The Puritan Way

by John C. Miller

THE Puritans exposed themselves to the casualties of
the sea and to “famine and nakedness, . . . sore sickness
and grievous diseases” in order to establish the kind of
churches, government and social order that they believed
God had ordained in the Bible. Their goal was absolute
purity; to live without sin in a sinful world was to them
the supreme challenge of life. They were derisively called
“Puritans” because they sought to purify the Church of
England of “the popish and antichristian stuff” with
which they believed the simplicity of the primitive Chris-
tian church had been encrusted. But fieeing from the
corruptions of the Old World was the least important part
of their quest for righteousness: of far more consequence
was the task they set themselves of erecting in the New
World a “City Upon a Hill” that would serve as a model
of the true church for all Christendom.

Thus, in the eyes of the Puritan leaders, the settlement
of New England appeared to be the most significant act
of human history since Christ bade farewell to His disci-
ples. The City of God was about to be built upon earth and
the Puritans intended to take up residence on the ground
floor. An entire community living as God had directed
men to live—this was the vision that impelled thousands
of people to cross the Atlantic, It has fallen to the lot of
few men to engage themselves in an enterprise where the
stakes were so high and the reward so glorious.

To facilitate the accomplishment of this holy work,
God had laid down in the Bible, the Puritans believed, full
and explicit directions, The Puritans, it has been said,



substituted an infallible book for an infallible pope; cer~
tainly they looked to the Bible for guidance in every
phase of belief and conduct. Their Heavenly City was
built according to the specifications they found in Holy
Writ; they not only believed in the Bible, they believed
in nothing but the Bible.

While Puritans internalized the struggle between good
and evil-—every man was a battleground between God and
the Devil—Puritanism was also a way of life. To the
question Why was man created?, the Puritans had a
ready answer: man's only purpose was to glorify God on
earth and, if he were especially fortunate, to continue the
good work in Heaven.

For the Puritans, glorifying God meant concentrating
one’s whole being upon God, working diligently in one’s
“calling,” and living by the strict moral code enjoined by
the Bible. Life could not be separated into religious and
secular activities: every act and thought was a glorification
of God—or its opposite. Thus, working hard in one’s
“calling,” as well as prayer, fasting, churchgoing and
Bible-reading, was a form of homage to the Almighty.
The important thing was to be mindful of God at all
times: pride, complacency or mere gratification of the
senses must not be permitted to usurp the place that be-
longed rightfully to the Almighty. When one enjoyed a
pot of beer, a pipe of tobacco or took pretty Priscilla
upon one’s knee, it was essential to keep one’s thoughts
upon holy things.

So, when the Puritan shied from the delights of the
senses, it was because he feared that they would divert
his attention from the main business of life. Mere pleasure,
including sport and recreation, tended to be regarded as
snares of Satan, Nevertheless, the Puritans did not come
to New England to mortify the flesh—in that respect, they
received more than they had bargained for—for Puritan-
ism was not a religion of asceticism. Austere by com-
parison with the roistering, sport-loving, hard-drinking En-
glishmen of this time, the Puritans aspired to live as well
in other respects as did other middle-class Englishmen.

The Puritan Way - Miller Page 2



They did not necessarily identify Sin with the Flesh. Eat-
ing and drinking well, sexual indulgence within the bounds
of matrimony, and enjoying the comforts of life were not
proscribed in New.England.

In actuality, the Puritans were waging war upon certain
human propensities that they regarded as evils: covetous-
ness, materialism, the love of ostentation, and concern
with the externals of religion rather than with the things
of the spirit. As a result, no Puritan could have con-
ceived of the phrase “the pursuit of happiness.” Theirs
was the pursuit of godliness: the question they put to
themselves was: “What can I do for God this day?” When
they felt that they had fallen short of the standards set for
them by the Almighty, they flagellated themselves remorse-
Iéssly with introspective cross-examinations that usually
took the form of “thoughts of eternal reprobation and
torment.” Engaged as they were in a struggle with Original
Sin, Puritans could not afford to let down their guard
for an instant,

A true Puritan was equipped with a built-in clock
that insistently reminded him of the passage of time and
the necessity of spending it profitably. Idleness was deemed
a trap laid by the Old Deluder, but no Puritan worth
his salt was taken in by that threadbare trick. The rule of
life in New England was work and pray, and then work
and pray some more, As the Reverend Cotton Mather said:
“I tell you, with Diligence, a man may do marvellous
things. Let your Business engross the most of your time.”

In Puritan thinking, getting on in the world and getting
to Heaven were not wholly dissimilar pursuits. Prospering
in one’s “calling” was accounted presumptive, but not
conclusive, evidence of God’s favor; in the Puritan scheme
of things, property was distributed not by economic laws
but by Divine Decree, and it was usually granted to those
whose conduct was pleasing to Jehovah. Particularly if
wealth were acquired through the exercise of hard work,
thrift and sobriety, there was a strong presumption that
the Almighty had a hand in it; but monopolizing, squeezing
the poor, forestalling and extortion were condemned by
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the Puritan clergy. Moreover, a great deal depended upon
what one did with one’s money: if a rich man squandercd
his substance upon luxuries, frivotity and other forms ol
scif-indulgence, he was, according to Puritan doctrine,
courting God’s displeasure. 1f, on the other haad, he lived
fruguily, opened his purse ta the church and supported
good works, his chances of being counted among the elect
were excellent.

But the Puritans did not base their hopes of salvation
upon material success. Particularly during the carly period,
they attached much more significance to the spiritual
and intellectual qualities of man. John Winthrop died
the odor of sanctity that, to the Puritams, was far more
important than the smell of money, The Puritan ideal was
an enterprise where religion and profit went hand in hand,
Until materialism gained the upper hund, the Puritans be-
lieved that the settlement of New England cpitomized
this happy conjunction of spiritual and maierial better-
ment.

In founding New England, the Puritans flattered them-
scives that God had sifted a whole nation in order to
plant the choice seed in the wildemess. As John Winthrop
said, the holy work in Massachusetts Bay required very
different people from the Xind that had settled Virginia:
“unfitt instruments——a multitude of rude and misgoverned
persons, the very scumuin of the people.” But, admirtedly,
the separation of the wheat from the chaft had not been so
thorough as many Puritans desired, Somc “profane and
debauched persons™ unaccovntably filtered through the
sicve, In 1635, the Reverend Nathaniel Ward said that
“our thoughts and fears grow very sad to see such multi
tudes of idte and profane young men, servants and others,
with whom we must leave our children, for whose sake
and safety we came - over.” Some discouraged Puritans
even contemplated lcaving these unregencrates to their
wicked ways in New England and seeking another rcfuge
in the hope that a second winnowing would eliminate all
undesirables.

Because the Calvinistic theology to which the Puritans
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adhered emphasized the total depravity of man and his
utter loathsomeness in the eyes of God, they did not sup-
pose that every man was capable of rising to the level
of thought and conduct demanded by the Almighty. In
their opinion, only a minority of mankind was destined
to be redeemed by Christ’s sacrifice. Accordingly, they
confined church membership and voting privileges—to the
precious remnant of “visible Saints,” “the Elect of God,”
who bad received unequivocal assurances of salvation by
means of a sanctifying spiritual rebirth. True, the bleak
Calvinistic doctrine of predestination was softened by the
Puritan belief in a covenant—the so-called Covenant of

Grace—whereby each individual who executed his part
of the bargain could claim salvation from God. But, in
practice, comparatively few were able to give convincing
evidence of their right to demand fulfiliment of the terms
of the contract. As a result, they were debarred from mem-
bership in the Congregational churches and, presumably,
from Heaven, In 1641, the Reverend Thomas Shepard
said that “the devil hath his drove and swarms to go to
hell as fast as bees to their hives; Christ hath his flock,
and that is but a little flock.” In this competition, the
Devil seemed to have much the better of it. Two-thirds of
the population failed to qualify as church members.

In consequence, in the “City on a Hill” built by the
New England Puritans, the mansions of the blessed where
the “sons of God, of the blood royal,” resided were in
close proximity to a large spiritual slum where dwelt
the majority of the people. These were the damned, living
in a state of total depravity and consigned to everlasting
torment by an incensed but just God. Nevertheless, they
were not excused for that reason from living godly lives.
Non-church members were required to conform in every
particular to the moral code prescribed for the “Saints”;
they, too, were obliged to glorify God even though their
chances of meeting Him in the hereafter were very small
Accordingly, attendance at church was made compulsory
for all. Regenerates and unregenerates sat together in the
same meetinghouse, but the latter were not permitted to
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partake of the Communion nor to have their children
baptized. In effect, therefore, the Massachusetts Puritans
created two churches, one for the elect, the other for those
outside the pale of salvation.

Besides listening to interminable sermons, the non-
church members were subjected to the full force of the
discipline administered by the clergy and the magistrates.
This discipline took the form of “good and wholesome
laws” rigorously executed. Puritan lawmakers compiled
seemingly exhaustive lists of prohibited “carnall delights,”
such as attending plays, dancing round a Maypole, bowling
on the green, playing at shuffleboard, quoits, dice and
cards. The Selectmen of Boston refused to permit an ex-
hibition of tight-rope walking “lest the said divertisement
may tend to promote idleness in the town and great mis-
pense of time, and, in 1681, a French dancing master was
ordered out of town lest “profane and Promiscuous Danc-
ing” corrupt the morals of the citizens. Acting upon the
principle that “an hour's idleness is as bad as an hour’s
drunkenness,” the Massachusetts General Court enacted
laws against beachcombing and rebuked “unprofitable fowl-
ers"—i.e., bad shots who wasted their time and powder
on the birds. Even though fowling was his favorite recrea-
tion, Governor John Winthrop gave it up. But Winthrop
was an uncommonly poor marksman and, being a good
Puritan, he suffered a twinge of conscience whenever he
missed the bird,

For a time, even tobacco was put under the ban. In early
Massachusetts Bay, indulgence in the weed was restricted
to a pipe after dinner; and in New Haven the authorities

offered informers part of the fine assessed upon violators
of the law:

It is ordered that no tobacco shall be taken in the streets,
yards, or about the houses in any plantation or farm in this jur-
isdiction, or without doors near or about the town, or in the
meeting-house, or body of the train soldiers, or any other places
where they may do mischief thereby, under the penalty of six
pence a pipe or a time, which is to go to him that informs and
prosecutes; which, if refused, is to be recovered by distress; in
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which case, if there be difference, it may be issued without a court
by any magistrate, or where there is no magistrate by any deputy
or constable; but if he be a poor servant and hath not to pay,
and his master will not pay for him, he shall then be punished
by sitting in the stocks one hour.?

To the Puritans’ way of thinking, there was a close
connection between hair and holiness. The wearing by
men of long hair (“long” was defined as covering the
ears) was enough to bring an offender under suspicion
of being a subversive. As evidence of God's displeasure
with the custom, fashionable among dapper young Puritans,
the Biblical passage was quoted: “God shall wound the
hairy scalp of such a one as goes on still in his wicked-
ness.” In Boston, frequent visits to the barber were re-
garded as a form of insurance against Divine wrath.

Certainly there seemed to be no end of ways in which
a Puritan could sin: swearing, Sabbath-breaking, sleeping
during sermons, drinking in the taverns, sexual laxity,
health-drinking, overdressing, etc. Wherever the Puritan
turned, a sin was lying in wait for him—and someone
was ready to nab him if he yielded to temptation. Even
the amount of liquor consumed in a tavern was strictly
regulated. In 1637, Boston had two taverns, a traveler re-

ported,

into which, if a stranger went, he was presently followed by
one appointed to that Office, who would thrust himself into his
Company uninvited, and if he called for more drink than the
Officer thought in his judgment he could soberly bear away, he
would presently countermand it, and appoint the proportion,
beyond which he could not get one drop.*

Even so, some of these sumptuary laws were repealed
after a few vears’ trial or observed omly in the breach.
The Bible, for example, could not be cited authoritatively
against the use of tobacco and even some of the clergy were

13, Hammond Trumbull, The True-Blue Laws of Connecticut and
New Haven (Hartford: American Publishing Company, 1876),
p. 251.

2John Josselyn, An Account of Two Voyages to New England
(Boston: William Veazie, 1915), pp. 132-33,
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soon finding consolation in their pipes. Health-drinking was
too deeply rooted in English custom to be exorcised by a
law, As for gay apparel, John Winthrop noted that since
“divers of the elders’ wives being in some measure partners
in this disorder,” the law tended to become a dead letier—
killed by the very people who were supposed to set an
example to the less godly citizens.

Many of the acts punishable in New England as sinful,
“carnall,” and a waste of precious time were cxpressly
permiticd in England. The Book of Sports, issucd by
James Y and reissued by Charles I, enumerated among
the rights of Englishmen most of the recreations, with the
exception of hear-baiting, condemncd by the Puritans.
Thus, in crossing the Atlantic, an Englishman forfeited,
among other things, the freedom to spend his leisure as
he pleased. On the other hand, he gained, according to the
Puritans, the incstimable advantage of enjoying the coms-
pany of the pure in spirit and of living according to Ged’s
Holy Ordinances,

These ordinances applied fo the most minute details of
daily life. The unrelenting scrutiny maintaincd by the ctvil
and ecclestastical authoritics in Puritan Ncw England
made the controls imposed by Archbishop Laud—who
figures in Puritan annals as a cruel and tyrannous prelate—
seem mild by comparison. Moreover, the official inspection
in New England was supplemented by the practice of
neighbor’s spying upon peighber in order to ferret sin
out of its most secret hiding places.

A Puritan could not be content wilth personal holiness;
to feel secure, he had to enjov the assurance that the whole
community was as free of sin as he could make it. His ideal
was a Bible Commonwealth “wherein the least known evills
arc not to be tolerated” and where not even a sinful
thought could find lodgement. It was therefore incumbent
upon every individual whe walked with God to make sure
that none of his neighbors got out of hre, The conseguence
of neglecting this duty promised to be catastrophic: the
transgressions of one individual, it was believed, endangered
the success of the entire Puritap experiment. For not only
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