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“The Friend of Sinners began to serve

in the year 1777,

when this nation was all in arms

and… embroiled… in human blood,

the Messenger of peace going from city to city

and from village to village,

proclaiming news of salvation

to all that would repent….”

—RUTH PRITCHARD







Introduction


“I will therefore so write here

that I may not Be ashamed to read hereafter….”

—UNIVERSAL FRIEND



In the spring of 1776, Abigail Adams wrote to her husband, John, asking him to “Remember the Ladies” as he and the other (all male) representatives to the Continental Congress debated the path to American independence.1 Abigail hoped that when the colonies achieved independence, women in America would join in the victory and finally have a say over their own lives without having to bow to the authority of men in managing their homes and property, and planning for their futures. But John Adams scoffed at Abigail’s hopes, writing back to her, “I cannot but laugh…. Depend upon it, We know better than to repeal our Masculine systems.”2

In October of that same year, a young woman from Rhode Island named Jemima Wilkinson claimed to have died and been reborn as a genderless messenger sent by God to save lost souls. Adopting the name “Universal Friend,” within months the minister was preaching a message of universal salvation to crowds throughout New England. Universal Friend would become the first American-born founder of a religious sect, and the country’s first nonbinary minister. But perhaps most importantly, in the decades following America’s independence from England, Universal Friend established communities in which Abigail Adams’s hopes were realized. Hundreds of followers from all walks of life, men and women, Black and white, lived as equals under the minister’s leadership. Freed from constrictions based on race, class, or gender, they pursued dreams of social stability, economic prosperity, and shared piety—and made those dreams a reality.

What first drew me to the story of Universal Friend was the minister’s refusal to be identified as either male or female, instead insisting, “I am that I am,” and adopting a genderless name while also dressing in androgynous clothing.3 But as I delved deeper, I became fascinated by how the story of Friend’s life illustrated the story of the United States during the years of the American Revolution and the decades following independence. By looking closely at individual lives during specific times in history, we can learn so much about larger historical events and themes. The life of Universal Friend proved to be particularly illuminating, especially in how Friend established communities that embodied the ideals for which the American Revolution was fought, while elsewhere in the new nation of the United States those ideals fell woefully by the wayside.

Universal Friend did what men like Washington, Jefferson, and Adams had promised: created a society that valued equality, promoted opportunity, and fostered a flourishing economy based on individual enrichment while also emphasizing working for the common good. There is no denying that Friend was a religious zealot who had some very extreme ideas (which will be explored in this book). Nevertheless, the communities founded by Universal Friend are proof of just how impactful the American experiment could have been if the promises of the Revolution—Americans’ inalienable rights to “Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”—had been kept.4 Universal Friend, for example, required followers to manumit their enslaved workers. While the total number of persons emancipated under Friend’s guidance remains unclear, just imagine what the United States would have looked like by the late eighteenth century if all the spiritual leaders in the country had required their congregants to manumit their enslaved laborers.

The writings left behind by Friend are sparse, consisting of fewer than a dozen letters written by the minister; journal entries (largely consisting of copied-out favorite texts); an undated sermon titled “An Answer to Roxbury People”; some notes scribbled on loose papers; an undated “Meditation”; a memorandum recording the alleged transformation from a dying woman to the reborn messenger of God; and a pamphlet of “Advice” setting out the rules of the sect (some of which are inspiring and some of which are just strange). There are also written records of Friend’s dreams, which the minister viewed as direct communications with God. But most of what we know about Friend—how the minister looked and behaved, preached and loved, created a ministry and inspired followers—is from the observations of others. Some of these observers admired Friend very, very much, and some most definitely did not. These observations are found in newspaper articles, pamphlets, and journals, and in dozens of letters and diary and journal entries written by eyewitnesses to Friend’s ministry.

Distilling the truth from the limited number of documents created by Friend and the often exaggerated or distorted tales recorded by others can be challenging. Throughout this book I use words like “likely,” “perhaps,” and “probably” to indicate where I cannot know something for sure, but as historian Paul Moyer points out in his biography of Friend (titled The Public Universal Friend: Jemima Wilkinson and Religious Enthusiasm in Revolutionary America), using “these terms is simply an act of honesty that reflects the reality that not much in history—or at least not much worth knowing—is known for certain.”5

In writing the story of Friend’s life, I have not put words into the mouth (or thoughts into the mind) of the minister, with one exception. Based on my readings of Friend’s sermons and letters, I know that the minister drew inspiration from the Old Testament (heavy on warning and judgment) and also found solace and comfort in the New Testament with Jesus’s words about love and forgiveness. Where Friend’s use of specific biblical texts is documented in conversations, letters, and sermons, I’ve noted it in the endnotes; excerpts that I imagine the minister to have chosen for a specific moment or event are endnoted by citation to the Bible itself.

Universal Friend adopted the name, uniform, and grooming of a nonspecific gender. While one may question whether it’s appropriate to use the concept of nonbinary identity when discussing a person who lived over two hundred years ago, I believe there is no other accurate way to describe Friend’s gender identity. Historians who have written about Universal Friend, as well as contemporary observers of the minister, largely conclude that Friend rejected identification by male or female gender: as reported in a Philadelphia newspaper following a visit of the minister to that city in 1787, Friend was not “supposed to be of either sex” and behaved and dressed in ways that underscored the state of “being neither man nor woman.”6 The LGBT Foundation defines as nonbinary “people [who] may identify as both male and female or neither male nor female. They may feel their gender is fluid, can change and fluctuate or perhaps they permanently don’t identify with one particular gender.”7

The question, then, is which pronoun to use when referring to Universal Friend. Two previous books, Moyer’s biography and Pioneer Prophetess: Jemima Wilkinson, the Publick Universal Friend written by Herbert A. Wisbey, are both excellent studies of the life of Friend and proved very useful to me in writing this book. Neither, however, helped me in deciding which pronoun to use in referring to the reborn Jemima Wilkinson. Wisbey chose to use the female pronoun when talking about Universal Friend, while Moyer chose to use the male pronoun following the minister’s transformation in 1776. In the times we live in now, the pronoun “they” might be appropriate. Letters and diary entries by devoted followers overwhelmingly refrain from using any pronouns in referring to the minister, and so I’ve chosen to respect what I believe was the practice of Friend’s followers (perhaps at Friend’s explicit directive) to use no pronoun at all when referring to the minister.8

In addition to illustrating the times in which Universal Friend lived, the minister’s story is compelling for how it relates to current debates over who we Americans are as a people and as a nation. In so many ways, Friend is an archetype of the American dream: a person who came from a modest background and managed to achieve widespread fame, influence, and prosperity. Universal Friend was independent, resolute, and brave—qualities that we Americans often claim as uniquely ours—but also stubborn and egotistical. The minister exhibited all those characteristics in a lifelong effort to resolve many of the same issues with which we Americans struggle today, including the role of religion in society; how to balance self-determination and freedom with civic responsibility; how to offer equal opportunities to diverse participants; and the politics of identity. Friend’s underlying goal was one that Americans hold close to our hearts: How to create a practical, functioning utopia. A world in which all its citizens have hope.

Universal Friend believed that God had chosen Jemima Wilkinson’s body to serve as the vessel to be his messenger of salvation. Whether or not we believe it doesn’t matter; Friend did, and for forty-three years remained dedicated to the mission of salvation, while also challenging the status quo in just about every arena entered. How did a young Quaker woman from a sleepy village transition into an influential and charismatic force for change? From where did Friend’s ideals of equality and liberty grow? What were the political and cultural circumstances that allowed Friend’s sect to flourish? How did the minister find the strength to keep on going in the face of false accusations, slanderous press, treachery of trusted friends, deaths of beloved companions, the heavy burdens of natural disasters and decades-long legal proceedings, and against the tides of fickle public opinion and internecine dissent? I hope you find the answers to these questions—and the remarkable story of Universal Friend—as wonderfully interesting and inspiring as I do.






PART 1 Faith 1776–87


“We have it in our power

to begin the world over again.”

—THOMAS PAINE









1 Death at the Door


“If thou makes a good Use of the Blessings

thou hast already Received,

it will make way for yet Greater Enlargements…”

—UNIVERSAL FRIEND



In early October of 1776, a woman by the name of Jemima Wilkinson fell ill. She was twenty-three years old and lived with her father, Jeremiah, and a number of her siblings in the small village of Cumberland in the colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations. For five days, Jemima lay in her bed, feverish and restless, slipping in and out of troubled sleep.1 Jeremiah rarely left her side, acting as both nurse and watchman over his daughter. From the window of the room where she lay, Jeremiah would have been able to see his cherry trees, row after row rising and falling over the gently sloping hills, their lobed leaves just starting to turn from summer green to autumn gold.

So many cherry trees had been planted by Jeremiah Wilkinson over the years that his nickname was Cherry Wilkinson. Cherry, not cheery, for he was a man of dour piety. Jeremiah was a Quaker and a member in good standing of the Smithfield Meeting, the congregation that met just four miles down the road from the Wilkinson home. His grandfather Lawrence Wilkinson had arrived in Rhode Island from England in the 1640s. During the First Civil War in England, a religious war in which Puritan Roundheads battled the Anglican and royalist forces of King Charles I, Lawrence had fought for his king and was taken prisoner but later released. After the king’s surrender in 1646, Lawrence found himself without property—his lands having been confiscated during his imprisonment—and without prospects. Rather than live under a government led by the Puritan Oliver Cromwell, Lawrence joined the “royalist emigration” and, along with hundreds of other Englishmen and -women, left his native country for the New World.2

He landed in the port town of Providence in what was then called the Providence Plantations (and would become in 1663 the colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations). The town had been named by the founder of the colony, Roger Williams, in honor of “God’s merciful Providence,” which led him there after he was banished in 1636 from the colony of Massachusetts for his nonconforming views of religious tolerance.3 Granted a land patent for his Rhode Island colony in 1643 (around the time Lawrence Wilkinson arrived), in 1663 Williams was finally granted a charter for the colony (it had been held up by the civil wars going on in England). The charter was the first (and only) colonial charter that guaranteed religious freedom to all its citizens, ensuring that within its borders all spiritual practices would be tolerated and there would be no one prevailing state-mandated religion.

What a relief it must have been for Lawrence to find himself in a place where there’d be no need to take sides over religious affiliation. After witnessing the brutalities of a civil war fought in part over theological differences, he could surely appreciate just how precious peaceful coexistence was. While the records are unclear as to Lawrence’s religious practices when he landed in America, within one generation the Wilkinsons of Rhode Island had become Quakers, joining the small congregations scattered throughout the colony.

Founded as the Society of Friends in England by George Fox in the late 1640s, the sect became known as “Quakers” due to its practitioners’ tendency to tremble during moments of religious conviction. Under Fox’s guidance, the Society of Friends emphasized both the importance of individual spiritual experience and the equality of all people before God: anyone, male or female, could receive God’s wisdom through an intense personal communication known as “inner light.”

Fox believed every person contained a carnal spirit that had to be subdued by removing oneself from worldly concerns and ambitions, including politics. This position led to problems for Fox and his followers in England, who refused to swear fealty or fight for their king, and was one reason the Quakers were persecuted. Fox himself was harassed, beaten, and imprisoned repeatedly for his religious beliefs.

Fleeing their persecution, Quakers traveled to America. What they found, however, was much of the same ill-treatment they had suffered in England, particularly in the colony of Massachusetts, where Quakers were subjected to whippings, mutilation, banishment, and even execution. Between 1659 and 1661, four Quakers were hanged in Massachusetts for attempting to proselytize in the colony. But the religiously tolerant colony of Rhode Island welcomed the Quakers (along with Jews, Presbyterians, Anglicans, and even a few Catholics). Those Quakers who settled in Rhode Island became active and prosperous members of its communities, and in 1672, Nicholas Easton, a Quaker who had been born in England but now hailed from Newport, was elected governor of the colony.

When Lawrence Wilkinson landed in Rhode Island, he found not only religious tolerance but also a new path to prosperity. Settlers from England in the 1640s were given parcels of land in return for promising to live in accordance with the laws of the colony, and to fence and till their lands with diligence. Wilkinson, having happily agreed to fence his plot of land, “pitched his tent and settled for life,” as a nineteenth-century family genealogist so charmingly put it.4 In the 1650s, he married Susannah Smith, only daughter of Christopher Smith, representative to the General Court (the governing body of the colony) and “a prominent man in the infancy of the colony.”5 In the years that followed, Wilkinson amassed over a thousand more acres of farming and grazing lands, became active in colonial government, and fathered a large family with Susannah.

The third child of Lawrence and Susannah was a boy named John, born in 1654. When he grew of age, John left home and made his own migration, traveling north through Rhode Island. He found his moorings along the Blackstone River and settled in the small but lively village of Smithfield. John became a property owner and a farmer, and in 1689, he married Deborah Whipple, a local Quaker (it may have been at this point that John became a practicing Quaker). In 1708, John died at the age of fifty-four, leaving behind his wife and six children.

Jeremiah, John’s youngest son, was just a baby when his father died, having been born in April 1707. But he was not forgotten in his father’s will: a parcel of property in the nearby village of Cumberland was left as his birthright. Like the region in England from which it took its name, Cumberland was rich with iron and other ore minerals, and the governments of Rhode Island and Massachusetts had been making rivaling claims to the area (and its riches) for years. In 1746, King George II at last interceded in the dispute and settled the issue: Cumberland belonged to Rhode Island. It made no difference to Jeremiah. He had always considered the land to be his free and clear, and he had been hard at work for years making the most of it.

Taking advantage of the land’s ample stores of minerals, Jeremiah set up a successful ironmongering enterprise in his small village. But he wanted more than just metals to work with. Jeremiah wanted fruit trees, lots of them, to bring color to his springs and falls, and a bounty of delicious harvest every summer. He decided on cherries, and laid in row upon row of seedlings, bare roots, and grafts. How he managed to coax from the rock-flecked lands enough sustenance to support the growing stands of fruit trees, no one knows. But he did, and they flourished. Having built himself a sturdy farmhouse on a hilltop and planted the first of his cherry trees, Jeremiah went in search of a wife to share the views.

He was thirty years old when he married Amey Whipple and brought her to live in the house on the hill. Like Jeremiah, Amey was a Quaker and a member in good standing with the Smithfield Meeting. Jeremiah and Amey had twelve children together, including Jemima, born in 1752. Jemima had four older brothers, William, Jeremiah, Simon, and Benjamin; three older sisters, Amy, Patience, and Mercy (called Marcy); two younger brothers, Stephen and Jeptha; and two younger sisters, Elizabeth and Deborah.

Amey Wilkinson died giving birth to her last child. Bereft at the loss of his wife, Jeremiah was left with the task of naming the baby. Unlike the names of the other Wilkinson children, Deborah wasn’t a family name. Perhaps Jeremiah picked it from the Bible, a reference to the Deborah of the Old Testament, who is both prophet and warrior for her people: without a mother to raise the girl, Jeremiah might have hoped the name would bless the infant with strength. Deborah was swaddled up and passed over to a wet nurse, and Jeremiah turned to the task of burying his wife. Following Quaker tradition, Amey was buried in a grave marked only by a rough fieldstone. And although it would have been in Quaker tradition to remarry, Jeremiah could not find another wife—or would not. Perhaps he found his duty in his children, and in his lands, and in his forge. In what he had produced and could produce: in what he could create that would last. In what he could protect, as best he could, from harm.

Jemima was eleven years old when her mother died. While losing a mother to childbirth was not uncommon in the eighteenth century, with as many as one in eight women dying as a consequence of giving birth, the grief would have been profound for the children left behind.6 But work on the farm and in the home had to go on. Patience (age seventeen) and Marcy (age fourteen) stepped in to take charge of the household, and the younger boys and girls stepped up before their time to take on the many chores that needed doing. Jemima seemed to have imbibed lessons she learned at her mother’s side in the garden; her prowess with plants and the medical acumen she exhibited later in life—which plants healed what ailments—stemmed from the tasks she took on as a girl in the motherless Wilkinson family.

Work around the farmhouse was not the only occupation of Jeremiah’s children. As Quakers, education was important for the Wilkinson family, and Jemima and her siblings were schooled in a Quaker classroom. Using primers, they were taught their letters and numbers, and then they moved on to reading: the Bible, of course, and also other religious works, sticking to Protestant religious writings. They would have been discouraged from reading novels, which were prohibited by Quaker leaders as “profane and immoral writings,” as were any texts that would “draw… affections to a love of the world, and desire after the rarities and evils that are therein….”7

Education gave all the Wilkinson siblings, male and female, the confidence they needed to push themselves to achieve. Jeremiah Jr., who worked side by side with his father, would become famous for his ironwork—churning out everything from spoons to knifes, hinges to locks, carding tools and animal brushes—and also for his inventions. He was the first in America to make nails cut from a sheet of cold iron (versus hammering them by hand from bars of hot iron). He invented a method for pulling wire from iron, and during the Revolution came up with a machine to make darning needles. He charged a dollar per needle, a steep price, but well worth it, as the finely crafted needles lasted through the war and into the years of building—and clothing—a new nation. Simon became a mathematician and astronomer, and Stephen would follow in his father’s footsteps, eventually planting acres upon acres of apple trees and building his own reputation as a bountiful grower of fruit.

Jemima’s talents lay in her ability to memorize very long texts and to meaningfully integrate them into daily conversations. By her teens, she knew by heart entire sections of the Bible and would have been able to match any preacher verse for verse. While Jemima was never a great speller, such weakness did not deter the alacrity with which long letters were written, nor did it prevent the keeping of detailed notes on works written by others. With an excellent lending library located in Cumberland, Jemima would have found numerous books to read and the lifelong habit of copying out favorite texts likely started in youth.

Jemima copied out inspirational poems, essays, hymns, and quotations from sources as varied as Isaac Watts, an English minister and prolific hymn writer from the seventeenth century (his most famous hymn being “Joy to the World”); Johannes Tauler, a fourteenth-century German mystic; and Robert Dodsley, an Englishman whose writings were available in American bookshops. In 1750, Dodsley published The Oeconomy of Human Life: An “Ancient Bramin” in Eighteenth-Century Tibet. Dodsley claimed the book was a discovered translation of an ancient Indian text offering page after page of aphorisms for how to live a good and moral life. The book became an instant bestseller, with over two hundred editions published. Although it’s not clear when Jemima Wilkinson first read Oeconomy, she wrote many of its maxims into a personal notebook found after her death.8

Jeremiah was sixty-nine years old when Jemima fell ill in the fall of 1776. The hands that smoothed the coverlet over his feverish child would have been worn and rough from years of working with metals and caring for his cherry trees, and his back, bent over her bed, would have ached from the labors his life had required. Now his heart, too, would have been heavy. The Wilkinson family had endured a hard year. But if his Jemima were to die, all the other hardships would pale by comparison.

The family troubles had started in March, when Jeremiah’s sons Jeptha and Stephen were disciplined by the Smithfield Meeting of the Society of Friends because they had joined the local militia, which violated Quaker rules against participating in warfare. Or perhaps the troubles could be traced back further, to the year 1774, when the colony of Rhode Island first began to organize its men to fight for their rights under the British Constitution, setting up military exercises and procuring arms and ammunition. Or maybe the troubles could be traced all the way back to 1765, when Parliament passed the Stamp Act, which required that all sorts of printed products—newspapers, almanacs, pamphlets, broadsides, legal papers, wedding licenses, and playing cards—carry a stamp that had to be paid for, with all sums going to England to refill the coffers emptied in fighting the Seven Years’ War (called the French and Indian War in America) and nothing remaining for the colonies themselves.

Or the troubles could be traced back further still, to the Seven Years’ War itself, a global struggle fought across Europe, India, and America, which cost tens of thousands of American colonists their lives. When it was finally over in 1763, England had gained more lands but also incurred huge debts while also increasing its costs of maintaining an enlarged empire. Citizens in England couldn’t be taxed enough to pay for it all, so Parliament turned to its American colonies to cover the difference. Having done their part in fighting for Britain, and having had for decades managed their economies without interference from Parliament, the colonists were outraged by the new taxes and duties. In the 1770s, British troops were sent to America to enforce compliance with the new regulations, and British ships patrolled the American coastline, inspecting local vessels with impunity and demanding payment on the cargoes they carried.

In Rhode Island, anger over Britain’s attempted control of the colony’s flourishing (and not always legal) trading economy led to colonists setting on fire (in 1769) a British customs ship docked in Newport Harbor; in 1772, Rhode Islanders descended with glee to loot and pillage, and then set afire, a British customs schooner that had run aground in the shallows off Newport. Throughout New England, colonists hung revolutionary symbols (such as effigies of hated English officials) from the branches of a prominent tree in a central location; the so-called liberty trees were gathering points for protests and rallies against English policies. In Rhode Island, an old buttonwood tree in Newport had been baptized for use as a “liberty tree” as early as 1766, its purpose to hold accountable, literally and figuratively, “offenders against the Liberties of their country, and Abettors and Approvers of such as would enslave her….”9

By 1775, Stephen (age twenty) and Jeptha (age eighteen) were ready and willing to fight for freedom alongside their fellow Rhode Islanders. No matter that they had been raised Quakers; they could not stand by and watch their rights eroded by an oppressive king and Parliament who ruled from afar. Like their cousin Stephen Hopkins (who served as governor of Rhode Island three times and would serve as its representative to the Continental Congress in 1774), they must have believed that “Powder and ball will decide this question. The gun and bayonet alone will finish the contest in which we are engaged, and any of you who cannot bring your minds to this mode of adjusting the question had better retire in time.”10 In 1764, Hopkins had written a scathing indictment of English colonial policies in which he presented an exhaustive history of unjust governmental interference going all the way back to “the ancient commonwealths of Greece” and argued that citizens then and now had the right to engage in battle in order to maintain their freedom and dignity.11 In the ten years since, Hopkins continued to support armed resistance—and his cousins Stephen and Jeptha sided with him all the way.

It seems likely that Jeptha and Stephen joined the local minutemen after news arrived in Rhode Island in April of 1775 that British troops had attacked American colonists in what became known as the Battles of Lexington and Concord. Three regiments of Rhode Island minutemen, numbering in the hundreds, immediately headed north to assist their New England compatriots in the Siege of Boston, during which British troops were isolated and contained within the city. That summer, the Rhode Island troops along with regiments from other New England colonies became the first soldiers of America’s Continental army under the command of General George Washington.

Not only would the men of Rhode Island fight for freedom but its leaders would also take the bold step of being the very first colony to declare its independence from England. On May 4, 1776, Rhode Island’s general assembly passed with almost unanimous support the Act of Renunciation, which officially repealed the colony’s allegiance to King George. This bold declaration was made two months before representatives of all thirteen colonies followed suit and signed the Declaration of Independence in Philadelphia. Although there were those in Rhode Island who remained loyal to England, a greater number were ready to carry on the fight for what they viewed as their inherent rights to regulate and protect their economic, political, and private lives.

Despite the widespread support in Rhode Island for armed resistance to England, Quaker leaders in the colony opposed military activity of any kind, and also prohibited the taking of oaths—and an oath of allegiance was required by all men who joined the minutemen. In Cumberland, the leaders of the Smithfield Meeting delayed a bit in disciplining Stephen and Jeptha for joining the local militia, perhaps hoping the boys would drop out by themselves. But they did not drop out, and in March of 1776 Stephen and Jeptha were “brought under dealing,” which is to say, castigated and warned by the Smithfield Meeting to forego any further participation in the militia. They both ignored the warning, and in July of 1776 they were “dismissed” (expelled) for having “frequented Trainings for military Service and Endeavor[ed] to Justify the Same.”12

Perhaps it was a Wilkinson family trait to stubbornly do what conscience dictated rather than to follow the rules or orders of others; Jemima was also beginning to turn away from Quaker dictates as she tried to find her way forward in an increasingly chaotic world. She would have been influenced, as her brothers would have been, by the impassioned orations about freedom and rebellion made by fellow Rhode Islanders, including their cousin Stephen. It’s also likely that the Wilkinson siblings would have heard about or even read for themselves Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, which not only encouraged the use of force to secure liberty but also linked rebellion against Britain to God’s will: “Even the distance at which the Almighty hath placed England and America, is a strong and natural proof, that the authority of the one, over the other, was never the design of Heaven.”13 Copies of Common Sense were circulating throughout New England, with an estimated 20 percent of colonists owning the pamphlet, making it America’s first bestseller.14 In the small village of Braintree, Massachusetts, Abigail Adams urged her husband to find a copy for her—and when he sent her the pamphlet, she read it through twice, and then, as she wrote to John, she “spread it as much as it lay in my power.”15

Whatever the reasons may have been, sometime in the mid-1770s, Jemima had begun skipping attendance at her local Quaker Meeting in order to join the gatherings of a New Lights congregation that met at the Elder Miller Meeting House in nearby Abbott Run. The congregation at Abbott Run was one of many religious groups formed during the religious revivals inspired by the first Great Awakening. The Awakening began in the 1730s and was first led by established ministers looking to reinvigorate the religious practices of their flocks.

One such minister was Jonathan Edwards, who lived in Northampton, Massachusetts. Worried that his congregants had become lazy in their spiritual devotion, Edwards tried to revive their religious commitment by presenting them with vivid descriptions of the sufferings that non-repentant sinners could expect to endure in hell. “Your bodies,” he preached, “which shall have been burning all this while in these glowing flames, shall not have been consumed, but will remain to roast through eternity….”16 Edwards’s sermons proved effective in swelling church attendance among his own flock, and as news of the fiery rhetoric spread, hundreds more converts arrived at his church. When the sermons were published in pamphlet form, his influence spread even further, throughout the congregations and meeting halls of New England, and he became well known for his visions of hell and damnation.

The popularity of Jonathan Edwards was eventually eclipsed by a new kind of minister and a new way of preaching: itinerant Protestant preachers, not attached to any specific congregation, who traveled throughout the colonies spreading the word of the Lord in large outdoor meetings called “revivals.” The meetings were called revivals because their purpose was to revive faith through rollicking events during which large crowds, often numbering in the thousands, were encouraged to loudly and exuberantly confess and repent their sins and then commit themselves heart and soul to God. While the itinerant preachers leading these revivals were by and large ordained clergy, non-ordained designated “evangelizers,” male and female, also exhorted the crowds to repent. Claiming a special relationship with God, they spoke about the dangers of sin, and the need to confess and repent. As one pair of female evangelicals explained, they had “been to Heven [sic]… seen the Book of Life, [and] the Names of many Persons” written in it—and God had given them a “special Commission” to save what sinners they could.17

When the itinerant ministers traveled on after leading a revival, the men and women left behind often formed new religious organizations such as the congregation whose meetings Jemima attended at Abbott Run. Described as “separatists” for desiring a separation from existing congregations, these groups were also called “New Lights” because they believed God had brought new light into their spiritual lives by endowing them with rich emotional experiences of the divine. Most of the New Lights congregations welcomed women to speak publicly about their faith, reasoning that all true believers were believed capable of “the spirit of prophecy,” regardless of sex, race, social class, or age.18 The New Lights’ exuberant professions of faith and equal-opportunity evangelizing were anathema to the Congregational churches of New England with their rigid rituals and strict hierarchy, and also to Quaker Meetings, which allowed women to speak when divinely inspired by the inner light of God, but emphasized silent worship and quiet exhortation by both men and women.

Why were the religious revivals and New Lights congregations so popular in the mid- to late eighteenth century? In part because colonists of the time were experiencing an excess of anxieties due to the many changes in their world. No longer did they inhabit small, insulated villages where everybody knew their neighbors; instead, towns were springing up, busy and diverse, where it was all too easy to become isolated. In 1700, about 260,000 settlers lived in the American colonies; by 1770, that number had risen to well over 2 million.19 With the rise in population, new economic opportunities arose, but competition also increased, and the rift between rich and poor widened. Taxes and other burdens imposed by the British were increasing.

Revival meetings offered colonists relief from their anxieties by welcoming them into a shared community experience where they could freely vent their worries and frustrations, and channel their pent-up emotions into renewed spiritual devotion. By confessing their weaknesses and admitting their sins, they could find peace in the promise of salvation and purpose in their world. Itinerant ministers such as George Whitefield, a charismatic preacher from England, gave colonists hope even while warning them about the wages of sin. Whitefield was a homely man, cross-eyed and stunted in stature, and his sermons were neither original nor poetic. But there was something about the way he delivered his message—“come as poor, lost, undone, and wretched creatures”20—that made his audiences swoon. “[M]y hearing him preach gave me a heart wound,” one attendee effused.21 Whitefield spoke loudly on purpose: “I love those who thunder out the Word,” he explained. “The Christian world is in a deep sleep! Nothing but a loud voice can awaken them out of it.”22 And awaken them he did. Everywhere he went, from England to Georgia to the Caribbean, crowds turned out in the thousands—and even tens of thousands—to hear him speak.

In 1770, Whitefield made his seventh and last tour through America, with stops in Providence and also in Attleboro (in Massachusetts) just six miles from the Wilkinson home. Whether or not Jemima participated in these outdoor revivals, she and the rest of her family certainly heard about them. No matter their own denomination, people turned out for Whitefield’s sermons, talked about them, wrote about them, thought about them. Even Ben Franklin was impressed by Whitefield, writing in a letter to a friend about going to see the minister preach. Although Franklin had beforehand “silently resolved” that the minister “should get none from me,” he was so taken by the sermon that he “emptied my pocket wholly into the collector’s dish, gold and all.”23 Franklin became Whitefield’s American publisher, and they kept up a correspondence for years.

Whitefield would have made an impression on Jemima. With her deep knowledge of the Bible, she would have recognized the spiritual quotes he used in his sermons, even the most obscure (“by rejecting conscience, certain persons have suffered shipwreck in the faith”) and was likely interested in his interpretations of the texts.24 She would have recognized in his preaching many of the ideas she heard at the New Lights meetings she attended, such as the need for a more emotional and active communion with God, a concept she seemed to welcome given the regularity with which she attended the meetings.



In the spring of 1776, Jemima Wilkinson was disciplined by the local Smithfield Meeting for failing to attend Society meetings (and attending the meetings of the New Lights congregation at Abbott Run).25 Her sister Patience was also taken “under dealing” for having borne “an illegitimate child.”26 They were admonished to mend their ways or be expelled. While being disowned from their Quaker congregation would have no dire material consequences—they wouldn’t be run out of town or deprived of their home and property—they would be shunned from the religious community they had lived in all their lives. But the sisters must have anticipated the disciplinary actions taken against them given that for the past ten years there had been stricter enforcements among Quaker congregations of sect rules. The enforcements were part of the Quaker Reformation, a movement to bring members back to the Society’s original ideals of isolation from worldly concerns, such as economic or political ambitions (much like the first Great Awakening preachers had sought to bring wavering congregants back to strict Calvinist ideals).

The Quaker Reformation was driven by concerns, particularly expressed by English Quakers visiting the colonies, that American Quakers were becoming alarmingly worldly and wealthy. The colony of Pennsylvania, founded by William Penn (a Quaker emigrant who arrived from England in 1682) offered huge economic opportunities due to its active ports and rich farmlands. There was money to be made in the colony, and thousands of the Quakers who arrived in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries became rich.

An unexpected outcome of this prosperity was that members of the Society in Pennsylvania, like Quakers in Rhode Island, became active in government, prominent in business circles, and very comfortable with outsiders. They also, according to critics, lost their commitment to Quaker ideals of separation and restraint. As Samuel Fothergill, an English Quaker minister who traveled to Pennsylvania in the 1750s, put it, “They settled in ease and affluence, and whilst they made the barren wilderness as a fruitful field, suffered the plantation of God to be as a field uncultivated and a desert.”27

The participation of Society members in military actions also concerned reformers. American Quakers fought in the Seven Years’ War and also in King Philip’s War, a brutal and bloody conflict in the 1670s in which the English colonists defeated the Indigenous Wampanoag of New England. (Perhaps they had feared that the communities they’d established in America were at risk of being destroyed and fought to protect them.) There had been no punishment by their Quaker societies then, but now, under the dictates of the Quaker Reformation, military activity became a punishable offense for Society members.

The time had come, the reformers warned, for all Quakers to return their focus to spiritual practices, to reject worldly interests, such as politics and war, and to rededicate themselves to the fundamental Quaker belief that by practicing reverential silence, every individual can receive the inner light, i.e., messages directly delivered to them by God. Reformers also feared that their members, in becoming more secular, had abandoned Society standards regarding behavior (sober dress and speech, for example) and attending Meeting, they urged Society leaders to hold their members accountable for any transgressions. George Fox had advocated for equality among Quakers, yet in practice there were recognized Elders, “persons of strong character and judgment,” who led congregations.28 Elders now took responsibility to see that infractions, which had previously been punished with warnings and temporary probation, were punished by more dire discipline, including expulsion from the sect. In Rhode Island, local Quaker societies “saw dismissals grow from around ten a decade in the mid-eighteenth century to about a hundred a decade in the 1770s and ’80s.”29

There was some effort on the part of the Smithfield Meeting to avoid the final step of expelling the Wilkinson sisters from the Society. Lydia Wilkinson, an elder cousin to the family, was asked to “labor with [Patience and Jemima] for [their] offenses” and to report back on any progress achieved in returning the sisters into the fold.30 But there would be no progress and no returning for the sisters. The threat of punishment could not force Jemima back to a spiritual practice she no longer found fulfilling, and Patience followed her sister’s lead. In August of 1776, both Patience and Jemima were expelled by the Smithfield Quakers, joining their brothers in what must have been seen as a public humiliation for the family. Yet Jeremiah could hardly blame his children. The world was turning upside down, colonists were fighting the mother country, and everyone had to answer for themselves: rebel or loyalist? Decisions on religion were just as personal and felt just as dire. Perhaps Jeremiah understood that while his children trusted in God, they were also influenced by the times in which they lived.

At the age of twenty-three, Jemima Wilkinson sought a new path in life. So many ideas would have been circulating in her young brain: the plaintive and yet hopeful sermons of Whitefield and the New Lights preachers, the inspiring words of her cousin Stephen Hopkins and the famous Thomas Paine, the exhilaration of Watts’s hymns, the inflammatory excitement of patriotic pamphleteers, the old wisdom of the Bible, the exhortations at Quaker Meetings to listen to one’s inner light, perhaps even the translations of an allegedly ancient Indian spiritual text….

And then in early October of 1776, Jemima fell deathly ill.

Of all the Wilkinson girls, Jemima seemed the least likely to succumb to the diseases that passed regularly through colonial towns and villages. Deborah had been the sickly one since birth, and Amy also suffered from bad health. But Jemima’s health and outlook had always been good. When she lost her mother at eleven years old, she’d seemed to recover without any outward signs of trauma. She was strong enough, even at that age, to take over gardening chores. She was also good with horses and at ease in the saddle, able to ride for miles over the Cumberland hills. Jemima was robust and sturdy, and obstinate at times, insistent on doing things her way; she’d been so as a child and only grew more so as a young woman.

But now she lay on her sickbed, weakened and thin, her body barely raising a bump in the cloth that covered her. It was as if all the fat and muscle had burned off her bones, raising her temperature, clouding the usual clarity of her thoughts. Early in the morning of October 9, she seemed on the precipice of a crisis. Struggling to sit up, she looked wildly around. In a hoarse voice, she spoke of seeing “celestial beings floating by her bedside.”31 Her father must have been terrified, certain that his daughter was being called to the heavens.

A doctor, summoned from Attleboro, could only tell Jeremiah what his daughter’s illness was not: not the bloody flux, not smallpox, not ague or camp fever. There were rumors going around that the American warship Columbus, which had arrived in Providence in September, brought into port not only prisoners but also typhus.32 Perhaps the young woman had become exposed to that illness, as she seemed to exhibit its symptoms of fever, chills, loss of appetite, and fatigue.

As night fell that October 9, did Jeremiah begin to think about the funeral he would have to plan for his daughter? Another burial, another unmarked stone in the ground? Jemima’s breath grew ever more shallow, low gasps coming out through dry, thin lips, slightly parted. It was as if she were a vessel that had cracked open to allow her soul to escape. Soon she would be free to rise to heaven, where she would be saved from earthly concerns. It was what Jeremiah so fervently believed of the passage between life and death.

But a crack could also let the light in.





2 New Life


“I being the person who before the year

one thousand seven hundred & seventy seven

was known & called by the name Jemima Wilkinson

but since that time as the Universal Friend.”

—UNIVERSAL FRIEND



On the morning of October 10, 1776, the patient who had been so close to death the night before sat up straight in bed. Jeptha, who had fallen asleep while watching over his sister through the night, was jolted awake by a whisper:

“There is room enough.”1

Looking up, he would have been struck dumb by the sight of Jemima sitting up in bed unaided, eyes clear and cheeks glowing. And the surprise would have only deepened as she began to describe what had happened during the dark hours of the night to bring about the transformation he saw before him: “Archangels descending from the east, with golden crowns upon their heads” had brought to the dying young woman a message of universal salvation: “Room, Room, Room, in the Many mansions of eternal glory for Thee and for everyone….”2

The angels told Jemima that she had been chosen by God to house a “Spirit of Life… [which] was waiting to assume the Body which God had prepared for the Spirit to dwell in….” With Jemima’s body serving as the “tabernacle” for the waiting spirit, the angels explained, the reborn Jemima would carry God’s message of universal redemption to “the lost and the guilty, perishing dying world….” When morning came, Jemima “dropt the dying flesh” and the Spirit then took “full possession of the body it now animates.”3 Jeptha must have called out to his father to quickly come, for his sister Jemima Wilkinson had been transformed into a messenger sent by God to save the world.

Looking at his child, brought back from the edge of death, was Jeremiah reminded of others who had undergone dramatic transformation by the hand of God? George Fox claimed to have experienced in the late 1640s a transformation wrought by God, which brought Fox into “the state of Adam, which he was in before he fell,” in other words, into the state of innocence before Adam and Eve became aware of their sexuality and ashamed of the nakedness that revealed it.4 From that point on, Fox traveled throughout England spreading the message that everyone could achieve redemption if they only listened for the word of God—their inner light—to instruct them.

There were other examples of spiritual transformation that would have been familiar to Jeremiah and his family. Margaret Brewster, a Quaker missionary who was persecuted in Boston in the late 1600s, had been lying in bed, feverish and weak from an unnamed illness, when she suddenly found herself “raised as one from the dead.” She went straight from her “sick Bed to visit the bloody town of Boston,” where she set about evangelizing to anyone who would stop and listen to what she had to say.5 And George Whitefield famously preached about having experienced a kind of “New Birth,” during which the Holy Spirit inhabits the soul in an act of—and as proof of—divine grace.6 While Whitefield never claimed to have died and been reborn, he did describe a transformation in which a “new life imparts new principles, a new understanding, a new will, and new affections, a new conscience, a renewed memory, nay a renewed body….”7

Americans in the eighteenth century lived close to death all their lives. Living was a dangerous occupation, with diseases and illnesses, accidents, famine and malnourishment all taking heavy tolls on population numbers. Smallpox alone decimated thousands, along with malaria, diphtheria, dysentery, measles, typhoid, influenza, and scarlet fever. War also led to early deaths, including the Seven Years’ War and the many battles, massacres, and isolated ambushes of the Revolutionary War.8 But while many people died from illnesses, wounds, and accidents, there were also those who, on the brink of death, seemingly miraculously recovered. Came back to life, as it were. And for those with deep faith, they could easily believe such recoveries were due to divine intervention. It wouldn’t be hard for Jeremiah, who had seen his child so close to death and then seen that same child completely revived, to believe that Jemima had undergone death and then been transformed into a being full of divine grace.

In the days that followed, Jemima claimed to be a non-gendered messenger sent by God, rejecting the name given at birth and choosing to dress in genderless clothing, with the head bare of hat or scarf, and hair pulled back but loose on the shoulders. How easy would it have been for Jeremiah to accept that change? As Quakers, Jeremiah and his children were firm believers in the biblical prophecy that “there is neither male nor female, for ye are all one in Jesus Christ.”9 Quaker theology had as one of its primary principles that “in Souls there is no sex.”10 As George Fox wrote, spiritual “power was one in the male and in the female, one spirit, one light, one power, which brings forth the same witness.”11

It was this belief in the equality of all souls that allowed women like Elizabeth Hooton to be welcomed as leaders inspiring the Quaker faithful from the very first days of the Society in England. Hooton led meetings in her home starting in the late 1640s and would be repeatedly imprisoned and physically persecuted both in England and in the colonies for her Quaker preaching over the next twenty-five years. When she traveled to Massachusetts to spread the word, she was arrested, stripped to the waist, tied to an oxcart, and then led through the streets to be beaten by onlookers.

Margaret Fell was another early convert to the Society of Friends, a member of the upper class who chose to devote herself to spreading the tenets of Quakerism—and was sentenced to life in prison for it. While imprisoned, Fell wrote a powerful text on the equality of the sexes and the importance of allowing women to preach the word of God, titled Womens Speaking Justified. When she was released from prison at the order of King Charles II (after serving four years in miserable conditions), she married George Fox and continued her proselytizing. By this time, Fox had already begun establishing schools (the first in 1668) to “instruct young lasses and maidens in whatsoever was civil and useful.”12 Women would go on to serve as Quaker leaders in the colonies as well; by the end of the eighteenth century, at least half of the Quaker ministers in Philadelphia were female.13

But even while preaching about the genderlessness of all souls before God, George Fox never claimed to be without gender himself and appears to have consistently identified as male. Margaret Brewster never disavowed the female gender as she went about her proselytizing mission, and certainly George Whitefield considered himself to be male: “after I am dead I desire no other epitaph than this, ‘Here lies G.W. What sort of man he was the great day will discover.”14

And yet here was Jeremiah’s child, rejecting the name he had given her at birth—Jemima—and insisting that everyone use a new name for God’s newly minted messenger: Universal Friend. A name that could encompass and embrace all possibilities, and that connoted neither male nor female gender. The concept of “friend” was an important tenet of Quakerism: Jesus had promised, “Ye are my friends, if ye do whatsoever I command you,” and George Fox believed that it was through joined friendship (a Society of Friends) that one could foster receiving the inner light of God.15 Those members of a Quaker Meeting who frequently spoke about messages received from God were acknowledged as “Public Friends” for sharing publicly the messages they received through inner light. The person who had previously been known as Jemima seemed to be adopting a Quaker practice but expanding it to a universal application; salvation was promised for all who would repent, and, as future events would show, Universal Friend hoped to speak to and for all those who wished to repent, no matter race, gender, or social status.

Followers of Universal Friend would come to rely on a variety of non-gendered names for describing the messenger, including “Publick Universal Friend,” “Friend to all Mankind,” “All-Friend,” “Best-Friend,” and simply, “Friend.”16 Friend also became known by the name of “Comforter,” which, as one observer noted, meant that the minister and followers believed Friend had been “raised up by God to give comfort to his [God’s] people.”17

There is little record of how the Wilkinson family first adapted to living with a messenger in their midst. Patience was living in the family farmhouse at the time, along with sisters Elizabeth, Deborah, and Marcy (with no records of Patience’s illegitimate child to be found, one might surmise that the child died in infancy; few records of infant deaths were kept at the time and infant mortality rates were high).18 Their sister, who had been transformed into Universal Friend, was not so different from the person they had known before; as a girl Jemima had been “rather the ruler than the ruled” in the family home, and now as God’s chosen messenger, Friend was proving to be just as assertive, obstinate, and confident in spreading the good news of universal salvation.19

All four of the Wilkinson sisters became devoted followers of the new minister, and in the months ahead, Elizabeth, Deborah, and Constance would be disowned from the Smithfield Meeting.20 But just like Jemima and Patience before them, the sisters did not care. Along with their brothers Jeptha, Benjamin, and Stephen, they were bound to Friend through close-knit family ties; together they had endured early loss (the death of their mother) and the persistent demands of family forge and fruit trees. The bonds of family meant more to them than membership in the Quaker church.

In the autumn of 1776, all of them still single and living at home, the Wilkinson siblings remained each other’s most constant companions. Family meals, with everyone gathered around the table, must have been noisy affairs. Dining on corn cakes and pumpkin bread, potatoes and turkey, turnips and trout, and sweets made of chocolate (Rhode Island was the chocolate-producing capital of the colonies), with plates clattering and voices chattering, it’s easy to imagine dour old Jeremiah silently watching over his rowdy bunch voicing their opinions, arguing and agreeing, and testing and forging even further the bonds of family.

The siblings were likely initially responsible for spreading the story of Friend’s transformation out to the wider world. When meeting a friend while visiting the market stalls, Patience might have shared the news or perhaps Marcy told the cobbler about Friend’s transformation while getting measured for winter shoes (or having old shoes fitted with pattens—raised soles—for the slush and snow). The militia-enlisted brothers knew plenty of lads eager for a diversion and even Jeremiah might have passed on the story of his daughter’s miraculous recovery to customers who came to his iron workshop.

From that point on, the flow of village gossip guaranteed that within days of Friend’s death and rebirth everyone in Cumberland knew about the transformation. And from there, the story spread even farther, traveling on the wind to tap the news out at the window of every farmhouse in the surrounding countryside. When Universal Friend attended a New Lights meeting at the Elder Miller Meeting House just one week after the recovery, a crowd of people gathered round to see the transformed Jemima Wilkinson for themselves. The crowd was so large and so curious that Friend decided to seize the opportunity granted by God to deliver a message of salvation.

A wide step stool was set out on the autumn-browned grass underneath a large oak tree. The tree grew alongside the stone wall of the churchyard, and Friend’s neighbors, family, and villagers from the area would have arranged themselves in a circle around the tree, some perching on the wall and others standing. Stepping up onto the stool, Friend would have seen dozens of faces, young and old, male and female, looking up expectantly to hear what the gossiped-about Wilkinson had to say. Above Friend, the wide branches of the oak tree were like the beamed vault of a church, with weak sunlight filtering through its last hanging yellow leaves as if through stained glass.21

Friend spoke easily and calmly for a good hour, never shifting on the stool, eyes steady and chin raised. Drawing on memorized Bible passages, Friend spoke about the importance of living a moral life, the dangers of sin, and the urgency of repentance.22 The sermon most likely would have ended, as most of Friend’s sermons would end in the months and years to come, with a promise of eternal bliss for everyone who faithfully followed the minister’s counsel: “What Great love God had… that all might come to the knowledge of the Truth and be Saved….”23

There was nothing revelatory or new in Friend’s first sermon, although the minister’s remarkably wide knowledge of the gospels would have been impressive. What held the crowd’s attention most that day, however, was likely not the message but the messenger. Everyone knew how ill the Wilkinson daughter had been, “render’d almost incapable of helping herself… [on the brink] of the Shock of Death….”24 The tall figure that appeared before
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