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       There was a revival in the age of Jefferson.  The religious excitement  which overtook the western reserve at the dawn of the 19th century  was shaped by and in turn  furthered a  distinctly Republican  view of civil and religious liberty.  Barton Stone and his “New Light” Presbyterian cohorts who promoted the revival were, as Ronald Byars recently points out, initially motivated by a passion for Christian liberty.�  Only three years after his departure to the Shakers, Richard McNemar  describes the fledgling “new light” church as a “new republic,” and confesses that he even in 1808 found it “difficult to paint the zeal for liberty, and just indignation against the old aristocratic spirit, which glowed through every member of this new confederacy.”�  The theology of Stone and of the Christians as a whole was consonant with the republicanism which dominated moral discourse at the time.


          Of course this is not to imply that Jefferson, himself, necessarily exerted some direct influence on Stone’s thought.  Stone was educated in a revivalist, not a rationalist setting.  Additionally, though widely suspected of infidelity and to a large degree misrepresented by his Federalist and Congregational enemies, the President was very guarded about disclosing his religious views.�  While the President regarded a multiplicity of sects as desirable, the news of Cane Ridge and Stone’s version of evangelical Christianity would have hardly suited the deist of Monticello. �





The Ongoing Revolution


        Nonetheless, the revival took place in the age of Jefferson, and it effectively responded to or embraced the Republican ethos of the time.  Richard McNemar believed that the reexamination of Scripture which took place among the Christians  before and during the revival was in a number of ways a response to deism.�Thomas Paine was the most widely read author in early Kentucky.  His Age of Reason was very popular, and answers to it were widely circulated. Democratic societies in support of the French Republic rose up in Lexington, Georgetown and Paris.� Dumas Malone notes that by 1801 deism was not as much in fashion as it had been a generation earlier, but if that is true it is only because men like Stone effectively developed an approach to Scripture more consistent with Enlightenment rationality and embraced a Republican ethos which won the day for evangelicals.  Even the most bitter Presbyterian opponents of  the revival confessed that however much confusion and heresy reigned, the number of avowed rationalists, deists, and skeptics shrunk toward zero after Cane Ridge.�  But those evangelicals who rejected Jefferson’s deism, still deeply shared in his egalitarian moral vision.  Difficulty with the Kentucky Constitution and land titles contributed to an obsession with law, politics and the Enlightenment’s conception of human liberty. �   When Spain showed signs of resisting the acquisition of Louisiana, business stopped, recruitment began, the spirit of 76” flamed in the woods of western America, for nothing would stop the expansion of Jefferson’s “empire for liberty.”  � 


           Stone, who grew up during the revolution, even hearing the roar of  canon at the Battle of Guilford Courthouse, confessed in his biography late in his life, “I drank deeply into the Spirit of liberty.”�  He called his withdraw from the jurisdiction of the Kentucky Synod a “declaration of independence,” and requested that the Apology of the Springfield Presbytery be included in his biography.�  J.A, Gano, a student of Stone and always a little more over-stated than Stone, himself, called the Apology the first declaration of religious freedom in the Western Hemisphere.�  Robert Marshall, who wrote the piece for the new Presbytery deliberately borrowed language from the Declaration of Independence.  It is a piece beginning with a statement of “causes of separation” and ending with an appeal to a “candid” reader and a “pledge” of continued service.� In it Marshall describes how McNemar, Stone, Dunlavy, Thompson and himself were deprived of due process under the Presbyterian constitution. “They saw the arm of ecclesiastical authority raised to crush [them].” �  Marshall continues, “It is the inalienable right of every moral agent to withdraw from that society, when the rights of conscience are invaded.  If the Presbyterian Church deprives its subjects of this privilege, it must be tyrannical.”�


        Thus, the Newlight or Christian Church was the product of a Revolutionary generation, consumed with individual liberty.  As Robert Marshall and John Thompson declared in 1811, the The Apology  and Last Will and Testament were an “exercise of our “liberty of conscience as free Americans, and as free members of the Newlight, or Christian Church.”� Stone called the struggle of the Christian connection a “struggle for Christian liberty,”� and as John Rogers pointed out in an 1828 discourse recommended by Stone, civil and religious liberty were “intimately connected”—they had to “stand or fall together.”�  If  President Jefferson could  affirm “that to suffer the civil magistrate to intrude his powers into the field of opinion…was a dangerous fallacy which at once destroys all religious liberty,”� then the Christians would affirm that the same was true of suffering the same intrusions from the Synod of Kentucky.  Stone would write in his fights against creeds, “if [a creed] be not supported by civil power; but by ecclesiastical authority alone; still the [tyranny] is not altered.  The non-believer of the creed suffers the pain of being excluded from the society of his heart… and must bear the reproach of a heretic.”� Stone and the signers of the Last Will and Testament saw themselves as extending the same kind of religious liberty and toleration within the church that the Constitution had  provided for citizens of the state.  


           The language of the Last Will and Testament bears a striking resemblance to the First chapter of the Form of Government of the Presbyterian Church entitled, Preliminary Principles.  This introductory chapter was added by the Synod in Philadelphia in 1788 after the passage of the United States Constitution and during the debate about it’s adoption.  In this chapter, the Presbyterian synod was unanimously  of the opinion that they did not wish to see any religious constitution aided by the civil power, that each denomination maintain its own system of “internal government” where it  elected the persons who would exercise religious authority from within that particular religious society, that all authority which would be exercised within the denominational structure was  “delegated authority”--authority given to it by the members of that said society as governed by the principles of Holy Scripture.  Thus, in the Presbyterian Form of Government there was a call for all religious societies (denominations) to exercise “mutual forbearance” towards each other. 


        McNemar in writing the Last Will and Testament makes clever use of this language, extending it’s use to the congregational and individual levels.  He rejects the notion of “delegated authority” altogether, writing that “each particular church …should henceforth never delegate her right of government.” Although no presbytery ever formally had any power to make church law, it’s “delegated”  “right of judging” � which laws are and are not made in Scripture,  in the view of Stone and others had been abused.  The Last Will and Testament accuses Presbyterians of doing just what the Form of Government  expressly prohibited them to do, namely, “make laws to bind the conscience in virtue of their own authority.”�  In other words, the same “mutual forbearance” and toleration of diversity that the Form of Government called for when it called for the equal and common standing of all  denominations in the eyes of the civil power, the Christians were now asking “the preachers and people” in general to exercise within the church.�


          There were, of course, social and environmental factors which made such a crusade for freedom of conscience seem appropriate or necessary.  First there was the revival itself and the diversity of the population on the Western Reserve.  The Scotch-Irish Presbyterians were loosing their social homogeneity.  Compact ethnic communities were quickly broken down as Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian families all took up land contiguously on the frontier.  Revivals such as Cane Ridge only exaggerated such pluralism so that the exercise of  liberty of conscience among such a diverse community was necessitated.   Stone, perhaps more than others, was aware of this necessity, and when the operations of the Spirit at Cane Ridge happened among “every class of people,”� he and others were sure that God was calling the church to practice a new unity in tolerant diversity in order to perpetuate the revival.  For the rest of his life liberty and union would be inextricably intertwined themes.� 





The Progress of Light 


    Second, Stone shared his culture’s confidence in reason.  The Revolution seemed evidence of what common sense could do in creating political liberty.  In Jefferson’s words the Revolution was a signal to arouse men to “burst the chains under which monkish ignorance an superstition had persuaded them to bind themselves.”  Light had restored “the free right to unbounded exercise of reason and freedom of opinion.  All eyes are opened or are opening …�  At nearly the same time Stone would write about Christians in America, “they are breaking the man-mad fetters by which they have been long bound.”�  


       Those who lived in  the early Republic thought it possible to transcend one’s schema to peer objectively into truth.  Stone was contending for “the Bible alone, and liberty from the [creedal] shackles of men.”� Marshall and Thompson knew too well that escaping ones subjective paradigm was harder said than done.  By 1811 they had come to fear Stone and the Christians were every bit as involved in a new system, as any were in an old one”�  But Stone, although always careful to avoid what he often called the “spirit of infallibility,” still believed that creedal formulations could be avoided and the gospel could be perceived “untrammeled by the systems and notions of men.”� When this was accomplished, “how soon the dark clouds of error [would] fly before the rays of truth!  How soon would the divided flock of the great Shepherd, hear his voice and flow together unto him!”�  


        If the French Enlightenment was confident of rendering mysterious understandings of the world superfluous, in America, evangelicals like Stone, influenced by 18th century rationalism, sought to discredit  mysterious understandings of Scripture.  As long as light of God was obscured “under the impression that it is a book of mysteries, understood only by a few learned ministers,” Christians would remain devoted to their sectarian allegiances, with their liberty lying “prostrated at the feet of ecclesiastical demagogues.”� But the light was dawning. If in France the Enlightenment undermined Scripture, on the frontier evangelicals influenced by rationalism were seeking  to properly explicate it and give it to the people.  Either way, great liberating change was on the horizon.�


        And so, the revival itself  fit in with the millennial expectations which were already present in the Republican culture at large.  Jefferson  could  write in 1801, “We can no longer say that there is nothing New under the sun.  For this whole chapter of the history of man is new.  The great extent of our republic is new.  It’s sparse habitation is new.  The mighty wave of public opinion which has rolled over it is new…”�   Cane Ridge only increased this sense of  heightened expectation.    Stone would later publish in his Reply that his exhortations to the people to labor after the spirit of Jesus as the only bond of union was “not vain imaginations for God is now about to take the earth.” �  McNemar wrote of this time among the Christians: “In a word, all nature seemed to be impregnated with a new and spiritual quality, which rendered every object and every transaction presented to the  mind, whether sleeping or waking, susceptible of some signification…”�  Stone was not quite so pronounced in  expressing  his expectation,  but the exercises and transformations of character  which took place on Cane Ridge seemed to mark for him a new working of the Spirit which would bring about Christian liberty and union.  After the dust had  settled a few years later, Marshall and Thompson didn’t like new libertine order that had been created, and in seeking a reconciliation with the Presbyterians admitted that they had “confidently thought that the Millennium was at hand, and that a glorious church would soon be formed…”�  Undoubtedly the early Newlight Christians thought they were reigning in a new era where the “oppressed could go free and taste the sweets of Gospel liberty.”  Those who didn’t see the changes as liberating were merely told to “behold the signs of the times.�  





A God Common Sense Could Love


       In the years following the revival Stone further developed his theology and conception of human liberty.  Above all, true freedom was loving Jesus Christ, and knowing that one is loved by him. As long as the attentions were fixed upon divisive issues they were not fixed upon the saving Christ.  In a discourse of which Stone heartily approved, John Rogers asked, “under the preaching of such a sermon [bent on winning the doctrinal argument] did you ever see a congregation bathed in tears?  Did you ever  hear a sinner exclaim “what must I do to be saved?’”�  Stone’s  churches deliberately sought to break through divisive arguments about abstract divinity so people would be freed to respond to Christ. 


       The light of the Bible, when not distorted by  “polemic and obscure divinity which disturbed the mind,”� was capable of  freeing the mind and the soul to love God.  The enlightened common sense popularized by the American Revolution was in deep conflict with the divinity which had not troubled previous generations of evangelicals. Calvinism was a “labyrinth” for Stone� because it contained paradoxical, or in his view, contradictory truth claims which left him “bewildered” in a spiritual crisis.  Stone could not reconcile the doctrine of the trinity with his version of enlightenment rationality.  Stone set about dismantling Calvinism because it embarrassed the mind and portrayed God as an arbitrary wrathful tyrant whom no rational person could love.  


         In many ways, the New Light Christians were putting a democratic spin on the gospel.  If Stone’s God was not different from the God of Jonathan Edwards, at least he was now openly sympathetic to republican sensibilities--a God most good Democrats could embrace.


       


         Christ comes, not with a rod of iron…threatening instant destruction to the contemner of his laws; and  


         thus coercing subjection to his government.  But he comes in mercy, and in accents of love and pity,    


         by mild but powerful persuasiveness, he addresses himself to the understandings, the consciences…    


         and thus destroys their opposition, and leads them joyful captives of his holy will.” �





       In a Compendious View of the Gospel Stone rejected the Calvinist doctrines of election and reprobation not only because God’s love for all was rationally inconsistent with damning the better part of humanity, but because such a picture of God made it impossible to love him.  He asks, “Could God damn a soul for not having faith when he had it in his own power to give or withhold at sovereign pleasure?  With equal propriety he might damn an individual for creating a world.  For, according to the theory, the one is as much above the power as the other.”�   If a person was unable to believe the scriptures and love God it was either because the scriptures were incredible or that the sinner has no capacity to believe.  Either way for God to still condemn them for what they are unable to do “is to make him a God of matchless cruelty, tyranny and injustice.”�  


        By making conversion dependent on faith and making faith dependent simply on the power of the testimony of the New Testament witness, Stone believed he had freed people to believe in God now.  The rapid conversions at the revival led him to believe,  despite the objections of the Calvinist divines, that the Westminster Confession “subjected many of the pious” who wanted to believe but had no basis for believing they had been joined with Christ, to a “spirit of bondage.”�  They, in other words had no “foundation or real grounds for faith.”�  Stone himself, had gone through an agonizing period where he sought God’s assurance, and could not find it.  This was unnecessary, for God loved all sinners—not a few.  This was a much more lovable God and the heart that was touched by such a message was completely free to embrace God and be assured of its saved condition.  This view of the gospel set people “free from bondage, fear, and condemnation” and brought them the security of the marriage union with the “second husband.” Before this they were all their life-time in bondage through fear of death,  but “seeing Jesus pass through death they lose all their fears and like Stephen, they look up into heaven and rejoice.”�


          In addition, the early Christians believed Calvinism also “strengthened sinners in unbelief.”�  Frontier preachers were often repulsed by sayings like these, “if I am saved, I shall be saved,” and “I await the effectual call.”�  Stone believed his biblical doctrine of faith was cutting through such excuses in order to free all people to believe and love the God who loves all sinners.  


        Subsequently, his rejection of substitutionary atonement was motivated not so much by adherence to Lockean rationalism as much as it was motivated because these doctrines were divisive interpretations of biblical language, not themselves in the text, and because Stone’s own sensibilities were offended by the notion of “proxy” suffering.  “These heart-chilling; soul revolting; God dishonoring: infidel making things are not once found in the Bible…”�  And since it was only a view of the “holiness, goodness, love and free, unmerited grace and mercy of God which produces true conviction and true repentance, and which humbles the heart and makes him willing to depart form all iniquity,”� the task of theology for Stone was to present a the biblical vision of Jesus Christ “untrammeled by the doctrines of men” so  the soul might fall in love with God. 





Freedom of Conscience


        But to do that Stone and his Arminian cohorts had to have freedom of expression within Presbyterian circles—something they were unwilling to tolerate.   But Stone, McNemar, Dunlavy, Marshall and Thompson all  found  in the political discourse of the period ample resources with which to wage their crusade for freedom of conscience primarily among frontier Presbyterians.  Jefferson had written, 


       The rights of conscience we never submitted, we could not submit.  We are answerable for them to 


       our God…Constraint may make [the dissenter] worse by making him a hypocrite, but it will never 


       make him  a truer man. It may fix him obstinately in his errors, but will not cure them.  Reason and 


       free inquiry are the only effectual agents against error. Give a loose to them and they will support 


       the true religion… What has been the effect of coercion?  To make one half of the world fools and 


       the other half hypocrites…� 





       All of these elements of Republican dogma show up in the writing of Stone against creeds.  For Stone the truth or error of “speculative opinions was not the great cause of the lamentable divisions”  the real problem was of more vital importance:  “It is a contention for the right of conscience, on the one hand, and a flat denial of that common right on the other.”�  Forcing people out of a fellowship because they could not subscribe to a creed Stone thought an “unwarrantable intrusion upon the prerogative of Jesus Christ.”� If the Jeffersonians sought to protect liberty with the doctrine of  strict construction, Stone refused to add any requirements on the conscience which were not found in the Bible.  Citing the Westminster Confession in a way that had to gall most Presbyterians, Stone said Christ alone was the “Sovereign Lord of the conscience.”�


       He concurred with the popular Jeffersonian assumption that efforts to coerce opinion were inevitably counterproductive.  Stone, too, believed creeds made men “slaves or hypocrites.”  The fear of banishment “prostrates ones liberty and drives him into base hypocrisy.”�  Creeds and debate had the tendency to fix a person in his error, but if a person was kept in a tolerant and loving community, his sin would be “smiled from existence.”�  Stone observed that  the nearest thing to unity of opinion he had observed “appeared in those societies in which no effort was made to be of one opinion; in which they allowed the greatest liberty of opinion and boasted more of the glory of the great [gospel] facts.”�  But Marshall and Thompson, perhaps not without good cause, were frightened by the experience of diversity within the Christian Connection, and  had “changed their minds about the propriety of every denomination having a specific statement of their sentiments.”�  Stone, however did not waver.  He replied in his Address claiming his rejection of  creeds was  in the liberating tradition of the Protestant reformation:


               One great objection to receiving the Bible alone without human helps or creeds, is that men will  


           think and believe so differently, that they can never enjoy Christian union among themselves.  This    


           objection is of great antiquity.  It was this that induced the Popes to take the Bible from the laity, and   


           cause them to submit to their own canons and decrees.  It was this that caused so many sanguinary  


           laws to be made in the state as well as in the church to enforce uniformity.  It is this, which is yet the 


           cause of so much altercation among Christians.  But all the creeds in the world will not prevent a free 


           man from thinking his views of truth…�





    There is perhaps another reason why Stone did not waver. For as important as this tolerance was in enabling him to keep his dream for Christian unity alive, his opposition to Creeds went even deeper.  In Stone’s view the creeds generally explained away the “spirituality of the Scriptures” and made orthodoxy a matter of intellectual ascent.  The proponents of the creed and helps would receive people as orthodox even when their was “no satisfactory evidence of real, living religion.”  Confessional Christians for Stone ignored the “cementing power of living religion” in an attempt to artificially force a carnal conformity.  Put bluntly, while creeds were meant to be helps that would promote unity, obscure divinity and “confessions of faith actually kept the soul away from the word of God.”�  The creeds developed paradigms that blinded men to saving truth and enslaved them to a phony religiosity.  If Jefferson had declared  “eternal hostility to every form of tyranny over the human mind,”� Stone had declared war on the creeds in order to give the heart and mind  free, “untrammeled” access to the Bible.





Deliverance from “Power and Priestcraft”�


      It needs to be noted that Stone believed that the doctrines of Calvinism were in fact “calculated to involve the mind in mystic darkness and cool the ardor of [Christian] devotion.�   These doctrines may have been sincerely believed, but in the mind of Stone,  these doctrines were “calculated” to shut down the revival, and he bluntly rebelled against such ecclesiastical authority.   From the very beginning Richard McNemar said that the spirit of the Cane Ridge  revival was a democratic one.  “It had the tendency to put down that ministerial authority by which creeds and parties were supported and set the people at liberty.”� Later in life, for Stone the difference between Roman Catholics and Protestants for Stone was that Rome had one Pope the sects had many! The five points of Calvinism were tools of powerful churchmen with which they could exercise control over the church, and if the people did not cease not from these “ecclesiastical demagogues” then the “schisms of the body of Christ would continue with all their attendant evils.”�  While in Stone’s case he was not rebelling against all religious authority, he was rebelling against controlling structures and about the time of the Last will and Testament began searching for a more liberating system of governance revealed only in the Bible. 





Limited Government


      Stoneite Christians admitted that the Kingdom of God was an absolute monarchy with Christ as its head; “nevertheless,” it was argued, “so far as the administration of the affairs of the kingdom upon the earth, by human agencies, is concerned it is quite democratic.”�  It is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss Stone’s view of church government in any detail, but it is safe to say he came to believe some formal meetings beyond the congregational level were inherently dangerous to  Christian liberty.   This is what prevented very close ties with the Eastern Christians in 1826.  The Eastern brethren were dazzled with the “pomp of a general conference”� which would be “drawing up Resolves, what the churches must do, and what the preachers must do &c.”�  One of the reasons Stone would urge congregations to support their own evangelist was so that this would preclude the necessity of annual meetings which did nothing to promote vital piety.�


        Dr. James North feels this aversion to anything but congregational church polity is observable in the Last Will and Testament.�  Certainly McNemar, it’s author, had come to such convictions.  His Turtle-Creek congregation had passed a minute in April before the Last Will was issued in June of 1804 in which the “eldership was not to form a separate body distinct from the church itself.”�  It is not so clear that the other five signers of the Last Will were quite as sure about their rejection of Presbyterian polity in 1804.  Certainly when the signers willed that the church of Christ resume her native right of internal government, they were using phraseology which Presbyterians had for years used in insisting that each denomination be free from civil interference. Presbyterian churches had always chosen their own minister, and thus  the Last Will and Testament’s exhortation that each “church choose her own preacher”  does not necessarily reflect a change in church polity.  What is more, the ministers said they would “continue to assist in ordaining elders” and “in the exercise of these functions which belong to us as ministers.”�  There is also  the curious phrase in the Witnesses’ Address attached to the Last Will in which the authors say of themselves, “however just, therefore, our views of church government might have been, we would have still gone out as a self constituted body” distinguishable from the body of Christ at large.�  This, perhaps suggests some disagreement about the specifics of Biblical church polity among the signers, and it is a positive statement the document was intended primarily as a statement promoting Christian unity not a proscription for church polity.


        While this may have been true, it was not always read exclusively that way in retrospect.  Marshall and Thompson in 1811 as they sought to return to the Presbyterians called the Last Will an “obnoxious instrument” the sentiments of which “gained ascendancy over [their] judgment” and caused them to “resign to private churches that, which, according to scripture, is the proper business of the ministry.”�  By Presbyterians, the Last Will and Testament was seen as a renunciation of their polity, and such renunciations were in Marshall and Thompson’s view responsible for the divisions and corruption’s for it had put it out of our power to do anything towards keeping the church pure from an ignorant, or corrupt ministry.�  David Purviance replied to Marshall and Thompson, admitting some of the difficulties within the Christian churches, but disagreed that the cause was the absence of creedal statements and a more tightly controlled organizational structure. He wrote, “I think it dishonoring to the King and head of the church, to suppose that the laws he has given are insufficient for the government of his kingdom.”� 


        Stone would have agreed with McNemar who wondered “if the principle of love could regulate the conduct of one man why not two?  And if two why not a thousand?  But if the principle of love be wanting, can any external form of government and discipline make him a good husband?�  Later, Stone would similarly state, “if one church can live independent of another and be governed aright within itself a second can do likewise.  And so can three hundred.”�  If people would not be subject to the law of God, no amount of human coercion would make them more pious.  Throughout his mature life he believed that those who advocated the use of external rules or structures beyond Scripture in order to hold people accountable not only betrayed a lack of trust in the brethren and “tight laced” the body which was made for freedom,  but ignored the cementing power of true religion. 





Aversion to Unhealthy Dependence


       Especially late in Stone’s life Christian liberty was seen a freedom from worldly allures, which keep the heart away from God.  His biography, written for his family and close associates, especially reveals the nature of the spiritual freedom Stone recommended.   He states early in his life that his understanding of conversion was one where he “must incur the displeasure of my dear relatives…become the object of scorn and ridicule—relinquish all my plans and schemes for worldly honor, wealth and preferment, and bid adieu to all the pleasures in which I had lived.”�   Being at liberty was being free from the opinions of men, wealth and pleasure.


       While he was teaching near Washington, GA, between stints at preparing for the ministry, Stone won the respect of the community there. He wrote, The marked attention paid me by the most respectable part of the community was nearly my ruin.  Stone knew very well the allure of worldly honor and it’s capacity to enslave the will to the opinions of men. This was the great power of a creed—it commanded ascent and threatened the loss of relationship and approval.   Such fear of man “bringeth a snare” and limited “the spirit of free inquiry.”� He wrote, “Should this dread of exclusion influence all, the consequence would be that all the litigant sects would remain.”� Stone would not be falsely shamed into compliance even after his break with the Presbyterians.   He blamed the defection of so many of the Christians to the Shakers on being “puffed up at our prosperity” in relation to the Presbyterian with whom they had been in conflict.�After making some modifications in his views he demonstrated a public willingness to admit being wrong, for “The disgrace attached to a change of opinion has ever stood in the way of reformation of error.”�  The desire for positive regard among peers often was what caused church leaders to fight among themselves.  Stone’s
