CHAPTER III
THE EVOLUTION OF THE MISSIONARY MOVEMENT IN ENGLAND

Compromise and the State Church

The potential for a multifacted response in Engiand to the
challenge of mission stems in part from the very formation of its
state church. While the old consciousness of the Church as a separate
institution with its own imperatives never disappeared entirely, the
Church of England, from the moment Henry VIII broke away from the Church
of Rome and declared himself head of the English Church, was irrevocébly
tied to the secular state.. The state, as embodied by both the Crown
and, increasingly in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, by
Parliament, did not hesitate to use this still rich and valuable pawn
in political machinations with less than spiritual aims. Yet because
the English Church had to accommodate the priorities of the secular
state that had created it and continued to control it, it exhibited
a flexibility and an accommodation in matters of doctrine and dogma
not always found in more independent institutions. For the forceful
Tudor monarchs of the sixteenth century, Henry VIII and Elizabeth I,
domestic stability represented a pressing political priority. If,
to achieve that end, the Crown and the English Church had to refrain
from insisting on absolute adherence to precise doctrines in matters
of religion--from, "making windows into men's souls"--then refrain

they would. The Elizabethan Compromise, in short, allowed for
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considerable diversity of religious opinion within the established
state church; an allowance stemming less from modern perceptions of
toleration than the contingencies of state policy.

In the heated religious atmosphere of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, compromise was difficult to maintain. Whatever social,
political and economic divisions underlay the English Civil War, the
Interregnum, and the Glorious Revolution, seventeenth-century English-
men aiso saw these conflicts as confrontations rooted in religious
differences. But in 1689, the principle of toleration of religious
practice, even outside the confines of the Church of.EngIand, proved
victorious and found expression in the Bi1l of Rights. As it entered
the eighteenth century, then, English Protestantism was characterized
by nothing so much as diversity. The Anglican Establishment itself
continued to contain "low church" Calvinist elements as weli as those
who still identified to some degree with the older Catholic tradition.
Churchmen who saw the Church's established status as right and natural
shared the Anglican communion with those who railed against the inter-
ference of the state in the affairs of a spiritual institution. Outside
the established Church itself, the Dissenter bodies thrived, despite
the civil disabilities the practice of their faith cost them, and
presented a dizzying array of religious perspectives.

Thus when all the conditions were in place for Christian mission
to be perceived as relevant to the lives of believers, English
Protestantism, by virtue of its very diversity, had the potential for
a varied response. That response was not, initially, however,
particularly innovative, tied as it was to the overseas goals of the

English Crown.




53

The Early English Missinary Effort and its Limitations

The extention of the English presence into North fAmerica in the
early seventeenth century greatly enhances the opportunities for the
Anglican Church to act on the Great Commission. The Church would,
of course, expand in the New World by ministering to the spiritual
needs of English colonists. But now for the first time in hundreds
of years, it also found itself in contact with the heathen in the
person of the American Indian. Despite their reiative lack of
experience with such a group, neither the Church nor the Crown nor
the colonizing body, the Virginia Company, appears to have felt any
equivocation over the Commission. One scholar of seventeenth-century
Angl%can mission perceives in the records of the Virginia Company "a

1 Be that as it may, the company's

thrill of awakening missionary zeal."
charter contains a very specific religious charge. “So noble a work,"
it reads, "may by the Providence of Almighty God hereafter tend to

the glorie of his Divine Majesty in propagating of Christian religion
to sucii people as yet live in darkness and misserabie ignorance of

the true knowledge and worship of God and may in time bring the infidels
and savages to human civility and to settled and quiet government."2

It has also been suggested that the idea of Englishmen carrying the

Protestant religion to the New World and thus checking the Catholic

]George Brydon, Virginia's Mother Church (Richmond: Virginia
Historical Society, 197}, p. 51.

21bid.




54
powers of Spain and France had considerable attiraction in the diplomatic

schema of the era.3

While Tittle appears to have been done in the first critical years
to implement these charges, by 1617 the Crown itself requested con-
tributions for what was in essence the first general appeal for Anglican
overseas mission. Fifteen hundred pounds was raised for an Indian
school, and land was set aside in the colony for its support. But
significantly, the initiative for this action came, not from the
institutional church, but the Crown. The funds themselves were raised
through a public appeail and did not involve the regular revenues of
the Church.

Despite this promising start, the Anglican missionary effort soon
waned. The school feil victim to an‘Indian uprising in 1621 before
it was fully operational, and interest in it never r'evived.4 This
apathy can be attributed to the harshness of colonial life. The
Virginia colonists had trouble enough simply maintaining life. Mission
to the Indians, who were a major threat to their continued existence,
could hardly have been much of a priority. Moreover, England itself
was soon embroiled in a civil war in which religious issues played
a major part. For much of the seventeenth century England found itself

quite titerally a nation of armed religious camps. Thus, however

3William Kellaway, The New England Company, 1649-1776 (London:
Longman's, 1961), pp. 1-9.

*Ibid., pp. 56-59.
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sensitive the Anglican Church might have been to the Great Commission,
it had only a limited ability to act on it.>

With the Glorious Revolution of 1689 and the succession to the
throne of William and Mary, a religious and civii truce prevailed which
gave the Angiican community new freedom to respond to mission. This
reaction, however, was only partly a factor of civil peace. Equally
important was the influence of a growing movement for the creation
of charitable and benevolent societies. Two theological systems formed
the basis for this social activism. The theology of divine benevolence
represented a synthesis of Christian truth and the growing rationalism
of the era. It maintained that since God is the creator of a rational
universal order and, in His benevolence, has given man the ability
to comprehend that order, it behooves man to imitate that benevolence
and reason and create a rational social order. The second source,
German pietism, held that acts of charity were outward manifestations
of and exercises in personal piety. At the beginning of the eighteenth
century, the foundation of numerous hospitals, schools for the indigent
and foundling homes provides evidence of the impact of this "practical
Christianity." Many of those laymen and clergy who participated in
the revival of interest in mission came out of this movement. Quite

-aside from the charge of the Great Commission, they could hardly have

5There was one English effort at mission in this period, but it
was under the auspices of neither Crown nor the Church of England.
In 1649, the Long Parliament chartered the Society for the Propagation
of the Gospel in New England. For fifty years it was the only English
body working (none too successfully) with the Indians. I[ts membership
was entirely Puritan. Kellaway, The New England Company, p. 8.







