they used their literacy were deeply consequential for popular religion.

I

THE COLONISTS enjoyed privileged access to the Bible. Theirs was the privilege all Protestants insisted on, of having Scripture in the language of the people. Free access to the Word in English! So the martyrs under Mary Tudor had demanded in debating their interrogators: Christ “never spake … any Latin, but always in such a tongue as the people might be edified thereby.” When Protestants returned to power, they viewed it as a fundamental right that (to quote a famous martyr) “the people … have the Scriptures.”2 Explaining why this must be so and why Catholic clergy erred in supposing that no one can “understand the Scriptures unless he were a graduate of the university,” an English minister declared that “there be divers which never came in the universities, yea, and some such as have no more but their mother’s tongue do understand the Scriptures, and are able to teach good and sound doctrine.” Defending the same principle, Thomas Cartwright, a leader of the Puritan movement in the 1570s, put the matter thus:

 
If (as hath been showed) all ought to read the scriptures then all ages, all sexes, all degrees and callings, all high and low, rich and poor, wise and foolish have a necessary duty therein; of which particularities neither do the scriptures nor ancient writers keep silent. For the scriptures declareth that women and children and that from their infancy that noble and ignoble, rich and poor, wise and foolish exercise themselves in the holy scriptures. And Theodoret liketh well that the points of religion which the Church taught were not only known of doctors and masters but of tailors, smiths, weavers, and other artificers.… not of citizens alone but of country-folk, ditchers, delvers, neat-herds, and gardeners disputing even of the Holy Trinity.3



These very kinds of people appear in The Book of Martyrs as literate in Scripture—people such as Rawlins White, a fisherman, who mastered the Bible by having his young son “read a piece” of it “every night after supper, summer and winter.”4 Identifying with the likes of Rawlins White, the colonists took for granted democratic access to the Bible. Never would a New England government deny Bibles to the people, as happened in the reigns of Henry VIII and Mary Tudor. Rather was it assumed that people must be readers and own Bibles in their language.

Why say that people must know Scripture? The answer lies in part in the Reformation doctrine of sola scriptura: truth lives in the Word of God and not in men’s “inventions” or what Catholics proclaimed as the “reason of forefathers.” The articles of faith drawn up in England in 1549 and reaffirmed in 1560 made this doctrine plain:


Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation: so that whatsoever is not read therein, nor may be proved thereby, is not to be required of any man, that it should be believed as an article of the Faith, or be thought requisite or necessary to salvation.



Nor was it “lawful” (as another article declared) “for the Church to ordain anything that is contrary to God’s Word written.”5

The politics of this assertion were made vividly pictorial in broadsides that portrayed the Pope as Devil stamping on the Bible, or else a pair of scales, one holding up the Word, the other crowded with berobed and mitered churchmen.6 Such images suggested that the shift from Pope to Word was parallel to transformations in the concept of the priesthood: knowledge was no longer the peculiar privilege of a learned, sacerdotal caste, but common to the faithful; it empowered all, not just the few. The same images aligned the freeing of the Word from clerical authority with the freeing of God’s people from tyranny of many kinds. A common language, a shared empowerment, enabled English Protestants to affirm an identity as the Lord’s free people.

In Luther’s Germany, where the technology of printing was already well established, the dynamics of this myth transformed an emerging craft as demand soared for books. Four times as many books were published in the 1520s than in the previous decade, as printers labored to produce sufficient copies of the New Testament in German, the catechism composed by Luther, and tracts defending the new faith. In these circumstances lay the makings of a cultural revolution, a recasting of the role of books and reading and thus of the relationship between elite and popular religion.

II

THE BIBLE was a printed book, an object just as physical as any chair or skillet. People bought their Bibles in a store. After 1611, buyers seeking English-language versions had a choice between translations, though gradually the King James Version displaced the Geneva Bible. In all, some six hundred thousand Bibles passed from printers to the public before 1640, and another million of New Testaments and psalters.7 No printer in New England was legally entitled to print Bibles; the only local version was John Eliot’s translation into the language of the native Indians. But in 1640 the newly founded printing shop in Cambridge issued a new translation of the Psalms, The Whole Booke of Psalms, also called the “Bay Psalm Book.” The work of a committee of ministers, this was the first book to be published in New England. Its sales were steady enough to warrant a reprinting in 1647 and six more by 1700. The makers of the Bay Psalm Book had shrewdly recognized a business opportunity; some copies were shipped back to England, where demand was constant for editions of the Psalms.

These facts remind us that the Bible was like other books in being a commodity. But to its readers in the seventeenth century, the Bible was unlike other books in escaping its materiality. It was priceless, though you found it in the marketplace; it was timeless, though a printer may have dated an edition; it was living, though its matter was mere ink and paper. How the Bible appeared as the living Word of God would affect how other books were represented, and how they were read.

The uniqueness of the Bible was its status as the Word. All other texts were copies of this one original; all other forms of truth were incomplete or partial next to Scripture. It was the living speech of God, the “voice” of Christ, a text that people “heard.” Or else it was a “light” conveying to the eye or soul the truth that was the gospel. This light was spiritual, and somehow independent of the medium of print. So St. Paul had declared to the Corinthians in telling them that his letters “were written not with ink, but with the Spirit of the living God,” and “not in tables of stone, but in fleshly tables of the heart” (2 Corinthians 3:2–3). A few lines later (verse 6), he contrasted “spirit” and “letter,” equating one with life and declaring that the other was the instrument of death: “who hath also made us able ministers of the new testament, but of the spirit: for the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life.” Appropriating this distinction, Elizabethans perceived Scripture as untouched and uncorrupted by the medium of print. To read or hear the Bible was to come directly into contact with the Holy Spirit. Scripture had no history, its pages knew no taint of time. Its message was as new, its power as immediate, as when Christ had preached in Galilee.8

Conceiving of the Word as living Spirit, the colonists used a version of this principle to establish the authority of Scripture. The answer to the question “How do the Scriptures prove themselves to be true?” as posed by a New England catechism was that Scripture acts directly on its readers to ensure the truth of what they learned. A martyr under Mary Tudor, the minister John Bradford, made this clear in responding to the Catholic doctrine that the church confirms the meaning of the Word: “so after we come to the hearing and reading of the Scriptures showed unto us … we do believe them, and know them as Christ’s sheep—not because the church saith, they are the Scriptures, but because they be so; being thereof assured by the same Spirit which wrote and spake them.” The meaning of the Word was evident to those who felt its truthfulness within, as in their “hearts.” To understand the Word required “faithful” hearing, a faithfulness that grace made possible.9

It followed that the meaning of the Bible was apparent to unlearned men and women whose hearts had been renewed in faith. Jesus was the archetype, a carpenter whose wisdom arose from the Holy Spirit. “It [must be] some strange learning,” a martyr retorted to a bishop who disputed his interpretation of a text, “that Christ and his apostles could never attain to the knowledge of it.”10 In Christ’s own speech, moreover, he used the “humble style,” the vernacular of the people. The leaders of the English church argued that the Word of God was “easy and plain for the understanding.” The Word was plain in that its meaning was immediately available. Plainness undercut the distance between text and audience. Thus Archbishop Cranmer spoke of wanting to discourse “so plainly that all men may understand every thing what I say.” Preachers in New England preferred the same style as Increase Mather indicated in declaring of his father, “His way of Preaching was plain, aiming to shoot his Arrows not over his peoples heads, but into their Hearts and Consciences.”11

A book yet not a book, the Bible had a unique aura. It was unique in its priceless value—veritably “the book above all books,” the very reading Christ urged on his disciples after rising from the dead. An English minister compared it to “immortall seed,” to God’s “last Will and Testament,” and to the “Magna Charta.” Another likened its “Truths” to “pillars of silver” and its promises to “gold.” The martyr Lady Jane Grey declared in a parting letter to her sister that the New Testament was “worth more than precious stones.” What made it precious was the ways it changed men’s lives. A minister described it as a “myrrour” in which Christians saw reflected their real nature—their corrupt hearts, their willfulness, their desperate need for mercy. He went on to say that Scripture was like medicine in cleansing men of sin; it was “physicke” to the soul, “yea, by it [Christ] doth cast out Devils, and raise men from the death of sinne.…”12

Indeed, the protective powers of the Bible were extraordinary. A New England minister may have had the local Indians in mind in urging people to know Scripture and to use it as they would the arrows in a quiver to drive off enemies like Satan. Stories circulated of the Bible being used to rescue someone from the Devil:


I have read [an English collector of such tales declared] of one Cramerus, a School-Master, who had a Scholar, who had in a Writing, in his own Blood, promised to give his Soul on certain Conditions to the Devil:… and the Devil in the Night knock’d at his Chamber-door, and demanded the Paper of him; but he answered, I have laid the Paper in my Bible, and in that Page where it is written, The Seed of the Woman shall bruise the Head of the Serpent; and take it thence Satan if thou canst. And thereupon the Devil departed.…



People turned to Scripture for names to give their children. At moments of great stress, as when a young man quarreled with his parents over whether he should join in the emigration to New England, the Bible, opened randomly, told what he should do:


I hastily toke up the bybell, and tould my fatther if whare I opend the bybell thare i met with anie thing eyther to incuredg or discouredg that should settell me. I oping of it, not knowing no more then the child in the womb, the first I cast my eys on was: Cum out from among them, touch no unclene thing.…



A woman taken captive by the Indians, Mary Rowlandson, remembered how, unexpectedly encountering her son, she offered him her Bible “and he lighted upon that comfortable scripture, Psalm 118:17–18.… Look here, mother (says he), did you read this?”13

For Mary Rowlandson, the mere presence of the Bible was like having God beside her. The Bible signified his presence; it was an icon of the divine, it made visible the hidden. For her it also signified the truth, a truth she understood by way of meditation, not by rational analysis. As icon the Bible implied that the language it contained was really divine speech or poetry, as in the psalms of David. Such speech was symbolic in the sense that all the people and events it described were metaphors or figures for Christ, whose coming and redemption were foretold in the history of the Jews. Language thus revolved around an archetypal pattern of God’s intervention in the world to manifest himself and, in doing so, to glorify a chosen people.14 When she was rescued from captivity, Mary Rowlandson experienced this pattern for herself. Thereafter she turned naturally to Scripture for metaphors that linked her suffering with that of the Jews, and her rescue with the gospel. She was no more gifted as a writer than a thousand others, for her way of using words was the common practice of most English Protestants. As it did for her, so for the Protestant community the Bible symbolized their bonds with one another and with God. A free people were a people of the Word, with the Bible as their token of identity.

Always the meaning of the Bible was self-evident. It was a book that made its message felt without there being any mediation—no intermediaries, no gloss, no message that called for interpretation. In the root sense of the word, the Bible was immediately available. Hence the only manner of translating it was to leave well enough alone. Translation was an act of reaffirming the original, not “cloaking” it in paraphrase. Thus the men who prepared the Bay Psalm Book declared in their preface they had done their best to attend “the originall,” explaining that “Gods Altar needs not our polishings.” If their poetry were “plaine,” it was because the plainness of the Bible was synonymous with its direct reception.15

Yet this very understanding of the Bible was a partisan creation, the doing of a group of Protestants who imposed their own interpretation on the text. Mediation was an everyday affair, whether through the very choice of words in a translation or in how the text itself was arranged. The makers of the Geneva Bible deemed it necessary to equip their translation with a critical apparatus that included running commentary in the margins. They divided the text into numbered verses, placed “some notable worde or sentence which may greatly further” an understanding of the text at the top of every page, inserted summaries in front of every book and chapter, and commissioned twenty-six woodcuts that visually elucidated passages “so darke” that no other means would do to make their meaning “easie to the simple reader.” To make the text more readable and the book less costly, its printers used roman type instead of the more difficult black letter, and reduced the size from folio to quarto. The translators of the Bay Psalm Book, though denying any role as mediators, made that role explicit in confessing they had tinkered with the Hebrew in order to insert a “meeter” that made the Psalms more readable. And more elegant: in the end an ear for “Elegance” and “sweetness” affected the translation.16

The paradox was of mediators who represented Scripture as unmediated, yet who made their presence felt on every page. This was a paradox that extended to the works these writers wrote themselves—the sermons, the manuals of devotion, the biographies that appeared in abundance in England in the early seventeenth century. In imitation of the Bible, these writers represented everything they wrote as truth. They said so directly in affirming they were different from the “many scribling Professors in the world” who “write … imperfect copies,”17 and they also used what we may think of as truth-heightening conventions. Within the literary tradition of the Protestant vernacular, the foremost of these techniques was to include references to Scripture. Every published sermon
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